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Prologue
My eyes snapped open as the sun peeked through my bedroom window in my tiny studio apartment, warming my face.  I grinned in excitement.  This was it; it was finally June, the month of renewal for me.  I was born in June, I was named for my grandmother June, who I had never met.  June has always been a time I could re-evaluate my life and take stock of where I have been and where I am going.  It excited me to no end to have this symmetry in the month that bears my name.
And this June will be the most spectacular one in my life.  It is where I finally take the reins and take control of my life.  A chance to step out of the shadow of my mother and show the world that I am a force unto myself.  That I am defined by my own actions, not those of my larger-than-life mother who is a force of nature in her own right.
It is time for me to take the world by storm and show them just what June Elizabeth Harris-West can do!  I swung my legs out of bed, stood, and promptly fell flat on my face when my feet got tangled up in my covers.
I gleeped as I hit the floor.  I looked around for the friggin gremlins that must have done this to me. I mean, I'd never trip myself up like this...  two mornings in a row.  Hey, come on, give me a break, I've been massively distracted with prepping my bombshell announcement for my family today.  I giggled at myself and got to my feet and made my way into the bathroom.
I reached in to start the shower for the water to warm up.  It took forever for the hot water to start flowing here.  The pipes moaned, groaned, shuddered, and complained like a herd of mechanical platypuses.  I pulled my hand out of the ice cold water, wiped it on the towel hanging beside the little bathtub.  Then I turned around and placed my fists on the sink and leaned in to look into a little oval mirror above it.
I lifted one hand to push my fingers through the matted brunette nest of bedhead hair and grinned.  Hey, I know that lady!  I looked at my greenish colored eyes.  They were the only part of me that I thought looked ok.  Well, them and my smile; I think I have an awesome smile.  I had more than enough personality to compensate for what I felt were my imperfections, though.
I stared into my eyes to give myself one of my pep talks to psyche myself up.  I had seen all my friends and family coming into their own.  Getting hitched, moving forward in their careers, creating art that took my breath away.  Even my baby sister graduated college last week.  But I have just been treading water, still in the shadow of my mother.  Well, both of my moms really.
My mom is none other than Mandy Fay Harris.  Queen of emotional rock.  She cast a long and wide shadow in the music industry, even decades after she retired.  She founded a non-profit record studio, Harmony Traxx, that works FOR the artists and has nurtured dozens of young superstars.  She is one of the most amazing women I know and I love her dearly.  We found out early on that I was just as musically inclined as she, but I decided to lock that away.  I could never be taken seriously in the music world if I attempted to break into the business.  Any success would be attributed to riding on my mother's coattails.
She is one of my two heroes, my guiding lights.  The other is my other mom, the nations first deaf Congresswoman, Anabella West.  She has brought the fight for so many worthy causes, to the top, and she is an unstoppable force in her own right.  I love her gentle soul and huge heart.
I'm in my mid-twenties, and after getting my masters at one of the finest art schools in the world, I went to work for my mom at Harmony Traxx.  Well, really I'm not down in Vancouver, Washington, with them.  I have lived in Seattle the past couple years, coordinating our advertising and marketing with the company that has an exclusive contract producing the music videos for our artists, Cornfed Potatoes Productions.
But after watching the last of my friends, Hank and AJ... Samantha Roth and Abbey Jacobs, get hitched last year and begin making their mark on the world, I decided it was time I found out just who I was.
I have been developing a plan the past few months, one I think has a great chance of success and will define me as a force of my own in the music industry.  It is time to put my money where my mouth is and prove that I can be a force of nature I always pretend to be.  My facade, my mask.  For once, I'm going to be brave for myself, and not for others.
It will move me out of my comfort zone, as well as out of the country. I need to make a clean break if I'm going to prove to myself, and others, that I can make it on my own.
The mirror started steaming up indicating the hot water had arrived.  I took one last look into my eyes, psyching myself up, my body humming half in fear and half excitement as I said with confidence, “Ok June, you've got this shit!”



Chapter 1 – Harmony
I arrived in Vancouver, the city that will always be my home and made my way past Uncle Dave's diner and past my destination, flipping a u-turn and parking next to Harmony.  The music school I have known my entire life.  I looked over to the giant record hanging over the door to the attached record studio, Harmony Traxx and smiled.  So many fond memories here.
I hopped out and smiled at the fiery redheaded woman who came zipping out of the little glass front office inset between Harmony and Harmony Traxx.  The little place was headquarters for the AWK.  An activist group spearhead by the youth of the city.
I was almost lifted off the ground as she engulfed me in a tight side to side hug. “Gack!”
She giggled and released me, holding onto my hands.  “Hiya Squirt!  I didn't know you were coming down today.”  Her emerald eyes sparkled with happy mischief.
I blushed at the old nickname and almost whined at my stunning cousin, “Zoey.  Please stop calling me that.  It undermines me in front of others.”
She snorted, and somehow made it look good.  How the hell can everyone in my family have more natural charisma than me?  She chuckled out, “Your 'little miss unstoppable' routine don't fly with me lady.  I used to change your diapers and check the integrity of your tickle circuitry when you were a baby.  You'll always be Squirt to me.”
I blushed at her, I modeled myself assured demeanor after her and my moms, I wish I were as confident as I always pretend to be.  I looked around. “School's out for the year, the rugrats around?”  I simply loved the trouble twosome, Maxine and Teddy, Zoey and her husband Harrison's kids.  I'm the cousin that spoils the hell out of them then returns them to Zoey with their hyperactivity circuits welded open and their volume controls cranked up by all the junk food we eat.
She smirked at me. “Yes, they're in the daycare inside.  You are such a corrupting influence on them, almost as much as Lizzie.”
I grinned at her. “I aim to please.”
She smiled warmly then said in a more serious tone, “They love you to death you know.”
This brought a huge smile to my lips. “Well, the feeling is mutual.  The stinkers make it hard for you to not love em.”
She tilted her head in a way that reminded me so much of her mom, Aunt Sarina, and it was easy to see the mother-daughter semblance.  She said, “You had a pretty determined look on your face when you got out of your car.  What's up?”
I just cocked an eyebrow at her, and both of her's rose.  “Oh.  It's time?”  I just nodded and she gave me a quick hug.  “Well, good luck.  It's going to go great.  Trust me.”
I smiled crookedly. “I certainly hope so.”
She shot me a stern look. “What have I pounded into you your whole life lady?”
I smiled and straightened up.  It was almost a tag line for me. Zoey always had unshakable faith in me, and my smile turned into a smirk as I said like a little kid reciting a lesson, “I got this shit.”
She beamed a Zoey Smile 5,000 at me that almost rivaled the one my mom reserved for her.  She said, “I got a couple things to do, but I'll hunt you down with my mini-mes in a bit.  Go get em.”
I nodded and entered the Harmony side of the blue building.  I waved at Tina at the reception desk.  She grinned at me and waved back as I marched up to her.  “They in?  Where they be?”
She smiled a conspiratorial smile and said, “Well let me think about this a second.  Congress is recessed for two weeks, your birthday is in two days.  Those two don't get to see each other enough.  What do you think?”
I squinted at her then my eyes went wide in realization.  “Sound room.” She gave me an ear to ear grin.  I winked at her and set off down the hall of the original portion of the music school.
I passed one of the rooms and had to smile at the little voice singing the scales, I glanced in the open door to see Mrs. W nodding at the little girl.  Mrs. W, my surrogate grandmother, was eighty-one and still going strong.  She knew more about music than anyone I have ever met.  Mom keeps trying to get her to retire and travel the world, but Mrs. Wellington just keeps saying that she was going to teach children till the day she dies.
I continued to the door at the end of the hall.  As I approached it, I could hear through the heavy soundproofing, the disjointed piano music and the musical voices of the women I most respect in life being amplified through the large speakers in the room.
I opened my mouth wide a couple times as I approached, popping my ears to prepare myself.  I grabbed the handle and swung the door open and stepped into the wall of sound that threatened to blow me back out of the room, and closed the door quickly to minimize the disturbance in the school.
I smiled in awe.  No matter how many times I see it, this is my favorite thing in the seven known universes.  Watching the love on my parent's faces when they sing with each other.  Mother has sworn never to sing commercially again, but she would sing every day with mom if she could.
The harmonic resonance of their voices together makes the sound something more than the sum of its parts.  And mom's piano playing is something that is so inspired, you would never be able to convince me that she was deaf if I didn't know it.  The cascade of notes merges together to make a living breathing entity that caresses their song and coaxes even more emotion from it.  This is something that never leaves this room, it is something that is for them and them alone.  It is their ultimate expression of love to each other.
I smiled as I stepped into their view from where they sat on the speaker they used instead of a piano bench, and smiled and signed with my hands, “Hi moms, I'm home.”
They both smiled hugely as they finished their song.  I stepped over to the ancient reel to reel recorder and turned it off as mother switched off the amps and mics around them.  I labeled the tape with the date and stepped over to the opened cabinet and slid the tape into the proper shelf reserved for their music together.  The shelf of tapes that only family would ever hear, then turned to the super smiley women as they stood and moved swiftly to me.
They snagged me into an over tight thee-way hug causing me to, “Gack!”  Wait, I already used gack today.  “Glurk!”
They finally released me so I could reinitialize my breathing subroutines.  There is some weird rumor going around that we need air to survive.  I don't put much stock into rumors, but I think that one is true.
Mom was signing as she looked back and forth between Mother and me, shaking her head and giggling.  “You two and your internal dialogues.”
I grinned at her and signed back, “Hi Mom.”  I looked over at Mother and signed as I spoke, “I'm sorry for dropping in a couple days early, but I have something important we need to discuss as a family.  Is Lizzie around?”
Mother, always scary perceptive, a skill she said she learned when she was on tour with the recording studio, said and signed, “Of course it's important.  It's June baby girl, your season of renewal.”
I just nodded as the butterflies already started.  Come on June, calm down, no need to be nervous yet.
Then Mom signed without saying, “Your sister is at Traxx, sitting in on a recording session.”
Mother interrupted. “This something we can do over lunch or should we use the offices at Traxx?”  I grinned at the speed and grace Mother signed with.  It reminded me of all the old stories they tell me of how clumsy and awkward her hands were when they first met and she was learning American Sign Language.  I had been signing since I was a baby so I always find it odd how difficult people find learning it.
I thought for a second.  The offices would make more sense, but I was hungry.  So I just gave a cheesy smile and signed, “Yes.”
Mom snorted at Mother's puzzled expression and said, “Both it is then.  Go collect Lizzie, and we can hit Dave's.”
I nodded as Mom leaned in and gave Mother a delicate kiss on the lips.  Eww, parents and public displays of affection!  I don't need to see that stuff!  But really... I think it is so amazing that they are still so much in love after all these years of marriage.
I chuckled as I escaped, they followed and went to the entry lobby while I took the employee door between the school and the recording studio.  I still marvel at Harmony Traxx, my mother's creation.  The first record studio dedicated to the artists.
When my mother was first discovered when she was a teenager, the studio that signed her crafted a persona around her that was what they wanted, not what she wanted.  Mandy Harris, bad girl rocker.  She had lost her real self in the persona they created.  They limited the types of songs she could sing and wouldn't produce the ones she wanted, the ones that made her feel something, anything.
The studio profited more than she did and it was destroying her.  Alcohol, sex, and drugs were her life.  To hide from the shame she felt, to hide from the sense of loss.  She was spiraling past rock bottom, with no control over her life, she was just a resource of the studio, a product of the industry.
But then she had me.  To this day, neither she nor I know who my father is.  She was sleeping with any random fan every night so she didn't have to feel.  Man, woman?  It didn't matter to her.  The day she found out she was pregnant with me she stopped it all, the drinking, sex, drugs... she dedicated her life to me and she ran from the business.
She kept moving and staying under the radar until I was born.  She returned to her hometown, here in Vancouver, Washington to raise me away from the industry.  That's where she met Mom.  She did a farewell tour where she sang her songs, the ones the studio wouldn't let her sing.  She threw away the Mandy Harris persona and let the world see her for who she really was, Mandy Fay Harris, the queen of emotional rock.  She has never performed again, except on a single charity album for the Callahan Foundation.
She created Harmony Traxx as a nonprofit recording studio.  Traxx works for the artist instead of controlling them.  Taking just enough commission to pay for production and distribution and the worker's salaries, not a penny more.  It doesn't need to make a profit, even now, twenty years after she retired, Mother's residual yearly royalties are in the seven figure range.
Countless superstars were cultivated here at Harmony Traxx.  Amber LaLanie, Conrad Chase, Elise Tran, September Grace, Satin Thunder, and Sarah Kreitz-Qualls to name a few.  Mother is very selective about the artists the studio produces for.
I wandered through the hall and toward the stairs. I waved at Jimmy at the front counter.  The man shot me a smile and waved back.  I waked past Nick's office, the man Mother took on to run Harmony Traxx for her.  He was in some sort of heated conversation on the phone, but he glanced over and gave me a smile and a nod as I continued down the hall to the first recording booth.
I slipped into the control room and was happy to hear the latest track from Veracious being laid down.  It has a smoky groove to it, Mother was sure this twosome would hit the big-time and she was rarely if ever wrong.  They had such passion and a unique modulated rhythm to their music and a tasty contrast in their voices.  One raspy and deep the other a smooth contralto counterpoint.  There was a subtle emotion that saturated the song.
I grinned as I felt my body catching the beat as I closed my eyes for a second as I allowed it to sweep over me, my head bobbing.  Mother is right... again.
I looked at the man at the mixing panel and the tall, lithe woman who stood next to him.  Her arms held high above her head as she moved and swayed with a silky smooth grace I have always been jealous of.  Her jet black hair, that that hung almost to her waist, was whipping around in time with the beat, complimented her Pacific Islander complexion.
I stepped up and tapped her shoulder then stiffened and cringed for what was coming next as she swung around and a gorgeous smile spread across her beautiful face, chocolate brown eyes twinkling in glee. The next moment I was lifted off the ground in a tight hug as my baby sister, Elizabeth... Lizzie, squealed.
The sound man's head dropped and he hit some controls as he cued his mic to the band in the booth.  “Cut.  We need to take it from the top... again.”  He shot an accusatory look at Lizzie with a grin.
She put me down and scrunched her shoulders up and crinkled her nose in a cute apology.  Most likely the mics in the booth didn't pick up the squeal but the guy, Joe, I think his name is, was not taking chances.
Lizzie comically put her finger to her lips, her eyes glittering with mischief, grabbed my hand, dragged me out into the hall, and closed the door.  I was taken by surprise by a secondary sneak attack hug and squeal that matched the one from just moments earlier, leaving my feet dangling off the ground.  God help me, I was grinning like an idiot.  I love my baby sis so much and it warms my soul knowing she gets so excited to see me.
She set me down again.  Now, I'm not a small woman.  At five foot eight, I'm slightly above average.  My sister is six foot two, medium boned, and with her Pacific Islander features and complexion, she looks like a freaking Amazon princess.
Even though I was only five at the time, I still remember the day we flew to Puerto Rico to meet the orphaned child my parents said would be my baby sister.  I was so happy, I had wanted a brother or sister, lots of the kids around our neighborhood and in kindergarten had siblings.
She was a baby then, just one year old.  She was perfect.  I remember just sitting and staring in awe of her, and I was so excited that she was going to be my sister!  Then Mom and Mother explained to me that it was my job to be big sister, her role model, her protector, to be someone she could look up to.
I took that seriously and still do today.  I love her to death and make sure she is always happy and I  try to be a person she can be proud of.  She's my baby sister, I don't care if she is a fully grown woman now, I will protect her with every ounce of my being.  The person who ever hurts her will find themselves buried in an avalanche of hellfire and pain and I'd be the one directing its fury.  I mean, you know... she's ok for a little brat that's bigger than me.
“June!”  She squeaked out.  “You're two days early!  I was going to sneak out tomorrow to go clubbing with you in Seattle.”
I grinned. “Hi Lizzie.  Yeah, I just have something important to discuss with the family.”
She squished up one side of her face and squinted at me.  “Hmmm... it's June... your season of renewal.”  Then her eyes shot wide when she realized what I was about to do.  I tell her everything and I have been contemplating this for months.  She's like my sounding board, my interactive diary if you will.  She was buzzing with excitement. “Really?!  You're going to do it?”  I gacked again as she hugged me.
I nodded, “It's actually already underway.  Mom sent me to collect you.  We're heading to Uncle Dave's for lunch.  I'll drop the bomb on the 'rents there.”
She nodded and pulled out her cell and was blushing and swinging side to side as she canceled her lunch date with Jeremy.  Her current beau.  Then she turned to me and pushed one hand forward, palm up down the hall. “After you big sis.”  Then she made a squishing motion with her hand indicating I was small.
I rolled my eyes and yanked her beside me playfully.  “Nobody likes a wise ass Twiggy.”
She didn't miss a beat.  “Unless it is you.”
I nodded.  “That was a given.”  We chuckled as we went in search of out moms.  Twiggy was her little-stuffed giraffe that she dragged around until she was twelve and already taller than me.  I started calling her Twiggy then and the nickname sort of stuck.
I blame Mom.  She has this almost supernatural gift of finding fitting nicknames for people that fit to a T.  I sort of picked up the habit, probably by osmosis.  She's only misfired on a nickname once.  When she called me Squirt when, I was a baby.  That name is the bane of my existence even today.  Zoey, Mom, and Lizzie all use it from time to time.  I'm sure if I had a therapist, he'd agree it was cruel and unusual.  Or maybe he'd just laugh himself silly and call me Squirt too.  Now see?  That's why I don't have a therapist.
We met up with our parents in the lobby and headed out down the street to Dave's Diner.



Chapter 2 – The Plan
Once we were seated in our usual back booth at Dave's by our uncle, we took the time to catch up a bit.  As usual, Uncle Dave knew what we liked and just started cooking.  I glanced over at him fondly.  His hair was getting silver highlights all throughout it and his strong face was etched with smile lines.
I decided I'd lay things out after we ate.  I just looked around at my favorite women.  I stopped noticing how we all just naturally sign around Mom as I said, “So, tell me things.  What I miss this past week being stuck up there in Seattle?”  
This got me a cacophony of snorts and smiles.  I feigned innocence., “Whaaaat?”
Mother smirked. “Message received oh subtle one.  Not telling us what brings you home until after we eat.”
I mocked indignation. “What?  I'm just curious how things are going at home.”
Lizzie hopped in. “Because you have been away oh so long.  You only visit every weekend since you went two whole hours away to take care of our Cornfed Potatoes business.”
I just shook my head at the women.  “Fine fine, whatever.  But I am seriously interested in any new developments.”
Mom just grinned and swung her eyes to Liz.  My sister rolled her eyes and said, “Fine.  I was going to wait to tell her once it actually happened.”  She turned to me. “I think Jeremy is going to pop the question this weekend.  He's been really secretive lately and then he springs on me that we have a reservation at Alessandro's on Sunday night.”  She had an excited gleam in her eyes.
This was exciting news, and I already knew.  He called me begging for help last week, being a Northwest transplant, he wasn't aware that there was a six month waiting list at Alessandro's.  I actually approved of the man, he doted over my sister and he made her so happy.
He pushed the right buttons by saying that Elizabeth says there isn't anything I can't do.  I dropped Crystal McKay a line.  I already owe her a couple favors, I actually don't know anyone who doesn't.  She chuckled and told me just to call Alessandro and tell him to give Jeremy her table for the night.  I had to snort when Crystal added, “Ooooo and the leader of June's Eight owes me yet another one.”  This got me to grin too.  My little group of friends in New York did make a mess out of that city and we left our mark, I'm still amazed how many urban legends I hear about us.
Now, I couldn't resist some teasing as our lunch arrived.  I shrugged. “How do you know he's even interested in marriage?”
She blushed. “He stayed with me all through college and he moved to Vancouver when I graduated.  Either he is a dreamy stalker or he may truly care for me sis.”  I crinkled my nose at her and she added.  “And you're mean.”
I grinned at my parents who were trying not to chuckle.  “I'm sorry Twiggy.  It's just so much fun teasing you.”  The french fry projectile she sent my way hit me right between the eyes.  We all laughed and listened to her tell us why she suspected he was going to propose as we ate.
It never ceases to amaze me how savory Uncle Dave can make everyday food like a cheeseburger taste.  He's like the god of American diners.
When we finished up and Dave had cleared away the plates all eyes turned to me.  Mom signed without saying, “Now spill woman, stop stalling.”
I sighed.  My nerves were already getting to me and I kept my hands in my lap for a bit so they couldn't see them shaking.  I contemplated some grand escape.  Possibly using a holographic walrus, a pair of chopsticks, and a high powered laser.
I took a deep breath and then looked each one in the eyes in turn and ended looking into Mother's expressive brown eyes.  I started talking, my voice seemed a million miles away, like it was someone else speaking.  “I... I want to quit Traxx and start my own record label in London.”
It came out in a rush and didn't have a fraction of the eloquence I had planned.  Nobody said a word.  Mother just tilted her head a bit, implying she wanted me to elaborate.  Why was my mouth so dry all the sudden?  I took a gulp of water from my glass and said.  “I've wanted to go out and make my own mark on the world for some time now.”  I glanced between my parents.  “You two cast a large shadow.  I couldn't be more proud of both of you and I love you so very much, but I want to see the sun.  I want to step out into the open and spread my arms and make some part of the world mine.”
Still nothing.  My heart was pounding.  “The only thing I love as much as my family is music.  Harmony Traxx is the most amazing thing and it has nurtured my love for music.  So I decided that music would be my life.  I mean, do something you are passionate about right?”
I was beginning to wonder if I were the only one there and was just imagining my silent family.  I nervously glanced around at them.  “I have loved the underground music scene for all of my adult life and I see so much potential there.  I was thinking about starting a label that sought out these untapped talents and nurturing them.  Make the label an invitation only opportunity for these artists.”
I thought a moment. “The biggest underground music scene is in London.  Eclipsing even New York's, so it would only make sense to be positioned where the artists are.  I would take a page out of the Harmony Traxx book and take a small percentage of the royalties, though I would make a profit, to fund future ventures, and give bonuses to the scouts.”
Still silence.  “Half a world away, maybe I won't simply be the daughter of Mandy Fay Harris and Congresswoman West.”  Then I added. “I really think I can pull this off with the right people.”
I spread my shaking hands on the table inviting comments, arguments... anything.
Mother spoke first, her eyes watering up, but her strong, confident voice not betraying her emotions, “You should use the Harmony label to lend credit to the new studio.  There is a lot involved in setting up a recording label, you should get with Nick and Frank to hammer out some details.  It won't be easy.”
I was speechless.  I searched her eyes for any clue as to her feelings.  She was normally so easy to read, all of her emotions are right on the surface.  I reached into my bag and pulled out the business plans I had worked up and handed them to her.  “I... I all ready have the past few months.  They said it was impossible.”
This got Mom to snort, she giggled out, “Telling you that something is impossible is like trying to put out a fire with gasoline.”  I smiled at that comparison.  Once I got my teeth into something, I never let go.  Just ask the New York Deputy Mayor and the director of the New York Department of Transportation.  Then she added, “Knowing them, they said it on purpose to get you stoked up.”
I blinked a couple times and looked over at a super smiley Lizzie, tears were threatening her eyes too.  Then my jaw dropped.  They all knew.  They friggin' knew I was going to propose something like this.  I mumbled, “What the hell?  You knew?”
Mom gave an overly cute smile as she shrugged.  A tear rolling down one cheek.  Mother leaned into me and bumped shoulders with me, and spoke with pride, “We've been wondering when you were going to leave the nest baby girl.  You are a one woman army and need to roam freely.  You know we love you and will support you in anything you endeavor.”  Then she suddenly sobered and added sadly, “I know you sacrificed your own music because of me.”
I sighed. “Mother, you have no idea how proud I am to be your daughter.  So it is no sacrifice at all.”
Then Lizzie started bouncing around in her seat.  “You'll need a studio, and staff, and... and people in the know on the streets to scout and...”
I stopped her and looked around sheepishly.  “Ummm... I already have a building in London proper and it is being converted into a recording studio.  It will be completed in October.  I sort of dipped into my trust fund a bit.   And I am hand selecting staff already.  I sort of needed to make an announcement to you all because I need to leave after my birthday to try to locate the first scout that I want.  The guy is almost a ghost in the underground music scene in Manhattan.”
Then I felt some shame as I looked back at Mother and said, “And I needed to give my notice to Harmony Traxx.”
She just hugged me as I started to cry. “Oh baby.  You are going to do great.”  I don't know which of my emotions was causing the tears.  Hell, maybe all of them, but relief was the most dominant in my mind.  I was so afraid they would be disappointed in me.
Mom shrugged with glassy, tear filled eyes.  “What do you think about London Harmony?  Could be a sister studio for Harmony Traxx.  And you know you always have access to all of our studio resources here.”
I blinked. “I... I like that.”  I turned to Mother and cocked an eyebrow, she just smiled and nodded ascent.
Lizzie just squealed and clapped in glee and blurted out toward the kitchen, “Pie!  We need pie!”  I smiled at her, how the hell could a full grown woman pull that off that mush cuteness?
Have I mentioned just how much I love my amazing family?
Then the conversation devolved into a question and answer session.  The last question was, who was this scout I was trying to locate?   That was the question of the hour.  I said, “When I was going to the Art Academy in New York, there was this DJ named Scratch.  The guy was the king of the underground scene.  He had this unnatural knack for mixing that was just short of genius.  I hit a few raves where he was spinning.”
I thought a moment. “He could tell who was going to make a mark in the music scene and would only show up to showcase their music.  I'd say that the guy rivaled you on determining who would make it big Mother.”  That was saying a lot, Mandy Fay Harris was not only legendary in music but in who she decided to back with Harmony Traxx.  She was almost never wrong.
She nodded, impressed.  “Well, if he gets your praise, that's all anyone needs to know.  You gotta find him.”
I nodded and squinted an eye. “Yeah, that's the hard part.  The guy never speaks to anyone or even at all.  There are rumors that he may be mute.  The people who organize the raves won't talk about him for fear of him not spinning for them.  He's like a ghost.  So I have to do it the old fashioned way.  I have to hit the underground scene in the Big Apple and try to locate him myself.”
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Oh you poor thing.  Being subjected to awesome music while you hunt Bigfoot.”
I grinned back at her.  “Whatever sis.  You're just jealous.”
She nodded and then suddenly spoke in a serious tone.  “Damn right I am.”  We shared some silent sibling communication.  I felt like I was abandoning her and our parents, but she silently let me know that it wasn't true and she loved me.
We finished up, said goodbye to Dave, and made our way back to Harmony.  Where I was attacked by a tidal wave of piranha.  Ok, no piranha, but my super cute six year old cousins, Maxine and Teddy, the evil twins.  Zoey just chuckled as I begged for help as they hugged the crap out of me.  I blinked... good god I was going to miss these little rugrats!
We caught Zoey up with events, she was a co-conspirator so she just nodded and acted appropriately surprised until Mom stopped and cocked an eyebrow like only she could. She said, “Hey little ladybug... you're playing us.”  Zoey's grin scored a nine point five on the shit eating scale.  The blush on her cheeks only highlighted the veil of freckles under her mop of red hair that matched her mother's.  You certainly could see the family resemblance between her and Mom.  They both had Grandma West's hair.  I had seen old photos, I wish I had known her.



