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Chapter 1 – Selfish
 
   This is it.  I can finally find peace from this godforsaken, miserable excuse for a life of mine.  I don't know how things got so fucked up.  Pardon my french but that's just how it is.  Where had everything gone so wrong?  It would be impossible for my emotions to hurt me any worse.  So here I am on my fortieth birthday... fitting I will end it on the same day I began my life.
 
   I kicked off my black leather boots and organized them neatly by the railing next to my purse.  How did things go so wrong?  I closed my eyes and let the evening breeze blow across my face as my long, jet black hair rustled on the back of my black leather jacket.  Hmm... I won't be needing that where I am going.  I took off the jacket and felt the crisp fall air nipping at my skin as I folded it and placed it neatly on top of the boots and unsnapped my studded leather bracelets and placed them on top of the stack.
 
   Then I took a deep breath in resolve, this was best for everyone and it would make the pain in my soul go away.  I grabbed onto the pylon and pulled myself up to stand on the railing in the gap in the fence designed to stop exactly what I am about to do, damage and disrepair at this point of the fence caused this gap.  I looked down from my perch on the Aurora Bridge here in Seattle, my hometown, again thinking about how fitting it was that I would end where I started.
 
   One hundred and sixty seven feet below me I saw the glittering of Lake Union.  It looked so peaceful. But that was just an illusion.  There is no peace in this world.  This world is cruel, turbulent, and unkind.  I took a deep breath and started to move my foot to take that step into the void so I could find peace when a sweet chirpy soprano voice just inches to my left said, “Whoa.  That's a long way down.”
 
   The voice surprised me, and I almost fell, but I grabbed the fence to steady myself.  Two thoughts came immediately to mind; one, who the hell was this and two, why did I stop myself from falling just now?  It was what I wanted after all, wasn't it?  I can't live with the pain in my heart anymore.  I'm empty... hollow.
 
   I glanced down to see a small platinum blonde woman in her early to mid thirties who appeared to be walking a gaggle of small dogs.  She was leaning her head against the fence at the railing beside me with wide eyes looking down.  Her face was... the only words I could come up with was, delicate and full of wonder.  She was well dressed in layers to combat the evening's chill.  If I were to guess, by her attire, she was upper middle class or lower upper class maybe.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, but I had no clue what I was going to say to this person.  All I could think of was, “Who the hell are you?”
 
   She turned to look up at me, she had a silly smile on her face and raised the hand not holding the leashes up toward me.  “Hi I'm Sandra, Sandra Callahan.”
 
   I looked down into her steel grey eyes, between them and her hair and her porcelain complexion, she almost resembled an albino to me.  From the way she held herself and was reacting to this situation, I would almost have said she was a vapid blonde if it wasn't for something burning down deep in her eyes that I couldn't explain.  They seemed to be taking everything in at once, and it felt like she was assessing the situation in some unconventional and unorthodox manner.  There was a fierce intelligence bubbling deep down in there.
 
   I shook myself and looked around.  I ignored her offered hand then said, “I'm the flippin' queen of England.”
 
   Her smiling eyes went wide. “Really?”
 
   My God, she wasn't kidding.  I was wrong, she is a vapid blonde.  I shook my head at her gullibility and replied, hesitantly shaking her still offered hand, “No.  Not really.  Penny, Penny Franklin.”
 
   Her eyes and her face went even brighter, crap, here we go.  I hate groupies sometimes.  No that's a lie.  I love them.  My music was for them, but at a time like this they are a distraction I don't need.  Besides, my music has been taken from me.
 
   She tilted her head and squinted one eye and screwed her face up in thought, I hate myself for saying this but it was beyond cute.  She replied, “That's like the lead singer of Leather and Heels.  That's gotta be a pain havin' the same name as a famous person.”
 
   I blinked my eyes at her cluelessness and responded in a haunted voice, “Umm... I was the lead singer of Leather and Heels until recently.”
 
   I swear you could see the two plus two going through her head and she nodded with apparent pride with herself that she came up with four.  Just how dense is she?  She nodded.  “Ahhh... that explains it then.”
 
   She didn't go all fan girl on me and instead just slid off on a tangent. “So why ya gettin' all selfish and killin' yourself tonight, Penny?  Usually I'd say something like penny for your thoughts, but that would be like all weird and junk in this instance.”  She snickered at her own joke.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak and she was off on another tangent before I could say anything.  “So like, if you do the old jump and splash, can I have the boots and jacket?  I got some friends that can use them.” Then without even breathing she was tangenting again, is tangenting even a word?  She looked back down at the water below then whistled and continued speaking, “This would sure do the trick, unless you survived of course.  That happens here on this bridge from time to time; you'd be all messed up and it would be a long time before you'd be able to try again.  Now, tall buildings... that's the way if jumping is your thing.  The ol' squish splat on concrete does the job every time, though that is still just as selfish.”
 
   Then she stopped and locked eyes with me.  Again, even after that scatterbrained dissertation I still saw a hard spark of intelligence gleaming in her eyes, and that spark was studying me carefully, almost calculating.  Who the hell does she think she is?
 
   I snarled a response, “Get the fuck away from me.  Just walk on.  This is none of your business and... selfish? Where the hell do you get off judging me?  You don't know the first thing about me, the first thing about what I am going through.  What right do you have to judge me?”
 
   She shrugged and her voice hardened almost imperceptibly. “You cuss a lot, Penny.  And I ain't judging nothing over here, just stating a fact.  It is always selfish for someone to end it when they have so much to give, so many people who's lives they can impact for the better.”
 
   I raised my voice at this petulant woman, she was infuriating!  “You ARE judging me, and you have no right.  As I said you have no idea what I am going through.  I'm poison and don't have anything to offer anyone.  I destroy lives not help them.”
 
   She shrugged and replied, “Fine, Penny.  Why don't you come to my place and enlighten me.  Tell me why you've made this decision.  Then give me forty eight hours to prove to you how good you have it and that you have so much to give and so many lives you can touch.  If after that, you insist on being selfish, then by all means jump.  Heck, I'll walk you here myself, my dogs need the exercise.  But I get your boots and coat... for my friends.”
 
   She wouldn't break eye contact with me, I can usually break someone with my glare and my hybrid heavy rocker/punk rock looks, but this bizarre woman seemed to have no fear, or was she just too stupid to be afraid?  No, I had this odd feeling that she really didn't have any fear of me.  She raised a hand to me as she tilted her head toward it expectantly.
 
   I looked down at her hand.  I couldn’t have explained my feelings at that moment.  Anger, sorrow, disdain, but above all... hope?  But there is no hope in this world... is there?  I slowly reached out and took her hand then jumped down onto the sidewalk beside her and was instantly mauled by the excited tongues of five tiny puppies.  I looked back into her solid gaze and murmured, “Crazy bitch.  Fine, forty eight hours and I will prove to you that your world of rainbows and unicorns is just in your damn imagination.”
 
   She held up a finger and corrected. “Forty eight hours AFTER you tell me your story.”  Then she frowned a little and whispered,  “I don't like it when you cuss.”
 
   But then she grinned a grin that could only be one of triumph as she nudged my boots and jacket over to me with her foot.  I kept looking at her as I put them back on.  Oh, I'll break little Miss Suzie Sunshine here.  I'll show her the real world.  It will be good for her to realize the true nature of life before she gets hurt and winds up like me.
 
   She passed over two leashes to me.  “Here, take Monster and Fang.  They're trouble makers. Always tying up the girls here.”  She nodded down to the other dogs.  “They are King Charles Cavilers, they are good workers and super gentle and friendly.  I like them because they look like puppies their whole lives.  'Cept Daisy here, she's my little mutt.”  She smiled broadly at that then looked at me with that same smile.
 
   I caught myself smiling back at her and her weird tangents, then forced a stern look back onto my face.  I started to talk, “So you want to hear why I was on the bridge huh?”
 
   She shook her head and shrugged.  “Not till we get to my place.  Until then, let's just enjoy the stroll, there is some business I need to take care of nearby,” she said cryptically.
 
   

Chapter 2 – Some Business
 
   As we walked, Sandra looked to be in thought.  “I read somewhere that Seattle is your hometown and Crystal talks about you sometimes.  I moved here when Jane did but I fell in love with the Emerald City and can't even think of DC as home anymore.”
 
   I wracked my brains as I looked at the woman, who the heck are these people she is talking about?  “Crystal?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, Crystal McKay,  I guess she knew you when you first started in music.  Oh, she was Crystal James back then, before she married Jane.”
 
   A sad look flashed across her face when she mentioned marriage and that Jane person.  But then the memory hit me.  Crystal James!  That cute little girl that had somehow scammed her Junior High principal and my record label into having Leather and Heels perform at her school dance all those years ago.  It was just after we got signed to the label.  Damn smart and tricky girl Crystal was.  My manager slash husband still sends her autographed albums when we release them.  Well my ex-manager and ex-husband now I guess.
 
   In spite of myself I couldn't stop my grin.  I thought I caught a slight lesbian vibe off of Crystal back then, well I guess I had that vibe back then, too.  I smiled at the memory of my drummer, Amanda, before she quit the band... what an awesome kisser.  I wonder if this Jane person that Crystal married is that tall redhead girl she hung out with back then.  No... she was Barb or Bev or something like that.
 
   I looked over to the blonde beside me as the dogs tried to drag us faster to no avail since they weighed next to nothing and had no pulling power.  I asked offhandedly, “Is she still into vinyl records?”
 
   This got her giggling and between giggles she said, “You have no idea.”   Then she rolled her eyes playfully.
 
   We started talking on about dozens of topics, but she skillfully steered clear of anything personal, including the reason I was on the bridge.  I lost track of how far we had walked until we turned onto a seedy looking street.  The lighting was bad as half the streetlamps were out.
 
   I saw a homeless man sitting on a piece of cardboard on the ground, leaning against a boarded up brick building with a ratty blanket slung over him.  He looked like a late thirty something destitute boxer with a broken beak-like nose and leathery weathered skin with salt and pepper hair peeking out of the knitted brown cap he wore.  I was starting to get nervous.  What is a well coiffed woman doing walking in a neighborhood like this after dark.  I glanced at my cell phone screen, it was just past nine thirty.
 
   I looked over at Sandra and she was smiling hugely then she looked at me.  “Here can you take the girls for a moment?  I gotta talk to my buddy.”
 
   Before I could protest I was now shepherding five puppies who were excitedly and desperately trying to get to the homeless guy as the crazy little blonde made a quick beeline for the man.  What is she doing?  Oh God, she's sitting next to him!  I caught up as the two just looked across the street at nothing in particular.  Sandra murmured, “'Sup, Leo.”
 
   Half of the man's teeth were missing, I suppressed a shudder then he spoke with an incredibly deep hardened tone, “'Sup, Dandelion?”
 
   She produced a ten dollar bill from her purse and held it up.  The man didn't even look but grabbed it.  Sandra didn't release it and said, “Info first.  What's the word?  She around?”
 
   He nodded then turned to her with a mostly toothless grin.  “Yup.  She's down the block.  Tried to get her to the Anchorage Avenue shelter but she won't accept help, she's hardened, a lifer.  Got her name... Alice.  But I did get that one freshie you talked about to the shelter tonight though.”
 
   He tugged on the bill and she still held tight and turned to lock eyes with this man.  What the hell was going on?  She tilted her head and widened her eyes a bit like she was prompting him.  The man shook his head.  “His name is Gerald Brown.  He's retired military but used to be a carpenter and is a good outdoors man.  No family that he will talk about.  His birthday is December third.”
 
   Then just like that, she released the bill which he promptly pocketed.  The dogs were licking his hands like crazy and trying to climb up on top of him as he absently petted them.
 
   She grinned at me then said, “Leo, this is my new friend, Penny.  Penny, this is my man on the street, Leo.  He has the pulse of the homeless community and is one of my best friends.”
 
   I nodded slowly and spoke carefully as I offered my hand down to where he sat, “It's nice to meet you, Leo.”
 
   He held his hands up in a surrender gesture.  “A lady like you don't want to be shaking my hand, Penny.  I'm a little dirty, I'll get a shower on my next shelter visit.”  Then he paused and narrowed his eyes.  “You aren't one of those to take advantage of our Dandelion, are you?  I got my eye on you.”  He pointed two fingers at his eyes and flung them toward me.
 
   Then Sandra cleared her throat.  Was she blushing?  Then she pulled out a five and held it up and spoke, “Leo, be nice.  Can you get to the Second Street Shelter tonight and let Ralph know I found someone who could use Billy's business accounting skills for a month or two?  It could turn into a full time gig and get him off the streets for good.  Just have him drop me a line, the pay is good and they are expecting him...  includes room and board.  And Ralph has a cot at the shelter for you tonight, I made sure he knew you were on an errand for me so they saved it.”
 
   He took the five and nodded as he stood.  She stood too as he picked up his cardboard and blanket and started walking off.  “Solid, Dandelion.”
 
   Sandra just nodded. “Solid.”  I just stared at her for a moment.  Did I understand what was happening here correctly?  It seemed like Leo was like her informant and she was helping out some homeless people at the shelters and getting them jobs?  I shook my head and I looked over in the direction Leo went but the street was empty.
 
   She grinned at me and took a twenty out of her purse and stuck it in her coat pocket and pulled her light gloves off and stuffed them in the opposite coat pocket, then took the leashes back from me.  “Leo used to be a police detective until he quit seven years ago after he shot a robbery suspect he was chasing that he thought was pulling a gun on him.  It wound up the man was reaching for his cell phone.  The department cleared him since the man said he had a gun when he robbed the place and he was acting combative and evading arrest.  But Leo can't get over the fact that he killed an unarmed man and has nightmares all the time.  His wife divorced him when he became erratic and he wound up on the streets.  He is a wonderful resource for locating new homeless people, 'freshies', for me to help.  The man has a heart of gold, though he tries to act all tough and junk.”
 
   She had a look on her face as though she admired and was proud of the man.
 
   Then I tilted my head as I looked at her.  She helps out homeless people?  I caught myself looking at her and Leo in a different light now.  She continued speaking, “A new lady showed up a few days ago, Alice, sounds like a lifer.  That's someone that has been on the street for years and won't accept anyone's help and prefers to live on the street.  From what I have been able to piece together from the word on the street, it sounds like she was rolled in Tacoma and her good stuff, like her coat and gloves, were taken.  This mid November weather is turning bitter cold and I'm scared her dumpster diving won't turn up the clothing she needs soon enough.”
 
   I was looking at her.  Trying to figure her out.  She grinned again and her voice sounded like a bird chirp when she said,  “She's been elusive so I tasked Leo to locate her for me.  He tracked her down to this street yesterday.”
 
   We passed an alley then she stopped and backed up and just pushed the leashes toward me.  As I took them, she started looking at a beat up shopping cart filled with junk and odds and ends covered with some dilapidated clear plastic held down with bungee cords and twine.  There was a pile of cardboard beside the cart.
 
   Sandra walked up to the cart and I could see her looking at it intently, taking it all in.  She squinted an eye then nodded to herself then looked up and called out, “Knock, knock.”
 
   Shit!  I almost jumped out of my skin when the pile of cardboard shifted and a woman with ratty grey hair and a dirty flannel shirt a couple sizes too big sat up from under it.  “Get away from my stuff!  It's mine!” she hissed out as she stood and lunged between Sandra and the cart, her face was weathered and leathery like Leo's but she looked severely malnourished compared to him.
 
   Sandra didn't even flinch, instead she made eye contact with the woman with a smile.  She chirped again in her overly cheerful voice.  “Hi Alice.  I'm Sandra, they call me Dandelion around here and that there is Penny.  I'm not gonna take your stuff, though I am here for a trade, I heard you had a red blouse in your cart.”  I glanced over and saw some red fabric on the back side.  That's what she was doing when she examined the cart, taking inventory?
 
   The shivering woman's eyes went to her cart then back to the blonde.  “What of it?  It's mine I found it.  It ain't stolen!”
 
   Sandra simply grinned and replied, “Red just happens to be my favorite color.  I'd love to make a trade for it if you don't mind.”
 
   The woman shook her head. “You ain't got nuttin I need.”
 
   Sandra looked to be in deep thought then she brightened suddenly like she had just come up with a good idea. “How about my coat for the blouse.  It's a really pretty blouse and I just have to have it.”
 
   This seemed to pique the woman's interest and she was now eyeballing Sandra's coat then looking back at her cart.  Then without a word she held out her hand.  Sandra just quickly shrugged out of her coat.  She was wearing a light jacket under it.  Did she know she was going to be doing this before she went on her walk?
 
   The woman snatched the coat and quickly put it on and then looked back at the cart, stepped to it and retrieved the red blouse.  She started to hand it to Sandra but then pulled back slightly.  But I could see in her face that she made a mental decision then handed it over.
 
   Sandra held it out and looked at it front and back.  Then excitedly said, “Sweet!  This is perfect Alice, I feel like I got the better end of the deal.”  Then she cocked her head. “You gonna hang around this area or are you looking for another location?  I'd love to do trades from time to time and I know others that like to trade as well.”
 
   Alice just nodded the affirmative, then said, “This is my alley.  Now go find your own.”
 
   Sandra put a hand on the older woman's arm.  “OK, thanks again Alice.  And if you find any good pieces of clothing like this for trade, you can send Leo, the man you met today, and I'll come with trading stock.”
 
   The woman just nodded then Sandra turned from her and grabbed three of the leashes from me and we started down the street again.  We turned the corner at the end of the block then she looked at me with a grin. “Brrr... let's get home.”
 
   I can't figure this woman out.  She was off on twenty different topics but oddly I found it amusing and engaging.  There was just something, I don't know, innocent?  Untainted?  Naive, about her.
 
   Then we turned onto another street and we passed the Second Street Shelter.  Without even breaking stride as we walked past, she deftly pushed the red blouse into a freestanding metal box marked for clothing donations to the homeless shelter.
 
   There were men and women sitting outside of the shelter on mismatched lawn chairs or on cardboard on the ground.  All of them were calling out, “Hey Dandelion,” or “Have a good night lil Dandelion,” and similar greetings.
 
   She was grinning and meeting each one of their eyes as we made our way along, saying, “G'night Kathy.  Sup, Brent.  Hey, Brian.  Lookin' good, Tina,”  and so on as we walked past.  She seemed to know each and every one of them.
 
   Three blocks later we turned onto another street and she started up the steps of a dilapidated, crumbling brick building.  She unlocked the front doors and released the leashes and the dogs ran through the lobby and up the rickety looking stairs.
 
   We walked to the second floor and she opened an unlocked door and we stepped into a little apartment with the puppies on our heels.  This was her home?  This did not match her attire nor her bearing.  I know I couldn't have been this far off on her social standing.  But the apartment, unlike the rest of the building, was quite clean and charming.  There were rabbits in cages on a long table along one wall.
 
   She grinned at the consternation on my face and spoke like she knew what I was thinking as she took the leashes off the dogs, “I like it here, it keeps me close to my people on the street.  It is easier to help them from here than some apartment in the core.”
 
   I looked at her, trying to understand her.  “This is what you do?  Help out homeless people?  Are you like a councilor or something?”
 
   She giggled.  “No, I'm not smart enough for that.  I just help out my friends on the street and the kids in the hospital.  What I 'do' is sell tickets to the duck boats downtown or help out at Silent Bob's.  Well it's Valentine's now that Bobbie married Blake.”
 
   I tilted my head then asked what I had been pondering since we met Leo and Alice,  “You knew you would be trading your coat tonight to that woman didn't you.  It was all your plan?”
 
   She nodded with an adorable look of pure mischief on her face. “Yup.  Some people are too proud to accept my help.  So I give it in ways that benefit everyone.  Tonight was a triple whammy and I feel like doing one of those touchdown dances for making a home run or whatever the sports-y thing is.  Now she has a coat and gloves and I won't worry so much about her exposure to the cold tonight.  Though she's smart, a veteran, she had her cardboard until she can scavenge something better.  And now she has cash so she'll eat well at least tomorrow.  Then the trifecta, I had a piece of clothing at the end to donate to the shelter.  This helped Alice save face and it didn't hurt her pride.  She took no charity.”
 
   She was grinning like an idiot now.  I was smiling too despite myself.  “How will she eat...”  Then I suddenly remembered and said, “That's why you stuffed the twenty in your coat pocket.”
 
   She was almost vibrating in excitement and nodding in mischief.
 
   Then I shook my head. “And that's why you were wearing the jacket under the coat.”
 
   She giggled and nodded again. “Duh.  It's cold out there, I didn't want to walk home shivering.”
 
   I tilted my head. “But in the end you are out twenty damn dollars and your damn coat.”
 
   She shot me a reproving look, I was immediately sorry for cussing again.  Then she shrugged. “It's only money.  And that wasn't really my coat.  I bought it today for when I located Alice.”  I swear to God she looked as pleased as a chipmunk who just found a cache of a thousand acorns.
 
   I snorted.  But my mind went over everything that she had set up perfectly from Leo to Alice, the coat, the money, the trade.  It was like a well choreographed dance that was executed to perfection.
 
   Then I looked at her as I wondered about something I observed and something she said,  “What's with the cardboard?  Leo was on some, Alice covered herself with some and I saw some people outside the shelter sitting on pieces of it.”
 
   She shrugged with a look on her face that told me it should be obvious. “You ever sit down on cold concrete?  That cold soaks right into you, right into your bones.  Corrugated cardboard is a good insulator and you can find it anywhere.  It provides a barrier between the cold ground and you.  It also holds heat well so any homeless person worth their salt has a piece to sleep on if they can't get one of the limited number of cots in the shelters each night.  Alice built a little cocoon of it around her to hold in the heat until a dumpster dive can come up with a discarded blanket or tarp.”
 
   Then she motioned toward the couch as she went toward the kitchen.  “Coffee?  Tea?  Beer? Juice?”
 
   I just shook my head at this intriguing woman.  I couldn't for the life of me determine if she was simple minded or a calculating mastermind.  I shrugged. “Coffee would be fine.”
 
   And as she started a pot she offhandedly said,  “Oh, and before it is too late, happy birthday Penny.” I looked at the clock on her entertainment center, two minutes after eleven, then couldn't help but look at this frustratingly random, pretty woman.  A part of me smiled in recognition that she somehow knew my birthday.
 
   She came to the couch with a tray that had a cupcake with a lit candle on it and two cups of hot coffee, the grin on her face was priceless as she had me blow out the candle.
 
   “So where you staying Penny?  I can call a cab for you after you tell me your story,” she asked.
 
   I thought for a second and actually snorted.  How ironic is this?  I replied in an almost sarcastic tone,  “Well it so happens that I appear to be homeless myself at the moment.  Husband wound up with the home in the divorce.  I've been in a hotel ever since and I flew here because this is where I want it all to end.  Seattle, my real home.”
 
   I took a bite of the colorful cupcake.  OMG this is good!  What the hell am I doing?  I shouldn't be enjoying this.  I should be floating face down in the lake right now.
 
   She shook her head then stood and started looking at the sides and back of the couch with a scrunched up, thoughtful look on her face as she spoke,  “Nonsense, we are friends now.  You're staying with me until we finish our deal.  You can tell me your story in the morning, right now, you need the rest.”
 
   I was speechless.  We were complete strangers and she was opening her home to a crazy woman who is trying to kill herself.
 
   Then she seemed frustrated. “ I'm so stupid, I can't figure out the bed thingy on this couch.  The lady at the store said it folds out.”  She finished with a shake of her head as she got on her hands and knees looking under the couch.  She seemed genuinely upset that she couldn't figure it out.  How dense is this woman?  Has she never seen a sleeper sofa before?  She was getting frantic.
 
   I placed a hand lightly on her shoulder as I stood up and spoke quietly, “Sandra.”  She calmed down then stood and I removed the cushions and handed them to her.  She stacked them by the coffee table and I grabbed the handle and pulled as the bed hinged out.
 
   She looked almost gleeful.  “You're so smart Penny!”
 
   She jetted off and returned with sheets and blankets and went to work making the bed.  Then I had a random though.  Wait a minute.  Is she stalling me?  She didn't want to talk about my story while we walked, she changed the subject somehow here, and I'm now I guess I am staying with her and she wants to postpone our talk until tomorrow.  Then the forty eight hours starts.
 
   She has somehow taken total control of this situation.  I'm not used to this.  I'm always the one in control.  How did this ditsy woman maneuver things so effortlessly?  Does she even realize she is doing it?  I swear there is a hell of a lot more to this woman than you can see on the surface.  And her odd pale looks are fascinating, they remind me of...  of a porcelain doll I guess.  She's sexy in a totally bizarre way.  I tilted my head and admired her figure.
 
   She looked at me and blushed when she caught me staring, “Let me get you a nightshirt.”  She disappeared into another room then popped back out a few seconds later with an oversized tee that had McKay Air Tours on it.  “That's one of my favorites, it is Jane's.”
 
   Then she suddenly looked afraid, like she had forgotten something important.  Then she pulled her cell phone quickly from her purse and dialed someone.  A minute later she was talking quietly as she ground the ball of her right foot into the area rug shyly, tilting her head.  Once again, I found it inordinately cute.  I looked away, aware I was staring at her... again.  “Hi, Jane.  I'm back now.  OK.  Sorry I took so long, I got sidetracked.  OK.  Goodnight.  I love you bunches, too.  Bye.”
 
   She hung up then looked at me sheepishly.  “Jane doesn't like me out walking the dogs after dark.  I told her I was going and I would call her when I got back.  It's one of her rules.”
 
   Isn't this Jane person married to Crystal?  It is obvious that Sandra here has a huge crush on her. Why is Jane giving her rules?  I voiced my confusion, “Why the fuc... umm... why is Jane giving you rules?  You are your own person.”  I don't know why I care, but it is bugging me that someone is telling her what to do.
 
   The little blonde looked at me and studied my face for a moment then her eyes went wide.  “Oh. No.  Jane is just really protective of me.  We have known each other literally our whole lives.  She's like my big sister though I'm really four days older than her.”  She looked proud at that admission.
 
   She continued speaking, “I do lots of stupid things and people take advantage of me, mostly to get my money.  So Jane made some rules for me.  Like to call her if I go out at night and when I get back so that she knows I am safe.  And if I go to the Ballyhoo, I can't go alone.  I know I'm not real smart and some of the girls can trick me into things and take advantage.  But I get lonely sometimes and I'm working on being more aware.  Really I am.”
 
   She looked so... I don't know.  I was getting mad at the thought of anyone taking advantage of this sweet, naive person.  I smiled softly at her.  “I'm sure you are Sandra.”  Wait, why the hell should I care?  I caught myself staring at her and smiling again.
 
   She nodded then pointed down the hall.  “The bathroom is beside my bedroom there.  You get some rest and we can talk in the morning.  I want to hear your story.”
 
   With that she was gone with a flood of puppies following her to her room.
 
   

Chapter 3 – Good Morning
 
   I woke up to the sun streaming in through the living-room window.  I was roasting!  It seems that the dogs decided I was a comfy spot to sleep as I seemed to be covered by them like a thick heated blanket.  The odd looking one was sitting on my chest staring down at me, what was her name?  Daisy? The moment she saw my eyes were open she yipped and started mauling my face with her tongue. This was apparently a call to arms for the four others who were quickly swarming all over me licking my face.  I couldn't help but giggle at their onslaught as I called meekly, “Help?”
 
   I heard a giggle and looked down the hall and Sandra was walking from the bathroom in a robe drying her platinum blonde locks.  “Children behave,” she said in a singsong manner and all the dogs obediently hopped off the couch and swarmed around her feet except Daisy who just sat on my chest looking at me.
 
   Sandra shot me a cute crooked smile.  “Good morning.”
 
   I nodded at her.  Then she walked over to the rabbit cages as she brushed her hair and checked the food and water in each cage.  “We're gonna have to clean your cages tonight you little fuzz balls.”
 
