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Prologue
 
   We were in the 'pit' eating lunch, the open space on the top floor where the desks of the workers were outside June and Vannie's offices at London Harmony.  Everyone was gathered around June and my sister, where they sat cross-legged on top of a desk, facing each other, knees touching, sharing a container of almond chicken. Since my sister made things official and admitted she was June's girlfriend, the two have just gotten cuter together if that is possible.
 
   June Harris-West, force of nature, my sort-of-sister, and owner of the London Harmony record label, grinned at me then looked around.  “Next piece of new business,  I know things have been insane around here since I came out as J8, and things are going to get a little crazier. We're losing Small Fry next week when she starts her final year in secondary school.”
 
   Everyone already knew I was going back to school for my senior year, or whatever it is called here in London, year twelve I think, I've heard like three different terms.  They still let out a collective, “Awww,” in disappointment which made me crinkle my nose and grin at the group.  They were like my extended family.
 
   She continued, “She'll of course still be helping out a couple hours a night after school and on weekends when needed.  So you need to get used to doing your own work again.”  Everyone chuckled at that. I was the Girl Friday here.  I loved everything about the record business especially the music.  I wasn't really assigned to one particular task here and just floated to wherever I was needed though Vannie has been grooming me for a talent scout position if I want it.  Because she and June say that I have Vanessa's ear.
 
   Trip Hammer was one of my finds, and Vannie made me convince June why she should go listen to them in person.  I pitched what I heard from the recordings that Vanessa and the other scouts scouring the underground music scene in London brought back.  I was just floored with the thrash metal group.  Most groups have a certain sound that gets a little repetitious song after song.  But Trip Hammer gave every song a unique sound.  That set them apart from the rest to me. Then to my happy surprise, June snuck out with Vannie to see for herself and she dropped them a J-Card that night!
 
   J-Cards have become ingrained into the lore of the underground music scene here the past few years.  They started as an urban legend, most people not really believing that that is how London Harmony chose talent for our invitation only record label.  June made the final decisions herself, then would place a J-Card in the talent's belongings as they played in a club or at a rave.
 
   On one side of the shiny black plastic business card is printed a golden script J, and on the back is a phone number that forwards to June's mobile.
 
   Then she said, “I have one other thing, but it is a biggie, so before I drop it out there for discussion, does anyone else have any new business or concerns?”
 
   Zilrita, who was sitting next to me, stealing my sweet and sour pork, grinned and raised her hand.  I noted that she had done something different with her signature black polished nails.  They were, as always, immaculately manicured but they seemed to have a shimmering purple depth to the black, an opalescent look.  Nice.  I really heart our goth office manager.  Many people underestimate her, but she has a business mind like no other and somehow runs the entire label for June without any assistants.
 
   The toothy grin, of the 'shit eating category three' type, on her face was just punctuated by the stark contrast of her shiny black lipstick and her blindingly white teeth.  June groaned. “Let me rephrase.  Anyone have any new business besides Zil wanting to harass me about going on tour or at least having a concert here in London?”
 
   Zil threw a piece of pork at her. “Booo!  Hiss!”
 
   Vanessa grinned and said, “I'll work on her.”  She smiled at June, who visibly melted as my sis soaked in the music she says she can see in June's eyes.
 
   June squeaked out, “No fair.”  Everyone chuckled.  Van was her kryptonite.  Then she straightened up and looked at everyone.  “No, takers?  Okay then, on to the last piece of business then.”  She grinned at Zil.  “This will make you happy and will shut yer gothy little yap as it will facilitate the possibility of a J8 concert in the near future.”
 
   Things had gotten wild when the world learned that the secretive woman, J8, who was churning out number one singles from London Harmony every other week for two years was none other than June Harris-West.  Daughter of the rock legend Mandy Fay Harris.  She hid from the press, and hid who she was, to stay out of her mother's long shadow and prove she could do it on her own.  Until that is, my sister accidentally made a deal with her last year.
 
   The world around here went insane after that, and even poor Zilrita is having trouble keeping the media and the industry happy since June rarely does interviews even now.  It also made it more difficult for June to go out in public, and even harder to go unnoticed as she goes to listen to prospective bands or vocalists in public.  She has taken to letting Zilrita goth her out for those outings as she looks nothing like herself whenever our resident super-hugger got done with her.  My sister almost purrs anytime June goes out like that.
 
   June's eyes narrowed as she gathered her thoughts. She said, “As we sign more people and have started doing single album deals with some artists, we have seen our overhead budget beginning to increase rapidly.  The bulk of our contracts are not with bands, but rather with vocalists like Tabby Cat, and Teri Blue.”
 
   She tilted her head and Vannie snuck a hand into hers.  I grinned, she helped June focus.  Then June continued, “The service we use for backup bands and musicians does a wonderful job, but the premiums we paid for long-term engagements like for Tabby's world tour last year, really eat into the profits.”
 
   She nodded to herself and I caught her hand tightening on my sister's hand. “So I propose we hire a couple of in-house bands that are on London Harmony's payroll.  They can back any of our talent in-house and accompany artists on tour.  The savings would be incredible even giving them a great salary.”
 
   June squinted her eyes and crinkled her nose at the super smiley goth.  “Aaaand that would give J8 a consistent band that I can do concerts with.”
 
   Zil started clapping in a silly quick manner.  “Yay!”
 
   Then June made a sour face as she added, “The question is.  How do we screen bands without a million perspective groups standing at our door?  I'd hate to hire a service to screen them all as I trust our own scouts more to know what we are looking for.  And Gothy McGoth here is already treading water with her work.”
 
   She looked around and everyone started offering suggestions.  The round-table went on for a few minutes when a clear, strong British voice with a touch of a Russian accent suggested, “Karaoke Queen?”
 
   Everyone turned to the short copper haired woman standing at the top of the stairs.  Tabby Cat had arrived for her recording session!  Zil squealed and hopped off the desk and ran to her. I swear Tabs glurked as they hugged.  Zil was such a hug slut, but that's okay, we all loved being on the receiving end of those squid hugs of hers.  I still don't get how a goth can be so super happy all the time.
 
   When she finally released Tabs from the silly side to side hug, she furrowed her brow and asked, “Karaoke Queen?”
 
   We were all just as confused.  Well, all but June, who had a huge smile on her face.  “That is brilliant Pipes!”
 
   The pop superstar shrugged and turned her copper eyes to June, “It worked for your mum.”  Then I got it... Satin Thunder.
 
   June was hopping off the table and the two superstars hugged in greeting.  So surreal, I LOVED working here!  June just turned around and said with authority, “I got this shit!  Executive decision everyone.  A competition!  Let's light up this town people!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter One – Flotilla
 
   I stretched again and yawned, I was getting too old for these late nights playing with the band.  I took a deep breath.  Come on Kacy, get with it, wake up.
 
   I grabbed my purse and stepped out of my cabin on the barge that was my temporary home here on the Flotilla Project.  I still couldn't believe how nice the cabins were here, better than any of the previous flats I had shared with friends.  I even had my own little loo and shower.  It was so odd not to share with a few girls.
 
   I had run away from home, back when I came out when I was fifteen, and just sort of floated from friend to friend, living on couches or floors the past ten years.  Whenever our cover band got a paying gig or two, I'd help to pay rent and utilities wherever I was staying.
 
   Recently though, we had been getting semi-regular employment at some of the less seedy clubs in London as we gained in popularity.  We've been doing fewer and fewer gigs at the raves since they weren't strictly legal and for the most part we didn't get paid for them.  Though Ronnie Marx has started paying all the talent he has up on stage.
 
   I decided it was time to pretend to be an adult and get a flat of my own.  That's when the reality of it all hit me square in the face.  To find a place without roommates, you needed first and last month's rent, deposits, and agency fees.  It was daunting.  How did anyone starting out ever do it without flatmates?
 
   When I was looking for low-income housing, the borough council referred me to the Flotilla Project.  It was a low-income housing project spearheaded by none other than that super rad Tabby Cat herself, one of my personal heroes, she had come from less than stellar beginnings herself.
 
   She used to live on these barges when they were nothing but floating slums.  Then after she got a J-Card and had rocketed to fame, she created a foundation that renovated the barges into ultra modern living spaces.  They were for people like me who were trying to transition into a flat of our own.  They enrolled me into the Slingshot Program, which is a fund to help pay first, last and agency fees to help people land on their feet.  They are like guardian angels to me.
 
   I took a deep breath of the crisp fall air that smelled of the river and the city.  I bloody love this city! London has to be one of the greatest cities in the world.  I glanced across from the Dragon Lady to the Persephone lashed to one of her sides.  Everyone knew the story of the Persephone, she is where Tabby was discovered by June Harris-West.  I jumped in surprise at a familiar voice behind me.  “Morning, Kacy.  I was just heading in to see you.”
 
   I turned and smiled at the short Indian Brit woman looking far too cute in her immaculately pressed skirt suit.  I replied cheerily, “Morning Miss Doshi.”  She glared at me and I blushed. “Sorry... Paya.”
 
   Paya Doshi was the woman who managed the Flotilla Project for Tabby Cat, along with Captain McCray.  She seemed to always have a smile on her face, even when she was sarcastically ordering people around.  You couldn't 'not' do what the woman said, and smile while you did it.  I think it may be her superpower.  Either that or she was too damn cute for you to resist.  I heard some of the other tenants say she ruled with an iron grin.
 
   At one hundred eighty-three centimeters, I towered over her.  I was used to that, being taller than most of the women and even men around me.  I absently brushed my honey-streaked brown locks out of my face.  I always felt self-conscious around her.
 
   She looked at her ever-present iPad and said, “I just wanted to let you know that the name Kacy Green popped up on the Slingshot list this morning, after we got the McArthers settled into a new flat.  I'll be scouting a couple new rent-controlled flats for let today.  They are new to the subsidized project so I'll have to vet them myself.  But if all goes smoothly, I'll need you this weekend to choose a flat and then get the paperwork signed.”
 
   She grinned. “Then you'll have a place to call home.  Does that sound good?”
 
   I blinked at her, my own place.  This was so mind boggling to me.  I didn't know what to say and she prompted, “The proper response here is 'Yes Paya.'”
 
   I grinned at the look on her face and slumped exaggeratedly with a silly look on my face and said, “Yes Paya.”
 
   She lit up.  “There's a good girl.”  Then she suddenly got serious as she placed a hand on my arm.  “But seriously Kacy, congratulations.”  I suddenly wanted to cry and I didn't know why.  I just shrugged and nodded like a wally.
 
   She looked like the cat who ate the canary and she strode off and hopped over the other side to the lead barge, the Tennessee.  She called back, “I'll email updates.  And congrats again lady.”
 
   I looked at my feet then looked back up to her suddenly as I took a step toward her, finding my voice. “Thank you!”  She just waved back as she made her way up the stairs to the pilothouse.
 
   I took a moment then smiled and pulled my sticks out of my back pocket and started drumming the air as I almost skipped down the gang plank to Flotilla Pier on the River Thames.  I went over to the row of storage units at the end of the dock and up to mine.  I unlocked it, then started pulling out my drum cases.  This was going to be another insane day in the Jubilee Gardens.
 
   The entire city had gone stark raving mad as almost four hundred bands converged on the London Eye for the band competition hosted by London Harmony.  Roctoberfest! It is a single elimination music competition to find two bands to be the full-time house bands for the music label.  The main house band and a secondary.  Talk about the chance of a lifetime.
 
   I hear tell that it should have been impossible to get the city to agree to something so huge and disruptive that would stretch across so many weeks, but rumor has it that you never tell June Harris-West that something is impossible.
 
   It started at the end of September and would be going on every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday throughout the month of October.  Six weekends and anyone is allowed to compete.  It also doubles as free concerts in the park with some of the biggest names in music.  The first two weekends there were four venues running concurrently on those days.  Two band got to play with either Tabby Cat, Teri Blue, Rayleigh Stottard, or J8 herself, June Harris-West.  All but Rayleigh are signed at London Harmony, she is signed at a sister studio, Harmony Trax in the States.
 
   After each band covers an artist's song, the artist, and an assigned judge, like that Marjorie McClellan from the McClellan Music Conservatoire, choose the winner.  They score you between one and five in three areas.  The winner moves on to the next round.
 
   When the final twelve bands play at the end of the month, then three judges and the four artists will vote on each elimination match.  Three hundred and eighty-two bands whittled down to two winners.
 
   I about passed out last week on our first round, I was fangirling out.  Our band, Purple Horseshoes, got to play with Tabby Cat!  She's famous for how much sound she can project for such a small woman.  You get the sense of that on her records, and I could never afford to hear it first hand in concert.  But when she sang as we played ‘Water Gypsy’, she blew me away!  We always thought our lead singer, Caroline, could sing, but Tabby was in a whole other realm.
 
   Don't get me wrong, Caroline is great, and one of my closest friends, she's just not at Tabby's level.  She did awesome backup for Tabby though with the rest of us chiming in.  We had a giant bear of a man who looked like a Wookie from Star Wars, as a judge.  He runs a little demo studio in the city.
 
   We were really nervous because the band that played the same song after us added in some pretty interesting ad-libs on the instrumental end of things.  But Tabby grinned as she flicked a “Half-J” at us and it spun like a Frisbee and landed at our feet.  I'm pretty sure we were all in tears as we went over to hug the members of the other band.  I didn't feel too bad about their losing after their bass player copped a feel when we hugged.  He was a wanker.
 
   A Half-J was a black plastic card just like a J-Card, but it had a gold J on one side and “Round One Winner” on the back.  I'm pretty sure I'm still reeling over the fact that I was on a stage with a bloody superstar.
 
   Week two was just as nerve-wracking if not more, we got to play for Rayleigh this time.  And I kid you not, her best friend, Abigail fucking Addison was there to lend her moral support!  I'm not too embarrassed to admit I got both of their autographs just like I got Tabby's the prior week when we won.
 
   Week two was worse than week one because the judge and Rayleigh couldn't come to a consensus.  So they had the keyboardist from both bands solo.  Then the drummers.  I can't tell you exactly how close I came to vomiting knowing that whether or not we moved on came down to me.
 
   The other drummer used a matched grip, instead of the orthodox grip I use, and he just went into a solo using the piece we had just played, ‘Cobble Stones’.  He did a few flourishes and rimshot pops, but there wasn't much you could do with a slower piece like that.  It was a song that was meant to showcase the rich honey tones of Rayleigh.
 
   When it was my turn, I instead just went into my jam.  Let the beat take me wherever it wanted to go.  I spun my left stick into a one handed drum roll I had seen Ringo Star do in an old video, and crashed my cymbals.  My double bass thumped in a syncopation that just made you sway and catch the beat.  God, I loved drumming!
 
   I walked down the toms then suddenly dropped the beat to a slow thump on the bass as I held my right hand high pointing my stick to the heavens. My other stick lightly ting tinged the raised bell on a cymbal.
 
   Then as my arm dropped I did a full roll round, working through the snare and toms ending with me spinning my sticks above my head then letting them drop to the stage as I pointed at the other drummer on the other side of the stage.
 
   Rayleigh looked so very sexy as she conversed with the judge then walked between the two bands holding a Half-J.  She looked more like a fashion model than a singer to me.  She stepped over to the other band and smiled at them then over to us.  She was killing us!  She stepped close to me then looked out at the crowd, playing them as she shrugged.  They were silent.  Then she just pressed the Half-J onto my snare with a huge smile and the crowd went wild.  I about passed out with her that close to me.
 
   This was week three, and each band had to do two numbers.  Only ninety-five bands made it through so far, well ninety-six if you count the wildcard.  Since it is single elimination, they need an even number to compete. So on weekends with an odd number of bands, whether by math or by disqualifications, the eliminated band with the highest combined points from the prior weeks gets to be resurrected to compete again.  I had had heard there was already a band disqualified today even before the competition had started.
 
   I got together with the band last night and we jammed, working on technical aspects of each of our instruments to work out any rough edges.  There was Matt, our lead guitarist.  He was a replacement for David, who had moved off to Cardiff two years ago.
 
   Mathew was an acquired taste.  He was nice at first, but now a little abrasive, but I've found a lot of lead guitarists to be that way.  Something about wanting to be the lead vocalist too.  He was pretty fit and fresh out of Uni.  He kept his dark hair parted in an old Beatles style sixties cut.
 
   Then Caroline our rhythm guitar and lead singer.  She was our frontman because she had the best voice of all of us, not to mention it was her band.  Something we constantly have to remind Matt of.  She was all woman and dressed the part.  Always in tight skirts and leathers at every performance, making us Horseshoes look good.
 
   Darin was our keyboardist.  He had a weird knack of just listening to a song without sheet music and he could reproduce the keying by ear.  When he did have music in front of him, he was a machine.  We call him Animal.  Partially because he is that good, and partly because his shaggy, naturally curly hair, and matching beard and mustache make him look like... well, an animal.
 
   He's possibly the nicest guy in the world as well as the shyest guy in the world around women.  It took him three months before he could say a whole sentence to me when I joined the band ten years ago.
 
   Then there's Mick.  Mick is our bassist.  She's slightly butch and rough around the edges, but somehow very feminine at the same time.  She plays all sides of the street and loves to make people trip over their own tongues.  I pity the man or woman that tries to exchange suggestive sexual innuendo with her, not realizing she means it.  I can't tell you how many people she has broken, but they all seem to like her commanding nature.  She's a love em and leave em kind of girl.  Once she has conquered you, she loses interest.
 
   That all being said, she is probably the fiercest friend you could ever have.  She will defend you and make sure you are always okay if she lets you into her inner circle.  I had been crashing on her couch for almost eight months before I found the Flotilla a few months back.
 
   One night Mick brought home a goth girl who had a guy in a studded collar on a leash in tow. I kid you not, a leash.  When the girl sneered at me on the way to the bedroom, Mick stopped dead and kicked them out... with prejudice.
 
   When I say kicked out, I mean she literally pushed them out the door and kicked the girl in the arse for good measure.  I can't repeat what she told the woman because it was so bloody crude.  I mean, I can fucking cuss with the best of them, but this was just... wow.  I remember the smile she gave me, you can't buy friends like that.
 
   I have to admit I was sort of crushing on her at first, but as she said after our first jam session, she liked me too much to sleep with me.  It was odd, I usually crushed on straight girls like Caroline, girls I could never have, but Mick just had that certain dangerous feel that was exciting.
 
   Then there's me, the last Horseshoe, I round out or five person band and do an okay job with the backup vocals though they aren't my strong suit.  I'm not a really outgoing person and tend to be quieter and a little nervous around new people.  But when I discovered drumming.  I let it be my expression, let it be the loud and explosive part of me that I hide deep down inside.
 
   I think we were all a little drunk when we renamed our band from Inner Temple to Purple Horseshoes.  We were munching on Lucky Charms cereal straight out of the box as we were contemplating names.  Caroline blurted out, “Purple Horseshoes!” And we all thought that was the greatest idea in the world.  Now we all wonder what we were thinking.  Oh shut up, I know I'm smiling when I say that.
 
   I had just loaded my gear onto my dolly when a car horn beeped.  I looked back and there was a grinning Mick hopping out of her ever dependable beat up white truck. Caroline sat on the passenger side waving cutely.  She was just as nervous as I was about this weekend.  This was a pivotal part of the competition today since it didn't hinge on just one performance, it gave the competitors a chance to adjust to your prior performance.
 
   Mick got up to me and said, “Give me some sugar, String Bean.”  I blushed and hugged her.  She was solidly built as always, and her impressive bust pressed against me.
 
   Then she turned me around and shooed me off like a kid toward the truck.  “Get in where it is warm, I got yer junk here.  You don't need to be exerting yourself.”
 
   I tried arguing. “It's fine Mick I can...”  She just pointed at the truck and I hung my head and exhaled in defeat and headed toward the truck.
 
   She teased out loud to herself, meaning for me to hear,  “Damn I love it when she does what I say.”  I blushed and hurried to the truck.
 
   Caroline scooted over on the seat to let me in with a knowing smile on her face.  “She sent you away to get warm I see.”
 
   I huffed. “She treats us like we are porcelain dolls or something.  It's so bloody frustrating.”
 
   She grinned at me.  “Yeah I know, but... I kind of like it.”
 
   I looked up and grinned at her as I nodded and admitted, “Truthfully... so do I.”  We smiled at each other and I crinkled my nose and scrunched my head to my shoulders.
 
   Then she said in a mock thoughtful manner, “I'm surprised she doesn't have the whole band calling her mistress by now.”
 
   I slapped her shoulder. “Good lord woman, don't let her hear you saying that. It will give her ideas.”
 
   Then she stated in a matter of fact voice that would have had me spewing my drink if I had one, “It wouldn't be the worst thing in the world, now would it?”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief at her. “You are a terrible, terrible person.”
 
   She sat up straight with a pleased look on her face. “Thank you.”
 
   Then I stopped a chuckle as I added, “And no, I don't suppose it would.”
 
   We started sharing how nervous we were for the day as Mick loaded my gear onto the truck effortlessly.  I was watching her muscles flex and Caroline grinned at me then shared,  “When she first showed up to try out for the band, I thought she was a bloke until she turned around and she almost put my eye out with her rack.”
 
   I blinked. “You mistook her for a man?  She's definitely all woman.”
 
   She nodded and defended herself. “I know, but with a name like Mick... and she was wearing some baggy jeans and her black hair was tucked away in that leather jacket of hers and I only saw her from behind. I remember thinking 'My, but he has a fine arse,' then she turned around.  I think I may still be blushing about it all these years later.”
 
   I crinkled my nose. “Poor little confused straight girl.”  She stuck out her tongue at me.
 
   A moment later Mick was hopping into the driver's seat and fastening her seat belt and asked as she backed us out of the car park, “So what's the topic ladies?”
 
   Just to embarrass Caroline I blurted, “How Carol thinks you have a fine arse.”
 
   Mick gave one of her “Why hello there,” appraising looks at our blushing friend, and then added to the teasing as she pretended to look behind Caroline and said with a grin, “That goes both ways.”  Then she sighed. “But alas, I'd probably snap you like a twig.”
 
   Caroline looked at me as she blew some of her blonde hair out of her eyes. “I hate you.”
 
   I pouted and she crinkled her nose.  “Fine, I don't.  Just know, there will be a reckoning.”
 
   I tried not to giggle.  Her threat was like a kitten threatening a baby bunny with a severe cuddling.  Then she grinned and slapped my shoulder. “Shut up.”
 
   Mick said in a melodious voice, “Chick fight!”  We all chuckled then she said as she looked at the clock on the dashboard. “We have time to get some food before we meet the boys.”  We nodded, then she inhaled and exhaled quickly.  “After Roctoberfest is over, we need to all sit down with Matt about his attitude.  He's acting like he's the leader of the band instead of Carol, and I don't like the way he is always ordering Animal around.  And you two for that matter.”
 
   We both nodded and I knew Caroline wouldn't say anything, she just wanted everyone happy.  I smirked and tried to make light of it. “You mean like you do?”  It was humorous that Matt seemed afraid of Mick.
 
   She smirked back. “No, I do it with love, you three belong to me and I know what's best for you.”
 
   Caroline cocked an eyebrow. “We belong to you do we?”
 
   She nodded and said, “Yes, is there a problem with that?”
 
   Caroline replied like you would when not trying to upset a hungry wolf, “No, no problem.  Just clarifying.”
 
   The silly grin from the scary lady driving the truck was priceless.  We all laughed.  I marveled at how tight knit our group was and hoped that we could bring Matt around or I was afraid we'd be looking for a new lead guitarist one day.  It was after conversations like this that I missed David, he was a cog that fit into our machine just right.
 
   I just hoped we didn't have to perform with J8.  I love her music to death and am a huge fan, but her chord progressions are extremely tricky just like her mother's, and most guitarists can't pull them off.  David would have just simplified the chords but we are all afraid Matt may try to play them, and he isn't quite as good as David was.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Mei
 
   After having a good breakfast, we headed to the load out for the performers that was cordoned off on Chicheley Street off of York.  It took almost a half hour before we could get into the load out.  We showed our participant badges and then Caroline and I stood politely by as Mick unloaded all of our equipment onto two dollies.  We attempted to help, but I'm pretty sure she growled or something close to it when we tried.
 
   Then she gave us a half scrunched up face smile and said,  “Back in a flash.”  She jumped into the truck and pulled back into the stop and go traffic in search of a car park.
 
   I grabbed the handle on one dolly and Carol the other and we grinned at each other as we started pulling the heavily laden transports toward Jubilee Gardens.  As we struggled with our loads, Caroline said idly,  “I still can't believe we've made it to round three. It's so bloody exciting.”
 
   I nodded in agreement.  “I feel like an impostor on stage with all those famous vocalists.  And, of course, they are so hot.”  I grinned like a git.
 
   She rolled her eyes playfully and she said for my benefit, “There is that.”  Then she cocked her head at me.  “All the years I've known you, you've only gone out with someone once or twice.  And those are usually girls Mick sets you up with.  You need to put yourself out there more.  You can't live off of your superstar crushes.”
 
   I looked down at my feet as we made our way through the crowds.  It seemed even more packed than the previous two weeks. This was her annual, “Why aren't you dating?” talk.  It generally followed one of her breakups.  I think she is projecting a bit.  She's back on the dating scene and she doesn't want to be alone while she sifts through all the wankers until she finds a bloke she can knock the rough edges off of.
 
   I replied, “I'm not good around people.”  Then added slyly, “And if you need a wing woman, all you have to do is ask.  I'm always there for you.”
 
   She grinned and said, “Yes you are.  Best friend I ever had.”  Then she whispered just barely above the sounds of the gathering crowds,  “What do you think of the bloke down at the record shop?  Ian?”
 
   I squeaked out a “Ha!  I knew you were sweet on him!  And I don't know, he's a good egg, but you deserve someone who will make all your dreams come true.”
 
   She snorted. “I meant to date, not to settle down with Kace.  Not like I'm going to have his babies or anything, but he looks like a good shag.”
 
   I opened my mouth in shock and blinked.  “Bloody hell Car, you sound like Mick!”
 
   She was blushing profusely.  “I was trying to sound aloof and worldly.  I can't pull it off?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No, you can't.  But we love you anyway.”  She beamed at that and we found stage C and wheeled our carts behind it.  Other bands had already dropped their equipment off.  And a couple were still there milling about.  There were plenty of guards to watch over everyone's gear. I imagine watching for tampering as well as theft.
 
   So it would be ok to wander off to watch the competition perform until it was time for our setup. We only had ten minutes between sets to set up so we had to work fast when the time came.
 
   I saw some familiar shaggy hair heading our way and Animal popped around a stack of drums with an acknowledging smile toward us.  He was loaded down, pulling his rolling keyboard case and carrying the PA amp in the other hand with Matt's guitar and cables hanging all over his shoulder.  Matt was walking behind him holding... a paper schedule.
 
   I was about to sigh in frustration when Mick showed up beside Animal.  She gave him a proprietary smile as she bumped his shoulder with hers.  He blushed like always and she reached out and took the amp from the man.  I almost snorted when she shoved the amplifier into Matt's chest with a “Make yourself useful.”
 
   He huffed at her and looked at his hands as he lugged the amp.  “I was just watching out for my fingers.  I didn't want to strain them before we play.”
 
   Mick ignored him and looked at Darin and gave him a grin as she brushed some of her midnight black hair behind her ear. “Hi.”  Caroline talking about dating again had me reading more into the grin that she gave him than was there.  I shook the thought out of my head.  Good lord, what a pairing that would be though.  She'd be leading the big man around by the nose, and he'd probably love it.
 
   We found a spot on the lawn that was right up against the back of the stage and parked our gear.  I noted a boy sitting by some gear next to ours. He was just rocking back and forth with a blank stare off into space.  He looked around fifteen or sixteen and his facial muscles were a little slack.  He wore a Twilight t-shirt and some jeans.
 
   As we reorganized all of our gear on the carts, I took my drums out of their cases and stacked them on the bass so we could save setup time, a woman came around the corner and sat next to the boy.  She pushed a can of soda in his hand, but he didn't take it.
 
   She put her face to his ear and must have said something because he gripped the can and she kissed him on the cheek. As she got back up and I heard her say, “I'll be back after four songs James.  Four.  Then it will be my turn.”  She stood there and repeated, “James?  Four songs.”  Cool, measuring time in songs.
 
   He nodded with his whole body and said without focusing on anything,  “Four.  Four songs.”  She smiled and hesitated. “You sure you don't want to come watch the bands with me?”
 
   She prompted, “James?”  She didn't move and he looked to get frustrated.  He took one hand from the can and started slapping the gear he was next to.  “No.  People.  Too many.”  Then he covered an ear with his free hand.
 
   She smiled sadly at him. “Okay.  Who loves you?”
 
   I saw the first trace of emotion on his face as he smiled and started rocking faster.  “Sister loves me.”
 
   She grinned. “Damn straight.  Be back soon.”  She left and the emotion drained from him again and he started drinking the soda with both hands.  I often wondered how my younger brother, Michael turned out.  He was thirteen when I had the huge blowout fight with mum and dad when I came out.  They didn't support me in any way, they said I was sick and needed help.  They were going to force me to see a psychologist to 'fix' me.  My brother, who I had nothing but love for, turned on me too, called me some terrible slurs.  I ran and never looked back.
 
   It was great to see how much love this brother and sister had for each other.  Caroline asked, “What do you think Kacy?”
 
   I looked over and the band was all looking at me.  “Sorry, I was distracted.”
 
   She smiled and said, “We were just saying we should all wander around to scope out some of the competition.  The first competition is in twenty.  Ours is the next hour.”
 
   I nodded. “That sounds great.”
 
   Matt looked around.  “We should leave someone with the equipment.  There are guards, but all the other bands left someone.”  Then he looked over to Animal.  “Darin.”
 
   I exhaled, we really needed to have that talk with him.  I said, “I'll stay, but you get the next shift after we play.”
 
   He started to open his mouth to argue, but Mick stepped in front of him.  He blanched and shrugged. “Fine.”  Then he marched off.
 
   Mick gave us all a silly look and we laughed.  Then she turned to our keyboardist. “Come on Animal, you're with me.  I need some arm candy.”  He nodded shyly and she dragged him off.
 
   I watched them go then cocked my head.  “Hmm... you notice how little Animal speaks when Mick is around?”
 
   Caroline watched them go and squinted an eye.  “You're right.  He's shy but usually a jabber box once he finally knows you.”  Then she shrugged.  “You sure you're okay here?  I can stay with you.”
 
   I crinkled my nose.  “No, I'm right.  Go see what kind of competition we have today, it is just going to get worse from here.  Besides, I'll hear two bands playing from here.”
 
   She nodded and said, “Okay, see you in a bit.  I'm so bloody nervous.”  I smiled and nodded in agreement and she nodded back as she skipped off.  Well fine, she didn't skip but you know what I mean.
 
   I sat with my back to the stage and pulled out my sticks and started air drumming as I looked around.  Matt was right.  There was at least one person with each group of equipment.  I smiled at James, who had finished his soda and was rocking again, staring off into space.
 
   Across from me was a woman sitting on a small monitor amp that had a pearl black Fender beside it.  I tried not to stare but what little I could see of her profile was begging to be admired.  She had straight black hair and a decidedly Asian look to her face with it's delicate features and large almond shaped eyes.  I couldn't tell if it was Chinese or Japanese heritage.  But her slight figure and modest breasts were highlighted by the tight band tee she was wearing.  Her makeup was done darkly and it only drew your eyes to hers and her lips.
 
   I looked away as she started to turn toward me.  I felt like a creeper staring and didn't want to get caught.  I continued to drum the air and then lowered my hands to drum on my thighs as I played the drum part of J8's ‘Thursday Nights’.
 
   I heard someone humming the vocals beside me. I glanced over and James was still rocking, but his face was very animated now with excitement.  How had he known what I was playing?  It is extremely hard to identify songs with just the drums.
 
   I smiled at James and moved from my leg to one of my drum cases and played louder.  His voice rose to match, from a murmur to a clear falsetto.  He sang ‘Thursday Nights’ with a smile on his face, and excitement in his eyes that were focused somewhere in space.
 
   I started getting into it and lent backup vocals to James.  I glanced over and saw that cute gal had sat up straighter and was looked between James and me, studying us.  She cocked her head at me then she shrugged into the guitar strap.  I blinked because that's when I realized she only had one arm... her left, which had a fingerless knit glove on it, like a sleeve.  She adjusted a knob on the little monitor amp and she started playing the guitar... with one hand.
 