Chapter 3 – Pickpocket
The next few days were a whirlwind of prepping.  That and they twenty-fifth birthday-ed my ass.
I have to admit how shocked I am at how happy and supportive my family has been about this.  I was afraid I'd upset my parents.  I know Mother had expected me and Lizzie to take over Harmony Traxx when she retired, but she seems excited about my plans for some reason.  Mom had to get back to DC to work on some legislation.
I had just finished coordinating with the woman who will be my operations and creative manager at London Harmony.  She's one of my old friends from college and a member of June's Eight, Zilrita Marx.  A walking contradiction on two legs.  She never dropped her goth look from college even though it contrasts so much with her over exuberant attitude and constantly smiling face.  I sent her to London to oversee the renovation of our building.
We nailed down our staffing needs and had a track on everyone we would need except for our first scout.  I would perform the job until we found people for the position if I couldn't locate and lure Scratch to the dark side with us.
The next thing I knew I was in New York city, the old stomping grounds of my college years.  I was staying with an old friend,  Kathleen.  I smiled when I learned that she was now the manager at our old haunt, the coffee shop across from the Academy, Campus Grounds.  She was working in that capacity as she paid half her salary back to the owner to buy him out.  By this time next year, Campus Grounds will finally be hers.
I was making coffee in her apartment as she walked out of her room to switch on the news in her work uniform.  I signed to her when she looked back over her shoulder.  She signed back that yes she'd love some coffee and to have someone else bring it to her for a change.  I snorted and shook my head at my old friend.  Being deaf never slowed her down in going after what she wanted in this world, she reminded me so much of Mom.
I brought steaming cups of the wonderful smelling brown liquid to the coffee table and sat and watched the news with her as we sipped and woke up.  It wasn't until she was about ready to take off for the day that I realized the volume wasn't on and we were just reading the closed captioning.  Growing up in my house, half the time the sound was off.
She stood up and smoothed out her robin's egg blue dress, the trademark look of the coffee house. Then in her slightly monotone voice with muted syllables, she said as she signed, “Walk me to work lady?  I thought you might like to see the old place before you go on the hunt.”
I nodded with a smile and absently replied, “I'd be delighted to.”
We chatted and caught up with the past couple years.  It may seem odd to some people, how there are just some people in the world that you have a connection with that time or distance can't dull.  That's how it is with my old crew, June's Eight.  Those seven friends are part of me, and Kat and I just bantered like it was only yesterday that we last spoke.  It is a... comfortable feeling.
After the three block walk, I was hit by a bout of nostalgia seeing our old haunt and remembering all the fun we and our friends had there.  I glanced at the Art Academy across the road and smiled fondly.  I had redefined my life there and forged some friendships that are the stuff of legends.
I signed, “I'll see you late tonight Kat.  I'll be on the prowl for Scratch tonight, I don't know how many underground raves I'll have to hit.”
She chuckled. “Oh, poor you, it sounds hideous.”
I winked at her and shot her a grin and turned toward the street and gave a shrill whistle as I raised a hand.  I inhaled the smell of the Big Apple.  I missed the place and didn't even realize it.  It was full of a different kind of energy than Seattle, as it is always moving.  I hopped into the cab that pulled over and had him head toward Upper Manhattan.  I needed to see Xavier.
Xavier was the man on the street when you needed the 411 on any illegal raves hitting the underground scene.
I had the cabbie drop me in the park on East Drive near Lasker Rink.  I paid the driver then walked to the bench by the North Woods.  I always liked that part of Central Park, you could almost forget you were in the middle of the city and not somewhere out by the base of some mountains, nature was everywhere.
A huge smile bloomed on my face at the young man in some grungy street clothes and a Giant's baseball cap who sat on the bench, listening to an old-school transistor radio.  He was pretty nondescript, and that was sort of the point.  Average height and build, non-remarkable features and mousy brown hair and short beard. His intelligent hazel eyes that took in everything around him at once were the only thing that could tip you off to the fact he was more than he seemed.
I sat down on the far side of the bench with my arms spread lazily on top of the bench back and just took a deep relaxing breath.  The man glanced over at me and did a double-take that I was sure could have snapped his neck like a twig.  “Holy shit!  June?”
I gave him a Cheshire cat grin.  “The one and only.  What's the word Xavier?”
He smiled back. “The word is 'holy shit it's June.'  What brings you back to the city?  I haven't seen you since... since that hullabaloo with the Port Authority, and that marching band that...”
I held up a hand to stop him. “We're not supposed to talk about that Xav, remember the confidentiality agreement the City Council made us sign?”
He nodded but his smile remained.  “Yeah.  Good times.”
I nodded in agreement. “Yes, good times.”  Then I leaned forward and put my elbows on my knees and crossed my arms over my lap.  “I need the 20 on Scratch tonight.”
He shook his head.  “That dude ain't right in the head.  Sure you want to locate him?  I got some tickets to Rigoletto at the Metropolitan Opera tonight.  I know how you love the music.”
This piqued my interest but I shook my head, reminding myself to stay on task, and spoke flatly, “Xavier.”
He shrugged.  “Fine.”  He rummaged through some papers in his pockets and came out with two playbills and handed them to me.  “He'll be at one or the other.  It's hard to tell nowadays.  I'm telling you June, he was sketchy before, but now he's friggin' erratic.”
I nodded wondering what he meant by erratic.  Did I want someone that wasn't dependable on my team?  I looked him directly in the eyes and asked, “He still got the touch?”
He hesitated then nodded.  “He has the golden touch, every wannabe band is still clamoring for him to shine a light on them.”
Good.  I smiled and asked, “What I owe you for this Xav?”
He shook his head with an imperious grin and made a washing motion with his hands.  “Hey for June, gratis.”  I nodded my appreciation and bumped his fist and walked off before he drew too much attention sitting with a girl like me.  As I wandered through the park toward the far said at the 59th Street entrance, I decoded the playbills.
Different portions of the fake bills gave the time, date and, location of an underground rave.  The Playbill was like your invitation.  Give it to the man at the door and you were allowed entry.  They rotated locations because while you could enjoy live music, dancing, and drinking, they weren't exactly legal.  I knew both places, if I were lucky I could find the man tonight.  If I have to suffer through multiple nights of music and fun, I suppose I could make the sacrifice for the greater good.  Oh, shut up!
In my distraction, I ran into a raggedy dressed woman in various layers of secondhand clothes.  Her voice cut right through me and struck a tone in my stomach like a tuning fork.  “Oh, I'm terribly sorry!  I'm so clumsy sometimes.”  She was about my age and my breath hitched as our eyes met.  I had never seen eyes like those before, such a crystalline blue that I would have thought they were contacts except for the fact that they dilated a bit when she looked at me. The darker blue at the pupil seemed to sparkle as her irises expanded.
Her mouth hung open in shock as I took in her face.  It was quite a contrast to the way she was dressed.  Her attire looked to be just one step shy of the homeless stage, but her face was clean, feminine, and beautiful.  Her small button nose was just above the most delicate curves of her cupid's bow lips.  A lock of honey blonde hair fell across her eyes as she stuttered out, “The... the music!  It's playing in your eyes!”
Then she shook her head almost violently and took a step back and growled at the ground as she violently struck the side of her head repeatedly with her hand while hissing to her left, “What? I know!  But she's not real!”  I found myself concerned for the woman, was she ok?
She cast a scared glance back at me and turned and said, “Again, I'm sorry miss,” then walked quickly away.  I just stared after the erratic woman, she seemed to be talking to herself as she walked.  Her feminine face was burned into my mind.  I noted that her shoes didn't match and she had a little purple backpack that had seen better days slung over her shoulder.
It wasn't until she was about fifty yards away, cutting across the park toward Fifth Avenue, when she broke into a sprint, glancing back at me one last time.  What the?  I quickly glanced down at my now open purse, my wallet was gone!  “Son of a bitch!”  I spat out.  I took two steps toward where she ran and paused... she was gone.  I can't believe it!  I was just friggin' robbed!  By an angel!  The odd part of it was I was more upset that she was gone than at the loss of my wallet.
Only one other time in my life had a woman hit that tuning fork inside of me.  I'm sort of mostly straight when it comes to my dating habits.  Men are just much more intriguing to me, but I can appreciate a beautiful woman and often fantasize about them, though not as frequently as men.
There was a girl in my freshman year of college, Lucy, that.  Oh damn, she was a tease and I swear I would have done anything for her, and she knew it.  Just when I decided that I truly was attracted to her in more than a sexual way, I asked her out.  I was all set to embrace that part of me, but she said no.  Not because she didn't want to, but because she was transferring to a school in Germany and didn't want to start something we couldn't explore.
She apologized with the sweetest, softest, most erotic kiss anyone had ever given me.  It is the kiss I measure all other kisses by.  If a guy can't make me feel half as heated as that kiss did, then he's not the guy for me.  I caught myself wondering how good the pickpocket could kiss, she certainly got the attention of some of my favorite parts of my body.
What the hell June?  She just friggin' robbed you and you are crushing on her?  I shook my head to clear it and then let my ire rise.  Dammit!  I'll have to cancel my cards and get a flippin' replacement driver's license.  I didn't have time for this!  My time-line was already tight.
I caught myself wondering about the pickpocket's behavior, I hoped she was ok.  Grrr!  Stop it, she robbed you!
I was fuming now as I made my way to 59th.  I flagged a mounted police officer down.  He navigated his horse beside me.  “I was just robbed!  Some woman just snagged my wallet and ran toward Fifth Avenue.”
The officer took a report and called it in on his radio but informed me that there wasn't much more he could do.  I thanked him and then jammed my hand into my purse in a sudden panic but then sighed, my cell was still there.
I texted Kat and let her know what happened.  She wanted to know if I was ok.  I smiled and responded that I was fine that the thief was the most polite pickpocket in the city.  This got me a “You're a nutjob, you know that don't you?”  I snorted and texted back, “Why thank you.”  Which got the expected reply of, “That wasn't a compliment weirdo.  You going back to my place then?”
I thought about it a moment.  I had just been robbed and was stuck in the middle of one of the biggest cities in the world without any cash or identification.  A huge smile slowly bloomed on my face as I typed back, “No, I got this shit.”  I did start laughing out loud as I read her response, “Of course you do.  You're flippin' June Harris-West.  Fine woman, see you late tonight.”
I sat on a park bench and called my bank and reported my debit card stolen.  They said a new one would be issued and mailed to my place in Seattle, I could also hit a local branch with my passport and they could issue a new card there too.
I contacted the Washington State Department of Licensing next, they would mail out a replacement, it would take seven to ten days.
Then I called Lizzie.  She answered with a “Go for the Liz!”
I chuckled and said, “I need a favor little sis.”
She replied with a playful tone tinged with curiosity, “Of course you do, I'm awesome.  What's up J?”
I tried to stop from grinning at her, she sounds more and more like me the older she gets.  “I need you to get my Harmony Traxx Visa reported stolen and a new one reissued to me without the 'rents finding out.  I'd do it myself, but I don't have any of the contact information with me.”
She sighed heavily.  “I let you out of my sight for one day and you go losing stuff.  I thought I raised you better than this.”
I giggled.  “Yes mother.  But I didn't lose it, I was robbed.”
There was silence for a couple seconds.  Then she spoke with concern straining her suddenly serious voice, “Are you ok June?”
I kept my voice light. “Yes, it was just a sneaky sexy pickpocket.  Just please, don't let our moms know.”  She promised and we chatted a bit then said our goodbyes and I hung up.  Ok, the pain in the ass stuff is covered now what?
Step one, cash.  Can't do anything in New York without it.  If I had thought, I would have asked Lizzie to wire me some.  I didn't need to burden Kathleen.  I just needed a little seed money, a little can turn into a lot quickly here on the streets of the Big Apple.  I decided to look at this as an adventure.
I headed toward Fifth and East 49th to a pawn shop I knew.  I stepped in and looked around.  I bypassed the buzzcut polo-shirt who was asking if he could help me and made a beeline for the back counter.
I grinned at the old guy sitting by the hunting rifles in a glass case behind him.  “Manny!”
The guy looked up and in his thick Jersey accent said, “Jesus, June!  Where you been the past couple years?”  He stood up.  And called out to buzzcut.  “Derrick, be sure to check your wallet when this one leaves.”  Then he looked at me. “This isn't about that damn crystal tiger again is it?
I smiled at him and shook my head.  “Need some cash Manny.  I was robbed, they got my ID.”  I pulled some pearl earrings out of my purse.  They were a gift from a guy in Seattle, who has been trying to get me to go out with him for over a year, he can't take no for an answer.  I had no emotional attachment to them or him.  They were in my purse because I had meant to dump them back in Seattle and donate the proceeds to the Callahan Foundation, I just never got around to it.
He took out a jewelers loop and examined them and looked at the jeweler's stamp on the gold.  He turned and typed something into the computer beside him and the earrings came up in an online search  showing they were valued at three hundred dollars.  He squinted at them then at me. “Fifty.”
I narrowed my eyes at him.  “Come on Manny, one hundred.  You know you'll get two hundred for them.”
He shrugged. “No ID says I can't even take 'em.  This is under the counter shit June.”
I narrowed my eyes even more as the corner of my mouth twitched up, fighting a smile as I said, “So, about that crystal tiger...”
He growled, the guy actually growled at me, but then smiled.  “Damn you woman.  Fine one hundred, but this better not come back on me.”  He pulled some bills out of his own wallet instead of the register and counted out ten ten dollar bills for me. Then he pocketed the earrings.
I quirked an eyebrow at him as I pocketed the cash.  He shrugged., “Jenny will like them.”
I snorted.  Conned by the con, I probably could have got a hundred fifty from him if I would have known he wanted them for his wife.  He just shot me a Cheshire cat grin.  Then he said like a true New Jersey transplant, “Boom!  And that's how it's played!”
I patted his arm and grinned. “Paybacks are a... June.”
He nodded in mock worry. “Yeah, that's what I'm afraid of.”
I smiled and turned away and went back out onto the streets.  Ok, now we have some seed money, what next June?  I started walking to Times Square.  I hit a few street vendors and did some wheeling and dealing.  I was able to, through some creative trading, turn some t-shirts into ball caps and the ball caps into double my investment.  I was up to one hundred fifty now.  I was comfortable with that.  That would get me through the night until I set up some permanent fundage.
But then I hesitated as I passed a man who set up a floating Three Card Monte game on a cardboard box just after a police officer walked by on rounds.  Heaven help me.  I eyed the officer disappearing into the crowd, then turned to the man and dropped two tens in front of him and he grinned and dropped twenty on top, showing me a card.
Red Queen, got it.  I watched him palming, shuffle pass, flutter feign, and thumb slide as he mixed the cards on the box.  The trick is to only peripherally track the card, it is more important to pay attention to the subtle motions of his hands to know what he is really doing with the card.  I tapped the queen and he flipped it, squinting his eyes at me.  I let it ride and he put another forty on top of my stack.  After he had lost again, he was shooting daggers out of his eyes.
I went to take my cash and he put his hand on top of mine.  “One more time.”  I stared at him and then nodded.  It was only a twenty dollar investment if I lost, but if I won that was another one hundred forty to my cache.  Risk to reward it was worth it.  Besides, this was an adventure right?
He matched my cash then started mixing the cards.  I noticed when he made a wide arc with his right hand as he shuffled the three card positions.  Classic misdirect so my eyes instead darted to his left hand and I saw a wrist flick and then he finished the shuffling with his left hand stiff for some reason.
He stood up and motioned to the cards with his right hand.  I asked, “You really want me to do this?  I can walk away right now with the cash and you'd keep your dignity.”
He had a confident smirk as he asked, “Where's the queen?”
I hovered my hand over the card it should have been if he hadn't switched it out.  That got my hand close to his hands. Then I snatched his left wrist and twisted it hard.  He yelped in pain and stood on his tip toes to relive some of the pressure I was exerting.  I stared down at the red queen he was palming and I grabbed the stack of bills off the box before releasing him.  The crowd that had been gathering in interest as we played started dispersing and grumbling their dissatisfaction of his street con.
He grabbed his box and cards to move on to a new location as he spat out, “Bitch.”  And don't you forget it.  Then I grinned at myself.  Hell yeah, I'm set for the night now.  There was a little skip in my step as I slipped into a shop for a slice and a cola.  I had forgotten how much fun I had in New York during my college years.



Chapter 4 – Scratch
The rest of the day I just spent reacquainting myself with the city that never sleeps.  I saw some familiar faces and some new ones.  I was in a sort of melancholy as I realized that time marches on and things change.
I did hit Kat's for a change of clothes.  I went with a grunge look for where I was heading tonight.  My black half shirt with Leather and heels logo on it. Heavy black vest.  My torn jeans and my black Converse.  I went extra heavy with my eyeliner and makeup.  I had to chuckle when I realized I looked like Zilrita a bit like this.
My first rave was at a warehouse that was closed for renovation near the docks.  I went to the back door in the alley between warehouses and saw a lone man leaning against the wall beside the door, smoking a cigarette.  There were a few young adults walking both to and from the alley all dresses similar to me.  I could feel the thumping bass inside through the ground.  It vibrated up into my feet and I could feel the tempo.  This was the place alright.
I walked up to the guy at the door who pushed gently away from the wall and almost imperceptibly leaned to block the door and spoke with a slight accent I couldn't quite place, “Hey lovely, what can I be doin' fer ya?  Lost?”
I rolled my eyes and slapped a playbill across his chest as I pushed past him to the door.  He glanced down at it then leaned back against the wall.  I followed the music down a corridor and pushed through a tarp into a loud rave.
The beat was kickin' and already had me swaying as I looked out over the crowd.  There was a makeshift stage made with three construction scaffold platforms lashed together.  I could see some sound equipment on it and huge PA speakers pointing down into the crowd.  No DJ yet, they were just playing some random songs.  Must be local since I didn't recognize it.  It wasn't bad.
I spotted a long table with a keg and moved that way and snagged a beer, dropping a five with the tap-master.  Then I moved to the back corner and crawled up a stack of bags of concrete and just looked out over the crowd.  I loved watching people, it was fascinating to see how they all interacted with each other and with the music.
A couple random guys got me to dance in the throng of people to some of the songs, but I would politely excuse myself afterwards, I was here on business.  Well and a bit of pleasure.  I loved listening to new music.
After an hour, a DJ arrived and started spinning some tunes.  The guy was ok, but he was no Scratch. The mixes were not as inspired as they could be and the selections, while party worthy, were not the cutting edge stuff that Scratch always seemed to find in the sea of wannabees.
I had just decided to give up and move on to the second rave in my hunt when there was a commotion near the exit and someone started moving through the crowd.  I just caught the top of the head of a short individual making their way to the improvised stage.  He was shrouded in an oversize black hoodie. I grinned, that was Scratch, he hasn't changed his look in the years I have been absent.
The guy took to the stage and thrust his chest toward the other DJ, making a menacing lunge.  The other guy grabbed a mic.  “Step off dude, this is my throng.”
Scratch wordlessly shook his head and pulled some stuff out of his pack and stood by one of the turntables and motioned toward the other one.  The other DJ said with a ton of artistic flair,  “Oh, so you gonna' do me like that?  This is some fresh shit I got here.”  He turned to the crowd as he stepped to the other turntable.  They both were hooking their mp3 players to the sound boards.  The first DJ turned to the crowd. “This shit here is legendary, Scratch is about to go down in mediocrity?  Y'all ready for his beat-down?”
The crowd went insane.  The guy held a hand to his ear in Scratch's direction.  “What's that?  Nothing to say?”  He bobbed his head like he was laughing and continued, “I thought not.  Eat my beat Scratchy ass.”
Then an epic DJ battle ensued.  I had to hand it to the first guy, his new mix was much better than the pedestrian stuff he was peddling earlier.  But Scratch has this way, I can't explain.  The man feels the music, puts himself inside it, makes you feel it the way he does and accomplished it without ever uttering a syllable.  I often wondered if he were mute and maybe this is how he expressed himself.
But the most amazing thing he did was to hunt down amazing talents in the underground music scene.  The alternative music he could dig up was a step above everyone else.  Almost like he knew exactly which bands had that magic it took to make it in the music industry.
And it showed tonight, in his mix, there were at least three bands I wanted to know more about and one I'd probably like to sign at Harmony London.  It was obvious by the crowd's reaction that I wasn't the only one who felt that way.  The went insane for Scratch.
The other DJ was obviously out of his depth and extremely aggravated when the battle was over.  Scratch just made an ushering motion with his hand and the other man stepped off the stage to the cheering of the crowd.
Scratch held up one of his small hands and the crowd went deathly silent.  He commanded his audience like mother did in the videos I have seen of her in concert.  Then he dropped his hand and slammed his head to the beat of a new track he started up.
Everyone started dancing.  The party has really started now!  I blinked at the song that was playing.  It was brilliant!  I pushed through the crowd to get up to the stage.  I got up to it and looked up at the man.  He was dancing to the music with virtually no movement, the economy of motion was intriguing, it was like he were restraining himself.  I looked up and tried to get his attention.  Finally, he looked down and all that subtle motion of his body stopped.
I couldn't make out his face in the shadows of the oversized black hood, but he just stood stock still.  I yelled out, “Hey Scratch.  I need to talk to you!  Business!”
He stayed motionless for a couple more seconds then was suddenly in motion.  Stuffing his things into his... purple backpack?  The music stopped as he leapt off the stage and started pushing through a complaining crowd to the exit.  I was in hot pursuit as I realized his shoes didn't match.
My eyes snapped wider at my realization of who it was as I got out to the alley.  Scratch was thirty feet down the alley and walking fast.  My pickpocket was slapping her head and snapping out,  “No you're wrong.  She can't be here.”  She grumbled something and snapped again, “She isn't real.”
I caught up with her and walked backwards in front of her as I said, “Scratch.  I need to talk with you.”
She pulled her hood back and ran both of her hands through her long hair, pulling it back frantically as she chanted, “You're not real.  You're not real.”  As she dodged around me in a quick walk.
I hustled up beside her, walking double-time, my chest was heavy with concern.  This woman wasn't right.  I said, “I'm as real as you.  Are you ok?”  Then I added, “My name is June.  June Harris-West.”
She stopped dead and swung toward me and she started saying, “You're not r... there it is again, the music.  It's playing in your eyes.”  I had stopped breathing when our eyes met.  They say that the eyes are the windows to the soul.  And what I saw was the most complex person I had ever laid eyes on.
There was so much pain in those eyes, confusion, longing, intelligence, humor, and... terror.  I reached out tentatively and laid a hand gently on her arm.  This seemed to shock her as she yanked away and looked at my hand then her arm.  She was talking mostly to herself.  “You... touched me... but you're not real.  But the others, they never touch me.”  She slapped the side of her head roughly.
Then she looked into my eyes again and this time she smiled a little and asked with much more clarity in her eyes and even some mischief,  “You're real?  With those eyes?”  I nodded and she smiled.  Holy mother of all platypus queens!  My legs felt like they were suddenly made of rubber and butterflies were threatening to rip out of my stomach.  Wow!  Nobody has ever done that to me with just a look.
She continued, “You're real and in the park,  I took your...”  She got a silly tooth grin on her face and said, “Ooops.”  I couldn't stop my matching grin.  Then her smile soured as her eyes darted around as if she were a cornered fox.  “They sent you didn't they?  You're tuning me in?  They're watching!”
She looked like a caged squirrel.  I reached out again and laid my hand on her arm again, shaking my head.  I replied softly as we started walking somewhere, “No.  I'm not.  Who is they?”
I gave her a reassuring smile.  She calmed a bit and shrugged.  “I don't know. Them!  They are always out to get us.  Always watching.”
Then she squinted her eyes and asked in a hesitant manner, like I was trying to deceive her.  “If you're real, then how is the music playing in your eyes?”  Then she started ignoring me when I tried speaking with her, but she didn't respond.  Instead, she started singing to herself as we walked briskly a few blocks and ducked into an alley.
I was asking where she was going when she pulled some corrugated steel siding aside on a derelict auto shop building.  She unshouldered her backpack and started pulling off the black hoodie as we walked toward the light in a glass walled office in the abandoned space.
We walked in and there was a young girl, possibly thirteen or fourteen sitting cross-legged on a pile of sleeping bags and blankets. A kerosene lantern sat nearby illuminating the space.  She was writing on some manila envelopes.
She was rail thin, a little undernourished, but in decent clothing and was clean.  Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her features looked eerily similar to Scratch's.  They had to be siblings.
She turned to look up at us and paused a second then smiled at Scratch, “Hi Vanessa.  Who's your friend?”  Ah!  Vanessa!
Vanessa froze and stared at the younger version of herself and then back at me before looking at her again and asking in a strained voice, “You... you can see her too Fran?”
Fran hopped to her feet with a look of concern on her face and pulled her into a hug.  She said in a comforting voice,  “Yes, I can see her sis.  She's real.”  The older sister seemed to convulse a few times as tears streamed down her face.
They broke apart and both turned toward me.  Vanessa wiped the tears from her face and said, “Well then.  Apparently this is June,  June Harris-West, then.  June, this is my baby sister Francine.”
The young one reached out a hand to shake mine as she scrunched up her face in a cute manner and said absently, “June Harr...”  Her eyes flew wide and covered her mouth in surprise.  “Oh my!”  She reached down and shuffled through the envelopes and pulled one out and handed to me.  “I suppose you're here for this then.”
I looked at the envelope that had my address on it and like a gajillion stamps, then at the two girls.  They both had shame on their faces.  I opened the envelope, it had some heft to it and found my wallet.  I looked inside and everything was there except my cash.
Fran said with her head lowered, “It's all there... well except your money.  But you look rich.  She only steals from well off looking people.”
I was more confused than ever now as I looked at them then my wallet as I slid it into my purse.  “What is...?”
Fran shrugged and said as Vanessa looked away, “We hate doing it, but we need the money for Vannie's drugs.  She's been without them too long, it's getting bad.  They won't give them to her without reassessing her first, it all costs money.”  Then she said brightly,  “We send all the wallets back!”
I looked at the ladies then took a deep breath.  My god.  They were living on the streets and stealing to get the drugs the woman obviously was in need of?  I think my heart broke at that moment.  I felt a pain in my chest I never had in my life.  It was a real, actual, and physical pain.  I placed a hand on my chest.  “Is it ok if I sit?”  They both nodded and we all sat on the bunch of blankets and sleeping bags.
I smiled at the young one, hmmm, she needs a nickname.  “No Small Fry, I actually came to offer your sister a job.”
The shocked and confused look on both of their faces was priceless.



Chapter 5 – Job Offer
They both just sat blinking at me and I had to chuckle.  It was beyond adorable, the similar look on their faces.  I smiled and explained, “As you know, I'm June Harris-West.  I'm setting up a recording studio in London in an attempt to discover fresh talent in the underground music scene there.”
I sat back to rest my back against the wall as I spread my hands in front of me as I explained. “I need good people to staff it.  Only the best.  I have most of the people I need but I don't have any decent scouts that have a true ear for music, and can envision who has the chops to really leave a mark on the music industry.”
Vanessa tilted her head, squinting her eyes warily.  “And what does that have to do with me?”
I crinkled my nose and gave her a conspiratorial grin.  “Well, I came to New York to hunt down this mysterious DJ that dominated the underground scene back when I was going to college here.  This guy never spoke and always wore a hoodie to hide his face.  He was a genius at mixing and only used the freshest sounds that stood out above the rest.  The guy's name was Scratch.”
Small Fry was smiling ear to ear as I said Scratch.  She couldn't hide the excitement on her face.  Vanessa, however, narrowed her eyes, I'm sure, looking for my angle.  I sighed at that and continued, “I came in search of Scratch to head up my scouting efforts at London Harmony.  My contacts here told me that Scratch hadn't lost his golden touch.  Color me shocked when I discovered that not only was Scratch a woman, but a hot pickpocket too.”
Fran giggled at her sister's obvious embarrassment and discomfort.  I took a pen and paper from my purse and wrote down some numbers.  I had a little fun with the zeroes.  Then handed it to Vanessa who stared down at it blankly.  Fran pulled her arm over so she could read the numbers.
I said, “That first number is the signing bonus should you decide to come work with me.  The second is a moving stipend to relocate to London.  The third is your salary.  Then, of course, there will be bonuses for every artist we sign.”
Vanessa just locked her crystal blue eyes on me as she handed the paper back, and said hoarsely but forcefully, “You don't want me, I'm... not right...”  She hit the side of her head violently twice.
I winced and said quickly, “We can get you some help.”
She almost hissed out, “I don't need your help!  You're with them aren't you?”  Then she stormed out of the office and stalked toward some stairs, apparently arguing with someone as she went.  Then she yelled back to Fran, “Don't you have homework to do?”
I started to stand to follow, but a small hand on my arm stopped me.  I looked over and Fran just shook her head once, a shadow clouding her eyes and she said quietly.  “No.  Let her go.  She needs to... come back to herself.  She'll be back.”
I looked back to where her older sister had disappeared up the metal grate stairs.  Then I looked at Small Fry.  “What... what's wrong with her?”
She had a look somewhere between exhaustion and anger.  She snapped, “She's fine!  It isn't her fault!”  But then she calmed down a bit and then exhaled and seemed to deflate.  “Sorry.  I just don't like people looking down on her, thinking she's broken.”
I nodded and said wistfully, “I understand, I have a sister too.  I didn't mean to imply anything.  I want... I want to help if I can.”
She looked at me then back to where her sister went.  Then she wrapped her arms around herself and sank away from me, resting herself against an old metal desk.  “You just want her to make money for you.”
I shook my head slowly.  “On the professional end, yes.  On a personal and emotional end, I can see the specter hanging over her and I truly want to help her.  There's... something about her... I... I don't know, I sound stupid babbling like this.”
She relaxed a bit then just shrugged. “When she was my age, she started talking to people who weren't there and she was always fidgety thinking people were out to get her.  Our mom wasn't too stable herself and was strung out or drunk more often than not.  We wound up in the foster care system.  The couple we were put with brought Van in to get her unorthodox behavior checked out as it got worse.”
She seemed to sink down a bit. “She was diagnosed with severe paranoid schizophrenia, and had a couple psychotic episodes, but she never hurt me.  They separated us and put her on anti-psychotics and anti-depressants.  All through it she found ways to visit with me and talk to me.  When she became eighteen, she got legal guardianship of me and pulled me out of the system.  Vannie is awesome!”
Then she tilted her head and her eyes got more distant.  “But she lost her job when this repair shop went out of business.  We couldn't make ends meet and wound up losing the apartment.  We've been living here ever since.  She makes sure I go to school, and she uses all our money for clothes and food for me.”
Then her voice hardened, “One day after I graduate, I'll get a good job somewhere and I'll take care of her.  She's the best person I know, there's nobody stronger.  I don't care about the hallucinations or the voices she thinks she hears.  Once we get her back on her meds, she'll be better, really, I swear.”  God, my eyes are watering up.
Then she looked around and looked at her watch.  “It's almost midnight, I'm not really supposed to be up this late on a school night.  I was just staying up to make sure she got home ok.”
That was her subtle way of telling me she didn't want to talk anymore.  I looked around at what she called 'home.'  Then just smiled and nodded to her and stood.  She slid under the blankets and I said, “Good night Small Fry.  I hope to talk again soon.”
She grunted and turned down the lamp.  I smiled and then walked quietly out of the office.  I stopped dead in my tracks.  The streetlights from outside, streaming in from the high windows at the roof line, cast eerie shadows on the face of an angel sitting on the stairs against the wall.  She was just staring at me, studying me.  She stood and started up the stairs, not breaking eye contact.  I got the impression she wanted me to follow, so I quickly did.
I had to power walk to keep up with her as she made her way to the back of the building's roof.  She silently sat down on a sleeping bag facing the alley between the auto shop and what appeared to be an old brick produce warehouse.
She leaned her back on a duct which came up onto the roof to plunge back through it about ten feet later.  Her eyes flicked to me then the sleeping bag beside her.  She just said, “Thursday night.”
I sat hesitantly, she was making a point of not looking at me.  I said, “Yes it is.  I just wanted to...”
She held up a finger to stop me.  She looked at the time on her iPod as she said in a hushed tone, “It's almost midnight!”  There was excitement in her voice.  I didn't know what to say so I just nodded like an idiot.  Then she turned and our eyes met again.
I don't know how long we sat there like that.  It felt so comfortable, so exciting, so... right?  I realized I wasn't breathing and exhaled.  Then I sucked in a quick breath as I felt her hand in mine and she turned away from me and motioned her head toward the end of the alley and a two story brick wall from the back of another building blocked it off.  She repeated, “It's Thursday night.” In a whisper that was barely there.
I swallowed and tried to slow down my heart-rate as I turned to look.  There was nothing for a few seconds, then a boy who looked no more than nineteen or twenty looked over the edge of the roof on the two story building.  I couldn't see well in the dark, but the city lights dimly illuminated him, he looked to be a street person like Vanessa.
He brought two fingers to his lips and whistled quickly but shrilly.  Moments later two other figures popped up beside him and threw something over the edge of the roof.  It unraveled and hung down against the wall.  It looked to be some white sheets that were sewn together.
I started hearing voices as they straightened the sheets, and I leaned forward and looked down into the alley.  There were dozens people showing up with lawn-chairs or sections of cardboard to sit on.  I leaned back against the duct-work and looked at the woman who brought me up here, but her eyes were locked on the sheets hanging off the other building.
The bells of a nearby church chimed once, signaling midnight, and I heard a loud click from the now silent alley and light flickered onto the sheets.  I could hear an old film projector chattering as a countdown appeared on the wall.  They were all here to watch a movie in an alley?  I glanced at my companion and a huge smile bloomed on her face as The Sound of Music started on that makeshift screen.  Damn that smile is adorable.
Her grip tightened on my hand.  So there I sat, with this confusing woman, on a rooftop, watching an old musical.  It struck me as I looked down at our hands as she slowly laced our fingers, that there was nowhere on Earth that I would rather have been at that particular moment in time.  I relaxed and laid back against the duct and marveled at the look of peace and contentment on that woman's face during each song.  I let go of all the stress in my life just then, and lived in that moment.
To this day, I still have never had a night that felt so right.  It was like I locked everything in my life away.  All there was, was that rooftop, that woman who intrigued me so much, and that movie.