   Then she looked at me.  “You look to be about Jane's size.  I think I still have some of her clothing here that she donated to the shelters that I haven't delivered yet.  Just a minute.”
 
   She went into her bedroom, the dogs followed her, even Daisy who jumped off my chest and ran after them.  Traitor mutt.
 
   I took a moment to really look around the room.  I wouldn't have believed it, judging by the outside of the building, but this small apartment was stunning.  It looked like something out of a high class magazine. It fit in with the way she held herself and her clothing.
 
   The wood floors looked original, aged and with character but resealed and polished perfectly.  The walls were textured and painted in soft earthy tones and the furniture all screamed high end, except a well worn walnut rocker next to a small end table with a reading lamp and a light blanket.  There was a beautiful walnut secretary desk near the window, next to the long table with the cages.
 
   I stood and straightened out the bed covers and folded it back up and set about rearranging the cushions on the couch.  Sandra reappeared with a robe, a towel and some clothing.  She blushed. “Sorry it isn't all rock and roll-y like your other clothes.  We can get you some stuff while we are out today.”  She held the offerings out to me and moved to turn away but her eyes were looking me up and down. They seemed to be taking everything in that is me.  It felt more like she was looking inside me rather than at me.
 
   She paused at my legs with a little smile, then her eyes went wide as she looked away blushing again as she bit her lower lip, making me want to do the same.  I took the offerings.  She almost skipped away toward the kitchen looking down at the dogs.  “Lets get you fed little ones.”  They followed her, wiggling with excitement.
 
   I couldn't help but grin at the sight, then I made my way to the bathroom to get ready for the day. My mind kept drifting to this odd woman that seems to have adopted me.  I shook this out of my head and reminded myself why I came home, I didn't want to feel anymore.  This frigging girl can play all the damn games she wants.  First I'll show her the true nature of the world, the sooner she learns, the sooner she can join us all in reality, then I can finish what I came here to do.
 
   I looked in the bathroom mirror.  God I looked terrible.  My heavy dark makeup had run during the night.  I don't know why I even bother keeping up my punk rocker image, the label doesn't own me anymore.  I'm forty fucking years old not twenty!  I never grew up and have just lived in denial these past few years.
 
   The only thing that helped me keep my sense of self was... God I miss my children.  I fought back the tears yet again.
 
   As I showered I looked down at my chest.  Thinking about what the doctors had said and then silently wept.
 
   I got control of myself and finished my shower and then got ready for the day.  I used the hairdryer in the bathroom to dry out my long black hair.  I have forgotten the real color after the last couple decades of dying it black for the record label.  It was a dark auburn with natural chestnut highlights if I remember right.  I'm sure it would be full of gray streaks by now.
 
   Maybe that's where it had all started falling apart.  Maybe that's when I lost myself.  When the record label sunk their claws into me.
 
   I dressed in the clothing she provided, using my bra and panties from yesterday.  I almost laughed. Looking at myself in a white t-shirt with a lilac tank top over it.  Showing a good amount of my abs. That's one good thing about the label they forced me to stay in shape for my image.  Then the capri style white jeans.
 
   I seriously cannot remember a time when I was not wearing all black.  It was almost like the color was a part of me now, seeping into my soul; to me I looked downright silly in these clothes.  If I were anyone else I'd say I looked trendy, normal, almost cute for a washed up forty year old nothing.  But I'm Penny fucking  Franklin, I'm not normal or cute.  My life hasn't been my own for as long as I can remember.
 
   I walked out to the living room to find Sandra at the desk.  She turned back when the dogs darted off toward me.  Her eyes went wide. “Whoa!  You're gorgeous Penny!  Don't know why you hide it behind all that black and chains and collars and junk.”
 
   I could feel the heat of a blush on my cheeks.  Damn it, she's on my list again.  Nobody makes me blush!  But she looked tantalizing.  I shook the thought out of my head.
 
   I walked up next to her, I caught a trace of her scent and smiled.  She had her checkbook open and a scrap sheet of paper with some long division scribbled on it.  Seriously?  She was dividing twenty one thousand by two and she was writing it all out?  OK.  Maybe I imagined her intelligence last night.
 
   She looked down to the paper I was looking at.  She said quickly, “Just a second, I almost got it.” She looked at the paper with pride when she came up with ten thousand five hundred.  Then she wrote a check in that amount to the Second Street Shelter and a matching one to the Anchorage Avenue Shelter.
 
   She noticed I was still looking at the paper and she explained, “I know I can use a calculator but this helps me with the math.  I've never been really good at it and it confuses me a lot, but I think if I keep practicing, I'll get good at it one day.”
 
   I widened my eyes in disbelief, she couldn't do simple math like that in her head?  Alrighty then. Then I squinted.  “Why are you writing such huge checks to the shelters?”
 
   She looked at me like I was being silly.  “Daddy didn't really want me moving to Seattle.  He knows I'm not real smart and people are always trying to get to my money.   I made some dumb mistakes in the past and people who acted like they liked me got a lot of money from me, so he set it up in a trust for me.   That way I can only access a hundred thousand a month.  So instead of giving the shelters bigger checks, I manage my money so I can help all my people a little at a time.  I divide it up between the shelters, my therapy animals, the children hospitals and community centers each month.”
 
   What the hell?  “You are giving all your money away?”
 
   She looked almost sad that I had asked the question and she responded like she was defending herself, “I'm helping people.  It is the responsibility of the people who can lend a hand to those in need to do just that.  It is only money, and if it can make someone's life just a tiny bit better with it, is there a greater use for it?  I have my two part time jobs that are enough for me to live nicely here near the people who need my help.  My trust has more money in it than I could spend in ten lifetimes, the interest alone is more than the hundred thousand a month I take out of it, I think daddy planned it that way.  So if that money, that I can never hope to spend, can be used to help someone less fortunate than me?  Then why the heck shouldn't I help?”
 
   She seemed to be getting upset.  She really believed in what she was saying, of that I had absolutely no doubt.  I never believed there were really people in this sick and decaying world that put others above themselves.  I felt like crap for upsetting her with my questions. Wait, didn't I WANT to burst her bubble?  Not at this moment, not with the determination in her steel grey eyes.  She seemed so... innocent... breakable?  Just now, I had a burning need to protect her.
 
   I nodded and put on a gentle smile curving my lips.  “That is a selfless thing you are doing.  I admire you for that Sandra.”  She blushed and looked down with a prideful smile on her face.  Despite myself, I found myself happy that I made her happy.  I wanted to reach out to her and pull her into a hug.
 
   She hopped up and motored over to the kitchen, I caught myself watching her lithe body sway.  She was commenting as she went, “I called Bobbie while you were showering.  She gave me the next couple days off from the cafe in the lodge so I can show you how important you are and how much you have to share.  What would you like for breakfast?  Jane says I make a super good omelet.”
 
   I grinned at both her self-assurances that she could change my mind and at the random tangents she can take almost in mid-thought.  “An omelet would be divine just now San.  I don't think I have eaten anything since I flew into Seattle yesterday.”
 
   She giggled with a super satisfied grin on her attractive face.  I tilted my head at her in question and she bubbled,  “The other girls call me San too.”
 
   I watched her deftly make breakfast like a sous chef.  She seemed to be constantly texting on her phone as she cooked.  I thought of something I meant to ask last night.  “All those people last night.  They called you Dandelion.  What's that all about?”
 
   She slid a divine smelling omelet onto a plate and slid the plate with a fork toward me as I sat at the counter bar stools she had around the island and the stove-top.  She started making another omelet. “Oh that?”  She pointed at her head. “My hair.”  She giggled.  “When I first met Leo like six years ago, he called me that.  The rest of my friends on the street picked up on it and...”  She shrugged. “There you are.”
 
   I stifled a giggle of my own.  The nickname was actually fitting for some bizarre reason.  I took a moment to really look at her.  It seemed so surreal that a beautiful and unconventionally sexy woman like this, from an obviously high class upbringing, was the champion of, and friend to people that most of society ignore or don't even notice.  If it wasn't for the innocent way she held herself, I dare say I'd call her pretty damn hot.  But with her bearing, I had an overwhelming urge to protect her from all the evil and cruelty I knew the world was actually capable of.  Hmmm... this must be how that Jane lady feels, I could understand it now.
 
   I waited for her to finish preparing her own omelet and sat next to me then I started eating.  Wow!  “This is an awesome omelet!”  I said as I dug back into the omelet for more.
 
   She grinned back at me and scrunched her head to her shoulders cutely. “Mrs. Z at the Pike showed me how to make them.  That's where I got my cupcakes.”  I found myself again thinking it odd that she spoke of people and places like I should know what she was talking about.  But I also found it kind of... charming and just... uniquely her.
 
   She kept saying “oops” and flicking little pieces of diced ham from her omelet onto the floor as she ate just to see it hovered up by the waiting puppies.  Shit.  I'm smiling again.
 
   We finished up and we put our dishes in the dish washer.  Then without a word she was putting a coat and her shoes on and handing me mine.  She grabbed the checks and started hooking the dogs up to the leashes.  She handed me the boy's leashes and finally spoke,  “They need to go out and do their thing.  We can just walk, you have a story to tell me and it will take us about an hour to walk the circuit between the two shelters.”
 
   I was about to open my mouth but she started up again. “Petunia, Tulip, and Daisy here are stubborn anyway, it takes some convincing for them to do their thing.”  She grabbed a little roll of plastic bags off the counter and stuffed them in her pocket. And then tucked a couple broken down cardboard boxes and a flannel shirt under her arm.
 
   I just dumbly followed her.  Then out of curiosity I asked, “You have cute flower names for the females.  Why did you name the males Monster and Fang?”
 
   She giggled. “Cuz they're boys, duh.  They're all macho and manly and stuff.  They'd be so embarrassed if I named 'em Snuggles and Tiny or sumpin like that.”
 
   I rolled my eyes but couldn't stop the chuckle that escaped my lips.  I looked down at my charges. “You hear that guys?  You're macho.”
 
   This got a matching eye roll and an extremely huge smile from her.  Wow!  Now that was a first for that particular smile which originated in her sparkling eyes.  I definitely have to get her to do that again!  I bit my lower lip in want then turned away as we walked outside.  She was obsessively texting on her phone.
 
   A couple blocks later she turned into an alley between two old brick buildings and stuffed one of the broken down cardboard boxes between a garbage can and the wall and tossed the other in a dumpster with the flannel shirt.  I cocked an eyebrow in question to her.
 
   She shrugged. “Seeding the area with offerings.  Most of the lifers won't accept any kind of help.  But if they happen to find some good stuff in a dumpster dive...”  She shrugged innocently and left the rest unsaid as we walked and she texted without losing focus on our discussions.
 
    Another block away there was a run down, poorly maintained park.  The moment we got there, Fang and Monster were marking everything in sight.  Monster decided this was as good a place as any and dropped a toxic bomb in the grass.
 
   Sandra was holding a little inside out baggie to me.  “Ewwwww!”  I said.
 
   She rolled her eyes in mirth, putting her hand into the baggie, and whispered, “Pansy.” I noticed the grin she flashed me as she stooped and picked up the poop and turned the bag right side out and sealed it.  Cool trick.
 
   We continued for a few more feet then Fang decide he would outdo Monster.  Sandra didn't even offer me the baggie this time she just put a cute look on her face, stuck out her tongue.  She made it quite obvious that she thought I was silly while she picked up his offering.
 
   She wiggled her eyebrows and again I couldn't stop the chuckle from escaping me.  We moved to sit on a bench in the park and she dropped the evil bags of stinkyness into the trash can beside us.  She unclipped the leashes and the dogs all ran around in the grass, playing and tumbling into each other nearby.  I noticed they never went more than about twenty feet away.  And if they did, she absently tapped a heel on the ground and they rallied closer again.  These were exceedingly well trained dogs.
 
   I glanced over at her and noticed she was staring at me.  There was the odd feeling that she was studying and analyzing me but also something else.  Were her eyes darker?  She noticed I was looking at her then she bit her lower lip and blushed profusely as she shyly looked down.  “So.  Penny.  Are you ready to share your story?  Why were you on that bridge?”  She stopped texting and tucked her phone into her pocket and gave me her full attention.
 
   I nodded and took a deep breath and began.
 
   

Chapter 4 – My Damage
 
   My life had certainly been a whirlwind since the garage band I sang in in high school, Leather and Heels, hit the club circuit.  We were an all girl band and played a fusion of hard rock and punk.  I lived the life.  Though underage, I could always find someone willing to supply us with alcohol and drugs.  I slept with just about anything that moved.  Men, women, it didn't matter... it was the thrill that mattered.
 
   That's when we met Victor.  The young up and coming manager who was associated with the Bandwidth record label.  I was eighteen and he was twenty one and hot as hell.  I thought he was so mature being an older man and all. It wasn't long after he signed us with the label that he had wooed me away from my drummer Amanda and she left the band.  I mean, sure, she was hot and sexy but she just wasn't mature like Victor... and he certainly didn't complain the couple of times we shared our bed with some of the fan girls in the early years.  I stopped sharing our bed with others after we got married.  The band started hitting it big and I dedicated myself to him and the music.  The label sort of ruled our lives.
 
   Our music was some of the hottest out there and we skyrocketed to the tops of the charts.  And being fusion music, we topped multiple charts in multiple genres.  We were living high, not to mention being high almost constantly.
 
   Five years, four platinum albums, and thirteen number one hits later, my life changed.  I wasn't feeling well for a couple weeks and usually started the mornings puking my guts out.  When I visited the doctor, he gave me news I could never had been prepared for.  I was pregnant, maybe six weeks along.
 
   That scared the hell out of me.  Shit, I was pregnant.  But I was drinking and doing drugs for the six weeks I was pregnant.  What if it hurt the baby!?  I stopped drinking and getting high as soon as I was told and checked into rehab.  Let me tell you, those were not happy days and I would never wish withdrawal on my worst enemy.  The record label almost dropped Leather and Heels in those bad weeks but Victor got them to hold off.  Now I wish they had, my life would be so much different now.
 
   He tried to get me to opt for an abortion; the music was more important or some lame ass thing like that.  No way was I going to do that to the miracle growing inside of me!
 
   I was so ashamed of my life and so amazed the first time I went in for an ultrasound.  Victor didn't make it, he had “band business” to attend to.  But I saw my twins... another surprise.  I saw my baby daughters' heartbeats.  They told me they looked healthy and  I almost broke down.  I had spent years numb to the world, not feeling anything, not wanting to feel anything.  But now, these two unborn rays of light were making me feel emotion, like I had woke from a long slumber to see the world for the first time.
 
   I loved them so much and I hadn't even met them yet.  I thought maybe I could turn my life into something I wanted, something I could be proud of... for them.  That was a mistake.  The record label canceled our tour until the babies were born.  After all, they can't have the lead singer of a punk band showing a baby gut.  They canceled all our contracts with them except the binding one that stopped us from entertaining a new label.
 
   Victor seemed mad all the time after that, he was yelling about money constantly.  But we had over ten million in the bank and residuals and royalties still flowing in, that would be millions on their own.  The rest of the band blamed me too.
 
   Then my beautiful girls, Brandye and Lessa were born.  There is nothing I would not have done for them, nothing I still wouldn't do for them.  The label had me hit the gym hard to get back into my pre-pregnancy shape.  Victor harped on me and controlled my diet, he spent more effort on that than on our daughters.
 
   I knew it was a bad situation with him but I vowed I would stay with him; just because it was hard for me didn't mean I'd deprive my girls of their father as they grew up.
 
   The label took us back and another album and tour later, we were their goose laying the golden eggs again.  Once the huge amounts of cash started flowing again, Victor got better for a time.
 
   It was all the same as it was before except the drugs and drinking.  I vowed to be a good mother for my girls.  They were the sunshine in my soul.  Since I wrote all of our stuff, our music started changing, getting more upbeat.  I was talking about retiring, but the other band members put more and more pressure on me to stay.  They were addicted to the money and the fame.
 
   The label didn't approve of my new music and started trying to force music on us that I didn't write. I shot them down over and over and Victor kept getting more and more angry at me. 
 
   A couple years ago I finally decided I wanted to spend all my time raising my almost sixteen year old daughters.  I had missed so much touring all the time.  Whenever I wasn't on tour or in the studio I dedicated every moment to them.  My god I was getting close to forty, I didn't want to be one of those old dinosaur has-beens still trying to rock out and embarrassing myself and my children.  But the band rebelled, Victor rebelled, the label rebelled.  I was the face of Leather and Heels, I was the voice of Leather and Heels; if I left, the band would be doomed.
 
   My own band members and the label got together and sued me, een though I had fulfilled every contract.  The fact that the rest of the band wanted to continue with the label, they somehow got the judge to see that I was “punishing” them and cutting short their cash flow in spite, or some dumb ass thing like that.  I still wonder if someone hadn't made it worth his while to find for the plaintiffs.  Victor was furious with me through the whole thing.  We wound up having to pay forty million dollars to the band and the label.  That was over three quarters of everything we had, plus the band got all the rights to the music... my music... but I did get to keep my royalty and residuals.  They took my music from me, even the band name.
 
   It was barely a burp in the media that Leather and Heels had been dissolved.  Bands break up and get back together again all the time so it wasn't really front page stuff.
 
   Then Victor and I had a huge argument after that and he actually slapped me.  The next thing I knew, he had filed for divorce.  The bastard never really loved me... or the girls.  He was only after the money, the fame.
 
   He dug up every skeleton in my closet to punish me during the messy divorce proceedings. Bringing up the drugs and alcohol I hadn't touched in sixteen years, using the rehab as proof of my abuses.  Bringing up my sexual proclivity that was well publicized.  Who cares that I had never once cheated on the bastard after we got married.  My girls were being so traumatized by the whole thing.  I could see the pain in their eyes, they were crying all the time and it was my fault.  I was hurting them by fighting Victor and dragging this all out so long.
 
   The worst thing was that he demonstrated that I was not fit to be a mother because for almost half my daughters lives I had been on one tour or another, that HE had arranged!  My children were confused and hurt and the media was asking them what they thought of my deplorable lifestyle.  I could have fought even more but I wouldn't do that to them.  They had suffered enough because of me, because of my past.  I gave up...  for them.
 
   Victor was awarded our mansion, and full custody of my daughters, and all but a hundred thousand dollars from our bank account.  He couldn't touch the millions in the trusts I had already set up for the girls and I still get half my residuals and royalties, the rest goes to child support until they turn eighteen next year.  He won't allow me to call them and they are locked down from social media.  I wrote them every day for months but never received a single response.  They don't want anything to do with me; up until my doctor's visit last week, I still wrote every day.
 
   I went from the top of the world to nothing.  My entire world fell down around me.  My music, my home, my family... all stripped from me.  I couldn't give a rat's ass about the damn money, that's all Victor ever wanted.  I just miss my girls so much.
 
   I paused and took a shuddering breath.  Sandra's eyes were watery as she patiently listened to the joke that was my life.  Then I closed my eyes and spoke so low it was almost a whisper, “I guess this was karma slapping me in the face, showing me we can't escape our past.  I'm nothing but poison. Everything has been taken from me.  And now I won't even be a woman any more.  The fucking universe is even taking that from me.”
 
   She tilted her head in confusion. “What do you mean?”
 
   I opened my eyes and looked at her.  I don't even know why I am telling her everything.  I'm just spilling my guts.  She looked at me expectantly, that flicker in her eyes looked to be going over everything I have shared so far, dissecting it, studying it.  I almost stood and walked away but her innocence and her damn strange grey eyes kept me in place.  I wanted to reach out for the hope she was offering.  My shoulders slumped in resignation.
 
   I whispered, “I went in for a checkup last week, after I felt a lump in my breast.  The doctor... she... the doctor told me I had breast cancer.  I...  they...  because of the type and progression... they want to do a mastectomy.  They want to take my breasts from me.  I asked about hormone therapy, chemo, or a lumpectomy.  You read about those treatments all the time.  She said we would see limited results in my case.  I called in a specialist for a second opinion.  Yesterday he told me the same thing, and that it may be too late for even that.”
 
   I started crying. “I can't Sandra.  I've lost everything, now... this.  I know I deserve it.  I can't do it anymore... I'm alone.”
 
   She was suddenly hugging me, stroking my hair as I cried into her shoulder.  I just shared my life and was blubbering into this total stranger's shoulder.  I don't even know why I could share this much with her.  She gently shushed me. “Shhh... It's all going to be OK, Penny.  You aren't alone, I'm here... and nobody deserves what you have been through.  But it isn't as bad as you may think.  Give me the forty eight hours, and I will show you how wonderful life is.  How wonderful YOUR life is.  And what kind of impact you can have on others.”
 
   She pulled me to arms length and looked directly into my eyes, her sparkling grey eyes promising hope.  God they were beautiful.  I don't know why but I wanted that hope, I grabbed onto it like a lifeline and nodded my head through blurry eyes.  She gently wiped away my tears and smiled a smile full of promises, compassion and understanding.
 
   I sniffed and wiped my face with my arm and smiled back.  “But only forty eight hours San.  I can't do this anymore.  God I'm a mess.”
 
   She nodded.  “OK, then lets not waste any time.”  She looked at the time on her cellphone.  “Nine AM on Friday.  So I have until nine AM Sunday to show you that your life is a gift and you have so much more to give.”  She said it like it was a done deal.  Just who is she?
 
   She grinned and handed me a plastic baggie and she took two.  I looked at her, she giggled and motioned toward the dogs; apparently the girls had done their thing as I spoke.  I cringed and retrieved one steaming pile while she got the others.  We sealed the baggies and dumped them in the trash, she made a silly face while plugging her nose.  I hate myself for the giggle that escaped my lips.
 
   “Line up kids!” She chirped and the dogs all ran excitedly up to her and they all sat.  She clipped a leash on each then handed me the boys.  Monster ran around in a little excited circle.  She snickered. “Oh yes Monster, very impressive.”   Then she looked at me and put a hand beside her mouth and whispered, “He's showing off for you.  I think he likes you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Yes Monster, very manly,” I said.  Sandra snorted then bumped my hip and we started walking again as she started texting on her damn phone.
 
   

Chapter 5 – A Typical Dandelion Morning
 
     I got the bemusing blonde talking about her childhood as we walked.  It didn't sound like anyone in her family except her father treated her well.  They all sort of treated her like the family idiot.  Though her father has never had the time to visit her in Seattle all the years she has been here.  But the daughter of a family friend, Jane, befriended her and encouraged her.  She became like a big sister to her and protected her from the teasing from all the other kids in school.  She even encouraged her to stick with it when she flunked out of senior year.  She tutored her in the subject that prevented her from graduating... math.  Getting her to take summer school.
 
   Sandra was quite proud to show her father the high school diploma that Jane helped her get.  Her father was so proud, but her step-mother and step-brother just pointed out that it took her three months longer than a “normal” kid.  They were always down on her because she was gay and that she was “stupid”.  But she doesn't let that get her down.  Jane told her that book learning is not the end all be all of intelligence and that Sandra had so much more to share with the world.
 
   She had moved to Seattle when Jane did to start her “new life”.  Jane had encouraged her.  That's when she found out about all the homeless people and the children in the burn and cancer wards that would probably never lead a normal life again.  Her heart broke for them and she had decided that that was her purpose to help those people in need.  She tried to take some courses to become a councilor or even an advocate, but the classes were too confusing for her.
 
   She heard about special animals, therapy animals that helped people in the hospitals.  And she found that she had a particular knack for training animals for it.  She spent a year trying to meet all the requirements and finally did.  She was actually able to get her four dogs and three rabbits certified and, with Jane and Bobbie's help, completed all the required paperwork.  I have no clue who this Bobbie person is.
 
   Sandra is now in high demand at many of the childrens wards now.  She says she wants to start a non-profit foundation so she can get more people and animals so they can help more children and more homeless people, but the mountain of paperwork is just too confusing for her and she doesn't want to bother Jane with it.  She is determined to do it herself one day.
 
   She grinned at me and said, “I hope my dad can see that I did all this on my own.  I want him to be proud of me.  I can take care of myself and help other people just fine.”
 
   I can see why people may think this remarkable woman isn't smart, but I am seeing something beyond that in her I just can't quite put into words.  An... unconventional intelligence.  She has something special.  A drive to do good, a drive to prove her worth, and I still can't shake the feeling that I am seeing a spark of something that is always calculating in her eyes every time she captures mine with hers.
 
   Why is she grinning?  Shit.  I'm staring at her again.  I grinned back then looked away as we walked.  We walked up to the Second Street Shelter.  There was a long line out the door, there must have been a hundred people or more outside.
 
   Sandra grabbed the leashes and unclipped them and the dogs ran along the line stopping and playing with some raggedy looking children as Sandra walked me to the end of the line.
 
   Now it was again my turn to be amazed.  Sandra walked the entire line, saying hello to each and every person by name and they all referred to her as Dandelion.  She made eye contact with each and introduced me to them.  There were times she informed someone that she had a cot for them that night at a sister shelter somewhere in the city and to let the people running them, who's names she also knew, to shuffle Ted or the McKenzie family to another shelter because they now had the room for them because she got Joe or Mary a job somewhere.
 
   When we got to the children in the line who were giggling with the puppies, she stopped and looked at the man with them.  She hugged the homeless man.  “Hey Jerry.  Glad you could make it this morning.  The kids are looking hungry.”  She gave him a scolding look.
 
   He looked embarrassed. “Yeah, sorry Dandelion.  I was coughing again yesterday so we couldn't get in, spent most of the day waiting in line at the clinic.  I didn't feel good sending the kids on their own.”
 
   She smiled at him then looked down at the young kids playing with her dogs.  “Kitty and Len are good kids.  I know you don't want them in foster care Jerry but winter is coming and I worry.  I can't get you a permanent cot in the shelter, there are too many in need and they have to rotate.”
 
   Then she made a show of thinking and appeared to have come up with an idea.  “But I tell you what.  I know a guy who needs a plumber like you for an apartment complex he is remodeling on a hundred and thirty second.  His name is John, I'll tell him you are coming.  He can offer you a small maintenance apartment in the basement rent free and pay you only minimum wage, but it is for five months.  I'd feel much better if the kids were inside this winter.  It could turn into a permanent position if you work hard, like I know you would.”
 
   He looked at her for a long time then finally just nodded once.  She nodded once back then scrunched up her face in thought for a second then wrote down an address on a scrap piece of paper, and handed a note to John from herself in a sealed envelope from her pocket.  I just watched the whole thing in amazement, another thing she had apparently planned out ahead of time.
 
   She then took a twenty out of her purse and held it out to him.  He was making a shunning gesture.  She shook her head at him and gave him a look a mother might give a misbehaving child.  She spoke in hushed tones so the giggling children wouldn't hear, “Tuesday is Kitty's birthday.  Get her a proper cake.  This is for her, not you.  Every child deserves a birthday cake.”  Then she forcibly shoved the twenty into his hand.  He nodded once in resignation.
 
   Then she turned away to hug and say hi to Kitty and Len then we moved down the line.  When we got to the doors, she clicked her heel on the ground once and the dogs came running then sat down in front of her as she clipped them all up on leashes again.
 
   She looked through the window on the door and gave a tiny wave and it opened.  She grinned at the man that opened it.  He looked like a Hell's Angels biker with an apron, a hairnet, and a spatula.   “Hi Ralph.”
 
   He nodded and replied, “Hey lil Dandelion.” He let us in.
 
   She looked back at me. “This is my new friend Penny.  Penny, this is Ralph Unger.  He runs the shelter here.  He's also got one of the biggest hearts when it comes to my people.”
 
   The big burly man blushed.  I shook his hand.  “Nice to meet you Ralph.”
 
   He looked me up and down with a critical eye. “How you know our Dandelion?”
 