    She shot a shy smile my way and looked down when I smiled at her.  It was cute!  Good lord, the woman was barely simplifying J8's chord progressions.  I didn't know it was even possible to play a guitar with one hand until now.  I was fascinated.
 
   We sounded pretty good.  I pulled down my snare from the top of the stack and put it in my lap so I could play better.  She chimed in on the backup with a strong alto.  I don't know why I expected a soprano, but it was like warm honey in the wind.
 
   I whipped my head to the left when someone joined into our jam on the keyboard.  There was a young man, maybe nineteen smiling at us all and adding to it.  By the midpoint of the song, there were six instruments and twelve people singing.
 
   We'd all stop singing at the power notes that James executed so very well.  He had projection and just radiated a joy of music that was so very refreshing.
 
   Then all too soon it was over and we all applauded James.  When the musicians all stowed their instruments, he went back to just rocking with a slack look on his face as he stared at nothing at all.  I said, “You did great James.  You have a brilliant voice.”  I did catch the slightest quirk of a smile from him before it faded.
 
   I chanced a glance over at the guitarist as she unslung the guitar.  I pocketed my sticks and stood and walked over to her.  I bit my lower lip not knowing how to strike up a conversation.  I felt useless.  That was about the extent of my social skills.
 
   She looked up without really looking and just muttered, “Get a good look.”
 
   I blinked.  “Umm... sorry?  What?”
 
   She made eye contact this time she looked mad and... ashamed?  “Gawk at the gimp.”
 
   I blinked. “Oh.  No.  I was just curious how to play with one hand, that was pretty cool.  Is there a method or are you self-taught?”  I noted the right sleeve of the tee was pinned to her side, it didn't seem she had any stump or anything.
 
   She squinted at me for a very long time.  Well maybe it was only a second, it just felt like time was stretching on.  I really wanted to know and I didn't give a platypus in a sauna how many arms she had.  Finally, she looked away from me with a shy smile as she reached for the guitar again and slung it over her shoulder.  She said softly, “It is actually called 'Finger Style', and it was developed for amputees or people who didn't have full use of one hand.”  She strummed a few bars.
 
   She looked up at me, probing me with her chocolate brown eyes.  I nodded and asked, “So how do you both finger a chord and strum?” I was watching her fingers intently so I didn't blush at her scrutiny of me.
 
   She scrunched up her face a bit and said, “Well it isn't really as simple as that. Here watch.”  She started the intro to ‘4Ever’ by the Veronicas.  I watched her hand closer and she started exaggerating her finger movements.
 
   It seemed that she would pick with any free finger she had just below her other fingers that were expressing a chord.  In some cases, it would be the same finger in a slashing, pressing move.  I realized I was grinning like a bloody git when she caught my eyes and smiled then looked at her own hand.
 
   I said, “That's brill.  I could play and drum with the other hand if I learned that.  How long did it take to learn?”
 
   She paused and looked away then said, “A second lifetime.”  There was a haunted tone to it.  She shook her head then tilted it and really looked at me as she played.  “Mei.  Mei Hammond.”
 
   I smiled at her. “Kacy Green.”
 
   She smirked. “You're different Kacy.”  I cocked an eyebrow.  Was that a good or bad thing?  She shook her head and looked away toward James, who was humming again.  She clarified. “You're the first person I've met that wants to know about my music rather than my arm.”
 
   I looked at her arm then said slyly, “It looks okay to me.”  She snorted and I grinned that I was able to make her do that.
 
   She said, “Don't be dense woman.  My other arm.”
 
   I looked at her in mock confusion and leaned in and whispered behind my hand over dramatically.  “You don't have an other arm.”
 
   She bumped shoulders with me with a huge smile on her face as she played.  “I know I've only just met you, but I think I'll label you as a smartass Kacy, I hope that's okay.”
 
   I gave her a cheesy grin, I liked her.  “Better than some labels people have applied to me.  I'll take it and wear it like a badge of honor.”
 
   She smiled and stopped playing a moment to turn up the amp a bit as her eyes kept sweeping over to James.  He started singing the refrain of the song as she continued playing.  Then she looked at me quickly then away.  “Your friend has an awesome voice.”
 
   I looked over at him as he sang to her music as he rocked.  “James?  Yes he does but he isn't my friend, I've never met him, I just overheard his name earlier.”
 
   She looked between the both of us.  “How did you know he could do that?”
 
   I shrugged. “He started humming along when I started practicing.  When I heard his voice, I didn't want it to stop.  Then you lot joined in his jam.”
 
   She finished the song with James then unslung her guitar and leaned it against the equipment she was next to.  She motioned to the grass.  “Have a seat.  I take it you are competing?”
 
   I nodded as I sat and she slid off the amp to sit in front of me.  I said, “I'm with Purple Horseshoes.”
 
   She chuckled at the name and teased playfully, “You sound proud of the name.”
 
   I closed my eyes and bit the tip of my tongue to suppress a smile.  “We may or may not have been a bit tipsy when we came up with the name.  But at least it makes you remember us.”  I gave a hopeful grin.
 
   She shook her head with a 'poor Kacy' look.  I reached out and shoved her right shoulder, then asked.  “You?  What's your band?  Will we be facing off with you today?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, I'm not in a band... anymore.  But my little brother is.  He's with Haunted Lullaby. “  Oh hey, I've heard of them, they play on the local pub circuit.  She added, “I just volunteered to watch the gear for them while they scoped out the competition.  I'm just here for moral support, I don't do too well in crowds.  I don't like all the staring.”
 
   I nodded.  “I'm not too good with crowds either.  I always feel so anxious and awkward.  But once you get me talking, I babble on.”
 
   She smirked. “Well you are awkward... but it's a great look on you.”
 
   I blushed and tucked some of my honey streaked brown hair behind my ear.  I started to ask another question when four guys came walking behind the stage area, showing the guards their participant badges and walked up to us.  A boy with Strong Middle Eastern features, decked out in black leather, his short black hair spiked with bleached temples, held his fist out.  He looked to be in his late teens or early twenties. The other guys started grabbing the stacked gear with practiced ease and started hauling it toward the stage.
 
   Mei bumped his fist and stood so I stood too.  She said, “Robbie, this is Kacy, Kacy, my snot-nosed little brother, Robbie.”  I awkwardly greeted the bloke.  He was about my height, which was a big contrast to Mei.  Now that she was standing I could feel a blush on my cheeks for some reason when I saw how tiny she really was.  I had no clue why that should make me blush, maybe because I was feeling self-conscious about my height.
 
   I looked between the two, they looked nothing alike and had obviously dissimilar heritages.  I asked her, “Step brother?”
 
   She shook her head and smiled. “What? Can't see the family resemblance?”  They both gave me toothy grins and leaned their heads toward each other.  I suppressed a laugh, I was obviously not the first person to ever ask.  She let me off the hook. “We're both adopted, as are our other brothers and sisters.  We've got a kick ass family.”
 
   That sounded pretty cool.  “How many Hammonds are scurrying about?”
 
   Robbie answered, “Three brothers, three sisters, and mum and dad.”
 
   I noticed the other woman came back with a couple of other ladies, they started taking gear too as she leaned down and talked to James.  She put a sandwich in his hand and she said something about getting him a good place to sit to watch.  As she led him past us, I smiled at him and held a hand up.  “Up high James.  Thanks for jamming with us.”
 
   The woman started to scowl at me but then James gave me a high five without looking at me then he sort of looked down as they walked.  Mei did the same as me and he again gave a high five and sort of hugged his sandwich.  The woman tilted her head to look back at us as they walked.  I put her at ease. “He has a beautiful voice.”  She smiled and turned away as she lead him around the stage.
 
   Mei started to grab some of Robbie's band's gear.  I grabbed a keyboard case to help out.  Robbie grinned. “Aren't you the enemy?”
 
   I snorted and covered my mouth.  Mei, the evil woman, looked like she was going to burst out laughing at that.  I tried to look composed as I said, “Not yet, we're going up against Omen in our first round today.”
 
   We chatted as I handed the case up to his bandmates on the stage.  He looked at his sister as we went back for the last of their gear.  “You really should be up there with us Mei.  The guys would love to have you.”
 
   Her mood darkened and she looked almost angry as she said, “I'm never going back up on stage.  Not like this.”  She slapped her right shoulder.
 
   This didn't seem to phase Robbie as he shrugged and said, “Invitation is always open.  You can really shred sis.  You're still brill on the axe.”
 
   She was silent as we got the last of the gear and handed it up.  I realized the guitar was her brother's as she handed it up.  Then Robbie held out a fist to his now silent sister.  After a moment, she exhaled and bumped his fist with a small smile on her face.  Then he looked over at me.  “It was nice meeting you Kacy. Hopefully, we never meet on stage, it would be a shame for my band to trounce yours.”  He gave a toothy smile.
 
   I smiled at him and shook my head.  Mei was rolling her eyes at him and swatting at the air.  “Stop flirting with my friend and get out of here Robbie.  You're on in five.”
 
   I smiled at their antics as I walked to our equipment and slid down to the ground, my back to the stage.  To my surprise, Mei slid down beside me.  I was suddenly aware of how feminine the woman was and I got self-conscious.  I said without looking,  “Didn't you want to be out front cheering him on?”
 
   She shook her head slowly.  “Not particularly, not a crowd person remember?  Besides, these are the best seats in the house, almost on top of the stage.”  Then she bumped her left shoulder playfully into mine.  “Trying to get rid of me?”
 
   I sputtered, “No.  I mean.  I just thought... I... I thought you'd cheer him on.”
 
   She tilted her head and her smile slowly spread. “You really are as socially awkward as you say.”  Then she looked away and smiled.  “Far too cute.”
 
   Now she was saying stuff just to get to me.  And it was working.  I blushed and looked at my feet as I tapped them together nervously.
 
   I glanced over and she looked concerned.  Then she said,  “Relax.  Tell me something about you nobody knows.  We're complete strangers who will probably never see each other again so you can feel safe about it.  It would be a cathartic release, sharing with someone.”
 
   I really liked this woman, she was so random.  Then I realized she was right.  We'd probably never see each other again.  That was sort of sad since I could see becoming friends with someone like her.  Besides.  She was hot.  There I said it, are you happy now?
 
   Just then a little girl, maybe five years old, wearing a pink dress with white and yellow daisies embroidered around the hem came around the stage.  Her black hair was in a braid behind her, and her dark chocolate skin complimented the dress, giving a far too cute impression.  Her eyes widened and she ran over to us.
 
   Mei's arm arced out and swooped the little girl into her lap.  She was nothing but smiles as she played with the pinned down sleeve of Mei's shirt.  The little girl asked, “Are you coming sissy?  Mummy is saving a seat right up front.”  She pointed without looking, I saw a woman watching her with an eagle eye from the corner of the stage by the guard, she may as well have had a giant neon sign that read Mum pointing at her.
 
   My new friend looked down at the little one and said, “No you little runt.  Let mum know I'm just hanging out back here with a friend.  Can you do that for me?”
 
   The little girl said excitedly, “Okay.”  Then she hopped up like she was on springs and ran off the way she came.
 
   The proud look on Mei's face when she looked at me showed me that she loved the little girl.  “My baby sister, Angie.”
 
   I smiled back.  “Well, she's darling.  That little dress was almost cuteness overload.”
 
   She nodded in agreement.  “I know right?  I swear mum has some sort of compulsion to dress us all like little princesses when we were small.”  Her eyes drifted to the corner of the stage.  “She's going to be a heartbreaker when she grows up.”  I really loved the diversity of her family.  I again thought of my brother and wondered if Michael was happy.
 
   I was knocked out of my thoughts when Mei prompted, “So.  What's something people don't know about Kacy?”
 
   Before I could answer, the judge for the stage started speaking over the PA, it was Marjorie McClellan.  I chuckled. “Saved.”  She shook her head with a smug grin, letting me know I wouldn't get out of it that easily.
 
   Doctor McClellan said, “Thank you, everyone, for joining us for the start of round three of the Roctoberfest competition!”  People cheered and she recapped the competition and the rules.  Then she announced that this round the bands would be backing up none other than J8 herself, singing ‘Pickpocket’.
 
   The crowd went crazy.  I was suddenly interested in watching, I was girl crushing out about J8.  I looked back and Mei turned around and got on her knees and pulled the stage backdrop up slightly and peeked through.  She grinned at me and whispered, “I love J8.”
 
   I nodded and joined her.  Standing not more than two meters from us was June Harris-West herself.  Decked out in a fusion of punk and pop regalia.  The crowd was going insane.  She stood in front of her mic with her mother's legendary guitar slung over her shoulder.
 
   She lifted a fist into the air and the cheering doubled. Then she simply lowered her head and the crowd just settled down, letting her guide them.  I exchanged an excited look with Mei then we turned back to our spying.
 
   She started stomping her foot and the drummer started up and she jumped into the air and slammed out a chord when she landed.  The band kicked in and she started singing.  I have been around dozens, if not hundreds of singers but the stars that were sponsoring this competition made it plain that they were on a whole different level.
 
   We all love the music, but they embody it.  You had no question in your head in this competition, why each of them was signed to London Harmony or Harmony Trax, they were just that good.  June herself was no exception.  She owned that stage.
 
   I was impressed with the band.  It was an all girl band, Reflections.  The woman from before, James' sister, was on keyboards.  I winced at the drummer.
 
   She was good, but she kept getting caught up in the excitement and kept speeding up the beat.  Not so much that most would ever notice, but myself as a drummer felt it as the fingers I was tapping on my thigh were falling behind at times and I knew I was keeping time right.  June caught it too and I noted that whenever the drummer lost time June would start stomping her foot with the precision of a metronome and the drummer would slow back down.
 
   I doubt anyone else noticed it.  Well maybe Mei, she kept looking between the drummer, June, and my fingers tapping my hip.  We rocked out like fangirls behind the stage. We chuckled at each other when it was over.
 
   Then there was the reset and Robbie's band, on the closer side of the stage prepped.  June nodded to the band and their drummer tapped out the beat above his head with his sticks.  Again June was in the air and thrashing out that first chord to start the song off.
 
   Robbie was pretty good, but I thought Mei was actually better.  I liked the dynamic of this band better than the last.  When it was over, both Doctor McClellan and J8 agreed and Robbie's band,  Haunted Lullaby, walked away with the win but no Half-J unless they win the second round of the day later.
 
   I helped them load up their gear on their carts and they headed off toward the south stage.  They would be playing again around four in the afternoon.  We said our goodbyes and Mei hung back for a second.  “So... ummm.  When does Purple Horseshoe play?”
 
   I looked at my mobile for the time.  “About a half hour.”
 
   She smiled and wandered off. “Good to know.  Break a leg.”  She waved her arm behind her and I found myself profoundly sad to see her go.  Well seeing her go wasn't bad at all with the way her hips swayed.
 
   Carol stepped up behind me and bumped hips.  “Hey.  Whatcha lookin' at?”  She handed me a cola.
 
   I blushed and diverted the topic.  “So how's competition?”
 
   She shrugged and we slid down the back of the stage to sit on the grass by our gear and sipped her drink.  “A lot of the chaff has been weeded out the past two weekends.  So there are some pretty decent bands competing today.  I think it is going to start getting rough.”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, the competition on this stage was already stiff, but Haunted Lullaby took it.  We'll be able to hear one more battle before we're up.”
 
   The other band, Reflections, walked past with their gear, their spirits low.  They'd have to be about perfect with their second performance to move on.  I just held a hand up as high as I could as I sat there with Caroline, and James absently slapped it.  I looked at his sister and said.  “Chin up.  You ladies did great, I'm sure you'll kill it on your second showing.”
 
   She cocked her head at me like she was trying to figure me out.  Then she smiled and said, “Thanks.”  Then she nudged her chin toward the stage.  “Good luck.”  I nodded with a smile back and we watched them go.
 
   I turned to Caroline again and she was grinning.  “Making friends?”
 
   I shrugged then said, “I guess.”  I brightened. “Oh, there was this one girl.  Mei.  She...”
 
   I paused as Mick and Animal came walking up, Mick was laughing and Darin was blushing.  She looked down at us and pulled our shaggy friend down with her to sit with us.  “What up my ladies?”
 
   I winced and she shot back a toothy grin.  “I know, shut up.  It sounded better in my head.”
 
   Carol was in evil mode and said past me to them, “Kace was just telling me about a girl she likes.  Her voice got all breathy when she said her name.”
 
   Darin was looking toward the river with a scowl as we saw Matt making his way through the crowd toward us.  I asked, “What's up Animal.”
 
   He shook his head and said in his deep baritone, “Matt was getting really chummy with his old band-mates.  At the lower stage.  I thought they all hated each other.”  We all watched him approaching.  “He's been getting more and more bossy.  This is Caroline's band, not his.  I think I'm going to have a talk with him.”
 
   Mick murmured to him, “In the works babe.  After Roctoberfest.”  He blushed and nodded and was silent.  The next two bands started playing as Matt reached us.  We all turned and peeked under the stage backdrop to listen to the bands play with Rayleigh this time.
 
   I exhaled in relief, that would mean we'd get either Tabby Cat or Teri Blue if they were rotating the stars around the stages.
 
   The first band Tattered Memories was actually scary good they took the round easily from September Grove.  As soon as they had their gear off the stage, we started setting up and the collywobbles set in.
 
   I forgot all about my nervousness when Matt assed out again.  “Don't drag me down again on this Carol.  You were off tempo last round.”  No, she wasn't, she was tapping her foot perfectly in time with me and I know I was spot on.
 
   I blurted out before Mick could.  “Stop being such a bloody wanker.  We're all in this together and we support each other.  It isn't about any one of us, we are a team, a band.”
 
   He pointed at me and said, “Just don't screw up and I won't have to find a better band.”
 
   Mick got in his face. “You want to say that fucked up shit to me?”  He backed off and I almost smiled at Mick, but I was feeling like Matt was just fracturing our group and making what should be the time of our lives, a chore.  I couldn't wait until Roctoberfest was over and we could have that talk, get things back to how they used to be.  Just a group of friends having fun.
 
   Mick wouldn't let me carry my own bass drum, she set it up for me.  Then we did a few test chords and tuned the gear.  I saluted the other drummer on the other side of the stage with a drumstick, the bloke saluted back with a smile.  Then we all seemed to take a mutual deep breath.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – It Was All Going to Hell
 
   Marjorie McClellan introduced us and the other band, Omen, then Teri Blue.  Then she went over the rules again.
 
   Teri looked divine with her flawless ebony skin and her straightened black hair tied up in a bun with black and gold chopsticks holding it in place.  Her signature blue silk kimono and heels just made her look so exotic to me.
 
   Carol looked back with a cute smirk and mouthed one of her favorite taunts, “Need a sponge for your chin?”  I was not drooling! ...much.  What?  I really love women.  Leave me alone.  I crinkled my nose fiercely at her.
 
   We sat and watched Omen carefully, to see what they did right and what they did wrong as they played Teri's love ballad, ‘Drifting’.  She was not a power singer, but she could hold delicate notes like they were gossamer threads and support them for extraordinarily long measures, then end them in trills or modulated transitions.  London Harmony had a knack for finding artists with a unique signature to their vocals.  Teri's flavor of pop music always had your hips swaying as you savored the notes.
 
   I was impressed by their drummer.  Their weak point was their bassist.  He had a tendency to slow down and speed up the tempo between the bridge and refrain.  It wasn't bad, but since we were being judged on a point system today, technical aspects like that could mean the difference between moving on and going home.
 
   I inclined my head to Mick, who nodded back, she had heard it too.  She was really good at ferreting my bass out of the band to keep her on task.  My job was the most important, not for the music itself, but for being the band's metronome and keeping everyone on tempo.  They were attuned to me when I would emphasize certain beats when any of them drifted, like a conductor.  They could only keep time as well as I did.
 
   The crowd cheered and Teri got them to settle, then she turned to look at us with a beaming smile.  How can these stars have so much self-confidence?  She nodded once at me with a little wink and I tapped out a beat on my sticks and we began to play.
 
   This one started out slower, almost a classical slow bluesy feel before it picked up to a racy pop number.  I couldn't stop the smile that always took over my face when I played.  When the beat picked up, I blinked at a person standing in front of the stage smiling and bobbing her head to the beat.  It was Mei!
 
   I gave her a huge smile and pulled my left hand out of a roll and continued it with my right as I pointed the stick at her.  She grinned and tilted her head back as she danced with the song.  I caught myself playing just for her.
 
   I was having a blast.  I would have been hard-pressed to think of a time our band meshed together better.  The only thing I noted was Matt simplified a couple chord progressions, possibly to not take the chance of missing one.  I was confident at the end as I slammed the crash, snare, and double bass three times at the end of the number.
 
   The crowd seemed to agree and cheered loudly.  Teri stepped down to Marjorie and filled a form out.  They compared notes and Teri strode up on stage and played the crowd.  “What do you all think?  Is it Omen?”  She leaned her shoulder into the big bloke on the lead guitar and the crowd cheered.  Then she stepped over and leaned her back against Mick's playfully and asked, “Or Purple Horseshoes?”  The crowd went wild and we all just grinned like bloody gits.
 
   She stepped to the middle of the stage and said, “We agree with you.  Purple Horseshoes wins this round, four point nine to four point six.”  She looked back at us with a smile. “Congrats, you were brilliant.”
 
   We all high-fived each other as Teri Blue got back off the stage and headed south through a throng of fans asking for autographs.  I was sad, I didn't get hers like I got the others.  I grinned at a smiley Mei.  I tilted my head backstage as we all started hauling our gear offstage so the next group could set up.
 
   She was waiting by our carts when we brought the first load back.  She had an impressed grin on her face.  “Congrats, you can really wail the skins, Kacy.”  I crinkled my nose at her then turned to introduce her to the band.
 
   I paused, Matt was laying into Carol.  “We lost that tenth because you didn't support me at the transitions.”
 
   Animal was physically holding Mick back who had fire in her eyes.  Carol timidly said, “If I had known you were going to take the safe route instead of the following the sheet music, it wouldn't have happened.  We won, be happy with that.”  Then she added quietly, “It's my band, not yours.”
 
   He almost spit out as he said, “Fine, I'm out of here.  I was leaving your asses anyway.  My old band and I had a talk today, they are taking me back.  They have a better chance at going all the way than you tossers.”
 
   Mick had made it past Darin and was right in his face.  “Good riddance you wanker.  Now sod off or I'll toss you out on your arse!”
 
   He grabbed his guitar and cables and shook his head at us. “Yeah, sick your pet bull dyke on me.  You don't...”  He didn't finish his sentence due to the solid punch Mick landed to his face.  He staggered back and then scrambled away toward the front.  Muttering, “Fuck you all,” through the hand he had covering his bleeding nose.
 
   Crap.  We were screwed without a lead guitar.  Caroline is good but not good enough for lead.  She was crying and Mick and Animal were both consoling her.  I laid a hand on Carol's shoulder and then looked sheepishly at Mei, who was just staring at the display with wide eyes.  I said, “Sorry.  You didn't need to see all our drama.  He's been getting too self-absorbed.”  I looked around. “Umm... I can introduce you to them later if I haven't scared you off.”
 
   She shrugged. “No worries.  What are you going to do now?  Wasn't he your lead?”
 
   I nodded.  “We'll make due.  Maybe we can get our old lead to drive to London to help us out.”  I knew that it probably wouldn't fly even if we found him right away, since it was a two and a half hour drive and the city was so congested because of the competition.  We were on again in three hours.
 
   I wished that they had staggered the two performances over the three-day period instead of the same day.  But I understood why they didn't.  They could have logistically done it one of two ways and this was the simplest way.  Plus it kept the insane number of spectators down if they were here for only a third of the bands per day.
 
   She nodded then helped us as we silently got the rest of our gear off stage and secured it.  Then we started dragging it toward the next stage,  I made the introductions as Caroline got on her mobile to try to locate David.  She and Mei exchanged nods.  I swear poor Darin was going to die of terminal shyness as he blushed.
 
   I almost died when Mick almost purred, “Mmmm... Asian cuisine is mighty tasty.”  With all the innuendo she could stuff into it.
 
   I pried her hand out of Mei's while I blushed and slapped Mick's shoulder.  “Settle down woman,  she's mine.”  Then I blushed again and looked at Mei in panic. “I mean, she's with me... she's my friend... I...”
 
   Mei was almost bouncing as she grinned. “Keep digging Kacy, it's cute.”  Mick was ready to burst out laughing at me.
 
   I shook my head and buried my face in my hands. “Oh, I hate you all.”  I gave a warning look to Caroline, who kept looking at Mei's sleeve as she spoke with someone on her mobile.  By the look on her face when she hung up, it wasn't good news.
 
   She started going through her contacts on her mobile as she said, “David's flatmate says he's on holiday in the Americas and won't be back for two weeks.”  We all sort of deflated, then she said as she found what she was looking for.  “I'm going to see if that awesome tinker over at Broken Note has a lead on a guitarist on short notice.”
 
   I nodded, that was brill.  Isabelle was the woman who worked on all of our equipment and kept it in good repair for us.  She looked like a character who stepped right out of an anime, and was the co-owner of the most popular instrument repair shop in London.  I keep hearing rumors that she is seen all around town with that new one-woman band pop sensation, Abigail Addison.  If she had contacts like that, then we might have a chance.
 
   After a minute, she didn't look optimistic as she rang off.  “Apparently we aren't the first, or even tenth people to inquire about the same thing the past couple weeks.  Roctoberfest has so many people filling out their bands in the hopes of making it big with London Harmony.”
 
   That was disheartening.  Mick gave Carol a reassuring squeeze of the shoulder. “There's nothing for it then.  We just need to make it through today.  We had a close to perfect score so even if we drop a couple points in our second, we can still make it through.  Then we'd have a week to scout out the best of the guitarists in the bands that were already eliminated.”
 
   Carol smiled. “That's brilliant Michalea.”  Mick narrowed her eyes menacingly and Carol blushed. “Mick.”  The scary lady grinned at her.
 
   With that plan of action, we relaxed a bit.  Even though we knew, odds of us making it to the next round were slim.  We started talking, most of the conversation was around Mei and how we knew each other.  Carol finally broke. “I'm sorry, I know this is rude of me.  But how did you lose your arm Mei?”
 
   Mei's bubbly demeanor hardened and her voice chilled.  “Landmine.  I don't really talk about it.”
 
   I was waving Carol off with my eyes.  I really liked this girl and didn't want to chase her off, I thought we could get to be great friends.  Caroline nodded. “That's okay.  I'm just overly curious at times.”
 
   Mick wiggled her eyebrows and said, “Oooo you're curious are you?  I can show you what you're missing.”  We all shared a laugh at Carol's intense blush and the ineffectual slap on the shoulder she gave our tall friend.  That lightened the mood though I was overly anxious that Mei was uncomfortable.
 
   I looked down when a warm hand grasped mine.  She whispered, “Don't sweat it, it's alright.”  Oh, good god, I was trying really hard not to make a fool of myself as I felt warmth flooding through me.  I just looked toward our destination, making sure not to look down at our hands.  Oh crap, I'm supposed to breathe right?  I exhaled.
 
   Then I asked, “So, what does Mei do for a living?
 
   She chuckled and said, “Well from what I hear when she isn't being groupie and roadie for her brother's band, she works the phones at the UK Landmine Relief Foundation.”
 
   I looked at her quizzically and she smiled and shrugged. “It is a humanitarian foundation to raise the awareness of the millions of abandoned mines that are killing thousands of innocents each year.  It organizes groups that help detect abandoned minefields and clear areas for development or farming.”
 
   I couldn't help looking at her empty sleeve then quickly away.  Then wondered if she were a spokesperson for the foundation since it sounded like she was one of the victims.  She must have read that and shook her head.  “No, I don't like being in front of people.  I avoid them whenever possible.  I just work the phones.”
 
   She squeezed my hand. “And you?”
 
   I winced. “Nothing as meaningful as you.  I feel like a sodding poser next to you.  I scrape by on the gigs Purple Horseshoe lands around town.  Music is pretty much my life.”
 
   She shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that.  Following a passion is not a bad way to survive.”
 
   I was wishing she'd stop flashing me that crooked half smirk smile.  It was like like a ten on the cuteness scale and I couldn't afford crushing on yet another girl I couldn't have.  Rein it in Kacy, she can make a brilliant friend.
 
   When we flashed our participant badges and stowed our gear on the lawn behind the stage.  Carol offered to stay behind with the equipment this time saying, “I'll just hook up my monitor and practice since I'll have to play lead.”
 
   We nodded at her and I smiled, she was probably the most dedicated of all of us in the band, she loved the band.  Well, it made sense I guess since she was the founder.  Mick grabbed Darin's arm after he nodded then headed off to scope out some of the bands. “No, you don't, you're with me Animal.”  She shot him a smile that made the poor shaggy man blush as they wandered off.
 
   I let go of Mei's hand and stepped away to give Carol a hug, telling her, “It's gonna work out okay C.”  She nodded though her eyes didn't look sure.  I asked, “Want me to stay and give you a beat?”
 
   She shook here head. “No, I'm right.”  She whispered, “Besides you have a cutie waiting for you.”
 
   I blushed and shook my head and whispered my defense, “She's a friend you evil woman.”  She shrugged her disbelief and I stomped off like a pouting child.  Well fine, I just walked back to Mei with a smile on my face.
 
   I prompted, “Scope out the competition with me?
 
   She shook her head. “Not really much for crowds.  Feed me and I could be persuaded.”
 
   I nodded enthusiastically.  She grinned. “Brill, I saw food pavilions this way.”  And she was off.  I hustled after her reaching out for her hand to slow the silly bird down, and hesitated realizing I was reaching for her right side instinctively.
 
   I didn't want to look foolish with my hand there so I just hooked a belt loop of her jeans with a finger and hauled back so I could walk by her side.  She chuckled at me and shot me a smile.  I must have blushed the whole way to the food vendors.
 
   I didn't let go of the loop and she didn't seem to mind at all.  I kind of liked having a connection to her and she seemed to walk closer to me with me doing it.  After a short wait in line at the Mobile Kitchen food cart, I bought us some pulled pork sandwiches and some drinks, and a third in a bag to bring back to Carol.
 
   I snagged the belt loop again and dragged her through he crowds to behind some bushes where we had some relative privacy.  She giggled the whole way because I was being silly and not letting her fully catch up.
 
   We sat and started eating.  We sat cross-legged in front of each other and used our laps as tables.  She took an overly huge bite of her sandwich and sat it on her lap then stuffed the bite in further with her fingers.  Her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel's and she grinned and started chewing and said through her full mouth,  “You owe me one thing about you that nobody knows.”
 
   I bit my tongue through my smile at her antics. Then made a show of taking a lady size bite of my meal.  She grinned through her chewing again.  I thought about it a minute.  There wasn't much that my band mates didn't know about me.  They were my pseudo-family.  I said slowly, “My band mates, my friends, think I'm three years older than I am.”
 
   She stopped chewing with a confused look on her face and then swallowed.  “How so?”
 
   I shrugged. “I ran away from home when I was fifteen.  I found Caroline and her band through a flier at Broken Note.  They were looking for a drummer.  They took me in.  They all took turns letting me crash at their flats the past ten years.  They are my real family.  Nobody ever came looking for me, and that lent some credence to me telling them I was eighteen and just looked young for my age.”
 
   I stopped and looked down at my sandwich.  “God, this is the first time I've ever told anyone I was a runaway.  But it is sort of a relief as you said.”
 
   She tilted her head at me, but not in a judging way.  “Did you finish secondary school then if you ran away at fifteen?”
 
   I shook my head, feeling a little shame. “No...”  Then I quickly defended, “But I did take my GCSEs when I turned sixteen.  I passed.  I wasn't a bad student so it wasn't all that hard.”
 
   She nodded then smiled and took a more human sized bite of her food.  I felt the need to let her know I wasn't a lounge about sponging off of friends.  “I have always helped with expenses and am in a program now, the Flotilla Project, to get myself into my own flat soon.”
 
   She tilted her head and had a look of distress on her face as she reached out quickly to grasp my hand.  “Hey, there's no need to defend, no need to feel bad.  As I said, this is just two strangers sharing, no strings attached.  It's like a free ticket to drop some baggage.”
 
   I was acutely aware of her thumb stroking the back of my hand and the heat of her fingers in mine.  I almost got lost in her dark eyes and then just nodded slightly.  Then she let go of my hand, I could feel the absence of the heat right away and felt sort of alone for some unfathomable reason.
 
   She scooted closer so our knees were touching then she opened her mouth to take a giant bite of pulled pork again and I grinned. “Your turn.”
 