Chapter 6 – Vanessa Brighton
I woke up on the roof with someone gently shaking me.  I blinked a couple times.  I smiled inwardly as I lifted my head from Vanessa's shoulder.  Fran was grinning at me.  I brushed some hair back out of my face and Fran said softly, “I have to get to school.  Tell Vannie?”
I turned to look at the mass of honey blonde hair gently snoring beside me.  I smiled then turned back and nodded.  “Sure thing Small Fry.”  I turned to look at the wall at the end of the alley.  The screen was gone like it had never been there.  I smiled again and asked, “Thursday night?”
She smiled and nodded, saying, “Every Thursday night if she isn't spinning at some rave.  Old school musicals.  The music chases away the voices for her.”
I thought about that a moment.  Was that why Vanessa worked with music?  To calm her mind?  I turned and watched her sleep.  Then Fran asked, “You serious about that offer?”  I just nodded, then she said, “I'll talk to her.  How can we reach you?”
I dug in my purse and pulled out a card with my cell number on it.  She turned it over in her hands.  On one side, I simply have a gold J printed on a black card and my number in gold on the other side.  She snorted. “Ostentatious are we?”
I snorted back, truly amused. “A little young to be using words like ostentatious are we?”
She grinned. “Touche.  I read a lot.”
I nodded in appreciation. “That's good.”
She adjusted her book bag on her shoulder.  I noticed that unlike her older sister, she wore clean, trendy clothes.  You would never know she was homeless, I think that was the point, they didn't want anyone to know or they would be separated again, legal guardian or not.
She started walking toward the door at the stairs and stopped with her back to me and she said softly, “I'm really sorry we stole from you.”  Then she beat it double-time to the door and down the stairs.
My purse started buzzing and I gently extracted my hand from Vanessa's.  She never let go the entire night, and we never spoke a single word either.  I was just amazed, watching her face as she seemed entranced by the movie.  I must have dozed off during the end credits.
I grabbed my cell.  Shit, seven thirty in the morning.  It was Kat, damn, I missed over a dozen texts from her.  The latest was, “Dammit West.  If you don't answer soon, I'm checking the hospitals.”
I quickly texted back.  “Hi.  Sorry, I fell asleep in Vanessa's living room.”  I started scrolling through all of her texts that started around two in the morning.  Crap, she was really worried.  I'm an ass.
She responded. “Who the hell is Vanessa?  You hook up with someone and you fail to send me a message.  I was worried sick.  This IS New York you know.”
I snorted and Vanessa stopped snoring.  Hmm... she needs a nickname.  Then I froze and blinked when nothing came to mind.  Ummm... what the heck?  I tried again.  The only person in the world better at slinging nicknames is Mom, but I was drawing a blank.  This has never happened.  I was even thinking of her as Vanessa, not Van or Vannie, like Small Fry did.  Was my nickname-a-tron on the fritz or something?
I snapped out of it and responded.  “Vanessa is Scratch.  I found him or rather, her.  And I'm so sorry, I just fell asleep after The Sound of Music.”
There was a long pause then the reply.  “Is that a euphemism for something?  Or did you really Julie Andrews out?  I don't know if I should be congratulating you or hanging my head low in shame for you.”
I snorted and typed. “Hey now, don't be dissin' Ms Andrews.  Yes, I watched a movie.”
Then her reply was instant. “You sly fox, I didn't know you were into the fairer sex too.”
I grinned and replied, “Well you never asked, and it wasn't like that.  Besides, I don't know if I am or not anyway.”
  “Whatever JW.  You coming back to the apartment or what?  I have to be back at CG at noon.”
I nodded as I typed.  “Be back in a bit.  I have to talk to Vanessa first.”
  “Fine brat.  I'll call off the manhunt.  Honestly I didn't know if I were more concerned about you or what you'd do to my city.”
I chuckled and typed.  “Love you too Kat, be back soon.”
I placed my phone back into my purse and looked over into a pair of crystal blue eyes that were watching me.  She asked with a cute smirk, “My living room?”
I grinned and shrugged, motioning to the sleeping bag we were on top of.  “Couch.”  Then motioned my head toward the brick wall.  “Television.”  Then I shrugged.  “Why, what would you call it?”
She chuckled and shrugged back, but then her eyes darted around in the morning light.  She stood quickly and I followed suit.  She said quickly as she bundled up the sleeping bag, “We can't talk here in broad daylight.  They're always watching.  Fran needs to get to school.”
I replied, “She already left.”
She hustled us through the door and put the sleeping bag on the steel grating of the landing then grabbed my hand and pulled me down the stairs to the auto shop.  She looked around then seemed to relax.  “The steel walls stop them from listening.”  She stopped and returned my gaze then almost yelled at me.  “I'm not crazy!”
I nodded.  “Never said you were.  But I do think you need help.”
She calmed down and took a deep breath and exhaled.  “Sorry.  I'm just a little erratic June.  I'll be fine a couple weeks after I get my meds.”
I tried again to come up with a nickname for her and failed, damn that was frustrating me.  “You don't have to explain yourself to me or anybody else Vanessa.”
She walked over to a workbench that had a mixing board, two turntables and a boom box with a cd player.  She grabbed some jumper cables and attached them to a huge car battery.  It sparked when the clamps touched the terminals.  Then she flipped the switch on the box the other ends of the cables were connected to and the equipment blinked to life.
She switched on a little lamp that chased away the shadows then plugged her iPod into a charger and started some music that played through the boom box speakers.  It was a fresh beat, I didn't recognize the band.  Damn, this was good stuff!  I could see the strain on her face recede as she started slowly swaying to the music.
I saw four other batteries like this one, she must have read my mind as I wondered where they got the batteries, they were as spendy as the DJ equipment.  She shrugged and said, “I need power to make my mixes and... the batteries are from the vehicles of the social workers that took Fran away from me.  Their insurance will take care of it.”  I snorted at the sexy Robin Hood.  Do I find her sexy?  I thought it, so I must.
Then she just stood there staring at me.  I was getting a little self conscious, then she gave an exasperated look and asked, “Well?  You texted that person on the phone that you needed to talk to me.”
I snorted again and she cocked an eyebrow in such a humorous manner and said, “You snort a lot.  Ladies aren't supposed to snort.”
I squinted through my own grin. “Who said I was a lady?”
She shrugged again. “You look like one.”
I was enjoying this banter, but I needed to get an answer.  “So, did you want the position or not.  You'd be pretty much autonomous, though I'd want you to sort of lead any other scouts.”
She blinked twice then asked, “You... you're still offering me a job?  I'm a nut case, you've seen it.”
I tried to keep the anger out of my voice, I hate it when people denigrate themselves.  I tried to keep my voice level, “We all have baggage.  What makes you any different?  You aren't your affliction.  Besides you seem fine right now.”
She took a quick breath and replied, “I'm clearer in the morning.  I don't know why, it gets worse as the day moves on.”  Then she motioned to the iPod.  “The music chases away the voices.”  Then her eyes locked on mine and I was lost.  Her voice snapped me back to the conversation, “But the music... it's playing in your eyes... that's not... that's why I thought you weren't real.”  What did she mean by that?  She keeps saying that.
I asked again, “So, what do you say?”
She shook her head.  “I can't, not now, I'm not right.  And I have Fran.  I have to get my head clear, the meds will help.”
I tilted my head and took in the fear in her eyes.  “I can get you help.  I'd do that anyway, whether you take the job or not.”
She started to snap then she paused and shook her head, “I don't need....  “Why would you do that?  I wouldn't anyway.  They'd take Fran from me.  You don't understand, we are all each other has.  The meds will be enough.”
I placed a hand on her arm lightly.  “I'd do it because I can see how much you love your sister, and how much you hate being like this.  I have a sister too and I would do anything to make sure she was ok.  Seeing that in you is enough to make me want to help.”
She looked me up and down.  “You're odd.”
I grinned. “Why thank you.”
She snorted and responded playfully, “Wasn't a compliment green eyes.”
I shook my head. “Says you.  But what do you know, you're, how did you put it?  A nut case?”
She chuckled at that. “You're just as bad as Fran.”
I nodded. “Again, thank you.”
She rolled her eyes and moved to her mixing board. “Again, not a compliment June.”
I tilted my head and said, “Call me JW.”
She slid some sliders on the mixer.  “I'd rather not call you that.  But I'm sorry, as tempting as it is, I can't take the job.  I'm too broken right now, and besides, your studio doesn't stand a chance in hell.  It'll be lost in the sea of Indies out there.  You obviously don't know enough about music to pick any winners or you wouldn't be hiring scouts before you have cashflow.”
I blinked in shock.  Ummm.  I tried to keep the aggravation out of my voice as I spoke through my teeth while she stopped the music and connected her iPod to the mixing panel.  I hated name dropping, but she was judging me.  “My mother, is Mandy Fay Harris, and she owns the hottest indie label in the world, Harmony Traxx.  I know plenty about music.”
She cocked an eyebrow with some sort of self-satisfied smirk as she adjusted some dials.  “That don't mean shit and you know it.  YOU are not Mandy Fay Harris.  Though it sounds like you want to trade off on her fame and her accomplishments instead of your own merits.”
What the hell?!  I spat out, “You don't know me!  You have no clue how much I have sacrificed living in my mother's shadow!  I can't ever hope to share my own music with the world because of that shadow!  So I want to produce it for others.”
She shrugged like it was no big deal then she looked off to the side and spoke to someone, “I know, right?  Nothing but excuses.”  Then she turned back to me.  “Whatever.  Though you have one of those dreamy musical voices, you probably can't even carry a note.”
I snapped, “Bullshit!”  Then paused.  Wait, what?  She thinks my voice is dreamy?
The look I got from her was one of a hunter who had just sprung a trap on its unsuspecting prey as she jammed a microphone in my hand.  She grinned widely and hopped up onto the workbench, swinging her legs playfully as she said, “Prove it.”  Then she flicked a switch on her sound board.  She... I... what just happened?
I looked at her and she was nothing but smiles.  She just led me into this like I had a ring in my nose.  I blinked.  Not many people can outmaneuver me like this.  I can count them on one hand, Mom, Mother, Lizzie, and Zoey.  And now Vanessa.
I said, “Fine.” I started singing ‘Oceans of Blue’ acapella. One thing that most people don't know about me is that I can sing my ass off, but no matter how good I am, I will always be compared to my mother.  How do you compete with a rock legend?
I was only one verse in when she started laughing.  It was one of those heartfelt laughs, like a chortle.  She gasped out, “You don't want to be in her shadow, but you sing her songs?  And here I thought I was the nutcase!”
She started giggling.  I growled at her and said, “I have my own stuff.”  She made a regal motion with her hands, bidding me to 'prove it' again.
I don't know what the hell was wrong with me, but I actually smiled at the woman who was mocking me!  Then I started to really sing.  I closed my eyes and willed the music forth, one of my own songs that I wrote just for me.  A song of love and dreams, of the things that could be.  Of the shadow, my light hides behind, but most of all, of hope... hope that one day, everything will be ok.
I finished, fighting back tears.  Someone took the microphone from me.  A soft voice said, “That's what I see playing in your eyes.”  I blinked and looked over at her and she was shutting her equipment down and putting her iPod into her pocket.  I couldn't read her eyes.  She snapped off to the side at someone only she could see, in a low hiss, “I know.  Just, leave me alone.”  Then she struck her own head.
She grabbed her purple backpack and started toward the loose steel siding, leaving me standing in confusion and the emotional aftermath of singing in front of someone, in front of a stranger.  I ran to catch up with her.  “What was that all about?  And where are you going?”
She spoke like it was obvious, “Have to get to the shelter to get cleaned up.  They let us use the shower there, and if I'm not too late I can get some breakfast in the soup line.”  I stopped in my tracks.  I felt almost ashamed that I had the things that she and her sister desperately needed and I never really gave it a second thought.
It isn't like I am ignorant of their situation, I see so much of their world through Mom's various programs and volunteering at the Callahan Foundation from time to time. This time it was someone I think I was getting to like and respect.  Even with her affliction, she was so much stronger than me.  Basically raising her sister on the streets and putting Fran's welfare above her own.
She called back, “Are you coming or not?”  I blinked again.  She had turned me down twice already, but she apparently expected me to follow.  My feet were walking quickly to catch up before I decided whether to follow or not.  Friggin feet, I'd have to check out their circuits to figure out why they aren't listening to me.  Maybe they have a mind of their own.  Oh god, please don't make me moonwalk!
I caught up then looked over at her, she had a strained look on her face.  I could see the creases at the corners of her eyes.  I asked in a chipper voice, “So Vanessa, what's your full name?”
She looked at me and reached over and actually poked my arm with her finger and then seemed to relax a little and said, “Don't talk so loud.  They're always watching.”  She lowered her voice a bit and tilted her head and smiled cutely at me.  “Vanessa Trevor Brighton.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her and tried hard not to laugh.  “Trevor?”
She shrugged and smirked.  “Mom apparently wanted a boy.  Instead, she got me.”  She seemed lost in a sour memory for an instant then she wiggled her eyebrows at me, “You're one to throw stones in glass houses little miss named after a month.”
I couldn't stop my grin, this woman was fun and funny.  “I prefer to think that in anticipation of my future birth, the universe named the month after me.  We're in my month now, it gives me superpowers.”
She snorted and looked around in embarrassment. “What superpowers.”
I didn't even look at her, I just put a smug look on my face and said, “The ability to deflect the sarcasm of DJs.”
This got an explosive high pitched sound from her, and she slapped her hands over her mouth.  Holy crap, it was a startled laugh!  How cute was that?  Then she dropped her hands and said with humor tinging her voice, “Weirdo.”
I nodded and bumped her hip. “So I've been told.”
She led me around the corner and then squinted her eyes and said off to her left, “No it's not her, and I'm not talking to you!”  Then she looked over at me.  “You said you went to school here?  You hear of the other June?  From the June's Eight urban legends?”
I nodded. “I don't feel legend-y.”
She sputtered. “She wasn't real.  That Staten Island Ferry thing couldn't have...”
I cut her off.  “Guilty as charged.  And it wasn't as hard as you might think.”
She seemed genuinely shocked.  I was embarrassed by all the shenanigans I and my group of friends got into during college, but most of it was for good causes, and had a positive effect on the community.  She squinted one eye, and bit the tip of her tongue then asked, “That wild-ass scheme with the Lieutenant Governor to force reform of civil liberties of same sex couples at the various universities in New York?”
I nodded. “Guilty.”
She tilted her head. “What was the thing with the emus and the helicopter?”
I shrugged.  “Just for fun, and someone told me it wasn't possible.”
She started again. “What about the...”
I cut her off with a giggle.  “It is a safe bet to assume that if there is a rumor about it, it probably happened.  My friends were pretty much awesome and unstoppable back then.”
We stopped at the doors of a homeless shelter and she nodded at a disheveled old man with a scruffy, wispy white beard sitting on the sidewalk by the door.  It was noisy inside, lots of voices and the sounds you'd expect in a school cafeteria.  There were some tantalizing smells wafting through two swinging doors to our right.  There was a sign hanging on a string at the door that said the breakfast line started at eight and ended at nine or until the food was gone.  It was almost nine now.  I saw her smack her lips subconsciously and swallow.
She turned away from the door and started down the hall.  “The shower is this way.”
I stopped her by placing a hand on her arm.  She looked at my hand then at me and my hand again.  She put her hand on mine and then pulled it hesitantly away.  Was she checking to make sure I was real again?  I said, “I'm hungry, mind if we eat first?”
She looked longingly at the swinging doors but then straightened up and said offhandedly, “Sure, fine whatever.  If you're hungry.”  I grinned at her poor performance then just grabbed her hand and pulled her through the doors.
She shied away from the crowd in the room.  People were sitting at the rows of card tables and mismatched chairs arranged in the center of the big room.  There must have been around eighty homeless individuals in the room eating off of divided plastic trays with plastic utensils.  She stayed close to the walls with her eyes darting everywhere.
She snapped off to her left, “I didn't ask you now did I?”  We got up to the line behind a couple others, she shielded herself behind me and we picked up a couple trays.  I got some odd looks as we went through the line to get the sparse offering of scrambled eggs, toast and little sausage links.  I must have looked out of place with my high-end clothes and grunge look.  We reached the end of the line and grabbed some juice boxes a man with the white collar of a pastor was handing out.  He appeared to be the man in charge here.
I waited for Vanessa to move on to grab her silverware, then I discretely reached into my purse and grabbed every scrap of the ill-contrived money that I had left over from my adventures the previous day, except a twenty, and handed it to the man.  I whispered, “Do some good with this for these people.”  He nodded with a smile.
I grabbed a fork and followed Vanessa, still no nickname, to a back table in the corner where she sat with her back to the wall.  She smiled at me then started eating.  I have never seen someone take so much pleasure devouring their food.  She shoveled it in like she hadn't eaten in ages.  I realized she probably hadn't.  From the sounds of it, she made sure most of the food she scored went to Fran.
I ate enough to be polite then pushed my tray forward a bit and leaned back.  “That was good.”  My honey haired companion eyed my tray then me.  I had laid my fork across the tray as a subtle indicator I was done.  She asked hesitantly,  “You just going to waste that?”  I shrugged and she exhaled, “Mind if I...”
She left the question hanging and I just nudged the tray toward her and she grabbed it and scraped it's contents off onto her tray.  She said, “So what does June do for fun?”
I snorted. “That sounded like the start of a joke.  Hmmm... what everyone else does.  Movies, hiking, reading, music.”
She nodded and said, “Friday night.  Board-game night.  I don't DJ on Friday's for Frannie.”
I tilted my head at her. “It's still a no?”  She nodded and I continued, “Was that an invitation?”  She shrugged and I squinted my eyes.  “You want to hang around with me?”
She shrugged again.  “You're about the only person who doesn't look at me like a freak... and the music, it's playing in your eyes.  It's... calming.”
I studied her for a moment.  “Your meds, how much do you need?  How long before they have the desired effect?”
She put her fork down and stared at her food. Then said in a cold tone,  “Too much, and it takes weeks, but I'll get clearheaded again.  For Fran.”  She smacked her head hard a few times.  Then she snapped her eyes to me, almost like she were warning me not to offer to pay for her meds like I was about to.  She had her pride, even though I could see she thought she had hit rock bottom.
She started shoveling the food into her mouth a second later and just said, “I'll tell Fran to expect you.”
Oh, I was being politely shoved off the plank into shark infested waters I take it.  I stood and then reached into my purse and grabbed a pen and wrote Kathleen's address on it and handed it to her.  “This is where I'm staying in case you get bored or need someone to make fun of.”  Then I put the twenty on top of the note.
She shot me a glare full of fire and promised pain, but I held a hand up to placate her.  “For Fran.  Get her some food.”  She stared at it then snatched it from the table.
I took my tray and left.  She called out to my back.  “But you'll be there?  Tonight?”
I shrugged without turning, suppressing a smile as she said, “Good.  She will be expecting you.”  That was subtle guilt tripping worthy of me, using the little sister like that.  Truth be told, I was sort of excited to see Vanessa again.  Guilt trip or not.
I left the building in a good mood and turned west for the long walk back to Kat's since I didn't have the cash for a cab.



Chapter 7 – Game Night
Kat had admonished me properly like a mother scolding her child for not contacting her last night to know where I was.  “I was worried sick.”  She had signed, but then spoke with a smirk as she signed, “Who knows what kind of mayhem you were wroughting on my city.  Is wroughting a word?”
I stuck out my tongue and signed, “Your compassion is overwhelming.”  She just grinned and pushed my shoulder.  Then she signed, “What's the plan tonight since you found the elusive Scratch?  She sign on?”
I shook my head and said, “She hasn't, but I haven't given up yet.  But about tonight.  Umm I was sort of going over to her place to play some board games with her little sister.  Come with?”  I squinted an eye in anticipation of my doom and destruction.
She tilted her head and regarded me for a minute then said, “You want to see her again huh?”
I sputtered out, “No, I just need her for London Harmony.
She grinned and signed as she said, “Oh, you neeeeed her.”  Stretching out need, quite sarcastically I may add.
I'm sure the heat of my blush could have ignited dry kindling.  Then we'd be in campfire mode.  “I don't remember you being this mean.”
She grinned like she had just won the Nobel Prize.  “Sure, it sounds like fun.  I'd like to meet the mysterious Scratch anyway.  I'm off at five.”
I nodded as she grabbed her purse. “I'm going to be late for work, see you here after five?  No disappointing?”  I threw a couch pillow at her and she scurried off chuckling.
Ok, the first thing to do was to call Zil and see how the construction was coming along and then to the bank, I was going to need cash and my debit card had already been canceled.
I cleaned up for the day then grabbed my purse and then took off walking toward the nearest branch of my bank.  After procuring a new debit card and withdrawing a few hundred for pocket money, New York is more of a cash town for certain things, I was off on another task.  
I took a cab to Times Square and then made my way just past the Golden Arches to a little door that  opened into a narrow stairway that leads up to a comic book shop I had frequented when I lived here.  I perused their game selection.  What?  It would be rude to show up empty handed!
I wound up with Dr. Who Monopoly and a couple deck building games that had an average of ten to fifteen-minute play times.  Then of course for the express reason of not ticking off the universe and having the Rain of a Thousand Deaths come down on me in the form of carnivorous chipmunks, I bought a couple comics to read at lunch.  I mean, come on now, it IS a comic book shop.
I spent some time wandering some of my old haunts and then hopped a cab to the Park.  I still cannot get enough of Central Park, it has to be the crown jewel of New York City.  I went to the zoo and grabbed a hotdog, water and some chips from a vendor and just sat on a bench, snacking and reading my mentally stimulating texts.  Texts, comics, whatever, leave me alone.  My mind kept drifting to those impossibly blue eyes.
After looking at the animals, I made my way back to Kathleen's.  After settling in to wait for my friend I gave Lizzie a call, she answered with her, “Go for the Liz!”  It elicited a snort from me.  She said, “Ooooo very snorty.”
I grinned, she's always so playful.  “Hey, little sis.  Just checking in on the homefront.”
I could imagine a silly screwed up look on her face with her eyes narrowed comically as she asked, “You no get robbed again?”
I sighed. “No, I didn't get robbed again.”
She chirped out, “Good, cuz I so wouldn't have helped you out again.”
I grinned.  “Well, I actually found the thief and retrieved my things.  Too bad I had everything canceled.”
She said, “Ah, you went all Sherlock Holmes and tracked the culprit down?  Had the cops slap the old irons on them did ya?”
I said, “I'd so rock that hat and pipe, but no.  I'm going to their place tonight to play some board games.”
She blustered, “Are you nutso woman?  You're... ah, wait... the sexy part of sexy pickpocket?”
I blushed.  How can Liz and Zoey derail me like this so easily?  “It isn't like that.  She has a game night with her little sister every Friday.”
There was a pause.  Then she asked simply, “Her?  Oooooooo!”
I sighed.  “I hate you.”
She giggled. “No you don't, you love me because as we both know, I'm lovable.”
I nodded. “That you are, and you have a big head too.  Must be from breathing the thin air at such a high altitude.”
She tutted. “Tall jokes really J?  Lame.  You know I'm only this tall because they couldn't fit this much awesome into a smaller container.  You know critical mass and all.”
I countered, “Or it's something else piled higher and deeper.”  We bantered for a bit and we exchanged current goings on, then I let her get back to work.  It always put a smile on my face to talk to my sis, she's a great sounding board.
Before long Kat was home.  We got ready for a casual night and headed out to her car.  On the way there I asked when we were stopped at a red light,  “Mind if we hit a couple stops on the way?”
She shrugged and I asked her to stop at a convenience store or a supermarket.  We picked up chips, snacks and a case of cola.  Then a drive through for burgers and fries.  We pulled up to the abandoned auto shop around six thirty.  I asked Kat to park across the street so we didn't draw attention to the place with a car parked in front.  This caused a nervous look on her face. “This – Is their home?”
I nodded slowly then said, “Yes, and please don't judge.”
She held her hands up in surrender but still looked nervous.  We loaded up with our ill-gotten-booty, or is it ill-booten-gotty, and I led her into the alley and then knocked on the corrugated steel.  A moment later Vanessa pushed the metal aside and poked her head out.
She looked through us then stepped out with a heavy metal bar in one hand.  She stared directly into my eyes and relaxed a little after she poked me in the arm with her finger.  “Just checking,” she whispered.  Then looked at Kat and closed her eyes.  “Are you alone?”
I put my bags down, shook my head, and responded and signed with surety when she reopened her eyes, “No, this is one of my oldest and best friends. Kathleen Schmidt, Kat.”
Then I turned my head more toward Kat.  “Kat this is Vanessa Brighton.”
My friend said in her monotone-ish voice as she offered her hand,  “Pleased to meet you.  Any friend of JW is a friend of mine... or a fugitive from the international police.”
I chuckled as Vanessa shook her hand, staring down at their hands for a moment, no doubt realizing she was real.  Then she cocked her head and said plainly and unabashedly, “You're deaf.”
Before I could say anything, Kat mimicked her head tilt and said, “So I've been told.”
This got a smile from Vanessa.  Then she suddenly had rage on her face the next instant as she twisted to her left and said to thin air, “Shut up!”  She smacked the side of her head then pulled the gap in the steel siding wider.  She turned to look at us again with a grin, “Ladies?”
Kat shot me a worried look and I just gave her a reassuring smile and we entered carrying our offerings.  When we got into the office, the blankets and sleeping bags were spread out across the floor where Fran sat crosslegged and putting a cheap old chess set away in a frayed and taped together box.  There were three other boxes in similar disrepair beside her, Clue, the game of Life, and Pictionary.
She grinned and hopped up to her feet when we came into the office.  I was surprised when she grabbed onto me and gave me a hug.  “June!  You came.  Vannie thought she might have asked you, but she wasn't quite sure.”
She released me and looked over at Kat nervously as I put the bags down on a sleeping bag.  I signed as I introduced them, “Small Fry, this is my friend Kat, and Kat this is Fran.  Kat wanted to tag along for board game night.  We brought games, burgers, and snacks!”
Fran's eyes snapped down to the bags and said, “Pleased to meet you Kat.”  The girl was almost drooling at the plain white bags from the drive through.
I looked at her and said as I signed, “Small Fry.  Kat is deaf and you need to keep your head up so she can read your lips when you speak.  She is awesome at lip reading.”
She looked up and didn't miss a beat and simply repeated her greeting.  Kat just grinned at her and nodded.  Then Fran looked back at the bags.  I don't think I've ever seen someone take someone's differences in stride like that.  Maybe it is because of her own sister's affliction.  What ever it was, I somehow felt a bit of pride for the young lady.
I grinned and looked at her. “Help yourself.”
She looked like she wanted to pounce on it, but she hesitated and fidgeted with her hands as she looked over at Vanessa. “Can I Van?”
Her older sister looked between Kat and I and said, “We don't need your charity.”
I shrugged and sat down on the floor and opened one of the bags, letting the smell of burgers and fries waft out.  I signed as I said, “Charity?  It's game night, I need to get my munchies on!” Then I unwrapped the burger and took a big sloppy bite to punctuate my statement with a huge grin bulging with burger-y goodness.
Fran looked at Vanessa, who just nodded once and then the little one dove on the bags like a velociraptor.  We all sat in a circle and munched on the offerings, and washed them down with cola as we chatted.  Vanessa wound up somehow right next to me and she whispered in my ear as she looked at her sister, “Thank you.”  I could feel the warmth of her leg against mine.
I just nodded and grinned as I dug in one of the other bags and pulled out some Twinkies.  I looked at her then Fran in question.  She nodded again and I yelled, “Small Fry, incoming!” I threw her the golden spongecake.
When we disposed of the carnage left over from our meal.  I opened some chips and we did something I haven't done in a very long time.  We played board games, and it was fun!  I can't even think of when I had stopped.  I think maybe sometime in college.  It is strange how we leave little bits of ourselves behind as we age, I hadn't really thought about it until that moment.  Maybe it is a good thing to do like the Brighton sisters and put certain times aside to do the things that bring us happiness and joy.
After we determined Colonel Mustard did it in the library with the candlestick, and Kat destroyed us all in Doctor Who Monopoly, we moved on to Pictionary.  Fran said in a melancholy and retrospection that was beyond her years as she opened the old worn box, “We haven't played this one since before social services separated me and Vannie.  There's never enough people around.”  But then she cheered up suddenly.  “Kat's on my team!  We're gonna kick your butts!”
More than once Vanessa had to shush us all from out excited squealing and yelling answers.  Between my new honey haired obsession, me, and her voices, we kicked Kat and Fran's butts.  We were so in sync.  After strutting around in victory, we all settled down and just played the deck building games I had brought as we just chatted about our lives.  It was comfortable to me, like family.  It is how I felt around my tight knit group in Junes Eight.
At some point, we lost Fran.  She was curled up on the sleeping bag she and Kat were sitting on with her head in Kathleen's lap, sound asleep.  Kat didn't look too far from knocking off either.  She was just sort of leaning back against the steel desk and smiling warmly at us.  I checked the time.  Holy porcupine wings!  It was past two in the morning  and I was feeling some fatigue myself.  I didn't have the energy I had back in college, I couldn't do this out all night stuff anymore.
I turned to look at Vanessa and froze.  Her face was inches from mine.  Her hand raised up and cupped my cheek.  There was a fire where she made contact.  A warmth spreading into me.  But then she jerked her face to the left and hissed in a low growl without removing her hand.  “I know!  You don't have to harp on me!”
But then I was face to face with her again.  She smiled and I smiled back.  She turned her head slightly and smiled at her sleeping sister then turned back to me and placed her forehead against mine and stared deeply into my eyes.  Our noses touching, I could feel her hot breath on my lips.
I have never wanted so badly for someone to kiss me than in that moment.  The moment that was stretching into an eternity as I gazed into her crystal blue eyes.  I saw so much in them and it was threatening to make me cry.
Then she spoke in a whisper, her lips nicking mine as she said, “Thank you.  I haven't seen Frannie so happy in a long time.”  I couldn't have spoke if you paid me too, sparks were flying from the incidental lip contact and my being was buzzing.  Her eyes seemed to dilate and she smiled and said, “The music in your eyes makes things seem ok.”
Then her eyes swung down toward our lips and her smile grew even bigger.  I almost screamed, I couldn't take it anymore and I started to lean in, but to my embarrassment she leaned back as I did, keeping our lips separated by mere millimeters.  I pulled back, but she was smiling.  She whispered, “Not until I know what's real.  That you're real.  I need to get better.”
She grinned and grabbed one of my hands in hers then poked me with the other.  “You seem real.”
I exhaled in exasperation, “It's because I am real!  Gawd, you can't just heat someone up like this then douse them with cold water woman!”
She chuckled and said, “Seems I just did.”
Heaven help me if I didn't smile at the damn tease.  “You're an evil, evil woman.”
She nodded with an impish grin then her eyes swept away. I followed her gaze and saw my traitorous friend staring back at us with a happy smile and hopeful look in her eyes with her hands pressed together against her lips like she were in prayer.
She dropped her hands and gave us a super cheesy grin.  “Oh, don't mind me ladies.”
I threw a nacho chip at her and said and signed, “You're just as evil as Vanessa!”  She grabbed the chip projectile and munched on it like the traitor she is.
I rolled my eyes.  Then she yawned, stretched, and slid out from under Fran, cradling her head and pushing a blanket under it like a pillow.  I took the cue and stood up, my sexy nemesis stood beside me and stretched provocatively, I'm sure on purpose.  It did things to me that nobody else ever had.  I should say something, right?  So it doesn't get awkward with nobody talking.  I'll use a nickname for her, how about... damn, I still got nothing.  Kat came to the rescue and said, “I haven't had this much fun in years.  Thanks, Van.  I'm not as young as I used to be, I'm beat!”  Why the hell can Kat use a nickname and I can't?
Vanessa shrugged.  Kat was looking at the old game boxes that had seen better days.  Vanessa nodded as if they were in the middle of a conversation.  “Fran kept those all these years.  They had been ours before we were placed in a foster home.  She always made sure they were in her two boxes she was allowed whenever we had to be moved around.  She sacrificed a lot of space for them.”
She looked at her sister and stepped over and made sure she was covered and comfortable then said in a wistful tone, “She says they hold our happy times.”
I added the games I had brought to the little stack.  Then I stood and said, “We better get going before Kat turns into a pumpkin or something.  The police frown upon pumpkins driving cars.”
I looked at Vanessa who was glowering at the games.  She really couldn't accept people giving them things could she?  Pride?  I said in a chirpy voice, “Those hold our happy times now too.  Small Fry will take care of them.”
Vanessa sighed and tried to fight back a smile as she said, “Manipulative bitch.”
Kat nodded with an evil grin. “So she is.”
I pouted. “Hey, is it pick on June day?”
They both nodded and said in unison, “Yes.”
I grinned and shook my head at their playfulness and headed toward the loose siding with the trash from our meal.  Leaving the chips and the rest of the cola behind.  Vanessa ran in front of us and poked her head outside and looked around.  She said in a hushed tone, “They're always watching.”  Then she stepped out and held the steel siding for us as we exited the garage.
I stood up and she was in my face again, her lips almost brushing mine as she said hotly, “I have to spin tomorrow night, well tonight, but Sunday is park day.”  An invitation?  I hadn't planned on being in New York this long, but I wouldn't pass up a chance to see this woman again.  I nodded and tried again to sample her lips just to be denied as I kissed her cheek that was now in their place.  Dammit, she's fast!
She shot me a knee-buckling smile as she turned away and said to Kathleen,  “It was a pleasure to meet you Kat, thanks for putting up with us tonight.”
My friend just nodded with a grin.  “It was my pleasure.  To be honest I was a little nervous when I found out where you called home, but I am so glad I came.  Fran is a delight.  She's going to be a heart-breaker when she gets older.”
She stood there in the alley and just watched us go.  She got into an argument with someone just before we turned the corner and I winced as I saw her slapping her head again.