   Sandra backhanded him in the gut, as he oofed she scolded, “Be nice Ralph.  It ain't like that.”
 
   He rolled his eyes.  “Yes ma’am.  I'm sorry Penny.  It's nice to meet... wait!  You're Penny Fr... ooof!”
 
   Sandra got his gut a little harder this time, but there was no way it really hurt the big lug.  She shot him a warning glance.  He grinned sheepishly and simply said to me, “Nice to meet you.”  Then he grinned at Sandra as he rubbed his belly. “So violent.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him.  Then handed him a check.  He looked at it and shook his head. “You're a fuc.... umm... friggin' angel.  You know that don't you?  I'm pretty sure you are keeping the shelter doors open around the city single-handedly.”
 
   She blushed and shrugged then Ralph asked, “You want to man the soup line for breakfast.  I'm opening the doors in five minutes.  Or do you ladies have somewhere else to be?”
 
   Sandra smiled politely and said, “I was going to say not today.  It is check day so we're handing them out and then I gotta hit St. Vincent's Hospital, but I know a guy who can deliver the other most important check, so why not.  Oh, and Bernie down at the South Market has a bunch of expired loaves waiting for you for tonight's line.”
 
   Before I knew it the blonde whirlwind dragged me and the dogs through a side door.  There were lines and lines of cots, must have been at least a hundred of them in the huge room.  All of them were empty except a corner cot with a familiar man snoring away in it.
 
   She sat noisily on the cot facing the man.  The noise startled him awake.  He sat up and looked at her then looked away at a fixed point in space.  “Sup Dandelion,” Leo said.
 
   She just picked a point on the wall to stare at herself.  “Sup Leo.  Didn't want you to sleep through the chow line.  Get yer lazy butt up.”  Then she dug into her purse and held up the check for over ten thousand dollars to the Anchorage Street Shelter and a five dollar bill.  “Delivery.”
 
   He grabbed them and nodded with a slight smile as he glanced over at her.  “Solid Dandelion.”
 
   She grinned back. “Solid.”  I marveled at how much trust she put in the man, but it was blatantly obvious it went both ways.
 
   Then he looked at me as he stuffed the check and the five into his pocket.  He stood up straight and wiped his hand on his pants then offered it to me.  “I showered last night.  Now... It is a pleasure to meet you Penny; now you better take care of our girl here.”  As I shook his hand he swung two fingers between his eyes and me with his other hand.
 
   I chuckled. “Will do Leo.”
 
   I swear that Sandra was blushing a hole through the fabric of the universe.  She whined, “Leooooo.”
 
   He chuckled at her, then she hugged him quickly and said, “Eat first... then deliver.  After this, we are off shopping then to St. Vincent's Hospital.”  He nodded.
 
   Then suddenly I was being dragged off again by her hand on mine into another large room that smelled like a school cafeteria.  There were long tables with benches in long lines then a soup line all set up.  A couple men and women were putting huge stacks of plates at the end of the line with Ralph choreographing it all.
 
   He waved us over.  Sandra shooed the dogs into an office beside the kitchen area and closed the door.  Then Ralph pointed us to a sink to wash then handed us hairnets, aprons, and plastic gloves.  Once we had them on he herded us toward the line.  I stood at the giant metal heated pan of scrambled eggs and San stood beside me with sliced bread at the ready, she looked like a pro.  I looked up and down the line.  There were seven of us, one at each station along the line.
 
   Before I could ask what I was supposed to do, the swinging doors opened and homeless men, women, and children started flowing through and into the room.  The little blonde beside me whispered, “One scoop for each plate that passes by and no more.  If there is any left over at the end, only then can you dish someone up seconds.”  I quickly got into a rhythm.  
 
   I recognized most of the people from outside and even remembered a name or two.  They all had genuine smiles for us as they passed.  Most had a quiet thank you for me though some looked ashamed as they accepted the food.  And of course I was put to shame as Sandra addressed everyone by name. Then some unfamiliar faces came through near the end of the line.
 
   Ralph stopped one man.  “Chuck, you know the rules.  You smell of alcohol.  No drinking or drugs and you can use the soup line.  Come back tomorrow, sober.”  The man looked upset but just silently nodded and set his plate down and left the building.
 
   I saw Leo standing at the door with his plate the entire time.  Just holding the door open for everyone.
 
   It seems the new faces were people that had showed up a little late. But Sandra knew all their names and had a job lined up for a redheaded woman named Lisa.  She also told a man named Ted to make sure he was here on Thursday since it was his birthday, she had something for him.  “Sure thing, lil Dandelion,” he said with a smile.  His clothes were newer and in pretty good shape so I assumed he was a 'freshie'.
 
   How was she keeping track of all this?  I don't see any cheat sheets.
 
   Then after everyone was through the line.  Leo looked back out then over at us and timidly made his way down the line.  Everyone who still had anything in the serving trays was two scooping him.  So I followed suit.  He grinned at me. “Thanks Penny.”  Then he moved on down to Sandra.  She shot him a dazzling grin then dropped two slices of bread on his tray.  She had torn out little smiley faces in them. He grinned a half toothless grin at her and moved on down the line.
 
   I was amazed at this whole thing.  I whispered, “There are so many that depend on this aren't there?  Even families.”
 
   She nodded sadly.  “But they only have enough for a hundred fifty people a day here.  The rest are turned away at the door.  There are almost a dozen other shelters and missions just like this peppered around the city, but the sad fact is that for every person they feed and for every person they can give a cot at night, three more get turned away at the door.  That's where my non-profit can help one day.”  She was starting to tear up as she spoke.  “So many people...”
 
   I put a hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.  “You can't save everyone San.”
 
   She got a determined look on her face and with defiance in her voice said, “But I can try!”
 
   She was so fucking inspiring, umm... I mean frigging inspiring.  I caught myself just wanting to kiss this force of nature as I stared at her lips.  I shook the thought out of my head.  I'm supposed to be showing her the world is evil, not the other way around.
 
   We helped clean up after people came for seconds and we ran out of food.  Then my grey-eyed companion retrieved the dogs and we said our farewells to Ralph and Leo.  Ralph made sure to let me know they can always use volunteers.  He nodded then offered his hand to me again.  I took it and as we shook he said, “It was really nice to meet you Penny.”  He shot me a conspiratorial wink.
 
   He nodded and once again Sandra was dragging me out and back toward her apartment.
 
   I looked a question at her. “What next?”
 
   She just shrugged. “I figured you didn't want to walk around in someone-else’s clothes for two days so I thought Leo could do our morning legwork while we do a little shopping before we head off to the hospital to meet up with the children.”  I was starting to get used to how she spoke as though I knew what the hell she was talking about; it was kind of cute.  Oh god, shoot me now!  I can't believe I just admitted that.
 
   She started texting as we walked.  It was almost constant and I finally broke.  “There something important going on there?”
 
   She looked at me then the phone.  With a cute blush she nodded. “Yeah I'm just helping all the shelters and missions rotate people around to be the most efficient and make sure as many people as possible can get at least one night in a cot this week with the cold and all.  The shelters depend on me for that.  I'm also letting them know of the birthdays this week and who to be on the lookout for, and people from Crystal's network that have job openings text me the details to see if one of my people have the skill set needed to fill the position.”
 
   I looked at the phone. “You have an app for all that?”
 
   She shook her head with a giggle and just pointed at her head like it was obvious.  “No, I just keep track of it in my head.  I tried like a flowchart app once but it was too confusing.  My way is easier.”
 
   I just shook my head in disbelief.  I put my hand out for her phone as I shot her a look of extreme curiosity, she handed it to me with a shy blush.  I looked at some of the complex scheduling she was doing in the texts with various people then blinked a couple times at her empty contact list.  Was everything really in her head?  I handed her cell back with a smile.
 
   We arrived at her place and she shooed the “kids” into the apartment from the hall as she unclipped their leashes. Then closed the door and grinned at me.  “Shall we, pretty lady?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and she was dragging me downstairs by the hand.  I've been noticing she is a very tactile person.  I secretly enjoyed her hand in mine.  She brought us outside and to a garage door on the end of that dilapidated little brick apartment building where she seemed to be the only tenant.  She punched in a code on an electronic padlock and pushed the rusty door up as it moaned and squeaked in protest.
 
   Holy out of place Batman!  In that dingy run down garage area sat a gorgeous green BMW X5 SUV.  I looked at her in surprise and she blushed and looked embarrassed then shrugged.  “Daddy got it for me a couple years ago when he heard I wanted a work vehicle instead of the Lexus he got me when I moved to Seattle all those years ago.”
 
   She hit her remote and the lights flashed and I could hear the doors unlock.  She made a grand gesture with an impish grin that just invoked my own to my internal grin much to my own protestation.  We hopped in and she pulled out of the garage, then got out and closed the door and locked it with the padlock again amd rejoined me.
 
   She giggled and looked down shyly.  I raised an eyebrow.  “What?”
 
   She started driving toward downtown with a cute grin.  She avoided looking at me as she said, “Nothing.  It's just that you look as hot as Jane in those clothes.  You really should stay away from the black, brighter colors make you shine like that spark in your eyes.”
 
   I tried hard not to smile.  I swear on Jimi Hendrix's guitar I did.  I failed miserably as I felt a blush burning on my face.  I quickly chastised myself and stopped smiling.
 
   Before I knew it we were at a high end boutique, Abigail's.  As soon as we walked in, a blonde that had a body that would put most models to shame came walking up in a gorgeous dress that just melted off her curves.  She had a huge smile on her face. “Sandra!  My God woman, it has been a while!”  She hugged my little blonde companion.
 
   Sandra was blushing profusely and looking down shyly.  “Hello Gwen.  This is my friend Penny. She finds herself unexpectedly in need of a new wardrobe today.”
 
   Gwen smiled at me now but the smile didn't originate in her eyes like the one she gave Sandra and gave me a polite hug.  She whispered in my ear before she released me.  “Sandra's not a groupie you can mess with, Franklin.  You better respect her.”  Obviously she recognized me right away.
 
   Then she pulled away with that fake smile and a fire in her eyes.  I actually found myself a little intimidated.  It's like everyone in the damn city is looking out for my erstwhile companion.  I nodded at her and cryptically replied, “Nothing but.”  This satisfied her and she opened her arms toward the boutique with a genuine smile this time.
 
   I was looking at some of the racks.  Holy crap, this was definitely upper crust stuff.  Though I was rich during my years in Leather and Heels, I stayed modest with my attire.  Mostly because it is hard to spend more than a couple hundred dollars on a pair of ripped black jeans.  Another big tell-tale sign was that there was not a single price tag in the shop.
 
   I started reaching for a black blouse on the rack when someone slapped my hand from behind.  I turned to a super smiley Sandra, blinking innocently.  “No black.”  She grinned like an imp and I rolled my eyes.
 
   After a few minutes of perusing with Gwen at our back, she nodded. “OK, I have a feel for what you are looking for and what Sandra approves of.  Please, have a seat in the dressing room ladies and I'll bring in some selections for Penny to try.”
 
   Sandra grabbed both of my hands and giggled as she dragged me to one of the two dressing rooms. Usually applying the descriptor “room” to a tiny curtained off stall was a misnomer, but not here.  The dressing room was a posh room the size of most living rooms with a changing screen, wrap around mirrored areas, and overstuffed couches and chairs.  It even had  a mini bar and an attached bathroom.
 
   She pulled me into the couch and ran off to the mini bar and brought us two bottles of Evian water. Then the fun began.  Gwen and an assistant, who I'm pretty sure was a ghost girl who had no name and no voice since she never spoke and was never in the room long enough to be introduced, brought in a procession of outfits.
 
   The outfits were all professional and sexy looking.  A couple had a frisky hard edge I liked.  Sandra approved of these too.  Then the dresses came.  Oh lord.  I hate dresses.  I've owned like three my entire life.  But we had so much fun, the three of us chatted and laughed and had a general good time as the silent but professional assistant brought more and adjusted the dresses on me before disappearing again.  I tried to protest but Sandra insisted on a dress for the hospital.
 
   She was a force of nature and my protests fell on deaf ears.  How the hell am I not able to intimidate her into getting my way.  I was in a dark plum calf length dress and the little blonde locked her grey twinkling eyes on me as she bit her lower lip hungrily... Oh... that's why.  I was feeling warm in some pleasant places as I looked at her.  I grinned at her and said, “This one please.” Gwen nodded and smiled.
 
   Then the panties, bras and lingerie came.  I again tried to protest, reminding her that my “stay” was only forty eight hours,  but God was I enjoying this pampering.  She actually covered her ears and started chanting, “La la la, can't hear you.”  Then she stuck out her tongue at me and I melted.  Could she get any cuter?
 
   Then the shoes came.  OK, there is no way in hell I was going to complain about gorgeous shoes! I'm only human!  I tried on dozens, they were so... pretty.
 
   Then before I knew it I was dressed in the plum dress with matching heels with the satin feel of lacy undergarments caressing my skin.  I looked in the mirror and almost gasped.  I actually looked like a sophisticated woman besides my hair.  A... pretty woman.  I found myself for the first time in decades wishing my hair was its natural color just then.
 
   Sandra was dumping my purse into a matching plum clutch and we were grabbing the three large bags of clothing and heading out of the store without stopping to pay.  Obviously it was being charged to her and I shuddered thinking about the no doubt, thousands of dollars of clothing in these bags.
 
   I tried reiterating my protests as we walked back toward the car while she texted away.  She stopped and held up a shushing finger against my lips. I wanted to kiss it as she said, “Ut, ah, ah!  You're mine for forty eight hours.  No whining!  I'm having fun.”  She grinned in triumph, and I seethed inside for a millisecond or two but then her infectious smile caused my traitorous lips to twitch into a grin as we got back into the car and headed back to her place.
 
   

Chapter 6 – The Children
 
   Back at her place we parked at the curb.  A homeless woman was leaning against a light pole on the corner, looking through a plastic shopping bag.  Sandra waved happily at her.  “Hi, Tina.  Can you watch the car for me?  We gotta get the little troublemakers.”
 
   The woman waved and nodded.  “Sure thing, Dandelion.”  Then we made our way inside and up to her apartment.
 
   She put the bags beside the couch with a cloud of puppies around her feet.  Then she said, “OK kids, line up, time for work!”
 
   The four cavaliers instantly calmed and sat at her feet.  But Daisy jumped up on the couch and curled up on a pillow, apparently for a nap.
 
   I watched in amusement as the dogs patiently allowed her to clean them up with what looked like baby wipes and snap new collars on them that had tiny bright little bibs on them that had “service dog” printed on them.  Then she clipped the leashes on them and handed the leashes to me.
 
   They were suddenly their hyper selves again as she moved to the rabbit cages.  She picked up a hello kitty purse looking thing that had a mesh door on it then grabbed a way too fluffy-looking rabbit, cleaned it and slipped a “service animal” bib on it and stuffed it into the purse.  “Get in there, Tinkerbell.”  I grinned as I realized it was a pet carrier.
 
   She grabbed a large shoulder bag and some envelopes off the desk and turned to me.  “Ready to see my children?”  That was cryptic like everything she said.  I just nodded.
 
   She giggled. “Good.”  Then she looked at Daisy who lifted her head. “Watch the fuzzballs, I think they're planning something.”  Daisy yipped then ran and jumped into the desk chair then up on top of the cages and looked down into the cages as she laid down.  “We're just doin' a half shift Daisy.  We'll be back early.”  I swear the dog knew what she was saying.
 
   Then she turned to me with a smile. “Shall we be about it?”
 
   As confused and fascinated as I was watching this obviously routine preparation dance, I found myself seriously curious as to what was coming next.  “Lead on, my lady.”
 
   She almost skipped to the door and the dogs tried pulling me to catch up.  Nice try little fuzz buckets.  I walked out after her.  After waving at Tina and loading up in the car, we were off again.  All of the dogs fighting for a place on my lap and eagerly looking out the windows.  I caught myself absently stroking them.  It was relaxing.  I wonder why Victor never allowed me to get a dog for our daughters.
 
   When we got to the hospital she stopped the car and stared straight ahead thinking.  She took a deep breath then turned to me with the most serious look I have seen on her face.  “OK, Penny.  No matter what you see or hear in there, DO NOT REACT.  Keep smiling, and most importantly, treat the children like any other child.  This is really important.  Most adults can't even look at them, it is so hard, but make sure to make eye contact so they know that you see them for who they are.”
 
   She stared at me for a few more seconds and I nodded.  Then she let out a breath and smiled almost sadly this time.  “Let's get to work then.”  Then we were out and moving through the hospital to the children's wing.  The dogs were surprisingly well behaved, she stopped for a moment to clean their paws again with those wipes.
 
   I paused as we approached some automatic doors that had “Cancer Ward” etched on the glass.  I started breathing faster but her eyes held mine and urged me forward.  The nurses at the station outside the doors waved as we approached.  A pleasantly plump nurse with graying hair said, “Hi Sandra, we were hoping you'd show up today.  The children have been asking about Monster.”
 
   San grinned. “Well he is a heck of a guy.  Tracy, this is my friend Penny.  She'll be helping me out today.  Penny, this is Tracy, and the big lug there is Hector.”  They both smiled and nodded as we exchanged pleasantries, then Tracy waved us in.
 
   The large room was partitioned with curtains on rails and I could make out the humming of machines and beeping of monitors.  We stopped there and my playful blonde said quietly, “Tulip, announce.”  She unclipped all the leashes, but the dogs stood where they were.  Then little Tulip sat down and howled like a wolf.  An itty bitty tiny, silly sounding wolf.
 
   We were greeted with giggles from behind the curtains and one little girl voice squeaking as she said, “Monster is here!”  A couple curtains pulled to the side and a little sickly looking girl hooked to a rolling IV tree, accompanied by a man and woman who could only be her parents, came out.
 
   The girl looked to have virtually no meat on her bones and she had no hair whatsoever, not even eyebrows.  Her parent's had shaved heads and looked totally healthy.  They must have done it in a display of unity for their child.  The little one couldn't have been more than six years old.  I caught myself remembering when my girls were that age.  I would have died if something like this had happened to them.  Then I started thinking about my cancer and started breathing faster.  A soft hand in mine squeezed gently reminding me not to react.  I changed my most likely panicked look, into a smile for the little girl.
 
   I glanced over and Sandra was beaming at the girl.  An older boy, maybe ten or eleven came slowly shuffling out of the other opened curtain with a nurse or doctor with him, helping him along.  He had a huge smile on his face.  His appearance was similar to the little girl's but he had sparse patches of hair on top of his head and was bloated a little, probably from a steroid treatment.
 
   Sandra wiggled her eyebrows at the kids and looked down at the dogs and uttered, “Shell game!”  The four dogs ran around each other bouncing and yipping then they all sat down.  Then she looked at the little girl expectantly.  The girl was looking eagerly at each of the dogs then giggled as she pointed. “That's Monster!”
 
   Sandra giggled. “He can never fool you Ranee.  Go get her Monster!”  The little dog obediently ran up to her and she picked his excitedly wiggling form up into a big hug and wandered back into her curtained off area.
 
   The girl's parents looked at us and smiled.  The woman said, “She's been looking forward to Monster's visit the past couple days.  Thanks for this Sandra.”
 
   The woman almost broke down but Sandra was there almost instantly, hugging her.  “Thank Monster.  He insisted on coming today.”
 
   The man was now holding the woman as she almost chuckled, then took a deep breath and raised her head and put on a strong smile then they followed behind their daughter.
 
   Then Sandra was on a knee looking at the timid boy being supported by the medical professional.  I still don't know if the woman was a doctor or not.  Sandra said with a  bird-like chirp, “Your turn for a dog today Michael.  Who would you like to play with?”  He looked at me and hid behind the woman.
 
   Sandra looked over at me.  “That's just my friend Penny, Michael.  She's helping me with these furry troublemakers today.  Aren't you Penny?”
 
   I grinned at the boy.  “Yes, these little ones are a handful.  Can you help us out for a while and take one off of our hands for a bit?”
 
   He nodded and pointed slowly. “Petunia.  She's not a troublemaker,” he said defiantly.
 
   I grinned again and nodded as Sandra said, “Go get him Petunia!”  The boy was all smiles as he tried to pick up the wiggling ball of happiness that ran over to him.  He couldn't lift her so the woman grabbed Petunia with a wink to us and led Michael back into his area.
 
   Sandra looked at me and whispered.  “I wish I had more dogs, that's where my foundation would help with more people and more animals.  As it is, each child gets to play with one every other visit.”
 
   I turned as the doors behind us opened.  Tracy came walking in saying, “So, who's turn is it today. That's umm Fang and Monster?”
 
   The giggling blonde rolled her eyes. “That's Fang but the other one is too pretty to be Monster.  It's Tulip.”  She grinned and wiggled her eyebrows at the nurse who just slapped her arm playfully.
 
   Then San said, “Ranee has Monster and of course Michael chose Petunia.  So, the other two lucky children are Ted and Shandra here,” she said as she opened the curtain beside her to an empty bed.  She looked quickly at Tracy with pleading eyes.
 
   The nurse shook her head once with a face full of regret and Sandra swayed on her feet and shuddered in a silent sob with a look of utter pain and loss.  A tear rolled down her cheek.  I wanted to hold her, I almost reached out but she wiped the tear on her sleeve and sniffed and stood tall and strong with a look of defiance on her face.  “When?”
 
   Tracy squeezed her arm and whispered, “Early this morning.  She was a fighter.  She clung to every moment of life.”  I almost broke down myself, for the child and for the almost physical toll it seemed to take on Sandra.
 
   Sandra shook her head and said, “Then Ted and Emily.”  She forced a smile on her face and went past Micheal’s curtain to the next.  God, she's stronger than me.
 
   I stood in the opening and watched the grey-eyed angel as she walked up to a bed where a girl who looked to be thirteen or fourteen was laying on a hospital bed hooked up to IVs and monitors.  Though she was bloated too, she had a hollow look about her and had a stocking cap on.  She looked over to us and her mouth slowly transformed into a smile.
 
   A small voice for a teenager said, “Hi Sandra.  Next round of chemo.”  She nudged her head toward the IV.  “Mom says they'll let me rest a little more until the next one.
 
   Tracy walked over and started looking at the readings on the machines and checked the IV as Sandra shot Emily a stunning smile.  “Well a little bird tells me that it is your turn to take care of one of my little minions today.”
 
   The girl gave another slow smile and turned her head.  “Oh!  Nobody got Fang?”
 
   Sandra shrugged. “He's been holding out for you.  I think he has a crush.”  Then she looked down. “Fang, announce.”  And the little dog sat and howled to more giggles from the curtains.
 
   Then she picked him up and set him on Emily's chest.  “Fang, cuddle.”  And he did, it was frigging cute, he snuggled into Emily and just laid there as the girl slowly stroked his furry head.  The girl grinned at us. “Great, my first boyfriend and he's an animal.”
 
   We all shared a chuckle and Sandra kissed Emily on the forehead.  “We'll be back to see how your date turns out later.  We have to get Tulip to Ted, stat!”  She grinned at her use of hospital terms.
 
   Emily giggled and rolled her eyes at San's antics.  “OK, I'm just gonna sit here with my beau then.” She looked at me then back to the blonde dynamo. “Who's your friend?”
 
   Sandra smiled. “That's Penny, she's helping me out to...”
 
   The girl's eyes went wide. “Wait!  You're Penny Franklin!”
 
   I stepped up and grinned at her then stroked her cheek lightly. “Yes, but let's keep that little secret to ourselves, shall we?”  She nodded more vigorously than I thought she could in her condition.  I kissed the top of her knitted cap.  Tracy's eyes were so wide at the revelation that I thought they'd pop out of her head as Sandra and I made our way along with Tulip.  We went down the row of curtained off areas to the end and she pulled back the last curtain.
 
   There was a boy, maybe five years old.  He was asleep.  Though I was scared to death it was more than sleep the way his breathing seemed so shallow.  Sandra walked up to him with pain in her eyes as she stroked his cheek then kissed it and lifted Tulip up beside him and she put his arm on top of her. “Tulip, snuggle,” she said and the dog obeyed.  I swear I saw Ted's fingers lightly sinking into Tulip's fur a little.
 
   She smiled at the boy and we exited his curtain.  Then with a silly voice Sandra said loudly, “Oh my, I seem to have an extra animal today.  Oh what am I to do with Tinkerbell?”
 
   There were some cute “Me, me, mes,” coming from the curtains.
 
   Sandra turned to one partition. “Was that Yvette chiming out first?”  There was a strong giggle from behind the curtain and we stepped through to a sixteen or seventeen year old girl.  She had the bed adjusted so she was sitting up as she sketched in a book.  There was something sticking in her neck that looked like a valve.  I tried not to look at it and just smiled at the girl.  She was gaunt but there was such sparkling life twinkling in her eyes.  An undeniable strength.  Even bald this girl was a beauty.  She reminded me so much of my daughters.
 
   Sandra made a show of unzipping the door on the carrier then plopped the carrier onto Yvette's lap. She started to speak, “My partner in crime over there is...”
 
   “Penny Franklin.” Yvette finished for her softly.  “Gawd I love your music.”  Then she held her finger to lips before anyone could respond and whispered, “But you're just Penny here right?”
 
   I winked at her.  “Right.  What you working on there?”
 
   She handed me her sketchbook and retrieved Tinkerbell from the carrier and proceeded to nuzzle and cuddle her.  I flipped through the pages with Sandra leaning on my back to look.  Her heat was leaching into my back and I found myself pleasantly distracted until I looked at the artwork.  I was floored, this was museum quality work.  The things portrayed were fantastical and amazing.  A unicorn standing tall and proud in a meadow with the wind whipping its mane.  It looked so real you could almost reach out and touch it.
 
   I stopped on one page, it was unmistakeable.  Sandra floating on a cloud of cavaliers with that smile I can't seem to get enough of.  I felt a lurch that felt like the blonde in question, who was still leaning on my back, was stopping a sob.  I quickly went to the next picture.  I was on the verge of tears of my own and I had absolutely no idea why.  “These are beautiful Yvette.”
 
   She looked up from petting Tinkerbell and shrugged with a grin.  “Well life IS beautiful.  I just draw it as I see it Penny.”  Then she looked at Sandra.  “How long you two going to hang around?  I sent mom off to the cafeteria.  She'd love to see you when she gets back.”
 
   Sandra grinned. “About an hour or so.  Then we'll need to go get ourselves fed.”
 
   The girl smiled. “Cool.”
 
   Sandra raised a finger and was about to say something when the girl giggled and cut her off. “Yes 'mother'.  No more than an hour for Tinkerbell before she needs to go back in the carrier.  They frown upon the little gifts she may leave behind otherwise.”
 
   Sandra stuck her tongue out at the girl who just crinkled her nose in response.  Then I was being dragged out of the ward by the warm hand in mine.  She slipped her fingers between mine as we exited. Then she took in a huge breath and re-centered herself.  I followed suit then she said quietly as she led me across the hall, “That is the terminal end stage ward.  I love them all like they were my own.  I am so proud of how strong each and every one of them are.”
 
   There was an ache inside me where my heart should be.  But Sandra locked eyes with me, pulling me back to safety.  We paused at more doors where she waved at another nurse at the station, “This is the recovery ward.  My children in remission.  We get a random lot in here as they just stay for chemo or other treatment then go home between bouts.”
 
   She pushed the doors open in a flourish and stepped through like a stage magician.  Almost immediately a child squealed, “Sandra!”  A young bald boy, maybe twelve ran up and engulfed her in a hug.  He was taller than my little blondie.
 
   “Gack!  You're crushing me Andy.” She giggled.
 
   This experience wound up being a great decompression from the pain I felt in the other ward. Everyone was full of energy and hope.  We had a blast basically having fun with the gathered kids that ranged from a tiny four year old girl to a seventeen year old boy who almost had a heart attack when he realized who I was.  Their parents were all watchful but upbeat.
 