   She chewed and swallowed, looked at me and the sandwich, then stuck her tongue out at me and set the sandwich back on her lap.  “Fine.”  Then she scrunched up her face in thought.  “One thing...”  Then she froze and stared at her hand.
 
   She looked up at me and bit her lower lip then inhaled. “Okay.  I still have nightmares every night.  She looked down at her right side.  Everyone thinks they went away a few months after the accident.  And I hate that it is still punishing me.”
 
   She flexed her one hand. “It took my joy away from me, my music.  My brother's band was mine, I loved being on stage and making music, seeing people having fun listening.  But now I get anxious in crowds, anxious around people, scared of sleeping and reliving it all again.”
 
   I nodded at her and cupped her cheek.  She sighed and then exhaled.  She looked up suddenly with a forced grin.  “Let's eat.”  I bounced my knees on hers, smiled back, and took a Mei sized bite of sandwich which got her giggling.
 
   We talked throughout the meal, just learning about each other.  A useless exercise really since we most probably would never see each other again.  I really liked her, liked sharing with her.  Part of me was sad.  It was nice sharing things with someone, no strings attached.  But the more she shared, the more depth she seemed to have to me.  I silently wondered if she would be interested in hanging out after today.  Plus, she was so bloody cute.
 
   She kept making incidental contact with me.  My gaydar was usually fine-tuned, but she was putting off mixed signals, or maybe I was reading more into things than was actually there.  I figured nothing ventured, nothing gained as we walked over to listen to a band.
 
   I took my finger out of her belt loop, where it was starting to feel natural and crossed over to throw away my empty beverage can into a bin.  Then held my breath and took her hand.  Good lord almighty, I may have melted into a puddle when she just stared intently forward as she laced our fingers.  The black and grey striped knit sleeve was between our palms and the heat of our fingers warming each other.
 
   I was all kinds of bashful as we stopped to listen too, and dance to Rayleigh singing with two bands.  They were pretty good and I wasn't sure they awarded the win to the right band.  But then Mei explained to me, “The other band was maybe technically superior with their instruments, but they were playing over her.  The concept of a backup band is to lend support to the artist, not to draw the focus away from them.”
 
   Huh.  I didn't even think of that.  We just sort of instinctively played to the strength of Caroline's vocals.  She had such a great voice.  I started wondering if we played over her but doubted it.  We had been together for so long we all instinctively played to her strengths.  Well except el douchebag who stormed off.  Good riddance.  I worried though that he'd have the last laugh.  I was afraid that we were going to see the last of the competition today.  It was all going to hell.
 
   Then we made our way back to Caroline, with me holding onto my belt loop.  Oh lord, I was claiming her belt loop now.  Like she was reading my mind, she grinned down at my hand then bashfully at me as we rounded the back of the other stage.
 
   We flopped down beside Carol on the grass.  “Hey,”  I prompted as I handed her the bag of food.
 
   She made a relieved sound as she grinned eagerly into the little sack.  “I love you woman, I'm so bloody hungry.”
 
   I made a silly face and then we all just sat there taking in the park around us as she ate.  I remembered to take a breath every once in a while as Mei sat back to back with me, supporting each other.  Caroline kept looking intently between the two of us with a smarmy smirk.  I'll have to remember to kill the woman and bury her in a flower bed later.  I blushed at the scrutiny but just basked in the heat of Mei's body contact with me.
 
   To my delight, she hung out with us until it was time for our second performance.  She was funny and kept me laughing.  If you didn't know better, you would have thought the three of us were old friends how she seamlessly added to any conversation.
 
   I was nervous up on stage with Tabby Cat.  I was in my element though, Tabby had that awesome fusion of thrash and pop that reminded me so much of Penny Franklin.  That meant lots of drums and cymbals!  I was in the zone as I wailed on the skins and bass.  I friggin' loved playing!  I caught a nod of appreciation from Tabby.  It made a silly smile spread on my face.
 
   My smile doubled when I saw Mei hiding in her corner at the front of the stage, rocking out with us, with a smile for me on her face.
 
   We were first to perform this time, and that compact Tabby Cat showed us why she was a superstar.  Every single note was pitch perfect, her tempo was spot on.  And she had more projection than a little thing like her could possibly possess.  There probably wasn't a band in the world that could play over that woman.  She strutted around the stage with a big smile on her face the whole time.  Her copper hair and eyes that matched, giving her an exotic look.  They had to be contacts.
 
   Caroline played the best I had ever heard her, she had a look of determination on her face the entire performance.  Her solo was a little flat though, it was a bit too fast, to intricate for her and she simplified it.  She always said she was rhythm guitar because she just couldn't pull out the dynamics needed for lead.  She came close though.  So we hoped we scored high enough to move on.
 
   When we finished and the crowd was applauding, we all swarmed Caroline to give her a group hug.  She was nothing but grins.
 
   The other band, Audio Brush played, and our hearts sank.  They were good.  Really good.  We cheered with the crowd and gave them little head tilts of acknowledgment.
 
   We stood there and closed our eyes and nodded as the judge, that huge Wookie from before and Tabby handed the win to Audio Brush.  We scored a respectable four point seven though to their four point eight.
 
   Tabby gave the winners all hugs then walked over to us and gave us hugs too.  She was such an outgoing person.  I blushed when she said to me, “That was a kickin' beat.  Good job.”
 
   It was like a funeral march from there.  As we started clearing our gear from the stage.  Mei again was right there by my side, helping us.  She said to us as we lashed our equipment to the cart, “Chin up.  You lot have an impressive combined total.  You may still move on at the awarding of the Half-Js Sunday night.
 
   There was a slim chance she was right.  We tried to cheer up as we loaded the equipment into Mick's truck then headed back to watch Mei's brother play.  Mick held us back as Darin led the way to the proper stage, people just instinctively parted the way for him.  Then our black-haired friend asked in a hushed voice,  “So, Animal would be a good catch right?”
 
   My face hurt so much with the huge smile I was sporting.  “I knew it!  You're sweet on him!”
 
   Caroline looked worried, and I understood why, knowing Mick's propensity for sleeping with someone and discarding them.  But there was something in the way she was looking at Darin.  It reminded me of how my breath was catching every time Mei touched me.  She truly liked him.
 
   She caught Carol's hesitation and said, “It's not like that.  The past few month's I've sort of... I don't know.  He's...” Then she got a soft look on her face I had never seen before. “I'd let him call me  Michalea.”  She smiled.
 
   Carol blurted out, “Bloody hell!  You're smitten!  I never thought I'd live to see the day the great Mick was tamed.”
 
   Mick stepped closer to her and gave a smoldering, suggestive look down at Caroline that would have melted even the straightest girls panties and Carol swallowed and blushed.  Mick said in a purr, “Nobody tames me.  But I'm thinking I really want to tame Animal.”
 
   Then she got a look on her face like she was unsure of herself for once in her life and she asked, “I mean, he's cute right?”
 
   I was nodding.  “Yes, he is.  I think you'd make a smart couple so long as you don't dump the poor bloke.”
 
   She grinned in relief then turned and ran to catch up with the man, yelling, “Hey you sodding plonker, slow down.  It's like your head is always somewhere else.  I swear you need a keeper to knock some sense into you!”  She looped her arm in his.
 
   We all shared a grin. Mei's face got serious and she whispered to us, “Was it just me or did anyone else have the sudden urge drop their knickers with that look she just gave Caroline?”
 
   Carol grinned sheepishly and admitted, “I thought I had.  Bloody hell.”  We all laughed and followed Mick as she pulled her man along.  He didn't know it yet, but he was her man now, heaven help the poor bloke.
 
   We snuck behind the stage.  Well, not much sneaking was involved since we had our badges.  Then peeked under the backdrop as Mei's brother played for J8.  They won, so would be moving on to the next round for sure.
 
   Then all too soon it was time to head out before the last performance and traffic got insane.  Mei walked us to the truck where Animal headed off to his car.  But not before Mick told him firmly.  “You're picking me up at my place at eight.  You are taking me to dinner.”
 
   The poor man didn't know what to say so he just smiled and nodded.  We waved to him as he headed off.  Then we started laughing as Mick said to herself,  “I'll have him trained up in no time.”  She looked around at us.  “Hey now, don't make me start on you lot too.”
 
   Mei comically said, “I'd say 'yes ma'am' if I didn't think you'd take it as permission.”
 
   Mick winked at her. “Wise woman.”
 
   Mick and Caroline slid into the truck, leaving me alone to speak with Mei in private. I was suddenly bashful.  She said, “Well I guess this is goodbye.”
 
   I nodded and looked down.  “Unless... unless you want to hang out sometime.”  Then I rushed out.  “We have a gig at O' Riley's tomorrow night if you want to come.”
 
   I glanced at her and she was smiling.  She nodded once and held her mobile out.  I typed in my number.  She said, “I don't really like clubs. Too many people, but sure, I'd like that.”
 
   We both smiled and looked down then I almost jumped out of my skin when Mick honked then hung her head out the window.  “Good lord, do I have to do everything?  Now kiss and say goodbye and we can get going before I die of old age.”
 
   I stared at Mick in shock, could she possibly embarrass me any more than... bloody hell... what was I thinking?  Wait, how does my brain work?  All I knew were the bright lights swimming in my vision and I felt like I was on fire.  It was all heat and desire as I realized Mei's delicate lips were on mine.  I sighed into the gentle kiss and she was gone.
 
   I stood there for a few seconds with a silly grin on my face watching her almost skip off, her arm swinging.  Until brain function was restored with Mick honking again.  I flipped Mick off, to her delight, and slid in beside Caroline, who looked like she wanted to run around hugging teddy bears and draw little hearts on everything.  I whispered, “I hate you both.”
 
   Caroline just hugged my arm and laid her head on my shoulder as she sang, “Kacy and Mei, sitting in a tree...”  I elbowed her in the gut, which just set the two women off in a fit of laughter.  I hate myself for smiling at their antics.
 
   I got my gear stowed in my storage unit and said good-night to the ladies and then as I walked up the gangplank to the Dragon Lady, my mobile started chirping away.  I looked down to see Mei  Hammond on the screen.  I clamped my mouth to stop an excited squeal and scampered into my cabin as I answered, “Hello?”
 
   She said in an offhanded tone, “Bored.  Say words to me.”
 
   I snickered. “Yes ma'am.”  Then kicked back on my little bed and put my feet up on the shelf that went around the room.  We talked for hours.  I got up and made a snack at one point then laid back down.  I had to plug my mobile into the charger as I spoke as the battery was ready to give up the ghost.
 
   We talked about everything and nothing and I wound up dozing off around two in the morning.  I shook myself to keep my eyes open then grinned like a loon when I heard gentle snoring on her end.  I just sat and listened to her sleep until her battery died.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – My Own Flat
 
   The next morning I was in a bloody good mood.  Even though we were most likely out of the competition, I couldn't help smiling at my conversations with Mei.  I took a quick shower and stared at myself in the mirror.
 
   For the most part, I don't think about my looks.  But I just stared, looking side to side, seeing every single imperfection in my face, wondering if I were pretty.  I'd never be classically pretty like Caroline, or have the hard beauty of Mick, and especially not the delicate beauty of Mei, but I thought maybe I could be passable if I tried.
 
   I held my straight honey streaked hair up in a bun and looked side to side.  I made a face at myself then stuck out my tongue and let my hair drop.  I sort of liked my brown eyes.  They were slightly large for my face and I felt they gave me a slight doe-eyed look.  My nose was too pointed for my taste and I always wished I had a more button shaped nose like Caroline, or maybe a graceful one like Paya Doshi's.
 
   I smiled at myself.  Okay, my smile was cute.  I can work with cute.  I made a silly face at myself and mussed up my hair.  I grinned.  That was stupid, Kacy.  I went about brushing my hair again.  I took the time to actually put it in a braid.
 
   It had been a long time since I did that, or even could do it.  My hair was finally long enough to hang just past my shoulders and braid again after my ill-advised attempt to look cool with a buzz cut.  Note to all, I don't look good without hair.  The only plus was that Carol and Mick always ran their fingers through my stubble up until I had enough hair for a pageboy cut.  Which made me look like a thirteen-year-old boy with breasts.
 
   I checked my mobile as I took it off the charger.  I had two text messages.  One from Paya saying she'd be by in a few minutes to take me out to look at a couple flats.  And...Oooo a text from Mei.  “Thx for the talk last night.  Was fun.”  With a smiley.
 
   I shot back an “I had fun too.  See you tonight at O' Riley's?  Got to scope out flats today.” With a  smiley of my own, naturally.
 
   She shot back. “Sooo bloody bored.  Take me with?”
 
   Faster than I thought my fingers could move I responded, “Okay.”
 
   Then she responded, “Brill.  I'll be there in ten.  You said the Flotilla right?”
 
   I nodded.  She can't see you nod Kace.  I typed, “Yes, on the Dragon Lady.”
 
   Then I panicked.  Oh lord... cute, I needed to look cute!  I rummaged through my clothes and went with a pair of tight capris and a nice white blouse I tied at the waist.  I slid on my converse and looked in the mirror again. Shite.  Umm... makeup.
 
   I applied light makeup and lip gloss then actually put in some small hoop earrings.  I rarely wore earrings, except studs every once in a while to keep the piercings open.  I looked at my shoulder bag and then my mobile was chirping away.
 
   I answered, trying not to pant through my panic. “Hello?”
 
   She said, “Hey.  I'm here but like, which cabin are you in.  There isn't a directory or anything I can see.” I popped my head out the door five feet from her and gave her a cheesy grin as I rang off.  She paused and smiled.  “Wow, you look great.”  I blushed and looked at her as she walked up and I held the door open for her.
 
   Of course, she looked cute and stylish with her torn jeans and faded Amber LaLanie tour shirt that had the empty sleeve pinned to her side.  She surprised me with a quick peck on the lips as she passed by.  My blush doubled.  Come on Kace, don't be lame, say something.  “Thanks.  You look fantastic too.”
 
   She looked around the cabin and smiled.  “I've read about the project, but I've never been in one of the barges.  I expected, I don't know, something like the slums described in that unauthorized biography of Tabitha Romanov.  But this is bloody brill.  It's like living on a cruise ship.”
 
   I grinned and nodded.  I didn't know someone did a biography on Tabby Cat, I'd have to check it out.  I looked around.  “I agree, I was surprised when I moved in.  This is nicer than my bandmates flats.  I'm sad it is just temporary.”
 
   She stepped up to me and looked up into my eyes, I was lost in her pools of chocolate.  I felt her warm breath on my face she was that close.  It was driving me crazy.  Then she took my hand and I reached out with my other hand and snagged her belt loop.  She swung us gently side to side as she seemed to examine me, especially my eyes.
 
   The silence was deafening and I could hear my pulse hammering in my ears when she crinkled her nose cutely and started leaning up for a kiss.  Then eeped and we jumped apart at the knocking at my door.  We looked at each other, cracked up, and I opened the door.  Paya Doshi was there with her eyes on her pad.
 
   She glanced up and did a double take.  Then she gave a sly grin, “Am I interrupting?”
 
   I said, “No,” at the same time Mei said, “Yes.”  Then we glanced at each other and I blurted, “Yes,” as Mei said, “No.”  Paya looked about to laugh and I gave her a shrug. “Maybe?”
 
   She giggled like a damn chipmunk at us then said, “You ready?  We got a plus one?”
 
   I looked between the two exotic women.  Bloody hell, I'm only human, why am I being punished like this?  To stop myself from drooling like a tosser, I said quickly, “Yes.  Paya Doshi, this is Mei Hammond.  My umm...”
 
   Paya cocked a sculpted brow and prompted with humor in her voice, “Friend?  Girlfriend?  Butter for your bread?”
 
   Mei snorted and said, “Yes, that last one.”  They were two evil teasing bints.
 
   Paya held out her hand and paused looking at Mei's empty sleeve.  Then before Mei could get her left hand awkwardly into her hand, Paya grabbed the end of the empty sleeve and shook it, to my horror. “Pleased to meet you, Mei.”
 
   To my surprise, a small smile started to grow on Mei's lips and she inclined her head at Paya.  “A pleasure to meet you as well.”  Then added, “You're an odd duck aren't you?”
 
   Paya made cute duck lips then said, “Quack quack, now let's get a move on ladies.  Kacy's new flat awaits somewhere in the city.”
 
   I snagged my bag and we headed out and I locked the door behind us.  Mei cutely thrust her right hip out to me and I snagged her belt loop.  We all grinned and made our way down to Paya's black SUV with tinted windows.  It looked to be something government agents or the Men in Black would drive.  But it still seemed to fit the little woman to a T.
 
   We slid into the back seat and Paya didn't say a word though she had an evil, wicked gleam in her eyes.  She looked at her pad then said, “The two studio apartments are in Paddington since you said you wanted to stay near Central London.  The first one is on Portchester, the second on Queensway.”
 
   Then we were off.  Paya made pleasant conversation as I tugged playfully on Mei's belt loop.  Our legs were touching since she chose to sit in the middle seat instead of on the other side from me.  Then we pulled up in front of an old apartment block.  You could see some of the brown and tan bricks of the building had been replaced in years gone past after damage from the Blitz in the great war.  I mentally gave Hitler my middle finger.  There were so many buildings just like this throughout the heart of London.  Some repairs were seamless, some they just repaired with whatever materials were readily available.
 
   She spoke as we walked up two flights of stairs to the third floor.  I swallowed at that, thinking about my drum kit.  A woman was waiting on the third floor in a smart business suit.  She glanced at her watch and smiled at our Indian Brit guide, “Miss Doshi, punctual as always.”
 
   Paya transformed into a no-nonsense business woman before my very eyes as the women spoke abut the studio with each other while the woman unlocked a door.  Paya turned to us.  “Kacy Green, Mei Hammond.  This is Mrs. Smythe, she is the superintendent here at the Tennison as well as various other buildings contracted with Slingshot.”  We exchanged greetings and she showed us around the little, furnished, single room studio.
 
   Then she motioned to the two doors on the side.  “The right one is a walk in closet with a decent amount of room for storage.”  Then she motioned toward the other door. “As per the requirements of the Slingshot Program of the Flotilla Project, a private bath.  It is small, but you would still have the use of the shared facilities on each floor as well.”
 
   I pulled Mei over to the window.  I sort of didn't want to let go of her belt loop, it was starting to feel natural to me.  The flat had a view of... the backside of another apartment block.  Oh well.  I asked the dreaded question.  “Is there a storage room for tenants on the ground floor?”  The woman shook her head.  We took another look around the small space, which was about the same size as my cabin.  Though it did have a little more counter space in the kitchenette.
 
   We shook Mrs. Smythe's hand and Paya informed her we would let her know by the end of the day.  Then we were trudging back down the stairs.  Then Paya, happy mode version one, was back as she said, “I hadn't thought about lugging your equipment up two flights of stairs.  Perhaps the next one will be better, they have a freight elevator for tenant use.”  I guess it was obvious why I asked about storage.
 
   The next studio was on the fourth floor of a rustic apartment block, was a little smaller with only a small closet but did have a private loo.  But for how tiny the space was, I was in love with the view.  It had a single window you could step out of and onto a tiny little patio, with a cute wrought iron railing.  There was just enough space for a small chair or two.
 
   Mei stood beside me with her mouth open in surprise and wonder just like mine was.  The view of Hyde Park was spectacular.  There wasn't room on the patio for Paya and the super, Mr. Vinter to stand out on it with us.  We stepped back across the window sill and I looked around the space again.  If I stacked the drums in one corner by the tiny standing kitchenette and mini fridge, I'd have room for a futon or hide a bed couch and a coffee table.
 
   I asked, “Are there storage units available?”
 
   The Dane nodded. “Each tenant has a four square meter cage in the basement for storage.  Larger spaces are available for an additional fee and there is a waiting list.”
 
   Then Mei asked, “Are all the rooms in the building this small?”
 
   She shook his head. “No, just on the top floor here, where the dormers limit space.  But the trade-off is that they are the only rooms with a patio.”
 
   One of my legs was nervously bouncing up and down, thumping out a bass beat, as I looked around.  It could be my flat, I could see it in my head.  I glanced out the window at the park.  I didn't need a lot of space.
 
   Paya just looked at me expectantly and I bit my lower lip and grinned and nodded.  I didn't trust my voice not to crack.  The woman turned to Mr. Vinter and smiled. “She'll take it.”  Then she was producing some paperwork from the stylish leather bag she had over her shoulder.
 
   She was in business mode as she explained the standard forms and contracts to the Super.  How his agency would receive the subsidy cheque monthly from Slingshot and the Flotilla Project for half the rent, along with me paying a flat fee of two hundred and fifty quid a month, which included utilities.  There was no way I'd ever be able to afford anything in this area without the help of Slingshot.  Again I felt that this housing program that Tabitha Romanov had created was a godsend to people like me.
 
   He signed everything and then she had me sign.  Then he produced a lease agreement.  She looked it over to verify the changes were made to accommodate the requirements of Slingshot.  They both signed it then handed it to me to sign.  I stared at it.  I'd have my own flat if I signed.  As long as I lived here, they couldn't adjust the rent nor change the terms of the lease upon future renewals.
 
   I smiled at Mei who seemed to be enjoying my anticipation.  I licked my lips and signed.  Mr. Vinter smiled and took his copies and Paya took the ones for Slingshot.  The man shook my hand and gave me a set of keys.  “Welcome to the building Miss Green.  The rules of the building are on the back of the lease agreement.  Your storage cage is 4B just like your room number, you supply your own lock.  Coin-op laundry is in the basement by the cages.”
 
   I was nodding like a fool as he shook Paya's hand and left the room.  I could do this, I could finally be an adult.  I had my own place now.  At twenty-five.  Pathetic I know, but I was excited.  Paya's eyes twinkled like she was going to cry and she gave me a hug.  “Congrats Kacy, you have a home.”  She really loved this part of her job, I could tell.
 
   She released me then I impulsively hugged Mei, who stiffened then seemed to melt into the hug.  I felt her body against me like a raging fire.  I whispered, “I have my own flat.”
 
   We broke apart and she was grinning like a ninny.  “Yes, you do.”
 
   I looked at the barren room.  “Help a girl move tomorrow?  I have all of four boxes.”  I looked around. “I'll need furniture.”  Then I grinned. “An adventure then?”
 
   She sighed. “I hate being out in public but since you asked so cutely, I'd love to.”
 
   Paya tilted her head toward the hall.  “Come on, I'll give you a ride back to the Dragon Lady.”  I nodded and took the offered belt loop from Mei and she dragged me off behind the other exotic woman after I locked the door to 'my' flat.
 
   On the way back to the Flotilla, I looked over at Mei with a silly grin.  She crinkled her nose. “What up buttercup?”
 
   I snorted and said, “Nothing.  I'm just really happy.  Even if my band is eliminated tomorrow, I think I'll still be smiling.  I have a flat of my own and a new... friend.”  She was grinning now too.
 
   Paya had to tease, we gave her too big an opening. “Ah, nothing cuter than new love.”
 
   I tried unsuccessfully to defend. “We're just friends woman.”  Then Mei cutely laid her head on my shoulder.  I looked down into her sparkling eyes and smiled.  “You're not helping our cause lady.”
 
   She just laid there grinning and offering no help until Paya practically shoved us out of the vehicle before we came to a full stop.  “Out with you now.  I have another person's day to make.  No rest for the wicked.  And I am wicked after all.”
 
   I nodded in staunch agreement.  “Yes, you are.”  Then I softened.  “And thank you, you are an angel from the heavens.”
 
   She winked at me and said, “I'll have to tell Tabs that, I haven't heard her snort in days.  It has been a pleasure Kace, good luck.  Remember to be out by the end of next week so we can get another person into your cabin.  Now be a good girl and say 'Bye Paya.'”
 
   I chuckled. “Bye Paya.”
 
   We waved as she drove off and Mei looked up at me with a silly smile.  I narrowed an eye at her and asked cautiously, “What are you on about now?”
 
   She shrugged and leaned up to me, her eyes on my lips, I'd have been a daft fool if I didn't lean down.  She kept a millimeter between our lips, even when I leaned in.  “Your friend am I?”  I nodded, almost panting.  “Do you kiss all your friends?”  I nodded, but then my brain caught up and I shook my head.  Then she whispered, “Good.”  And she kissed me gently, her lips so soft and her scent so arousing.
 
   She smirked and started walking toward the barges, I was knocked out of my happy place when I found myself dragged along by her belt loop like it were a tether between us.  I'm not stupid, I followed like a puppy dog.
 
   We stepped into my cabin and she said, “Let's celebrate, then you can feed me.”  Then she added, “Then I better get home to get ready to go out to watch this drummer gal I met, perform tonight.” I nodded and smiled into the kiss she was gifting me with.
 
   That had to have been the most sensual, sexual, arousing, snogging session ever.  I was afraid we were going to melt a hole in the deck it was so hot.  My body was humming and I realized I was so very happy, like never before.  She upped the ante and got some over the sweater action involved too.  She had a talented hand.  But she wouldn't let me reciprocate and I noted she kept her right side turned away.
 
   I stopped and looked into her beautiful brown eyes.  “Don't shy away.”
 
   She smiled and shrugged.  “We've just met.  I've never been so forward before.  You don't look at me like I'm a freak...  And you're fucking cute.  Let me adjust.”
 
   I nodded and cupped her cheeks and she closed her eyes and I gave her another gentle kiss on the lips.  She opened her eyes and grinned, nudging her head toward the door.  “Feed me?”
 
   I nodded and scrunched up my nose.  “You eat like a construction worker.”
 
   She feigned shock.  “Is that any way to talk to a lady?”
 
   I mocked, “Must... not... answer...”  She slapped my shoulder then grinned and stepped back.  “We'll never get anywhere with you heating me up like this.”
 
   I grabbed my bag and found myself connected to her belt loop as we walked out.  I said, “Your vehicle?  Or we can walk.  I don't have a car.”
 
   She prompted, “Any place good close?”
 
   I nodded and said, “Cavendish's Cafe is just down the lane.  It's like an old time soda shoppe from the Americas.”  I swung her hips by the belt loop as we walked, which only made her smile and lean against me as we walked along.
 
   We arrived at the fifties looking diner with its bright reds and chromes everywhere.  As we stepped in and were immediately greeted by an enthusiastic waitress, Olive.  She was always working the weekends.
 
   She was grinning like she had a secret when she looked between us.  She whispered to me as we slid into a booth ans she was handing us menus, “You might want to freshen up though her shade looks cute on you love.”
 
   I grabbed the chrome napkin holder and looked.  Bloody hell.  I smiled at the innocent looking woman opposite me and asked, “Why didn't you say anything?”
 
   She shrugged in an exaggerated fashion and said, “Just staking a claim.”  Which made the burn of a blush heat my cheeks and the back of my neck.
 
   I shot her a playfully indignant look. “Be back in a flash.”  Then headed off to get her decidedly pink lip gloss off my face.
 
   I took a moment to stare into the mirror after I cleaned up.  Trying to see what Mei was attracted to.  I sighed, it was best not to question my good fortune.  I peeked out the door at her reading the menu.  She was so far out of my league.  Then I bit back a giggle when I added “And a great kisser.”
 
   I marched back out to slide back into the booth across from her.  Her feet were instantly playing with mine.  I blushed again when I saw Olive leaning on her elbows at the ice cream bar, her fists tucked under her chin.  She had the kind of dreamy expression on her face as she watched us that made you wonder if a bunch of cartoon animals were going to jump out at any moment.
 
   I smiled at her and she hustled over with her order pad.  I've seen her act that way around other young couples.  I had no doubt she was addicted to romance books and musicals.  She looked between us.  “What can I get you, ladies, today?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – The Gig
 
   Later that night, I was out by the curb with my drums, as Mick pulled up with Carol.  Mick hopped out and said, “Give me some sugar.”  I gave her a hug, then she slapped my butt to get me going in the truck when I tried to start loading my drums into the back.  I squeaked out a gleep and giggled as I hopped in beside Caroline, rubbing my arse.
 
   Carol squinted an eye. “You do that on purpose don't you.  You know she'll never let us do anything physical if she can help it.”
 
   I defended poorly, “I do not.”  She grinned and I broke. “It's nice to have someone want to take care of you sometimes.”
 
   Then she bobbed her head down to her shoulders and squinted as she admitted, “I know, me too.”  We watched Mick move my drums into he back like they were toys then she joined us.
 
   She looked between us and squinted. “What's the topic?  My arse again?”
 
   We chuckled and I said, “No.  Just that we love you.”
 
   Quick as ever she didn't even miss a beat on her reply, “Well, of course, it can't be helped.”
 
   Caroline added, “And modest too.”
 
   Mick rocked over and bumped the blonde's shoulder, causing her other shoulder to hit mine.  Then she asked as she pulled us out into traffic,  “You two eat yet?  You know how much energy these gigs take out of you.”  Then she added, “Darin and I didn't get anything to eat today.”
 
   We blinked at that, she really was going after the poor bloke.  The twinkle in her eyes was something I had never seen.  I really think she was smitten.  There is a first for everything under the stars.  Then she Mick-ed out and added with a purr, “He really is an animal.”
 
   Caroline said like a radio announcer, “Aaand she's back.”
 
   We all laughed as I studied Mick and then said, “You're really serious about him aren't you  Michalea?”
 
   She concentrated on the road for a few seconds then nodded once.  “I'm getting tired of the revolving bed.  I'm not getting any younger.  I've been trying to get his attention the past couple years, but I swear the bloke is clueless and possibly the shyest man it the world.  I figured the only way to get him was to corner him and claim him.”
 
   She blushed a little then crinkled her nose and whispered, “I think he likes it.”
 
   We were all grins and conspiracy.  Then I said in an incredulous tone,  “Bloody hell, are we all growing up?  A decade late?”  They looked at me.  I explained, “Mick getting serious about a real relationship, Caroline entering us into the competition in an attempt to get us a professional gig instead of playing bars and clubs.”  Then I grinned. “And me getting a flat of my own for the first time in my life today.”
 
   They both snapped their gazes to me at that last one and their smiles bloomed.  Carol said, “That's brill Kace!”
 
   I smiled and said excitedly, “It is a tiny little studio that actually has a view of Hyde Park!”
 
   Mick asked, “Moving party?”
 
   I blushed and said, “Mei was going to help me move my four boxes, but I'll need help with the drums?”
 
   I said it as a question.  She didn't even miss a beat.  “Of course.”
 
   I grinned.  “We can all have a little flat warming party after the competition announcements tomorrow night.  I'll feed everyone.  I'll also need to find a futon or hide a bed sofa tomorrow too or we'll all be sitting cross-legged on the ground.”
 
   Caroline said, “Done and done.  Maybe I can get the nerve to ask Ian.”
 
   Mick shook her head.  “All you have to do is ask Car, the answer is already yes.  Anybody would have to be off their nut to say no to you.”
 
   I nodded.  “She speaketh the truth.”  My mobile buzzed and I smiled at the text from Mei saying she couldn't wait to see us perform.  Which only got the manky bits with me laughing and teasing me.
 
   We picked up some burgers and devoured them in the truck on the way to O' Riley's.  We started unloading the gear as the last of the daylight retreated over the horizon.  We'd be on in less than an hour and play the seven to ten shift, then they'd have a half hour switch over with piped in music until Queen's Due started playing.
 
   Animal materialized from the night to help unload and grinned at us all.  Then the poor bloke almost blushed to death when Mick said, “Give me some sugar, Animal.”  Pointing at her lips.  He gave her a kiss and we all said, “Awww.”
 
   Mick cocked an eyebrow at all of us.  We suppressed our grins and started pulling the carts into the Irish dance club.  I felt like hugging anyone and anything when Animal whispered to me as he passed, carrying the amp like it weighed nothing.  “I've got a girlfriend.”  I smiled and he added, “And she's hot.”  I hustled to keep up with him as I grinned.  Then I burst out laughing when he looked a little worried and said, “And she could probably snap me like a twig.”  He hopped up on the stage at the side of the dance floor.
 
   A small hand covered my eyes and I melted as I caught Mei's arousing scent.  “Guess who.” I spun around and grinned at her.  She reached up and ran her hand along my braid.  “Nice.”  I bit my lower lip then asked with my eyes and she tippy toed a special delivery kiss onto my lips.
 
   Then she asked, “Could you guys use a hand setting up?”  She opened and closed her one hand, punctuating the bad joke that made me snort anyway.  I blushed and said, “Sure.”  Before we could say any more, Mick appeared behind her and grabbed her hips and lifted her effortlessly up onto he stage.
 