Chapter 8 – Central Park
When we woke up at o too-damn-early in the morning, for Kat to get to work for a short shift; didn't she ever stop?  I told her I'd be looking for a hotel for the rest of my unexpectedly extended stay.  I didn't want to put a burden on her.  She almost gave me a smack-down.  Her hands were flying as she signed, “You'd really insult me by moving out to a musty old hotel room?  You're family JW, the guest room is yours as long as you need it.”
I smiled warmly at her and signed, “I love you lady.  Thanks.”
She grinned and signed, “Love you too twit.”  Then promptly left for the coffee house.  I snorted and smiled after her.
After I made some coffee and woke up a bit, I pulled my iPad out of the guest room and started catching up on the news.  I don't know when, but near noon I found myself hip deep in research into paranoid schizophrenia.  It was terrible.  It wasn't just one thing as I had originally thought, there was a huge spectrum of schizophrenia.
Some of the worst flavors included vivid hallucinations.  Psychotic breaks could cause violent behavior.  It was an affliction that just kept giving.  It didn't just affect the person with it, it affected their families and more often than not, tore the families apart, or drove loved ones into depression watching them suffer.
Most cases are treatable with drugs or counseling or both.  Extreme cases require extended stays in mental institutions until the patient can come to terms with it and learn to manage it with the anti-psychotics.  Paranoia often accompanies the affliction.  While some drugs and anti-depressants can take the edge off, there is always some varying degree of it that is always present.
This was depressing.  I really felt for these people.  It wasn't anything they did or anything they chose, it was thrust upon them against their will and they had to live with it.  It got me thinking about Mom and Kat.  It was no different than someone who is deaf or blind.  They aren't defined by their affliction though most people treat them that way.
I wandered out at lunch to a local sandwich shop.  My mind kept drifting to a certain honey haired DJ.  I never obsessed about someone like this before.  I could still feel the whispering contact of her lips on mine as she spoke.
Should I go watch her spin some songs tonight or would that seem like I'm following her around?  She didn't really invite me, but she sort of did invite me to the park tomorrow.  I'd just wait until then.  Hey, wait a minute, why am I doing everything she asks me to?  I thought of the emotions that swirled around her sparkling eyes and I had my answer.  Good god!  Had I fallen for someone I had just met?  I shook my head, no I'm just crushing here.  Settle down June.
I got back to Kat's in time for her arrival back home. We spent the rest of the afternoon discussing what we have heard about the rest of Junes Eight since the last time we were all together for Hank and AJ's wedding.  Fine whatever, their names are Samantha and Abbey, nicknames are more fun.  I don't think I have seen two people more meant for each other than them, they gave us all hope of a happily ever after.
It felt sort of odd just sitting down and relaxing and not having to be anywhere or do something. I was always on the move.  But this felt nice just kicking back with an old friend, ordering in some Chinese food and just watching some television.  Kat reached over and slapped my shoulder a time or two when I got fidgety with my need to be on the move, doing something.
We fell asleep on the couch around eleven, with our heads on either arm of the couch.  Again, how pathetic, getting older sucks, just a few years ago we were always up all night with virtually no fatigue. Now here were two of June's Eight, sound asleep on the couch before midnight.  But I had to admit, I felt great Sunday morning with a full night's sleep.
I got ready for the day and came out to find Kat had changed into her pajamas while I had showered.  I tilted my head at her in question and she grinned hugely at me from behind the cup of coffee she was drinking. “I have no place to be today, so I'm going to lounge around in my PJs all day and drink coffee and eat things that are bad for me.”
I grinned then signed, “You aren't coming with?  Park day.”  She was warming her hands on her coffee mug so she just spoke.  “No.  You were the one invited and besides...” She left it hanging in the air.
Her smile got larger and I shook my head and my hands flashed out, “I hate you.”
Her smile didn't change.  “No, you love me.”
I squinted one eye and scrunched up my nose and signed, “Fine, I love you.  But you're mean.  Nothing is going on.”
She shrugged and sipped her coffee like she had just won something.  I gave her a puffer-fish face and then broke into a smile at her antics.  Then I said without signing, “I think I liked you better when we first met, all shy and introverted.”
She shrugged and said with a smirk, “No JW, you don't.”
I sighed and smiled at her as I headed to the door admitting, “No, I don't.  See you later then.  I'll text when I know what the plans are and when I'll be back.”
She called out as I shut the door, “Don't do anything I wouldn't do!”  I snorted at the evil, evil woman, then stepped to the curb and whistled down a cab.
I wasn't sure what time I was supposed to be there, and they didn't have a phone, but I arrived at the auto shop at just before nine.  I made my way into the alley and tapped lightly on the siding.  After a minute, Vanessa poked her head out holding her bar of metal.
She blushed and put the improvised club down and then poked my arm with her finger tentatively then held the metal siding back for me to enter.  She chirped out, “I didn't think you were going to come.”
I looked at her. “Why wouldn't I?”
She looked at the office where I could see Fran putting on a light jacket.  “Frannie said I didn't exactly ask.  I thought I did, so I told her we'd wait till nine just in case.”
I grinned. “I thought it was implied.”
Then comically she turned to yell at her sister, “See?  I did ask her you little runt!”
Fran looked out the windows of the office with a huge smile.  She came running out and gave me a hug, squealing, “June!”
I smiled and hugged her back. “How's things Small Fry?”
She stepped back beside her sister and tried to act all cool. “You know, same ol’ same ol’.”  Vanessa and I broke out laughing.  Which only put a silly grin on Fran's face.  Then she said, “Sunday is park day.”
I nodded then Vanessa poked her head back out the opening and looked around nervously.  I laid my hand on her shoulder from behind and gave a reassuring squeeze.  Her stance relaxed a little and she said, “Hurry, before they see.”
We exited the building and she checked to make sure the loose siding was back in place then we started walking toward Central Park.  I looked between the two sisters.  “So what does park day entail?”
Fran answered, “Van says I need fresh air, exercise, and nature and not be hiding in the garage all the time.  So Sundays we go to the park and just spend the day walking around in it.”
I grinned, that sounded like something my honey-haired obsession would do.  It is like she centers her life around her little sister.  I could understand that.  Then I looked at them.  “You two have breakfast yet?  I'm starving.”
Vanessa looked away and Fran just dug in her little book bag she was carrying and pulled out a fistful of granola bars with a grin like it was treasure.  I nodded in appreciation then asked, “How bout we get some brunch before we hit the park?  My treat.”
Vanessa turned on me.  “We don't need charity.”
I held my hands up in a placating gesture then and then asked, “You got two dollars from the med fund?”
She nodded slowly with a wary look on her face.  I put my hand out to her and rubbed my thumb against my fingers and said with a grin, “Good, hand it over.  You're buying.”
Then something unexpected happened when Vanessa first stared at me like I were insane, then nodded once to her sister.  Vanessa didn't hand any money over. Instead Fran dug in her book bag and came out with the two dollars.  She held their money?  Then I thought about it a bit and understood, and it broke my heart a little more.  A life on the street, so many things could happen that could separate them, this was a fail-safe to make sure Fran was ok if anything ever happened.  I stared at the woman and her crystal blues captured me.
Fran asked, “Brunch for three for two dollars?”
I nodded with a grin as I altered our course toward Times Square.  I said in a hushed tone like I was sharing a secret.  “In New York, if you have two dollars, you have the key to the entire city.”
We hit the fringes of the street vendors and I found a table that was made of two large cardboard boxes that had a black slash drawn across them. A tablecloth was on top of the boxes like a little table where there were stacks of souvenir t-shirts.  I stuffed the two dollars in my pocket and winked down at Fran and stepped to the table.
I knew the slashes on the boxes were made at the factory, indicating these were factory seconds.  Some minor problem with stitching or missing tags.  You can buy entire boxes of these shirts direct from the factory floor for pennies on the dollar.  In an average, they paid a quarter to fifty cents each for them.  I looked at the four dollars each or three for ten dollars sign and looked at the guy standing behind the boxes.
I sifted through the shirts finding two that just had tags sewn in crooked and put them over my shoulder.  “How much?”  He pointed at the sign and I shook my head, rolling my eyes.  “How much?”
This time he really took a look at me, then he said, “Five bucks for the two.”  I took them off my shoulder and just put them back on the table and started stepping away with the girls without a word.  The guy grabbed them off the table and held them toward me,  “Four?”
I stopped and turned toward him then reached into my pocket saying, “Look all I got is...”  I looked at my hand like I didn't know how much was there.  “Two.  You'll be doubling your money on these factory seconds.”
He looked pissed but glanced between the money in my hand and the shirts in his.  He exhaled in frustration and just snatched the money from my hands and shoved the t-shirts toward me from the stack and made a shooing motion.  Mumbling “Goddamn New Yorkers buying tourist shit.”
I grabbed the two shirts and put them over my shoulder then grabbed the hands of two confused sisters and dragged them deeper into the Square where more tourists were gathered around the street vendors.  Vanessa asked, “We're eating shirts for brunch?  I thought I was the crazy one.”
We were all silent at her joke.  Then I smiled and said,  “Yes, we just need a few more ingredients.” I paused at a little card table that had all sorts of souvenirs.  The lady only had one t-shirt left on the table.  She had been doing good today.  A street vendor would always keep the stacks high unless they were out of something.  She needed shirts but didn't have any immediately available.  I squeezed my way in with the top end factory seconds and came away with four New York ballcaps instead.
The ladies were getting more confused until about fifteen minutes and three trades later and we had twelve heavy I heart NY hoodies.  I hit a vendor who was selling the same hoodies for nineteen dollars each and stepped beside him and said in a Jersey accent,  “I'm cutting out for the day, have stock left over.  Got a dozen... ten each?  Double your money?”
The guy got a predatory look on his face and the wheeling and dealing started.  I stepped back a minute later and handed Fran a cool hundred in tens.  Then I looked between the two with a silly grin and said, “Now... Feed me?”
Fran looked amazed and Vanessa laughed out loud.  It was like music to my soul as she slowed down to giggles through her smile, shaking her head. “Two dollars.”
I gave my cheesiest grin.  “Hey, it's New York.”  Then I batted my eyelashes. “Brunch?”  This got more of that wonderful laughter.
We headed back uptown toward the park and Fran was still deep in thought.  “You made a hundred dollars in just under a half hour.  In a day, you could like, own the world.”
I smiled at her and said, “Not really, that was about as far as we could have taken it.  Plus you don't want to do it too often or they start recognizing you and you get less and less out of each deal.  This is their bread and butter.  They would much rather triple or quadruple their money off of tourists than barely double their money off of a trader.”
Now if you could find a good floating Three Card Monty game in the Square, then you can make some serious cash.  But even that is a one shot.  You out-hustle a hustler and they will never play you again.  Think of this as an emergency cash sort of thing that you can do from time to time.  In this case, the emergency is brunch.
We shared a three way smile and walked for a bit.  In a three way conversation about the city, well four way from time to time in Vanessa's case.  Whoever was talking to her didn't seem like a nice person.
We hit an all you can eat brunch buffet at Finnegan's, just a block from the park.  Vanessa got a bunch of disapproving looks from people and staff there because of her raggedy clothing, but she didn't seem to notice.  I grinned as Fran proudly produced the twelve dollars a plate at the door for us. Then I happily watched the two ladies scarf down their first plateful then go up for seconds and thirds.  I was just happy with one modest sized plate and then went up for a cinnamon roll for dessert.  Those frosting slathered pasties are to die for.  I may erect a shrine for them later on and start a religion around their worship, possibly The Church of Cinnamon Unbound.
I asked Vanessa, “What's the word about last night?  A success?  Any new talent?”
She grinned as she licked her spoon cutely.  “Yes a success.  And I don't work for you so no comment on the second part.”
Fran rolled her eyes and grinned.  “She spun up a new mix yesterday to try out on the crowds.  Some gal with a frickin awesome voice.  Van mixed some wicked beats to her voice, added tons of bass.”
I grinned at the pride she had in her big sister and I turned to the Small Fry. “Well, since your sister is such a party pooper...”  Which got me Vanessa sticking her tongue out at me as I continued, “Local talent?  The underground scene?”
The young girl just scrunched up her nose and shrugged, “Dunno, I never heard her before and Vannie won't talk about her.  But it was kickin'.”
Now I was intrigued, but the smug blonde was right, she didn't work for me, I'd have to scout my own talent.  Not a big deal though since I was going to be targeting London artists.  But still if this woman caught Vanessa's ear, maybe Mother would be interested in for Harmony Traxx.
I quickly found that no amount of poking, prodding, or teasing could pry the name out of the smiling woman.  She wouldn't even let me listen to the mix. Grrrr.
We finished up and I and the two satisfied and content looking sisters walked toward Central Park.  I purposefully looked around Vanessa to Fran and said, “Thank you so much for brunch, it really hit the spot.”  To which Vanessa just bumped her shoulder into my back, almost causing me to stumble.  I bumped hips with her and shot her a grin.
I froze up when a hand was suddenly in mine.  I exhaled and relaxed and squeezed her hand and smiled.  She was doing this in front of her sister.  Fran didn't miss it and grinned herself then ran on ahead as we entered the park.
As we walked, the little one continually ran ahead to look at the water from a bridge, or to chase some seagulls then coming back to us.  I just reveled in the contact of Vanessa's hand in mine.  Then she released it, but before I could miss the contact she had both hands wrapped around my arm and leaned against me as we walked.
We sat down on the Great Lawn looking over Turtle Pond to Belvedere Castle.  There was a man there with a cart doing a free kite-building workshop using nothing but straws, string, and trash bags.  We sent Fran off to participate.  Then just sat back on the grass, bracing ourselves with our arms behind us, and just let the cool breeze swirl over us.
I looked over to Vanessa.  She was trying to relax, but her eyes were darting everywhere.  I asked, “Is everything ok?”
She nodded. “It's just too exposed here.  They can see us to easily, they are always watching.”
I asked, “They who?”
She looked at me for a few seconds and hissed, “I'm not crazy!”
I smiled. “I know you aren't.  I'm just trying to understand a bit.”  Then I placed a hand on hers.  “I'll change the subject.  What do you two do on Park day?”
She looked at me for a couple seconds then down at our hands and she laced our fingers as she locked eyes with me.  I was lost and falling into them.  No wait, I was really falling as she pulled us down to laying on our backs, staring at the clouds floating so far above.  Then she said simply, “This.”
I turned to look at her profile.  She really was quite striking.  Most people wouldn't give her a second look because her clothes just screamed 'homeless.'  I just sighed and memorized the curve of her neck and every line of her face as she stared almost serenely at the sky.
A smile quirked at the corners of her mouth and she turned to me and grinned. “What?”
I smiled back and shrugged. “Nothing, you're just beautiful.”  Then I turned my head to stare at the sky again.  After a moment I swear that she snuggled against my side.  It was a comfortable silence, just soaking in each others presence.  Then she looked at me again and I turned to look at her.  Our faces were inches apart, I glanced down at her lips as she whispered, “Tell me about June.”
I looked back up and could barely think, looking into those sparkling pools of blue.  My god!  After all these years!  I understood my Mother's song, Oceans of Blue!  I mean I knew all about it, but now... I truly understood.
I nodded and just started talking about my life, growing up, and all the amazing people I have met along the way.  I have never had such an attentive audience.  Once the topic of Lizzie came around, I got the blonde imp talking about Fran too.  It was eerie how similar our protective streaks were over our sisters.
I was able to coax her into telling me more about her life growing up.  I understood this woman more and more.  Then she closed her eyes like she were in pain or fighting something.  She shook her head and shot a hateful, warning glare off to her left and then turned back to me and put her forehead against mine and just looked into my eyes.  I could feel her grip on my hand relax as she stared.  I was torn between staring into her eyes and staring at her inviting lips.  They were just an inch away.
We both jumped back, startled at Fran's voice, “Awww, just how cute are you two?”   I looked at the smiling imp.  She was holding a smallish kite in her hands.  I took two calming breaths then smiled and looked between the sisters.  “Zoo?”
Fran deflated and Vanessa prickled.  Oh.  I just said, “My treat, it is only fair, you bought brunch.”
This seemed to make Vanessa relax and Fran did a fist pump. “Sweet!”
We took our time, we didn't have anything to do or anyplace to be, it was so relaxing and fun.  Watching Fran having a blast was so much like watching Lizzie have fun.  We would relax on the benches every once in a while and more often than not, Vanessa would put her forehead on mine and just stare into my eyes.  I was more than willing to oblige.  If it weren't for her tantalizing lips hovering so close all the time, I'd...  It was slightly frustrating not knowing her intentions.
When she excused herself to use the restroom and Fran slid onto the bench beside me, she said, “It calms her you know.  Like the music does.”
I squinted an eye in question, she grinned and blushed.  “Looking into your eyes.  She says she can see the music playing in them.”  Then she smiled and shrugged.  “She never talks about anyone she meets when she's out spinning.  Then you come along and I can't shut her up.”  Now her smile was an evil grin.
I was about to ask a million questions when Vanessa rejoined us.  My frustration meter pegged out, and I just surrendered and smiled at the two.  “What do you want to do next?”
I think I did more in the park that day than all the years I spent here at college, and it was so much fun.  Though I think Vanessa and I were having more fun watching Fran have a blast.  I bought us some snacks from a vendor in the early afternoon, I didn't miss Fran taking the extra cookies, wrapping them in a napkin and putting them in her book bag.
Near the end of the day, we just all stood on the bridge and talked.  We talked about everything and nothing.  I was feeling so much closer to these two. I wished I could stop the sun in the sky and made that day stretch on.  I threw a few ideas around in my head, including an army of ants and some rubber bands, or a temporal distortion field to hold the sun in place.
Twilight was settling in on the city like a blanket, so we reluctantly started the walk back to their place.  Vanessa gripping my arm and laying her head on my shoulder the whole way.  I said goodnight to Fran and she gave me a sneak attack hug then disappeared through the pulled aside metal siding of the shop.
Vanessa just smiled after her then turned to me and nudged her head to where Fran had gone.  “Thank you so much for that.  I haven't seen her have so much fun in such a long time.”
I just nodded with a smile, then she leaned in and placed her forehead on mine.  Drinking in my eyes once more.  I could feel her relax.  She swiveled her head up slightly, not losing contact and I swear her lips nicked mine.  I was getting so hot and I wanted her lips.  I could see her eyes on my lips, but then she got a cute but cruel smile and whispered, “Not yet. I almost have enough to get checked out and get my meds.  I want to be clear headed.”
Then she pulled back and I comically growled, “Graaahhh!”  To her giggling pleasure.  The frickin' tease!  She was killing me!  I've never wanted a person so much in my life!  The only other woman in my life who ever got my motor running, Lucy, couldn't hold a candle to the things Vanessa did to me.  What an odd term, couldn't hold a candle to, just what in the heck does that mean?  I mean... oh, right, the story.
Then she kissed me on the cheek while I was doing my internal rant.  I lost all brain function as she left her lips on my cheek a second longer, then I blinked twice with a smile and she was gone, pulling the steel siding back in place.
I heard her voice calling out, “Friday night.  Board-game night.”
I absently murmured through the tingling on my cheek. “Ok.”  I uncurled my toes, and looked down, huh, when did I do that?  I put a hand on my cheek where her lips had been then almost skipped off down the alley, then I stopped dead in mid skip.  Wait a minute, did I just agree to hang around in the city for another week for board-game night?  Then I felt like hugging myself.  Yes, yes I did.  Suddenly I was in no hurry to get back home to Seattle and Vancouver.