   One of the nurses broke out a box with all kinds of hats and wigs.  We all had fun trying them on. One girl put a platinum blond wig on her bald head and said with an impish grin on her face, “Look everyone!  I'm Sandra!” She literally danced around the room hugging everyone.  We all giggled and laughed as Sandra blushed.
 
   Then Sandra checked the time and spoke up, “Well children, there are others in need of us today.  I love you all and I hope I never see you in here again!”  They all chimed in that they hoped they would never see her in here again either.
 
   Hugs were passed out like cookies and then I was being dragged by the smiling imp out and down the hall again.  She whispered in front of a set of doors that had “Burn Ward, Positive Pressure” etched in the glass windows. “Now more than ever, don't react.  Just smile and make eye contact.”  I nodded slowly.  Did I want to do this?  I didn't like the pain in my heart and head or the emotions swirling around that I couldn't identify.
 
   Then we pushed through the doors.  A doctor dressed in a paper gown and a hairnet by the door smiled at us.  “Hi Sandra.  Who's your... Jesus!”
 
   Sandra had a finger placed against his lips.  “She's just Penny here, Ephraim.”  He was nodding and she released her finger squinting an eye and shaking her finger at him in a scolding manner.
 
   He grinned and slumped his shoulders. “Yes Sandra,” he droned to her grinning amusement. Before I knew it I was being handed a hairnet and a paper gown.
 
   Sandra donned a set then we washed our hands in a sink and stood at the segmented plastic sheet draped across the entrance area.  Then she said in a loud singsong manner.  “Oh my, I wonder if there is anyone in this room.”
 
   A chorus of, “Sandra!” and cheers came from a group of kids on the other side as we pushed through the plastic sheet into a room sectioned off by plastic curtains that resembled the cancer ward setup.
 
   I thought I was prepared.  I wasn't.  Through sheer force of will I kept the smile on my face when a tiny young girl came running up and hugged Sandra.  Half her face was twisted and disfigured by burns and she had no right ear.  Her hair was spotty on the right side and her right eye was a milky white color.  I swear a little part of me died inside knowing what this poor girl would go through most of her life, but she was nothing but innocent smiles right now.
 
   There were a few adults around in gowns and hairnets, no doubt parents of some of the kids.  A couple other young kids, maybe around nine or ten years old, with less severe burns on their arms or legs came up and hugged her too.  A man nodded at us with a smile.
 
   Sandra was nothing but smiles and said, “Hey, everyone.  I'd like you to meet a friend of mine, Penny.  I bet if you ask her really nice, she would sing a song for you.  Betty, can you get the guitar please?”  The tiny one ran to the back and disappeared behind a plastic curtain, other people and children were popping out from partitions.  The little one then reemerged with a old worn six string and ran right up to me, proudly offering the guitar.
 
   The cutest voice in the world came from the little girl.  “Miss Penny.  Could you pweese sing a song fer us?”
 
   I took the guitar and shot a frightened look at Sandra.  Ephraim slid a couple exam stools toward us.  I leaned in and whispered into Sandra's ear,  “I... can't... Leather and Heels isn't appropriate here.”
 
   She whispered back, “I'm sure someone with a heart like yours has some... other... songs squirreled away.”
 
   I nodded reluctantly and we took our offered seats.  I had my music the studios didn't want.  The brighter and happier songs inspired by my daughters.  It was silent and a few kids sat on the floor around me as others stood with the adults behind them.  I took a second to tune the poorly kept instrument.  Why the hell was I so nervous?  I've played in stadiums with fifty thousand crazed fans. But this seemed... more important... and it scared the hell out of me.
 
   I looked down at the guitar taking a deep breath.  Then noticed there were signatures all over the body of the guitar.  I recognized Kimi and Skylar Roth's, Karen Thresh, that hot new pink haired pop singer Amber LaLanie, and a few others.  I glanced over to Sandra who saw me looking at the names.  She smiled smugly and shot a far too cute grin at me that warmed me up in some interesting places.  She knows all these performers?
 
   I finally exhaled and looked around and started gently strumming as I spoke,  “I wrote this one for my daughters when they were five.  They are such an inspiration to me and remind me that there is good in this world.”
 
   I started picking and let the words come.  It was a fun, upbeat number with a slight edge to it.  It was the embodiment of my children and their boundless energy.  I shared the wonder of watching them grow into better people than I could ever hope to be.  It conveyed the joy and amazement of something new that needed to be explored.
 
   When I hit the chorus the third and final time, Sandra chimed in.  The pure innocence in her soprano was the perfect harmony to my raspier mezzo.  I couldn't stop the smile that spread on my face and she finished the chorus then giggled as I finished the song.  I couldn't pry my eyes off of her.  The same question echoing through my head as I stared into her sparkling grey eyes.  “Just who is she?” The only word I could apply was... angel.
 
   As I finished I gave a much restrained version of my trademark meeeeeeooowwww.  Still taking her in with my eyes, a feeling of something beautiful and unexpected burning inside me.  She bit her lower lip and started clapping with everyone else.
 
   A sort of mini impromptu concert sprang out of it.  I was having so much fun making these children smile and laugh.  Then we finished with everyone singing a rocker style Old McDonald Had A Farm.
 
   I was kind of sad it was over, but I got lots of hugs and we walked around to the beds of the children and parents who weren't able to gather around when we were singing.  I turned and almost bumped into Sandra who had the most innocently coy and sexy look on her face, offering me a permanent marker and the guitar in her outstretched hands.
 
   I signed it and she leaned in and whispered in my ear,  her hot breath causing tingly goosebumps on my neck,  “You were wonderful Penny.  You made them so happy.”  Then she kissed my cheek gently, lingering a second then pulled back leaving a fire burning inside of me.  She turned to hand the guitar to a waiting Betty who enthusiastically ran the guitar back to it's place in the ward.
 
   After another hug from Betty to both of us we said our goodbyes and once again, I was being dragged along by this little blonde nymph.  She quickly laced our fingers this time.
 
   She let me know we were heading back to the cancer ward to retrieve the animals.  I thought for a second then asked, “Why don't you bring the therapy dogs to the burn ward?  I'm sure the kids there would love puppies just as much.”
 
   She was shaking her head like I was being silly.  “We can't bring them in there,  some of the burns are fresh and any stray hairs or dirt can cause an infection too easily.  That's why we had to wear gowns and hairnets.  But, in the rehab areas we can, since their skin is as healed as it will get by then.  That's why I like to sing to the kids in the burn ward.  It isn't the same, but it is a way to bring happiness to them.  I suck on the guitar but do my best, I'm getting better though, I'm not quite as stupid when it comes to learning music for my children.  I get Sky and Kim in as much as I can whenever they are in town as a special treat for them.”
 
   I winced.  I hated it when she put herself down.  I released her hand and pulled her beside me with a protective arm around her shoulder as we walked.  I smiled softly at how she spoke of Skylar and Kimi Roth like they were just friends and not Satin Thunder.  But then I wondered if they really were her friends.  I can't see anyone not liking her once they met her.
 
   We waved at Tracy and a new nurse at the station as we walked through the doors to the cancer ward.
 
   Sandra looked at me and held a finger to her lips with a conspiratorial grin.  Then loudly said, “Announce!”
 
   The cutest howling of four little dogs accompanied by the giggling and matching howling of a bunch of children filled the ward.
 
   If Sandra's smile could have gotten any bigger, it would have swallowed the galaxy.  She crinkled her nose and squished her head down to her shoulders in one of her 'far too cute for human consumption' gestures.  Then she said, “If you get Tinkerbell from Yvette, I'll round up the fuzzy kids.”  She held up the empty leashes with a cute grin.  “And I'll do a quick visit with the ones who didn't get an animal today.”  I hate that she can get me to smile so easily.  I smiled back and nodded and made my way to Yvette's curtain.
 
   At the curtain as I entered I said, “Knock knock.”  Yvette looked up from her sketching with a dazzling smile.  The occupied carrier sat on the ground beside a frazzled looking middle aged woman sitting in a chair beside Yvette's bed.
 
   “Hi, Penny!” The girl said.  Then motioned toward the woman who was looking at me now.  “This is my mom, Colette.  Mom, this is Sandra's friend Penny.”
 
   The woman smirked a little as she looked between Yvette and me.  She shook my hand and stated, “I know who you are.  I've only listened to your music half my life.”  Then she leaned in pretending to be discreet. “Don't let this one know though.  She sees me as just an innocent mother.”
 
   Yvette snorted. “Oh please mother, you?  Innocent?”
 
   Colette rolled her eyes. “I can pretend my darling.  So you... shush.”
 
   Yvette just grinned. “Whatever you say mom.”
 
   I was enjoying their back and forth banter.  It almost made me forget where we were and the inevitable for this child.
 
   Yvette spoke in a softer tone, shaking me out of it, “Hey Penny.  It's only cancer, it doesn't define me.  I am so grateful for every minute I get to share with everyone and to see the wonder of this world.”
 
   I looked over at her, was she reading my mind?  She shrugged. “You looked so haunted over there for a second when you looked at me.  But... there's also something more... isn't there?”  She was squinting at me now and her eyes seemed to look into my soul.
 
   I looked at her with pleading eyes and shook my head.  My current status at the forefront of my mind as well.  She held a hand out toward me and I stepped over and grabbed it, she gave me an understanding squeeze then changed the subject. “So you came to liberate the fuzzballs, huh?”
 
   I nodded wordlessly.  Then she tilted her head and then looked down at her pad and tore the page she was working on out and held it out to me with a smile.  I took it and was floored at what I saw.  It was a picture of Sandra and me smiling at each other with children gathered around us and puppies at their feet.
 
   I whispered, “My God Yvette, this is amazing.  Have you submitted your work anywhere?  It should be shared with the world.”
 
   She giggled and shrugged. “Well, I just shared it with you.”
 
   Colette smiled at both of us. “She has a gift for capturing what is right in front of us, all that we are too busy to see.”
 
   Then Yvette's smile faded and her look became more wistful as she said to me, “You're good for Sandra you know that Penny?  She spends so much of her life trying to bring joy to others that she can't see how lonely she really is in this sea of people she takes care of.  I didn't see that in her today.  I hope you realize that.  You should act on it, life is too short not to.”  She was like a mountain sage.  Her sharp eyes took in everything around her and she wasn't afraid of calling them like she saw them.
 
   The curtain opened and Sandra came walking in with her infectious smile on her face.  She was being towed by four excited cavaliers.  She saw Colette as she started standing and the two women hugged.  “Hi, Colette.  I'm glad I got a chance to see you before we left for the day.  Yvette was taking care of Tinkerbell for me for a bit.”
 
   The puppies were trying so hard to crawl up onto Colette and she crouched to pat each of their heads. Then she grabbed the carrier and stood and handed it over to me with a smile.
 
   Yvette smiled then said, “I heard through the grapevine that you sang for the burn ward kids.  Maybe next time you can sing for us too?”  She looked hopeful.
 
   I grinned back. “Actually, that sounds fun.  Why not?”
 
   I was rewarded with a sparkling smile and I couldn't help myself, I stepped in and hugged the young girl and said, “I'll have something special for you next time.  Bye Yvette.”  I straightened and shook her mother's hand again. “And it was very nice meeting you Colette.”
 
   She nodded with a smile. “You too.  Bye ladies.”
 
   Sandra snuck in some hugs and cheek kisses to the girl and her mom and we waved and made our way out to the ward doors where the blonde imp stopped and whispered, “Announce.”
 
   The dogs howled and we were met by the giggles and howling of the children in return.  Then a little voice cried out, “I love you Monster!”  Then Ranee came running out from her curtain with the parents peeking out as she ran up to us dragging her IV tree then leaned down to hug an excited Monster, then she waved cutely and ran back to her parents.
 
   I smiled as I watched her go, but then the prognosis of the children in this room came thundering down upon me again.  This world really is cruel.  I thought I was in control up until that point and Sandra grabbed my free hand with a concerned look on her face and dragged me through the doors as I started to cry.  I handed her the rabbit carrier and ran into the restroom in the main hall.  I cried for a minute then took a long, deep, shuddering breath and composed myself.
 
   I dried my eyes and checked my makeup and stepped back out to a patiently waiting and concerned looking blonde.  I reached out and took the carrier and glanced up at her grey eyes that were searching for something, evaluating, calculating, and sharing compassion.  She had a smile on her face waiting just for me as she held out her hand.
 
   I looked at her hand and slowly put mine in hers.  She laced our fingers and she pulled me toward her a little and leaned in and kissed my cheek.  She squeezed my hand then we started walking back out to the car.
 
   She just spoke like nothing had happened,  “Let's get these fuzzy troublemakers home and walked then we can do some lunch.  Don't have anything else today except dropping off checks around town. Then let's decompress for the day at the Ballyhoo.  I think you need it.”  She gave me a cute smile.
 
   Some random hospital security guard came running up to us before we could exit the building. “Excuse me!  Ms. Franklin!  You might want to use the rear exit.”  He had a strained look of apology on his handsome Hispanic face.  I looked a question at him and he sheepishly said, “Apparently one of the parents in the burn ward recorded you singing to the children upstairs and posted it online.  It has already gone viral.  There's a ton of reporters outside right now.  My guys are blocking them from the building citing privacy concerns for patients;  I don't know how long we can do that.”
 
   Sandra looked appalled and turned an apologetic gaze to me.  “I'm really sorry Penny.  I'm so stupid, I should have told all the parents not to do something like that.  I'll go get the car and meet you at the rear entrance.”  I nodded and she grabbed the carrier from me and skittered off quickly with the animals to the front entrance.
 
   The security guard, Hector his name tag read, ushered me to the rear entrance and apologized one more time before my blonde imp came driving up with a tiny wave.  I nodded to the man. “Thanks Hector.”  He rewarded me with a genuine smile.
 
   I hoped into the car and smiled when she reached over to grab my hand and give it a reassuring squeeze.  We rode back to her place in an extremely comfortable silence with her holding my hand the whole way.  It felt like she was feeding me her seemingly boundless strength.
 
   

Chapter 7 – Ballyhoo
 
   After unloading Tinkerbell, cleaning the rabbit cages, and collecting Daisy, we went back to the little park so the dogs could do their thing.  She did a little texting, then put her phone in her pocket and somehow got me talking about my feelings at the hospital.  It's like she has this gift to put you at ease.  She was more insightful than I would have thought, but this blonde imp has been nothing but surprises for me.  I'm getting used to seeing this hidden part of her that makes her so much more amazing then almost anyone I know.
 
   Then somehow, against my will, she had me talking about my cancer until I started getting scared.  She left it at, “Just know Penny, if you decide to go for treatment, you are not alone.  I'll be by your side if you want me to be.  Most importantly, it won't change who you are as a person.”
 
   I wanted to scream at her, vent my frustrations, but I couldn't.  All I could do was to stare into her incredible eyes at that spark buried down inside them, and at her always smiling lips.  I wanted to hate her so much, to break her and make her see the world as it was, yet I didn't want her to leave my side and I wanted to see the world through her eyes.  I was so confused and I didn't know what emotions I was feeling.
 
   We wound up going out to lunch after dropping off the 'kids'.  She brought me to a nice Italian restaurant because, how did she put it?  “OMG, I need spaghetti!”
 
   As we talked as we waited for her spaghetti and meatballs and my lasagne, her phone vibrated.  She looked concerned. “Just a sec Penny.  I gotta take this.  I normally only text but sometimes they call when they can't find a solution to things.”  I nodded with curiosity burning in my brain.
 
   She answered, “Hi Randy, what's up? … family of four?  Hmm.... what are their names?  What were their occupations? OK... yeah, you got some birth dates for me? Heh heh... you know me too well...  OK, to keep em together we'll have to do some creative shuffling around our two shelters and the mission and two sister shelters across town.  Unless they are OK with social workers placing their children.  I can place two easier than four.  No?  If the kids share a cot we can do it in just three moves instead of five.  Right, so we'll need to...”
 
   And she went on doing some shuffling of people in cots to cause the minimum disruption or displacement of  “her people” through the shelters.  She was a fucking... sorry, a frigging maestro the way she orchestrated it.  Why do I care if I cuss when I'm around her?  It's not like she can read my thoughts... I hope.  She seemed to know how many cots were available at shelters she didn't even claim as her own.  She mentioned promised cots for future days that couldn't shuffle.  She never once needed to reference notes or ask questions, and she named each person to be shuffled by name.  Then she ended it with, “I'll need to meet them tomorrow so I can put faces to the names.  Send Leo to get them to the Anchorage Avenue shelter after the shuffle.  Tell him I'll owe him one.  No, thank you Randy.  Solid.”
 
   She hung up then grinned at me.  “Sorry.”
 
   I just shook my head and smiled at her.  I'll never discount her intelligence after witnessing that display.  She just seems to go about thinking a little differently than most people.
 
   Then our food arrived.  She seemed to take an almost childish delight in her meal.  I could watch her eat all day and not get tired of it.  She kept our conversion flowing through the meal and tangeting as only she could every couple minutes.  I was smiling and laughing through it all, everything just seemed to melt away but her eyes and her smile.
 
   When the check came I grabbed it and put my debit card on the little tray.  She pouted cutely. “Hey. This was my treat!”
 
   I almost giggled but managed to turn it into a chuckle.  What am I a teenager? “You can handle the tip.”  This got a grin from her and she pulled out some scratch paper and a pen from her purse and looked at the bill for thirty two dollars and fifty one cents.
 
   I watched as she divided the total by ten in long division to come up with three dollars and twenty five point five cents.  Then she made another problem and divided that number by two and came up with a dollar and sixty two point seven five cents.  Then she added the two and wrote four dollars and eighty eight point two five cents.  She drew an arrow pointing up and wrote five dollars.  She grinned at herself and pulled a five out of her purse and put it on the tray.
 
   My god, she just did such creative shuffling of people to free up some cots over various nights with more variables than I could imagine, yet she couldn't figure out a fifteen percent tip in her head?  And she did it with long division?  I looked at her proud grin and I smiled back.
 
   I tilted my head wondering something.  “Hey San.  I got a theoretical question.”  She tilted her head in return, her eyes prompting me to ask.
 
   I asked, “How many cots are there between Second Street Shelter and Anchorage Avenue?”
 
   She smiled. “Two hundred and thirty seven.”
 
   I nodded. “If they were all full up and you wound up with jobs that matched the skill sets of one out of every ten people in those two shelters, how many free cots would you have the next night if they took the jobs.”
 
   Before I finished my last word she said, “Twenty three.”
 
   Holy shit...  I mean, holy crap!  She knows the math and percentages if it applies to something she is passionate about, but when she thinks about it, she can't seem to make the connection with the written numbers.  I grinned at her.  “Cool thanks.  Hmm... Do me a favor?”
 
   She tilted her head and cutely said, “Kay.”
 
   I reached over and wrote sixteen dollars and twenty three cents on her scrap paper.  And asked, “Can you tell me what ten percent of that number is?”  She looked at me like I was making fun of her and she grabbed her pen with a little anger in her eyes.  I put a hand gently on her hand stopping her with a smile.
 
   I tilted my head to catch her eyes. “You want me to show you a cool shortcut?”
 
   She was looking at me like I might still be making fun of her.  I just kept softly smiling to reassure her and squeezed her hand gently to reinforce it.  She nodded.
 
   “OK, tens are easy because there is a neat trick to them.  See the decimal there?”  She nodded.  I crossed it out with a little x to demonstrate and drew a little u shaped arrow down and around the number to the left and then drew a decimal.  “All you need to do is to move the decimal over to the left one place and that is ten percent of the number.”
 
   She looked at it then me.  “So, one dollar and sixty two cents?”  I nodded with pride for her.
 
   I could see the gears turning in her head then she got an excited smile as it sank in.  I wrote twenty one sixteen down and she crossed out the decimal and swooped it over one quickly and said excitedly, “Two dollars and eleven cents!”  I nodded and felt my heart ready to burst at the look of pride and excitement she had on her face.
 
   We did a couple others.  Then the server came and took the tray away then I wrote a bigger number but stopped her pen.  “Wait.  Lets try dividing by one hundred instead of ten this time.  This same trick works with any base ten number whether it is ten, one hundred, one thousand or whatever.  All you have to do is count the number of zeroes.  Ten has one zero so you went to the left one place with the decimal.  One hundred has two zeroes so you go to the left...”
 
   She excitedly finished, “Two places!” She then drew the decimal in the correct spot.  We did a couple more until the waitress returned with my card.
 
   I said, “This same trick works with multiplication too.  Instead of moving the decimal left, you move it right.”  We tried a couple and she was ecstatic.  Her smile changed a little as she looked at me and once again she was biting her lower lip.  It was doing wonderful things to me.  Then before you know it we were grabbing our stuff and on our way again.
 
   As we made our way back to the car she pulled me close by my hand and kissed my cheek gently, her lips lingering. “OMG, Penny you are so smart!  That was so cool!  Nobody ever showed me that before.”   She locked her truly grateful grey eyes on me but her spark was a raging inferno now.  Then she added almost too quiet for me to hear, “And I didn't feel stupid.”
 
   I couldn't help it, she was so fascinating – almost against my will, I leaned in and kissed her gently on her lips then smiled and tilted my head as she blushed.  “My pleasure San.”  Then I looked forward with a mischievous smile as we made our way back to the car.  She seemed to have even more of her boundless energy now.
 
   As she drove I offhandedly asked, “You know the question I had about the cots and jobs earlier?”  She nodded. “That was ten percent and you did it in your head.”  I just stared forward grinning in mischief as the revelation left her gape-jawed for a moment before she closed her mouth and her smile crept back up.
 
   The afternoon was filled with dropping off various check donations to shelters, missions, and community centers around the city.  I noticed none of the checks were as big as the ones to Second Street and Anchorage Avenue.  She seems to have adopted those two as her own as they are on her home turf.
 
   She introduced me to so many people running the places, or volunteers, or homeless people that my head was spinning trying to keep track of the names.  I wouldn't be able to tell you half of them now.  But San, with her own unique gift, knew every name and every face. I was left wondering about her more than ever and they all seemed to love their “lil Dandelion”.  How many hundreds or even thousands of people was she keeping track of in her head?
 
   Then she hit a bank and withdrew a couple thousand dollars in various denominations of ones, fives, tens and twenties.  That kind of struck me as odd until we cruised her neighborhood and until we spotted Leo.  She pulled up beside him and lowered her window and held a ten out to him.  I immediately remembered her interactions with him and the seed money she used for Alice.  That explained the various denominations.
 
   She cutely said, “Sup Leo.”
 
   He grabbed the bill that she wouldn't release.  “Sup Dandelion.”
 
   She smiled at him. “You get the word from Randy?”
 
   He nodded. “Yup.  On my way now to get the freshie family to the shelter.”
 
   The cute blonde imp released the ten.  “Solid.”
 
   Leo grinned at her. “Solid.”  Then he was back on his way like no interaction had occurred.
 
   I tilted my head and looked at her as we drove toward her place.  “You seem to pay Leo constantly for info or actions on his part.  Wouldn't it be better all around if you just hired him on a retainer for the service?  Get him of the streets?”
 
   She stopped the car quickly at the curb and said, “Oh God no!  I'd never insult him like that, and he'd never take it.  You don't understand what is going through his head all day every day, he's a tortured soul.  He finds peace with the simplicity of the street.  He can connect with people, feel a part of things without the crushing guilt of a 'normal' life knowing the man he killed can never have that.  He's a lifer for the most part, though he will accept a cot and soup line if he feels he earned it by helping me help others.  What he does for me, he gets paid for, it is our unspoken arrangement.  I'd never insult him with charity either, he earns what I give him.  I know it is a hard concept for most, but he is really one of the best people I have ever known.  He is one of my best friends.”
 
   I tilted my head the other way as I regarded the blonde beauty and what she was saying.  I could see what she was saying just from the limited contact I have had with Leo.  She seemed to have this uncanny knack for seeing into the hearts of everyone she meets.  I couldn't stop the smile forming on my lips. This woman was a rare creature and my heart started beating a little bit faster as I watched her own smile form on her lips again.
 
   We were still stopped and she was staring in her rear view mirror.  “Watch,” she said.  I looked back and saw Leo walking along just a block back, and as he passed another homeless man, he dropped the ten in the man's hat.  I glanced back at her and she was still staring in the rear-view mirror with a wistful smile full of pride.  “He only keeps what he needs.”  Then she looked at me like she was daring me to say anything.  I only smiled and she started us moving again.
 
   Once we hit her apartment again, we brought the dogs back to the park.  She was texting the whole time we were discussing just about every topic and every tangent she forked onto.
 
   That was another thing that didn't quite mesh with the simple personality she projected.  There wasn't a single bit of distraction in her as she dealt with the “business” on her phone as she chatted so easily with me.  She was a born multitasker.
 
   When we returned, she shot me a knee buckling mischievous smile.  “Let's get ready for some clubbing.  We can decompress from the day.”
 
   I didn't really want to go, but how in the hell can you say no to that seductive smile of hers?  I had been fixated on her lips after our kiss earlier.  I wanted more.
 
   A stray thought came into my head.  We had been doing things non-stop all day and she didn't seem to be giving me any breathing room to relax or think...  the darkness and despair started seeping into me again at the thought.  Was she doing this purposely so I didn't think of how fuc... umm...  friggin messed up my life had become.  Her world was not the cruel place the rest of us live in.  My cancer started taking up all of my thoughts now.  The fear, the anger.  Was she submerging me into her world so I wouldn't dwell on how I can take away all the pain with a simple step off a railing?
 
   I was snapped out of my downward spiral by a warm hand on my cheek that I leaned into desperately.  Her voice was a lower register than normal, tinged with concern.  “Stay with me Penny. Don't go there in your head.  You're mine for forty eight hours remember?  So come on; get ready, I want to dance with you.”  She shot me a dazzling smile and kissed my lips softly then handed me some clothes from our purchases today.
 
   I got lost in her sparkling grey eyes again and nodded and started getting ready while she got ready.  Damn she was hot in her clubbing gear.  Then she fed the animals and made a light salad for us to munch on while we watched the evening news.
 
   There was another report about that female soldier who been in the news so much the past couple years.  She had been in another firefight and the men in her group were praising her uncanny ability with weapons, saying she was able to hold off the enemy until backup troops arrived when they had all run low on ammo.
 
   I shook my head, that woman was pretty spectacular.  I could see that San had the same opinion as she watched.  She turned to me. “She's from Washington, you know.  Vancouver.”  She said with an air of pride.
 
   I smiled. “Cool.  I didn't know that.”
 
   She took a breath as she turned off the television.  “Ready to cut a rug, lady?” I tried to stop my smile and failed as I nodded and we started for the door to head off to the Ballyhoo.
 
   This will be so odd.  I had played at the Ballyhoo the year they opened.  The same year Leather and Heels got signed.  Just like Seattle, I haven't seen it since I got married.  That thought got me thinking. It was almost like I gave up my previous life for Victor and the record label, odd I never saw it happening at the time.
 
   Sandra stepped aside before we reached her door and started looking bashful again as she called someone on the phone.  “Hi Jane!  Just wanted to let you know I'm heading to the Ballyhoo tonight... no... no not alone, I know the rule.  Penny is going with me.  She's... no Crystal knows her.  Oh... OK.  I'll call you when I get home.  I love you bunches, too.  Bye.”  She hung up and excitedly grabbed my hand then dragged me out to the car.
 
   It was a short drive before we were pulling up the the warehouse building that the club was in, and it looked just as glamorous and popular as it was back in the day.  Though it was relatively early in the night, the line stretched the entire length of the building.
 