   This got a squeak and a giggle out of my almond-eyed obsession.  We chatted as we set up my drum kit.  Picking up our earlier conversations like no time had gone by.  I loved how seamless it was, and no effort expended.  I could speak with her forever and never get tired of it.  The place was starting to fill up.  Mei gave me a surprise kiss that left me tingling. “For luck.” She hopped down to find a table to watch from.
 
   Caroline was not just our front woman but our lead guitar for the night.  She stepped to the mic, “Hey everyone.  We're the Purple Horseshoes, let's spread a little luck of the Irish tonight!”  People cheered and I laid down a beat as she shouted out, “One, two... One, two, three, four!”  And we started rocking out to a cover of ‘Slapped’, by Leather and Heels.
 
   I watched Mei hiding along the wall in a back table as she smiled and rocked out with us.  I absently wondered if she realized just how graceful and feminine she moved.  Her shiny black hair seemed to be alive as she banged her head to the beat.  Flying up like a lion's mane.
 
   I swear her eyes were locked on mine the whole night.  I would single her out by pointing a drumstick at her on slower parts and she'd always get silly.  She was a ball of fun.
 
   On our hourly ten-minute breaks, we would all join her at her table.  I was happy that she felt comfortable talking to my friends.  I don't know why I worried.  It turns out she can speak fluent innuendo, to Micks grinning delight.
 
   When our shift was over and we broke down our equipment before we joined Mei at her table again, with our equipment stacked at the back door.  When it was my turn to buy the rounds, I went up to the bar, Mei tagged along.  She admitted, “I really like your friends Kace.”
 
   I smiled back at the table and nodded.  “Me too.  I seriously couldn't imagine my life if I hadn't met them.”
 
   As we waited for the bartender to return with a round of beers, a couple blokes slid in next to us.  The bigger of the two, who looked to be a rugby player with a buzzcut said, “Hiya sweetheart.  Saw you up on stage there.  You want maybe to give us a private performance at my place later?”  I'm pretty sure he thought he was smooth.  But what did I know, maybe that was smooth, he was handsome and maybe straight girls fell for lines like that.
 
   I shook my head. “No,  But thanks.  I'm here with my girl here.”  Hoping he'd take the hint.
 
   I think I insulted him judging the grimace on his face and his snide remark, “Bring her too, she's probably a bint too.”
 
   Then his buddy added, “Yeah if anything, she'd be ok for a handjob.”
 
   I was about to spit venom when the big guy's eyes bulged and he made a squeaking, pained sound, his chest pinned against the bar.  Mick was behind the wanker with one hand grasping the back of his neck and the other reaching between his legs from behind. She had a handful of his male business.
 
   She was all smiles, not drawing attention as she said into his ear, “Bad move, these two belong to me.  Now be a good little bitch and apologize to the nice ladies.”
 
   When he didn't do anything, she made a show of tightening her grip below.  He let out a gurgle of pain and whispered, “I'm sorry.”
 
   She said, “There, that wasn't too hard now was it?”  She used her grip on his neck to shake his head for him.  The bloke was turning positively purple.  Then she said as she saw the bartender returning with a tray of beers, “Now piss off.”  She gave one last squeeze down below and let the guy go.
 
   She gave the bartender a pleasant, and innocent looking smile as the big guy collapsed, hitting his chin on the bar and falling backward to be caught by his buddy.  Mick looked at the guy then at the bartender and said, “Some guys just can't hold their alcohol.”  She then took the tray from him with a smile.
 
   Mei's eyes were wide as we hustled behind our friend, calling out to her, “I think I want to have your babies.”
 
   I chimed in, “Stand in line.”
 
   Mick gave us a lecherous grin and a wink as we reached the table.  She put the tray down in front of Animal and Carol then pointed at her cheek. “Well then, give us some sugar.”  Mei and I gave her a kiss on the cheek and we all sat.  Mei snuggled into my side then asked everyone, “Do you mind if I steal this lovely lady from you for the night?”
 
   I shook my head sadly at her.  “I have to get my drums into storage.”
 
   Mick, who was busy slicking back animal's mane with one hand as she guzzled a beer in the other made a shooing motion.  “I've got yer shit String Bean.  I'll just have to load it up again tomorrow to drop it at your new place.  Go.  Have fun with your lady.”
 
   Mei looked like she had just won the lottery and I gave hugs and kisses all around.  I acted aloof. “Well, I guess if I must.”
 
   Mei looked back at the bar. “If it is that much of an imposition, I think I know a couple guys who would hang out with me.”
 
   I put my forehead on hers.  “Don't you dare.”  Oooo... her lips were just right there, so I took advantage of it.  I had accidentally declared her my girl earlier hadn't I?  And she didn't complain.  I gave her a gentle kiss.
 
   We grinned at each other then waved at our friends and she offered her belt loop then dragged me out of the club.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Landmines
 
   When we made it outside into the crisp October air, I moved my hand from her hip to around her shoulders when she leaned in for warmth.  She was such a  tiny thing, I bet she froze in like four seconds in the winter, there is no way she could store much heat in such a compact package.
 
   I took a second to look at her clubbing gear.  She opted for almost all black including a black leather jacket.  She had that knit sleeve on again.  And she opted for some black sneakers instead of flats or low heels.  It was all purr worthy.
 
   We walked up to her car.  A small yellow Prius C.  I had never really seen one of the compact Priuses before.  It was cute, like her.  She paused before she reached for the door.  “Want to take a walk?  Or do you want to drive around a bit?”
 
   I saw her shiver.  “Its nippy out tonight, let's go for a drive?”  She grinned and hopped in and I heard the door unlock and slid in on the passenger side.  She hit the power button and we were soundlessly on our way.  As odd as it sounds, that was the first electric vehicle I had ever ridden in.
 
   I wanted to hold her hand but as it was the only one she had available to drive with, I snagged a belt loop.  I caught a little quirk of a smile at the corner of her mouth when I did.  I tugged at the loop to let her know I had caught her.  Then her smile bloomed as she glanced over at me.  “I know it's weird, but I like it when you do that.”
 
   I showed a toothy smile. “Me too.  Makes me feel connected.  Close... I don't know, I sound like a bloody git.”
 
   She chuckled and shook her head.  “Not at all.”  Then she tilted her head in question as she watched the road.  “How do you do it?”
 
   My brow furrowed.  “Do what?”
 
   She shrugged. “Make me feel like a normal girl.  You somehow wormed your way around all my shields that took five years to construct.  You got me coming out in public.  You got... close... when I swore I'd never let anyone in.”
 
   I tugged her belt loop.  “It was all you, not me.  You're easy to talk to... and hot.  I can't believe you want to associate with a schlub like me.”  I grinned then leaned toward her to touch shoulders for a moment.  Then in my best approximation of Mick's deeper voice I added, “And you are a normal girl.  You say you're not and you'll have me to contend with.”
 
   She playfully shuddered.  “Wow, you do her voice well.  It has the same ummm... interesting  impact.”
 
   She glanced at her right shoulder then the road and I yanked her belt loop hard.  “Hey!”
 
   She scrunched up her nose at me cutely.  “Fine!”
 
   I said as she pulled us into a car park with a view of the Thames. “So tell me more about your family.  From what I've seen of the diverse mix so far, it must be pretty brilliant.”
 
   She turned to face me in her seat and she snagged one of my hands in hers, stroking my thumb with her own and I grabbed her opposite belt loop.  Good lord, I was lost in those dark orbs that seemed to want to pull me in and consume me.
 
   She shrugged and said, “Not much to tell.  Mum and dad met in the Physicians Peace Initiative.  They were always flying off to some cause or another.  Since mum couldn't have children of their own, they decided to adopt.”
 
   She smiled a little. “Back then, they were in Taiwan, working with setting up vaccination programs in smaller villages and helping to set up clean water supplies.  Mum says that when they were doing vaccinations in one of the orphanages, it was love at first sight.  She saw this baby girl and just knew they had found their first child.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders.  “Of course dad says having children of your own is addictive and you can't have just one.”  She chuckled a little.  “I think someone needs to teach him moderation, but mum is just as bad.”
 
   She tilted her head and released my hand to run her hand along my braid.  “So three brothers and two sisters later from just about every impoverished country out there, and we have the most amazing family ever.”
 
   I smiled at the thought.  Then she looked self-consciously at her right shoulder.  “They'd still be out there helping people if I hadn't been so stupid.”  She looked back at me and was silent. Mei looked to be making a hard decision, then she exhaled and nodded once to herself and then said, “After I had graduated, I split time between my band, Haunted Lullaby, and going on aid and peace missions with my parents.”
 
   She sighed.  “That's how we ended up in Mozambique with a group clearing landmines for villages to plant farms.  It is where we found my baby sister Angie.  We hung around after the area was deemed clear while my parents worked on the adoption.  I can't tell you just how adorable my soon to be sister was, the perfect baby girl.”
 
   Her eyes seemed to cloud and her face looked as if she were tasting something bitter as the memories swirled around her.  “I was in the new fields where they were planting cowpeas, playing football with some children.  The ball rolled off and a boy, Jelani, and I went running after it.  I still remember his triumphant smile as he got the ball first as I reached out to grab it.  Then the world blew up.”
 
   A single tear rolled down her cheek.  I wiped it away with my thumb and I cupped her cheek.  She was still in another world as her haunted voice continued.  I felt like someone had grabbed my heart and was crushing it at the despondent tone in her voice.  “He died in front of my eyes before I could understand what was happening as I was blown back away from him.  A mine had been missed in the sweeps.  His body protected me from the brunt of the explosion and shrapnel.  But my arm was still torn away from my body and I almost lost my leg.  I still hide the other scars on my left arm.”
 
   She leaned into my hand and closed her eyes, more tears flowed from her and me. “He was just a little boy.  Not even ten, and he's gone.  He's gone and I'm still here.  How is that remotely fair?  He hadn't even started to live yet.”
 
   She looked a little angry as she said, “That same mine, took my parent's life away, they stopped going out on peace missions as I went through recovery.  They stopped practicing medicine to care for me.  It wasn't until months later when I realized that I had died that day too when I was moved back in with my parents after I was released from the hospital.  Beside my bed at home, was my guitar.”
 
   She shook her head. “Music was the other half of my life, and I just stared at the guitar in one hand and it may as well have been a rock.  In one instant, the landmine has stolen four lives.”  She inhaled shakily.  “I think I may have done something drastic if it weren't for my brothers and sisters.  They didn't seem to care I was damaged, useless.  They loved me unconditionally.  They helped me chase the darkness away.  My brother took over in my band and I was on the sidelines, looking into a life that had once been mine.”
 
   She looked at her hand and flexed it then smiled.  “But after stumbling upon a video online of an ex-military street performer playing some old seventies rock on an electric guitar with one hand.  I had hope that one day I could get my music back.  I researched the man and found that there was a playing style called finger style that was designed specifically for people with the use of only one hand.”
 
   She grabbed my hand with hers again and compared the size of her delicate hand with long, graceful fingers, to my big bear paws.  A small smile creeped its way back onto her face and her eyes started to twinkle again as she laced our fingers. “Over the past four and a half years I found my music again.  I'm nowhere near my old skill level, but I can make music for my younger siblings.  It kind of gave me a small measure of hope again, seeing their little smiles as Robbie and I play for them.”
 
   I had to blink a couple of times then sputtered out, “Nowhere near your old skill level?  You were bloody brilliant behind the stage!”
 
   She blushed and said, “Still not good enough.  Maybe one day.”  I went to tell her just how good she was when she shut me up with a kiss.  We broke apart for a second and she giggled. “I go through all this effort to get you alone for my own nefarious purposes and you want to spend the time talking instead of...”
 
   She kissed me again, her tongue brushing my lower lip, coaxing me, asking permission to explore.  I sighed into the kiss and allowed her in, where she took control of me, gently probing.  She did have a persuasive argument there.  I surrendered to her and I found myself party to one of the most arousing, erotic, snogging sessions I could ever imagine.
 
   It was all a happy haze, at some point we had made it to the Flotilla and she had me down to my knickers and bra on my bed.  She made a woman of me a couple times already and I tried to turn the tables and take control and give as well as I got.
 
   She would let me run my hands over her tight little body over her clothes, and I even made her climax once with my leg pressing between her legs.  But she would push my hands away any time I tried to get them under her clothing or take her clothes off.
 
   She would reassert control and make it so very hard for me to think of anything but the pleasure.  She started sliding my knickers down my legs as she licked her lips seductively and I reached for the buttons on her jeans and she again pushed my hands away and started kissing down my belly.  Fucking A woman!  I growled and backed off.
 
   She pulled back and looked at me from where she straddled me, a hurt expression on her face.  I snapped at her, “Bloody hell woman.  You're making me feel like a pillow princess here.  I can't be that for anyone.  I want to give pleasure too!  God, I sound like a muppet.  Most girls would kill to let a hottie like you own them.  But I want to show you what you do to me and you won't let me.  If you let me, then I'd be your bottom anytime.”
 
   She whispered in the broken voice of a little girl.  “I... can't.”  I reached slowly forward and gently grabbed the bottom hem of her shirt.  I paused and dipped my head to look into her eyes in question.  I heard her take a deep breath then she closed her eyes and nodded.  I slowly pulled the shirt over her head, exposing the creamy skin I sought.  I bit my lower lip in want as I reached out.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Who are You?
 
   I looked down at Kacy.  My heart was about to beat out of my chest.  How did I get into this position?  How did she make her way past every defense I had?  God, she was beautiful.  I was really letting her see my shame.  She bit her bottom lip which just warmed me in all the right places.
 
   Then she reached out and I pulled back.  She gave me a reprimanding look and I froze and nodded once.  Then her hot hands were on me.  The look on her face wasn't that of revulsion or pity, it was a look of reverence, of worship, of wonder.
 
   I shivered as she ran one hand down my left side, and one along the ragged scars of my right.  I flinched but noted she didn't.  She leaned up and kissed me softly between my cleavage then blew on the wet kiss, causing goose-flesh to spread across my entire body, making me shiver with delight.
 
   I refocused on her, she had been talking.  I tilted my head in question, I could feel the heat on my face.  She repeated in a hoarse voice, “Too many clothes.”  There was hunger in that voice.  I smiled at her as her hands slid around my back and worked at my bra clasp.  I agreed and we started tearing at what little clothing remained on us.  I gleeped in joy as she flipped us like I weighed nothing to her and she was on top, pulling my jeans from my legs.
 
   I had only had two lovers in my life.  Terrance Gregory back in secondary school.  I felt so underwhelmed when we snuck away into his mother's greenhouse.  I lost my virginity to him, but I didn't feel the passion I though I should.  It wasn't until the following year when I met Julie that I found out why it lacked passion.  Men were not my thing as Julie demonstrated again and again.
 
   We had broken up the year of the accident.  She couldn't handle all the extended periods I was away on peace missions with my parents.  It was a civil breakup and I still think of her from time to time, whenever I feel alone.
 
   I looked at the tall woman who was making it her sacred duty to touch every inch of my body with awe in her eyes.  Miscellaneous shrapnel scars and all.  I smiled at the fact that I hadn't felt alone since the moment I met her.  To some, she may not be classically beautiful, but to me, she did something I liked a lot every time I looked at her.  I wanted to possess her and be possessed.  Her smile owned me, how else did I explain that she is the first person to see me unclothed since after the accident?
 
   She had this certain look I can't explain, a cuteness that coupled with that smile that was just so... perfect to me.  She got my motor running with just...  my mind fogged over and all thoughts were replaced with heat and passion as her talented mouth reached her intended target below.
 
   I had never made love like that before.  She brought me places I never knew existed and she was punishing me for not allowing her to please me.  She complained about not wanting to be a pillow princess, but she was certainly trying her best to make me one.  I growled, I just couldn't have that.  I turned the tables and straddled her.  Panting and sweating.  I whispered to her because I had no voice at the time, “Buckle up for round three Kace.”
 
   When we collapsed in each others arms an hour later, I smiled at the look of through satisfaction on her face and whispered to her in amazement, “Who are you?”
 
   She pulled me to her and her eyes looked to be watering as she just shrugged and whispered back, “Yours.”
 
   Wow.  I liked that answer more than I would care to admit.  I snuggled in and we drifted off into a pleasant sleep.  I heart me some Kacy.
 
   ***
 
   I was torn between laying on the ground looking at the bloody mess where my right arm used to be, or by a voice I was getting addicted to saying my name.  “Mei.  Mei, wake up, you're dreaming.”  I opened my eyes and I was laying on my side looking into brown eyes so deep it would take years to find their depths.  Her face was creased in concern and I just laid my hand on her cheek then smiled reassuringly and snuggled in.
 
   I whispered, “It was only a nightmare.  But you're here and it is all better now.”  She pulled me to her and I buried my face in the crook of her neck and inhaled her scent deeply.  Oooo there was a bare neck just right there for the taking.  I was no fool, so I went to work marking my territory and she squeaked and curled her toes.
 
   She giggled as I checked the mark I left for size and color consistency.  I pulled back and grinned at her.  I felt like a bloody schoolgirl around her.  Everything was new again.
 
   She smiled and kissed the scars on my right shoulder and sat up.  She gave me a demure look.  “Help a girl pack?”  Then she paused and sniffed and crinkled her nose.  “After we wash the smell of sex off ourselves.”
 
   I reached down under the covers and found my target between her hot thighs and said playfully, “In a minute, can't you see I'm working here?”  Her silence was all the agreement I needed as I headed under the covers.  Mmmm... now let's see what mischief I can get into.
 
   Soon we wound up giggling in the shower as we washed each others backs.  For some reason, I found that simple act more intimate than anything we had done prior.  It was a proprietary thing that you did for your lover, and only for her.
 
   She paused and then ran a washcloth along the scars on my side in silence.  I felt so naked.  Well aside from being naked.  She moved slowly down then turned me and looked me in the eyes and she smiled.  If there was any revulsion there, I didn't see it and I was glad we were under running water so I could hide my tears.
 
   We got dressed and then combed out each others hair.  Her braid the prior day was driving me wild, but I think I liked it fanned out over her shoulders just as much.  I had thought she was joking about having four boxes worth of belongings.
 
   But when she pulled out four boxes and we packed everything into them I had to ask.  “Why so little?”
 
   She crinkled her nose and thought a moment.  “It is a trick a friend taught me. He was in the foster care system his entire life, and he had learned that the golden rule was never to have more than can be put in the boot of a car.  Since you never know when you will be moved next.”
 
   She shrugged.  “The same goes for a runaway.  I never knew who's floor I'd be crashing on next.  It was easier to travel light.”  Why did I find that sad?
 
   I thought about growing up without my family, they were my anchor, the one good thing in my life.  I couldn't imagine them not being there.  I voiced that, “It must have been lonely living without your family.”
 
   She stood up tall with a smile on her face.  I had to crook my neck up to look at her.  Is it wrong that I found her height sexy?  She shook her head. “Who said I was without family?  Carol, Darin, and  Michaela are my family.  In all but blood.  They love me and I love them, that's what real family is.”
 
   I smiled at that and then contemplated it for a moment.  In all but blood?  That was just like me.  I looked up into her twinkling eyes and crooked a finger at her, asking her to come on down to where the air was thicker down at sea level.  She bent and I gave her a feather light kiss.
 
   We looked around at the empty cabin and I asked offhandedly.  “You ever wonder about them though?  Your parents and your brother?  I mean, they were your family for over half your life.”
 
   I felt like I was prying, but I wanted to understand her better.  She was silent for a bit and then she said, “Sometimes.  Not my parents so much.  They were supposed to love me unconditionally, but they showed beyond a doubt that that isn't true.  But my little brother... I often wonder how Michael turned out.  I hope he got over his hate and bigotry.  I think it was just a reflection of my parents own vitriol.  I mean, how can you love someone one moment, then suddenly hate them because of one tiny aspect of their life?  My sexuality does not define me.”
 
   I couldn't imagine how I'd handle it if my family ever turned on me.  My life would be over.  I love all my little snot nosed siblings.  Well, most of them are bigger than me now but you get the point.
 
   She reached out and knocked me out of my thoughts by grabbing my belt loop on my jeans.  I don't exactly know why, but I love it when she does that.  It is like she is holding my hand, like it is just a normal thing to do.
 
   Then we both jumped at a knocking at the door.  We exchanged a smile and opened the door to a smiling Mick.  That woman scares the hell out of me, but she has a certain vibe about her.  When she isn't making you want to drop your knickers, she seems... I don't know.  Fierce?  Like if you are lucky enough for her to consider you one of her friends, then you have a friend for life that you can depend on.
 
   She said to my girl, “Got bored. Thought we'd help you pack and move.  I'm beyond curious to see this studio of yours.”  Then she looked at me and winked.  I blushed.  None of her friends seems to give a rat's ass about my arm and I really like that.
 
   She pulled back a bit and a grinning Animal and Carol showed their faces.  Kacy grinned like the cat who ate the canary and said as she motioned to the four boxes by the door.  “Done and done.”
 
   Mick backhanded Darin in the gut and said playfully, “See?  I told you we should have come sooner.  Our Kace isn't one to let moss grow on her.”
 
   Animal comically picked her up by the waist and moved her to the side and stepped into the cabin.  He kissed Kacy's cheek and actually patted the top of my head as he moved past.  He grabbed a couple of the boxes then grinned a toothy grin.  “Don't listen to her.  She's the reason we're late.”
 
   Kacy shook her head with a smile and said, “Late?  I didn't even know you were coming.”  He shrugged and stepped out.  The other two women streamed in.  Caroline gave us each a hug, she was such a cute person, I swear she tries to make sure everyone is happy all the time.
 
   Then Mick looked at us expectantly, both arms wide.  “Where's my sugar?”  Then she captured us both in a silly side to side hug.  “Ahhhh... that's the ticket.”  Then she slapped Carol's shoulder as the blonde attempted to grab a box.  “Gossip with the two glowing ones, I got the boxes.  I know what they were up to last night.”
 
   Oh bloody hell, could I possibly blush any more?  My girl looked to be in the same boat as me, and the blush looked wonderful on her as she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.  Mick winked at us as she carried the two boxes off.  One must have weighed half of what I did, but she hauled them around like they were full of feathers.
 
   Caroline just stood there with her tongue in her cheek, a self-satisfied smile on her face.  Kace just said, “Oh shut up woman.”
 
   Then Caroline said, “I guess this means I'm really going to have to ask Ian out then.  I can't be the odd man out now can I?”
 
   Kace shook her head. “Stop talking about it and just do it already Carol.”
 
   The blonde waved her off.  “Fine, if I must.”
 
   Then she looked around and did a crooked nose scrunch.  “You're already set?  You really need to think about actually owning something one day Kacy.”  There was a sad tone in her voice.
 
   My new girlfriend chirped out, “I own my drums.  Well... after two more payments at Broken Note.”  She tugged at my belt loop.
 
   Carol looked at my hip then at me with a grin.  Then looked up at the brown eyed cutie in the room. And retorted with, “Cradle robber.”  I squinted at that, we were the same age.  Then I remembered what Kace had said about her band mates not knowing her age.  They thought she was in her late twenties like they were.  I shoved Caroline's shoulder playfully and we all chuckled.
 
   Then Kace looked around and sobered suddenly.  She looked at the tiny counter of the kitchenette and she signed the exit papers sitting there and left her key on top of them.  She led us to the door.  “I think I'm really going to miss this place.  As sad as it sounds, it was the adventure of my life living here on the water.”
 
   We stepped out onto the deck and she locked the door to her cabin one final time.  Then she brightened. “I have my own flat.”  Then her look turned silly.  “With no bloody furniture.  I think I need to go shopping for at least a futon or something before we need to be back at Jubilee Gardens tonight.”
 
   I bit my lower lip, squinted an eye, and said,  “I... have the furniture from my place before I moved back in with the folks after...”  I couldn't say it so I just continued, “It's stored in our garage.  You're welcome to any of it.  Wouldn't take much, your studio is teeny tiny.”
 
   Her smile bloomed and she asked with humor tinging her voice, “Take me to meet the parents?”
 
   I suppressed a chuckle and bumped my side into her and sputtered, “No it's... I...”  I exhaled.  “Do you want furniture or not you wanker?”
 
   She nodded cutely.  I don't know why, but her imposing height just made the gesture almost... adorable?  Vulnerable?
 
   She balanced herself on the edge of the gangplank and looked back over the five barges that were all lashed together, then let out a breath and we walked down to where Animal and Mick were organizing the truck.
 
   I did a double take when I looked back.  On the top of the barge marked Tennessee, at what I think they called a pilothouse, was Paya Doshi, hugging her ever-present iPad to her chest. She had a look a proud mother would have, seeing her child off to Uni or to her own flat.  I took a moment to realize that the woman was born for the position, Tabitha Romanov could not have picked a better person to head up the project.
 
   Kace detached from me and stepped up to Mick and pursed her lips and squinted an eye.  “Can I borrow you and your truck after we drop my junk at my flat?  Mei says she has some furniture I can use at her place.  I can pay in Franco's pizza.”
 
   The slightly butch woman nodded her head, her black hair rustling behind her.  “Of course String Bean.  This is sort of exciting.  And I love Franco's.”  She grinned like a git, then my girl was back at my side, tugging at my belt loop.
 
   She looked at her... family and smiled and nudged her head toward my car.  “Follow the little bumblebee car.”  Then before I could protest and say that she was a buttercup, not a bumblebee, she added,  “It's more comfortable than being crowded into Mick's cab C.”
 
   Caroline did a silly bobbing hopping walk toward the car and we followed as Mick called out, “Traitor!”  Then just like that we were heading toward Kacy's place with a banged up white truck on our tail.
 
   Kace looked into the back seat and said to her friend, “I thought this would give Mick and Darin some alone time.”  Then she remembered something and uttered, “Oh,” and pulled out her mobile as I drove.  She ordered a couple pizzas and some colas to be delivered to her studio and hung up with a cheesy grin.  She glanced at me and scrunched her head down, crinkling her nose.  “I almost forgot the address when they asked.  Not used to having a place of my own.”
 
   After an argument at the curb, us “ladies” were sent inside with empty hands, Mick and Animal in tow, carrying two boxes each.  We took the freight elevator.  I have to say that I really, really, love my girl's friends.  They seemed genuinely happy for her and impressed by the tiny place and never once said anything about its size.  They were in agreement with me that the spectacular view of Hyde Park was the crowning glory.
 
   There was a knock at the door after she got what little food she had in the box marked 'kitchen' into the small under counter fridge in the kitchenette. The cute couple of Mick and Darin got the drums stacked in the corner.  She walked regally, like the Queen, as she answered the door and paid for the delivery.  Then it was comical really, the look on her face as she scrunched her mouth to the side.
 
   She grinned as she set the food on the tiny counter.  “Just a minute, we can do this picnic style.”  She dug out a blanket from a box and laid it on the floor then she set the food in the middle and handed out paper plates and just flopped down, sitting cross-legged on the blanket, we all joined her.  Well that is, the rest joined her, I gleeped as she tugged me down beside her by my belt loop.
 
   I watched as everyone dove on the pizzas like hungry piranha.  I picked up a slice and examined the generous helping of toppings.  The sausage chunks had to be the size of a half-crown alone.  I mused out loud to the group, “I've never had Franco's pizza before.  My mum is crazy for pizza for some reason but dad was never a fan so never really ate much growing up.”
 
   They all stopped, mouths open with pizza slices hanging out in various depths.  Kacy said around the slice stuffed half way into her mouth.  “No pizza?  Bloody hell woman.”  They stared at me and I blushed, feeling self-conscious as I took a bite.
 
   Good lord, it was delicious.  The soft deep dish crust and the sauce and cheeses all wrapped around the toppings.  It was a flavor and texture wonderland.  I nodded as I chewed, I said, “This is good.”  But it came out more like “Mwiff iff gwooold.”  But they could all speak fluent pizza-eese as they nodded and cheered and dug in.
 
   All but Kace that is.  She pulled her slice clear of her mouth and grinned. “You eat like a rugby player.”  Then she quickly added, “Not that there's anything wrong with that, it's sort of sexy coming from a tiny bird like you.”  She grinned.
 
   I swallowed and set the slice on my knee and washed the bite down and explained as I picked up the pizza slice again.  “Sorry, all.  Force of habit.  With so many siblings it was sort of a free for all at the dinner table, you had to eat fast to get any seconds before they were all gone.”
 
   Then I grinned in defiance and took the biggest bite of pizza I could and chewed with a smile.  The others saluted me with theirs and said, “Here here.”  Then all took comically big bites of their own.  I laughed out little pizza chunks at how in tune the group was with each other.
 
   I noticed Mick watching me as I ate.  She noted me catching her.  She shrugged in apology then asked with curiosity coloring her voice.  “Sorry, love.  I didn't mean to be rude.  I was just noticing how much of a pain in the arse it seems, eating with one hand.”   She tilted her head. “I'm ignorant of such things, but wouldn't it be easier with one of those artificial arms I see on the telly?”
 
   I paused a minute, I didn't like speaking of my injuries, ever.  But here I shared with a woman that excited me in every way I could imagine, and now I realized I was actually going to share with her friends too.  I was oddly okay with that.  Then I exhaled and said after taking a sip of cola, “I have one of those, but it's next to useless.  I have a forequarter amputation.  They couldn't save anything of my arm so I don't even have a stump or joint to work with.”
 
   I took another sip and locked eyes with Kace, who looked genuinely interested.  I spoke to her.  “The prosthetic is like a useless lump of plastic and alloy.  Using my back muscles, I can operate the servo motors but just one group at a time.  Shoulder, elbow, wrist, or grip.”
 
   I sat the can down then looked around.  “So to do something simple that I used to take for granted like...”  I grabbed the can, took another sip and set it back down.  “...takes an inordinate amount of effort and is painstakingly slow to accomplish.”
 
   I shook my head. “So taking a sip from a can or glass like that would take seven to eight seconds for me to do.  I'd die of dehydration doing it that bloody slow.”
 
   I grinned and gave a questioning look at the group.  “So I rarely strap the thing on.  It is useful at times, but it also reminds me with its weight, why it is there.”
 
   Mick saluted with her can and took a swallow.  The conversation moved on to decorating the bland walls of the studio and nobody pried anymore.  I didn't mind one bit as I was preoccupied on the heat radiating off of Kacy's body.  She had somehow moved to behind me with me sitting between her legs as I spoke.  She was the most comfortable chair ever.
 
   She comically used my head as a table.  I feigned hurt.  “I'm not that short you evil woman.”  She countered by kissing me behind the ear which sent a delightful shiver down my neck and my spine, effectively shutting me up.
 
   When we finished we put all the trash in the bag the drinks came in, my girl grinned.  “I think I need a bin.”  Then she looked at the drums that took up almost a quarter of the space and added, “And a lock for the storage cage in the basement.”  Her eyes twinkled as she asked, “Shall we go see what treasures Mei has for me before it gets too late?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Meet the Parents
 
   I'm not sure Mei realized it as we all made our way down the stairs, but she pretty much owned me as she dragged me along by her belt loop.  I'd follow her into the pits of hell if she asked.  It wasn't until my makeshift family was on the road with us, on the way to Mei's place, that I took a moment to realize just how lucky I had been to find her.  How had she not been snapped up by now?  Beauty, brains, talent... and best of all, a wicked sense of humor.  She was the whole package.
 
   She kept glancing over at me and I realized I had been staring.  I smiled sheepishly.  “Hi.”
 
   She just tried holding back a grin as she shook her head and returned her gaze back to the road.  “Hi, yourself lady.”
 
   Then we all cracked up when Caroline chimed in from the backseat waving her hands.  “Hi!  Yup, I'm still here.”
 
   I looked back at her. “Oh shush you, you know we love you.”  This got the chipmunk grin I was aiming for.
 
   We discussed the most likely outcome tonight that we had been eliminated from the competition thanks to Matt abandoning us.  Caroline said she would post notices on the various boards frequented by people in the music scene, and post online for a replacement lead guitar.  We had four gigs booked in the coming weeks with one being a multi-night weekend gig we'd be headlining instead of opening for another band.
 
   That was a relief.  I worried, since I decided to get a flat of my own, that I wouldn't be able to make rent.  But Caroline seems to always have a knack of keeping us sporadically busy so that all of us can make bills.
 
   I perked up when we turned into Chiswick.  The little housing developments here remind me of the dream of owning an actual house one day.  The houses in the area were gorgeous.  I grinned.  “Very domestic.”
 