Chapter 9 – Seventy-Two Hour Hold
The following week was interesting.  The very next day I got a call from Vanessa, calling from a payphone near her place.  Wondering if I wanted to hang.  After my heart slowed back down I said, “Sure, cool, whatever.”  Then gave her Kat's address.
We hung out every day while Fran was at school, but she would leave every afternoon to be “home” when Fran got there.  She wouldn't let me go watch on Tuesday and Wednesday night when she went off to DJ.  I was noticing as the week went by that her erratic behavior was getting more intense.  I flinched in pain every time she struck her own head, and her arguments with people who were not there were getting more animated.
I was able to convince her to make an appointment to be seen.  They earliest they could get her in was a week and a half from then.  I told her that she would have the money by then to see the doctors.
Of course, I kept trying to convince her to take the job too.  I seriously think she is the best person for the job, her ear for music is unparalleled.  I went as far as giving her two checks in an envelope.  One, a signing bonus, and the other a moving allowance.  I was hoping all the zeros would tempt her.  I had said, “I know you haven't said yes... yet.  But This is just to show you how serious I am.  It is an open job offer, all you have to do is cash the checks to accept.”
I had gotten so much closer to the woman during that week.  All we did was talk.  Well, talk and watch television.  She was obsessed with the music channels and the news.  She was holding on to me more and more, and teasing me with her lips near mine every time she needed to calm down and place her forehead against mine, peering into my eyes.  She would always leave me with a long, lingering kiss on the cheek when she went to meet Fran.
Thursday she dragged me along with her simply by saying, “It's Thursday.”
She laid her head on my chest as we watched Singing in the Rain in the alley from the rooftop.  I don't think we said a word to each other that night.  It just seemed so intimate to me sitting there with her lying on me playing with my hands.  I was sad when the movie was over and she shooed me out of the place.
I don't know why I was so excited on Friday.  Ok, that's a lie, Friday is Board-Game Day!  Kat is such an evil friend and made sure to tease me relentlessly about my excitement.  She joined me at Fran's begging, and we headed out Friday night to Vanessa's.
We parked across the street like the prior week and made our way into the alley.  I looked around then tapped lightly on the siding.  We waited and nothing happened.  We looked at each other then I pounded a little harder.  Nothing.  I was getting a little worried so I pulled the siding away and we entered.  It was very dark, all shadows and dim light cast through the upper windows.  It didn't look the same.  Oh, there was no light in the office.  It was amazing the difference a little light could make.
I used my cellphone as a flashlight and we went into the office and all of their stuff was there, even Fran's book bag.  Then I turned around looking for Vanessa's backpack.  It wasn't there.  The girls must still be out.  Should we wait?  I felt like I was invading their home.
I looked at Kat and made a head motion to where we had come in and we started for the hidden exit when I heard something.  It sounded like...  I turned and I ran for the stairs and pointed my cellphone up and saw the outline of a small person huddled into a ball against the roof door.  It was Fran and she was quietly crying, that's what I had heard.  I ran up the stairs and stood in front of her as she raised her teary eyes to me.
Her voice cracked as she asked, “June?”
 “Yeah Small Fry.”
She stood and engulfed me in a desperate hug.  She was saying things between sobs as she clung to me.  “They took her... I hid like I'm supposed to... they took her away!”
I kissed the top of her head and just kept hugging her.  Trying to calm the little one.  “Shhhhhh... it's ok Fran.  Shhhh...  it's going to be alright.”
She slowly got control over her crying then I grabbed her shoulders and held her at arm's length so I could look into her eyes in the shadows of the stairwell.  “Who took her hon?”
She bit her lip.  “The police.  She... she was having an episode.  She went out to the alley because she was afraid of hurting me.  I heard her screaming at the voices to leave her alone.  Then a couple minutes later I heard other voices.  I peeked through the gap.  The police were there trying to calm her down.  They tasered her!  She didn't do anything and they tasered her because she wouldn't calm down and kept screaming at the voices!  The bastards!  Then they cuffed her and dragged her to the car.”
Tears were flowing again.  My chest was tight as well.  I pulled her into another hug and whispered, “It's going to be ok.  Come with Kat and me and I'll see if I can't find out where Vanessa is.”
She nodded into my chest then I released her.  I put my arm around her shoulders and walked down the steel stairs.  I signed to Kat, what was going on.  She had a concerned look on her face.  We were half way to the exit then I stopped.  I passed Fran to Kat.  “Just a sec.”  I ran back to the office and grabbed Fran's book bag and the box that had all their games and personal stuff.  We could get the rest later if things went south on us.
On an afterthought, I put the stuff down then wrote a quick cryptic note to leave on the desk.  “Precious cargo with June.”  Just in case they released her and she were on the way back.  I didn't want her to worry about Fran.
Then we left and hurried back to Kat's.  The crying and worry over Vanessa had worn Small Fry out and I brought her to my bed in the guest room and tucked her in.  I gave her a kiss on the forehead and promised again.  “We'll find her.”  She just smiled sadly and snuggled into the pillow.  She reminded me so much of Lizzie at that age.
Then I shut the door and rushed to the couch.  Kat was in the kitchen making us some coffee as I started war dialing all the emergency services in the area to find Vanessa.  My chest was tight and I had all sorts of emotions storming around inside.  For some reason, rage was the predominant one and I couldn't tell you why.
I found her.  She had been booked at the local precinct's intake center for disturbing the peace and resisting arrest.  I was signing what was happening for Kat as I spoke on the phone.  I wrote down the address of the holding facility and hung up.  I looked up and caught the car keys that Kat had already thrown toward me and caught them with one hand.  Kat stood and said, “Hurry.  I've got the Small Fry.”  I nodded my thanks and I was out the door.
I made record time getting to the station.  I ran up to the front desk and the lean, long faced officer manning it looked up at me.  I caught the appraising look that all guys don't think women can see.  Then I said, “Hi, I'm looking for a woman that was brought in a couple hours ago.  Vanessa Brighton.  What is her bail?”
He looked at me again and then typed something in his computer.  “Yeah, the nutcase.  Bail hasn't been set until they evaluate her.  They sent her ass to Bellevue.  Crazy bitch tried to bite my fingers when we booked her.”  He seemed pleased for some reason.
This enraged me and I tried to fight down my anger as I placed my fists firmly on the counter and leaned in toward him.  My voice was tight and low and came out in a harsh rasp, “This is not a humorous matter.  The woman has an illness that you are making light of.  I'm ashamed to have people like you wearing a uniform.”  Then I growled and turned away and headed out the door as I looked up the address to the mental hospital on my cell.
I parked on the street by the Bellevue psychiatric building.  It was late evening now.  I looked up at the large brick structure that seemed too cheery and architecturally pleasing for its purpose.  I made my way in and stopped at the front desk and smiled at the pleasant looking, silver haired, African American woman in a doctor or nurses uniform.  “Hi, I'm looking for a woman that was brought in tonight, Vanessa Brighton.”
She smiled back and typed on her computer.  She gave me a sympathetic look and asked, “Are you family?”
Without missing a beat, I said, “She has no family that she is talking to, I'm her employer...”  then added, “And I think I might be her girlfriend.”
She tilted her head.  “You think?”
I shrugged with an apologetic smile.  “It's hard to tell with her.  It's complicated.”
The woman let out a quick laugh and said, “Ain't it always?”  Then she sighed.  “But I'm sorry, you have to be an immediate family member or have power of attorney to speak with anyone about her.”
I quickly lied within a heartbeat of her saying that, without blinking, “I hold power of attorney for all her medical decisions.”  Shit.  I wonder how many laws I'm breaking.
She eyeballed me.  I was afraid she was going to ask for some paperwork or something and I could see her hand tapping on her counter a couple times then she squinted an eye.  “Hang on a minute miss?”
I sighed. “June, June Harris-West.”  She gave me a knowing smile, she had a good bullshit-o-meter but she was a good woman.
A couple seconds later she hung up and said, “If you want to wait in the lobby,  her doctor will be down in a minute to speak with you.”
I reached across the counter and grasped her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.  I took note of the name on her badge and then said softly, “Thank you Michelle.”  She nodded while pursing her lips.  I hope I don't get her in any trouble.  She's a nice woman.
I sat fidgeting in the lobby.  There was an older man sitting in the corner reading a newspaper.  I was looking around as I drummed my hands on my legs.  My worry was making me a wreck.  I was worried about Vanessa, I was worried about Fran.  I was worried about everything.
Then a man in a well-fitted suit came walking into the room, he had a metal clipboard and had the bearing of a man who was worked to the bone.  He flipped up a sheet on his clipboard.  “Umm... Miss West?”
I stood like I had been catapulted from my seat.  “Yes, that's me.  How is she?”
He held an arm out in an ushering motion.  “Come on back to my office and we can talk.”
As I started through the doors, Michelle stepped up beside me and handed me a piece of paper with a cautioning look.  I looked discreetly at the paper, it was a form for temporary Medical Power of Attorney for me to fill out.  I folded the paper and put it in my purse as I shot her a thank-you and an embarrassed smile.  I had no doubt she was sticking her neck out for me.
I followed the man down the hall and up to the second floor and into an office that faced out over the street.  He had me sit in one of the two comfortable lounge chairs that faced a rather small, antique looking desk.  The chairs and the desk seemed out of place in the room that just felt a little too, I don't know, clinical?
Instead of sitting in the leather chair behind the desk, he instead sat on the edge of the desk facing me and thumbed through the papers on his clipboard.  He looked up and looked embarrassed that he wasn't talking or something.  “Oh, sorry.  I get lost in my own little world sometimes, I was just organizing my thoughts.  Doctor Mel Ulysses.”  He offered his hand.
I shook it and mumbled, “June Harris-West.”
He nodded and then looked back at the paperwork.  “Hmmm... how much do you know?”
I shrugged.  “Someone informed me that they saw the police taser Vanessa and haul her away simply because she was acting erratically.”  I didn't want to say too much or even reveal anything about Fran in case social services got involved.  Vanessa would hate me for that, and I'm sure that eventually their records would uncover it anyway.”
He said, “It says in the intake report that she became physically combative.”
I shook my head.  “That's a lie.  She was just... yelling at the voices from what I was told.”
He nodded with a look of distaste on his face. “Figures.  The police never take the time to assess the situation or call in the appropriate people if someone's behavior is erratic.”
I blinked... he just simply believed me?  Then I thought about it.  He was a mental health professional.  It takes a special kind of person to be able to look into people's personal hell every day and want to help them.  It isn't a glamorous job.  So he has probably seen this type of situation play out over and over again.
I reevaluated the man and felt for him.  I asked, “How is she?  Can I see her Doc?”
He took a deep breath and quickly exhaled it and set the clipboard on the desk and grabbed the edge of the desk with his hands, supporting his weight as he leaned into a comfortable position.  “She's not good.  It appears she had a rather violent psychotic episode.  We have her mildly sedated right now until I can fully evaluate the state of her mental health.  Is she taking her medication?”
I winced slightly and shook my head.  “No.  She's been saving up to be re-evaluated so she can get back on them.”
He almost snapped and I could tell he was exasperated. “That's not healthy.  Just going off the drugs is bad enough, it can cause severe chemical imbalances alone.”  He paused and looked me up and down in an appraising manner.  “You seem to be not hurting monetarily.  Do you understand the gravity of the situation?”
I nodded solemnly.  “She's homeless right now and won't take my help.  It is a pride thing with her.”
He pursed his lips and whispered, I'm not sure if it were me or some deity, “Damn her pride.”  Then he looked at me.  “I'm required to put her on a seventy-two hour hold.  To make sure she's not a danger to herself or others.  Then submit my recommendation to the police.  It will be up to them if they press it or drop the charges based on my recommendations.”
I nodded in understanding.  God, how pathetic am I?  Here I am facing a truly serious adult problem and all I can think is that I wish my mothers were here to tell me what to do.  Come on West, snap out of it.  You took on the system, and a few government agencies in college without blinking, you can do this.  I said, “I understand.  Can I see her during that time?”
He looked at her chart again.  “It all depends on if we can calm her without sedation.”
I blurted out, “Music!”  Then I calmed a bit and repeated, “Music calms her, she says it chases the voices away.”
He nodded and made a note on the paperwork.  “That's good to know.  I'll look into it.”  Then he said, “You said she was homeless?  That would explain why her address happens to be the same as Freedom Tower.”  His lips twitched in a smile.  “Would explain why her contact phone number spells out  'fuck you' as well.”  He looked at me with humor twinkling around in his eyes, “I think I like her.”
He asked if I had any questions for him.  I had a trillion of them standing in a line that wrapped the globe twice then sucker-punched me in the nose, but all I could ask was, “Can I see her?”  I just had a primal need to know she was ok.
He took another one of those deep breaths with a quick exhalation then nodded.  “Just for a minute.  She is already emotionally overwrought and a little groggy from the sedation.  We need her calm to evaluate her mental and physical condition.”  Then he added in an almost accusatory tone, “She seems pretty malnourished too.  That doesn't help.”
I nodded and he hopped off the desk spryly, belying his worn down appearance.  “Let's go see your girl.”  I almost smiled at that.  He had made an assumption based on my responses to the situation.  She wasn't my girl.  Was she?  Part of me was wishing it to be true and I marveled at that part of me, did I really think that?
We went up another level and to some secured doors with an orderly or nurse or something at a desk.  The man nodded at the doc and buzzed the doors open.  We went down a hall that reminded me of a hospital corridor.  We arrived at a room that he pulled a badge out of his pocket and flashed across the lock and a green light lit and we walked into a room that looked an awful lot like a hospital room.
There on a hospital bed, with her arms and legs strapped to the rails was Vanessa.  She was humming to herself as she rocked her body slowly back and forth.  It couldn't be comfortable.  Her clothes were gone and she was wearing what resembled scrubs.
Doc walked up to her and started removing the restraints.  Vanessa just kept humming and rocking as the doc said, “We won't be needing these anymore.  She was struggling pretty wildly when they brought her in.”
I nodded stiffly then stepped up to her.  Without her layers of clothes on, she really did look thin and gaunt. But she was stunningly beautiful to me anyway.  I said, “Hey Vanessa.”
She opened her eyes and stopped humming and rocking then looked over to where I stood beside her.  She looked almost angry until she reached out and touched me then she exhaled in utter relief and whispered.  “You're really here?”
I nodded, trying to fight back the tears as I grabbed her hand between both of mine, pressing it against my chest over my heart.  “Yes, I'm here.”
She smiled and her eyes, though fogged over a bit brightened as she looked into mine. She sighed, “There's the music.”  Then she looked around almost in embarrassment, “I'm so sorry June.”
I pulled her hand to my face and kissed the back of it. “You don't have anything to apologize for.”
Then her eyes went wider then at the Doc then back at me and spoke in code, “Small Fry?”
I shushed her.  “With Kat.”  She visibly relaxed at that.
She whispered even though the Doc could hear, I think her thinking was slushy with the sedative.  “I can't let anything happen to her.”
I nodded and gave her my cockiest smile.  “Hey... I got this shit.”
She smiled back then moved her hand to my cheek and rubbed it gently.  “Those eyes, the music...”
I looked at the doc then back at her and pulled the Medical Power of Attorney form out of my purse with a pen.  I gave a scrunched face apology to the doc who actually snorted and rolled his eyes as I handed them to her.  “I can't see you unless you sign this Medical Power of Attorney.”
She nodded in understanding and whispered, “That's because they are out to get us.”  I winced at that as she signed it.
I quickly printed my name, signed and dated it with yesterday's date, then handed it to the doc.  He chuckled again.  He was good people, so was Michelle.  I had expected all the people working here to be bitter and jaded and like doom troopers.  He sighed, “I'll make sure Michelle gets this filed and gets a copy to you.”
Vanessa smiled and just held my hand as she closed her eyes.  Her breathing was slowing.  The doc motioned his head toward the door and I nodded, kissed my honey-haired imp on the forehead and made my way out to the corridor with Doc.
He looked at the paperwork again and shook his head.  I said, “Sorry?”  Squinting one eye.
He just said, “This is serious stuff.  I'm sure Michelle was your accomplice.”
I shrugged. “I know nothing.  Write it of as a mental lapse on my part.”
He nodded with a grin.  “Something tells me there is a lot more to you than what’s on the surface.  It'd be interesting to...”
I snorted. “Don't try to shrink me Doc.  You don't want to go down that rabbit hole, trust me.”
He grinned again. “That's what makes it so interesting.”
Then he sobered up as he lead me down to the front again.  “Make sure Michelle has all your contact information.  I'll let you know when you can come see her after I get an evaluation done Miss West.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Doc.  You can call me JW.”
He nodded and then looked at Michelle and handed her the form with a reprimanding look.  She wasn't intimidated in the least when she said, “Oh there that is, I was looking all over for it.”
He rolled his eyes at her then smiled at me and inclined his head and excused himself, “JW.”
I gave a similar gesture. “Doc.”
Then he left us.  After thanking Mick, she liked the nickname thank you very much, I made my way back to Kat's realizing that I suddenly had a shit-ton of work ahead of me.
When I got back to Kat's, Fran was pacing back and forth, she must have woken up while I was out.  She almost dove into my arms when I walked in.  She was a mess with eyes red and puffy from crying.
I brought her to the couch and Kat smiled and went to the kitchen to make her some hot chocolate.  Before I could say a word she blurted out, “Is Vannie ok?”
I smoothed her hair back and nodded.  “Yes.  She's at Bellevue right now, resting.”  I hugged her then smiled a smile I wasn't feeling.  “They need to keep her for seventy-two hours before they can release her.  You don't mind hangin' with Kat and I until then do you?”
She relaxed a bit and shook her head.  Kathleen returned and handed her a hot chocolate and me a coffee. Then signed, “You look like shit.”
I said and signed back with a half grin, “Thanks.  Love you too.”  She stuck her tongue out at me in regal fashion.  Then I shared everything I knew with the girls.  We got Fran back to bed and then I sat on the couch with my friend and said, “The charges are still pending until the evaluation is complete.  From what Small Fry says, the cops handled it wrong from the beginning.”
Then I glanced at the time, it was eleven so, though it was late in Seattle, it was only eight.  I said, “Let's see if we can't get the pendulum to swing more in our favor shall we?”
Kat smiled widely. “There it is.  The evil look only you can pull off.  I was getting worried that you lost your mojo for a bit there.”
I gave her a silly face then dialed Secret Weapon Zero on his private cell.  He answered on the second ring. “Hi Frank?”  I blurted out to our family's lawyer and personal friend, Frank Davenport.



Chapter 10 – Visiting Hours
The next morning I felt less stressed.  I had to suppress a grin at Fran sitting on the floor with her back to the couch where I slept.  She was watching some anime show with the sound off and the closed captioning on.  I dropped a hand on her head and stroked it once, leaving my hand on her shoulder.  Small Fry looked back with a smile.  “Sorry, did I wake you?  I didn't mean to.”
I grinned at her. “No not at all.”
I glanced at the television then her and she blushed a little and shrugged. “I haven't had many chances to watch TV lately.”
I sat up and patted the couch cushion beside me and she hopped up cross-legged and grinned and turned back to the show.  She asked without looking. “I'm going to have to go back into the system aren't I?”
I rested a hand on her shoulder and gave a little squeeze.  “From what I can tell they haven't dug yet to find out Vanessa is your guardian.  But even if they do, not on my watch.”
Then I changed the somber tone. “What smells so good?”
She grinned at me.  “I made coffee so some was ready when you and Kat woke up.”
I hopped off the couch and made my way to the kitchen, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.  I sniffed the air with a smile and my Caffeine-O-Tron 3000 zeroed in on the divine smelling liquid and I poured a cup then returned to the couch, running a hand through my tangled hair.
Not two minutes later, Kat came shuffling out of her room looking like the undead.  A minute later she had joined us on the couch sipping her own coffee with a grin and undead Kat was nowhere to be seen.  How does she do that?
We spent the next few minutes catching up and I filled in the gaps for the girls.  Then Kat disappeared into the kitchen and breakfast-y smells started wafting out of it in short order.  Hey, don't look at me like that, breafast-y is in my mother's Mandy-tionary, her version of the English language has been witnessed and notarized by a Tibetan monk.
I hopped up and set up three place settings on the little dining room table in the kitchen area and Fran helped out.  We ate the scrambled eggs with diced ham and onions, buttered toast, hash browns and washed it all down with tall glasses of orange juice.
Fran stopped shoveling food into her gaping maw long enough to blush at Kat and myself, who were just smiling and watching her eat.  She said with her mouth half full, “Sorry.  We just don't know when our next meal is going to be and Van always makes sure I eat first.”  Then she stuffed some hash browns in her mouth and said cheesily, “And this stuffs good!”
Kat glanced at me and I signed what she said then Kat snorted. I just smiled and shook my head and said, “You might want to slow down a bit and taste it.”  Then I nudged her elbows with a finger. “Don't talk with your mouth full, and get your elbows off the table.”  I froze.  Oh, good god!  I've become Mom!
After Small Fry and I cleaned up and washed the dishes while Kat relaxed on the couch watching the news, I looked at the time.  It was almost nine and the sign on the front desk at the mental hospital said visiting hours were from ten to four.  I announced, “I'm going to get cleaned up then go visit Vanessa and make sure she's ok.”
Fran brightened up and chirped, “Can I come?”
I shook my head sadly.  “They haven't clued in on you yet.  We shouldn't push our luck.  She'll be back in police custody on Monday, then I promise we'll do everything we can to get her home.”  Home?  Back with us.  I added, “I put a couple pokers in the fire last night.  Let's see if anything pans out.”
Kat spoke up, “Why don't I bring you out for a fun day on the town Fran?”  Then she signed to me with a concern in her eyes, “You got this shit?”  I almost snorted, but just nodded with a grin and she visibly relaxed.
Then Fran tilted her head as she regarded us.  “You two...”  She paused like she was choosing her words.  “You talk to each other differently.  I mean, you know, every time June speaks she signs the same thing even though you can read lips.  Sometimes Kat, you only sign to June that's like evil whispering since I don't understand.  Is there like certain rules to communicate when you are deaf?”
She suddenly looked panicked. “I don't mean that to sound... I didn't mean...”
Kathleen grinned and laid a hand on her arm to calm her as I said, “We just had different upbringings.  My Mom just raised me to always sign what I am saying whenever someone with a hearing disability is around.  Partially so that nothing is lost if someone can't read everything I say on my lips, they see the signs.  The other part is that she sees it as rude to say things that people who can't sign can't understand.  Kat was raised differently, maybe like in a barn or something.”
I stuck my tongue out at Kat and she slapped my arm.  She rolled her eyes. “I don't know why I put up with you sometimes.”
I said and signed, “Because you love me.”  Then grinned like an idiot.
She smiled and sighed out, “Oh yeah, that's why.  Brat.”
Then I turned back to Fran and said with a little grimace on my face.  “The other thing we are taught always have our face visible to anyone with a hearing disability when we speak so that they can read our lips.  And never, ever, speak with your mouth full if someone is reading your lips.  I mean... ewww.”
Then Fran slapped her hand over her mouth in embarrassment realizing she had done just that.  “Oh god.”
Kat giggled.  “Don't worry about it hon.  You'll get used to me.”
Then she looked at us and said, “When I get to high school, I want to take American Sign Language as an alternate language.  You two make it look so pretty and graceful.”  Kat hugged her and ruffled her hair.
I grabbed my iPad off the coffee table and pulled up a finger spelling tutorial and handed it to her.  “You don't need to wait if you are serious, you can start here.  Once you can do this competently then, you can start with an ASL primer.”
She squinted. “Why spelling first?”
I sighed. “Because as you learn ASL you may not know all the words or expressions yet so you will have to spell out a lot of things, plus there are no signs for proper names of people and places for the most part.”
She nodded, realization donning. “Oh, makes sense.”  Then she sat down and started looking at the tutorial.  I winked at Kat, who was studying the young lady, then I headed to the bathroom to get ready for the day.
Before long, a taxi was dropping me off at Bellevue.  I went in and was a little disappointed that Michelle wasn't at the front desk.  I walked up to the overly skinny man that reminded me of a scarecrow with a long jaw.  “Hi, I'm June Harris-West, here to see a patient.  Vanessa Brighton.”
The man typed something in on the computer then nodded and said, “Can I see some ID miss?”  I showed him and he typed something else in.  He was polite but less sociable than Michelle had been, I'm sure the day shift is a little more stressful.  Then he looked back up at me as he slid a visitor's pass on a lanyard to me. “She's in a session right now with Doctor Ulysses.  If you want to take a seat in the waiting area, they should be done in a few minutes and I'll have an orderly bring you up when she is available.
I nodded absently, gave him a smile then wandered over to the waiting area. I pulled the lanyard of the visitor's pass, over my head, then ran my hands through my hair so it would settle over it.  There weren't any seats available so I just stood over by the little table with a coffee maker on it.
During the next half hour, I took the time to contemplate just what I was doing there.  I mean, I barely knew this woman, though I was starting to get what Mother felt when she first saw Mom.  There was no denying that I was attracted to this woman.  I really needed to raise my shields and remember that I only came to New York for business.  To find a scout.  I set my jaw in determination.  Ok, shields it is then.  A voice called out, “Miss West?”  But not today, my shields crumbled.  Fine I was excited to see this woman who confused me so much again.
The kid looked like she was just nineteen in an extra small white jacket that still looked too big on her.  I snorted to myself, kid?  I'm not that old that I see college age people as kids am I?  I smiled at her as I stepped up.  She grinned at me. “Hi, I'm Tracy.  She looked at some notes.  You're here to see Miss Brighton?”
I nodded with a smile.  She turned with an ushering gesture and chirped out, “They sent me to bring you to her.  She's in the commons room right now.”  I followed her into the elevator and we went up three floors then she brought me up to some security doors that had two men standing next to them in coats similar to Tracy's.  She had me sign in at the desk then the person sitting there buzzed us in.
We went down a short hall and into a large room that had some tables and a few couches strewn about with people walking, sitting, doing crafts, reading books and the ilk.  There were about five other workers sprinkled about helping people.  My eyes darted to the far corners instinctively and I smiled as my heart sped up.  There she was, sitting by herself just staring at the wall.
I nodded at Tracy, who smiled then walked off.  I stepped up to Vanessa's side and glanced down at her rich mane of hair.  She wouldn't look at me.  I didn't know what to do or say, but then I stiffened as she wordlessly just reached up and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers.  I just stiffened up, not wanting to do the wrong thing as part of me was basking in the contact.
We just sat there like that for a couple minutes in silence.  Her staring at the wall, me standing by her side.  Then she asked, “Is she ok?”
I nodded.  Then she pulled me down gently into a chair beside her by my hand.  “Sit down weirdo.  You look like an idiot standing there.”
I looked over at her and she glanced over with a dour expression.  I said with drama, “Gee thanks.”
Her dark visage broke as she smiled and added, “But you're my weirdo.”  She locked eyes with me and I could feel the tension draining from our contact.  She sobbed just once and then regained her steely control of her feelings and whispered, “I needed those eyes.”
I nodded and got lost in her gaze.  I'd be her weirdo or anything else she wanted, I admitted to myself.  She put her forehead on mine and we just sat there, silently just soaking up the others presence for twenty minutes.
Then she pulled back, but not looking away from my eyes and whispered, “I'm scared June.  They won't let me keep Frannie if I go to jail.”
I nodded.  “Don't worry about that.  Already have someone on it.  You just need to get better.  Hey, think of this as a three-day vacation.  I'll be here every day.”
The corner of her mouth twitched up in a smile.  “You and I have completely different definitions of vacation woman.”  I snorted and beamed a genuine smile at her.
Then her smile disappeared.  “I do you know... want to get better.  I...”  She paused.  “I never chose this, never wanted this.”
I nodded and placed my forehead back on hers.  “I know.”  That's all she needed from me as more tension seemed to ease away from her face.
Then I sat up.  “So you finding a place of your own or you want the studio to find a place for you in London?”
She gave a startled laugh at my radical change of direction. “Hey now, I haven't said yes yet.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “Yet?”
She sighed then was suddenly serious again.  “Please.  I need to get better first, be clear headed before I make ANY decisions.”
The word ANY was aimed straight at my heart it seems.  I closed my eyes a second, so I didn't show any of the hurt I was feeling and nodded.  She said, “The tranquilizers and meds they have me on are keeping the edge off.”
We lightened things up and just talked about anything and everything music after that.  Our banter seemed natural to me like we had been doing it for decades with each other.  When it was lunch time, Tracy returned by my side and said, “Miss Brighton.”
Vanessa shot her an 'eat shit and live' look, and I said in a chastising manner, “Be good!”
She shot me a wicked grin back and slumped her shoulders, “Fine.”  She looked at Tracy and fluttered her eyes and said in a mocking tone, “I'm sorry miss. Please lead on.”  Then she stuck her tongue out at me.
I rolled my eyes and couldn't hide my smile.  “Much better.”  Tracy was grinning back and forth at us.  Then as I turned to leave I was surprised by a sneak attack kiss on the cheek by Vanessa.  Her lips remained against my cheek for two long seconds, igniting a fire in my soul.
I squeaked out, “I'll be back later today.”
She nodded then turned back to Tracy and put her hands out like she was cuffed.  To her credit the small girl smiled and just pushed her shoulder forward playfully.  The Trace-inator just said, “The cafeteria is this way Miss Brighton.”
The security people buzzed me out and I headed back out into the Big Apple to forage for my own meal, obsessing over Vanessa's hot lips on my cheek.  Damn I wanted those lips on mine.
I spent the time as I ate, contacting Zilrita to get a progress report.  Tying up a few loose ends on staffing.  Then calling Lizzie.  She wouldn't shut up about Vanessa.  I kept telling her that nothing was going on between us, but my evil little sister wouldn't listen to me.
I spilled all that had been going on and that I was terrified and out of my depth.  Her stupid advice was to ask Mother.  Yeah I know that Mandy Friggin Harris could fix everything in no time flat, she is awesome that way.  I can't begin to tell you how much I admire and love her, but I have to prove who I am without her.  I want to... make her proud of me.
It was still fairly early in Seattle, and a Saturday, so I didn't call Frank yet.  I'd give him time to work his lawyer-y magic.  I bet those lawyer-types have a coven or something to share their arcane arts.  I crossed my fingers and hope there was something he could do to help.
In the meantime, I needed a contingency plan.  NEVER put all your eggs in the same basket.  Humpty Dumpty knew that shit.  I pulled up the social services website for both New York and Washington.  Just as much as I needed Vanessa to be ok, I also had to make sure Fran was protected from any backlash or unintended consequences.
I want these two ladies to know that I've got their back.  It was supremely important to me for some reason.
Then my lips quirked in an evil grin.  Wait I know that grin and this sneaky feeling, it was almost a constant back in the days of June's Eight.  I dialed another number and waited then blurted out when she answered, “Zoey!”  Plans within plans within plans.
***
I spent the rest of  Saturday with Vanessa when she wasn't in a session with Doc, until they kicked me out when visiting hours were over.  The rest of the time I spent with Small Fry.  Trying to keep her mind occupied on other things than stressing about her sister.  Kat was a huge help.  Frannie seemed quite taken with her and treated her almost like a mother figure.  I could understand, Kathleen was just being her normal caring and nurturing self, making sure that Fran's needs were taken care of but also providing her with some structure.
We all sat on the couch after a big home cooked dinner, watching movies while cuddled up under some blankets.  Then Fran asked quietly, “Why are you doing this JW?  Helping us like this?”
I looked over at her then back to the television.  “Because it's the right thing to do.”
She said, “No.  There's more isn't there?”  I glanced at her and she was staring at me intently, studying me with eyes much older than her fourteen years.
I shrugged and she smiled almost sadly. “You like Vannie.  Like more than friends.”
I woodenly nodded and then after a couple heartbeats she smiled.  “She likes you too.  I've never seen her interested in anyone ever.  I think she is trying to hide from me that she's into girls.  But she can't help it around you.  You calm her and she gravitates toward that, she's smiling again.”
I grinned and tried to derail the conversation, “Aren't you a little young to be using words like gravitates.”
She sighed. “You're just like her.  All squeamish when feelings are being talked about.  Fine, I'll drop it...”
We all snuggled in and just enjoyed each others company until we all fell asleep on the couch.