   We hopped out and before I knew it she was excitedly dragging me to the doors.  I was a little shocked.  I mean, I'm used to bypassing the lines because of my fame but I didn't expect her to use that, especially with how careful she has been trying to hide it.
 
   But that thought died in its infancy as we approached the heavyset woman on a stool at the door and she turned to see us approaching and she smiled hugely at Sandra.  She stood quickly and hugged Sandra and got a kiss on her cheek from my impish blondie.  “San!  Long time no see cutie!”
 
   Sandra was blushing deeply now.  Then glanced at me.  “Hi Minnie.  I'd like you to meet my friend Penny.”  Minnie started glaring at me as she still had an arm around Sandra protectively before recognition lit her eyes.  Before she could say anything Sandra said with a quick tone, “Just Penny tonight.” Again I was struck by how protective everyone was about her, well I've been feeling the same way too so I totally understand.
 
   Minnie shook my hand.  “Pleased to meet you Penny.”  But she didn't release my hand until she added, “You take care of our girl in there OK?”  There was a warning of the pain to be had if I didn't, burning in her eyes.
 
   I just smiled. “Will do Minnie.  And it was a pleasure to meet you too.”
 
   Then Minnie smiled at us. “Go on in ladies.  Have a great time!”  To the protestations of the people waiting in line that were silenced by a fierce glare from Minnie.  I almost snorted.  She was my kind of people.
 
   I was dragged through the doors by the giggling blonde dervish holding my hand and pulled up to the bar.  The cute thirty something woman who was tending bar looked to be a year or two younger than San and lit up like a Christmas tree when she spotted the blondie.  Hmm... I have no clue how old Sandra is... thirty five-ish?
 
   She ducked under the bar squealing, “San!  I haven't seen you in over a year!” She engulfed Sandra in a big hug and was rewarded by a kiss on the cheek from my smiling companion.
 
   The imp giggled. “Hi Maggie!  How's Xander?  Oh, this is my friend...”
 
   Maggie turned to me and finished Sandra's sentence, “Penny.  Just Penny.  I know, Minnie messaged a moment ago.”  She gave me a conspiratorial wink then turned back to to San.  “I think Xander is going to pop the question tomorrow!  He set up reservations at Alessandro's somehow!  I think I detect one of Crystal's markers in play there.”
 
   They did a giggly shared squeal then she ducked back under the bar.  “What can I get you girls?”
 
   Sandra shot me a look I couldn't decipher and spoke before I could,  “We're not drinking tonight Maggie.”  She raised her eyebrows, “So? Water? Cola?”
 
   I smiled at her, knowing she knew I had stopped drinking for my girls.  “Cola would be fine.” Then the imp turned back to Maggie and held up two fingers.  I started dwelling on the fact that my daughters wanted nothing to do with me.
 
   Sandra was shaking my arm from side to side by our laced fingers.  When did she do that?  “Hey. Tonight is for fun, not thinking,” she scolded.
 
   We got our drinks and moved over to get a table, luckily it was early and there were still a couple open.  As we sat the piped in music stopped and the live cover band, Vortex was introduced.  They started with a fun cover of Amber LaLanie's 'Kick It Up!'.  Damn, these guys were good!
 
   A super cute intense face was suddenly smiling in my vision.  “Dance with me!”  She demanded. Jesus, how could you say no to that sheer amount of cuteness?!
 
   I laughed as she bounced out to the floor with me in tow.  Then I was floored again; this girl had moves!  She seemed a part of the music injected with ten times the fun as she swayed and bounced and moved with a fluid grace.  There was nothing overtly sexual about the way she was dancing but oh my gawd was it turning me on!  In spades!
 
   Before I knew it I was having more fun than I can remember, dancing and bobbing out on that dance floor with her.  I seriously couldn't tell you how many more couples were out on the floor with us, at the moment I only had eyes for her.
 
   The song ended and that crazy popular song, Snowflakes by Satin Thunder was next.  She squealed and we just kept dancing.  I was having the time of my life with her.  When the song ended she dragged me back to the table.  She seems to have taken control of everything today.  Being a control freak like me, it was odd that I wasn't fighting her.
 
   Almost immediately after we sat, girls were trying to get her to dance.  Others were offering her drinks that she politely declined.  I was getting a little pissed off, couldn't they see she was with me?  They were all ignoring me.  Then one girl sat down at the table without being asked.  She put her back to me and started trying to egg Sandra into drinking some shots with her.
 
   San turned her down.  The red headed girl got belligerent saying, “You're just as stupid as ever.  Why are you MILF slumming with her when I can show you so much more of a good time?”
 
   That was it, I stood, knocking my chair over and as the girl turned toward me with a smirk that quickly turned to fear when she saw my cocked fist.  “Nobody insults Sandra, bitch!” I started to swing but my arm didn't budge.  I looked back and Minnie was there, holding my arm back and grinning at the red head.  I swear it was like a shark who had spotted prey.
 
   She turned to me and spoke in my ear so nobody could hear,  “You don't want to be doing that.  I'd have to kick you out.  Let me take care of bitcherella here.”  Then she winked at me.
 
   I couldn't stop my smile as she released my arm and said, “You!  Firetop, get the hell out.  This is the last time I eject you before you are banned Lori!  You got it?”
 
   The girl stood in a huff and shot me a glare then left.  Calling back to Sandra, “Stupid simpleton bitch.”  To which Minnie cuffed the back of her head.
 
   Sandra looked deflated, like she was on the verge of tears.  I went quickly to her side.  I looked directly in her eyes.  “You're not stupid.  You understand?  Actually your pretty much a frigging genius for not hooking up with that bitch.”  This got me a tiny smile.  Then I leaned in slowly and deliberately, so she knew that I knew what I was doing, and giving her a chance to pull back, and kissed her gently on the lips. Our lips lingered there for a few seconds.  God I was tingling.
 
   She giggled and blushed and was dragging me again to the dance floor near the stage.  A slower song started, a ballad.  And we wordlessly just held onto each other closely and swayed to the music with her head on my shoulder.  It felt like it belonged there to me, but that is where this perfect moment all fell apart.
 
   The next song was one of mine, Leather and Heels, Slapped.  This alone started me spiraling down the rabbit hole again.  But the band suddenly stopped and we looked over and Vortex's lead singer was looking at me as he spoke into the microphone.  “Ladies!  It appears we have a celebrity in our midst! Penny Franklin from Leather and Heels!”  Cheering erupted as he spoke,  “Maybe if you cheer real loud we can encourage her to sing a song!”
 
   The cheering doubled and Sandra was grasping my hand tightly and shooting an apology to me. “I'm so sorry Penny.  Let's just go home.”  I'm sure I looked like a mouse cornered by a barn cat.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  I slumped my shoulders in defeat.  “It's OK San.  I'll be right back.”  The cruel part of my personality thought,  Fine, if they want a song, I'll give them one, but not what they are expecting.
 
   I stepped up to the stage and shot the guy a glare and leaned in and spoke in his ear,  “Not cool, fuck face.  You just hijacked my personal time with a wonderful person, just give me a goddamn guitar and try to keep up on a 4/4 beat.”
 
   I grabbed the mic from him and put it in the stand.  I saw Sandra move up in front of the stage with her hands in front of her face, pressed to her lips like a silent prayer.  I spoke into the mic as I was handed a guitar,  “Hey everyone, how's the night treating you?”  This got explosive cheering.  “Well, Leather and Heels is officially disbanded and I can't sing any of those songs.  But I have something new for you.  This is a Penny Franklin original, I call it 'Searching for Me'.
 
   Then I kicked into a quick guitar solo as I arched my back and screamed out my signature “Meeeeeoooowwww!”  The drummer caught the beat and the bassist laid down a line.  Then I sang of seeing oneself but not recognizing the reflection.  The realization of the loss of yourself.  The determination to find the person you used to be and the hope and beauty found.  Then stepping out of that pool of darkness into the light and basking in love.
 
   I thought of my girls with an inner smile.  Then I sang of the new possibilities, the boundless wonder in the world.  And I had to look down at my little blonde at the lines about surprising discoveries.  I shot her a smile.  She put both her hands over her heart as she smiled back.
 
   Then it was over and I threw the guitar to the lead vocalist and jumped off the stage into the screaming crowd and took Sandra's hand in mine and dragged her to our table to get our stuff in a panic.  I was hyperventilating and I didn't know why.  My past started crashing down on top of me along with the knowledge that my music was taken from me.
 
   We got out the back fire door and I leaned with my back against the concrete wall behind the Ballyhoo and slid down to sit on the cold pavement.  Sandra looked almost panicked. “Are you OK Penny?  I'm so sorry about that!  It was my fault for getting us too close to the stage.  I'm so stupid!”
 
   This snapped me out of my panic and I actually yelled at her.  I know I shouldn't have but what she said just made me so mad, and I shouldn't take my fear, panic, and frustration out on her. “Don't ever fucking say that again Sandra!  You are not stupid!  The only thing stupid is you saying that you are!  Do you understand me?”
 
   I stopped and closed my eyes and took a deep cleansing breath, calming myself down. “I'm sorry Sandra.  I shouldn't be taking my frustration out on you.”  I stood and looked in her watering eyes.  “Right about now, you are the only good thing in my life.”  Then I looked where I had been sitting.  “I know what you mean about the cold seeping in now.  That was frigid!”
 
   She had tears flowing down her cheeks and I leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips, lingering for a second or two.  “Let's go home.”  She smiled and wiped her face with her sleeve then nodded.
 
   We made our way around to the front parking lot and to her car in silence.  When we were pulling out of the parking lot, she was staring intently at the road without speaking.  I didn't know what to do so I just reached my hand out and opened it over the center console.  Without looking, she lowered her right hand to mine and I clasped it, lacing our fingers.
 
   I could see and feel her finally relax and the tiniest of smiles flirted around on her face as she stared straight ahead.  I couldn't convince my lips not to answer with a tiny smile of my own.
 
   After a minute of this extremely intimate, comfortable silence, she gently spoke,  “That was so pretty and upbeat, not like your other songs.  The ones at the hospital were fun as well.”  She left it at that and our comfortable silence continued all the way home.  Home?  I have no home.
 
   The dogs were happy to see us.
 
   Then she handed me a nightshirt and got on her cellphone.  “Hi Jane.  I'm home.  What? No... no that wasn't Penny's fault.  It was Lori...  no... Penny almost kicked her butt but Minnie came.  I was... oh... OK.  I'll tell her.  Love you bunches too.  Goodnight Jane.”
 
   She looked over at me sheepishly.  “Jane says thank you.”  Then she ran blushing into her room with the cloud of dogs at her feet.
 
   I folded out the bed and laid down and pulled the covers up over me.  Daisy came padding out of Sandra's room and jumped up on my chest and just stared at me.  I started scrubbing her ears.  I found the silence odd.  After a minute, Daisy got on my pillow beside my head and curled in.  I listened to the silence.
 
   I wasn't thinking.  That is odd for me, so I forced myself to think about the hectic day and everything again came crashing down on me at once.  The heartbreak of seeing people that have basically been forgotten by the world, the small amount of food we were able to provide.  The children in the hospital.  I smiled for a second but then realized that a lot of the ones I met were dying.  How is the fucking world fair?  Why would the universe do that to those children?  I hate this world, all there is here is pain.
 
   I thought of Yvette and I realized I was silently crying and I couldn't seem to stop myself.  I hurt so bad inside.  I just wanted it all to stop.  Then I heard light footsteps coming down the hall.  I didn't look up, I tried to stop my body from shaking with the tears but I couldn't.  Then Sandra wordlessly joined me on the bed, I turned away from her, hiding my shame.
 
   She just wrapped an arm around my waist gently and pulled me into her protectively.  Then she just silently held me as I cried myself out, feeding me her strength and compassion.  I fell asleep in her arms, feeling safe, feeling... loved?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – She's Gone
 
   I woke up to my puppies licking my face.  They are so awesomely cute!  Penny wasn't in the bed. She was so broken last night, I thought I was getting through to her but then I was stupid like normal and that singer guy ruined everything.  I propped myself up with my elbows behind me and looked around and she was nowhere to be seen.  Must be in the bathroom.  I looked down the hall but the door was open and the light was out.
 
   I called out, “Penny?”  There was no answer and I sat up quickly, starting to panic and saw a note on the pillow.  I grabbed it as I jumped out of the bed and ran down the hall checking my room and the bathroom.
 
   Crap!  I squeezed my eyes shut and counted to three like Jane taught me and calmed down and started to think.  Then I remembered the note I was holding and opened my eyes and read it.
 
   [Sandra,  you are probably the most amazing person I have ever met.  I can see me falling for you far too easily and I don't need to poison your world.  Your world is the world I wish I lived in, instead of this pain filled hateful world of mine.  I need to think.  I don't know what I'm doing anymore, but I promise not to do anything until I can figure everything out.  Promise me that you will finish the paperwork for your foundation.  You deserve for your dream to come true.  As Jane would say, love you bunches San.  -Penny-]
 
   I started repeating over and over, “On my god, oh my god...” as I ran to my bedroom and started throwing some clothes on.  My puppies didn't know what was going on.  I'll have to explain it to them later, especially Daisy, she's a worrier.
 
   I grabbed my cell and called Penny and my heart dropped again, I heard her phone ringing in the living room.  She had left it here.  I ran out to the garage and fumbled around with the lock before I got it opened.  I was hyperventilating as I sat in the driver's seat.  I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and counted to three.  I slowed my breathing then I drove out.
 
   I know speeding is bad, but she might be...  I couldn't think the terrifying thought as I sped toward the Aurora bridge.  It isn't really the Aurora bridge you know, that's just its nickname since that is the street name.  It is really the George Washington Memorial Bridge.  I don't know what he was remembering with the memorial but he was all smart and junk, being the first president and all.  Why the heck am I thinking this stuff when Penny is out there somewhere?
 
   I parked my car on a side road at the end of the bridge and closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm down again.  One, two, three.
 
   I could see Penny's way too pretty face in my head, and her lips are so soft.  She's as beautiful as Jane.  I hopped out of the car and ran along the bridge to the spot where I met her.  There was nothing.  I was starting to panic again as I looked down at the water.  Come on think Sandra!  Ah!  My eyes shot down the the walkway below the railing.  Nothing, no boots and no jacket like before.  I could feel the panic receding, so she didn't...  But then I remembered telling her jumping from a building worked better.  How could I be so stupid!?
 
   I didn't know what to do.  So I did what I always have done my entire life.  I called Jane.  I wish I was smart like her so I would know what to do.
 
   “Jane!  She's gone.  I thinks she's going to... why didn't I call 911 when I first saw her on the bridge?  I... I'm so sorry I thought I could help her Jane.  I...  oh... OK.”  I closed my eyes.  One, two, three.  “OK.  I'm better now.  Penny.  She's missing.  What... OK, I'll be right there.  Love you too Jane. Bye.”
 
   I drove the route that I have driven for years, I could do it in my sleep.  Jane has always been my hero, my protector.  She never treats me like I'm stupid.  And she is a pilot, how cool is that?  I was hoping one day to be good enough for her that she would want me, but she found Crystal.  I can't blame her.  Crystal is so smart and pretty and nice, just like her.  She treats me with respect so I love Crystal to pieces too.
 
   I stopped my thought process when I realized I felt the same about Penny that I felt about Jane.  That might be why I didn't call 911 when I saw her on the bridge; something about her hit my heart just right.  She has so much strength and she just doesn't see it.  But I could see it, I was trying to show it to her.
 
   Before I knew it I was parking in the pay lot next to their loft.  I put one of the free day passes that Crystal gave me on my windshield.  She knows a guy.  I giggled at that.  She seems to know a lot of people.  I hear people joking sometimes that there isn't a person in Seattle that doesn't owe Crystal a favor.
 
   I remembered the box of granola bars in the back seat that I had shipped in last week for Jane.  I don't know why she loves them so much, I think they taste awful, but she always seems to have them around and is always giving them to everyone.  So I have made sure that she has always been well stocked over the years.  I grabbed the box and made my way to the door.  I hit my buzz-buzzity-buzz-buzz on her intercom and the door buzzed open almost instantly.
 
   I ran up the stairs and the door to their loft was already open.  I walked in and saw Crystal in the kitchen area making breakfast.  Jane was pouring coffee into three cups.  I set the granola bars on the entry table, I'll stock her cupboards and nightstand drawer later.
 
   They looked over at me with those dazzling smiles of theirs.  You know how they talk about a woman's smile being like artwork or whatever.  Well theirs are masterpieces.  I smiled back.  Jane nudged her head toward the living room as she walked with the coffee mugs and I followed her and sank into the comfy couch.  She handed me a coffee and I opened my mouth to speak, but she held up a finger to stop me and tilted her head cutely.  Crystal sat down with us, handing out plates of eggs and bacon and offering me one of her knee buckler smiles that I love so much.  I was distracted by her dual colored eyes again and shook myself out of it.
 
   Then Jane sat back and started shoveling eggs into her mouth with a satisfied look.  “OK.  Now eat, San, and tell us what is going on.”
 
   I obediently started eating.  These scrambled eggs were sinfully fluffy with the tiniest of slivers of ham in them, instead of seasoning them with salt.  Oh, I know these eggs!  She got the recipe from Mrs. Z at the Pike!
 
   I looked sadly at the two ladies and started.  “It's Penny, I think she's...  going to kill herself.”
 
   They both stopped eating and put their plates down.  Crystal spoke first with rapid fire questions, “What do you mean?  Are you sure San?  Who is this Penny, Jane says you said I know her?”
 
   I just stood and walked over to the huge collection of vinyl albums the girls seem to love, and grabbed an autographed Leather and Heels album and walked back and handed it to Crystal.  “Yes, Penny.  You said you met her.”
 
   Her eyes went wide.  “This Penny woman is Penny Franklin!?”
 
   I just nodded.  Jane was studying me like she always does.  She always says she can see something inside me that most people can't.  It always makes me blush.  “Yes.  I met her on the Aurora bridge Thursday night.  On her fortieth birthday.  She was going to jump.  The universe hasn't been very nice to her lately and she looked so broken.  There was so much pain and rage and fear in her eyes.”
 
   The two reached out and put a hand on my arm, urging me to go on.  “She looked so beautiful in the moonlight on that railing, but I could see a strength in her even though she couldn't see it herself.  I thought I could show her how much she still had to give to the world.  I thought I could help.  She promised me forty eight hours Jane.  She promised... but she's gone!”  I pulled the note out of my purse And shoved it at them.  They would know what to do.
 
   Jane finally spoke, she was as calm as ever and her voice was strong.  “The note sounds like she is trying to resolve something hon and she doesn't want to drag you into it.  I don't think she's doing what you think she is.  It sounds like she can see the 'you' that we can all see.  Why was she on the bridge San?”
 
   I didn't know if I was supposed to share that.  I mean it is all private.  “I... I don't know if I'm supposed to share.  It is her private stuff.”
 
   Crystal grabbed my hand.  “You are a good friend San, and you make me so proud that you protect the people you care about so fiercely like this, but if there is anything we can do to help, we need to know what is going on.  Then maybe Riley and I can help you figure out where she has gone or if we need to call the police to help her.”
 
   I blushed when she said she was proud of me.  She always says really nice stuff like that, Jane really is lucky to have found her.  I think it is so cool that she uses Jane's real name, Riley.  I was the one that called her Jane first.  It was a stupid misunderstanding when I first met her in grade school.  Someone had called her plain Jane when I came walking up to meet her because my dad pointed her out as the daughter of a family friend.
 
   I thought that was her name and called her Jane, I was dumb back then too.  She got a silly grin on her face and some other kids started making fun of me, calling me “dummy”.  She snapped at them and said that she liked it and pulled me away from them to the swings to play.  So ever since then, she has told everyone to call her Jane instead of Riley.  Even though it is mean of me, I scoff at those kids now, seeing the beauty that Jane has turned into, absolutely nothing plain Jane about her now.
 
   I looked over at Jane for confirmation that it was OK to tell Penny's secrets and she just nodded with a gentle smile.
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  One, two, three.  I opened my eyes and I started speaking, “OK.  But she cusses a lot.”  Crystal snorted and nodded in agreement.  Then I told them how soft her kisses were and how I think I'm falling for her.  Then I went on to heart rending story of this wonderful, kind, smart, woman that I can't seem to get out of my thoughts.  How her music, her home, her children were all taken from her.  And now... cancer.  I really hate cancer, it has taken so many of my children from me.
 
   I was crying when I finished the story.  Jane gave me a long hug.  “You heart is so big San.  Leave it to you to fall in love with an older woman who is almost your polar opposite.”
 
   I looked at her.  “I'm in love with her?”  I thought about it as Crystal nodded with her super cute “Duh” face.  Then I nodded sheepishly and said in my own defense, “And she's only six years older.”
 
   I thought about it for a while.  I could see the girls were patiently allowing me to sort through it. You know, maybe they're right.  I've never felt about a woman like I have felt about Jane before Penny. I could just sit quietly at her side forever and never feel awkward.  She has never made me feel stupid and she is so patient.  She showed me how to do some math without having to write it all out.  And her voice is that of an angel I could listen to all day.  I know she is stronger than she thinks she is.  And I want... to protect her.
 
   I stuck my tongue out at the two ladies and they laughed.  Then I asked, “So what do I do?”
 
   Crystal looked at me with her wonderful eyes, one blue, one brown, and said, “It doesn't appear that she is suicidal at this moment, looking at the note, but that is no guarantee it will stay that way.  Let me get my network on the lookout for her.”
 
   Jane chimed in, her voice soothing to my frazzled nerves, “San, you have just about as big a network as Cryster.   Get your people on the street to keep an eye out too.  I don't know if we should involve the police or not.  If it winds up being nothing but her sorting out her thoughts, it would look pretty bad if the police pick her up since she is a celebrity like Kimi and Skylar.”
 
   I was getting excited watching how they came up with smart plans, but then my heart sank a little when Jane shot me a pained look.  “Don't read into this San, but while you two do your thing, I'll call all the hospitals and morgues in the area.  I'm just covering all bases here, I'm not saying I think anything has happened.”
 
   I nodded even though my tears were threatening to fall.   Then she paused, took a sip of her coffee before she said, “Where would she go San?  You know her better than us.  Hell, you can read people better than anyone I know.”
 
   I blushed then thought for a minute. “That's the problem.  Her entire past has been taken from her, that's why she came 'home' to Seattle...  to end it.  The only thing she loves more than life itself are her daughters.  But they... don't want anything to do with her.  She would run to them if she could.  There is no one else in her life that she cares about.”
 
   But something about that statement didn't quite ring true to me.  There was something that was screaming out to me but I couldn't quite figure it out.  Dang it!  I wish I were smart like the girls.
 
   Crystal tapped the note. “That's not exactly true, she seems to truly care about you.”
 
   I blushed even harder and looked down at the floor.  Was that true?  Even if it was, that wasn't what was nagging at the back of my brain.  “I don't know about that Crystal, but there is something I'm forgetting.  It is just on the cusp of my brain but I'm just not making the connection yet.  I'm so stu...”  I stopped at the violent, angry looks on both of their faces as they snapped their heads toward me.  They hate it when I say I'm stupid.  “I just know I'm missing something.” Their faces went back to compassionate concern.  Whew, I don't want them mad at me.
 
   Jane tilted her head.  “Her daughters?”
 
   I shook my head. “No.  They don't want anything to do with her.  They are with her ex.”
 
   She tilted her head like she was digesting something.  Then asked as if to clarify it, “Did THEY tell her that specifically?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Not that she told me.  She said that they were getting hurt in the long drawn out divorce proceedings and she didn't want them hurt anymore, so she gave in to every demand.  Now her ex won't let her talk to them and says they didn't want anything to do with her.  She wrote letters to them every day for months and they never responded once.”
 
   Jane squinted an eye.  “What about email?”
 
   I shook my head. “No she says they kept their kids off of email and social networks because of her fame and how it could ruin their lives.”
 
   Jane had a predatory look in her eyes.  “So it all comes down to the father not allowing calls and his word that the girls don't want to talk to her.”
 
   My eyes went wide when I finally realized where she was going with this.  “He wouldn't do THAT would he?  Nobody is that cruel!”
 
   I was met with sad apologetic looks from both women.  My God!  People can be so... petty and evil!
 
   Then I stood.  “I'll get Leo on it.  Please call if you hear anything.  Jane, you're smart, when it is time... to call the police, will you let me know?”  I fought back tears at that thought and was engulfed by warm hugs from both girls.  I felt so safe and protected.
 
   Jane pulled back and smiled. “Of course I will.  You keep us informed too San.  And you know what?”
 
   I shrugged and she grinned hugely. “I love you Sandra Callahan.”
 
   Crystal nodded. “Me too San.”
 
   I did start crying now, they are so wonderful!  “I love you two to pieces!”
 
   They walked me to the door and stopped.  I was scared to ask something and they saw it.  Jane just tiled her head in question and I said, “She wanted me to try to get my foundation going.  Would you... I know I wanted to be able to do it myself, but it is so confusing.  Would you help me with the paperwork?  I'll make her proud of me, then maybe daddy would be proud of me too.”
 
   There was the “duh” look again.  Coming from both of them this time.  Jane just cutely said, “It's about time you finally asked.  I would...”  She looked at Crystal. “...we would be deeply honored to.”
 
   I gave them both kisses on the cheeks and with a tiny wave I left and made my way back to my car like a woman on a mission.  First stop, home to walk my fuzzy minions before they explode.  Then Leo.  I can combine the two.  This is Saturday so he'll be over on fifth behind the apartment complex. Trash day is Monday so the dumpsters will be close to full.  After noon he'll be near seventh scoping out that new freshie woman that Ralph texted me about yesterday, I had asked him to task Leo for me.
 
   My mind went off on one of its own romps through the land of randomness as I remembered that Friday is Leo's birthday and I still don't know what to get him.  I'm thinking a nice knitted cap in his favorite color, yellow.  I shook my head and got back on task.
 
   My puppies were troopers, they did their thing in the park right away so we could go out in search of Leo.  We went behind the apartment complex and I heard noises inside the dumpster.  I knocked on it and said, “Sup Leo.”
 
   It was silent for a second then his voice echoed out, “Sup Dandelion.”
 
   I leaned against the dumpster.  “I need your help Leo.”  I held two twenties over the rim of the dumpster and felt him tugging at them.  I giggled to myself, this was the game we played.  “Penny has gone missing and I'm afraid she is going to try to hurt herself again.  Can you hit every shelter and mission you can possibly reach today and get the word out on the street that I am looking for her?  We need to cast the net far and wide.”
 
   He responded slowly, “I saw her leaving your place at four in the morning.  An Emerald Express cab was in front waiting for her, she looked almost lost.”  I let go of the bills.  “I'll get the word out Dandelion.  Has she connected with anyone else but you in Seattle?”  I grinned, he was being all smart and police-y, not many people realize what he did before the incident that drove him to the street.  My Leo is awesome with a capital A.
 
   I shook my head to myself as I replied, “Not that I am aware of.”  Again I had that nagging suspicion that it wasn't quite true but I couldn't put my finger on it.
 
   He replied, “OK, lil one.  I'll get the eyes on the street workin' for us.”
 
   I nodded to myself.  “Thank you Leo.  You are a good friend.  I love you bunches.”
 
   There was a long pause then he said, “Solid Dandelion.”
 
   I almost started crying again.  “Solid.”  Then I headed home with the furballs.
 
   

Chapter 9 – The Twins
 
   At home I sat and tried to figure out where she would go, but all I could figure out was her children.  It frustrated me because we talked almost nonstop about her life for a day and that was all I could think of?
 
   I jumped online to see if maybe there was some clue about her life there that was missing in the overall impression I got from her.  I remember every article I ever read about her.  Well every article I ever read about any person, just like I can remember every word anyone has ever said to me.  I seem to be able to remember things when it comes down to people.  I just wish I could do the same for math or science or other important topics that require smarts.
 