   She got a wicked grin on her face.  “Don't let mum hear you say that.”  I took it she got her wit from her mother.
 
   We pulled up on a block of two-story brick houses on Burnaby Cres that stepped out onto a cobbled walk with low brick fences.  It was quite a charming area.  She pulled into one of the few short drives with an attached garage.  The house was a little larger than some of the others on the lane with a little white gate inset into the brick fence.
 
   Carol got out and walked back to where Mick stopped at the curb.  She called back to us as we got out.  “I'll stick with the mates until you need us.  No sense a small army intruding on your home.”
 
   Animal slid out the window to sit on the sill, crossing his arms on the cab of the truck and Mick stepped out to lean back into him, with a dismissing, shooing gesture of her fingers at us as she crossed her arms.
 
   Now I don't know why I was so nervous all of a sudden.  I felt more bashful than I ever had as she dragged me toward her front door by her belt loop.  I was getting anxious and could feel terror seeping into my resolve, but I couldn't let go.  She looked up at me, I liked how she was always standing so close that she had to crane her neck to look at me.  Her shy smile washed away most of the apprehension.
 
   She smirked. “They don't bite.”  Then she quickly added as she pulled me through the front door.  “We'll you never know with mum.  I forgot to tell you she's...”
 
   A powerful alto voice with a strong Southern Yank accent scolded, “Mei Valerie Lynn Hammond, where y'all been?  Out all night and do you bother givin' yer' mamma a call?  No.  Had me worried somethin' fierce.”
 
   Mei seemed to deflate as she finished her sentence, “...American.”  I grinned at the medium height woman who looked to be in her early forties though I knew she was closer to fifty.  She was the woman who had been watching after little Angie at the competition.  Her half crooked grin gave away that she wasn't as upset as she sounded.  She had a mane of lightly frosted red hair.
 
   I stayed at the door as Mei stepped up to the woman who was standing by the couch that little Angie was sleeping on, folding what looked like three baskets of laundry.  She kissed her mother on the cheek. “Sorry mum.  I lost track of time.”  Sounding every bit a scolded teenager.  I grinned, didn't Mei realize she was twenty-five?  A grown woman?
 
   An evil gleam of teasing glinted in her mum's eyes as she looked at me over her daughter's shoulder when she gave her a hug.  She winked at me then schooled her face when she released her daughter.  “Well you just going to leave your friend standing by the door, or you gonna use your manners and introduce us?  I swear I raised you better than that baby girl.”
 
   Mei blushed and said, “Yes mum.”  She rushed over and grabbed my hand.  I melted when she laced our fingers.  “Mum, this is Kacy Green.  She's the girl I met at the competition.  I told you about her.  She's my... we're sort of...”  She looked up at me with a furrowed brow. “Are we dating?  Can I call you my girlfriend?”
 
   I bit my lower lip and nodded.  Devil Kacy in my head, with her red horns and little pitchfork, was saying... If what we did last night was dating then yes please, I want to date the hell out of you.  Instead, I just blushed.  Mei looked back at her mother and finished the intro, “Kacy, this is my mum, Doctor Rebekah Hammond.”
 
   The woman shook my hand, her grip was firm, like Mick's.  She said, “None of that now.  Call me Becky.  It is nice to see Mei socializing again instead of hiding in that damn room of hers, thanks for breaking her out honey.”
 
   I grinned then asked, “Texan?  Your accent is similar to a boy's I went to primary school with.”
 
   She stood tall and proud with a grin.  “Born and raised.”
 
   Mei was dragging me away with a dark blush on her face, it looked so exotic to me.  She called back to her mother, “I'm just going to get some stuff from the garage mum.  She's a got a new flat but no furniture.”
 
   We almost ran into Robbie, who was heading down the hall.  She asked, “You heading to Jubilee?”  He nudged his chin at the guitar on his back in answer.  “I'll be there for the announcements with Kace here.  See you there.”
 
   He nodded once at me then said to his older sister. “Sounds good.  I still wish you'd play with the band.  It isn't the same without you.”
 
   She ignored him and pulled me into a bedroom.  It was pretty spartan, but it smelled like her and I breathed in deeply and smiled.  There was a life-sized picture of a hot woman in a framed poster hanging next to the door.  She was a soldier in a US uniform who looked tough as nails, but there was something in her eyes as she stood there looking off into the distance to something only she could see.  She had weapons strapped all over her and was holding a lethal looking rifle.
 
   I tilted my head and thought my first impression was mixed, she looked tough enough to take on an army yet so very vulnerable and fragile all at the same instant.  I looked at Mei and cocked an eyebrow.  
 
   She blushed a little but smiled. “McKenzie Meyers.  One of my personal heroes.  I actually met her once when we were on a humanitarian mission in Chad.  She is the real deal, fighting for what is right.”
 
   Bloody hell!  I heard stories about that Meyer's woman.  What did they call her?  Dead Shot or something like that.  Human trafficking groups had a price on her head.  I reappraised the poster and could see what I was missing in her eyes.  The woman was haunted.
 
   Then Mei said quietly so nobody in the house could overhear, “You think Mick has a way of making you want to drop your knickers?  McKenzie ups that by a power of three without even saying a word.”  Her toothy grin made me chuckle and grin back.
 
   Then she cocked an eyebrow and made a swirling motion with her finger.  “Turn around then and let a girl get into some fresh clothes.”  I gave her an incredulous look.  Weren't we beyond her poor self-image?
 
   Then she threw a pillow at me.  “If I give you a free show we'll never get out of this room and your friends are waiting.”  I bit the tip of my tongue and then smiled as I turned around to stared at the poster again.  A shirt hit my shoulder, then a bra.  I started to turn and she warned me off.  “Tut tut!” Her panties hit me.
 
   She was trying to kill me!  I blurted, “Bloody hell woman!”  I listened to her evil giggling.
 
   Then she said, “Give a girl a hand?”
 
   I turned and she was struggling with the top button of some Capris that looked painted on. I pulled her to me by the button and bent down to put my lips millimeters from her, I heard her breath catch then I squatted with an evil smile on my face and fastened her button.
 
   She had an incredulous look on her face as she slapped my shoulder.  “That was positively evil.”
 
   I shrugged it off as we both sat on her bed while she put her shoes on.  “Turnabout is fair play.”
 
   She growled cutely then grabbed another knit sleeve and wiggled her fingers into it then bit the bottom and pulled it up her arm.  Obscuring the more visible shrapnel scars.  I reached over and pulled it back down a bit to run a finger over a scar then kiss it.  “You shouldn't hide them.”
 
   She shook her head.  “People don't need even more reasons to think I'm a freak.”
 
   I tilted my head and caught her eyes.  “If you're a freak then I adore freaks.”
 
   She leaned in and just laid her head on my chest.  I put my arms around her and just held her.  I noted another Stratocaster in the corner of the room, hooked up to a monitor amp and grinned.  Then I saw the arm laying on the floor, plugged into the wall.  It had an elaborate harness system on it.
 
   She followed my gaze and sat up and snagged it off the floor.  “This is my Franken-arm.  Useless for the most part.  Mum convinces me to wear it from time to time.”
 
   I looked at it in her hand and then said, “It looks electronic, like a robot arm.”
 
   She nodded and dropped it gently back onto the floor.  “It is for the most part.  Sensors and servomotors convert movements of my back muscles into motions of the arm.  It wouldn't be bad if it weren't so slow and clunky.  I prefer practicing one handed clapping for now.  Maybe one day they will have more responsive prosthetic for full amputees.  I hear Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics is on the verge of a breakthrough.”  Then she joked, “Maybe I'll be cyborg one day.”
 
   I chuckled. “Tiny terminator.”
 
   She grinned up at me.  “Hey, nothing wrong with living down here out of the clouds Stretch.”
 
   I hugged her and she stood, stepped to her dresser, and took a safety pin out of a little plastic cup.  She deftly fastened the loose shirt sleeve to her side.  She looked up and asked, “Shall we delve the depths of the garage?” Then wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   I took her belt loop and she dragged me out and into the kitchen where a boy, possibly ten was snacking on some sort of sugared loop cereal straight out of the box.  She snagged the box from him and put it on top of the fridge and ruffled his hair.  “You'll ruin your supper, Owen.”
 
   The boy pouted which looked cute with his olive complexion.  He was skinny and had expressive eyes.  I was sure he had some sort of Pacific Islander heritage in his lineage.  This made me smile, her family was a melting pot of ethnicity, but they formed one unique unit.  They all seemed to love each other.  My heart twinged a little, seeing what could have been.  Then I simply smiled when that thought was washed away as I thought of my own little unorthodox family.
 
   She said as we motored through a sliding glass door onto the back patio,  “Owen, this is my friend Kacy.  Kase my youngest brother Owen.”
 
   I gleeped as she tugged me through the door and I called out, “Nice to meet you, Owen.”  He smiled at me and I watched him grab a stool and start pushing it toward the fridge, his eye on the prize on top of it.
 
   She saw that too and shook her head and said, “Little brothers... what ya gonna do?”  She stepped us over to the back of the small garage and I looked around to the communal back yard that was shared by six houses.  It was like a secret garden with a little lawn and paths and flowers everywhere.
 
   She opened the door, I noted it wasn't locked.  I also noted that her house seemed to be the only one of the group that had a garage.  Then we stepped inside.  It was stuffed to the gunnels with boxes, furniture, and various knick-knacks.  There was one area that was clear, a small workbench with tools were strewn about and a rocker from a chair in a vise with wood shavings all around.
 
   I squeaked in surprise when a short man popped up in front of it dusting off a chisel he must have dropped.  He absently said, “Mei, Robbie,” as he started tapping the chisel lightly with a wooden mallet as he worked on a rose carved into the rocker.
 
   The loving smile from Mei told me volumes.  “Dad.  This isn't Robbie, it's my ummm... girlfriend Kacy.  Kacy, this is my father, Doctor Tracy Hammond.”
 
   He looked up over the rim of his glasses with a smile, telling me he had been teasing with the misidentification.  He waved it off and slapped his hand on his pants to get the sawdust off and he offered his hand.  “I've so many children with so many friends I can't keep track anymore.  Call me Doc.”  The man winked at me as he gave his daughter a hard time.  He definitely wasn't American, Brit through and through with a hint of Welsh in his tone.
 
   He looked distinguished with his silver mane of hair even though he stood only a half a head above Mei.  I saw him appraising me, like any good father when introduced to a potential suitor for his daughter.  It struck me hard how accepting his parents were.  Not even batting an eyebrow that their daughter was interested in me, another woman.  It made me know I made the right choice when I ran away all those years ago.
 
   I shook his hand then hid behind Mei.  That was like hiding the Hindenburg behind a salt shaker.  Mei quickly said, “Kace needs some furniture for her new flat.  I thought I'd free up some space for your projects.”
 
   He smiled at that.  I looked at the work he was doing and the other pieces of an intricately carved rocking chair hanging from hooks from the rafters above the workbench.  The carvings were stunning.  I asked, “What other projects have you done, this is beautiful.”
 
   He and Mei chuckled as he responded with a sheepish grin,  “Weeeell, this is my first project.  Twenty-five years in the making.  It is for Mei.  I started working on it the day we brought her home.  I'm not much of a woodworker and I've had to throw away more pieces than I keep.  I'm almost done though.”
 
   I couldn't help but smile at the short man.  Then I turned as Mei chuckled. “You're always almost done da.”  She had mirth and love sparkling in her eyes for the man.  He shrugged and made a point of turning back to his carving.
 
   She pulled back some sheets on some furniture and revealed a queen sized folding futon.  It was perfect, it would take half my available space when folded down to a bed.  We rummaged through the rest.  She insisted on a glass coffee table and a bureau that would fit in my closet.  I tried to argue, but she went all super cute puppy dog eyes on me.  Bloody hell!
 
   I heard a snicker and Doc said, “She always gets her way with that look.  It is a killer.”
 
   She was grinning at him. “Shush now old man.  Nobody is asking you.”  He grinned back and she crinkled her nose at him.
 
   She hit a button on the wall and the little metal garage door swung up with a squeaking of metal.  She said, “Let's get this stuff loaded and to your place so you can get back to the competition for the results.”
 
   We both paused when we saw an abandoned, banged up, white truck.  My bandmates were nowhere to be seen.  I asked wistfully, “Where did everybody go?”
 
   Mei said in a pained and resigned voice, “Oh, bloody hell.”
 
   Doc chuckled. “If you had people waiting for you at the curb, no doubt Becky saw them and has her talons in them now.  Southern hospitality and all.”  Then he added comically, “Y'all.”  The sparkle in his eye told the whole story, the man loved his wife fiercely and this southern hospitality was one of the things that endeared her to him.
 
   Mei nodded her agreement. “We'll have to pry them from teas or lemonade if we want to get anything done.  Shall we save them?”  She steeled herself and thrust her hip out.  I absently took a loop and we were off to the front door again.
 
   As soon as we entered, I was treated to my friends all on the couch with Angie bouncing on Mick's knee as everyone chuckled at something Becky was saying.  Owen was squished next to her on a comfortable looking oversize chair.  There was a plate of scones on the coffee table and an honest to god pitcher of lemonade with lemon slices floating in it, and beads of condensation dripping down the sides.  Everyone had a glass in their hands.  Caroline cutely waved at us with a scone, her mouth full.
 
   Becky hopped up and Owen humorously flopped onto his side in the evacuated space, with a grin on his face.  Becky started scolding us as she pushed us insistently down to sit on the love seat beside a couple stacks of laundry.  “Now Kacy.  There was no call to have your friends wait outside at the road sugar.  Everyone is welcome in this house.  Now sit and talk.  Have some lemonade and drop biscuits.”
 
   I sputtered.“They didn't want to...”  A glass of lemonade and a little china plate with what I thought was a scone appeared in each of my hands.
 
   Mei was complaining as a lemonade materialized in her hand as well.  Her mum was a machine. “Mum, we have to get the furniture to Kacy's so they can get back to Roctoberfest for the announcements on time.”
 
   Mrs. Hammond fluttered her hand dismissively as she flopped back down into her chair, Owen deftly avoiding being squished and somehow ended up on her lap.  She said, “There is always time to show hospitality to friends and family baby doll.”  Then she grinned. “And besides, Michaela here was telling us about the first time she met Kacy.”  Oh dear lord no.  “Please continue Michaela.”
 
   Mick usually responded negatively to people using her full name.  I personally loved it and thought it was pretty, but she despised it.  She seemed to not even notice with Becky and her manners looked impeccable as she said, “Yes ma'am.”  Oooo the teasing later will mean my death most likely, but it will be so much fun up to that point.  Mick, tamed by a pretty Yank mother.
 
   Then she proceeded to share how I was tripping all over my tongue when Caroline introduced me to the band for my audition.  She had made some sort of suggestive comment about tall girls and flexibility when she shook my hand, and my legs went wonky and I forgot how to speak.  She thought I might be special needs or something up until I started playing.
 
   She finished with, “Damn...” She straightened and looked around quickly in apology to Becky.  “Sorry ma'am, I mean, darn, could she lay down a beat.  I'm pretty sure she was our new drummer before the band even spoke.  She's always looked bloody young for her age, back then she looked like somebody's kid sister, but put some drumsticks in her hand and she transforms into a rock goddess.”
 
   Everyone chuckled at my fidgety discomfort.  Mei leaned into me in a show of solidarity.  She gave me a knowing look and twitched her eyes at my friends in prompt.  I shook my head at her.  I'd tell them one day, but it wasn't that day.
 
   We finished tea and thanked Becky and headed out to the garage where the band met Doc.  We showed them which pieces we'd be taking to my place.
 
   Mei and I went to lift one end of the futon frame when we felt a menacing shadow looming behind us.  We looked back to see Mick staring at us through squinted eyes, her arms crossed over her chest.  She pointed back to the vehicles and Mei, Carol, and I headed over to wait near the vehicles.
 
   I heard Doc saying, “You'll have to teach me how to do that Mick, nobody can get Mei to do what she doesn't want to.”  I gave my... girlfriend and cheesy grin at that.  She tried so very hard not to grin.
 
   We watched like useless bystanders as the three of them made short work of the three pieces of furniture and the mattress.  By the time everything was lashed down, Becky and Angie joined us out at the curb to say goodbye.  A teenage boy rode a bicycle right into the garage behind us and disappeared.  I didn't get a good look at him, but I assumed he was yet another of Mei's siblings.
 
   Becky stood at the window of Mei's car and said to her, “Be back in time to help haul the tribe to the competition to show Robbie and his band support.  We really need a van or something.”  Then she looked past her to me.  “It was a true pleasure sugar, please don't be a stranger and please keep pullin' my girl out of her comfort zone.”  Then she smiled back at Caroline and winked at her and told me, “And make sure the pretty one eats more, she positively nothing but skin and bones.”
 
   I snorted and I felt Carol kick the back of my chair.  I nodded, “Will do Becky.”  Mei pulled away before any more teasing could occur.  I gave her a silly look and she stuck out her tongue cutely as she drove.
 
   I looked back and my blonde friend had a smile on her face as she said, “Your mum is...”
 
   She searched for the word and Mei offered up, “Pushy?  Overbearing?”   Then she grinned at the next one as she cocked an eyebrow, “American?”
 
   Carol chuckled. “No, I was going to say sweet.  Nice.”  Then she crinkled her nose. “Now I have the need to call mum.”
 
   We turned on the radio and we sang until we got back to my place.  We had the super important and strenuous job of holding the doors of the freight elevator open with the little button as Mick and Darin moved the furniture into it.  Then Mick assigned us to holding my flat door open as they brought the stuff into my studio.
 
   I have to say, it actually looked more like a flat with the furniture.  We all relaxed, packed together on the futon, which was folded up into couch mode.  I crinkled my nose and said, “I really need to get to the grocery.  I have no beer or soda to offer.”
 
   Mei looked down at her hand in mine and sighed.  “I have to go provide caravan support for the Hammond troops.”  Then she asked brightly, “See you there?”
 
   I nodded and stood with her and walked to the door with her and opened it for her.  I leaned against the frame as I said, “Thank you... for this.”  I nudged my chin toward the furniture.  She shrugged it off.  I looked down. “See you in the Gardens.”  She was playing with the hem of my shirt and nodded.
 
   We both jumped as Mick blurted out from the futon, “Bloody hell!  Just kiss her goodbye already!”  We chuckled shyly at each other then shared a soft kiss that was simply a promise.  A promise of more.  Then she grinned up at me as I curled my toes and she walked out.  I watched her cute butt sway away for a second then shut the door.
 
   I turned and was surprised to catch Animal and Mick kissing.  She broke it off and grinned at me like she had won the lottery.  Caroline was sitting on the edge of the futon looking like the odd man out.  Mick said,  “You too are way too sugary and cute.  I need insulin.”
 
   I gave her duck lips and rolled my eyes.  I looked to Caroline for support. “A little help?”
 
   She replied flatly, “You don't need help from me being sugary sweet with your girl.”  Then they all shared a laugh at my expense... again.  I grinned.
 
   I checked the time on my mobile, and that was a cue as everyone stood.  It was time to face the music, both figuratively and literally.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Eliminated
 
   We rode 'cozy style' in the truck until we stopped at Caroline's and switched over to her car where we could all sit more comfortably.  It was insane trying to find parking, and we wound up six blocks from Jubilee and walked in.  I texted and Mei met us at the park entrance.
 
   I again noted that my girl seemed apprehensive as we made out way through the dense crowd toward Stage A where the announcements would be.  Mick picked up on it as well and she said something to Animal and the two plowed the path for us.  I loved how protective my pseudo sister was.
 
   We settled into seats close to the front with Mei's family.  There was a brunette girl, maybe fourteen with them, she was in that awkward stage that puberty stuck you in.  I still felt like I was in that awkward stage and I hated it.  The girl had strong Serbian features and looked like she'd rather be doing anything else than be there, as she texted on her mobile.  Mei introduced her as her little sister Andjela.
 
   The girl brightened a bit when she heard we were a band.  She seemed fascinated by Animal and kept shooting shy smiles.  I grinned and leaned past Mei to whisper at Mick, “Looks like you have competition.”  This got the desired eye roll.
 
   The boy on the bicycle wound up being her brother William.  He looked sort of out of place in the family, as he seemed to be of western heritage.  Like his sister, he didn't seem too interested in what was going on.  I remember being dragged around to events I wasn't interested in by my parents when I was young and I bet I had that exact same look on my face.  It probably has a name it is so universal, something like The Disinterested Teen.
 
   I looked at Mei and her whole family except for Robbie, I assumed he was sitting with his band somewhere.  What a huge group!  How did they keep organized with so many children?  It was amazing.  Becky caught me looking and grinned and wiggled her eyebrows and said in a mock Scot accent, “Clan Hammond.”  Doc was trying hard to ignore us all as he fought grin.
 
   Then Mrs. Hammond leaned over to me and asked, “So how do they decide this?  Before it was just single elimination.  But there are points now?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes.  If you won both your challenges this weekend like Robbie did, you are almost guaranteed to move on.  But it isn't a given.  Someone who won one or neither of their challenges can still move on in front of them if they faced more difficult opponents and scored higher even though they lost.”
 
   She laid a hand on my arm. “Like your band.”
 
   I nodded. “We stand a snowball's chance in hell since our lead guitarist abandoned us.  But there is always a slim hope.”
 
   Before we could speak more, a goth woman took the stage.  Her black lips had more shine than the black vinyl mini vest she had over a white blouse.  Something was off as we all smiled at the woman as she fought with the microphone stand to lower it down.  Then I got it when she said, “Oh good god, just come here you wretched thing,”  She pulled the mic off the clip and held it instead, a grin on her face.  What seemed off was the happy vibe she was radiating as she smiled at the crowd.  A smiling goth was just... wrong.  She started to speak but comically pulled the mic back as she squinted one eye like she had just licked a lemon, when we were treated to an electronic feedback screech.  The crowd chuckled.
 
   She gave a silly toothy grin to us all then daintily held the mic up and said, “Hi?”  She was satisfied that the world wasn't going to explode into uncomfortable screeches again as over half the crowd; yes us included; actually said 'hi' back.  I grinned down at Mei, who seemed thoroughly entertained by the woman's antics though she had a death grip on my hand and I could see her apprehension about being in a crowd in her body language.
 
   The woman said in an American accent, “Let's get this started shall we?”  The crowd erupted into cheers.  The woman made a cute half scrunched face with her lips to one side and then repeated like a patient mother would prompt a child with  a hand cupped to her ear. “I asked... let's get this started shall we?”  The crowd exploded in cheers and whistles this time, it was deafening.
 
   She grinned and bounced on her toes and said, “Ooo... this is fun.”  Then she played with us as the audience quieted. “Hello everyone and thanks for coming to the results of third week of the Roctoberfest battle of the bands competition here in the awesome city of London!”  I squinted as Mei raised her hand to her mouth and whistled shrilly.  I made a show of cleaning out my ear to check for blood and she bumped my shoulder with a wicked gleam in her eyes.  Then her eyes darted around and she grasped my hand with a vengeance.
 
   The woman introduced herself. “I'm Zilrita Marx, general manager of London Harmony and it is my honor to present the list of bands that will be continuing on to week four of Roctoberfest!”  More cheering, then she said, “It has been an amazing three days and we have seen almost a hundred exceptional bands compete this week.  Whether you are moving on to the next round or not, know that your band is one of the creams of the crop to have made it this far.  You will all go on to do amazing things in music, I'm sure of it!”
 
   There was more cheering and the woman looked as pleased as a chipmunk in a peanut factory.  She was having fun up there and if I had to guess, it was her first time on a stage.  She held up an envelope and teased us with it as she ran it under her nose and sniffed.  “I smell sweet music in here.  Let's get with it shall we?”
 
   She started, “With a combined total of nine point nine points and two wins yesterday, Razor's Edge!”  The next few minutes went on that way and I grinned as bands would pop up in the sea of people and celebrated when their band was called.  There was a low moment when Matt's old band, Ratchet, was called out.
 
   We all stood as the last band was called.  “Haunted Lullaby!”  We screamed our heads off for Robbie and we saw him and his bandmates jumping up and down and celebrating off to the left near the back.  We looked around with mixed feelings.  On one hand we were happy for Robbie, on the other hand, we weren't moving on.  We had been eliminated, and even though we knew it was likely, it was still a little depressing.
 
   Mei paused in her celebration to look up at me and cock her head and raised her hand to cup my cheek.  I smiled down at her and winked and said, “We knew it was coming.”  She hugged my side after looking around the crowded lawn again.
 
   We sat and then Zilrita continued, “Congratulations to the forty-seven bands moving on to week four of the competition.  Your stage assignments will be sent to you by special messenger.  We are mixing things up for week four.  You will be performing once a day for a total of three performances during the weekend.  Highest combined scores for the week move on to week five.”
 
   She closed with, “Thanks for coming everyone and see you for week four of Roctoberfest!”  Everyone cheered as she left the stage.  Then we held back to wait for the crowd to thin out.  Robbie and his band joined us and hugs were handed out all around.  I punched his shoulder gently.  “Good show mate!”  He beamed at me, then looked down at his sister.  “We could really use you up there, it is just going to get more cutthroat.”
 
   She just cuffed the back of his head and he chuckled.  We went to say our goodbyes, but the primal force that is Doctor Rebekah Hammond wouldn't hear of it.  “Nonsense y'all are comin' home with us for a little celebration barbecue.”  Then she added comically, “And consolation barbecue.”
 
   Mick started to open her mouth and Becky pointed a warning finger at her and Mick deflated. “Yes ma'am.”  I can't tell you all the ammunition for future teasing that gave us.  Then Doc chimed in, “All you can do is just go with it when Bek get's insistent.”  He deftly avoided the shoulder strike he knew was coming from his wife as he grinned at us.
 
   Caroline looked pleased as punch.  “We'd be delighted.”  Then the teasing boomerang whupped around to smack me as she added, “It will give our Kacy more time to make googly eyes at Mei.”
 
    “Hey!”  Then I felt Mei latch onto my arm and hug.  I looked down at her with a smile.  “Okay.”  Everyone chuckled and we started to make our way to the cars.  Angie stood in front of Mick and put her arms out with grasping fingers.  The big softie paused a second then sighed and squatted and grabbed her around the waist instead and carried her under her arm like a rugby ball, to Angie's giggling delight.
 
   Now, when someone says a little barbecue, you picture a quaint little family get together in a serene picnic type setting on the back patio.  Weeeeell most people have never met the Hammonds.  The families from the other five houses that shared their communal backyard slash hidden garden were there.  Robbie's band, our band, and the seemingly endless supply of Hammonds and some of their friends.  It was bloody insane!
 
   I had pulled Mei aside and said with a smirk, “This is a heck of a celebration for week three.  What would your mum do if they win the whole thing?”
 
   Mei smirked right back and moved her cup around to encompass the whole shindig.  “This?  No, mum is doing this each Sunday night that Robbie goes on to the next round.  You should have seen the first two weeks.”
 
   I looked around and asked, “Each week?”
 
   She nodded and then in an impeccable Texan accent she said, “We're Texans y'all, go big or go home.”  We shared a laugh and saw Becky saluting us with some salad tongs by one of the fold out picnic tables when she overheard.
 
   As everyone was finishing their first round of food, Robbie's band started setting their gear up by the garage.  Then they started playing covers of some classic songs.  The drummer waved me over after the first number and handed me his sticks.  “Jam with us.”  I nodded and sat down as Mei gave me a cute scrunch nose smile.  Doc materialized beside Caroline with an acoustic guitar and nudged her toward the band.
 
   We had a blast, the two bands rotating in and mixing it up.  A few of the neighbors and Hammonds had some musical talent too.  The hidden courtyard was just alive with music and fun.  Then Robbie walked over to his sister and shoved his guitar against her chest and she tried to refuse but he wouldn't budge.  Finally, she took the strap and slung it over her shoulder, giving him Death Glare 5000.
 
   I grinned at her and she tweaked the tuning pegs a bit and strummed a chord.  My band-mates were staring at her and me.  I don't think they put much stock in my account of her playing.  She saw this in their eyes then called out to those of us with instruments at the moment.  “Gimme a four-four and everyone... try to keep up.”  Ooooo cheeky!
 
   I tapped out a four-four with my sticks above my head and she cut loose on a shred that had me grinning like a git when I realized it was ‘Slapped’, by Lether and Heels.  She was throwing our own cover back at us.
 
   She arched her back and let out Penny Franklin's “Meeeoooowww!” And the band kicked in.  Good lord, I don't think I had ever had so much fun playing a song in my life.  Mei and I were playing for each other.  It was steamy.  Everyone applauded when we finished.  It was close to midnight, and the band started packing up as neighbors and friends began abandoning the barbecue for their beds.
 
   My band stepped up to Mei as she handed the guitar back to Robbie.  Mick said to my girl with genuine shock in her voice, “Holy shit woman!”  Caroline backed her, “Bloody hell!”  Mei blushed and hid her face on my shoulder.  I stroked her hair and grinned with pride for her at my friends.
 
   Robbie smiled at their reactions as he put the guitar almost lovingly into it's hard case.  “Maggie hasn't been played like that in ages.  She misses you, so does the band.”
 
   I looked at them, confused.  He gave her an accusing look as he said, “Maggie is her Fender, she gave her to me after the hospital released her.”  Then he looked at her as he went to haul the guitar and the monitor amp away.  “She's yours anytime you want her back big sis.”
 
   She punched his arm lightly as he walked off, then we looked around and realized we were down to the Purple Horseshoes, Mei, and her parents.  We went to help clean up but were shocked to see the garden looking like no party had occurred.  Becky smiled and said, “One of the perks of having a large tribe.”
 
   We started toward the gate and Mei held me back and said to Carol, “Mind if I steal the skyscraper here?  I'll see to it she gets home.”  To which she got three smug smiles from my friends, I'll have to plot their demise.  Hugs were passed around and we saw them off.
 
   Mei offered a hip and I grabbed the loop and she dragged me off down the lane instead of into her place.  We just walked in a comfortable silence, just soaking in our closeness.  She leaned against me, her head on my arm and said wistfully, “That was fun.”  I nodded back and rested my head on top of hers as we just took a moonlit stroll in the charming neighborhood.
 
   After a while, she started swinging playfully from side to side as we went.  Then she looked up and said, “I hope you don't think I jump in the sack with anyone on the first date.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Me either.  There's something about you... I don't have any self-control.”  She nodded and smiled, this was apparently what she hoped to hear.
 
   Then she suddenly chirped out an explosive squeak that sounded like an amused bark.  I looked down at her with a questioning half smile.  She gave a cheesy grin, “Good Lord, I'm a groupie.  I went to a club then I slept with the drummer of the band.”
 
   I mocked shock.  “Was she good?”
 
   She pretended to think about it again.  “You know, I'm not really sure, I think so, but I'll have to do it again soon to make sure.”
 
   I sobered up and said, “You know you're beautiful right?”  She blushed and laid her head on my arm again.  When she shivered in the nippy air, we turned us back toward her home.
 
   When we got back, we hopped into her car instead of going in and she drove me back to my place.  I didn't need to invite her up, she just glommed onto my arm.  I can't begin to tell you how right that felt to me.
 
   We didn't speak I just sat on the futon and she laid back into me and whispered, “Just hold me.  You make me feel like a whole person again.”  So I did, I held her as she dozed off and slept.  I'm not sure when I finally fell asleep.  I was so lost in the fact that this amazing woman chose me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Wildcard
 
   The next week was a whirlwind.  Between performing at clubs and dating the bloody hell out of my new girlfriend, Mei and I were hitting all sorts of thrift shops to properly accessorize my flat.  We used the money I saved not having to pay my first month's rent.  It really felt weird as I started amassing more than my four boxes.  Mei knocked me out of the thought for the fourth time.  “Stop it, Kacer.  You've your own place now.  A home.”
 
   I took the opportunity to capture her in a hug and capture her lips with mine.  Every kiss was as tingle inducing and intoxicating as the last.  I nodded at her. “I know, I know.  Just give me time.”
 
   She nodded in satisfaction then went to her drawer of the bureau and pulled out a fresh shirt.  Hey, when did she get a drawer here?  I liked it for some reason, it meant she wasn't planning on leaving me anytime soon.  The shirt was a really cute pink and white one that made her look younger.  She looked like...
 
   She paused at the look on my face as she fastened the sleeve to her side, then said with a coy smile,  “Hey.  Get out of those fantasies lady.  I told you, the whole Asian schoolgirl thing is never going to happen. You're worse than a man.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “As if.”  She cocked an eyebrow and I deflated and admitted, “Fine, it was Yuri from Angel Beats this time.”  She grinned and stood on her tiptoes and gave me a peck on the lips.  “Keep dreaming Kacer.”
 