Chapter 11 – Bellevue
Sunday was pretty much like Saturday, I took Kat's car and spent most of the day at Bellevue.  She seemed a little more herself, though not as distracted by the voices.  They were lowering her tranquilizer dose and had started her on some anti-psychotics.  She said it would be weeks or months before thee drugs would drown out the voices.
The Doc informed us that so far he hasn't seen anything that would indicate she is a danger to anyone or herself.  “Your case is severe, but your condition is very treatable.  With the proper course of drugs, and counseling, I don't see why you couldn't live a fairly normal life.  It would be a tough road and you would need to want to get better.  There are programs I can recommend, they would take a big commitment from you.  Even then, you will have to work at it your whole life.”
Vanessa was silent but nodded once.  After Doc had left, I looked at her and tilted my head in question, she said quietly, “Once Fran is eighteen, or they'd take her away from me again.”
I laid my hand on hers and she grabbed on.  “I wouldn't let them.”
She squinted her eyes at me like I was playing some sort of game. “You barely know me.”
I put my forehead against her's an inhaled her scent. “I know enough.”
She actually licked her lips and stared down at mine then sat back without losing eye contact.  “Your eyes make me...”  She smiled then looked away. “I think I like girls.”
I grinned at the admission and replied simply with,  “I think I like you.”
I tried to get Vanessa to talk to Fran on my cell, but she refused, she looked terrified.  She only whispered, “She doesn't need to talk to me while I'm in the looney bin like this.”  She just laced our fingers and we just sat like that for the final hour of visiting hours in silence.  I never wanted that moment to end, I had never felt so close to someone than that.
I was surprised when Michelle came up to us just before four.  She shot me a smile. “So we meet again Miss West.”  I snorted and she pulled me away from Vanessa with a “I need to borrow Miss West for a minute.  I promise I'll return her with a limited amount of damage.”
Vanessa nodded, I looked at the honey blonde for a long moment, trying desperately to come up with a fitting nickname for her, she was an impossible creature.  I sighed and gave up then stepped away a few paces with Michelle. “Miss Brighton will be released back into police custody tomorrow.  We had to destroy her clothes, they were unsanitary.  You might want to bring her some clothes tomorrow or we'll release her in those scrubs,  I'd prefer if she kept some of her dignity.”
I regarded the woman.  Again, the people I have met here are a contradiction to how I assumed they would treat people here.  I did like this woman.  I nodded. “Thanks, Mick.”
She did a double glance at me, the nickname still caught her off balance.  I grinned.  See the  nickname-a-tron is still functional... I looked at Vanessa... so, what the hell man?  Then she said, “Visiting hours are over.”
I nodded and stepped up to Vanessa.  She locked eyes with me and I forgot how to speak as the butterflies in my stomach were threatening to burst out.  What the hell do I say?  Ummm... oh!  “Hi.”
She smiled hugely and said right back at me, “Hi.”.  She tilted her head.  The minx was having fun with the effect she had on me.
I got suddenly shy and then said, “Ummm... bye.”
Her smile grew.  “Bye.”  Then her hot lips were on my cheek for an eternity.  I inhaled deeply and sighed.  She whispered as she pulled away with a grin, “One day maybe June, but not until I am right.”
I felt like a schoolgirl with her first crush as I nodded with the burn of a blush on my cheeks, and then turned toward the doors.  She spoke to my back as I left, I could hear a tinge of fear and apprehension in her voice, “You'll be back tomorrow?”  I just stopped and nodded without turning back.  She said, “Tell Small Fry that I...”  I nodded again and had the orderlies buzz me through the door.
I stopped by the abandoned auto shop and picked up the rest of the girl's things.  I took one last look around the place.  I felt like an invader there, this was their home.
When I got back to Kat's, she hurried off to her afternoon shift at Common Grounds.  Leaving Fran alone with me for the night.  I ordered pizza then sat in the living-room with her.  I told her about my time with Vanessa and that her sister loved her and was worried about her.  Small Fry almost cried at that but instead gave a teary smile.
She wasn't as ravenous when the pizza showed up.  This made me smile for some reason, we had finally filled her up.  I cringed at her immediate future.  Either Frank could work his magic and get the charges dropped then Vanessa would take Fran back to live on the streets with her, or charges are pressed and the two sisters get torn apart from each other again.  I made her eat an extra slice of pizza.
After I had cleaned up our mess, I turned to find her watching music videos on the television.  I grabbed the remote with a grin at her.  “Don't you have some homework to do first?”
She gave me a super cheesy grin.  “Yes headmistress.  You sound like Vannie.”  I stuck my tongue out at her and she giggled her way into the guest room.  Again it struck me how much like Lizzie this girl was.
I turned the television back on and muted it with the closed captioning on.  I could concentrate more like this.  It was how I grew up.  After the news, I could hear some humming coming from the guest room.  The tune was eerily familiar.
I peeked in the room and Fran was laying on the bed on her belly doing her homework with her legs  kicking in the air to the music playing on the earbuds she had in.  I glanced beside her.  She had Vanessa's iPod.
I walked over to her and sat down on the edge of the bed and laid a hand on her back as she turned to me with a smile she had on while humming.  She pulled one of the earbuds. I smiled at her. “You were humming.”
She looked embarrassed. “Sorry.  I'll turn it off.”
I stopped her hand from reaching for the iPod. “No, it's fine.  You were enjoying the music, what you listening to?”
She smiled and got excited. “Vannie's latest mix.  Some kickin' tracks from her latest discovery.”  She grabbed the iPod and cued something up.  “She's all secretive about this one and won't tell me who it is.”  She offered me an earbud, leaving the other one in her ear.  I put it in and she hit play.
There was a cool mix of a the instrumentals from a couple popular hip hop titles. The way they were seamlessly spliced was astounding, if you weren't familiar with the songs, you would have thought it was just one song.  Then all the color drained from my face when a woman started singing.  Oh god.  It was me.
I listened to one of my own songs, the one I sang to Vanessa the other night.  The one she tricked me into singing.  It was good.  She had matched some tracks to my voice and rhythm.  My god, that blonde had a gift.  She had applied her Scratch magic to my music.  I just listened to the music I'd never get a chance to share.  I started singing along.  I didn't notice Fran had pulled her earbud and was staring at me until the song was over and I glanced at the shocked look on her face.
She reached over and wiped a tear off my cheek and said in awe, “My god, it’s you June!  You are awesome!”
I wiped away another tear that was threatening.  I turned off the iPod and shook my head. “It's not for anybody to hear.”
Then she sighed and put the iPod on the charger.  “A shame.  It was so emotional.  Now I know why Van was so obsessed with making the track.”
Then she sat back, propping a pillow behind her back as she appraised me.  “You know I approve, right?  I mean, Van couldn't do better.”
I grinned, and rolled my eyes and then twapped her with another pillow and stood as she laughed.  I tilted my head toward the door, “Movie?  Unless you have more homework.”  She hopped up and scurried after me.
I handed her the remote and she started scanning the guide.  She paused for a minute.  “What if... what if they take her away from me again?”
I gave her a confident smile, “I have a few balls rolling.  I won't let you girls down.”  I prayed I wouldn't, but I couldn't let Fran see how scared I really was.  She smiled back then turned back to the television and selected a romantic comedy.
A little later I had to shake her gently awake after Kat had come home.  We got her to the guest room and tucked in before I retired back to the couch.  I checked my email before turning off the lamp.  Frank said he should have something for me in the morning on the Vanessa front.  There was also an attachment.  I pulled it up and smiled.  Damn this man is good.  I know why he's been our family lawyer since mom's rock star days.  I quickly printed the forms on Kat's printer on the desk in the corner, then set to work filling them out.  I went to sleep feeling semi-confident, and dreamed of mysterious honey blonde DJs with crystal blue eyes.
The next morning, there was tension in the atmosphere.  The three of us were a little anxious how things were going to turn out when Vanessa got returned to police custody.  We had a light breakfast, it was one of Kat's few days off so she volunteered to drive the Small Fry to school.  I grinned at her in her trendy clothes and book bag.  Vanessa really tried hard to make sure Fran had everything and never looked like they lived on the street.
She had hugged me desperately before they left.  She whispered, “No matter how it turns out.  Thank you June, you've done more for us than anybody ever has.”
I kissed the top of her head, trying to keep the emotional hoarseness out of my voice.  “It was the least I could do.  Love you Small Fry.  Now get to school before Vanessa kicks my butt.”
She smiled and said, “Love you too.”  She looked up at a grinning Kat and said, “Love you too Kat.”  My tall friend just winked down at the girl and shooed her out the door.  She stuck a hand back in the door and signed to me, “Softie.”  Oh god, I snorted at that.
I watched the news then grabbed my stuff and headed out as well.  I hailed a cab and had the cabbie drop me at Bellevue, I hoped for the last time.  Doc Ulysses came to meet me in the waiting area this time.  After we had exchanged greetings, he led me to a secure room in a hall down from the common area I always visited with Vanessa in.
He said to me as we walked, “I sent my recommendation to the DA's office first thing this morning.  It is supposed to be confidential, and I can't tell you the specifics, but I just want you to know that I recommended her release. I strongly recommend Miss Brighton think about the programs I shared with her.  Without access to the proper medicine and counseling on the streets, her life will be a living hell for her.”
I nodded a silent thanks to the man.  He knocked on the door and I heard a muffled, “Come in.”  He badged me into the room and then just said, “Use the call button when you are ready to leave.”  He looked over to Vanessa.  “The NYPD will have someone here just after noon to collect you for transfer back to holding.  A nurse or an orderly will accompany them.”  Then he put a couple bottles on the counter.  “This is a month's supply.  Take them as indicated on the label without fail.  Please.”  Then he looked like he was making a decision and then pulled out some papers from his pocket and put it beside the bottles.  This is a sample voucher, it will get you an additional fifteen-day supply at any pharmacy with my prescription.”
He softened. “And please Miss Brighton, seriously think about the programs we discussed.  They are geared specifically for people without regular access to medical facilities and limited funds.”  She just nodded once at the man and he left us alone.
I looked around, it looked much like a dorm room in college, but a little more spartan.  There were a bed, a nightstand and a lamp on a swivel arm built into the wall above it.  There was a little restroom off to one side.  I noticed there were no outlets anywhere in the room and nothing with a cord.  Was this one of those suicide prevention type rooms you see on TV?  The thing I didn't like was the mirrored camera dome in the upper corner of the room over the door.
I turned to Vanessa to say hi, but my mind short-circuited when those electric blues engulfed me.  I'm going to have to hire a new synaptic engineer to keep my brain operational and firing, the current guy is doing a crappy job.  I shunted all systems into emergency override and managed to blush profusely at the supremely cute look she was giving me, obviously amused at my flustered state. “Hi,” I squeaked out.
She tilted her head and said, “Hi.”
What the hell?  Come on, I have more confidence than this, I didn't even flinch when I confronted the New York city council about the intercity student carpooling plan they voted against.  And hey, I thought disassembling the chairman's car and having it reassembled in the council chambers in the middle of the night was inspired.
She was almost laughing now as I was sorting through my inner dialogue.  She rocked back on her heels. “Whatcha got there June?”
This knocked me back into reality.  I smiled, but then I thought for a second.  Is my constantly running inner dialogue any different than the voices Vanessa hears?  That thought gave me an uneasy feeling.  I held the bag I was carrying out to her.  “They burned your clothes, something about DJ cooties, so I brought you some so they don't drag you around town in those scrubs.”
She took the bag and squinted at me like it would explode as she reached her hand in and pulled out some pink fabric.  I held my hands up in defense.  “Hey, don't blame me, Small Fry picked them out for you.  I swear she picked the most feminine stuff in my suitcases.”
She shook her fist to the sky comically and growled Fran's name just like 'Kahn!'.  I grinned.  “She says you got big feet, so Kat donated a pair of shoes.”
She shrugged and said, “Well you know what they say, big shoes, big brain.”
I blinked. “Nobody says that.”
She giggled and took the bag into the bathroom saying as she shut the door, “Says you.”
She stepped out a couple minutes later and I forgot how to breathe.  How did I not see this before?  Holy shit, Vanessa was all woman.  She stood there blushing in my tight capris that looked painted on, the ankle socks and Sketchers were cute. The pink top with the frills on all the fringes was almost too small for her and just clung to her curves.  Her modest breasts strained at the fabric and I might have been drooling.  Well, since I just recently discovered I was bi, how was I supposed to know I was a breast woman?
Her hair draped back over her shoulders with a tempting amount that had escaped to the front to frame her face which was pretty without makeup.  Damn, there's those eyes again.  She waved a hand in front of my face.  “Is it ok?”
I just nodded like an idiot.  Her eyes narrowed and she smiled smugly, asking,  “Where the hell did the over confident June disappear to?”
I sputtered out, “It's not fair that you just keep getting prettier.  It makes it hard to concentrate.”
She smiled in satisfaction and we sat on her bed.  I could tell she was nervous about what was going to happen today, so I got her talking about music.  The passion she had for it was amazing to me.  Mother was the only other person I knew that could speak so fluently about musical theory.
She shared her thoughts on a couple new bands she found down near the waterfront, explaining why she thought they would go far.  Her reasoning was sound on many levels.  There was even a train of thought or two that I had never considered.  She had definitely earned her Scratch legend.  I was amazed at the woman's intelligence.  Damn, intelligence is sexy!
It was almost noon before she suddenly got serious.  “What if I fucked up June?  What if this...”  She violently hit her head a couple times indicating what she was talking about.  “...cost me my sister?  She'd die if she had to go back into the system, and I let her down.”
I grabbed the hand that was now pulling hard at her hair.  She relaxed.  I smiled reassuringly to her and said, “Hey, I got this shit.”  I dug in my purse and pulled out some paperwork then hesitated.  I pursed my lips and handed them to her with a pen. “If it does happen, and I'm not saying it will, I'm working some angles on your arrest, this is paperwork for me to get emergency temporary custody of Fran.  It sites health concerns of the primary guardian as the reason.”
 She stared at the paper then at me for a long few seconds.  Then she tilted her head and asked, “Why?  Why would you do this?  You need me working for you that badly?”
That sort of hurt.  I looked down as I admitted,  “I don't care if you take the job or not.  Well that's a lie, I'd love it if you did. But I'd do this because... because in this short time I've sort of, well, become used to having you and Small Fry around.  You're my friends, and I take care of my friends.”
She locked her ice blues on me and studied me for a moment then looked back down at the paperwork.  She started reading it but then just looked up at me then studied me again.  She nodded almost imperceptibly like she had made a decision and flipped to the last page and signed it.  She turned her eyes back to me.  “She's my baby sister.”  I nodded in understanding as she handed the pen and paperwork back.
She tilted her head and laid a warm, soft hand on my cheek I closed my eyes for a second and basked in it, when I opened them again, her face was inches away.  My heart sped up as she licked her lips and glanced down at mine.  She started leaning in and I moved to close the gap when there was a knock on the door.  She pulled back suddenly and I hissed under my breath toward the door, “Sonofabitch!”  I just can't catch a break!
She chuckled at me then called out, “Just a moment.”  She grabbed both of my hands.  “Maybe one day.” Then she added with her eyes searching out mine, “I really do want to get better.  Please believe that.”
I nodded, fighting back some friggin tears.  She smiled and gave me a long lingering kiss on the cheek.  Then she straightened up and tugged the hem of her shirt down and called out, “Come in.”
The door opened and a short woman in scrubs and a rather tall middle-aged police officer with a curly mop of salt and pepper hair walked in.  The orderly had a bag that had Vanessa's shoes in it and held it out with a look of apology on her face.  Vanessa just stared at the bag and I reached out and took it.
Then the officer pulled his cuffs off of his belt and looked at my friend and said, “Please turn around Miss.”  I gave him a sour look like he was about to pull the wings off a fly, and asked, “Are those really necessary?  She's already scared enough.”
He shrugged. “Procedure.”  I just glared at him and he looked at the cuffs then Vanessa.
I said to the frightened-looking woman that I had it bad for, “I'll walk down with you.”  Then looked back at the officer.  He sighed then put the cuffs away.
Then he said, “Please spread your arms.”  She did and he gave her a cursory pat-down while the orderly bagged her prescriptions.  Then the officer grabbed Vanessa's arm gently and inclined his head to the orderly, who badged us all out of the room.  
We made our way down to the ground floor then to a back hall.  There was a security desk and a secured exit.  The officer signed some transfer paperwork then we were buzzed out to a receiving bay where a police cruiser was idling with another officer in the driver's seat.
He opened the back door for Vanessa.  I asked, “I don't suppose I could catch a ride to the station with you guys?”
He shook his head and opened his mouth.  Before he could speak, I interrupted, shaking my head in resignation, “Procedure?”
He nodded and placed a hand on Vanessa's head as she got into the car, “Watch your head.”
I asked, “What station?  Twenty-Fourth again?”  He nodded.
I leaned into the car and hugged my friend who looked like a caged animal now, her eyes were darting everywhere.  She looked to her left and was about to say something but then glanced back at me and the officer and clamped her mouth shut.
I gave her a confident smile.  I didn't feel confident.  “I'll see you at the station.  We'll get this all sorted out one way or another.”  She just nodded woodenly and the officer shut the door then got into the front passenger side.  I watched as the car pulled away, then made my way quickly to the front of the building and whistled down a cab.
Before long I was at the Twenty-Fourth again and at the front desk asking about Vanessa.  The man there said she was in holding at the moment until it was determined if any additional charges could be leveled, then she would be processed.  I went over to a waiting area and paced.
Almost two hours later, my phone buzzed once and I looked at the screen and my heart almost stopped beating, it was an email from Frank Davenport.  I quickly opened it and began reading.  A predatory smile slowly spread across my face as I went through the extensive email.
I exhaled a breath that felt like I had been holding since I learned of Vanessa's arrest, I could feel a shit-ton of stress bleed out of me.  Only then did I finally sit down to relax.  Not more than five minutes later the desk officer was waving me over.
The portly man said, “They are currently out-processing Miss Brighton.  She'll be out in just a minute.”
I nodded in thanks then stepped beside the metal detector and looked to the double door beyond in anticipation.  A minute later a woman opened the doors and stepped out with a confused and frightened looking Vanessa. She was gripping a plastic bag to her chest and her purple backpack slung over one shoulder with a tag of some sort hanging off of it.
Her eyes were darting around until she saw me.  She seemed to relax and ran through the turnstile next to the metal detector and into my arms.  She buried her face in my shoulder and just sobbed.  I put my arm around her protectively and ushered her toward the door.  “Let's get out of this place.”
She looked up at me with tearful eyes and smiled and nodded.  I was whistling down a cab before the doors closed behind us.  It wasn't until the station was receding into the distance that she finally spoke,  “I don't know what just happened.  Some big brass just came into the holding area, pulled me out of the cell and apologized then they got me my stuff and let me go.”  She held up a plastic bag with her belongings.  She started taking them out and putting them back into her backpack, making sure all the perscriptions were there. She mumbled, “I didn't like it in there, they were calling me Crazy V.”
I grinned at her cheesily.  She paused and looked at me then squinted an eye then asked,  “Oh god, what did you do June?”
I blinked and acted like I was taken aback by the accusation.  “Me?”  I fluttered my eyelashes innocently  “Nothing.  However, my lawyer may have done something.  Like possibly filing formal protests of the handling of a woman suffering obvious mental health problems.  The use of a taser against department policy in a situation like that.  The callous treatment and insensitive verbal barbs applied to the detainee by the desk sergeant there.”
I shrugged. “There may have been mention of a witness at the arrest that would testify to the fact you didn't get physical, and the threat of a lawsuit if you weren't released.”
She was just staring at me in shock and I grinned.  “There was some mention that the precinct will be holding classes on the proper handling of people suffering from mental health problems, and requiring sensitivity training for all the officers.”
This got that explosive high pitched startled laugh from her again.  Then her smile simply disappeared and her forehead was on mine.  It was like she was drinking in my eyes.  She whispered, “I can't get enough of the music hiding in your eyes.”  She paused then asked, “You've got my back?” I nodded.  Then she asked, “You'd really take care of Frannie?”  I nodded again.  Her lips were even closer as she said, “You're kind of amazing June.”  Her lips nicked mine with each word.
My breathing was deep and ragged and my heart was threatening to pound its way out of my chest.  She smiled then pulled back and stared straight ahead.  “Would you... I mean if I had... for a long time, would you have taken care of her?”
I whispered, “Yes, of course.”
Then she chanced a glance at me and swallowed hard then asked, “Then would you?”
I tilted my head and squinted in confusion.  She clarified, “I... more than anything, I want to get better.  I was clear-headed before I lost my job.  The voices left me alone.  You don't know what it's like.  I want to get better for Fran... for me.  I... would you watch her while I...”  Her voice choked off.
I reached over and grabbed her hand and she grabbed it with both of hers like it was a lifeline.  She tuned back to me and caught me with her eyes again.  “June, I want to admit myself to Bellevue and enter the program Dr. Ulysses suggested.  They are geared for people on the street.  I don't want to be like this anymore.”
She was on the verge of tears and I was about to join her as I just nodded, afraid to talk lest my voice betray my emotions. Then her look turned into a pleading one.  “It could be months.”
I nodded and cleared my throat.  “If needed, my cousin Zoey can take her in if it extends beyond October.  She has two children of her own and is one of the most loving people on this planet.  I already spoke with her on contingency plans if things didn't go well today.  She was excited about the prospect.”
She grinned at that.  I shrugged and said, “Always plan for all possibilities.”  She just wiped her eyes and then smiled and leaned against me and laid her head on my shoulder for the rest of the ride as she played with my hands.



Chapter 12 – Planning
We got back to Kat's.  I had a text message that she had gone to pick Fran up from school.  We just sat on the couch in a peaceful silence with her curled up almost into a ball with her head in my lap.  I just absently stroked her hair, running my fingers through her tresses.  I absently thought about the ramifications of this.  Fran would be my responsibility while Vanessa recovered.
Could I do this?  Was I even qualified to take care of another person when I couldn't even take care of myself?  My answer came when Vanessa glanced up at me with a smile.  God, I'd do anything for this woman.  Hell I'd do anything for Frannie too, she was so much like Lizzie.
We looked over to the door as it opened and a giggling Fran and Kat came walking in.  I may have gone half deaf myself with the high pitched squeal that came from the over excited teen upon seeing her sister.  Vanessa sat up and was almost cannonball hugged by her little sister.  The two just sat there like that, silently crying, desperately holding each other.
Finally, Fran pulled back and looked around.  “How?  Is... are you...”
Vanessa gave her a nose scrunching smile that was too cute for human consumption.  I swear a thousand bunnies were hugging my heart at the sight of it.  She motioned her eyes toward me.  “June got me out of it.  They aren't pressing charges.”
Then I either gacked or gleeped, it could have been a gurk, as I was suddenly in a death hug that reminded me a lot of Zilrita's squid hugs.  I hugged Fran back as she said in a hoarse voice, “You're awesome JW!”
I shook my head.  “It was the least I could do.”
Kat went to start some coffee then we all sat down as the sisters caught up.  Then Vanessa, this impossible creature, got silent for a moment then looked at her sister with a serious look on her face.  “Francine?”
The young one lost her smile. “Oh crap, this must be serious.  You only call me that if I'm in trouble or you are.”
Vanessa just rolled her eyes at the girl.  “If I had... well, if I went to jail.  Would you have minded staying with June and her family?”
Almost before she finished the question Fran was nodding. “I'd do it in a heartbeat.  JW is great and treats me like a person, not a little kid.  I know it's stupid, but I see her as family, like you sis.”  Now I was feeling emotional.
Then Vanessa looked down, choosing her words.  After a few seconds, Fran said cautiously, “You're scaring me Van.  What's up?”
Then Vanessa looked up at her with tears falling.  “I want to get better Frannie.  You know that don't you?  You know I love you more than life itself?”  Fran was nodding.  Then Vanessa looked down, golden blonde locks obscuring her face.  “I want to check myself into the hospital.  Go through a mental health program.”
Fran, to her credit just smiled and hugged her sister tightly and stroked her hair and whispered,  “Oh god.  That would be great sis.”
Vanessa choked out, “I may be in there a long time.  It takes weeks, if not months... I didn't want you to think...”
Her sister was shushing her.  “I just want you to get better sis.  I love you.”  I was amazed at this young girl.  She was mature beyond her years and I had no doubt of her commitment to her sister's health.
Vanessa took a deep cleansing breath then her voice was rock solid again.  “And I love you runt.”
Kat stood and went to the kitchen and returned with three coffee's and one hot chocolate.  We sat and discussed everything and what it would all entail.  Kat seemed to have a lot of insight into things. Then I remembered her sister in law's family had gone through something similar a few years back.
Before long, Kat nudged her eyes from Fran to the kitchen and the two left Vanessa and me on the couch while they prepared dinner.  I really needed to come up with a way to thank Kat for putting up with all the drama that happens whenever I'm around.  This was supposed to be a quick in and out visit, staying one night.  Now it has been weeks and she takes care of all of us like it is nothing.  She's going to make a phenomenal mother one day.
Vanessa just curled into a ball again, with her head in my lap.  I turned on the television and placed the hand that wasn't in hers, on her shoulder.  She made some sort of cat sound and rubbed her head against my hand cutely.  I sighed. “You're spoiled.” I grinned and started running my fingers through her hair.
She shrugged, “It's your fault, you started it and it feels heavenly.  You sure you're real?”
I snorted. “The last time I checked with my flying gerbil overlords.”
She nodded like it was a normal thing to say. “Good.”  Then snuggled in.
It felt right and I basked at the moment.  A few minutes later the evil culinary ladies called out to us.  “Dinner lovebirds.”
I sputtered out, “We're not...  she's...  I...”
Vanessa came to my rescue. “You broke her you evil girls.  Now leave my girl alone.”
I turned to her quickly and cocked an eyebrow, and said, trying to keep the hope out of my voice. “You're girl?”  I really did want it didn't I?
She smirked as she hopped off the couch and headed for the kitchen table.  “I don't see anyone else claiming you.  And besides, it's just a probationary status, until I get out of the hospital and decide if it is real.”  I stood there not moving.  She put some extra sway into her hips to tease me as she took the last couple steps before sitting.  Calling back over her shoulder almost demurely. “Unless of course you don't want it.”
I remembered to shut my mouth before I started drooling.  I nodded and squeaked out, “Ok.”  Then I joined all the snickering women at the table.  I looked around to all of them with a reprimanding glare.  “You're all mean.”
Nobody denied it, they all just grinned and we ate the homemade spaghetti with fresh garlic bread, salad,  and mixed veggies.  I grinned, Kat seemed to eat a little healthier with Fran around.  She had that maternal instinct running full tilt.
After Vanessa and I did the dishes, with her bumping my hip from time to time to knock me out of my thoughts.  We all sat down and discussed the plan.  We would bring Vanessa to Bellevue Tuesday afternoon so she could get herself admitted.  That would give me time to check with Frank to see if there is anything else we would need for me to be assigned as Fran's legal guardian for the duration or if the emergency custody paperwork enough.  We'd get whatever paperwork was necessary taken care of that morning.
Kat reinforced the fact that both Fran and I were welcome in her home for as long as was needed.  I can't stress enough how friggin' awesome my friends from June's Eight are.  I'm so blessed to have them in my life.
We talked about Fran's schooling, the possibility of her moving to Washington to stay with Zoey if Vanessa stayed beyond the opening of London Harmony.  I had a couple contingency plans in mind for that in case Fran didn't want to move across the country.  But Small Fry seemed excited, saying, “I've never been out of the city before.  Well, unless you count Jersey, but nobody counts Jersey.”
Kat burst out laughing. “Said like a true New York native.”  She slid the last cookie on the coffee table toward her as a reward.  I almost snorted, what is it about New Jersey that New Yorkers hate so much?  I guess I'd have to have grown up here to know the answer to that.  I just sat grinning like an idiot at their antics.