   I paused when I saw a video link when I Googled her name.  “Penny Franklin, angel of the ward.” I clicked on it and there was a video from the impromptu concert in the burn ward I had conned her into. I was shocked, almost three hundred thousand... no... I counted the number places... almost three million views!  One of the parents had posted this right after she sang, they made sure to be careful not to have any of the children in the camera's view.  I giggled because I was sitting next to her in the video.
 
   Gawd she did sound like an angel and the songs were upbeat and fun, not like her Leather and Heels stuff that were edgy and sex filled.  I think I like this Penny better than the Leather and Heels Penny.
 
   The comments were all over the board with some people writing it off as a publicity campaign for the return of Leather and Heels and thought it was shameful they thought she'd use sick children for that.  But the preponderance were either praising her for making those children smile or commenting on the new songs she was singing and wondering when she would be releasing them.  They seem to have coined “The New Penny Franklin” to the wondrous woman in the video, comparing her to Mandy Fay Harris.
 
   Then there was a related link to a different video, “Lost track from Leather and Heels?”  I clicked that and there was a shaky video that someone must have shot from their cellphone at the Ballyhoo last night.  It showed Penny singing Searching for Me.  Wow.  I forgot how sweet and fun that one was too. I could tell it was about rediscovering herself for her daughters; already over a million views!
 
   Something was tugging in my brain, but I had to finish my research.  Jane taught me to focus on one thing at a time.  I hit some local news links with her name tagged in them.  They had titles like, “The mystery of the new Penny Franklin tracks,” or “Penny Franklin is back!” or “Shameful self plugging by Leather and Heels in children's ward.”  For the most part it came down to people going crazy over her new music and nobody can seem to find her or the “mystery girl” she is with.  I giggled, I didn't feel mysterious as I looked at the grainy photos of me beside her.
 
   One that I tilted my head at was, “Who is Penny Franklin's new love interest?”  It was picture of me in the story.  It was a frame taken from the video in the burn ward.  I melted; if only.  Gawd, I'd die happy if I were her love interest!
 
   The happy feeling faded almost instantly when I remembered what I was doing.  None of this was helping.  Where could she be?  She couldn't go home anymore.  HOME!  I called Jane as fast as I could.
 
   “Hi Jane.  How can I find an address for someone from years ago?  What if she went to her childhood home?  What?  No, I'm not a genius.  Crystal knows a guy?”  I giggled.  “OK, I'll wait by the phone.  Thank you.  Love you, bye.”
 
   I stared at my phone.  There was something about my phone and one of those links online.  I tried to make the connection.  It was so confusing.  I played through it all in my head again.  She was singing about her daughters in those songs... my phone.  NO!  Her phone!
 
   I ran to the coffee table and grabbed her cellphone and looked at the address book.  There were only six contacts in it?  I thought she was like uber famous.  Was this why she seemed so... alone?  Then I shook the thought off since I didn't have any contacts in my phone either, I just remember every phone number anyone has ever given me.  I found what I was looking for under “Victor - Asshat”.  I pulled up the record and wrote the phone number down, no way I was calling her ex with her phone.  There was another entry that didn't look all business-y and junk like the last four.  Missy Hannigan on speed dial two, it was a local Seattle number.  I wrote that one down too even though I know I had already committed them to memory.  I was just unsure of myself right now.
 
   I called the shelters and hospital I was supposed to visit today and let them know something important came up and I'd have to postpone my visits until next week.  I responded to the plethora of text messages for help organizing things through all the shelters and let everyone know I was going dark until Monday.  I felt so guilty.  Who was going to help my people?
 
   Then I stared at the piece of paper with Victor's name.  I stuck my tongue out at it and crossed out his name and wrote instead Brandye and Lessa.  I felt so bad being mean and crossing his name out, but Kimi told me that sometimes it is good to be bad.  I imagined little devil horns on me then giggled.
 
   I looked at the paper again and then closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  One, two, three.  Then opened them and dialed their number on my cell.  I almost hung up because I didn't know the time zone that LA was in.  I pictured a map in my head and drew a line down the coast to California.  Same one! Pacific time.
 
   A woman answered.  “Hannigan's residence.”  Was that right?  Crap.  I didn't know her married name, only her maiden name she used in the band.  Maybe it was Hannigan, I do not remember a single article I have read that had it.  That's the same last name as that Missy Hannigan in her contacts.
 
   I said nervously, “Hello, may I speak with Brandye or Lessa please?”  There was a long pause then a perturbed man was on the line.  “Who is this?”
 
   I decided to roll with it under the assumption this was her ex and he was screening the calls.  But who was the woman?  “Hi Victor, may I speak with Brandye or Lessa please?”
 
   There was a pause, I'm sure he didn't recognize my voice and was probably trying to place it since I used his first name like I knew him.  “Who is this?”
 
   I chirped out as innocently as I could.  Everyone tells me I sound like a teenager on the phone so I'll play it up for once.  “Gee, you don't recognize my voice?  This is Sandra.”  Then I giggled out of nervousness but I hope it just sounded ditzy like people think I am.
 
   He said, “Ummm... yes.  Of course.”  What a maroon! I grinned at my own Bugs Bunny joke.  Then he said,  “Just a minute.”  I heard rustling like he put his hand over the receiver.  Now I'm not smart but I'm smart enough to know that if you do that, it is dumb to yell.  I heard him yelling, “Brandye! Lessa! Phone!”  Then I barely caught him saying, “Where are those worthless girls now?”  I wanted to reach through the phone and slap the man.
 
   Then I heard a click and a girl said loudly, “Got it Victor.”  Huh?  They call him Victor and not dad?  I didn't hear a second click so I started talking like I knew her.  “Hi!  You will never guess what I found at the mall today!” Then I heard another click.  Good, I hoped that would get rid of him.  I learned that trick when I was young, growing up with an eavesdropping stepmother and brother. 
 
   The girl asked, “Who is this?”
 
   I steeled myself then said, “Is this Brandye or Lessa?”
 
   The girl responded, “Brandye.”
 
   I nodded to myself and grinned.  “You have a musical voice like your mother.  I just started spewing the mall stuff to get Victor off the line.”
 
   She spoke cautiously, “OK.  Mission accomplished mystery girl.  So um, lets try this again.  Who is this?”
 
   I took a deep breath.  “Please don't hang up.  This is Sandra... a friend of your mother's.”
 
   There was a long pause then, “You have five seconds to let me know why I shouldn't hang up now.”
 
   Crap!  I panicked and said probably the stupidest thing I had ever said in my life.  I never would have said this to her and betrayed her mother's confidence, but I blurted in a tumbling rush, “She has cancer!”
 
   The line was silent and I wanted to kick myself.  Then Brandye's voice was a little quieter, “Wh-what did you say?”
 
   I hung my head.  I felt like crap.  “I shouldn't have shared that with you.  I panicked when you threatened to hang up.  But yes.  Your mother has cancer.”
 
   Again the silence was almost deafening for a really long time.  Did she hang up?  I didn't know what to do so I started talking again.  “I know you girls don't want anything to do with your mother, but I'm scared for her right now.  I'm looking for her and needed to know if she contacted you.”
 
   There was an intake of breath then she said, “It's her that doesn't want to have anything to do with us.  She gave up on us in the divorce and forgot about us.  She never loved us, she's never tried to contact us.  Why should we care if she has cancer?”  I heard another voice that sounded almost the same but with a slightly sharper tone to it.  “She has what!?”
 
   “WHAT!?”  I blurted.  “She tried calling for weeks and Victor told her you didn't want anything to do with her.  She wrote letters to you two every day until she was diagnosed with cancer but you never responded once.”
 
   Now it was her turn. “What!  She tried... calling?  Writing?  We... we never... got them.  I thought... we thought... she didn't love us anymore.”
 
   I was shocked.  “No, no, no... she loves you more than life itself!  She couldn't bear to see you hurt anymore during the divorce.  She let Victor win so that you could have a normal life again outside of the press.  But then she thought you hated her for that when you refused her calls and ignored her letters... it was the pain of losing you and then to find out about the cancer...  it drove her to that bridge where she almost...”  I shut up.  I'm like the worst secret keeper in the universe.  Nobody should ever tell me a secret!  Why don't I just keep my mouth shut.
 
   She read the implication, “Jesus!  Is she there?  Can I speak with her?”
 
   I almost started crying.  “No.  She was but she left.  She said she needed to think.  I can't find her.” Then I paused.  “You don't really believe she doesn't love you do you?  She is haunted, she writes songs about you.  They are beautiful and fun and full of hope and wonder.  There are some online.”
 
   Then she said with her voice filled with emotion, “Those... those were about us?   I... she...”  Then there was rustling and the slightly sharper voice was speaking, “Where did she go?”
 
   I shrugged to myself. “I don't know.  I'm looking for her now.  She loves you so much Lessa, and Brandye too.”
 
   Then her voice got tighter,  “Is she... dying?”
 
   I wish I knew. “I don't know.  The doctors say that she needs surgery.  A mastectomy.  But she is so scared, and thinks she'll lose her womanhood.  I think she was giving up because of that coupled with the pain of losing you two.  She tried and tried to reach you.”
 
   Then the young girl sounded like she was spitting venom when she said, “Fucking Victor and his new trophy wife to be.  I knew mom couldn’t really have abandoned us with him.  He's so damn manipulative!”
 
   Then she said quieter with a little panic, “Crap he's coming upstairs.  I have your number on caller ID.  Can we call you later today from the corner coffee shop?”
 
   I immediately said, “Yes!” She quickly said, “Thanks, bye.” Lessa hung up.
 
   I felt helpless now.  Not only did I not know how to find Penny or what to do.  But now I have her twins worried.  How useless am I?
 
   I took care of my animals on autopilot, feeling again like I was forgetting something.  Now it felt like two somethings.  The phone rang, it was Crystal.   “Hello!?  Yes.  He did?  Great!  What's the address?”  I committed the address to memory as I wrote it down.  I don't know why I'm writing so much down right now, I know I can't forget it.  Maybe that it's because I'm feeling so unsure of myself suddenly.
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath and counted to three, remembering how seductive Penny's lips felt on mine.  Gawd she was so perfect.  Then I shook my head. “Thank you so much Crystal, I'll get back to you.  I love you so much.  Bye.”
 
   I grabbed my purse and both phones and said goodbye to my furry kids and was out the door.  I punched the address into the GPS in the car, once I got it to the curb and locked the garage door.  Her childhood home was on the fringe of the city limits, up by Cedar Park, close to Shoreline.  I was about to start  driving when one of the two things nagging in the back of my head crystallized.  Missy Hannigan!
 
   I hit the speakerphone in the dash and dialed Missy's number from memory as I pulled away from the curb and headed north.  I got voice mail.  Well it is the middle of the day Sandra!  She probably at work or out having fun on the weekend.   I left a brief message as I drove.
 
   Later I pulled up to the cute little house in a nice residential neighborhood near the park.  I closed my eyes and imagined Penny as a little girl running and giggling in the yard, playing in the park.  No worries, no pain.  I smiled to myself because I truly could picture it.  I bet she was like, super cute as a little girl.
 
   I got out and timidly walked up to the blue door on the little white house and knocked.  A minute later a middle aged man answered.  “Yes?  What could I do for you miss?”
 
   I smiled at the man.  “Umm... I really don't know sir.  I was just looking for a friend of mine who has gone missing.  This was her childhood home and I was just wondering if, umm,  if she stopped by or anything?  Her name is Penny.  She's really pretty.”
 
   He squinted at me with an apologetic smile.  “No.  But early this morning, like five AM, a cab sat across the street for a long time.  My dog woke me up.”
 
   Ooooo!  He has a dog!  No wonder he is being so nice.  I grinned big at him.  “Thank you sir.  What kind of dog do you have?”
 
   He smiled again.  “A bulldog.” He turned his head and called into the house.  “Snausage, come here boy.”
 
   OMG he was soooooo cute!  He was a huge bulldog with those droopy jowls you just want to love to death!  I squatted and he attempted to lick my brain out through my ear.  “You are such a handsome gentleman Snausage!”  I gave him a scratch behind his ears and stood back up.  “OK, thank you sir.  Was it by any chance an Emerald Express cab?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, it was that God awful two tone green.”
 
   I shook his hand.  “Thanks again.  You and Snausage have a great day!”
 
   He grinned back. “You too.  I hope you find your friend.”
 
   I nodded. “Me too.”  And I turned back to my car and drove off back toward home.  I was just about there, wracking my brains trying to figure out where she would go.
 
   OK Sandra, let's look at it from a different angle, not where would she go, but what is important to her?  Two answers, the people she loves and her music.  But the people she loves, specifically her daughters were the most important.  That set off the little antennae in my head again.
 
   This is so frustrating, even my subconscious is smarter than me!  Then it finally hit me, what had been nagging me.  The picture Yvette had drawn for Penny was not on the coffee table this morning!  Penny had said how she reminded her of her daughters.  I turned toward St. Vincent's.
 
   I parked in the lot and made my way to the Cancer Ward.  Lisa was at the nurses station today.  I walked up to her.  “Hi Lisa.  I'm not official-y or anything today.  Is it OK if I visit with Yvette for a minute?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me.  “Of course you can Sandra.  If I turned you away, Yvette would have my skin.  She sees you like a big sister you know.”
 
   That made my heart soar.  “She's popular today.  Another woman just left this morning before I got in today.”
 
   My ears perked up at that.  I gave her a tiny wave and entered the ward.  I went right up to Yvette's curtain.  “Knock knock.”
 
   I heard a giggle.  “Get in here Sandra.  I was wondering how long it would take you to get here.”
 
   Huh?  I walked through the curtain and up to the super-smiley girl and kissed her on the cheek.  “Hi Yvette, what do you mean.”
 
   She rolled her eyes.  “Well Penny was here earlier, she's really hurting inside you know.  So I knew you couldn’t be too far behind.  She sang for me.”  Then she waved her hands around the entire ward.  “For us.  She said she promised and she wanted me to know that she always keeps her promises.”
 
   My heart was beating faster.  “She was here?  Did she say anything?  She disappeared this morning and I have been tracking her through town.  I'm worried about her.”
 
   She nodded.  “I know.  I told her you would be.  She won't listen to me either.  I told her you loved her just like she loves you.  She doesn't believe me.  She said she didn't want to mess up your life.”
 
   Tears were threatening to fall.  “Where did she go?”
 
   She shrugged. “She didn't say.  We sat and talked about art, life, you, love.  Then a more serious conversation about cancer.  She doesn't think I know but I can see it in her eyes.  She has cancer too and she is so afraid.  I let her know that the cancer doesn't define a person.  She was asking why someone would fight.  I shared with her something I read once that my idol, Mia Jacobs stated when she spoke of her late wife Vee.  That every day is a gift, that what we do with that gift is what defines us.  I let Penny know that I chose to fight, life is a wonderful gift, and I will fight for every last breath and fill those days with love and happiness, that is how I want to be defined.  I won't let the fear define me.”
 
   Then she smiled softly at me.  “Then she left all those antique picture frames stacked up over there for my art and kissed my cheek and left.”
 
   I was just staring at her.  How strong is this young girl?  I am amazed every time I speak with her.  It is like she has an old soul or something.  She tilted her head.  “She'll do anything for the people she loves you know.  I could see it in her.  You do know you are included in that don't you?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No.  We just met.”
 
   She laughed lightly.  “It doesn't matter.  Someone once said we can't help who we love, or something like that.  Do you love her?”  I blinked and nodded.  She shook her head.  “No.  Are you IN love with her?  Don't think about how long you have known each other or any other nonsense like that, there are no rules.”
 
   I felt a tear on my cheek as I thought about how I felt when she was close to me.  I nodded.
 
   She smiled in satisfaction.  “Well, there you have it.  And the other thing I can tell you about that woman is that she will keep her promises if it kills her.  Did she make you any promises?”
 
   I nodded but squinted my eyes as I did.  She had promised me forty eight hours but left after twenty four.  Yvette seemed to read all this.  Then she whispered, “Don't count her out yet San.  I think she may surprise you.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “When did you get all wise and guru-y and junk?”
 
   She shrugged.  I kissed her cheek again.  “Thank you Yvette.  I love you and I'll see you during the week.”
 
   She grinned and said, “Love you too San.”
 
   I made my way out and back to my car.  This spectacular young girl seemed to learn so much about human nature.  I'm really going to miss her.  I cried all the way home at that thought.
 
   No sooner had I closed the door and crouched to love my puppies then my cell started ringing.  It was a blocked number.
 
   I answered, “Hello?”
 
   A sweet musical voice responded.  “Sandra?”
 
   I grinned in recognition. “Yes Brandye, it's me.”
 
   She answered, “How did you know it was me?”
 
   I shrugged to myself with a mischievous grin. “Lessa's voice is a fraction higher than yours.  I sorta remember voices and other things about people, I'm weird that way.”
 
   There was a pause. “Mom always said that about our voices too.  Have you... found her yet?”
 
   I shook my head. “No.  But I'm tracking her movements across town.  I found out she took a cab from my place.  Then she went to her childhood home, then to the hospital ward to fulfill a promise to a girl that reminded her of you two, that she would sing for her.  The trail is going cold.  I got a call into a woman in her contact list but haven't heard from her yet.  Missy Hannigan.”
 
   This got a bright chirpy voice saying, “Aunt Missy?  She's a riot once you cut through her seemingly rude and abusive exterior.  We love her!”
 
   I tilted my head, nothing in any article I read said that Penny had any siblings or any living family to speak of and with the last name Hannigan...  “Aunt Missy?  From Victor's side?”
 
   She replied immediately, “Yeah she's his sister, but she sort of wishes she wasn't.  She really hates him and how he treated Mom and us.  Her and Mom are great friends now, and once you are Aunt Missy's friend, God help them if someone does anything to hurt you.  I hear she has kicked a few person's asses that tried over the years, even got in the papers when she was younger when she kicked some woman's ass for hurting Mia Jacobs.”
 
   I paused, thinking of the implications here.  I could feel the gears in my mind starting to turn like they do when I need to find a multi-cot solution for my people at the shelters.  Or when I look for a way to help someone who doesn't want help without hurting their pride.  I don't know what I am up to but I know I just gotta ask, “And does Penny feel the same way about Missy?”
 
   She chuckled. “Yes, definitely.  She is more like Aunt Missy's sibling than Victor is.  Mom loves her to death and the two can exchange snarky barbs for hours.”
 
   I don't know why but I found myself grinning from ear to ear imagining the scene in my head and almost snorted.
 
   Then everything sort of clicked for me.  I knew what to do!  If only I could find Penny, I could fix almost everything!
 
   Then I asked, “Your dad keeps you away from email and social networking online?”
 
   She sounded mad.  “Yeah, he does it under the pretext of mom's fame bleeding over and causing us problems, but the more we think about it the more I think it is to keep us from mom and keep us under control so he can get the insanely huge child support payments.  He's even talking about sending us away to boarding school.  When we are eighteen we are so out of here.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes.  “Yes... but... he's just a man.  You are teenaged girls, so he's outmatched in the brains department.  So you must have a secret email account or maybe a hidden cellphone that I can contact you with easier?  I have a plan.  I just need to find your mother first.”
 
   This got a giggle from her. “Well yes, we have both.”
 
   Then the voice changed. I said hi to Lessa as she relayed their “secret” contact information and I gave them all the ways to contact me.
 
   Then we just chatted about all kinds of stuff with them switching back and forth on the phone.  They were just as easy to talk to as their mother.  We talked for hours until their phone started warning of a low battery, then Lessa got back on and I said,  “I'll be in contact soon, and I'll also let you know our progress in finding your mother.  You can contact me any time, even if it is just to talk.  You girls are great!”
 
   There was a pause.  “Sandra.  Why are you doing this?  You... you care for her don't you?”
 
   I nodded to myself. “Of course, she's my... friend.”
 
   She snorted. “Don't play word games with us.  We're teenaged girls remember?  You care for her more than just as a friend don't you?”
 
   I closed my eyes.  One, two, three.  Then opened them again.  “Yes,”  I almost whispered.
 
   Then she sounded extra chirpy. “Good!  OK Sandra, bye.”
 
   I waved into space like they could see me.  “Bye girls I...  bye girls.”
 
   I hung up with the biggest smile on my face.  Those two were shining stars, I could see why their mom was over the moon for them!  We got along so well, like we had known each other their whole lives.
 
   

Chapter 10 – Enter Missy Hannigan
 
   It was late afternoon now.  I walked the dogs and checked with Leo.  Nothing.  I paid him for cotting the freshie over at Anchorage.  I was getting so worried, but Leo put me at ease giving me his take on Penny.  Leo doesn't talk a lot and he doesn't like many people around me because the thinks they try to take advantage of me, but he admitted that he liked Penny, something about the way she almost imperceptibly put herself between me and others in a protective manner.  I never noticed that.
 
   I brought my happy drooling minions home and fed them and the bunnies, then sat down, wondering what to do next.  I put my phone on the dock on the table beside the couch to charge.  Then I laid back into the cushions and Daisy hopped on my chest like always and stared at me.  I rubbed her ears absently as I thought.
 
   I must have dozed off as I woke to my phone ringing, it was dark outside.  I reached over to the side table and retrieved it, noting the time, just after five.  I sat up quickly, Daisy jumped off me to the cushion beside me as I stared at the name.  Missy Hannigan!  I answered quickly, “Hello?”
 
   The person on the line was everything the twins warned me to expect.  “Sandra?  Why do I know that name?  Oh!  You're the freak that hangs with the homeless losers Penny told me about.”
 
   I would have been taken aback or angered by this if the girls hadn't told me about the way she talks. Now it just kind of made me chuckle that they were so spot on.  I latched onto the part about talking to Penny.  So she had heard from her!  “Hi Missy.  Your nieces told me all about you.  They are soooo cool.”
 
   This stopped her for a second as she responded, “Yes, yes they are.  Why do you need to speak with me freak?”
 
   I giggled at her antics. “I'm worried about Penny.  She tried...  she left without warning this morning and I am worried about her.  I was wondering if you have heard from her.”
 
   She paused again. “She left here about an hour ago.”
 
   I started talking again, “She's... there are reasons I think she may...”
 
   She interrupted.  “We're not going to get anywhere if you can't complete a sentence Sandra.  Where are you right now and what are you doing?”
 
   I shrugged.  “At home, looking for Penny.”
 
   She snorted. “Well you're not going to find her there and where the hell is 'home'?”
 
   I told her and she said, “Jesus, that's about the slummiest part of town.  OK, tell you what, we're not going to get anywhere on the phone.  Face to face is better.  Be at Wolf Diner on Hartford in twenty minutes so I can see what kind of degenerate Penny is pining over.”
 
   She hung up on me after that.  Penny was... pining over me?  I wish!  I shook the thought out of my head and I looked to the furballs strewn out around the couch as I stood.  “Well kids, sorry but it looks like I'm going out yet again.  And hey, why are you all on the couch, you know you're not supposed to be on the furniture.”  They seemed to snuggle into the cushions even more and I giggled.  “That's what I thought.” I grabbed my purse and headed out the door once again.  I seem to be always on the go since meeting Penny, maybe I should like, live in a motor home.  I giggled at myself.
 
   I looked up the address for Wolf Diner and punched it into the GPS.  Hmm, university district, not too far away.
 
   I found a parking spot and walked into the charming cafe and realized I had no clue what she looked like.  I saw an attractive woman in her mid thirties standing by the door looking out.  She looked like she would have been like, a cheerleader or something, back in high school.  She had the first tinges of grey hair sparkling in her blonde hair.
 
   I kind of admired that she wasn't vain enough to dye it to hide the grey.  I almost snorted, her professional looking blouse and skirt were offset by the white ankle socks and pink sneakers she wore. This HAD to be Missy.  She didn't give a darn about what other people thought of her, she was her own person.
 
   I stepped to her and looked up.  She certainly was a tall one. “Missy?”
 
   She looked down at me and squinted.  She eyeballed me up and down with a calculating look. “Sandra?”
 
   I nodded with a grin.  She sort of smirked.  “When you said where you lived, I was expecting someone a little more... trailer trash I guess.  Nice outfit there freak.”
 
   This is what the twins told me to expect so I wasn't offended.  I could already see it is like the coping mechanism some of my people use on the streets, but what is she coping with?  She seems so put together from my cursory look.  Unless she's like the rest of us in the world... insecure.  I gave her my most genuine grin. “Thanks!  It means a lot coming from someone wearing white ankle socks and sneakers with a business suit.”
 
   She actually snorted then chuckled with a smile. “My, you're a scrappy little pasty one aren't you?  I see why Penny likes you.”  Then she turned and looked over the cafe.  “There's a booth in the back free it looks like.”  And she just left me standing there as she made her way back and I couldn't stop a silly giggle as I followed her.  She's random.  I like her.
 
   We sat and I looked at a menu as she just sat sizing me up.  I ignored it to let her get it out of her system.  I'm sure she's doing it mostly for my reaction, but there is some calculating curiosity burning in her intelligent eyes.
 
   The server came over and Missy just grabbed the menu from me and handed it to the lady.  “Just two number threes and coffee please Bree.”  The woman smiled and ran off.
 
   I tilted my head in humor. “So what's a number three?”
 
   She looked at me I could tell she was ready to gauge my reaction. “Breakfast scramble platter.  It's the best thing they make in here.”
 
   Breakfast for dinner sounds fun!  I dropped my jaw playfully.  “I'm allergic to eggs.”
 
   She looked shocked then started to turn toward the retreating Bree to call her back.  “You are?”
 
   I giggled. “No, I'm not.”
 
   She snorted as she turned back toward me.  “OK, now I really like you ya little runt.”
 
   I was trying really hard not to giggle again, but it was funny.  Then she turned her calculating eyes back on me.  “So Sandra, tell me what's going on.  Why did you need to contact me?  It better be good, I ditched my hot fiance at a sports bar so I could meet you here.”
 
   I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.  One, two, three.  “I'm worried about Penny.  She disappeared this morning and I think she might...”
 
   She finished for me. “Hurt herself?  Yeah I thought that too when she showed up today and we went for a long walk for a couple hours, but she's adamant about putting something right for you for some reason.  Once she puts her mind to something when it comes to people she... ummm... cares about, it is going to happen.”
 
   I tilted my head. “Putting what right?”
 
   She shrugged. “That's just it, she didn't say and I didn't push.  She's been way too fragile since she lost the twins.”
 
   I gave a sad smile. “I can see that, I spoke with them for hours today and I can tell they love her as much as she loves them.  Did you know...”  I trailed off.
 
   She tilted her head and squinted an eye. “Oh come on platinum puss, don't get all shy and evasive now.  Speak.”
 
   I didn't want to get her mad at me.  I slumped my shoulders and spoke,  “Victor has been manipulating things, telling Penny the girls didn't want to speak with her on the phone and intercepting all the letters she sent them.  And he's been telling the girls that she didn't want anything to do with them.  The... the... the meany!”
 
   She chuckled again. “Come on, you can do better than 'meany'.  I was sure the douche bag was manipulating things, he had to have been.  I don't know how that ass clown is related to me.  I hate the guy but he is... my brother.  And I love my nieces to death.  I get to be the 'bad aunt' with them.”
 
   I grinned.  “And they love you so much.  They raved about you, but they don't know where Penny may be either.  She's... ummm... sick.”
 
   She shook her head at me. “You like, trying out for 'princess of tact' or something?  Don't pussy foot around.  I know you don't want to reveal her secrets, but you can say it.  Cancer.  See?  It's not that hard to say.  She told me.  I told her she was a dumbass for not getting that shit cut out of her body.  But dumbass or not, I love her like a sister.”  She paused and looked at me.  I was trying hard not to cry, but I could feel my eyes watering.  She didn't know where she was either.  “I wish I could tell you where she went.  All I know is it has something to do with you.  She seems to love your pasty little ass.”
 