   I assured her, “Oh, I will.”  She slapped my shoulder as I grinned at her.
 
   She teased, “The day you dress as the Amazon princess Xena for me.”  I cringed.  Then she perked up. “We jamming with the band today?”  I nodded and we headed out.
 
   She had enjoyed joining in with us during practice sessions and she agreed to help Caroline sift through the guitarists that were trying out for lead guitar for Purple Horseshoes.  Unfortunately, Car was better than most of them since most of the good leads had been snapped up for Roctoberfest already.
 
   This day was no different, we listened to three tryouts.  The last guy was barely passable.  We all conferred while Caroline went to answer a knock at her front door. Mick got frustrated and said to Mei, “Bloody hell, this could go on forever, just be our lead, you have talent to spare.”  My girl almost panicked at that.  She shook her head almost violently and Mick pressed, “I know your damage, but one day you're going to have to suck it up and play the cards life dealt you baby girl.”  She had started calling her that because of how small she was and Mei never said anything about it, I think she sort of liked it.
 
   I went to defend Mei when it looked like she might start panicking again.  But Mick beat me to it.  The big softie melted and stepped up to Mei and hugged her tight.  “I'm sorry, I shouldn't push.  But you are brill on the axe.”  Then she coaxed with a silly grin. “Who loves you?”
 
   Mei rolled her eyes.  “Mick loves me.”
 
   Mick nodded with a cheesy grin and said, “That's right.  Now give me some sugar and get back to your girl before she gets jealous.”  Mei chuckled at that and kissed Mick's cheek and held her hand out to me.  I melted and stepped up to her and clasped her hand.
 
   We all turned to the door and Animal dropped the cables he was organizing when there was a scream from Caroline at the front door.  Mick was already in motion with murder in her eyes, that was scary.  But the scream turned into giggling and we all relaxed as Carol came hopping into the room holding a letter up to us, shaking it like we should know what it was.
 
   She was too excited to speak.  Darin was the closest, he had moved halfway across the room before the cables had hit the floor after the scream.  He held her jumping self to the floor with one hand as he took the letter from her hand with two fingers like a pincer.
 
   He looked at it as Car appeared ready to vibrate through the floor.  He smiled at us and read, “It is with great pleasure that London Harmony awards to the Purple Horseshoes, the wildcard slot in week four of Roctoberfest.  We apologize for the short notice, but there were four bands with the same top combined score from the eliminated bands.”
 
   He grinned at us all and continued, “We had all the judges review the prior weeks performances to determine a winner.  There will be two stages set up for performances at Jubilee Gardens, please be at Stage B at two o'clock on Friday afternoon.”
 
   He looked at both sides of the letter, then finished with, “It is signed by June Harris-West.”  He looked into the envelope and pulled out a Half-J Card that said Week Three Wildcard on the back.
 
   I feel sorry for the poor bloke as we all broke into screams of excitement.  Then again, I don't think he minded so much as Mick grabbed his lapels, yanked him to her, and put him into a passionate liplock before pushing him away.
 
   I was going to tease when Mei gripped my shirt and pulled me down to do the same.  She whispered, “Congrats lady.”
 
   Caroline said, “Hey!” to all of us.  I almost snorted at the fact that the prettiest Horseshoe was unattached, but I was starting to get the idea that she liked it that way for a change instead of cycling through boyfriends that proved to be superficial.  I think she was taking some 'Carol Time'.  We all gave her a crushing group hug and she was all grins when we released her. “Much better.”
 
   I stepped back a moment and marveled at our little family.  I don't think a group of friends could get much closer.  I loved each and every one of them.  Then I looked at Mei who was celebrating tight alongside us.  She was bonding with us Horseshoes like she belonged.  I was a little afraid that maybe I just more than liked her.  Except my three band mates, everyone I loved turned on me.  But when she glanced over at me with her eyes twinkling with happiness for us, my heart melted again.  Bloody hell, leave it to me to fall in love with someone so quickly.
 
   Then she spoke up,  “This is going to burn that wanker, Mort's ass.”
 
   Animal corrected her, “Matt.”
 
   She gave a toothy grin and winked. “It's all the same.  An ass is an ass.”
 
   We all chuckled at her humor, I smiled and stepped over to my drums and sat.  Mentally counting down from three to one and pointing at Carol as she suddenly blurted out,  “We need to practice!”  She spun and then grinned when she saw me already ready.
 
   Everyone picked up their instruments and Mei picked up the extra guitar and sat on a little pickup amp to jam with us with the volume turned down.  In just a few short sessions, she had already matched our style and played with us as seamlessly as David did.
 
   I caught everyone looking over to Mei from time to time with a tinge of worry on their faces.  I understood, I had the same worry that we wouldn't find a lead in time for the competition.  If we could just survive round four somehow, David would be back from holiday in the Americas and we could probably get him to help us out.
 
   But for the moment, we were happy.  I locked eyes with my girl and just played.  We let the music out of ourselves and I swear it was the tightest we ever sounded.  Everything was just right at that moment and damned be the competition.
 
   Later, after Mick and Darin had my drums loaded into her truck.  We sat just discussing possible futures.  If we won or didn't, what was next for all of us.  I was laying on my back on the thick throw rug in front of the coffee table with both Caroline and Mei laying side by side with their heads on my belly.  Mei was playing with my hand in hers.
 
   Mick and her beau were sitting together on the floor, leaning their backs against the couch.  All of us just wanted to be in music as long as we could.  We knew that as we got into our thirties it would harder for us to get professional employment in the field.  So it was most likely we'd be playing clubs until we didn't fit the venues anymore.  So we had maybe seven or eight more years we could support ourselves with our music.
 
   I exhaled and just said into the air, “I'm twenty-five.”  I just sat there waiting for that to sink in with my friends.  That I had been lying to them for ten years.  A harmless lie except the first three years where I was still a minor.
 
   Then Mick said, “And I'm hungry again.”
 
   Animal said, “And I'm exhausted.”
 
   Carol bounced her head on my belly. “You didn't think we were stupid did you Stretch?”  She chuckled and I joined in.  I reached over with my free hand and stroked her hair.
 
   We all sat in a comfortable silence, contemplating the next day.  Week four.  My lord, we've made it over half way through the competition.  I smiled knowing we had to be at least decent to have made it so far, even if it was with a wildcard win.
 
   Mick stood and pulled Animal up. “Well, hasta manana everyone, I gotta get bright eyes here to bed before he turns into a pumpkin.”  We all stood up and she looked at me, “I'll just keep the drums and bring them to the Gardens in the morning String Bean.”
 
   I nodded with a smile and she said, “Gives me some sugar mah bitches.”
 
   I tried to argue as Mei and Caroline gave her hugs.  “Hey, we're not your...”  She just pointed at her cheek and I kissed it with a silly grin on my face.  She dragged her man out the door, correcting me sweetly. “Yes you are.”
 
   Caroline scrunched up her face with her mouth squished to one side as she was comically thinking then she crinkled her nose sourly and said, “I think we might be.”
 
   Mei just smiled at both of us.  “There are worse things in this world.”
 
   We chuckled our agreement and Caroline and she shooed us toward the door.  “Out with you wenches.  I need some sleep and Mei has been giving you that come hither look for the past hour.”
 
   I glanced down at Mei as the door closed behind us.  I melted at her come hither look and she giggled at the results.  She yawned and threw me the keys to her car.  “You drive, I can barely keep my eyes open.  Your flat?”
 
   I stared at the keys and tried to hand them back, “Ummm... I don't know how to drive.”
 
   She was suddenly much more awake and alert. She had a mischievous gleam in her eye as she refused to take the keys back.  I shook my head and tried to argue, “No I...”
 
   She stepped to the passenger door and said, “There's no time like the present.”  Then added,  “As an incentive, if you can get us to your place without us dying, I'm your prize.”
 
   I grinned at her and hopped into the driver's seat saying, “Why didn't you just say so.”
 
   She giggled and said, “I just did, you bloody git.”  Then she chuckled again as I fought with the seat's electronic controls since I seemed to be eating my knees.
 
   I teased as the seat moved slowly back on the rails, for a long time.  “Just how short are you?”
 
   She reached across herself to lay her hand on my arm and deadpanned, “I'm just the right size for you.”  I nodded stupidly in agreement.  The seat continued its backward trek on its epic journey.
 
   I exhaled dramatically when I could reach the pedals comfortably, and we buckled up.  I looked down at the pedals then her.  She nudged her chin.  “The big one on the left is the brake the one on the floor on the right is the gas.  Push the brake in and start the car.”  She was talking with confidence.  I'm glad one of us was confident and not scared out of her gourd.
 
   What followed is not for delicate ears as I may have uttered at least thirteen profanities in at least three languages on the way to my place.  But she was a good instructor.  I learned during the death-defying, harrowing journey that I was not the first she taught.  Her parents were nervous wrecks just teaching her so it fell upon her to teach each sibling as they came of age.  So she's had a go at it twice now.
 
   But in a fortunate and happy twist of events, my prize claimed me that night instead of me claiming my prize.  I cussed silently in my head as we drifted off, I was truly in love with the bloody woman.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – She Started Shredding
 
   The next morning I awoke on the futon to a kitten purring on my chest.  When I wiped the last vestiges of sleep from my eyes, I realized it wasn't a purring kitten, it was a snoring Mei.  She had drool coming out of the corner of her mouth, making my nightshirt wet.  I can't tell you just how cute I found it.  It was a good night and she hadn't had one of her frequent nightmares.
 
   I stretched out an arm slowly and was just able to snag my mobile off the coffee table with my fingertips, and pulled up a voice memo app.  I recorded her snoring then looked at the time.  We had to get going.  I shook her gently and she stirred and stretched, pulling her hair out of her eyes as she yawned. “Morning love.”
 
   I tried hard not to swoon.  I grinned. “Morning Snore-y McSnore-bot.”
 
   She slapped my chest.  “I told you, I don't snore.”
 
   I held up my mobile with a triumphant grin and hit play.  Her cute little snores played, and she shook her head with a smirk. “I hate you.”
 
   “Tough woman, I love..”  I turned it off and froze.  Bloody hell Kacy!  Her eyes were locked on mine like laser guided munitions.  I couldn't tell anything from her face.  I couldn't take it back and it was obvious what I was going to say, so I finished.  “...you?”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow.  “Was that a question?”
 
   I exhaled in surrender and murmured, “In for a penny, in for a pound.”  I looked into her eyes and nodded. “I love you.”  Then added, “I'm sorry.”
 
   She smirked.  “Why are you sorry?  I've thought that I might just love you too.  But if you are sorry...”  Damn it, she always knew just what to say to put me in her back pocket.
 
   I kissed her and murmured into her smiling lips, “Not sorry.”  But then my eyes snapped wide in panic. “Bloody hell.  Did you call your mother to tell her you'd be out all night?”  I didn't want another Southern shame session next time I saw Becky.  She had waaaay too much fun teasing us.
 
   She squinted an eye almost painfully at me. “I sent her a text?”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief.  “A text?  Good lord woman, we need to pick up some flowers or something for her on the way to competition today.”  She just grinned at me and tucked some of my hair behind my ear.
 
   She shrugged as she dropped her nightshirt and headed for the loo, looking over her shoulder demurely.  “You're cute when you're scared of mum.”  Ooo... I'd show her who was cute!  I stomped after her playfully to the shower.
 
   I marveled at her form as I washed her back for her. I watched the water follow the contours of her curves and tried to figure out just how I got so lucky to have such a marvelous creature in my life.  I traced the little rivulets of water down her sides and she shivered and I was rewarded with goose flesh.  I chopped back a sob in my throat as happy tears welled up in my eyes.  Where the hell had that come from?  I took a deep breath and we finished up and got dressed.
 
   I grinned when she took the boots I liked seeing her in, out of my closet.  She had a drawer AND closet space it seemed.  How amazing would it be if she just moved in with me?  The biggest plus besides having the woman I love all to myself would be not living in terror wondering if she called her mum or not.  I chuckled to myself.
 
   She looked over with a grin as she pinned her sleeve. “What?”
 
   I shrugged and stood after lacing up my Sketchers while I thought of how cool it was when she tied her shoes with one hand.  Then simply said, “Just fantasizing.” She smirked and I quickly added, “Not like that you dirty girl.”  Then I shrugged.  “I ever tell you just how much I like having you around, Mei?”
 
   She grabbed our bags and my sticks and walked up to me. Mei stuffed my drumsticks in my back pocket and I put my bag over my shoulder as she said, “No, but feel free to voice it, it makes me feel all warm inside.”  Her face was serious not teasing.  A hip was proffered, a loop taken and we were off to find the rest of the Horseshoes.
 
   I thanked the lord and all that was fuzzy and true in the world, that she didn't make me drive again.  Especially with all the traffic on the roads now.  I'll need some time for my nerves to settle before I try it again.
 
   I texted Car. “Where iz be?”  I snorted at the reply. “Mr. and Mrs. Michalea Palmer's flat.”
 
   I relayed the message for my short companion, and even way down at sea level she snorted too.  She said, “They are with each other every second they possibly can...”  She trailed off and we both blushed and cracked up in laughter.  Here we were, the pot calling the kettle black.  Then she asked, “You think it will last?”
 
   I caught the double edge to the question and I took a moment to think about it.  I nodded slowly. “You know, I really think it has a chance.  They've been best of friends for a decade, so they already started with love.  And I have never ever in that time, seen Mick sleep with the same person twice.  She has never wanted to.  And I've never seen her scared of anything, but she seemed pretty terrified to actually start things with Animal because she didn't want it to fail and lose a friend.”
 
   She smiled softly and nodded.  Then her smile went crooked.  “And I don't hear any complaining from Darin when she bosses him around.”  Then that crooked smile went positively wicked.  “Something tells me that she's actually less bossy and much sweeter when they are alone, Kace.”
 
   I slapped her shoulder playfully.  “You just say that because she melts your nickers every time she says your name.”
 
   She blushed and nodded comically. “There's that, but seriously, I bet she's almost tender with him; seeing how ferociously she takes care of all of you.”
 
   I nodded with a wistful smile on my face and conceded the point. “I can almost guarantee it.”  I pulled my sticks out of my back pocket and started drumming the air.  Mei's eyes twinkled as she split her attention between the road and me.
 
   We pulled up to the alley at Mick's, Mei had picked up Carol here once but had never been in.  It was above an old empty butcher's shop where Ronnie Marx held raves from time to time, she had a steal of a deal on the loft apartment above it.  All she had to do was keep vagrants from using the building and keep the property clean.  She paid about what I'll be paying for my flat.
 
   We looked at the dependable old white pickup loaded down with gear and I punched in the code on the alley door's lock and we headed in.  We went up the back stairs and passed the unused office to another door.  I punched in the code and started opening the door and Mei laid a hand on my arm.  “Shouldn't we knock?  What if they're...”  She bobbed her head suggestively a couple times, I snorted as we just walked through the door.
 
   We grinned at the waving Carol on the long leather couch in the big open room, as she grinned back.  I explained as I led my girl over to sit.  “You've never been in the 'M-Nest.'  If you are in Mick's inner circle, then this is your second home and can come and go as you please.  Mick only does her, umm... fun stuff, in her room back there.”  I pointed at the right door.  “If there are no satin knickers on he bedroom's doorknob, then she's not, umm...”
 
   Carol supplied cheerfully, obviously amused by my bashfulness suddenly, “Occupied.”  She gave a toothy grin.  Animal came out of the left door, the loo, and came over and flopped into a chair across from us and we all gasped.
 
   Bloody hell!  He was clean-shaven and his hair was combed out and tied in a ponytail behind him.  I murmured, “Darin... you're gorgeous.”  I had never seen the man behind all the hair.
 
   Carol grinned. “Mick hit the jackpot.”
 
   Mei was slapping both of us on our legs as was saying in earnest, “Oh shush you two, can't you see you're embarrassing the poor bloke?”
 
   Sure enough, he was red as a beet and looking uncomfortable in his chair.  She added to him reassuringly, “You look lovely mate.”
 
   Then I blurted, “What made you shave after all these years?”
 
   He glanced at his girl's door and shrugged. “Mick asked me to.”
 
   Carol blinked. “That's all it took?  Bloody hell man, we would have asked years ago then.  We thought you loved the fur.”
 
   He shrugged. “I sort of forgot what I looked like too, so I was curious, I've had it almost half my life.  Kind of scared myself in the mirror.”  We all grinned at him and understood, if we hadn't known it was him, we would have thought him a complete stranger.  A good looking stranger.
 
   We turned to see Mick strutting out of her room in full rocker regalia.  With more leather and studs than you could shake a stick at.  It was that signature look that incited my original crush on her.  She was all grins as she joined in the conversation.  “Now my arm candy is even... candy-er?”  We all chuckled and Darin looked to want to shrink away into the land of shy.
 
   She leaned down and kissed the bloke and scolded, “What did I say about that shyness?  Suck it up and accept the compliment.”
 
   He nodded and said, “Sorry.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and flopped down across his lap and asked nobody, in particular, “What am I going to do with you?”  Then she looked at the clock on her wall and then to Mei, “What's the plan, Stan?  We got a little over two hours.  When's bro play?”
 
   My girl smiled at that and said, “He plays after you lot, but at Stage A.  Until then...  feed me?”
 
   Mick almost cackled at that and said, “You're so tiny, but I swear you can eat more than a team of Army Rangers.”  Then she looked around to us, “You heard my girl, let's go foraging.”  Then she added in an Obi-Wan voice, “And Mei the force be with you.”
 
   Mei chuckled at that one then looked at me as we all stood, asking me, “Her girl?”
 
   I nodded almost apologetically and said with a sigh, “Inner circle.  You're one of hers now, get used to it, there's no help for you now.”  Then I chimed in,  “Oh and we need a place to find some flowers.”  Which just got Mei chuckling at me.
 
   After a sinfully delicious time at a little inexpensive Mexican place Darin knew, Puerta Azul, we all watched Mei down two egg and chorizo laden burritos in giant bites; the rest of us ate one; we headed to a corner florist and I thought about Mei's house.  There were daffodils in the window boxes, so I assumed Becky liked them.  I got a single yellow daffodil in a green bed of myrtle and baby's breath.
 
   I had to suffer the teasing from Mei and Carol all the way to Jubilee.  I defended myself to Caroline, “You don't know how scary that woman is.  And this one...”  I pointed at my girl.  “She sends a text...”  Mei chuckled as she pulled us in behind Mick on Chicheley Street after showing our participant badges.
 
   We hopped out and went to help unload the truck just to get a glare from Mick.  We backed off slowly like you would do with an angry bear.  Once everything was unloaded and strapped to the carts, she allowed us to approach them.  I comically placed a hand tentatively on a handle and cringed at Mick.  When she didn't attack, I grinned and stepped confidently behind the cart and put my little bundle on top.
 
   She gave Darin a  peck on the lips and he stayed with us when she returned to the truck.  Mei followed suit and stood on her tiptoes and gave me a peck on my lips then dashed off to her car to go find parking.  She called back, “Love you, back in a jiff.”
 
   I nodded with a grin, absently replying, “Love you.”
 
   I got the cocked eyebrows from the grinning Carol and Animal.  She said, “The 'L' word?”  She looked ready to explode into hearts, hugs, and rainbows at any moment.
 
   I hung my head and sighed out a, “Yes.”
 
   I almost didn't catch Darin mumbling something about Mick using the 'L' word.  Our necks almost snapped like twigs as we looked quickly over at the blushing bloke.  I blurted, “That's brill!”  Car nodded in agreement.  Okay now I was going to burst out in hearts and hugs, Mick was changing, and she couldn't be with a better bloke.
 
   We made our way through he crowd that seemed even bigger this week, it was like more and more people were coming for the spectacle.  Week Four, I still couldn't believe it.  We parked our gear behind Stage A and sat beside it on the grass with our backs to the stage.  A few minutes later I saw Mick plowing the way through the crowd with Mei behind her, who was avoiding contact with everyone.
 
   Mick sat between Darin and me, and Mei comically plopped down right across my lap with her arm hooked around my neck to support herself.  She grinned. “Maybe crowds aren't so bad if you have a Mick around to break a path.”
 
   I noted Mick lacing fingers with Animal as she said to Mei, “Anything for our Asian flower.  Give me my sugar.”  She pointed at her cheek and Mei stretched over and gave her a quick peck.  Mick looked as pleased as a cat with a saucer of cream as she looked around at our motley crew.
 
   Mei crinkled her nose. “You realize I'm about as Asian as you are Irish, right Mick?”
 
   The scary lady just waved her off and snuggled her back into the stage and said playfully,  “Oh shush you, if I want your opinion I'll give it to you.”
 
   Mei stuck her tongue out at her, then looked past me.  I followed her gaze to see Robbie and the rest of the Lullabies walking up.  We all stood and exchanged fist bumps and greetings.  A minute later, we heard a Texan arguing with a guard, “Listen here young man, I'm with two of the bands here.  Y’all best be letting me pass.”
 
   The man was about to argue more when Carol called out, “It's okay sir, she's with us.”  He let her pass and the wicked and vindictive smile she gave the bloke was almost bone chilling.  She took Angie off her hip and set her down.  The little girl made a beeline for Mick, who absently flipped the giggling girl up onto her shoulders saying, “Hey-ya pipsqueak.”
 
   Doctor Hammond stopped in front of Mei and me and crossed her arms over her ample bosom.  She cocked an eyebrow and said coolly, “Mei Valerie Lynn Hammond...”
 
   Mei was looking suitably nervous with a wide-eyed clenched tooth grin.  I reached over and grabbed the bundle on top of the equipment and thrust it at Rebekah, looking away like it would burst into flames.  I squinted one eye and cocked my head as I said, “This is for you.  I didn't know she only texted ma'am.”
 
   She looked at me then at the flower and she smiled as she looked at Mei. “I really like this one baby Mei.  She's easy to scare.”  Then she turned back to me.  “Thank you.  Daffodils are my favorite.”
 
   I grinned at Mei in triumph, who side kicked my shin and nudged her eyes toward her mom.  I looked back at the frosty look and paled then she grinned and held out an arm.  “Oh come here sugar, you know I'm just funin' ya.”
 
   Then she added, “I came back to wish y'all good luck and to give my daughter the ol' stink eye.”
 
   Mei started to protest, “Mum, I'm twent...”  Her mother held up a hand to stop her and shook her head. “And you're still my baby girl.  I appreciate that at least I rated a text but show your momma some more respect next time.”  My girl nodded.
 
   Then Becky went about wishing us all luck and slicking Robbie's messy hair back, to his eternal embarrassment, in front of his band.  She held her hand out and Mick set Angie down, who ran to her mum and grabbed her hand, shooting a cute wave back at all of us.  I snorted as Becky squinted one eye and glared at the security guard as she passed by.
 
   We all gave a nervous laugh when Caroline said, “Scary lady is scary.”
 
   Robbie chuckled. “You don't know the half of it.  I don't know how much of it is the American thing and how much of it is just that mum is really that scary.”  Mei was nodding her agreement.
 
   I snagged my girl's hand and pulled her close and smiled as I said, “Hey you two.  She loves you two fiercely, take it as the blessing it is, not all mothers are like that.”  Mei squeezed my hand, knowing my damage.  I really shouldn't project like that.
 
   Darin pointed at his imaginary watch on his wrist and we said our goodbyes to the Lullabys.  I said to Robbie as he left, “We'll be at yours cheerin' you on mate.”  He smiled and went with his band and we started hauling our gear around to the stage stairs on the side to set up.  We had stage left.
 
   As I arranged my kit, I looked over to stage right where the other band, The Harmonics, were setting up and I saluted good luck to the other drummer with my sticks, he saluted back.  I liked the bands like that, who didn't make this a cutthroat competition and suck all the fun out of the experience.  This was the time of my life, especially now with a feckin' beautiful girlfriend and a second chance with our wildcard slot.
 
   I did a couple test rolls as the bands were tuning up.  Then adjusted the head on one of the toms.  Then Mei cutely sat on my lap on my swiveling stool and scrunched her nose at me as she took one stick.
 
   She did a decent job with my double bass pedals then tinged out a saucy “cha-chi-chi-cha-chi-chi-cha” on the hi-hat.  I gave her some snare and rimshot beat.  She grinned back at me then handed back the stick and hopped off my lap as she saw the judge walking up to get things started.  She gave me a quick peck on the lips then scooted down the steps at the side of the stage and stood in the shadow of it to watch.
 
   My heart fell when the crowd started going insane as a brunette came striding up to the stage with such confidence and a commanding presence with her beat up pink Fender.  My worst fear without us having a lead.  Carol looked about ready to throw up, she knew she couldn't keep up with J8.
 
   The judge was the big man we had before, I had learned that his name was Edward Canter, from Canter Recording.  But he went by Bear.  I could see why, he was one of the largest human beings I had ever seen.  He seemed to be hyperventilating and June Harris-West walked right up to the man after plugging in her guitar.
 
   She placed a hand on his arm and looked way up at him and smiled and nodded reassurance and he nodded back then turned to the crowd.  “W-welcome to Roctoberfest London week four!” Everyone cheered.  Then he introduced the competition and the rules for the weekend  and introduced each band.  He gained confidence as he spoke.
 
   Then finally he said, “For the face off between The Harmonics and the dark-horse of the competition with the final wildcard slot, the Purple Horseshoes!  They will be accompanying J8 with her triple platinum hit, ‘Pickpocket’!”  The big man lumbered off stage and took a seat at the judge's table as the crowd cheered.
 
   June stepped up to the front of the stage and said into her headset microphone as she signed gracefully with her hands, “Let's give both bands a hand for making it this far.”  The crowd responded enthusiastically to her.
 
   I took a moment to wonder why anytime she was in public, whether in a rare television interview or on stage like this, she always used sign language as she spoke.  I could have face palmed myself when I realized that duh, her other mother was Anabella West, a deaf Congresswoman and activist in the Colonies.  I knew Mandy Fay did the same.
 
   Then she yelled into her mic, “London, are you ready to rock!?”  The decibel level doubled from the crowd and she just pointed back at the other drummer with her head down.  Just like that, with that simple motion, the crowd almost went silent, and the drummer counted off the beat.  June jumped into the air and landed on the down-stroke of that iconic guitar, and she and the other band's lead guitarist went into the short instrumental guitar solo before the first of the vocals.
 
   The other guitarist was keeping up but simplifying most of the chord progressions to do so.  Most guitarists would have to, Carol more than most.  We were all looking at each other nervously.  Caroline was fingering along and shaking her head.  The band did a great job and I noted that since they were all men, the backup vocals had a definite bass harmonic to them.
 
   When we had a full band, we had the spectrum covered with three female and two male voices.  But Animal's baritone alone was great for harmonizing.  Maybe this would make up for our guitar shortcomings in this round.
 
   They got explosive applause, or rather J8 did.  We were sweating bullets as June said and signed, “Let's give it up for The Harmonics everyone!”  She urged the cheering louder.  Then she stood in the middle of the stage and gave a toothy ear to ear grin until the crowd got it and quieted down.  She was as playful as her music.
 
   She winked and pointed at me.  I blushed and counted us off.  Then Caroline did possibly the most brilliant thing I could have thought of, as June exploded into the guitar solo to my beat.  She did nothing.
 
   At first I was afraid she had locked up until the first vocal, where the rest of the band kicked in and she played rhythm guitar to June's lead guitar.  Pure friggin' genius!  J8 would always play lead guitar with any band she played with, she was that good.  She didn't need another guitar trying to play lead over her.  The whole point of Roctoberfest was for London Harmony to find two backup house bands.  And Carol backed her up brilliantly!
 
   I could see the smiles on the rest of the Horseshoes as we rocked out with a legend.  BEST JAM SESSION EVER!  We had so much fun and June scrunched up her nose to us at one point as she sang and we sang the backup vocals in harmony.  I don't think I had ever had so much fun on stage.  I got really showboat-y; is that a word?  I singled out Mei every time I walked the drums in a roll. And shot her a smile.  She was just standing there smiling and chewing her nails.
 
   We saw clan Hammond in the crowd bopping to the beat, and Haunted Lullaby was cheering us on.
 
   When it was over, I didn't give a flaming marshmallow in space if we continued on or not.  That was THE experience of a lifetime with J8.  June just cocked an eyebrow at us then turned to the crowd and said, “London's own Purple Horseshoes everyone!”  The crowd went crazy.  Then June slung her guitar over her back and sat on the edge of the stage, legs kicking playfully.  She touched a few of the outstretched hands around her.
 
   She looked over to the other judge and asked, “So, what ya think Bear?”  The big man looked around and lumbered up to her.  He was eye to eye with her though she was sitting up on stage, and he handed her a slip of paper and she nodded once and winked at the man and clasped his shoulder.  Then she stood up and almost skipped to the middle of the stage and turned on the crowd with a smirk.
 
   She said and signed, “I don't know about this one people.  It was so close, both bands were awesome and anyone would be lucky to sing with either of them.  What do you think London?”  She moved a hand toward the other band. “The Harmonics?”  The crowd screamed and whistled.  Then she moved the hand toward us and asked,  “The Purple Horseshoes?”
 
   To my amazement, the cheering got louder.  June nodded with a smile, “That's what I thought.  Ladies and gentlemen, Purple Horseshoes take this round, four point eight to four point seven!”  We stood and bowed.  I waved at Mei, then we marched across the stage pointing at the Harmonics and gave them hugs.  I'm ashamed to say I asked J8 for her autograph, then we started breaking down our gear for the next bands to set up.
 
   I was all smiles as a familiar delicate arm wrapped around my waist from behind.  “Congrats Kacy.”  I turned around and hugged her then said loudly for everyone to hear.  “Carol was brilliant!  That was pure genius.”
 
   She blushed and replied, “It only pushed back our elimination by a day.”
 
   Mei slapped at her hands. “Hey, no negative Nancy shite, you lot are great.”
 
   Mick walked past carrying the main amp like it was a cardboard cutout and reinforced Mei's declaration. “What she said.”
 
   We were mauled by clan Hammond before we could get ourselves situated backstage.  Mick did the rest of the gear removal with a small cutie wearing a little yellow dress on her back.  Lullaby congratulated us then the evil Becky stole away my Mei.  I called out, “We'll see you for Robbie's set after we stow our gear in the truck.”  She played comically like she was being dragged bodily away and I had to chuckle.
 
   We sobered when we found out that sodding wanker Matt and his band, Ratchet, were up against Haunted Lullaby.  But I snorted when Mei pointed out to us all that he still looked to have a black eye and his nose was crooked from Mick's punch.
 
   They played for Tabby Cat.  It was a hell of a thing being in the crowd watching.  It was like being treated to a live concert over and over.  And bloody hell did Tabby have a set of lungs, I bet she could have blown us away without the mic.
 
   I'm not too petty to not admit that Ratchet was pretty darn good and the edgier stuff like Tabby's music seemed to be their forte.
 
   We acted like a bunch of fangirls and fanboys when Lullaby played, and screamed along with Robbie's family.  Even Doc was getting in on the excitement.  The whole time I had Mei tucked protectively in front of me with my arms around her shoulders from behind.
 
   We had to suppress a hiss when Ratchet took the round four point nine to four point seven.  Tabitha squinted at Matt's band when they celebrated almost violently and snubbed Robbie's band when they crossed over to congratulate them.  I just wish that Matt would sod off once and for all.  I can't believe we were actually friends with him at one time.
 
   After they had broken down the gear we met them behind the stage, I said, “You guys were great, you'll make it up in the next round tomorrow for sure.”
 
   I lost my happy maker to her family that night. And wound up at Mick's instead of my own place as we had a strategy meeting.  Fine whatever... party.  Chinese takeout and an old Sally Gray flick.  Hey, don't judge, that was a party for us.  We liked to wind down after exciting days like that.
 
   I got text blocked by Mick.  Since Mei and I were just connecting to connect.  Mick grabbed my mobile and typed, “This is M, you want to see your girl again without duct tape over her thumbs, no more texting tonight.  We needs our Kacy sugar.”
 
   This got a smiley emoticon back and a “Boo” then a wink emoticon.  And Mick grinned when she pocketed my mobile.  I laid on my stomach on a blanket by the telly and Car crossed her arms on my back and laid her head down.  That's pretty much how we woke up the next morning when a grinning Mei was squatted in front of me, poking my nose.
 