Chapter 13 - Liberty
I sat there looking between the sisters.  This was their last night together for possibly a long time.  I didn't know how often they'd allow visitors in the mental health institute.  There had to be something I could do to make this night memorable. My confidence that had somehow deserted me the past few days came flooding back, I felt unstoppable as my eyes shot open.  “Hey, Brighton girls, you ever look at the city at night from the top of the Statue of Liberty?”
Vanessa squinted. “They don't allow people there after dark.”
I grinned a knowing grin and said smugly, “Oh that?  I know a guy who knows a girl who is related to a guy who's cousin is a night guard there.  He owes me big.  I set him up with his wife and smoothed over a slight misunderstanding on the Staten Island Ferry a few years back.”
Both Fran and Vanessa did a double take at me and blurted out simultaneously, “That was you?”  Fran continued alone, “But that's just urban legend.”
I shook my head. “No, it was Kat here, me and six of our dearest friends.”  Then I spoke in a hushed, conspiratorial tone, “But we're not supposed to discuss it.”  I held a finger to my lips.
I don't think Fran's eyes could have gotten any bigger, but it was Vanessa, biting her lower lip at my admission.  Oh, great spaghetti monster in the sky was that was heating me up in some embarrassing places.  She leaned in and placed her forehead against mine so she could gaze into my eyes and she nodded.
Kat clapped her hands and rubbed them together like a mad scientist and said, “Great! It's a plan!”  Then she looked at Fran.  “Dress warm, it gets windy on the island.”
Frannie rolled her eyes and trudged toward the guest room, “Yes Kat.”  We all chuckled.
Then I froze, realizing Vanessa's eyes were studying me.  I searched her face but had no clue what she was thinking, then she smiled and shook her head slowly.  “I still don't have a bead on you June.  I don't know your endgame, but you're pretty great.”
I turned away from Kat and then stopped signing and said, “Your lips are my endgame you eternal tease.”
Kat made a buzzer sound. “Hey, none of that now.  Either get a room or say things for all of us to see.”
I turned toward her and she was grinning like a loon and stuck her tongue out at me.  I signed something at her that just made her burst out laughing.  Vanessa looked between us and asked in frustration, “What?”
I walked past her and ran a finger along her collarbone as I headed to the kitchen for more coffee, “It's not for your delicate virgin ears.”  This got another explosion of laughter from Kat.  She really had a great laugh.
I left the confused blonde standing there pleading with Kat, “Now you have to tell me!”
Before long we were all in a fresh change of warmer clothes, Vanessa looked awesome in one of my knit sweaters.  It fit tightly and left little to my imagination as to what lay beneath.  I got a look at her emaciated back when she was switching out of the shirt.  It made me wince, but even so, still had some muscle.  If she looked good now, I imagined what she must have looked like when she was tone and in shape before she lost her job and apartment.
I was knocked out of my drooling imagination by Fran. “Earth to pervy June.”
I blinked and looked over at her.  She gave me a cat who ate the canary grin.  “If you're done fantasizing over my sister, we're ready to go.”
I blustered, “I was not... I didn't... she...”  Damn add another person the list of people who can derail me dammit!  Wait, I got it. “She said I'm her girl,”  I said smugly then stuck out my tongue at the whole unruly lot of them and marched out the door.  I reached back in and grabbed Vanessa's hand and laced our fingers and dragged her giggling self after me.
Twilight gave way to the artificial glow of light that seemed to ooze from the pores of the city.  I would often look to the sky and you could see the hemisphere of light that faded into the sky where you could only see the brightest of stars.  Quite a contrast to Seattle, and especially to the Cascade Mountains just a few minutes from town where the sky is a riot of light filled with stars in the heavens.
Vanessa leaned over me and looked up to see what I was looking at.  She cocked an eyebrow at me.  “The sky,” I said.  She looked again then smiled and sat back.  Kat turned on the radio and cranked the bass so she could feel the beat better and we all had a giggling blast singing on the way to Battery Park.
I sent a quick text message then we all just strolled the park.  The evening wind was starting to kick up a bit.  Vanessa was using me as a wind break so I grinned and stopped quickly, causing Vanessa to run into my back.  I looked back at her with an evil grin.  She chuckled and rolled her eyes and stepped beside us as we walked.  We stopped at one point to look up at Freedom Tower and took a moment to reflect.
Then my phone buzzed and I checked the text.  I grinned at the women. “Our ride is here.”  I changed our direction and headed to the ferry.  Vanessa hugged my arm staying close, I think she was leeching the heat from me, then I realized that she probably was.  She had no fat or meat on her bones to insulated her against the wind.  She usually wore so many layers of secondhand clothes and now I realized why.  I should have given her one of my coats to put over the sweater.  I wrapped an arm around her and she grinned at me.  “Brr.”
I started a conversation with Vanessa, still no nickname, and Kat and Fran fell behind to give us a false sense of privacy.  She asked me about my family and home-life.  I went on and on about my parents and Lizzie.  Of Zoey and her mini-mes.  Of the friends, I have watched become spectacular people who I was proud to know.
She listened intently and gave me a little smile when we came to a stop at the ferry dock with the ferry idling at it.  There were two men on board.  The captain and Darryl, who quickly came down to the dock.  I smiled at the man, he had put on a little weight since the last time I saw him.  It looked a lot better than the skeleton thin frame he used to sport.  Besides that, he still had his usual slicked back black hair and roguish looks.
I released Vanessa and gave the man a hug.  “Hey Darryl.  It's good to see you again.  Thanks for doing this for us.”
He chuckled an flashed a white-toothed grin and chided, “Like it is a favor?  I don't want to come home to find my house packed with prairie dogs like your group did to...”
I held up a hand and made shushing sounds.  We shared a knowing grin and I looked to the other girls.  “Darryl, I'd like you to meet Fran and Vanessa.  You already know Kat.”
He shared a smile with Kat,  “Indeed I do.”  Then he turned and offered his hand to Vanessa and Fran.  “I'm pleased to meet you.  What are two nice upstanding ladies doing hanging around with this lot?”
Frannie almost giggled as she said, “We have no clue who they are, they just grabbed us off the street and said we were coming with them.”
Darryl deadpanned with no animation to his voice at all, “Again?”  Then on a three beat, after the girls started looking around at us in an uncomfortable silence.  He broke into a smile and said, “You could do worse.  JW and Kat are good people.”
Then he motioned to the ferry, “Your chariot awaits ladies.”  We boarded enthusiastically and picked the best seats to observe the city and the statue as we traversed the Hudson.  As we crossed over from New York to New Jersey in the waterway, the captain rang a little brass bell and called out, “Entering the land of the bus-train and shoobies.”
The sisters chuckled at that and I signed it to Kat and she snorted.  I rolled my eyes at the whole silly lot of them.  I still didn't get the whole 'hate Jersey' thing.  So what if they increased traffic and slowed access to the city?  They were just as much the lifeblood of the city as the people who lived on the island.
Fran looked over at Darryl and then tilted her head.  “You were there?”  His brow furrowed in confusion.  She clarified, curiosity painting her face, “With June's Eight on the Staten Island Ferr...”
Darryl interrupted quickly as he was waving his arms wildly like he was waving off a landing attempt on an aircraft carrier, “Ut ut ut!  Shhhh!  Yes, and we don't talk about it.”  His eyes were darting around like he was making sure the universe wasn't listening in.  We exchanged sober, knowing nods.
Vanessa chimed in, “So it's really true?”  He just nodded with a grin and my girl exhaled and whispered, “Holy shit.”  Then she grinned at me and cuddled in for some warmth.  Who was I to deny her my body heat?  I simply smiled contently and held her.
I don't care how many times I see it, but the statue at night, with the floodlights illuminating it, is pretty dang awe-inspiring, especially when you put into context what it meant for the immigrants in the late eighteen hundreds when their ships sailed into the harbor.  There was this lady standing larger than life, shining hope like a beacon, welcoming them to the land of freedom.
I noted that we were all just silently staring at her as we swung around the island.   Darryl threw some lines to a woman on the dock who was in the same uniform as the captain.  She must work for the ferry line.  She secured them to the bollards on the dock as the captain cut the engines.
Then as we disembarked, Darryl kicked into tour guide mode when he stepped onto the dock and looking back to our group as he explained, “While technically, Liberty Island is in New Jersey, the island itself is New York territory so as you step onto the dock, you step over from Jersey to New York.”
Kat pushed his shoulder playfully as she walked past with Fran by her side.  She said to him, “Drop the tourist crap, we're all New Yorkers D.  'Cept our ringleader, and she's close enough.”
He nodded. “Fair enough Miss Wind out of Your Sails.”  They both grinned at each other, weird New Yorkers.
I stepped back and forth, on and off the dock a couple times and everyone looked at me like I was nuts.  I grinned, “What?  I was just seeing if there was a difference between Jersey and New York.  Feels the same to me.”  Hey, stop mocking me, it was legit.  I had to run to catch up with the quickly retreating New York natives who were just shaking their heads.  They are all so on my list.  I plotted their demise; all I would need were some hot air balloons, a tunneling machine, and a toothpick.
We got to the pedestal and the security guard and Port Authority officer guarding the entrance stopped our little group.  The officer asked Darryl, “This them?  Which one is West?”  Darryl nudged a thumb toward me.  The guy blinked and pretended to look me up and down and without losing eye contact with me, turned his head back toward Darryl and said, “I thought she'd be... I don't know, bigger?”
I grinned at the men.  “Hey, I'm standing right here you know guys.”
The guy just broke out into a smile and barely contained a chuckle as he said, “Sorry, the stories about you are larger than life.  I mean that thing with the marching band and the subway, just to prove a point to the city council.  It was inspired!”
I shrugged and blushed a bit.  I had forgotten about that one.  God we were so bad if we got into so much mischief I'd forgotten something like that.  He added, “But I just have to ask, what was the deal with the three alpacas there?”
I shrugged like it was common sense.  “Every good plan should include animals.”  I tried so hard to suppress the full belly laugh that was threatening to explode from me.  I didn't want to let on that I had no clue why all of our plans always included animals, besides the fact that our youngest member, Zilrita, loved animals.  That crazy, hug happy, overly cheerful goth girl.  Again I grinned internally, she hadn't changed a bit, except now Zilly is a crazy, hug happy, overly cheerful goth 'woman'.  Time marches on.
God, I was getting older and still hadn't done anything with myself, hadn't made my mark.  Hopefully, London Harmony will do that for me.  I'll make my moms proud one day.
Darryl looked at the men. “Jake, Lamar, this is June West and her motley crew, Kat, Fran, and Vanessa.”  Everyone exchanged polite head nods.
Jake looked at Lamar and just nodded and the man opened the doors.  Then he looked at Darryl and asked, “Two season passes to the Yankees?”
Darryl nodded and replied, “As promised.”  I groaned at that, knowing what was coming.  No sooner than the doors finished closing then Darryl leaned over toward me and whispered, “Oh, by the way, I need two Yankees season passes.”
I sighed and shot him a chastising look.  “Yeah yeah yeah, I'll talk to Xavier.”  The man looked like the cat who had swallowed the canary as he fell back.  He called after us, “All I can get you is a half hour JW.”  I gave a dismissing gesture behind me as we headed to the stairs.  A guard walking the floor gave us a knowing nod.  I had to wonder what Darryl had promised all of them.  This would probably make us about even after this, so I was glad I was using up the rest of my clout with him on Vanessa.
We started the long, noisy climb up to the observation area in the crown.  I had a great view of Vanessa's butt as we climbed the stairs.  I heard Fran asking from below me,  “How did she get us in here after hours?”
I smiled at my longtime friend's simple response in a tone that implied it was obvious.  “She's June.”
When we finally reached the top, I was a little winded and so was Vanessa.  The other girls didn't seem phased.  I must be getting out of shape.  Maybe I should take Brandye Callahan up on her offer back home to join her in her morning runs.
There was a static sound then music started playing quietly from some local radio station.  I grinned, this was Darryl's doing no doubt.  I was grateful for it though as I saw some of the stress drain from Vanessa's face as her fingers absently tapped in time with the music.
Then we were all rendered speechless as we looked out over the waters to the city.  I smiled as Vanessa put her head on my shoulder.  Kat discreetly brought Fran over to the other side to look at the lights of Jersey City.
Vanessa looked over at me with a sad smile, then back at New York and said quietly,  “I'm scared June.”
I nodded and pulled her in closer.  “I know.”  We just sat there for a few minutes, I ignored the silent shudders of her sobs as she clung to me.  I couldn't imagine her fear, voluntarily going in for treatment of a disease that was thrust upon her by fate.  I couldn't help her, and that fact made me feel useless.  She was braver than me, I don't know if I could do it, but I could be here for her and her sister.  It wasn't much, but that was the one thing I could do.
After a bit, she wiped her face then smiled back at me.  Then whispered to her left like she was listening to something.  She returned he gaze back to me. “You really are real aren't you?”
I shrugged with a conspiratorial smile.  “I'd like to think that.”
She gently brushed some hair out of my face, her fingers lingering.  Then she surprised me and leaned in and gave me a whispering kiss on the lips before she turned away and smiled out at the city.  Leaving me stunned and speechless and happy.  Her smiling lips said, “No promises.  I don't know what the real me thinks yet.”  I nodded and she cuddled back in.  “Brr.”



Chapter 14 – Self Admission
That night, after Fran and Kat, retired to their rooms Vanessa and I fell asleep on the couch under a blanket.  She didn't want to stop our contact, oddly, she kept checking with her hand to make sure I was really there I think.  I was fine with that because I didn't believe this mythical creature was real either.  I'd cuddle with her any day.
In the morning, she was extremely nervous and that was wreaking havoc with her symptoms.  She was almost as erratic as she had been before the seventy-two hour hold.  We all prepared for the day.  I could tell Fran was just as afraid as Vanessa.
After Vanessa got dressed in some more of my clothes and we had eggs, hash-browns, and toast, we spoke with Frank and printed out some more forms and signed them then faxed them to the appropriate places.  Frank gave me an address to send the originals to.  He mentioned that a social worker would have to speak with me, but it was just a formality since the primary guardian had signed the papers.  I took a deep breath.  Francine was now my ward.  God, up until that second I was confident, but now I was responsible for another human being.  Please lord, don't let me fuck this up.
Before long we went off into town to gather the things Vanessa would need for the program.  First stop was getting her five changes of clothes.  We had fun shopping, she was a little put out that I was buying everything.  She hated feeling like she was taking charity, I think it hurt her pride.  Until she remembered something and had Fran hand over all of their ill gotten booty they had been saving up for her meds, to me.  I felt weird about it, it was all stolen money, so I stuffed it into the cup of a homeless man we passed.
We had such a great time, chatting, laughing and having a blast.  We had everything on the list in short order,  even picking up some new clothes for Fran.  It was like we were all avoiding it, but we finally stopped for lunch at the Golden Arches.  Not much was said we just took in each others company, none of us wanting to talk about what was coming next.
Finally, we stopped at Bellevue.  We had to circle the block a few times to get a spot to park.  I thought Vanessa was going to squeeze my fingers off as we marched to the front door.  Fran was holding her other hand in a show of solidarity for her sister, there was already tears welling up in Small Fry's eyes.  Kat followed behind, I knew why.  Well, a couple reasons, she was Vanessa's friend now, and she wanted to be there for Fran.
We walked up to the front desk and I gave a wistful smile.  It was Michelle behind the desk.  For the life of me, I can't figure out that woman's hours.  It is like she switches shifts every other day or something.  Vanessa turned away and yanked her hand from me and started violently striking her head and mumbling something.
 I stepped in front of her and locked my eyes onto her crystal blues.  I smiled and she relaxed a little then nodded and turned back to the desk.  Her voice was raw and cracking, “I'd... I'd like to admit myself.  For the McIntyre program.  I... I want to get better.”
Michelle had nothing but a caring smile for my girl as she nodded while Vanessa took the paperwork from her purple backpack and slid them over.  The nurse looked at the paperwork then said, “I'll have an orderly down in a minute to escort you in if you want to wait in the waiting area.”  Then she smiled at Vanessa, “You're doing the right thing hon.”
Vanessa nodded woodenly and grabbed my and Fran's hands again and we went to the waiting area.  We didn't get a chance to talk because a minute later the orderly walked in with a clipboard and asked the group, “Vanessa Brighton?”
She looked at her sister and her eyes creased, she was trying to be brave.  The two sisters hugged, Vanessa whispered to her, “I love you so much little sis.  Be strong for me, I'll be out soon.”  Fran nodded and mewled out that she loved her too.
Then Vanessa gave Kat a quick hug and then said, “Thanks for everything you've done for Frannie.”
Kat smiled and said softly, “My pleasure.  See you soon.”  Then she put her hand out and Fran took it.
They stepped aside and Vanessa tilted her head at me.  “She's my baby sister.”  I nodded.  “Take care of her.”
Then she hugged me tightly, I almost couldn't breathe.  When she let go, she looked into my eyes and just said in wonder, “The music...”  Then she kissed my cheek tenderly, lingering a bit then whispered lowly, “Don't let Fran come here to see me.  I don't want her to see me like this.”
I held her at arm's length and scolded, “I'll do no such thing, that would break her.  Shes stronger than you know, and so are you Nessie.”  I finally had a nickname for the wonderful, impossible creature standing before me.
I kissed her cheek this time and said firmly,  “We'll see you soon.  I'm proud of you.”
She said shyly, “Ok J-dub.”  I blinked, she had almost used my preferred nickname but put her own spin on it.
Fran broke loose from Kat and she gave her sister on last hug before Vanessa went with the orderly.  God, the next week was going to be hell.  They didn't allow visitors for people in the program for the first week of evaluations.  My stupid eyes were malfunctioning, all watery and junk.  I wiped my eyes and then smiled at Fran and said, “Let's get to your school and get any makeup assignments you'll need for missing today, Small Fry.”  She nodded and we left the mental health center.
Fran seemed to be lost the rest of the day, quiet and introverted, the opposite of her normal character.  I could understand, I felt off too without Vanessa being around, and not being able to visit.
I called Lizzie and chatted a bit, filling her in on things and making her promise not to tell our moms... again.  She cheered me up in no time.
We sat on the couch after Fran did her makeup homework while Kat got ready for work.  As she was leaving, Kat nudged her eyes from me to the young girl.  I nodded once then smiled, signing “Yeah yeah, I'll get out of my head and keep her mind off it.”  She winked and shut the door.
I glanced at the young lady, “Hey Small Fry, wanna help me out a bit?”  She looked up at me as I picked up my iPad from the coffee table as I continued, “My London team sent me a bunch of recordings from various underground bands there.  I need to determine which ones I should start scouting to see if they are a fit for the London Harmony family when we kick the doors open this fall.”
She blinked at me.  “But I'm just a kid.”
I grinned. “You like music?”  She nodded and I said, “Then you are exactly what we need.  An impartial ear.  Just tell me what you like and don't like.  Then any that overlap my opinions we'll throw in the maybe pile.  If we can't come to a consensus on a band then, they get thrown out.”
We burrowed into the couch and listened to the recordings.  At one point, she stopped us and asked, “So you already have a team in London?  What about Van?”
I chuckled. “By 'My London team', I mean my operations and creative manager at London Harmony, Zilrita Marx.   One of my oldest friends.  She's overseeing construction for me over there.  I gave her a slush fund to pay Uni students to record bands in the underground music scene there.  That's what we are listening to.”
She snorted and asked, “So a one woman team then?”
I grinned. “Pretty much.  I mean, we do have sound engineers and most of the other staff already lined up.  I just need real scouts or I'll be out on the London streets by myself hunting down talent.”
She tilted her head. “Aren't there lots of music scouts out there?”
I nodded. “Yes, but I'm after a specific sound for the studio that only the best underground bands have.  So from the very beginning, I knew I needed that mysterious Scratch from New York.”  This made her smile hugely, then I finished, “Imagine my surprise when 'he' wound up being Nessie.”
She surprised me with a hug then doubled down listening to the music with me.  Her face suddenly determined and serious.
Some of the music made my ears bleed, but there were a couple bands out of almost thirty that we listened to that had promise.  The Tubes and Velvet Fire.  Fran was explaining to me why she preferred Velvet Fire over the Tubes.  I was a little shocked at the points she brought up, she sounded so much like Vanessa.  She saw the layers beneath the music and I had to blink a couple times when she mentioned some of the subtle aspects that only a trained musician would be able to pick out.  Damn, too bad she is too young to work and hit raves, otherwise I'd hire her too!
I looked at the time, it was just about seven and Kat would be home soon.  I turned off the iPad.  “You have an awesome ear and great insight Small Fry.”  Then I glanced back at the kitchen. “We should call it a day, Kat will be home soon, what do you say we take care of dinner tonight?  She deserves a rest from mothering both of us.”
She nodded then I couldn't get her to calm down from her giggle fit after I pulled out my cell and ordered up pizza.  “Hey!  It's not that funny!”
She was almost in tears. “Yes, yes it is.  Do you even know how to cook?”  Which just got me giggling too.
Kathleen walked in to see us in all our giggling glory.  She smiled hugely at us as I wiped happy tears from my eyes.  She asked, “What has you two so happy?”
Fran calmed herself and spoke in a voice strained with humor, “June is making dinner tonight.”
Without missing a single beat, Kat responded, “Oh, ordering pizza or Chinese?”
Fran blurted, “Pizza!” The two of them burst into laughter.
I crossed my arms petulantly and blurted out, “It isn't that funny!”  They didn't listen.



Chapter 15 – Lizzy the Lizard
The next day Kat made breakfast for Fran before heading to work, I brought Small Fry to school in a cab.  On the way there, I handed her some cash, “For lunch.”  Then asked, “Are you attached to your school and friends or did you want to transfer to a school closer to Kat's until Vanessa is discharged?”
She shrugged. “A school is a school.  I mostly keep to myself and don't let anyone in.  It isn't good to make friends when you don't know if you'll still be in the area next week.  I mean, Vannie always made sure to try to keep us in the same area.  But you can never be sure on the street.”  She said it with such detachment, like it was a simple fact.  It almost broke my heart.  I just instinctively hugged her.
I took a deep breath. “Well we'll proceed according to your sister's wishes then.”  I paused then caught her eyes and said seriously, “Don't shut people out because of your circumstances though.  Good friends can surprise you and in some cases be there for you your entire life, time or distance be damned.”
She tilted her head and asked, “Like Kat?”
I nodded. “Just like Kat.  It doesn't matter that the entire continent divided us and we hadn't seen each other for months.  She took me in when she heard I was coming to town, without hesitation, and we picked up our conversations just like we saw each other yesterday.”
Then I smiled. “So that's why it is always a good idea to let people in, forge new friendships, you never know when you might find a Kat of your own and start forming your own Fran's Eight.”
She thought for a moment, a serious look on her face.  I don't ever remember being so serious, or grown up at her age.  Maybe living on the streets has matured her too quickly, made her too cynical for her age.  She glanced back at me as the cab stopped in front of her school, nodded then smiled and said as she jumped out of the cab, “I'll take it under advisement.”
I yelled after her, “A little young to be using big words like that.” I heard her giggle as she walked off.  I couldn't suppress a smile.  I couldn't help it, I called Lizzie on the way back to Kathleen's.  Fran always reminded me of my baby sis.  It went to voice-mail so I just sighed and thought about her upcoming marriage to Jeremy this winter.  I liked the guy, he treated her like a princess so I guess I'll let him live... for now.
I remember the first time she brought him home for Christmas a couple years back.  I don't know why, but my eyes fell on the salad tongs on the counter.  I felt like poking him in the gut with them and interrogating him about his intentions with my baby sis, but I refrained.  I mean, what kind of person pokes people with salad tongs?
When I got back to Kat's, I sat in silence.  Hmmm...  I was restless.  All I wanted to do was to visit Vanessa, but I couldn't until the next Tuesday!  So I buried myself in my work.  I spent an hour on the phone with Zil. Some local zoning codes were throwing a monkey wrench into a couple permits and inspections, but she already had Frank on it.  I grinned, I had learned how intelligent this woman was back in college, and knew she was the right choice to be my operations manager, as well as my creative manager.  Her commercial art skills were in the stratosphere, she reminded me a lot of Kylee Nelson, who runs Cornfed Potatoes back in Seattle, the mix of that woman's skills are off the rails.
My alarm chimed a bit later, it was already time to pick up Fran.  For how slow things started out on my own, the day had just shot by!  I picked her up at the school and she sighed out, “You don't have to drop me off and pick me up every day.  I'm a big girl you know.  I'm almost in high school.” I couldn't suppress my smile, “I know, but I like to.  Unless I'm embarrassing you at school, I can have the cab park a block away and you can walk in.”
She made a frustrated sound but then just exhaled with a little smile.  “You're almost as bad as Vannie.”  Then her smile disappeared.  “Do you think she's ok?  I'm... I'm sort of afraid.”
I nodded. “She's strong, she'll do great.  Then before you know it, she'll be back with you.”
She tilted her head. “Do you think she's scared too?”
I nodded.  “Yes I do.  However, I also know how much she wants to get better.”  I looked at her, she was looking down, playing with her fingers.  I said gently, “Hey, this disease does not define her.  It may make things hard at times, but that's all it is, just a disease.  It doesn't change who she is.”
She nodded then put on a brave face.  “You can barely even tell, when she's on her meds.  She's the strongest person I know.”  I nodded back then we changed the subject to school.
She sat down at the kitchen table to do her homework with some instant hot chocolate.  Who says I can't cook?
When she was finished, we both sat down to 'work' with the recordings just as the doorbell rang.   I set the iPad down and hopped up off the couch and made my way to the door.  I opened the door just to be almost deafened by a squeal as I was lifted off the ground in a tight hug.  I blurted out, “Twiggy!?”
She set me down as she saw Fran walking up with a silly grin on her face.  My sister settled down to an almost human level of restraint and grinned at her.  I said, “Small Fry, this is my baby sister, Lizzie.  Twiggy, this is Francine, Scratch's little sister.”
My sister stuck out her hand and enthusiastically shook her hand.  Fran looked between Liz and me.  “She's so... tall!  You two look nothing alike.”
My sister just chuckled. “Well back when I was tiny in Puerto Rico, I was just chillin' in my crib when I saw this babyless family.  I thought, hey, that's just sad, so I adopted them.  I'm just awesome that way.”
This elicited a startled laugh from Fran that sounded a lot like her sisters, just not as high pitched.  She shook her head. “Yup, she's your sister all right JW.”
I gave Liz another hug and I dragged her over to the couch and had her sit as Fran dragged her suitcase in and shut the door.  I asked, “What are you doing here?” as I headed to the kitchen to get her some coffee with a single sugar cube, the way she likes it.
She shrugged. “You sounded kind of like you were in emotional turmoil on the phone.  So I thought I'd fly out to lend a hand for a week until you can visit with Vanessa.  Besides, there are sooo many people I need to talk to here in New York to get the true story of June's Eight since you won't ever talk about your exploits.”
I returned with a cup of coffee for her, shaking my head as I handed it to her.  “I have no clue why I put up with you baby sis.”
She just gave me her puppydog eyes and spoke like a little girl, “Because you love me?”
I chuckled and shook my head slowly as I admitted, “Yeah, that would be it.”
Then Small Fry chimed in, “Let me know what you find out.  I'm over curious if all the rumors are true.”
Twiggy winked at the girl. “Knowing my big sis, every single one is true.  Heck in my senior year there was this one time that she showed up when there was big trouble with the...”
I cut her off quickly.  That one I was sort of embarrassed about.  “You didn't fly across country to help spread unsubstantiated rumors.”
She grinned like an evil, evil wench. “Unsubstantiated?  But I was there.”  She showed mercy though and then said, “Right. Fine.  So what do you guys do for fun around here?”
It didn't take long for her to convince Fran to be her tour guide in the city, I was invited along. “In case I need someone low to the ground to carry my purchases.”
I pushed her shoulder lightly. “Watch it Twiggy.  You may have giraffe-like proportions, but I'm still your big sister.”
I couldn't help grinning at the huge smile on Fran's face as she looked back and forth at us as we bantered.  “You two are funny.”
Almost together we sisters Harris-West said, “Looking.”
There was another squealfest when Kat arrived home.  She and Twiggy hugged and then the reasons she was here was discussed again.  When Liz shared she was going to be staying in a nearby hotel, Kat chastised her and said there was plenty of room for her at her place.
We had an entertaining time catching up, we all made sure to include Fran in all of our conversations.  Before long it was late, Fran had school in the morning, so we all retired.  Kat helped me pull out an air mattress and get it inflated.  I took the couch and my sister took the air mattress beside it.
I got up to use the restroom and saw a slight glow in the guest room, I peeked in to see Fran furiously practicing her finger spelling.  I grinned and snuck away.
The next day I caught Liz watching Kat intently as she made sure Fran had breakfast and had all her homework done.  I tilted my head at my sister, inquiring silently.  She just smiled wistfully, “Kat's going to make someone a good mother one day.”
I grinned back. “I think so too.”
I went to the door with Fran who just looked at me in exasperation. “Really?  Come on I can get to school by myself.”
I was about to protest when Liz piped up, “Come on June, she's almost in High School.  You're being the perpetual big sister.”
I sighed, they were ganging up on me now.  “Fine whatever.”  I gave her cab money and some for lunch.  “But we'll be picking you up after school.  You have to show my sis around the city.”  She smiled and nodded then she was gone.  Heaven help me if I didn't worry about her making it to school ok.
After a pleasant day visiting with Liz and catching up on some of the recordings, which she helped with and commenting positively about the ones that Fran had singled out, we hailed a cab to go meet Fran.
We pulled up to the school to wait, watching the flood of school kids, busses and all around chaos that signified the end of a typical school day anywhere in the world. I waved my hand out the window and caught Fran's attention.  She smiled hugely as I stepped out and let her slide into the middle of the back seat.  Once we were seated and the cabbie asked, “Where to?”  My sister and I just remained silent, not looking at Fran who finally got it and said noncommittally, “Ummm... Central Park West?”
I rubbed my hands together and gave an evil sounding, “Excellent!”
I asked about our parents and Zoey's family to find out all is well on the West/Rand front. She shared, “Mom got called away to DC yesterday though, something about that soldier lady, McKenzie Meyers.”
Then Frannie asked Lizzy the Lizard, “What's it like?  To have a rock legend mom and a congresswoman for your other mom?  I can't get JW to talk about it.”
My sister took a moment to seriously contemplate the question then finally just shrugged.  “To be honest, I never really think about it much.  To me they are just my moms, I guess I just have a different perspective than most people.  Though I can't tell you how surreal it is to tune into an oldies station and hear your mother's voice singing some kickin' retro hits.”
I just sat back between the ladies and relaxed as they discussed both our and Fran's views on family.  My heart went out to the little one as I realized that every happy moment of her life involved Vanessa.  I could see that in her eyes, family was defined by her sister.  She had nobody else in her life she considered family, and she didn't even realize it.  Well, I hope we can change that.
I loved watching Fran as we went through the park.  The specter that had been hanging over her since her sister joined the program seemed to lift as she had fun showing Liz the wonders of the park.  Lizzie had kept her talking about all sorts of subjects the entire time.  It wasn't until almost lunch that I realized what my little sis was doing, she was keeping Fran's mind off of her sister.  God I love my baby sis.  Kat joined us in the park just before dark.
We had Small Fry choose where we'd eat on the way back to Kathleen's.  It wasn't surprising, but it still made me snort.  She had her choice of the zillions of places in the city and she chose a fast food joint.  I had a suspicion she was feeling guilty about how much money we have been spending on her.  I'd have to talk to her about it later.  We sat in the place talking as twilight gave way to night, we must have talked a couple hours.  The manager had started giving us the evil eye so we figured we had overstayed our welcome.
So we walked until we realized it was past eleven.  We hailed a cab again and started back to Kat's.  Fran seemed anxious.  I looked at her and promoted her with my eyes.  She just shrugged and looked embarrassed then whispered, “It's Thursday.”
Oh!  I had the cabbie drop us at the old garage instead of Kat's.  We stepped into the alley and there were already about ten people there so we couldn't enter the old auto shop.  Instead, we just pulled an old wood pallet down that was leaning against the wall and sat on it.  Kat grinned as she looked to the far wall.  Twiggy's face was scrunched up in confusion as she looked around at the strange mix of people in the alley.  “What's going on?”
Fran and I, and about six other people all shushed her.  I pointed at the man that appeared on the roof at the end of the alley.  He whistled then the 'screen' was unfurled.  The church bell chimed midnight and seconds later we were watching My Fair Lady.  Fran snuggled into Kat and I smiled at the look of amazement on my sister's face as she watched.
I marveled at this for some odd reason as I watched the three women enjoy the movie, I have such a wonderfully cobbled together family.  I wouldn't change it for the world.