   She paused as the plates of food were placed in front of us.  Then once Bree left, Missy tilted her head and her brow creased.  “You feel the same about her don't you?  I can see it in the hurt in your eyes.”
 
   I nodded, not looking at her so I wouldn't break down bawling.  “OMG, she is so pretty, and smart, and caring.”  I started eating.  Theses certainly weren't Mrs. Z's eggs but they were edible.  I finally looked up and she was still studying me with those calculating eyes.  She shoveled some egg into her mouth then chewed thoughtfully and swallowed.  “So, tell me about Sandra.  I want to know about you before I decide whether or not to help you any further.”
 
   We spent the meal talking about me and my childhood and my... umm... learning problems.  She was extremely abrasive but was a good listener and was able to segue easily to get more information from me on certain topics.  I found myself liking this woman and seeing through her defensive armor.  I made my decision once I determined this, I think my plan will really work.
 
   I studied her for a minute, I can tell she was about to speak.  So I started slowly so I could gauge her reaction. “Victor is going to send the girls away to boarding school.”
 
   She squinted her eyes and I could see anger burning deep inside them.  I said, “You like, love the twins and junk right?”
 
   She was silent, watching me and just nodded.  I nodded back. “Victor won't let them have any contact with Penny.”  She nodded again I could see she was putting everything I was saying together.
 
   She stopped me as she picked up her cell phone.  “If this is going where I think it is.  Wait for Steven to hear this too.”  Then she dialed someone then said, “Get that fine ebony ass over here.”  Then she simply hung up.
 
   It wasn't five minutes later when she looked up from our conversation and looked over to where a hunky specimen of a man came walking through the door.  He was like a black Adonis.  I bet he was a football-y type guy or sumpin sports-y like that.  If I were straight I'd probably be drooling as he approached our table.
 
   Missy slid over and he slid in beside her, then he gave her a kiss.  Gawd they were cute together!  Then she grinned and looked at me. “Sandra, this gorgeous loser slacker here is my fiance Steven Slader.  Steven that little mini-freak over there is Sandra.  Penny's new love interest.”  OMG!  I could feel the burn of an intense blush on my cheeks that was making its way down my neck when she called me Penny's love interest.  I still wish that could be true.
 
   Steven grinned and reached over and his huge hand engulfed mine as we shook.  His deep rumbling voice said, “Pleased to meet you Sandra, don't let this old hag push your buttons.”
 
     Missy playfully bumped shoulders with Steven and she said, “I think the blushing squirt is about to drop a bomb on me here that may affect both of us.”
 
   Then she looked directly at me with an impish grin.  “Proceed oh silver eyed dweeb.”
 
   I closed my eyes and took a cleansing breath.  One, two, three.  Then I opened my eyes and started laying things out.
 
   

Chapter 11 – Business as Usual
 
   The thirteen days were nerve wracking.  I checked the hospitals and morgues daily with Jane.  I felt so useless and my heart was aching, how can I have this big hole in my heart where Penny should be?  I only knew her for such a short time.
 
   Crystal actually yelled at me when I said I was useless in trying to find Penny, Jane agreed with her. Crystal pointed out that I obviously knew Penny better than anyone else, that I had managed to track her stops through the day that she disappeared because of it, when nobody else could.  She made me acknowledge it. Then she softened and told me how proud she was of me and how smart I was to be able to figure things out like that.  Gawd her hugs are warm!
 
   Between working at the Duck Boats, helping out at the shelters, and visiting the children in the hospitals, Crystal and Jane helped me with all the super-confusing IRS and other required paperwork to set up my non-profit foundation.  I mean, what is a fiscal year and calendar year?  Isn't there like only one kind of year?  I wanted to do this more than ever since it is what Penny wanted me to do in her letter.
 
   They would never just give me the answers.  They helped me look it all up and find the right answers.  And the math... the girls made me do it myself but checked all my work.  At times they would ask, how did Penny teach you?  Then they would have me apply the numbers to my people on the street and was able to work things through faster.  I basked in the looks of pride they had for me.
 
   I filed the papers a few days back.  Now it was just waiting to see if it got approved.  I wish I could ask daddy to release some of the funds so I could do stuff right away if I get approved, but I want to do it all myself.  Prove to him I can do it, make him proud of me.
 
   Reese Qualls called.  She said Crystal had shared with her what I was doing and she pledged to do the website and the online donation payment system pro-bono if I got the foundation.  Reese is so super-smart with programming and junk and she can do so many cool things with her wheelchair.
 
   I kept in touch with Missy and Steven and filled the twins in on the plan that they had eagerly agreed to.  The girls told me I was a genius and I almost cried.  I talk to them every day.  They call just to chat about anything and everything.  I can't believe how spectacularly wonderful they are, I hope one day I can have children as perfect as them.  Penny did good!
 
   To my surprise, Missy called frequently as well, and we hung out from time to time.  I was getting the impression that she didn't have many true friends except Mia Jacobs.  I met Mia before, back when Bobbie Valentine went missing on the mountain years back, and she was a super sweet woman, but I think it comes down to Missy not being willing to put herself out there and possibly getting hurt coupled with people not being willing to break through her abusive facade.  Yesterday she excitedly told me that she had talked Victor into the plan and it was happening tomorrow, that was the happiest news ever!
 
   We set up a big party for tomorrow night to celebrate, Missy says she might be able to get Mia to come.  Bobbie and Blake said they could come and that Kimi and Skylar were already in town for Thanksgiving next week, and they would be at the party too.  I only wish Penny could be here for it, this was all for her.  I spent most of those days dwelling over how her lips on mine made my body warm and tingly.
 
   I had been on autopilot since Penny left, even Yvette and Leo were asking me if I was OK.  I had been all business, doubling my efforts to make sure all my people on the streets were OK and my children in the hospitals were too.  The holiday season was hard on everyone and it was about to begin.
 
   Ralph told me to relax and let him take care of things that he was getting worried about how intense I was getting.  I told him I was fine.  I'm a liar, how can I be fine if I'm walking around without a heart?
 
   I shook myself out of my thoughts as I pulled up to St. Vincent's, it was their turn again today, I hit King County General yesterday.  I looked at my fuzzy companions, looking all businesslike in their working dog bibs.  You will never see a prettier group of boys and girls than my dogs, or more dedicated.  They have the magic ability to bring a smile to your face even in the saddest of times.  I love them so much.
 
   I went past the unmanned nurses station and into the cancer ward and unclipped the puppies and whispered, “Fang, announce!”  And he warbled out his mini howl to the giggling of the kids.
 
   I almost giggled hearing Ranee squealing, “Monster is here!”
 
   She came bolting out from her curtain with a look of excitement, followed by her her parents.  A new boy looked out from his curtain with a look of curiosity on his face.  I winked at him then smiled at Ranee as I said, “Shell game.”  It was always fun watching my dogs try to mix themselves up.
 
   I looked at Renee with an eyebrow raised.  She cutely hugged herself then pointed and said, “That's  Monster!”
 
   I giggled. “Of course that is.  Go get her Monster!”  My handsome boy obediently ran up to her and I smiled as she scooped him up giggling and shuffled back into her area with her smiling parents.
 
   I looked at the new boy.  “Hello, I'm Sandra.  What's your name?”
 
   He looked at me as an older gentleman popped his head out from behind the newcomers curtain.  The boy said, “Francis.”
 
   I smiled again. “Hello Francis.  Would you like to play with one of my dogs for a while?”  He nodded shyly and I said, “Petunia, go get him!”  And my shy little one ran to him and he scooped her up and nuzzled her then smiled shyly again at me.  The man smiled sadly and nodded at me and ushered his son back into his area.
 
   I heard a weak voice.  “Is... is Fang here?”  I moved over to Emily's area and walked in.  Her mother was sitting beside her holding her hand.  We nodded at each other.  Emily looked so weak and frail, her eyes were heavily lidded.  Probably the pain meds.
 
   I walked up to her and stroked her cheek gently.  “He's been excited about seeing you for three days.  I couldn't keep him away from his secret crush for anything.”  I looked down at my dogs, “Isn't that right?  Fang, announce.”  My other handsome boy sat and howled to more giggles from the other curtains.  I gently set him on Emily's chest.  “Fang, cuddle.”  He cuddled right in and she smiled sleepily and started slowly stroking his soft fur.
 
   She got a sleepy smile on her face and looked over at her mother.  “I think we're dating mom.”
 
   To her credit, Mrs. Swanson just smiled and said, “You could have done worse baby doll.”  We all giggled.
 
   I kissed Emily on her cheek and grabbed and squeezed her mother's hand and moved on to the next. Tracy was in the room now and looking concerned as I reached for Ted's curtain saying, “Knock, knock.”  But nurse Tracy put her hand on mine and stopped me from opening it.  I looked over at her and she had pain in her eyes.  I covered my mouth.  No!  Not again.  I'm losing everyone.  I know to expect it here but it hurts too much sometimes.  They are only children, this is not supposed to happen to kids.  I sobbed silently for a second.  She handed me a tissue and I dried my eyes.
 
   I took a deep cleansing breath, I couldn't let the children see me like this.  I have to be strong for them.  I straightened my shoulders and put on a practiced smile and nodded at her and moved on as she put a hand on my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.
 
   I went into Yvette's curtain  and said, “Knock knock.”  She looked tired and strained and her breathing was labored.  Colette was asleep in the chair beside her.   Yvette looked over at her and smiled then waved me in like we were doing spy stuff.  She grinned down at my last soldier.  “Is that Tulip I spy down there?”
 
   I giggled and lifted Tulip to her.  “Tulip, snuggle.”  And I giggled as the frail girl giggled too as she snuggled in beside her.  Then she stopped and tilted her head.  She must be all guru-y again or sumpin because she held an arm out to me, beckoning me.  “Oh Sandra.”  I hugged her tight and tried not to cry.  She just said,  “He's at peace now, the pain is gone.  Don't be sad.”  She held me at arm's length.  “He loved you and your visits with the furry tail waggers, you brought a smile to his face when he was feeling the weight of the world on him.  That is a miraculous thing.”  Then she hugged me again.
 
   Colette stirred and saw me and smiled and held a hand out to me, I just hugged her instead of taking her hand.  Everyone needs a hug sometimes.  Then I looked between them. “I'm going to go visit with the ones who didn't get a fuzzy heat monger today.”  They nodded and I made my rounds with Tracy in tow for moral support.  The sorrow of losing Ted occupied my mind.
 
   I moved on to the recovery and burn wards and relaxed a little, all of my children here will live.  I concentrated on that as I visited and played and then did a terrible round of singing before it was time to go collect the furballs.
 
   As we headed for the doors with them clipped to their leashes I said loudly, “Announce!”  And the ward was filled with the super cute howling of my children and my furry babies.  I giggled and that gave me a little release of the tension as we made our way back out to the car.
 
   Once I got home and grabbed the mail and said hi to Daisy, I sat and cried.  I cried over Ted and every child I have watched wither away before my eyes and die since I started doing this.  Ninety seven innocent children. I know every name, every birthday, every date of death.  But I also remember every smile, every giggle, every time I could make them forget about their damned disease.  Sorry for cussing, but that's how I feel.  It is those good moments that I can provide that stop me from breaking, and keep me coming back so I can provide happiness to my other children.  I felt so alone, even surrounded by my loving animals.  I must have cried for an hour.
 
   I finally straightened myself up and cleaned up.  There is still so much good I can do.  I concentrated on that and the phone rang.  Hmm... A blocked number.  “Hello?”
 
   

Chapter 12 - Mandy Fay Harris
 
   The voice on the other end of the line was strong and as musical as Penny's voice.  It was so full of surety and purpose. “Hello, may I speak with... a Sandra Callahan please?”
 
   I recognized the voice and I was rewinding my mind and comparing it to every person I have ever met.  I never forgot a voice, who was this?  Unless it is someone I haven't met, I went through all the news articles and videos of people I have seen that I don't know.  Then I said, excitement tinging my voice, “Mandy Fay Harris!”
 
   The line was quiet for a couple seconds then she spoke again,  “...Yes I am.  Very good, I thought my number was blocked.”
 
   I giggled. “It is, sorry, it's just that I never forget a voice, I'm kind of weird that way.  Ummm... you’re Mandy Fay and I'm like, nobody.  Why are you calling me?”
 
   She was silent a couple seconds again.  Then she sounded slightly perturbed. “Please don't denigrate yourself like that.  Ever.”
 
   I didn't know that word.  I mean I've heard it before but I never thought to ask anyone.  “Umm... I don't know what that means.  Sorry.”
 
   She chuckled, it came out like musical chimes but it didn't sound like she was being mean.  “Please Sandra, stop apologizing.  Denigrate means to criticize unfairly.  I just don't want you putting yourself down.”
 
   I felt stupid, good thing she couldn't see me blushing.  Then she continued talking.  “Well I was hoping you could help me out a little.  I saw some video online of Penny Franklin singing some new songs that I have never heard before.  They were so different than her Leather and Heels stuff.  I did some research and found how the record label and her band-mates messed her over.  It was shocking.  It seems her label was controlling her like they were controlling me back in the day.”
 
   She pause a second.  “I can tell these new songs are so full of emotion they have to be personal to her.  I was immediately intrigued because I own a label, Harmony Trax, that works for the artists instead of the artists working for the label.  I'm flipping the industry on it's head.  I'm usually looking for up and coming unknowns but I know where Penny is coming from since I lived through it myself and would love to produce her new music for her.”
 
   She paused and didn't continue.  So I asked, “OK, that sounds super cool and junk, but why call me?”
 
   She sounded thoughtful as she said, “Well it seems that Penny is unreachable and I cannot find where she is living at the moment.  I called her... ex-husband... deplorable man, but nobody can locate her.  But in the video at the hospital burn ward there was this ever-smiling blonde woman on a stool beside her with these dazzling silver-grey eyes that Penny couldn't seem to stop looking at as she sang.  I had my lawyer, Frank Davenport, reach out to the hospital to see if they could shed some light on who that stunning blonde was in hopes she may know of Penny's whereabouts.  Do you know what I found out?”
 
   I was almost giggling at her description of the blonde.  “No what?”
 
   She laughed and it sounded like wind blowing through silver chimes. “You are so delightful!  It was you, silly woman.”
 
   I blushed profusely then I said, “Frank Davenport?  I met his daughter Vicky once at the Ballyhoo, she's a super nice lady!”
 
   I swear I could hear her grin over the phone. “Yes, she is.  But anyway Sandra, I was wondering if you knew how to contact Penny.  You two seemed quite smitten with each other and she sang directly to you in front of the stage at the Ballyhoo in that second video.  So I figured you were my best bet.”
 
   My heart started aching again.  “No, unfortunately she disappeared on me that day.  We've been trying to find her but she is hurting and says she needs to think.”
 
   There was another slight pause then she said in a faraway voice, “Yes.  I can understand that completely.  A shame.  But I know she will be back Sandra.  And when she does, please have her call me.”  Then she gave me her phone number.
 
   I didn't know what to say so I just said, “OK, ma'am.”
 
   She chuckled. “Please call me Mandy, ma'am makes me sound as old as I am.  Did you write the number down?”
 
   I shrugged to myself. “I'll just sorta remember it Mandy.  It is a weird thing I can do.  I just remember junk about people.”
 
   She responded with a soft tone, “Like someone's voice.”
 
   I grinned. “Exactly.”
 
   Then her tone changed to one of curiosity.  “So, when Penny was singing in the children's ward, was that a charity event, or did an organization arrange that or something?  I only ask because my over enthusiastic congresswoman of a wife and I are always looking for worthy causes.  It is sort of her driving force.”
 
   I thought that was so cool of them to help people.  “No she just did it for me when I was trying to show her how much she has to give and how many people's lives she can affect for the better.  I bring therapy animals to the children in the hospitals around town.  I brought her to the homeless shelters I support too so she could help out my people.  I... I think she saw what I was trying to show her.”
 
   She sounded almost thoughtful as she replied, “You sound like my Bella.  So what organization do you work with?”
 
   I got really embarrassed to tell her. “It is just me.  I'm not official-y or anything.  I just want to help out the people and children who go unnoticed.  Everyone deserves love and respect and not to be forgotten.  I'm trying to create a foundation so that I can expand with more people and therapy animals and help more people, maybe even in more cities and across the country.  I filled out all the confusing paperwork and junk and am just waiting to hear back.  If they sanction my foundation, Crystal is setting up a fundraiser benefit for it since daddy won't let me use the money in my trust.  Kimi and Skylar Roth said they'd sing and donate, so did Amber LaLanie, she's really fun!  Missy said Mia Jacobs says she'll donate art to the fundraiser.”
 
   I got quiet.  “I'm sorry Mandy, I'm babbling.  I do that.”
 
   There was that odd silence again.  She seems to always think before she speaks, I should learn to do that. “You've managed all of that on your own?”
 
   It wasn't a lot was it?  “Yes.  I'm not too smart so it is the best I can do.”
 
   She tsk-tsked at me. “What did I tell you about self deprecating remarks hon?  I'm just amazed.  You remind me more and more of my Bella every minute.  You should be proud.  Now... tell me about the people you help.  Take your time, I'm not going anywhere.”
 
   And I told her of all the wondrous homeless people I call my friends and family.  How I try to find jobs and homes for them all and how bad I feel when I can't.  I told her of my children and how I love them so much, of the pain of watching them suffer or worse and of the joy of bringing smiles to their faces.
 
   How if I get my foundation I want to create job training programs, home assistance programs.  How I want to renovate the shelters so they can handle more cots and how I want to staff them and get better food than castoffs for the soup kitchens.  I spoke of my dreams of creating a nationwide network of therapy animals for the children who are scared and suffering in hospitals across the country.
 
   She kept encouraging me to tell her more, and she gave ideas of her own that would help out or expand the help that can be offered.  She was super smart, fun and easy to talk to, and had this way of guiding the conversation without even trying.  We talked for a couple hours.
 
   Then she started winding things down.  “Sandra, you have been a true delight and I only wish there were more people in this world with a heart as big as yours.  I'm so glad I stumbled upon you in my search for Penny.  I promise you this.  If your foundation comes to fruition, my wife and I would be truly honored to use some of our discretionary fund we set aside for charities to help kick-start things for you, say a couple million?  I'll also speak with some of the artists from Harmony Trax to see if they'd be interested in performing on a compilation album who's proceeds go to your foundation. Amber LaLanie happens to be one of our artists and I'm sure she'd be delighted.  Your friends from Satin Thunder used to be with my label too, maybe they'd be interested.”
 
   I was blushing so hard I wanted to hide in a closet but I was almost bouncing with energy.  “OMG. You are such a super nice lady!  I'm so happy you called.”
 
   She chuckled musically again. “I am too.  Now before I go, what is my phone number again San?”
 
   I rattled it off, and she had an appreciative tone in her voice, “Amazing...  You have my number, don't be afraid to use it, even if you just want to talk.  I find you fascinating and could talk with you for hours.  Goodbye Sandra.”
 
   I waved to the air like an idiot. “Goodbye Mandy.”
 
   I hung up then started hyperventilating a little.  That was Mandy Fay Harris!  And she wants to help me!  Then my excitement died when I realized all I wanted to do in that moment was to tell Penny.  My heart sank and the pain of her absence returned like a specter hanging over me.
 
   I started cleaning up my apartment.  I'm still amazed at how awesome it is.  All of the renovation was done by my homeless friends using their various life skills.  They created such beauty from this rundown apartment building I own.  Buying it was smarter than leasing Bobbie told me.  One day I may renovate the entire building so I'd have three additional apartments I could offer to my people who are trying to re-enter society... kind of like a halfway house.  But that would use funds from my monthly stipend that can help the shelters.
 
   I looked through my mail and froze.  There was an envelope from the IRS.  Was this it?  Was this the response to my non-profit application?  What if it was a rejection letter?  I sat down at the counter and put it in front of me.  My heart was beating a trillion beats a second.  I just stared at it.  I was too scared to open it so I got up and walked it over to the refrigerator and clipped it to the magnetic clip on the door.  I'll have Jane open it for me at the party tomorrow.  I'm such a coward.
 
   Then I sat down and watched the news.  It was so quiet with my puppies piled on my lap.  Again I was struck as to how alone I felt.  I never used to feel this alone before I met Penny.  Is there something wrong with me now?
 
   The phone startled me.  I looked down and the smile bloomed on my face.  The twins on their daily call.  I answered as happiness flooded back into my heart. “Hello?”
 
   

Chapter 13 – Daddy?
 
   The next day was hectic, preparing for the guests of honor at the party tonight.  Well Crystal was there.  I have never actually got to see her do “her thing” before and holy crap was she amazing!  She usually plans dream parties for Seattle's high society elites.  She is so good at what she does that she is rated as the number one party planner in the northwest.  And here she is, planning a silly welcoming party for me.
 
   She pulled in a few of her ever-present markers and had Alessandro from the number one Italian restaurant in town, Alessandro's, cater.  The decorations had a music theme and she even had a string quartet for live background ambiance.  The place looked amazing, it was like a reception for a princess or something regal like that.  All of my furniture was moved out and stored in the garage so there was more room, and beautiful small tables and chairs were placed around the edges of the open multipurpose space that was my living room/dining room/kitchen area.
 
   I felt like I was living a dream as my friends started showing up early to see if there was anything they could do to help.  Roberta and Blake Valentine were first.  Gawd they were such a cute couple. Everyone calls Bobbie, Silent Bob.  She came in with the braces on her legs clickity clacking and had a huge smile for me as she leaned on her cuff crutch.  I squealed when she came in.  She held an arm out for me and I hugged her and kissed her cheek.  “Hi San.  The place looks amazing!” she said in her thick Australian accent as the coat lady took her coat and scarf.
 
   I giggled. “Thanks Bobbie!”
 
   Blake came through a second later.  Blake was tall, but not as tall as Kim.  She wasn't wearing her leg brace today, I noticed, as she gave me a cute lopsided grin and hugged me and kissed my cheek as she looked around.  “Wow Sandra!  This place looks awesome.” I just giggled and blushed.  Crystal put them to work folding linen napkins.
 
   They both looked spectacular in dresses.  It was a rare treat indeed for either of them to do that. Before I had time to drool too much, Jane showed up.  She gave hugs and kisses all around and Crystal put her to work helping the caterer set up.  She was super organized.
 
   We had just rolled out a huge circular rug in the center of the room when a sweet little voice said, “Knock knock.”  I looked over at the open door and little Samantha was there with her single pink curl dangling in her golden locks.  Kimi and Skylar were standing behind her!  Well not so little anymore as Sammi is almost as tall as me now.  I still can't believe, eleven years old now!
 
   Sammi and I squealed and jumped into a spinning hug.  Gawd I loved this girl like she was my own!  She grinned at me. “Hi Aunty Sandra!  Wow the place looks wonderful!”
 
   I gave her a kiss on the cheek and held her at arms length and looked at the pretty white dress she was in.  “You look awesome Sam.”  She grinned as Crystal stole her from me into a hug.
 
   I looked at Skylar.  I simply loved her scars.  I know that is a weird thing to say.  But she is a favorite in the burn wards when I can get her to come sing.  She has brilliant, colorful tattoos all down the length of the right side over her burn scars, all the way down to the prosthetic foot, and they were gorgeous like her. Her smile was dazzling as she snagged my arm and pulled me into a warm hug.  The low tones of her musical voice giving me goosebumps like normal as she said in that sultry English accent, “San. It's bloody fine to see you, Sammie has missed her partner in crime.  Wow, the place looks brill!”  She kissed my cheek then squeaked as Jane snagged her arm and was pulling her into a giggling hug.
 
   Then I looked at Kimi.  I always say that I see Jane as my big sister, but Kimi has actually been a big sister to me.  Ever since Jane introduced me to Bobbi, Kimi Solomon sort adopted me as a surrogate sister.  I'm so amazed with her and what she has accomplished in life.  She looked at me with that emotionless mask on her face that most would find disconcerting.  I... loved it.  It was uniquely Kim, because I knew what was about to follow and I cherished it like a rare gem.
 
   Her face suddenly broke into a beaming smile that sparkled in her eyes down to her soul. She picked me up off the ground in a crushing hug and swung me from side to side.  She kissed my cheek as she set me back down.  “Hiya, San.  Missed you tiny sis.  We really need to spend more than a few months a year back in the states.”
 
   My happiness level was like at an eleven out of ten.  “I missed you too Kim.”  Then I counted down as she grinned at me.  Three, two, one... and her emotionless mask snapped back up.  OMG I love her! I giggled.
 
   There was some banging on the stairwell and I smiled.  I knew who that was.  A moment later Reese wheeled into the room in her wheelchair with Sarah walking beside her with her hand on her shoulder.  I grinned and rushed over and hugged Reese.  “I'm so happy you came!”
 
   She was all smiles.  “The old ball and chain wouldn't ever let me miss a party with you.”
 
   Sarah snorted with a comical look on her expressive face as she slapped Reese's shoulder playfully.  I looked at her.  I simply love how she dyes her hair that bright red.  She pulled me into a silly side to side hug.  “Hi San, you should call more often.”  I nodded with a grin and they went around the room greeting everyone.
 
   Then Alessandro said loudly in his heavy Italian accent to the only other man in the room, one of his workers at the food station,  “We seem to be outnumbered by women.”  This got a chuckle throughout the room.
 
   Crystal choreographed everything and we finished preparations in no time.  My puppies were in heaven from all the attention they were getting especially from Sammi.  There was still an hour before the guests of honor arrived.  This was like a dream.  I was knocked out of my bliss by an accusatory tone in Jane's voice as she called out, “San!  What is this?!”
 
   Everyone's eyes turned to her as she stood by my fridge pointing at the IRS letter.  My heart started beating faster.  I think I was about to have a panic attack as I said,  “I don't know.  I'm too afraid to open it.  What if... what if it is a rejection of the application?”
 
   Bobbie reached out a hand and grabbed my elbow gently to steady me.  “Go on sweetie.  Open it.”
 
   Jane walked it over to me and everyone was gathered around as she tried to hand it to me.  I held up my hands, “No Jane.  You open it please.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No San.  You open it.  We're all here for you no matter what it says.”  There was mumbled agreement around.
 
   I carefully tore open the envelope.  There was no letter, but what I saw... everything went black.
 
   I opened my eyes and everyone was standing over me looking down with concern.  Jane was kneeling beside me hugging me to her.  “You OK San?  You passed out!”
 
   I could feel a blush burning on my cheeks.  How stupid am I?  I nodded and she helped me to my feet.  Kim was staring at the certificate that said to display in a public space.  The non-profit organization business ID number for the “Callahan Foundation”.
 
   She looked up and around at everyone then her mask broke into unconstrained excitement. “She did it everyone! She has her foundation!  Now we have two things to celebrate tonight!”  There was cheering all around and I was crying like a baby.  This was my dream.  A tiny part of me was nagging at my happiness.  But you have no one to share it with.
 
   There was a knock at the open door.  I glanced over.  He came!  I didn't think he would.  I ran over and at the last second I veered off and leaned against the door frame.  “Sup Leo?”
 
   He was nervously looking at all the people and he pulled his hat off and tried to smooth down his hair.  “Sup Dandelion?”  I was happy happy happy, so I just surprised him with a big hug.
 
   I rushed my words and said, “I did it Leo, we got the foundation!”
 
   He finally grinned.  I started introducing him around to the people who have not met him yet or knew him only by reputation.  He was wiping his hands on his pants subconsciously.  I know he is nervous and thinks he is too dirty to be shaking people's hands.  It is almost a phobia of his.
 
   I intercepted him. “Hey Leo.  Can you do me a favor and bring me the glass cleaner out of the bathroom?  I wanna do the windows before the guests of honor arrive.”  He nodded and scooted off.
 