   We all looked back to the satin knickers on the door handle to Michaela's room.  I yawned and my girl gave me a kiss on the forehead.  I asked, “How did you know I was here?”
 
   She winked and said, “Well you weren't at your flat and not answering my texts so I figured they had you prisoner here and were torturing you for information.”
 
   I mumbled, “But I don't know anything...”  Carol looked up from her crossed arms on my back and gave a cute grin to Mei then rolled off of me to stretch.  I hated her.  How could she make bed head like that look so bloody cute?  I probably looked like a grizzly.
 
   Mei slapped her hand repeatedly on her leg, making a clapping sound and said loud enough for the fornicators in the other room to hear.  “Up and at 'em people.  You have a competition to go to and someone needs to feed me.”  I heard a chuckle from Mick's room.
 
   Mei treated us to breakfast.  I meant to ask her just how much she got paid to man the phones at the UK Landmine Relief Foundation, she always seemed to have cash.  She had taken the six weeks off to support Robbie and his band in the competition.
 
   Most of us sat and watched her start to devour her food before we ate.  It was an amazing sight to see.  She grinned cutely with her mouth full, she wasn't shy about it one little bit.
 
   We weren't playing until later in the afternoon, which gave us plenty of chances to take in some of the competition.  Haunted Lullaby won their set, then we looked like someone had just pissed on our chips when we found we would be taking on Ratchet.
 
   As we were setting up, Matt was taunting Caroline as he went through some complex runs on his guitar.  Mei hissed to us, “The wanker is so fucking smug.”  She looked mad so we didn't even think to tease her for the harsh words coming from our 'Asian flower'.  She almost glared at me but then gave me an angry peck on the lips.  “Back in a flash.”
 
   We had a surprise artist and were handed sheet music.  They said they would have one in every once in a while during the competition.  Conrad Chase from America!  Okay, he was my male kryptonite and could get my motor running, the only man to do that for me.  I mean, before Mei, I wouldn't have kicked the guy out of bed.  His style was evolving from pop into a more hard rock country mix, he was a versatile singer and actor.
 
   I looked around and couldn't see Mei anywhere as the bands were introduced and Conrad started singing with Ratchet.  Matt was really flamboyant with the guitar solo in the middle as he smirked at Caroline.  Our hearts sank, they really were good and well suited to Conrad's style.
 
   When we were clapping with the crowd for them, Mei came running up onto stage, she looked terrified but had Robbie's guitar and she looked at us.  Car gave a nod and Mei plugged Maggie into the amp.  I shot a look of concern to Mei, who seemed to be almost hyperventilating, but she transformed when the music started.
 
   She was a goddess on the stage and she had eyes only for me.  I tried to feed her strength and played for her and only her, I didn't care about anything else.  She was attempting to help us out by doing the one thing that terrified her most.  I loved her so much!
 
   When the guitar solo came, she started shredding and the crowd exploded.  My jaw dropped as she banged her head with the rock riff, her hair flying in all directions.  Dear lord did I want her right then and right there.  Conrad was smiling and we all had a blast finishing the number, me playing to Mei and her to me.
 
   The crowd went wild and Conrad Chase himself turned around and applauded us too.  Mei faded to the back and scooted over to stand behind me. I could feel her rapid breaths on my neck.  It took all of ten seconds for the judge and Conrad to agree.
 
   He stepped to the center of the stage with his signature crooked boy toy grin that looked oh so good on him.  He said, “Let's hear it for Ratchet!”  And I slumped in my seat as the crowd cheered.  Then he continued as they started celebrating among themselves, “They did a phenomenal job, but not quite enough to outdo the Purple Horseshoes!”
 
   I sat up tall and Mei's hand squeezed my shoulder as the crowd went wild as Conrad spoke over the cheering.  “The Horseshoes take it four point nine to four point seven.”  We all hugged then went over to shake the hands of Ratchet.
 
   Surprisingly they were cool about it even though Matt was gritting his teeth.  Like the asshole he is, he stuck his right hand out toward Mei's empty sleeve then laughed.  I swear to God I almost jumped on him right there, to drive a drumstick through his skull.  Mei just stared at him impassively and flipped him off with her back to the crowd so they wouldn't see.
 
   Then we went about moving our gear off the stage.  I was glad the Hammond's hadn't come behind the stage to celebrate this time because as we secured the equipment to the carts, Matt walked over from where his band was doing the same.  He pointed at Caroline.  I don't know why he had such a hate on for her.  “I don't know what that shit you just pulled was, but we're gunning for you.  Your slant-eyed gimp and your dyk...”
 
   He was interrupted by the solid strike to his nose that Darin landed, which sent him tumbling back onto his ass.  Animal said in quite an assertive manner, “Shut the fuck up you bloody wanker.  Now sod off before I let Mick at ya.”
 
   A security guard saw a bleeding Matt on the grass and came walking over.  Mick was quick to haul Matt up to his feet, slapping his back soundly.  “You gotta lay off the drinking mate.  You keep tripping and hurting yourself.   Now run along, your bandmates are looking for you.”    She pulled him past the security guard who was torn between believing her show and not.  He finally looked at us then turned and walked back to the barriers.  I guess since he didn't see the hit, he couldn't prove anything.
 
   Mick returned and Mei fanned her face and fluttered her eyes cutely and said in a Texan accent her mum would be proud of, “Mah oh mah Animal.”
 
   Mick looped her arm in Darin's and crinkled her nose at Mei. “You got your own arm candy.  Shoo.”  Mei made a show of looping her arm in mine then laid her head on my arm and I melted.  Both evil women laughed at my blush.
 
   Then Caroline got serious.  “Thank you, Mei, you pulled our collective asses out of the fire.  That was bloody brill what you did on stage.”
 
   She nodded into my arm and said, “That was for Robbie.  I wasn't going to let them do the same to you.  Matt isn't 'that' good.”
 
   Then Caroline cocked an eyebrow and asked tentatively with the same hopeful look on her face I was wearing, “Does this mean...?”
 
   Mei sighed then smiled as she looked around to us all. “Fine, whatever, I'm a Horseshoe.”  Then she shook my arm.  “So long as I can keep this one.”
 
   I blushed and Caroline said, “She's yours, I'll have the ownership papers in the mail today.”
 
   My band cheered and stole hugs from my girlfriend as I whined, “Hey, I'm not a bargaining chip!”  Nobody listened and I crinkled my nose and asked, “I come with paperwork?”
 
   Mick bumped my hip.  “Yes you are and yes you do.”   I scowled at her and she just grinned and pointed at her cheek.  I exhaled dramatically then smiled and kissed her cheek.  I love my odd little family.
 
   So I looked down at my girl.  “Take me, I'm yours.”  This got a snort and giggle from her.  Then I looked around to the others and asked, “Celebrate?”
 
   I got nods in response, and from Mei a, “Feed me.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Week Five
 
   That night, after celebrating with the band, I showed Mei just how much I loved her for what she did for the Horseshoes, and just how much I loved her on general principal.  I made sure to call Becky myself and let her know I had kidnapped her daughter for the night and I didn't have any demands for her return so I might keep her.  Becky chuckled and said I was welcome to her, that I had got her to open up and do things out of her comfort zone more than she ever had since the accident.
 
   I went to tease my girl about it, but Mei reminded me she had my paperwork so to just shut up and kiss her.  “Yes, ma'am.”  Hey, I know when to follow orders.  Especially when they come from such a sexy package.
 
   The next day we had Teri Blue again, and we decided then and there that Mei was even better than David had been. I'm pretty sure the band had adopted Mei as a little sister.  Little for size, not age.  Don't you dare tell her I said that.
 
   We made a day of it there instead of returning later for the results since we wanted to see Haunted Lullaby's set.  We did our groupie thing with the Hammonds when Lullaby took it by a tenth of a point.
 
   We hung around for the next thirty minutes for the week four results.  We celebrated when Purple Horseshoes was announced somewhere in the middle of the pack.  We ran up to stage to take a bow and get the Half-J from Doctor McClellan.  Then we held back our boos and hisses after we returned to the Hammonds when Ratchet was announced a couple minutes after us.
 
   We were all really tense when they were coming to the end of the list and Robbie's band still wasn't announced, knowing there were no more wildcard slots.  Then Marjorie McClellan finished with, “And the final band to move on to week five is...”  She looked at the paper and then up to the crowd. “Haunted Lullaby.”  We cheered for them like we were at a Tabby Cat concert.
 
   I glurked when Mei's belt loop pulled me into motion.  She called back to the rest of the band, “Horseshoes, barbecue at the Hammond's!”  Oh yeah, I forgot she said they were celebrating each week Robbie's band won a round.
 
   We wound up on Mei's bed sitting in front of each other cross-legged, just talking about our dreams when Becky stepped in.  “Thought you two might be in here.  Things are breaking up out there, people are looking for you.”
 
   I nodded and we got up and Mei started packing some clothes into a shoulder bag.  She looked sheepish when her mother squinted at her.  “I need some clean clothes over at Kace's.”
 
   I said under my breath wistfully, “You should just bring them all.”
 
   I learned something about the Hammonds just then.  Even though they didn't share the same blood, they shared freakishly good hearing.  Mei's head snapped up toward me and Becky stood up straight with an unreadable look on her face.  I blushed and Mei said, “Don't tease, you know I would.”
 
   I looked between mother and daughter and shrugged. “I'd take you in a heartbeat.  I like strays.  Even short ones.”
 
   She looked at her mother who still had that unreadable look on her face.  Mei tilted her head and furrowed her brow.  He mum relaxed and just said, “Don't go lookin' at me baby girl.  Y’all do what makes you happy, I'm not your keeper.”
 
   Mei just grinned and dragged me out of her room past her mother, “I love her, mum.  I'll come pack tomorrow.”
 
   Becky broke into a grin then pulled her girl into a hug. “It's good you're getting back out in the world.  I love you Munchkin.”
 
   Mei replied, “Love you too mum.”
 
   Then I was yanked into a hug.  Rebekah said into my shoulder, “You take care of her, you're good for each other.  She's yours.”
 
   I nodded then tried to break the heavy atmosphere. “Does she come with paperwork?”
 
   Becky snorted as she released me then made an offhanded gesture and did a half shrug with one shoulder.  “I'll scribble something on the back of a napkin.”
 
   I grinned. “Deal!”
 
   Mei mimicked Caroline's voice, “Hello, I'm standing right here.”
 
   I looked down at her. “Shush, were horse trading here...”  Then my grin went wicked as I finished, “Munchkin.”
 
   She backhanded my gut a good one and threatened, “Don't you dare tell the band, especially Mick.”  Becky was shaking her head in amusement as she ushered us back outside to say goodbye to everyone as the crowd in the communal yard was thinning.
 
   I looked aver at Michaela and said quickly, “Mick, I'm not supposed to tell you that Mei's nickname is Munchkin.”  It was followed by an “Oof” as I got a more forceful backhand.  Mick had the toothiest, wickedest grin I had ever seen on her face.
 
   Mei gave me the stink eye and whispered as she stabbed at my breastbone with a finger, “You only get angry sex tonight.”
 
   I smiled down at the raven-haired pixie and said, “That's like a kitten threatening to cuddle you to death.”
 
   She tried to look mad, but her mouth quirked into a smile as she said, “I hate you.”
 
   I replied for everyone to hear, “Well I love you.”
 
   A chorus of, “Awww”s chimed out.  Then we all finished our goodbyes and we shared Mei's new address with the band.  This got some, “About time”s and happy watery eyes from Carol.  She's such a girl.  Well fine, that got my eyes watering too.
 
   Then Mei gave me a coy look over her shoulder and cooed, “Let's go home, love.”  As I said, I'm smart enough to know when to take orders.  My heart was racing as we left to go not to my place, but to our place.  The evil Munchkin made me drive us back, like my heart wasn't already threatening to beat right out of my chest.
 
   As my punishment for revealing her hated nickname, she wouldn't let me reciprocate that night, she brought me to climax twice.  Then called me a pillow princess because she knew how much I hated not being allowed to reciprocate.  I tried to have my way with her, but she just grinned wickedly and said, “Nope.  Just take your punishment like a woman.  I'm quite sure you enjoyed it if your little squeaks were any indication.”
 
   As we cuddled in together for our first night living together, I said flatly, “You know I'll have my revenge.”
 
   She grinned cutely and nodded.  “I'm counting on it.”  As I drifted off I smiled at the realization that she had been slowly moving in bit by bit anyway, I had just sped up the process.  Silly Munchkin.
 
   I got my revenge the next morning by the way.  Bwah ha ha!
 
   That week was busy, with practice sessions rehearsing covers of the known artists for the competition, and our regular gigs; which we were able to talk Mei into performing at after lots of pleading and feedings; we were exhausted by the time Saturday rolled around.  Weeks five and six were two days only.
 
   I was busy braiding my girl's hair and saying, “Remember to thank your mum for joining us for lunch yesterday.  I'll not save you again if Becca goes all Texas on you again for forgetting your manners.”
 
   She laughed then gave me a smirk. “Becca?”
 
   I grinned. “It is something new I'm trying.  Doesn't fly?”  She squinted an eye and shook her head with a sour look on her face.  We both turned toward the door at a soft knocking and it opened a bit and a hand poked through holding a fast food bag.
 
   Mei's eyes lit up.  “Oooo.  Mine.”  She stood and motored over to the door then grabbed the bag and started back toward me. She looked back and put the bag in her teeth and grabbed the hand and pulled a giggling Caroline into the studio behind her.
 
   Romeo and Juliette followed her in.  Mick looked so cute holding Darin's hand, but don't tell her I said that, I prefer my insides to remain on the inside.  Everyone flopped into the places they have claimed over the past few days.  Mick and Darin sharing the one fluffy chair that Mei brought from her parent's place.  It was hard to tell who was in who's lap. Then Car flopped onto the futon with her legs up over Mei and my laps.
 
   I played with Carol's shoe laces as Mei handed out the breakfast sandwiches and the little hash brown cakes.  Mick hopped up and went to the small fridge and pulled out some apple juices and handed them out.
 
   We all looked at each other wordlessly then sort of group exhaled our nervousness for the weekend. I chuckled. “So, another weekend another battle.”  Everyone chuckled and we relaxed and started to talk as we ate.  I grinned as Mei took down a quarter of her sandwich on the first bite.  The sight still amazed me.
 
   Mick said around a bite, “So what were you two up to when we arrived?  There was no squealing and the sounds of rapid dressing.”
 
   Mei took a sip of her drink and shrugged with an evil grin. “That was earlier.  Kacy just finished braiding my hair.  I was going to brush hers out so she could do a high ponytail for the competition.”
 
   Mick nodded. “She looks sexy with a tail.”  I blushed and she asked, “What?  You do.”  Darin, who was busy eating around the outside of his sandwich before he ate the middle just nodded as he worked to accomplish his task.
 
   I said, “Shut up.  That's enough of let's tease Kacy.  Let's move on the important stuff.”  I wiggled Carol's feet.  “Caroline, a little bird told me that you may or may not have asked out Ian finally.”
 
   She sat up a bit and looked at Mick. “Oh I hate you so much right now you manky bint, that was in confidence.”  Mick just grinned into her meal.  Then she sighed and grinned at us and defended with,  “Well, not for anything serious, just a little fun.”  She wiggled her eyebrows.  “I don't think I'm ready for anything beyond that, especially with this bloody competition.”
 
   Mei prompted, “And he said...”
 
   Our blonde leader grinned slyly.  “He said yes.  Friday after next, after all this Roctoberfest business, is over.”
 
   Mick said as she threw her crumpled up sandwich wrapper from where she sat, neatly into the empty bag on the coffee table, “He'd be a git not to.  There's a reason you are our front woman.  I mean, daymn.”
 
   Car looked at us with a humorously confused look on her face.  “Why is it Mick can always say sexually loaded things to me and I take it as a compliment.”
 
   I shrugged. “Because you thought she had a nice arse?”
 
   She squinted at me.  “I hate you too.”  Then she looked at Mei and said playfully, “You're my new best friend now Mei.  The others are mean.”
 
   Mei fist pumped the air and said comically, “Yesss!” I rubbed Caroline's legs in recompense.   She preened under the attention and we all shared a laugh with her.
 
   Then Mei cocked her head, looked around and said wistfully, “If you would have told me a month ago, that I'd be hanging out with a group of strangers become best friends, I would have called you crazy.  But somehow Kacy makes me feel secure outside my little world.  I love you guys.”
 
   Everyone murmured warm replies then she straightened up.  “Now let's go rock out and kick some arse!”  We all stood with grins on our faces.  Fist bumps were passed around and Mick got her sugar from her 'harem' then the evil wenches attacked my hair before we left.  One ponytail later and us girls were following Mick's truck, which Darin was driving to all of our shock.
 
   Caroline shared with us the terror that would be this weekend.  From twenty-four bands, we would be whittled down to six, in two consecutive single-elimination matches.  One per day.  Only twelve bands would advance Saturday, then only six would survive Sunday.  There was only one stage set up now and the crowds seemed impossibly larger in the Gardens.
 
   The lawn behind the stage was so crowded with bands.  I sighed realizing that it wouldn't be that way by the end of the day, and we may very well be one of the ones going home.  Caroline called out comically once we had the equipment stowed behind the stage on the lawn, “Horseshoes assemble!”  Then she chuckled as we gathered around her.  “I've always wanted to say that.”  I crinkled my nose at her.
 
   She took a serious tone as she looked around us.  “I know I don't say it often enough, but I love you guys.  You're my mates, my band, my family.  No matter what happens this round I just want you all to know how much I appreciate having you in my life and that I am proud of each and every one of you.”
 
   I wiped tears from my face and so did Mei and Mick.  I said, “Bloody hell woman.  We'll look a sight on stage if you keep that up.  We love you too.” Then I looked around.  “You all really are my family.  The past ten years.”  Then I scrunched up my face and grinned at Mei.  “Some a little less time though it feels like forever.”
 
   A group hug followed and we wiped our eyes and Caroline said, “We have to draw today, so let's go see which band we get to obliterate today!”  We grinned as she smushed her lips over to one side of her face and added, “Or be obliterated by.”
 
   Mick asked as we followed our fearful fearless leader.  “Does there have to be obliterating?  Or can it just be strongly worded letters and hand gestures?” You know, sometimes that lady can be pretty damn funny.  And scary.  Did I mention scary?
 
   We saw two judges at the table today.  Marjorie McClellan and Edward Canter.  We showed our badges and she checked to see if our name had been drawn by a band yet.  Then Doctor McClellan held out a blackened fishbowl and Carol stuck her tongue off to the side and dug in.  A moment later she pulled out a J-Card, on the back was Jackhammer.  On damn, they're really good.  Well, I guess all the rest are really good or they wouldn't be here today.
 
   Marjorie smiled and marked it down on the register and said, “You are slated to perform at one.”  I noted Bear was digging our card out of the bowl as we moved on to let the next band draw.
 
   We were all instantly huddled in a group as we moved into the crowd for two reasons.  To strategize and to shield Mei from the people around us.  No matter how comfortable she was with us now, she still had mini anxiety attacks being out in public.  Reading my mind Mick asked, “You doin' okay Munchkin?”
 
   Mei squinted an eye and pouted, “I'm okay so far...  Michaela.”  She crinkled her nose in cute challenge.
 
   Mick just grabbed her into a walking hug.  “I love the scrappy ones.”  Then released her back into my care.  I had the impression of a park ranger tagging and releasing a rare animal, and suppressed a giggle at the imagery.  I didn't want to get backhanded by my love after all.
 
   Mei started the discussion, “Jackhammer is appropriately named.  Their drummer has a heavy stick and is a living metronome.  The keyboard is their only weak spot.  They do a fair job with the backup vocals in most registers though they are an all male band so it would be best if we attack on two fronts...”
 
   I smiled at how seamlessly our little Asian Flower; don't let her know I called her that; has assimilated into the group.  We all rallied around her suggestions and input our own.  And somehow, as only we can do, the planning session spiraled into talks about some of the countries Mei visited with her parents when they went on humanitarian missions; and just how cute was that emo girl, Isabelle, over at Broken Note.  So sue us if we aren't laser focused.
 
   Oooo... “So like why don't those laser pointers that they sell at the pet store not blind the cats?”  Ooops, that just sparked the sharks with frikin' lasers debate.  “Doesn't water bend and diffuse light?  So wouldn't it do the same with lasers?”  Oh dear lord we were hopeless.
 
   It was about when Caroline was saying, “Zombie apocalypse survival?  That's easy, just go to Mick's.”  When the first bands set up to play.  We located clan Hammond, who were two heads short this time, just the young ones and the Doctors Hammond.  Angie crawled over a couple of us to get to her favorite jungle gym.  Mick was more than happy to offer her services to the overly cute girl.  An odd thought hit me.  She would make a brilliant mother.
 
   We watched as two bands duked it out over Rayleigh's edgy, bluesy hit, ‘Forever’.  I was breaking out into a cold sweat as I watched the drummers.  Bloody hell, how could I compete with that?
 
   Violet Rose took the round by the slimmest of margins.  The judges were split so Rayleigh had to break the deadlock.  She had the bassists duel it out so she could make her decision.  I smiled at that because Mick could lay down a bass line better than either of them.
 
   Haunted Lullaby was next with Teri Blue, and we made as much noise as we could for Robbie's band.  It was another split decision and it came down to harmonizing with the backup vocalists and the lead guitar.  We all held our breath.  It looked too close to call, Robbie was brill.  But Mei knew before any of us.  She shook her head and mumbled, “Shit.”
 
   I looked at her then Caroline seemed to get it too and nodded.  Mei explained, “He should have adlibbed instead of re-hashing the same riff from the song.  Go with his strengths, but he simplified one chord progression and that's going to cost them the competition.”
 
   I blinked, I hadn't even heard it.  But Teri had and she pointed over to the other band and the crowd went wild.  The Lullabys crossed the stage to give fist bumps and shoulder hugs to the others.  They had nothing but smiles on their faces.  I was sort of proud of Robbie for being so mature about a stressful competition.  It is a hell of a charged situation, but they seemed to be in good spirits.
 
   After the breakdown of gear, the Lullabys came out to join us.  Hugs were passed around and Robbie looked down at Mei with a hand on her right shoulder.  “It looks like it is up to you now big sis, show them what a Hammond can do.”  She nodded then patted his arm.
 
   Becky was melting into a puddle, telling her boy and his bandmates how very proud she was that they made it that far and now the band has made a name for themselves so only good things would come of it.  She was such a great mum, even for a Yank.  I grinned.
 
   We gave restrained applause as Ratchet won a couple rounds later.  Then Mei sat with me to watch the equipment while the rest of the band went foraging for sustenance during the ninety-minute lunch intermission.  I looked at her as she started getting more and more nervous.
 
   I pulled her to me and said softly, “You don't have to do this you know.  I know it triggers your anxiety.  None of us wants you to be stressed.”
 
   She snuggled in and spoke into my arm.  “I know, but I'm a Horseshoe, this is what we do right?  Take care of family?”  I kissed the top of her head.  Then snorted when she added, “We really need to do something about the band name.”  I nodded, though to tell the truth, I was quite fond of it now, and everyone remembered it.
 
   I mumbled into her hair, “I love you Munchkin.”  She just felt right in my arms.
 
   She looked up with a cute grin. “Love you too Stretch.”
 
   A brown paper bag, with fish and chips in it by the smell of it, was pushed in front of us on the back of a bass.  We looked up.  Mick had the stance of a zookeeper feeding the lions as she held the neck of her bass using it as a platform on a stick.  Mei gave her a super toothy grin and grabbed the bag as the rest of the band beside Mick chuckled.
 
   Darin said, “Carol mentioned we should feed the beast before we performed.”
 
   Mei just nodded as she stuffed half a fish filet into her mouth then offered the rest to me.  I shook my head at her antics then made a show of taking a small, human-sized nibble of the fish in her hand.  After Mei and I had eaten or fill with Caroline nicking some of the chips, we started hauling equipment onto the stage.
 
   As we were tuning up, I saluted Jackhammer's drummer with a drumstick, he grinned and did the same.  The boys seemed to be happy blokes.  I loved how most of the bands were like us and just there to have fun and do our best.  Unlike Ratchet, though even most of them seemed a decent lot.
 
   I pointed to the row of Hammonds, who were comically waving boxes of Lucky Charms at us.  Though Angie seemed more intent on eating the sweet contents of her box.
 
   I was sweating profusely, after Mei's assessment of the opposing drummer, I needed something I could cut loose on.  I had no fear of Animal or Mick not dominating keyboards and bass.  So it was going to hinge on vocals, drums, and guitars.  My girl could hold her own just fine.
 
   Then my heart sped up and I looked up to the heavens and mouthed a “thank you,” when Tabby Cat came strutting onto the stage.  She announced both bands and that we'd be playing the smash hit, Against the Current, with her.  Yes! Fuckin-A!  I celebrated internally.  That was possibly her edgiest song, which leaned toward the metal side of rock.
 
   I had noted a pattern with the song and artist selections in the competition.  It was brilliant really.  The spectrum went from blues to country, to pop, to rock, to metal.  They were gunning for a multi-purpose band that could be flexible enough to adapt to any of their current or future artists with the label.  The other pattern I noticed was that today, the artists were calling out more challenges of single instrument duels at the end.  Five of the first matches of the day had them.  I think they are getting a closer look at individual capabilities.  Sneaky bastards.
 
   We played first and I was mesmerized by Tabby as she bounced around the stage, her copper hair swinging.  I smiled at Mei who seemed to be having a great time, she was in her element.  We were all spot on with our backup vocals.
 
   Tabby stepped back and pointed at Mei when the freestyle guitar solo came up.  I watched her live the music, then my eye was drawn to the side of the stage.  James and his sister were there.  She was rocking out and James was animated, sort of bumping his body forward with the beat.  When Mei looked at me with a truly happy grin, I nudged my chin toward James.
 
   As Mei wound down, she stepped to Tabby and whispered in her ear as she played, and nudged her chin.  We broke into a holding pattern as Tabby missed the bridge.  She asked into the mic, “James?”  As she stepped to the side of the stage.  His sister held his shoulders as the bloke lit up like a Christmas tree.  “Can you come up here and help me out with the vocals?”  All the Horseshoes were looking around in confusion and I just grinned and nudged my chin toward the boy.
 
   Tabby held her hand out and James started rocking then put up a hand and she helped him onto the stage and put an arm around him as we played.  She ushered him to center stage then said into the mic.  “James everyone!”  The crowd cheered as he rocked and looked at his feet with unfocused eyes.
 
   Tabby smoothly started up on the next iteration of our holding pattern.  And James became animated as his rocking matched my beat and he sang with that angelic voice of his with Tabby, who was nothing but smiles at his voice.  She lengthened the song some more to add another bridge before the refrain to let the boy shine.
 
   Then it went to the final instrumental as the instruments restrained themselves for me to hit that rockin' drum solo that punctuated the end.  I threw everything I had at it and found myself out of my seat and half standing as I stepped through the drums and cymbals in the controlled euphoria of the piece.  I stood up straight at the last beat and flung my sticks roughly to the ground in a challenge to the music gods.
 
   The crowd exploded and all of us Horseshoes mobbed James to congratulate the now unanimated boy who was only holding his fists to his chest as he rocked.  I shouted over the crowd, “Up high James!  You were brilliant!”  He looked at my hand then his fists then gave me five.  The others did the same, including Tabby Cat.
 
   She looked to the crowd and said again, “James everyone!”  The crowd roared.  Then she had her arm around his shoulder as she led him to the side of the stage where his sister was all tears as she helped him down then hugged him.  She mouthed at Tabby, “Thank you.”  Tabby just put her hands together in front of her and gave a mini bow.
 
   Caroline said, “Bloody hell Kacy, you really attacked the skins on that one.”  She looked at Mei. “Is is wrong I found it hawt?”
 
   Mei shook her head and said, “No... I almost went back to tear her clothes off on stage myself.”  I blushed profusely as Tabby Cat quieted the crowd and we faded back as much as we could for the next band.
 
   Jackhammer was spot on their performance and I noted a couple tricks their drummer was using that were pretty inspired, I'd have to try them out.  And Mei was right, the man was a metronome.  He nailed the end solo and we clapped and whistled for them at the end.  I have to say, Tabby Cat is super cute with this dangerous air to her.   She scratched her head like she was confused, then Marjorie handed her a paper, she looked at it and then to the crowd with a grin.  “Deadlocked, sounds like it is up to me.”  There was some cheering.
 
   She walked between the two bands like she was thinking.  Then she stepped over to Mick and cutely hopped up onto the main amp speaker and kicked her feet like a kid.  “Lay me down a sweet bass line would ya?”
 
   Mick smiled and took a step forward and gave us an adlib that you could feel thrumming up through your feet.  Then she choked down and played the part of the guitar lead.  Cheeky bird.  She ended with a sweet, mellow bass line.
 
   Tabby hopped up with a cocked eyebrow and Mick wiggled her eyebrows at her.  Tabitha just chuckled and rolled her eyes and looked to the crowd as she held a hand palm up toward Mick and asked into the mic, “Huh?”  The crowd cheered.  Tabby crinkled her nose at Mick then almost skipped over to the other bassist. She comically leaned against the big man like she would a tree and she said into the microphone to him, “So... what ya got for me?”
 
   I couldn't stop a chuckle, she certainly knew how to put on a show and keep the crowd entertained.  She stepped back and let the man do his thing.  I was absently thumping to his beat.  The man was fantastic.  We cheered with the rest when he finished.
 
   Then Tabby went to the middle of the stage and did a couple penguin steps as she cupped the mic in her hands and bobbled her head then looked back at me.  “You find your sticks?”  I grinned and blushed and held them up.  Then she just sat down in the middle of the stage cross legged as I nervously twirled my sticks.  Then she just said, “Impress me.”
 
   All the adrenaline in me was ready to burst out of me explosively.  But I had already showed her explosive.  I almost screamed, “One, two... a one, two three, four!”  As I slammed my sticks together, but then surprised myself and everyone else as I lightly tinged the bell of my crash cymbal and started a slow, jazzy beat.
 
   I was feather light with my sticks and muted the strikes using a hand on the heads of the drums as I played.  I let it build up like and ocean tide just to ebb away again.  Letting my light double bass thump lead it, like the heartbeat of a lover.   I built to crescendo with a slow roll on the snare that I walked through all the drums and then dropped to a whisper of a tinging on the bell of the cymbal to counterpoint the crescendo in the end.  The crowd cheered, but in a subdued manner, like they caught the vibe my piece had sent out to them.
 
   Tabby blinked and said, “Shit.”  Then covered her mouth as the crowd chuckled, and she looked over at Marjorie and spoke comically into the mic again, “Can I say shit here?”  Gaining more chuckles.  The look Doctor McClellan shot her was one a mother would use to scold her daughter.
 
   She nodded at me then went over to the other drummer who was standing, running his hand along his goatee as he looked at me.  Tabby sat on his stool and spun once then looked up at him and asked, “So big man.”  She looked back at me.  “I wasn't expecting that.”  He shook his head.  Then she grinned. “What you got for me?”
 
   She hopped up and faded to the back of the stage as he sat and looked at his kit then exploded into a fantastic heavy metal run.  If there was a time a roll wasn't going while he was working the cymbals or booming out the syncopated rhythm of his twin bass drums, I didn't hear it.
 
   This was the type of thing I was about to do, but something inside me screamed at me to showcase my restraint and control instead, when my first down stroke began.  Now I was worried after what this guy was showing us.  He ended with a dual rimshot release that sent his drumsticks flipping into the air and onto the ground behind him.  I grinned and pointed at him, he smiled and pointed right back.  The man was fun.  We cheered with the crowd.
 
   Tabby stepped out and gave a crooked half smile like she was so full of mischief it was about to spill out all over the stage.  She looked between the bands then blurted out, “The winner is the Blue Diamonds!”  Everyone was silent, then she asked, “Green Clovers? No...”  Then we started to celebrate as the crowd laughed then she held up a finger like it had just come to her. “The Purple Horseshoes everyone!”
 
   The cheering was deafening and we jumped around hugging each other and we met the Jackhammers who already on their way to congratulate us.  We fist bumped and half hugged.  The drummer grinned.  He was a big man, but we were eye to eye.  He yelled into my ear to be heard over the crowd, “That was inspired.  I thought I had you until you pulled that off.”  I smiled then we separated and started tearing down our equipment for the next bands.
 
   Behind the stage, we were all grins.  I cocked an eyebrow at Mick. “Where have you been hiding that?  You were awesome.”
 