Chapter 16 – The New Normal
The next few days were filled with fun and distraction, including game night.  My sister's evil plan of keeping both Fran and my thoughts off of Vanessa was an unqualified success.  After we saw her off at the airport early on Monday, Small Fry had said, “You really have an awesome sister JW.”  I just nodded in agreement and shuttled my young charge off to school with instructions to meet me at Bellevue after school. I gave her her very own cellphone to let me know when to meet her at the doors.
I was nervous for some reason when I walked into the mental hospital and walked up to the man at the front desk and asked to visit with Vanessa.  He looked something up on the computer, checked my ID, then made a quick call.  When he hung up he said, “She's not in her room right now, she's in the common room.”
I was a little surprised when he just gave me directions instead of having an orderly accompany me.  But then I got it.  There were no security doors.  She was in a different wing.  She wasn't here against her will.  This was for the people in the McIntyre program.  I walked past 401B, her room and down the hall to some double doors like in the other wing, only these were not locked.  I went in and there were a few people milling about.
I looked around but couldn't see Vanessa.  A huge smile found my face and a sense of relief and elation swept through me as someone tapped my shoulder and a voice that resonated in my heart said, “Hey J-dub.”
I turned to see a smiling vision.  “Hey Nessie.  Missed you.”
She chuckled out, “I haven't had time to miss you, they've run me ragged here.  Things are slowing down a bit now.  I only have one group session later tonight.”
Then she sagged a bit, looking exhausted.  She laid her forehead on mine, staring deep into my eyes and said, “Ok so I missed you.  Sue me.  I don't understand you, but I missed you.  How's Frannie?”
I smiled.  “She's doing good.  She misses you a lot.  She'll be here around three thirty, after school.”
Her eyes went wide and she backed up from me a step.  “No, she doesn't need to see me here in the loony bin.”
I smirked. “You think I can stop her once she has her mind made up, she is your sister after all.  She's scared and alone and you are her only family.  So woman up and be happy when she gets here.”
She looked at me for a long moment then finally just shook her head in defeat.  “I'm broken and she doesn't need to see that.”
I snorted.  “Broken?  Good god woman, do you know how strong you are for coming into this program for help?  Your sister only sees her personal hero when she looks at you.”
She looked nervous.  “You think?”
I shook my head staunchly, “I know.”
We spent the next hour catching up with happenings then I mentioned how Fran had been helping me sort through possible candidates for the first band to sign with London Harmony.  She chuckled. “If you can't get me you're headhunting Frannie huh?”  I stuck out my tongue at her to which she just gave me a demure look. Then she had me play them for her and her insight eclipsed her sister's ten fold.
She stopped us at one point and said, “You really should start a label with your own stuff.”  I quickly changed the subject.
After a bit we went back to her room, it looked exactly like the other one but without a locked door and no camera in the room.  I gave her her own cellphone with Fran's number, mine, and Kat's already programmed in.  “So you can text Fran whenever you think of it,” I had to add before she would accept it.  I also pointed out that I had it loaded up with a couple thousand songs.  This brightened her eyes.  I know how she loves the music.
After lunch, we sat on her bed and discussed more serious topics.  Then wound up sharing our insecurities, fears, and dreams.  I even told her stuff I had never even shared with Liz, and I tell her everything.  She chuckled and said, “This feels like another group session here, but I'd never share any of this stuff with them.  I don't know why I feel so comfortable sharing it with you.”
I shrugged and she said, “Maybe it's because we’re both nuts.”
I don't know why, but that comment seemed to panic me a bit.  I have always felt I was teetering on the brink being the person everyone wanted me to be, no, needed me to be.  I have been that person, happily, for so long, but I don't really know who I am.  That is sort of the whole point in my undertaking, and why it is half a planet away from home.  I gave her a smile and nodded.
My cell phone buzzing saved me.  I looked down at the incoming text.  “Be right back, Fran is almost here.”
I ran downstairs and out to the curb as a cab pulled up and a familiar smiling face hopped out.  I paid the cabbie and stood on the sidewalk with Fran.  She seemed frozen in place, staring at the building.  I reached out and clasped her hand.  She gave it a little squeeze then took a deep breath and raised her chin and we walked in to see her sister.
I sat back and just watched them hug and cry and talk.  Fran would only be able to see her sister a half hour a day after school.  So I didn't need to eat up any of that time.
This quickly became the new normal for us over the next few months.  Our daily visits were the highlights of our respective days.  Thursday night, Friday night, and Sunday we continued their traditions with Fran in Vanessa's stead.  The girls wound up being invaluable to me in planning the first contract.
In late September, I was getting antsy.  I was sharing with Vanessa that I still hadn't come up with something to set my studio apart from the rest.  It was an invitation only opportunity for the artists but was that enough?  That's when Small Fry had an epiphany that would wind up defining London Harmony and make it the most sought after label since the Beatles Apple label.
She had said, “You told us about how your mother found Satin Thunder.  When she asked Skylar Roth to come sing that single for her.  She gave her that card.”  Then she pulled out the card I had given her and Nessie all those months back.  With my number on one side and the gold J on the other.
She grinned. “Ostentatious I know, but what about a J-Card like this handed out to only the musicians that you want to invite to be part of the London Harmony family.  You could cloak it all in the mystery and make those cards the most sought after things in the underground music scene. Like those golden tickets for the Chocolate Factory.”
I was stunned, that was brilliant!  I just smirked at her and said, “A little young to be using words like ostentatious are we?”  We all shared a chuckle at the memory and then I added, “J-Card it is then.”
But then I sobered, we had all been avoiding the next conversation.  I looked at Vanessa, she was so much different than the day I met her, in a good way.  Her personality shone through like a blinding star, the anti-psychotics had, over time, lent stability to her moods and chased most of the voices away and a lot of the paranoia.
I spread my palms and took a deep breath. “I'm going to need to go to London in the next couple weeks.  Have you decided if you are ready to leave this place?”
She closed her eyes and I saw a tear fall.  She looked at Fran, her face was tight in stress and apology, “I... I can't yet.  I know I've improved, but I still don't feel right.  Like I did before I lost my job.  I know I'll get there or learn to cope...”
Fran grabbed her hand to loan her strength, I grabbed her other and she quickly laced our fingers.  I don't remember a day we weren't touching like this.  Vanessa was a part of me now, a part of my life.  And gawd was she a tease.  It was always “Some day, maybe.”
I knew that would be her answer so now another hard question had to be asked.  “That brings us to you Small Fry.  I have to be there to open London Harmony.  I have a responsibility to all my people over there, and I need to drop a J-Card on Velvet Fire.  Zilrita has had people on the street buzzing about them and London Harmony.  I even had her  'leak' a picture of the card we would be using.  A glossy black plastic business card with a gold J embossed on it and London Harmony's phone number on the other.  You need to decide if you want to come with me, or move to Vancouver to stay with Zoey and her family until Nessie here swims out of her lake.”
I knew this was a heart wrenching topic for both girls. There was no way Fran could stay in New York in any case, so they would not be able to see each other until Vanessa had herself discharged from Bellevue.  My heart was beating faster as we looked at the young girl with so much emotion showing on her face.  I saw her as my second baby sister now, after these months together and I knew how I wanted her to choose, but it was her choice.
I suppressed a sob when she just reached out and grabbed my other hand.  I whispered, “Oh thank god.”  I could almost hear all the sea otters in my head with their little hammers and workboots, tearing down the wall I was going to hide behind to bawl if she chose Zoey.
She looked up at me like she was confused. “You didn't think I'd choose you JW?  I love you.”
Ok, I'm not made of stone.  A tear flowed down one cheek and I wiped it on my sleeve. “Love you too Small Fry.”
Then we all sat down for a serious discussion about the mechanics of the move.  I had my work visa, but I would need to get with Frank Davenport to see what needed to be done in the case of Frannie, but it sounded like we had a solid plan.  By the time we were through, Fran seemed almost excited about the prospect of attending school in London.
We left that day with things hanging heavy in the air.  Fran stepped out and then Vanessa leaned in and rested her forehead on mine. “No matter what happens, please know that I do love you June.  You helped save me and Fran.”
I nodded, there was a huge lump in my throat and my heart felt like someone was standing on it.  I nodded through blurry vision.  “Love you too woman.”  Then I got out of there with Fran before I burst into tears, I had so many emotions swirling through me and I couldn't identify half of them.



Chapter 17 – London Calling
The next couple weeks were a whirlwind, so many arrangements had to be made.  Fran flew back to Seattle with me to make sure all my belongings got shipped off to London ok.  We would be staying in a condo of a friend of Frank's daughter who had moved to the states to run the finances for Victoria Davenport's art gallery in Seattle.
We did some touristy things for Fran.  She had never been out of the New York area and she fell instantly for Seattle, she said it was like a magical land from a storybook.
The personal stuff I wanted to store, we drove down to Vancouver to store at my parent's house. The little house by the park that would always be home to me.  Most people can't believe that Mandy Fay Harris and Congresswoman Anabella West and their family lived in such a cozy little home.  But it is natural to us, we would have felt so out of place in some cold and unfeeling mansion.
I grinned at the squealing hugs that Small Fry and Twiggy shared.  My sister just picked the girl up and swung her side to side like a doll, she simply dwarfed her.  I thought it was awesome that my sister was probably conceived in the land of giants.
Mother simply fawned over Fran.  It was a surreal experience seeing a rock legend and owner of the most successful indie label bending over backwards to make a young girl feel welcomed.  Mother said to me at one point, “With how glacially slow you and your sister work, little Frannie is the closest I'm likely to get to a grandchild anytime soon.  I was thinking about contracting some Swiss clock makers and Irish druids to build one for me if you didn't get busy soon.”
Blushing, I spluttered out, “Mooom!” Though inwardly I was grinning as I stopped at the realization that, dear god, my inner monologue sounds just like her!
As we sat at the table chatting over coffee as we watched Lizzie and Fran over by the TV talking, Ma and I had a talk about the progress of the studio. Mother got a faraway look in her eyes then looked back toward Fran and said to me, “Have I told you how proud I am of the woman you've become baby girl?  If not, I want you to know.”  She reached over and placed a hand on top of mine.
Come on, pull it together JW!  A twenty-five year old woman doesn't cry like this!  Fine whatever.  I said with a tight voice, “That goes both ways Mother.”
She looked at me for a moment, searching my eyes then smiled, “So when do we get to meet your girlfriend?”
I blushed again and sputtered out, “She's not my girlfriend.  Or, I don't think... she... maybe.”
There was evil mischief twinkling around in her eyes as she chuckled. “Whatever you say dear.”
The girls pulled us into their debate over bands.  That somehow devolved into us singing our favorite songs.  At one point, I almost had to check Frannie when the three women Harris-West sang one of Mother's old songs.  The color had drained from her face that looked stuck in shock and awe.  I grinned, I get the same way whenever Mother sings.  Fran croaked out, “Holy crap!  That was inspiring... the three of you... wow.”
I winked. “What happened to your big words Small Fry?”  She stuck her tongue out at me and we all shared a laugh.  I sighed, I really love the feel of family.
My little sis never ceases to amaze me.  We had spent the night at home, before we had to fly back to New York to say goodbye to my Nessie.  Liz gave Fran one of Mother's old tour shirts to keep as a nightshirt.  It was the exact same one Mother gave me when I was about her age and the one I in turn gave to Lizzie when she was around the same age.  It was one of her favorite possessions.
There were hugs all around at the airport.  Fran was quiet on the flight back, but at one point she looked up at me and smiled wistfully.  “I really like your family.”
I smiled warmly back and said, “Me too.”  She grabbed my hand, and it was shaking, I knew she was getting just as nervous as me and scared.  We both were about to undertake a new chapter in our lives, uproot ourselves and move away half a world away from everything we knew.  Then we just sat in comfortable silence for most of the trip.
***
Though Vanessa told us not to visit before we left, because she didn't think she could take it, we showed up anyway later that afternoon.  I sat outside Vanessa's room as the girls hugged and cried and said their I love yous.
Then I went in and Vanessa glared at me for a long time.  Then finally smiled meekly and cupped my cheek in a hand.  She looked deeply into my eyes and whispered, “It's still there in your eyes, the music deep down in your soul.  I was afraid the meds would take it away.”  Then she looked at her little sister then said to me, “I hate you for bringing her today.”  Then she smiled softly, “Thank you for doing it.”
I tried to fight off tears.  “No problem.”  Then I brightened up and said in a normal voice,  “Besides, we'll be seeing you soon right?”
She stroked my cheek with her thumb then removed it and nodded in determination.  Then she placed her forehead on mine and said, “See you soon?”
I blinked away tears and nodded.  “See you soon.”  Then I took a deep breath and assured her, “I got this shit.”
Then Fran and I made a hasty retreat before we turned into sobbing messes there at Bellevue.
***
A day and a half later we found ourselves in London at the condo at One Hyde Park.  Just two words can describe it, “Holy crap!”  Fran nodded her agreement as we just stared at the city from the veranda of the penthouse condo in the early morning light.
She whispered, “We did it.  We're really in London.”  I just nodded and hugged my pseudo-sister.  We had, we were here.  My confidence came rushing back into me like a freight train.  Damn right we did it!  I hadn't felt this feeling in a long time, but here it was again, like a long lost friend, I felt like I could do anything!
I looked at the excited girl next to me.  “Let's get you situated at your new school and I'll hit London Harmony to catch up on the progress with Zil.”  She smiled and clutched her old book bag to her chest, nodding.
The school was only three blocks from the condo so we walked.  After squaring things with the headmistress I caught a cab that brought me into the heart of the city, it reminded me so much of New York.  The three story brick building just off of Aldgate, just a stone throw away from the Tower Bridge, looked unassuming.  I didn't know the local name for the area it was in and made a mental note to find out.
There were multiple tenants in the building, with signs all vying to get your attention.  I smiled at a small portion of the building, on the corner, with no garish signage.  There was simply a circular blue silhouette of the familiar blue music school back home painted on a black wooden door with “London Harmony” written in bold, gold letters across it.  There was a work truck parked at the curb in front of it.
I walked up to the door and ran my fingers across the sign.  I grinned at the smaller letters below the studio name.  “Meetings by appointment only.”  I pulled the handle and it was locked.  I nodded, that would be its default state, I wanted every little thing about my label to let the artists know how exclusive it is to be chosen by LH.
I pulled my keys out of my purse and used the shiny brass key that Zilrita had sent me weeks ago, took a deep breath and unlocked the door and stepped into the place.  I heard the door lock behind me as I looked around and gasped.
I had seen all the photos of the space before I had purchased it.  I think it was an old book store before.  It was unimpressive and cramped feeling, but now it was an open and inviting space that was a fusion of the original old timbers and modern lobby.  The black marble front desk beside the stairs and new glass elevator I had put in to make the spacer more accessible had the studio logo emblazoned on it.  Then cut out of polished brass, in 3D relief was the studio's name.
There were some men painting the small hall by the stairs that led to the back storage room and restrooms.  Everything on this level looked good to go.  We opened our doors, metaphorically, in less than a week and I still had to track down Velvet Fire.  Zil had three interviews with local news and entertainment reporters for me in the same week.  I was going to be busy.  That made me smile.
I headed up the stairs, looking at the new oak railing, with it's wrought iron banister and newels.  Everything was carefully designed to give a sense of elegance and welcome.  This level was where all the magic happened.  There were two small conference rooms and two recording booths.  One full sized and one with isolation booths for vocals.  There was also a well-stocked green room for the talent complete with its own restroom.
I poked my head into each room.  All were state of the art and you could feel their need to help create the magic that they would assist in producing.  I ran my fingers across the mixing panel in one room.  Damn, Nick would be so jealous.
Then I spun in place, hugging myself at the realization, this was all mine, my dream coming to fruition.  I was thousands of miles from home, but this was my home now.  I had really done it.
I suddenly made a “Blork!” sound as someone knocked me out of me realization with a tight hug that felt like there were eight or more arms helping out.
I grinned at my squealing goth friend, I was stuck in one of her patented squid hugs!  After she released me and I could catch my breath again I held up a fist.  “Hey girl.”
Zilrita bumped fists with me.  “Hey, right back at ya JW.  You weren't supposed to be here until tomorrow.”
I smiled at her grinning enthusiasm, it still struck me as a contradiction to how a goth is supposed to behave.  I shrugged. “I'm all about the surprises.”
This garnered a snort from her. “Duh.”  Then she looked around and motioned her hand.  “So, what do you think?  This is your baby.”
I looked around again then at her.  “It's perfect.  You did good Zil.”
She rolled her eyes.  “They were your plans, I just played babysitter.”  Then she brightened. “You see your office yet?”
I shook my head, then my arm was almost pulled out of its socket as she dragged me to the stairs again and we went up to the third floor.  There was another main desk there and an open office area with five desks, at the back was a glass-enclosed conference room with an office on either end.
I smiled, the corner office on the left would be mine, with the windows on two sides.  The other, which was a little larger, would be shared by Zilrita and whoever became my lead scout.  I still held out hope for Vanessa.  I admit I haven't even looked for any other scouts yet.  It would be up to me until I get a straight answer from that honey-haired vixen.
I poked my head into the offices and was quite pleased.  Everything was good to go as soon as the painters finished.
I stood there with my friend at my side.  Looking over the impossibility of my own business.  It felt right, with the exception of a hole in my heart, for the first time in a long time, I felt right.  I was home.



Epilogue
I was so busy scouting and getting the new label rolling that the next few months flew by like a whirlwind.  Both Fran and I texted or chatted with Vanessa daily.  Fran had acclimated to life in London readily and was actually making friends and bringing them home to study and the like.  I guess she took my words to heart.  This revelation made Vanessa choke up on the phone when I told her.
We flew home for Lizzie's wedding in December.  I couldn't stop crying at the wedding, I was so happy for her.  I was the Maid of honor and Liz made Small Fry a bridesmaid.  Then we jetted off to New York to have Christmas with Vanessa.
God it was like something was trying to tear my heart out of my chest when we had to leave her again.  She had made me a one-word promise.  “Soon.”
***
My eyes snapped open as the sun peeked through my bedroom window in the condo, warming my face.  I grinned in excitement.  It was June, the month of renewal for me!  I stretched and hopped out of bed.  I stepped to the window and looked out over my city, London.  I couldn't imagine a time when I didn't feel like that, I have come to love this city so much.
London Harmony has already become an urban legend in its own right in these eight short months.  We signed Velvet Fire.  They made such a commotion in the underground scene when they freaked out over receiving a J-Card.  I covertly trolled the London music scene looking for potential artists to sign.  I heard that people would search their things every night to see if they got a J-Card.
I had slipped a card into another girl's bag after hearing her singing acapella at a rave.  Her lyrical timing was spot on and the syncopation she could pull off was smooth as silk.  She reminded me so much of Amber LaLanie.  Her name was Terri Blue, and when music could spark emotion so easily, I just had to have her with my label.  Rumor is that people could hear her squeal of excitement for blocks when she discovered the card.  Her stuff went platinum twice as fast as Velvet Fire's did.
Nobody can figure out who our third artist is, there aren't any pictures of her and she won't ever consent to an interview.  She sings emotional rock with a hard edge.  She only goes by the name of J8 and everyone compares her sound to Mandy Fay Harris.  Only Zilrita and I are aware of my secret, though Small Fry gives me the evil eye every time a single is released.  J8 only releases a single every other month and the international community goes ape over it.
I took a cleansing breath and got ready for the day.  I walked out to an empty condo.  Where had Fran gone?  She didn't have school, it was Saturday.  I looked around and there was no note so I texted her just a question mark.  I got back “Over at LH.  I know you wanted to go over some new recordings of possible talents.  Get your butt here quick, there's something here you really need to see.”
I smiled.  She loved to listen to the new prospects, I swear that the girl loves music as much as Vanessa does.  I feel like I should be paying the girl, she is always helping out and she is invaluable at helping sort through the prospects.  I think I'll offer her a part time job so I don't feel so guilty.  Plus, what teenager couldn't use a little extra spending money?
I texted Vanessa a good morning.  I didn't expect a response.  She went dark almost a week ago and I can't get her to respond.  It made my heart ache as I realized she had finally made her decision, and I wasn't it.
I grabbed my things and headed down to the car.  I suddenly wasn't in the mood for breakfast so I may as well go meet up with Fran.  She always made me feel better, like my second baby sister.
So there I was, walking from the parking structure to London Harmony.  I could do this, let the music free.  I silently thanked Vanessa in my head though my heart was heavy over her loss.  Without her, I really don't know if I could have done this.
There is always going to be a part of me that... I was knocked out of my thoughts as I saw a figure in the lights at the doors of London Harmony, leaning against the wall with a suitcase and a purple backpack at her feet.  She was swaying to some imagined music.  She looked up and saw me approaching.  She just smiled ear to ear and closed her eyes and raised her hands over her head and swayed them in counterpoint to her hips as she swiveled around in a blatant tease to the music only she could hear.  She opened her eyes, stopped dancing, and just shrugged coyly at me.
My heart beat with each footstep, it sped up in time with each stride.  Driving me forward.  I could feel the melody of the music inside of me quicken as I ran to her, redefining me.  My soul was soaring as we came together, it was pulsating with the music as I lifted her and spun her around in a bear hug.  The music drown out the rest of the world as she giggled out cutely, "It's about time J-Dub."  I grinned at her and whispered as our lips came together, "I got this shit."
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Sample Chapter from The Valkyrie Chronicles: Titans 
Prologue
We scouted the ancient ruins of the old Ragnarok capital city of New Ishatak for more of the hybrid sentinels.  The Frost Giants of Jotunheim left them behind to prevent recolonization of the Ragnarok homeworld.  I still couldn't fathom that the Jotunn had wiped out every single living Ragnarok and animal on the planet with their culling devices so very long ago.
It was almost surreal, the jungles had overtaken the cities over the eons since the planet was taken. The half crumbled plasticrete towers that jutted up toward the sky reminded me of the bones of some immense, long dead dinosaur from a bygone era, thrusting up through the jungle.
I shook my head at this.  The second most technologically advanced civilization in the galaxy and our once sworn enemies had thrived here only to be annihilated by a single Jotunn vessel with ten men aboard.  Well, third most advanced now that our new allies, the Olympians, had come to stand by us after eons of hiding.
I still marveled at what the people of Olympus had accomplished.  Their tech, though inferior in many ways, almost matched Asgard technology, and in some areas eclipsed our own in its brute force implementation.  I could understand brute force, that is the one thing that I, Kara the Wild One, First Valkyrie of Asgard excel in.  Artemis has become a steadfast friend to us in the eons since revealing herself to us.
I stopped as a chill went down my spine and my nanites, my Verr, snapped up various overlays in my eyes.  Thermal scans and motion and vector tracking all confirmed what the shiver had indicated.  There were four hybrids charging through the ruins toward our location.  No, make that six, two more were converging from another grid.  Anticipating my order, the Verr set our scout team's coms to voice activated.
I turned to my small scout team.  My mate, Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth.  My sister in law, Inatra the Singing Rain, First Valkyrie of Ragnarok.  Artemis from Olympus.  And finally Intark.  I suppressed a grin, the rugged, middle-aged Ragnarok commander who helped me bring down the Jotunn Star Killer vessel that was threatening to destroy the planet Folkvangr all those centuries ago.  My daughter Essa wound up laying claim to him and he reciprocated, so it is with great humor that I sometimes call the man who looks twice my age, my son.
I scanned the skies, somewhere up there is the fifth of my team.  You never know with her.
I told everyone, “Heads up.  Four hybrids coming in at our ten o'clock, two at our three.”  They all nodded and the vegetation around us took on a bluish glow as all of us Valkyrie activated our nano-lattice.  The blue net pattern of compressed magnetic force covered our bodies and hardened us against damage.  Intark just smiled a predatory smile and took the huge chain gun off his back as easily as if it were a toy.  The seven foot tall Ragnarok warrior felt at home on the high gravity planet of his ancestors.  I shook my head at the man.  He had no nano-lattice like us women of Valhalla and it is impossible to make the man stay behind while we secure his homeworld.  That chain gun he had named Buttercup was his favorite toy, he says it is the one thing the humans of Earth did right.
I know it has been eons, but I still couldn't get used to him with two eyes, since he wore an eye-patch the first time we met.  But after he, and other Ragnarok, were injected with Asgard nanites, his missing eye had regenerated.
Kate caught my attention and smiled, she always knew what I was thinking, apparently my emotions are too strong and bleed over the nanite link that us daughters of Odin and our children share.
Artemis grunted, I glanced over and she looked nervous.  Hiding was the best defense the people of Olympus had perfected over the countless eons, so this operation didn't sit well with her.  I could understand, it was instinct for her to fade away.  I would never call that woman a coward though.  If pushed, she is one of the most deadly long range fighters I have ever known.
That bow of hers is an amazing piece of technology that is a great equalizer.  Its arrows can actually damage and even penetrate that unholy Jotunn armor.  I watched her cloak shimmer to life and grinned, the protection their reactionary cloth gave them was nothing to sneeze at either.  It afforded her as much protection, if not more, than our regenerative Valkyrie armor.
She looked at me nervously. “There are six this time.  They are learning.  We should call for backup.”
I understood the apprehension.  These sentinel hybrid creatures were virtually mindless bio-mechanical creatures run by combat computers.  They looked like the old three horned dinosaurs of Earth that I had seen once as a child.  What were they called?  Triceratops?  But their bodies were augmented with mechanical implants, weapons systems and their immense bony foreskull was covered in that infernal Jotunn armor that only my power of Thor or Odin's Spear could damage.  Or of course Artemis' arrows.
They always faced their enemies, to keep that tough armor between us and them.  The energy weapons they used at long range while ineffective against us Valkyrie, who could absorb the blasts without nano-lattice, were an extreme danger to Intark and Artemis.
If we could flank them and get around to their sides where they are more vulnerable, then a couple of us can do enough damage to take them down.  The battle computers on board allowed the lumbering beasts to counter our movements efficiently if they worked in concert with each other.  So our general tactic so far has been to isolate them one at a time to take them down.  We have taken hundreds down across the planet like that, but they are learning, like a hive-mind and are anticipating our patrols like this and coordinating attacks.
Before I could respond to Artemis, an elated cry was heard over our coms.  “Yeeeeeetahhh!  We don't need backup, I am your backup!”
My eyes snapped to the sky to see three familiar incoming cylindrical wind riders, marked in the colors of the Sky.  They numbered six now, a race of sentient ships of the Asgard.  There was a woman in her familiar three-point stance, standing on the roof of the lead vehicle, Pegasus, as the other ships, Looper and Swooper started barrel-roll peel-offs.  They dipped below the lead vessel just as the woman leapt off the roof of Pegasus as she veered off.
The figure fell hundreds of feet just to lithely land on the roof of Swooper, and somersault off of the ship like it were a springboard.  The hybrids that had just arrived in the clearing in front of us opened fire at the last incoming vessel that just absorbed the blasts with its own nano-lattice.  Others opened fire on us.
I stepped in front of Intark and Kate stepped in front of Artemis and we absorbed the blasts and waited for the beasts to get within our own range.  Inatra hissed out a challenge like a Terran cat and Intark just stood patiently like a hunter, ready to fire a steady stream of thermite rounds into any target the beasts presented him.
The woman in the sky had just rebounded off of Looper's roof and the wind rider veered off, when she spread her arms and photonic webbing appeared between her arms and legs.  The coherent light sails making her look like a flying squirrel from Earth as she soared the last couple hundred yards to the jungle canopy.  There she switched off her glide suit and snagged a tree branch and swung around it bleeding off half of her speed.  She whipped up in a graceful arc and took a magnetic lance spear from her back as she took constant fire from the hybrids. She landed in a three-point stance on the rearmost hybrid, sinking the lance into its skull behind the immense bone and armor shield.
The beast roared in protest and swerved.  Then it swerved back erratically and ran full speed into the nearest hybrid, great horns impaling it.  I snorted in surprise, she was using the lance to guide the beast, like a horse.  Another Hybrid turned from us to contend with the woman and her rouge hybrid.
She dove off just as they collided, taking each other down in a horrific sound of bone and armor cracking.  She landed lightly on the ground in a roll but just kept rolling under a fourth. Bringing her spear to bear as she passed quickly under it, disemboweling it as she passed.
Kate and I concentrated on another with our power of Thor.  The lightning of pure compressed magnetic energy leapt from our hands, mine striking the ground and blowing a crater in front of the animal, causing it to trip before it could react. Kate's striking its eyes and destroying them and cracking the armor around its eye sockets.  Before we could blink, the deafening roar of a chain gun sounded out and Intark was hitting the eye sockets of the beast and the cracks in the armor with a steady wall of thermite tipped bullets.  His battle cry sounding out.  The projectiles chewed through the creature and Intark must have emptied a couple hundred rounds into the hybrid's skull before it dropped.
Then we all turned to the final hybrid.  It was almost upon us.  I grinned in anticipation and as one, Kate and I broke from the group and ran at an oblique angle away from the others as we fired lightning at the beast, it had learned from what it just saw and compensated.  I chuckled at the stupid beast, we were just the bait.
I could feel it in the air before I saw it.  The compressed gravity of an infinitesimally small point singularity as Artemis pulled back on her bow and let loose an arrow at hypersonic velocities.  It went in one side of the hybrid's unprotected hind-skull and out the other side like a hot knife through butter. It embedded almost a foot deep in the plasti-crete wall behind the beast.
It stood there motionless for three long seconds then simply just crumpled to the ground.  Inatra was dispatching the wounded hybrids with her lattice claws.  Then everything was silent.  We all looked at each other and grinned then let fly our battle cries in celebration.
I looked over to the small graceful figure off to the side who spun her mag-spear in her hands rapidly and deftly slid it in place on her back. She stepped toward us with a huge grin on her face asking, “Now who here needed backup?”  I couldn't stop smiling at Kitty the Efficient, Second to Pegasus of the Sky, First Valklopt of Asgard, Valkyrie of the Sky.  I still saw that tiny girl at the gates of Valhalla from eons ago whenever I looked at her.
I bumped shoulders with her as she reached us. “Showoff.”
She gave me a toothy grin, even for how small she was, she was still slightly taller than me.  She chirped out in an over amused tone, “Why should you get to have all the fun Valkyrie?”
We all shared a cathartic laugh and turned to finish scouting the grid as Pegasus swooped down to retrieve her charge.
I smiled as I looked around,  New Ishatak, this would make a fine place for the Ragnarok to start resettling the planet of their ancestors.
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anditake London by storm!