   She smirked and retorted, “Apparently the same place you were hiding that performance String Bean.”  We were swarmed by Hammonds as soon as we started dragging our gear toward the trucks.  It was all sort of a blur to me because I only had eyes for my girl, who had a hungry look on her face.
 
   She worked out all of her energy and anxiety from the performance, on me that night.  No complaints here.  None at all.  I mean... never mind, stop looking at me like that.
 
   The next day was anticlimactic in comparison.  We played with Teri Blue in a Jazz inspired pop number.  The other band was technically perfect.  But that was the problem.  Jazz isn't something you play, it is something you feel.  The emotion colors the music.  So we found ourselves moving on to week six.  The Hammond barbecue was becoming a weekly habit with us, like going to church.  I even heard Doc talking to Becky about making it a monthly institution.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Forfeit
 
   The next week we had canceled our one gig to concentrate on practice.  Never in our wildest dreams did we ever think we'd make it this far in Roctoberfest.  There were already management firms and a couple labels sniffing around.  Caroline had to turn down at least four gigs a day, informing people that we were concentrating on the final week of the competition.
 
   Sheet music was sent by special messenger, along with the rules for the final week.  We thumbed through the music, most we had covered before but there were a few surprises, like a new J8 song we had never heard, and an Amber LaLanie song.  Was she one of the surprise artists?  If so, Mei was in super drool mode, we may have found one of her crushes.
 
   The rules were pretty simple.  It was a one-day event on Saturday.  Like the prior week, it was single elimination.  The six bands would be whittled down to three in the first hour of the event.  Then the three would play a number together that would not be judged.  Then with all three bands on stage, we would all play with the same artist.  The two winners of the Roctoberfest Battle of the Bands would be announced at noon.
 
   The first place winner would play a full concert, free to the public an hour and a half later with J8 herself.
 
   The competition was already being hailed as one of the biggest things to take London by storm in the past fifty years.  All of the superstars that have been performing for free had people coming in from even Ireland to watch.
 
   We were so keyed up by Friday that we were all worthless in practice, we needed to decompress or we would be all nerves for the competition and that would be a very bad thing.   Mei suggested from where she laid on the floor at Mick's with her head on my lap and her feet up on Carol's lap on the couch, “What about we all take the afternoon off?  Go have some fun.  The cinema?”
 
   She liked movies, since even though there were more people than she was comfortable with, it was dark and felt secluded.  Darin grinned and asked in an almost embarrassed tone,  “Heartsong Warriors Two:  Space Vampire Revenge?”
 
   We all chuckled.  That campy, tongue in cheek, star-studded musical mockery of all things Hollywood, had a huge cult following all around the world.  Babette Stevenson had created one of the most sarcastic and hilarious movies I had ever seen.  Which is odd when compared to the other award winning Indy movies her studio, Cornfed Potatoes has put out.  Most were emotional and had a depth to them that was hard to explain.
 
   Though none of us out and out admitted it we loved Heartsong Warriors, we all just played it off cool.  “Sure, I guess.”  “Yeah whatever.”  “I could go for popcorn.”  “Feed me first.”
 
   I chuckled at the last one and stopped running my fingers through her hair long enough to give Mei an upside down kiss. “Yes, my bottomless pit.  We will feed you .”
 
   She played it off well. “Yay!”
 
   Mick asked offhandedly as we all started rising, “I'm curious what would happen if she ever got full.  Would like, the Earth stop spinning, or would San Marino win the World Cup or something.”
 
   Mei said flatly, “Mean.” Mick put on a pouty face and pointed at her cheek and Mei grinned and kissed her cheek.
 
   I hurt so much when we got home that night.  I haven't laughed so hard or for so long in a long time and my chest muscles and diaphragm ached. The bloody movie was brilliant.  This was one of the cases where the sequel surpasses the original.
 
   Mei was still spontaneously giggling as she remembered certain scenes.  Like when Conrad Chase, reprising his Lieutenant Fischer character, performed a spacewalk to repair the space fold engines with space duct tape while singing a Katy Perry song to keep the space vampires at bay.  I mean, come on, you can't just dream that stuff up.
 
   I got Mei out of her shirt, kissing a trail up the exposed flesh as I went then handed her one of my t-shirts.  She preferred them to her nightshirt, well on her my tees were nightshirts as they draped to her knees.  She always made me blush when she said she liked them because they smelled like me.
 
   We spent almost ten minutes laying in the dark, staring into each other's eyes, with only the little nightlight by the loo casting a pale glow on us.  Mei broke the silence. “I love you, Kacy.”
 
   I smiled and said, “I love you too.”  I meant it and I hope she knew that.  She had turned my world upside down and I felt as if she had been by my side, dragging me around by her belt loop my whole life.  It was a warm, fulfilling feeling.  I whispered to her, “Cuddle?”  She just nodded and turned her back to me and I pulled my little spoon into position and held her until we both faded off to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I woke up to the cat batting at my ear.  I blinked the sleep out of my eyes as I batted the cat away while my mind caught up to me.  I hadn't had a cat since I ran away.  I really missed Velma, I wondered if she was still alive, she'd be like seventeen.
 
   I looked up and Mick was tickling my ear with the dust rag.  She had a shit eating grin on her face as she asked, “What did you two do last night?  You were lost to the world.  We've been calling for over an hour now and neither of you was answering your phones.  So here we are.  Wake your sorry asses up and get ready or there won't be time to eat before the competition.”
 
   It was comical really. Mei, who I could have sworn was still asleep, curled up on my belly, shot her hand out and grabbed the collar of the all leather ensemble Mick chose for the competition and yanked her toward her.  She opened one eye and said, “Don't even joke about not having time to eat.”  Her bedhead and snarl making her about as threatening as a teddy bear with pom poms.
 
   I looked around and blinked.  The whole band was in the studio with grins that matched Mick's on their faces.  I mumbled, “We only cuddled last night.”
 
   Carol grinned, not believing me and pulled me off the futon by my leg.  “Shoo, woman.  Get ready, we'll keep the cute one occupied while you get cleaned up and dressed.”
 
   I looked at her with mock hurt on my face.  “I thought I was the cute one.”
 
   She shook her head.  “Not with Manga Girl here.”  Then stuck her tongue out at me because I couldn't argue the point.  I grinned and got ready for the most terrifying day of my life.  Then they released the tiny velociraptor into the depths of the loo.  She returned to us a few minutes later looking like a rock queen.
 
   She wore a sky blue tee with a sequined skull and crossbones, tight capris that looked painted on, with a wide belt with silver loops.  Then to my dismay, one of her knit sleeves to cover the scars on her arm like she always wore.  But it worked with the look.
 
   We hurried out to the waiting vehicles and were spirited off through a carryout window.  I counted my fingers after handing Mei her food.  Which earned me a playful slap on my shoulder.  Then we were unloading the truck for the last time in the competition.
 
   The city was almost gridlocked because of the Roctoberfest final and the promised free J8 concert afterward.  We almost panicked thinking we wouldn't make it on time.  We had left with an hour to spare, but we were just getting our equipment behind the stage with ten minutes before the event began.
 
   We all stayed with the equipment while Carol ran up to the judges table to get our draw.  She came back a minute later looking dejected.  “Did we miss the check in?”  Mick asked, “What is it Car?
 
   Our blonde leader said with a sigh, “Someone already drew us.”
 
   Darin asked, “Who.”
 
   Then my blood went cold as a familiar voice behind me said,  “We did.  Prepare to go down Caroline.  Oh, wait you probably already do.”
 
   I turned to see Matt with a black eye and broken nose, the skin under his other eye the sickly yellow-greens of an almost entirely healed bruise.  He looked like complete shit.  Oh, that's funny seeing as how he is complete shit, the bloody wanker.
 
   Mei had her hand firmly on Mick's chest,  she had been moving quickly toward Matt.  Mei said to her and us, “He's not worth it.  Let's just all do our best.”  Then she said to him as she still stood in front of Mick, “Sod off before I let her loose on you.”
 
   Matt was smart enough to stay out of arm's reach this time. He sneered as he walked off, saying to Caroline, “With your gimp as lead, you're all going down in flames.”
 
   I gritted my teeth but then relaxed, we couldn't let him rile us up like this.  He probably did it just for that reason.  I mused out loud, “I wonder just when he turned into such prick.  I used to like him and he was a genuinely nice guy.”
 
   Mick started checking our gear, roughly, working out her frustration as she answered,  “That's easy, it was right after Caroline shut him down when he tried to force himself on her after our first Ronnie Marx gig.”
 
   I spun on Caroline almost yelling, “He what!?”  She just shook her head and patted the air, trying to get me to calm and lower my voice.  It all made sense now.  He wanted Carol and she denied him, then he started to try to take control of the band after that.  He was like a poison to our family.
 
   I clenched my fists and turned and started to stalk after him, but Animal stepped in front of me and held my arms to stop me.  “Whoa, there killer.  Things were already... explained... to him.”  Oh!  That's why Matt hates Darin so much!
 
   Then I looked around and asked in a hurt voice, “Why didn't anyone tell me?”
 
   Caroline said, “Because I asked them not to.  I knew how you would react and you love the band, it would have eaten at you.”  I hissed at them and shook my head.  Then relaxed and Mei took my hand.
 
   I rolled my eyes and grinned. “Fine, whatever.  Let's send Ratchet packing.  When we up?”
 
   Carol grinned and said, “We're next.”  And the first match began.
 
   We peeked under the backdrop as the two bands played with Tabby Cat.  Violet Rose took the round almost effortlessly.  From everything we have seen throughout the competition, I had them pegged as the band to beat.  And they were fun and super friendly, I liked that.
 
   We set up on the stage with Matt taunting us the whole time.  The entire clan Hammond was in the second row waving at us, I couldn't help waving back.
 
   We pulled J8 for our match.  June was such a commanding presence on stage.  We were to perform with her first.  We weren't three measures in when Mei's guitar went silent, the song stumbled to a halt.  Bloody hell!  It was all over!  She looked back with fire in her eyes and we followed her gaze.  Matt was back by stage left, behind his band.  Where all the electrics were.  Mei's amp cord was unplugged at his feet.
 
   I had never wanted to physically harm someone to the point they needed life support, but I was at that tipping point now.  I glanced over to June Harris-West, who had a fury in her eyes that could have melted battleship steel, bloody hell!  It didn't carry over into her voice or hand signs as she said smoothly with a smile that would have fooled anyone who couldn't see her eyes, “Sorry.  Hang on a minute everyone.  Technical difficulties.”
 
   Then she made a hand motion and all the mics went silent.  She pointed at both bands and at the back of the stage and we all gathered around her.  One of Matt's band mates was pushing him.  June said to him while meeting the eyes of each member of Ratchet one at a time.  “Ratchet has forfeited this round for violating the rules of conduct laid out in the contract.  Purple Horseshoes move on by default.”  Then she locked eyes with Matt. “That was a reprehensible thing you did.  It shows a lack of maturity and professionalism that cannot be tolerated in the music industry.  I'd threaten to blacklist Ratchet, but you've effectively managed that all on your own.”
 
   Matt went to argue, but she held up a finger to him with a glare that would have frozen an ocean. “I'm just informing you now as a courtesy, so you don't react unprofessionally when I announce it.  Take it with humility and dignity.  Now everyone, back to you places.”
 
   To hell if I didn't follow her orders.  June Harris-West just showed that she was nobody to mess with.  I found it sort of impressive that someone who looks so happy and content all the time has enough fire in her for four people.
 
   June nodded and I heard the hiss of the mics going live again.  She had a sweet smile on her face when she said and signed what she told us, “Ratchet forfeits this round and by default, Purple Horseshoes moves on the to the final round.”  Then she left the stage with the crowd murmuring in confusion.
 
   After breaking our gear down and moving it behind the stage, we sought out the Hammonds and explained what happened.  We weren't sure if we should celebrate it or not since we didn't really do anything to move on.
 
   After the final band to compete in the finals was announced, the Bluebonnets, we got hugs and fist bumps from the oddball family who seems to have adopted us. We started moving our gear back on stage at that time.  We got center stage, sandwiched between The Bluebonnets and Violet Rose.
 
   I swear I almost went deaf when Marjorie McClellan announced us three finalists, and that we'd all be performing a group number with... she strung the name out almost like a professional boxing announcer. “Amberrr LaLaannnie!”
 
   Oh dear lord.  I was fangirling out and Mei looked like she was about to pass out as Amber LaLanie bounded up on stage with her famous smile and her brunette hair with its white splotches that matched the other splotches on her skin, and the pink shock of hair that had replaced the pink wig from her early years.
 
   What was she, almost forty?  She still looked like a pop princess, well she is one I guess.  But she didn't look any older than us.  She skipped across the stage speaking into her microphone, amping up the crowd even more, “Hello London!  How are we doing today!?”  She smiled and bobbed her head and then said, “Are you ready for the time of your lives?”  The screaming and shrieking and the applause got even louder.  We were cheering like bloody gits too.
 
   She looked to the three bands, her eyes stopping at each keyboardist. “How bout givin' me something to dance to?”
 
   We all settled as the keyboardists started playing the upbeat tune that just oozed flirty fun.  I don't think there is another artist that can compare to the sheer entertainment an Amber LaLanie show could provide.  She was spinning and skipping and dancing across the stage with the moves of a professional dancer.
 
   Then she hopped up into the air and came down with a simulated crash, as all of our basses and snares started up the rest of the bands.  She exploded into song and though three bands played, sounding so huge and making the experience bigger, Amber's voice was just that much bigger, not being drown out in the least.
 
   She was having fun moving around the lead guitarists, comically bumping them into position with her hips until they were lined up together just as we all started singing the backup vocals for her.  It sounded like a choir and the fun was contagious.
 
   We ended in a blast and we all laughed and walked around high-fiving and hugging.  I may have blushed into another timezone when I got a silly side to side hug from the superstar as she made the rounds.  After she finally left the stage, the crowd settled, and that huge bear of a man was on stage.  We winced at the momentary screeching feedback as he bent was down over the mic to say quietly.  “Umm... there will be a ninety minute intermission before the final round begins.”  He stood up straight and started to move off, but paused and leaned down again and said, “Thank you.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Final Round
 
   We were buzzing with the excitement of the performance as we joined the Hammonds for lunch.  Becky was telling us all how proud she was of us as she buttoned up one of Mick's buttons on her shirt to show a little less cleavage, to our amusement.
 
   Robbie, to his credit, even though his band was out, was overly excited about Mei going to the final round.  He fist bumped her as he said, “I knew you had it in you, sis.  Not bad for a Munchkin.”  She blushed and grinned.
 
   Then before we knew it, we were called to the stage with the other two bands.  It looked to be J8 herself to sing the final round.  We had dodged the bullet last round but not so much this time.  It was that new, unreleased song we received in the packet, 'The Music in Your Eyes'.
 
   We played last after listening to two virtually perfect renditions of that brilliant song.  I was somewhere else as we played, I was lost in Mei's performance.  I had never seen her look so beautiful.  A couple times June had to look back at her when she kept up with her on lead.  The music just flowed from us and something just clicked.  It was possibly the tightest set we had ever played.
 
   The band was brilliant and I listened to the words of the song and found myself crying, it was possibly the most beautiful and broken embodiment of love I had ever heard.  It inspired me to do my best, to do the song justice, I couldn't even feel my legs as I beat out the syncopated bass on my pedals for the rest to keep time to.  That little portion of my brain that liked to pretend it was a metronome was telling me we were spot on.
 
   Then it was all over but the cheering.  We all gathered in front of my kit and hugged it out as June walked off stage to the judges.  The seconds dragged on into minutes the minutes started piling up and there were heated discussions and notes were being pulled out and compared.  Finally they all seemed to agree and June nodded and reclaimed the stage.
 
   She looked a little sheepish and said with her American accent, “Well this is going to be a little unorthodox since two bands have identical scores, even going back over past performances.  So we're going to start things out by announcing the winner of the Roctoberfest Battle of the Bands and the winners of the contract for the London Harmony house band.”
 
   I felt like passing out as she walked in front of each band, giving nothing away as she spoke, “The competition was so tight, with three exceptional bands.  So tight in fact that the winners took it by a mere tenth of a point.”  She looked at us all as a group, her hands signing gracefully.  “I have to say I'm proud of all of you and you should have pride in yourselves too.  The professionalism you have all brought to the competition, and your camaraderie with the other bands is exemplary.”
 
   She grinned at the crowd who were getting restless now and pulled a J-Card out of her pocket.  She held it high and the crowd cheered.  Then she walked in front of each band.  I thought Carol was going to pass out.  Then June put us all out of our misery as she pressed the J-Card into the hand of Violet Rose's lead guitarist as she yelled into the mic as she signed frantically, “Violet Rose!”
 
   We all cheered and whistled for them with the crowd and exchanged hugs with them.  I nodded to myself knowing they really did deserve it.
 
   Then June comically said to them, “Now don't go anywhere, you have a concert to do with me after we settle this tie.”  They and the crowd laughed.
 
   Then she seemed to exhale and asked into the headset mic, “Guitar battle?”  Again the crowd exploded and Mei went as white as a sheet as June grinned like Cheshire cat as she added, “Against me.”
 
   Bloody hell!  Like her mother before her, June Harris-West was regarded as one of the best guitarists in the rock world.  My mouth was dry and I gave Mei a tight-lipped smile.
 
   Then June made a show of tuning the legendary pink guitar and said offhandedly to the  Bluebonnets,  “So, ummm... what ya got?”
 
   The guitarist, the only male in his band, started shredding.  June watched him carefully and then duplicated his riff and added some of her signature chord progressions.  Then man played right back at her, they were both smiling.  He had to simplify a little but kept up just fine.
 
   Then June nodded and made a show of tuning her strings again as she looked up to the crowd with a crooked grin. “Not bad huh?”
 
   Then she looked at my girl who was absently rubbing her right shoulder and looking like she wanted to run as she looked out at the crowd.  I heard Carol murmuring to her as I tried to feed Mei strength with my smile. “You got this Mei.”
 
   June opened her mouth to ask Mei to play.  She was cut off when Mei took a page from my book and started a slow guitar solo, picking out a complex melody then slamming into a thrash metal riff, her head banging and her hair flying out like a halo around her.
 
   Then she ended with a shy smile toward J8.  June arched an eyebrow then laid into a more complex chord progression than she threw at the other bloke.  It modulated from rock to pop to metal ending it with a flamboyant swing of her guitar up onto her back on its strap and crossing her arms to lean back against an imaginary wall.
 
   Mei came alive and her smile was something I hadn't seen from her before.  It was pure joy, a joy for the music she played.  She echoed June and threw it back at her by flipping her guitar back up on her back as well.
 
   June was actually laughing, she looked to be having a great time as she added a layer of complexity that almost had Mei stumbling, but she pulled it out to our relief.  Mei was opening and closing her fist, what they were doing was taxing for a two-handed guitarist, my girl was pushing herself past her limits. She was sweating profusely.
 
   Then June started again, laying in yet another layer of complexity but suddenly just stopped and unplugged and said into the mic as she shook her head, “This is just stupid.”  And she flung a J-Card back behind her at Mei like a Frisbee as she walked away to the edge of the stage.
 
   Mei caught the card and just stared at it like it was a third eye or something while June just said and signed, “Purple Horseshoes is London Harmony's new backup and traveling band!”  The crowd went insane as we mobbed our Asian flower.  I didn't care that thousands of sets of eyes were on us, I kissed Mei full on the lips, she was beyond amazing.
 
   We were still celebrating with the Hammonds when the concert with our new boss began.  We were possibly the happiest second place finishers of all time.  I looked into Mei's eyes and mouthed, “I love you.”
 
   Her eyes twinkled as she said, “You better.”
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   “Small Fry!  Get a move on!” My pseudo-sister called from the living room of our condo.
 
   I yelled, “Coming J-dub!”  I checked my hair and grabbed my purse as I rushed out.  I had to grin when I saw JW and Vannie standing with their foreheads together as Vanessa swayed to the music she can see in June's eyes.  That was the most intimate expression of love the two had between them.
 
   I was so psyched when Vanessa surprised everyone two days after Roctoberfest ended last year and said simply, “June first.”  Everyone was confused at June's sharp intake of breath.  I had to think hard.  Everyone knew the month of June was like a spiritual month for her, she called it her month of renewal.  She plans all the major changes in her life around it.
 
   Then June had whispered to everyone in the pit, “We're getting married.”  I remember thinking; Oh hallelujah and it's about goddamn time!  I'm still excited as the day is rapidly approaching.  June was really going to be my sister soon.  She had been a sister, a mother, a confidante and friend to me since the day she met Vanessa.  She took me in while my sister went through a treatment program for her paranoid schizophrenia.  She had been family to me, to us, and now I'll get to call her sis in a couple weeks.
 
   I cleared my throat as the girls started doing that hungry smile thing they do so well, which heats up the room.  June grinned at me then said, “It's about time Small Fry.  We told Kacy and Mei we'd be at the Hammond barbecue by four.  I grinned at that, the Horseshoes fit into the London Harmony family like butter on bread.  Half the staff goes to the monthly barbecues that Mei's family throws in true American style.
 
   This one was going to be something special as Mei is actually going to be wearing a prosthetic.  Tim, from Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics, developed an arm specifically for her with the most advanced microprocessors and servos available.  It has the fastest reaction speeds on the market.  She won't be able to play with it, but she should gain back a lot of the capabilities she lost to the landmine.
 
   I smiled at my family and sighed.  Could my life get any better than this?  I think not baby puppy!  I hugged the girls for no reason and said, “I love you two, you know that right?”  They just smiled warmly at me as we headed out the door.
 
   Something big was coming in my own life soon, I could tell, it was in the air.
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Sample Chapter from Ella: Cinders and Ash...
 
   Chapter 1 – Breach
 
   I shook my head in frustration.  Come on Parker, pull yourself together.  Just two more blocks until you are home and can get behind your Full Moon Bars.  I pulled my low heels off and ran barefoot. Freakin' stupid uniform.  But what do I expect working at a nineteen fifties theme diner?  Who the hell stands all day in heels?  They couldn't have possibly done that in the fifties, so why make us wear them now?
 
   I heard all the howling and gunshots at the main gate of Seattle a few blocks away.  I was still in awe at the police that went on Howler Duty every full moon to protect the rest of us Clean Bloods from the feral packs of werewolves that attacked those three nights a month.
 
   I looked back.  My car had got a flat on my way home from the diner about a mile back as the sun was setting.  I usually got inside with time to spare.  I saw my place at the end of the next block and I was feeling relieved.  The little third story walk up over the pawn shop next to the outer city wall.  Just needed to enter the override code then slip in and let the silver laced FMBs slide back into place and I'd be safe.
 
   I paused a second when I felt something.  I had been feeling odd things around the city for a week or two.  The police have been doing double patrols and a bunch of government agencies have been searching the city for something.
 
   I get this feeling when something magic is around.  I had the pleasure to serve a meal to that Red Hood and she put out a hell of a vibe to me.  It was like standing too close to the sun and it made me feel warm and safe.  But lately in the area I have had a similar feeling but instead it felt sick with decay and a wrongness to it that made the little hairs on my arm and the back of my neck stand on end.
 
   My friend Mary says that I'm magic sensitive.  I guess it is rare, but we have no way to test it without going down to San Francisco and entering the study they are doing on the phenomena down there.
 
   I was passing the alley by my place and felt nauseous, whatever was causing that feeling was close.  I heard a thump in the alley and saw some motion.  Oh my god, was someone else out like me?  I looked into the alley and called out, “Hello?  Is anyone there?  You best get inside, it's a full moon, it isn't safe out here.”
 
   The shadows stopped moving and the only sounds were the battle at the gates.  I glanced to the top of the wall and saw one of the patrols stop and look down at me.  That made me feel safer.  One of the officers called down.  “Miss get inside.”
 
   I nodded and called up, “Just got home.  But I think someone needs help here.”  I spoke into the alley again and took two steps in, trying to focus but my skin was buzzing.  “Hello?  If you're homeless, there is a shelter down the block with panic cages for the night.  They will keep you safe.”
 
   The guard swung his high-intensity handheld spotlight down into the alley and I started walking in and froze halfway down when the light hit the base of the wall.  There were five men drawing something on the wall.  One made some quick hand motions over the odd markings in a panic as the others dove to the side, the marking glowed and something blew up.
 
   The next thing I knew I was stumbling back to my feet from where I had lain on the ground for some reason.  I touched my face and then looked at my hand and it had blood on it.  My ears were ringing, I saw stars, and I was disoriented.
 
   I heard something muffled as I tried to get my bearings.  Then everything snapped into clear focus.  A warbling breach siren was going off.  The second officer was yelling at me.  “Miss! Run!  Get to safety!”  I glanced down and the first officer was laying down in front of a gaping hole in the wall!  
 
   Breach!  Oh my god!  I went to run but looked at the poor man trying to get back to his feet after a thirty-foot fall.  I squeezed my eyes shut and fought off tears.  I was going to get myself killed, or worse.  I ran to the man and started dragging him toward the back door of the building.  Just thirty feet and I could enter my override and get us behind some FMBs.
 
   The man was trying to push me away.  “Go,” he said though the pain.  I just dragged him along with me, his leg looked broken.  We hadn't got three steps when we heard the first growls and snarls as wolves charged the hole in the wall.  The wounded officer pushed me behind him and fell to the ground as he drew his sidearm.
 
   He emptied the entire magazine and the two lead wolves went down.  The rest were just enraged and bounded toward us.  I heard automatic weapons fire from above as the man tried to save his partner and me.  I closed my eyes and grasped the police officer's hand.  This was it, we were dead.  But my eyes snapped open at the deep throaty roar of a motorcycle barreling down the alley toward us.
 
   I opened my eyes and blinked as a short blonde woman in short sleeves and a leather vest hopped onto the seat of the motorcycle and dove off of the bike. Aching through the air over us as the motorcycle veered off and crashed into a dumpster.
 
   I swear to all that is holy that she had a smile on her face as she tumbled across the ground and slammed into the group of wolves that were preparing to leap for the kill.  She was instantly on her feet and I heard sirens approaching fast.  I watched all of the abrasions from the tumble on her arms, bare legs and face heal almost before she could bleed.  She started doing something with magic as the wolves dove on her.  I could feel it. That feeling I got from the Red Hood, but with a more static vibe.
 
   The ground seemed to swell up beneath her and fall with a whump as she landed blow after devastating blow.  Crushing skulls and breaking bones.  Sending wolf bodies flying back.  The whole time she was yelling in a thick English Cockney accent, “Come on you sodding wankers!  Is that the best you got?  We're stadin' right here!”  She backhanded a wolf so hard I heard the snapping of bones and she somehow released that whump into her strike.  Its lifeless body went spinning back almost faster than I could follow and took out the legs of the wolves behind it.
 
   She charged forward and I could hear a grating clinking as she ran.  Like crystal being ground on stone.  She spun backward, slinging her hand and she let fly dozens of little darts or blades that sparkled in the light.  Two wolves yelped as they were taken out of mid-leap toward her.  The projectiles looked like... glass?
 
   The police showed up, charging down the alley in full riot gear and engaged with weapons on full automatic.  It was almost deafening, but for every wolf they killed two replaced them.  The men with shields stepped forward to protect the group reloading.  It was well rehearsed.
 
   I glanced over and the woman was holding a wolf in the air with one hand as she literally pounded its skull in with the other.  She looked at it and made an “Eww” face then comically said out loud,  “We seem to have broken this one.  We need another.”  As she tossed the body away like it was a food wrapper.  I heard the injured officer snort.  He could laugh?  I was terrified out of my gourd!
 
   The woman looked at the hole and the flood of wolves then back at the men trying to hold against them.  Her bravado wavered for a moment and I could see her thinking.  The it looked like she was actually arguing with herself.  She finally spat out, “Fine.  I'll take care of this shite.  Just shut up and let me work.”
 
   She called back to the officers as she waded into the mass of wolves.  “We'll seal the breach, you handle this group of tossers.”
 
   She flung her arms wide and hundreds of those crystal blades mowed a path through the fangs and claws.  Where was she getting them, and how could she throw so many at a time?
 
   She slammed her fist into the ground and that feeling she was drawing the ground up into her increased a hundred fold.  She grabbed the air in front of her with her free hand and screamed in pain as she lifted her fist like she was opening a window.
 
   The ground itself rushed upward, crushing dozens of wolves as it slammed into the wall above sealing the breach.  There was sporadic gunfire as the last of the wolves inside the gate were dispatched.  I looked around and then vomited at the sight of all the now human bodies sprawled about and fell down next to the injured officer onto my butt.
 
   The woman staggered but then pulled herself up, and pulled her shirt and vest straight then clomped over to me in her knee high leather shit kickers and a black leather mini skirt.  Her steps sounded like crystal on stone again.  She looked like a flippin' fashion model for Biker's Monthly.
 
   She gave me a silly smile then flopped down beside me.  “What's a fit bird like you doin' wanderin' around outside on a full moon?”
 
   The officer tried to say something.  She pointed at him and said sharply, “We'll get to you.  Can't you see we're talkin' to a lady here?  You lot have to worry about reinforcin' the wall.  That patch won't hold more than a night, terrible earth to work with here, no silver in it.”
 
   I looked at her and she only had eyes for me as she ignored the commotion around us and all of the different officer's attempts to talk to her.  The way she talked, and acted... and argued with herself, made me think she may be mental.  Well of course she was.  What sane person barrels into an oncoming flood of werewolves on a motorcycle.
 
   I looked at the woman, assessing her, my eyes stopped on her legs where the boots stopped.  I saw a gravelly shimmer, like crystal and earth.  She followed my gaze and put her hand over her legs, covering it up.  She just kept staring at me.  Oh, she had asked that question.  She really wanted an answer.
 
   I couldn't get over her feminine face with nice full lips that women would die for.  I shrugged.  “I got a flat tire and was coming home when this happened.”  I noticed the containment engineers arriving and an ambulance.
 
   She looked around.  “You live in an alley?  Nice choice.”
 
   I grinned.  “No, I live just there.” I pointed up at the third floor.
 
   She nodded. “So you just thought you'd save this bloke's life before you went in?”
 
   She looked off into space like she was listening to someone.  Then she spoke to the ground, “Oh right, the druids.”  She looked around then scrunched up her nose cutely.  “I don't suppose you caught which way those men ran when this all started?”
 
   She shook her head and I mimicked her without realizing.  This made her grin.  “We didn't think so.”
 
   She sighed looked at the ground then said, “Alright, no need to get pushy.  Manners, whatever.”  Then she beamed a heart-stopping smile at me.  “Ella.  Ella, ummm... Smith.”  Good lord, she was sexy.
 
   I took her hand and it was odd.  Part of it was warm and soft and part of it felt like; I looked at her legs-- glass?  You'd have to be dead not to smile back at her smile.  I blushed and said, “Parker Devareau.”  The pushed my brunette hair out of my eyes, sometime during the commotion it had come out of the silly ponytail that the diner made me wear.
 
   The EMTs were getting insistent after they hauled off the injured officer.  They pricked my finger with a silver needle to make sure I wasn't infected.  I would have turned by now if I had the lycan contagion.  They checked my head injury, bandaged the scratch, then cleared me.
 
   Ella was arguing with them as they tried to prick her finger.  They broke two needles.  “Give me that you wanker!  You can't get through our skin there yet.”  She stabbed her bicep and a small amount of blood welled up.  Obviously not fizzing or burning in reaction to the silver.  She wiped the drop of blood off to reveal pristine, undamaged skin below, then licked the blood off her thumb.
 
   They cleared her then the police were saying they had questions and were asking her to come with them.  Another officer 'insisted ' I go with him to make a statement.  I looked at my bare feet, not knowing where I lost the stupid pink heels.  As they led her away, she stopped and looked at the motorcycle with a pained look, “Bloody hell!  My baby!”  Then she looked down and hissed to nobody, “Oh sod off, did I ask you?”
 
   Is it weird that I noticed she didn't use the royal we that time?  She said 'my baby' instead of 'our baby.'
 
   She grinned back at me as they put her in the back of a police cruiser.  “Bail a girl out?”
 
   An officer put his hand on my head as he helped me into the back of another cruiser.  I smiled at her through the windows.  I found it odd they seemed to be arresting the woman who saved everyone's bacon.  And why did I need to go downtown?  I just wanted to go home and forget any of this ever happened.
 
   I took one last look at the earth sealed wall as the officer started the car and shook my head in amazement.  Who... no... what was Ella?  Besides crazy and hot?
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