   A minute later he was coming out of the restroom with his hair wetted down and his face and hands cleaner.  I grinned, that will give him a boost of confidence.  Not that he needs it, Leo is awesome!  He handed me the bottle looking more relaxed and I went to work on the windows.  “Solid.”
 
   He nodded.  “Solid.”
 
   Blake excused herself from her wife and walked up to us to help with the windows and she bumped hips with Leo's playfully.  “Sup Leo.”  He grinned. “Sup Stretch.” Those two are like two peas in a pod.  I never would have guessed, but ever since that day she brought me home drunk and watched my interaction with him sitting on my porch, she has become the closest thing to a friend that Leo has. Because back then, she sort of had some prejudices that she needed to work through, but she has told me that if he's my friend then that is the highest recommendation to befriend him herself.
 
   Crystal looked at the time.  Ten minutes before they were supposed to arrive.  She shut the door and told everyone to relax now.  Drinks were handed out and the music started and we all just sort of mingled and talked.  My cell vibrated and I looked at the screen.  They were turning onto my street now.
 
   I held up my phone. “They're almost here!”  Everyone looked excited and we all quieted down and just waited.
 
   A minute later there was a knock on the door.  I called out, “Come in.”  The door opened and everyone yelled, “Welcome to Seattle!” To the two simply gorgeous, surprised looking young ladies at the door that looked so much like mini versions of Penny.  Missy and Steven were standing behind them with mischievous smiles on their faces. 
 
   One was wearing typical teen clothes, jeans, sneakers and a nice blouse under her coat.  Her chestnut locks flowing down her back.  The other was wearing black converse, torn black jeans and a black Leather and Heels t-shirt, her chestnut locks tied up in a ponytail.  I found myself wondering if that awesome hair color was Penny's real color.  I grinned as I ran up in front of them.  Recognition sparkled in their eyes as the one in black, Lessa by the tone of her voice, asked, “Sandra?”
 
   I was nodding vigorously and then we broke into squeals and a three way hug.  We broke the hug and I looked back at the other two.  “Hi Missy and Steven!”
 
   Steven winked and Missy, true to form said, “Hi there you pasty little freak.”  It was almost humorous as most of the room seemed to be turning hostile suddenly as I held my hand up to stop everyone.  “It's OK everyone, this is just how Missy is.  God forgot to install a tact switch in her.  Hi Missy.”
 
   Missy snorted at that and gave me a warm hug as nervous chuckles circulated the room as everyone relaxed.  It made me feel so loved that I had so many protectors.
 
   I looked back at the girls.  “All of this is for you, to welcome you to Seattle.  To welcome your to your new home with your aunt.”
 
   Brandye giggled. “Oh my god, you are even cuter in person!”  I blushed.
 
   Jane announced to the newcomers.  “And we are also celebrating Sandra tonight.  She just found out the the non-profit organization for her charity foundation has been approved.”  This got congratulations from the newcomers.
 
   I made the introductions all around.  The party was spectacular.  Kim and Skylar even sang for us. I couldn't get Brandye to stop from hyperventilating over the fact that Satin Thunder was here.  Lessa just played it off coolly reminding her that their mother was just as famous.
 
   The dogs were in heaven with so many people loving them.
 
   To my surprise, Kim and Missy hit it off well.  Trading sarcastic barbs and joking most of the night.
 
   The food was amazing and the company was awesome.  Around ten, the caterers left.  Alessandro kissed my hand as he left.  “Little one, there is always a table open for you at Alessandro's”  I blushed myself half to death.  The musicians and Leo left.  Then slowly couples said their good nights.  In the end it was down to the twins, Missy and Steven, Crystal and Jane as the men Crystal had organized brought the furniture back up from the garage.  When they were done, Crystal and Jane said their good nights, leaving me with a warm fuzzy feelings from their hugs and kisses on my cheeks.  And Crystal whispering,  “You thought this was something, I have to start planning your fundraiser benefit now.”  She shot me a wicked grin as she left.
 
   Missy was winding down our conversation when there was a knock at the door.  I looked at the time.  It was almost eleven at night.
 
   I walked over and opened the door and had to look way up at the man in the eight thousand dollar suit in total shock.  “Daddy?”
 
   

Chapter 14 – Promises
 
   I stood behind Mr. Callahan as the reason my heart is still beating asked, “Daddy?”  Then her eyes went to mine and her voice sounded lost and a million miles away.  “Penny?”
 
   Behind her I heard something I though I'd never hear again, a strained voice asking, “Mom?”  I pushed past Mr. Callahan who seemed to be in a staring contest with his daughter.
 
   I stopped when I saw my daughters.  I covered my mouth with a hand and my tears were freely flowing.  “Brandye?  Lessa?”  I felt like I was on the brink of a heart attack as it was beating so forcefully, threatening to tear out of my chest.  Were they really here?  What were they doing here?  With Sandra and Missy?
 
   They ran to me and engulfed me in a desperate three way hug.  All three of us were crying now.  I thought they hated me.  “Babies.  I love so so much, I have missed you so very much my heart was breaking,” I sobbed.
 
   Lessa, my brave one, was first to speak, “We missed you too mom.  Victor wouldn't let us talk to you.  Sandra told us about the letters.  We never got them...”
 
   Then  Brandye sobbing said, “Please forgive us mom.  We didn't know.”
 
   I was shushing both of them as half my heart felt as though it were mending just from holding my children.  I took a deep breath.  “Have a seat girls.  I want to look at you.”  I reached over and squeezed Missy's hand.  Was little miss bad ass crying?  I nodded to Steven, as the dogs piled onto the couch to maul my daughters with their tongues.
 
   I looked back to the other half of my heart.  I had long ago admitted the impossibility of the fact that I had somehow fallen in love with that little blonde.  I never believed in love at first sight until I met her.  But I could never have her, I'm broken and would just soil her purity with my poison.  But at least I could do this one thing for her.
 
   She was just standing by the door with her father.  They were animatedly speaking under their breaths.  I was about to ask all about what I have missed with my daughters and find out how it was possible they were here when Sandra came stomping over to me on the couch with tears in her eyes and sat down beside me, burying her face in my shirt.  I had an overwhelming urge to protect her as Mr. Callahan was loudly scolding, “Just give up this nonsense and come home Sandra.  Leave this dump and forget about things you are not capable of princess.”
 
   No!  I didn't go through all of this so it would end up like this!
 
   I thought back over the past couple weeks.  That night when this caring, giving woman came to my bed to protect me and offer me comfort as I cried.  I wanted to be there with her forever.  But the world was crumbling around me and I didn't need to bring her down with me.  I had already lost everything.  I couldn't afford to believe in the hope she was offering me.  The hope that life might not be this cruel monster I believed.  Hope is dangerous.  It would be better for everyone if I just finished what I had started that night on the bridge.
 
   So I silently got up and called a cab.  I was about to walk out when I saw the picture Yvette had drawn for me on the coffee table.  I set my phone down and looked at it.  I had made a promise.  My heart ached for the young girl.  She reminded me so much of my daughters.  I closed my eyes and walked out of the apartment in resolve.  I couldn't keep my promise to my children that I would always be there, but I could keep my promise to this one child and to Sandra.  Then I could end it.
 
   I just wanted the world to be how it used to be, when everything was simple.  I just wanted to go home.  Sandra is my home.  But I had no home now.  Sandra is my home.  I got in the cab and just sat, after a few seconds the cab driver looked back.  “Ummm... where to ma'am?”  I looked up at him.  Huh?  Oh. Where to?  “Home,” I whispered.  Sandra is my home.  Then I focused on him and gave him my old address, from back when I lived in Seattle.  The house I grew up in, when things were simpler.
 
   I had him pull up across the street from the house.  I smiled to myself.  It was still the same color and the door was still blue.  I remembered how happy I was back then.  I've never felt that kind of happiness except with my girls or... Sandra.  Why the hell couldn't I get her out of my fucking mind?
 
   I looked at the car in the driveway and the serenity washed slowly away as I knew this was not my home.  This was someone elses home now, where they are making their own memories, their own happiness.
 
   I closed my eyes and fought off new tears and just looked at the house for a few more minutes.  I could hear a dog barking and the porch-light went on.  I took a deep breath.  I have a promise to keep. I looked at the driver.  “Can we just drive up the coast for a while?  I need to think.  We need to be at St. Vincent's at nine.”  He nodded and we turned out of my old neighborhood, leaving my childhood behind me again.
 
   I reached in my purse for my phone to check the time.  Crap.  I had left it at Sandra's.  I looked past the divider partition to the dashboard.  Not even six o’clock.  As we passed a beach while we headed north I asked him to stop the cab.  I gave him a fifty and told him to keep the meter running.   Then I bundled up against the cold and walked out onto the beach, then turned around to look toward the Cascade Mountains.  I just emptied my head and stood for an hour waiting to witness my final sunrise.
 
   I watched the sun creep over the peaks.  It was so peaceful, so serene, so beautiful.  A counterpoint to the darkness and the turmoil churning around inside me.  I kept shaking off the light of hope in the back of my mind in the shape of Sandra's innocent smile.
 
    I was trying to make peace with myself but a piece of me was yelling inside, “You stupid bitch!  Open your eyes!”
 
   I got back in the waiting cab and told him to keep going north until we had to turn back around to be at the hospital at nine.  But then almost immediately told him to pull over when I saw a little antique shop where an old man was setting some old picture frames on the ground along his shop as he was preparing to open up for the day.  I got out and walked over then asked him if I was too early to look and he smiled and let me in the shop.  I found every eight by ten frame I could find and he put them in a tripled up plastic bag for me.  I paid and rushed back to the cab and we continued our aimless drive as I kept looking at the picture Yvette drew for me.
 
   When we pulled up to the hospital I squared with the driver and handed him another fifty.  “Keep the meter running.”  He nodded as I made my way into St. Vincent's and navigated to the burn ward.  I asked the nurse there if I could borrow the guitar for the cancer ward.  He recognized me right away and nodded with a grin and brought it to me.  I thanked him then made my way to the cancer ward.
 
   I hesitated, but I had promised, I won't break my promise.  I squared my shoulders and walked up to the nurse's station.  A cute plump middle aged woman was there.  “Hi.  I'm Penny Franklin and I'm... leaving town.  But I had promised Yvette that I would sing for her.  Would it be possible for me to see her?”
 
   She was grinning happily, “Of course Ms. Franklin.  I'm sure she'd be happy to see you.”
 
   I thanked her and went through the double doors and counted the curtains then pulled the fourth one gently to the side.  I saw her on her bed, sketching in her book.  I grinned.  “Knock knock,” I said quietly so I wouldn't wake any other children up.
 
   She looked over and beamed a genuine smile in greeting and I rushed over to her side and leaned the guitar against the bed and I bent and kissed her cheek.  “Hey Yvette.”
 
   She gave me a crooked grin. “Hi lady.”
 
   I smiled then looked around conspiratorially and started pulling antique picture frames out of the plastic bag and stacking them one at a time on a chair.  She was grinning like an idiot as I whispered, “For your art.  It needs to be displayed properly.”
 
   We talked for a bit, and she somehow roped me into talking about life and love again.  She showed me her strength and how not even cancer could take her soul and beauty and love from her.  She talked about Sandra and told me how stupid we both were to not see how much we loved each other.  This dying girl knew more about life than I could learn in a dozen lifetimes.
 
   I was in awe of this young lady, and I sang for her.  Every song denied to me by my record label.  I had nothing to offer her but this and love.  By the time I was done I was surrounded by children and parents from all around the ward.  Once I finished and said goodbye to this wonderful shining star.  She reminded me that whether it was spoken or not, I had made a promise to Sandra as well, that reminded me also of the forty eight hour promise that I had welched on.
 
   I had the cabbie drop me off a block from the bridge and gave him a huge tip and told him to have a great day.  I watched as he drove off and made my way to the bridge, to my spot, to my end.
 
   I stood there looking at the gap above the railing but Yvette's words about my promises rattled through my head.  All I could see was Sandra's face.  I couldn't do this to her.  I loved her.  That's what it came down to.  I loved her and that was enough, that was the hope.  I wouldn't, couldn't let her down.  If there is one good thing to be said about me, I take care of those that I love.
 
   I just screamed, “Fuck!” out into the universe and started stalking off the bridge with a single purpose in my head.  I couldn't fix my life, but there was one thing I could do for the most selfless person that I have ever met.
 
   Shortly after, I was in a cab I wasn't sure where to start.  If only there were someone I could talk to and get my bearings... Missy!  I don't know why, but my sister-in-law is actually my closest friend.  She kept encouraging me to leave Victor for years.  For me, for the girls.  She knew her brother was poison.
 
   I have always found it odd that she chose to support me over her own brother.  But that's Missy.  She is her own person and if you can get past her acidic demeanor and her bitchy armor, she has a huge heart.  Though I do pity anyone who gets in her way when she is protecting those she cares about.
 
   I love her like a dysfunctional sister.  But I couldn't even tell her about the cancer, about my decision to... no, she'd have talked me out of it.  That's probably why I have avoided her since I got the diagnosis.  But how did I find her?  I didn't know her address, it was on my phone, and I had never been to her house though she visited us in California a couple times a year and we were staunch email and phone buddies.
 
   I knew where she worked as the curator of the Seattle Gallery, but it was the weekend, she wouldn't be there.  I asked the driver if he has a tablet or laptop.  He had an iPad and I asked him to look up the phone number for Missy Hannigan. Luckily she was listed and I borrowed his cell.  I snorted at the “Who the hell is this?”  After I let her know it was me and I was in town, she immediately gave me her address which I promptly shared with the driver, then I told her I'd be right there and I handed the driver his phone back.
 
   Ten minutes later, we pulled up to the very posh neighborhood and the one story rancher style house with my tall blonde pseudo-sister leaning against her closed door with one foot lazily kicked back on the door.
 
   I paid the driver and she met me half way up the walk with a smile and a barb. “What up rocker bitch?”
 
   She engulfed me in a big hug as I replied with a warm smile for her, “Just needed to see you, twit.” And I don't know why, but I broke down crying on her shoulder.  She just held me and shushed me then guided me into her house with her arm around my shoulder.
 
   She brought me to the couch where Steven was sitting watching sports.  He had a concerned look on his face and shut off the television and vacated the couch so Missy could park us there.  She made some head movements and Steven cleared his throat and his deep voice rumbled out as he said, “I have to run to the store to get snacks for the game tomorrow.  Umm... I'll be back in an hour... oh, ummm... a couple hours.”  I felt her nod as I tried to get a hold of myself, and like a spirit, Steven was gone.
 
   Missy wiped the tears from my cheeks with her thumbs and seemed satisfied I had stopped crying then she nodded gently and turned her cell off and said, “So Penny, tell me, what's going on hon.  When did you get into town?” It was the gentlest voice I had ever heard from her since I married Victor.
 
   I just stared at her and blinked.  I didn't know what to say.  But I knew she wouldn't hold any punches and could probably help me get my bearings.  That is just how she is.  I shrugged and smiled nervously.  “I don't know sis.  The world has gone to shit around me and it is all spiraling out of control, I'm beyond rock bottom.”
 
   She just consoled me and didn't push as I relayed the hell my life had turned into and the soul rending pain of losing my daughters to her piece of shit brother.  She agreed on that count,  I shared everything except why I was here.  She shared that she hasn't seen someone this messed up since Mia Jacobs.
 
   She had hundreds of questions about Sandra and Yvette and the homeless people, but kept saying there was a puzzle piece missing.  Finally I caved.  “I have breast cancer sis,” I whispered into the universe.
 
   She was so gentle and understanding and had just a couple questions about it.  Her solution was simple and straight forward as she said, “Get that nasty shit cut out of your body, my sistah from another motha.”
 
   I snorted. “Don't ever say that again.”
 
   She nodded with a wicked grin. “Yeah, it sounded better in my head.”  Then she tilted her head. “You are aren't you?  Getting that shit cut out?”
 
   I shrugged and said in a little voice, “My children have already been taken from me... now the universe wants my womanhood too?”
 
   She stared at me for a long time then shook her head in anger and resignation.  “Bullshit...  but this still doesn't explain why you are in Seattle.  Did you move back here without telling me?”
 
   I didn't say anything, I didn't want her to even guess, so I changed the subject.  “So that led me to you.  I don't know what to do.”
 
   She thought for a minute then said in her old sarcastic tone that had been missing through the whole discussion,  “Well you dweeb, it sounds like you have something unresolved with this Sandra chick.  Your one flaw is that you care too much and will do anything for the people you care about.  Well fine, it's not a flaw but it is annoying.  It sounds like you owe her something for a reason you won't tell me.  Square up with her and you can move forward or it will drive you nucking futs.”
 
   I shrugged. “I think I passed that stage, but I think you are right and I know what I have to do.  I owe it to that wondrous blonde.”
 
   She let me leave it at that then she brought me out to lunch so we could just discuss the old days.  I think she knew what she was doing because she had my spirits raised by the end of lunch.  We walked out of the restaurant and I hugged her. “I love you sis.  There is something I need to do.”
 
   She nodded and whistled for a cab.  “OK.  I understand.  I love you too.  But if anyone asks, I'll deny it.”  I grinned as she opened the cab door for me.
 
   I kissed her cheek and smiled as I got in. “Of course.  Bye Missy.”  I shut the door and instructed the cabbie to head to SeaTac Airport.
 
   

Chapter 15 – Thirteen Days
 
   I didn't think it would be that hard to track down a family that was obviously richer than God in Washington DC.  But it seems that describes a hell of a lot of people there.  I was a little shocked when I found out that my little Sandra was the heir to the Callahan Shipping empire.
 
   Alistair Callahan's net worth rivaled that of Bill Gates at just over seventy billion dollars.  Callahan Shipping had subsidiary companies around the globe and controlled over ten percent of the entire global shipping industry.  If you get something from overseas, odds are good that Callahan Shipping had their hands on your shipment at one point or another on its way to its recipient.
 
   My heart swelled with pride for her that she chose to walk away from that to take care of “her people”.  She didn't let any of the upper crust snobbery taint her.  The only thing she wanted more in life than to help those in need was to make her father proud and show him she could make it on her own.
 
   I'd make sure she got his recognition before I left this world, or die trying, then my slate would be clean and I could just fade away.
 
   It wasn't as easy as it would seem.  It took me two days just to work my way through the juggernaut that is Callahan Shipping to finally get in touch with Alistair's personal assistant, Tip.  Who the heck is named Tip?  My international fame is the only way I made it through the labyrinth to that point.  I hate trading on my name, especially now that it isn't associated with Leather and Heels anymore.
 
   All that work just to find out he was in Germany, striking a deal with an international consortium for exclusive shipping rights, but he would be home in ten days.  He had promised his family he would be back before Thanksgiving.  I got Tip to set up a short meeting for the day he arrived back in DC, he could only give me fifteen minutes.
 
   I spent the next ten days dwelling on every possible scenario.  Every way I could imagine me screwing things up.  I researched everything I could about her family and their business.  I visited a salon and had them strip my hair and dye it my natural color to the best of my recollection and give my now chestnut brown locks some golden highlights.  Then had them cut it in a more professional style.
 
   I bought a professional business suit, too bad I didn't have any of the clothing Sandra had got me except for what was on my back when I left Seattle.  I wouldn't give them any reason to turn me away at the door.  I almost didn't recognize the woman in the mirror.  That was Penelope Marie Franklin peeking back at me.  I smiled.  I remember her.  The wide eyed girl that was in awe of the world.  She had discovered music and with some friends, created a band who's music would “change the world”.  I snorted at the naivety of that young girl all those years ago.
 
   I looked at the time.  Just over an hour until the meeting.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I knew Sandra idolized her father, I also knew he loved her, but it wasn't his love she wanted... it was his respect.  Whether he knew it or not, he was the chink in her armor, the one thing that could bring my girl down.  Shit... my girl?  If only.
 
   I grabbed my purse and made my way out of the hotel and to the curb, and the doorman opened the taxi door for me.  I fought down the panic on the ride over to the corporate headquarters of Callahan Shipping.  What the hell was I doing?
 
   I made my way into the lobby of the huge modern five story office building.  I walked up to the security desk and they verified I had an appointment with Mr. Callahan then gave me a visitor’s pass and a young intern, Wendell his security badge said, materialized out of the ether to lead me to the office of the president of the company.
 
   On the top floor I was handed off to Lara.  She had the no nonsense, stern demeanor of a Sunday school teacher.  She led me through the impressive open office area that had what appeared to be a sea of administrative assistants with large glass walled offices ringing the exterior.  I was led into one.  A conference room and she hit a control on the wall and the glass went opaque.  “Someone will be with you in a moment Ms. Franklin,” she said in what could only have been a German accent.  Then she was gone in an instant.
 
   Not more than five minutes later a handsome red headed man entered the room.  He was fit and impeccably groomed and maybe an inch or two shorter than me.  His suit looked like it cost more than my first car.  His piercing green eyes seemed to be studying me.  He made some sort of decision then stepped up to me and offered his hand.  “Ms. Franklin, I'm Tip Dunn.  Mr. Callahan's  personal assistant.  What can I tell him this meeting is about?”
 
   This was pissing me off, he was screening me! “Tip, what's going on?  Don't jerk me around here.  Do I have an appointment with Mr. Callahan or not?”
 
   He seemed unmoved and said, “It depends on if 'I' decide you do or not.”
 
   I started walking past him to leave the room.  “Fine, you explain to Alistair why you refused to let me talk to him about his daughter.  I have better things to do than play your dumb ass superiority games.”
 
   That had the desired effect when he said in an unsure voice that was the counterpoint to the snobbish regal tone he was using earlier, “Miss Callahan?”
 
   I stopped half way out the door and turned toward him. “Yes.”  Then I walked out.
 
   He was right on my tail calling out, “Ms. Franklin?”
 
   I smirked to myself then put a perturbed look on my face.  I spun around to face him. “What Tip?  Don't waste my time.”
 
   He motioned back to the conference room and said with a combination of aggravation and resignation, “Mr. Callahan will be with you shortly.”  After I passed him, I grinned to myself.  Asswipe!  I glanced at the door as he disappeared down the hall.
 
   I looked around the spacious room with the huge glass table at its center surrounded by satin nickle frame chairs with maroon cushions.  I poured some water from a carafe at a sideboard and walked to the window and looked out over DC.
 
   Then a huge man, possibly six foot four or five with silver hair, chiseled looks and an imposing physique walked into the room.  His silver grey eyes that looked a hell of a lot like Sandra's, held a look of severe intelligence as he assessed me as he approached.
 
   I was a little shocked to see the same calculating spark in them as Sandra had, he was no doubt trying to figure out what my angle may be.  My eyes flicked to the ragged scar above his left eye that flowed down onto his cheek giving a streak of color on his pale complexion.  There was no doubt he was Sandra's father, but I found it a bizarre contrast that such a huge mountain of a man could have such a tiny, graceful daughter.
 
   I couldn't help but approve of the fact that he didn't have plastic surgery to remove that blemish on his ruggedly handsome features,  he definitely had the means.  I took in the fitted suit that made Tip's look like it was off the rack, as Alistair Callahan offered a hand to me.
 
   “Ms. Franklin,” his voice rumbled deep with a strong bass.  His huge paw simply dwarfed mine. Now I'm not a tiny woman like Sandra, but he made my hand look like that of a child.
 
   I nodded to him. “Mr. Callahan.”  I acknowledged him and then said, “Please call me Penny.”
 
   He nodded and motioned toward the chairs and spoke cautiously,  “Very well, Penny.  Then feel free to call me Alistair.”  He waited for me to sit then sat in the chair beside me without turning his calculating gaze away.  “Tip tells me this meeting has something to do with my daughter?”  His voice held a dangerous tone, and I had no doubt this man loved his daughter, which struck me as counter intuitive and in contrast to the reason I was here.
 
   I took a breath.  What was I going to say?  I had no clue.  Almost two weeks waiting for this meeting and all I knew is that I owed this to San.  I looked at the man.  “Well Alistair, I have had the pleasure to get to know your daughter.  She is one of the most spectacularly amazing people I have ever met.”
 
   He was shifting in his seat and squinting his eyes.  I continued. “But she has this shadow hanging over her, for all the good things she is accomplishing, do you know the single most important thing in her life?  The one thing she wants and the one thing doesn't have?”  I raised an eyebrow in question.
 
   He looked at me suspiciously. “Please Penny, regale me with what my princess needs.”
 
   I squinted and looked at him accusingly.  “The thing that drives her is that she needs to make you proud of her.  She has such pride in what she does, yet she looks to you and you are not there.”
 
   His voice rose though I could see him keeping a no doubt volatile temper in check.  “How dare you. I love my daughter more than anything.  One day she will come to her senses and come home to run the family business.  I'll surround her with advisers to do the heavy lifting for her.”
 
   I looked at him in shock. “What?  You don't even know what she is doing and how many people depend on her.”
 
   He snapped, “Bullshit.  I know she is playing around with her animals and homeless people.  She's dumping money into it all the time, month after month.  When she gets tired of it, she'll come back home where she belongs.  She's... special... Penny, I'm sure you've seen.”
 
   It was my turn to snap.  “Playing around!?  My God!  You are even more out of touch than I thought!  Do you have any clue how important her work is?”
 
   He shook his head incredulously.  “Her work?  She's just bleeding money to people who should be getting jobs!  My money!  Her money!”
 
   I took a deep breath to calm down.  “I know you love your daughter, Alistair.  But why don't you support her?”
 
   He snorted.  “I do support her, where the hell do you think all the money comes from?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Money is not the same thing, and she doesn't use a penny of that money on herself.  She works two jobs to support herself.  She wants you to see that she can take care of herself.”
 
   Before he could say anything. I rushed on and said, “If you support her, then why, in all the years that she has lived in Seattle have you not visited her?  To see what she is really doing?”
 
   His voice was raising again.  “I see her every Christmas when she comes home to visit, and on my birthday every year.”
 
   I shrugged.  “That's her making the effort not you.  You have never seen her in Seattle and one of your own company's largest shipping hubs is in the Seattle area!  Everything she does, she does for you, but you just see it as 'playing around'.  Come see her.  See what she is doing.  See all the people she is helping!  And her home isn't DC anymore.  Her home is in Seattle and you've never visited once to even acknowledge that.”
 
   He opened his mouth then closed it again, gathering his wits and calming himself.  “What's your angle here Penny.  Why are you getting involved?”
 
   I shrugged. “I owe her.  She did something spectacularly selfless to help me see some things in my life more clearly.  And this is the one thing I can do for her, the one thing she needs.  She has your love, she only wants your respect.”
 
   He sat silently for a long time.  Then hit the intercom.  “Tip.”
 
   A couple seconds later Tip stepped inside the conference room and stood by the door looking expectantly at Mr. Callahan.  Was I being ushered out?
 
   Then Alistair looked at me then to Tip.  “Cancel all my meetings for the next two days.  I need the company jet tomorrow, have them file a flight plan to Seattle.  Two passengers, myself and Ms. Franklin, you don't need to be there Tip.  Set me up in the Seattle Grand, presidential suite.  I'll speak to the missus about the trip.”  Tip's fingers were flying across his iPad.  He paused and when there was nothing else, he ducked out of the room.
 
   I watched the door close and said under my breath, “What a tool.”
 
   Then Alistair surprised me with a deep rumbling laugh, he had heard though I hadn't expected him to. “That he is.  But a useful tool.”
 
   He stood, indicating our discussion was over.  I stood too and he offered his hand again.  I took it and he said, “Well Penny.  You certainly are a scrappy one.  That is kind of refreshing as everyone around here is offering tissues if I sneeze.  I'll go see my little girl with you, but I still think you are playing an angle.  Just write it up to my suspicions after so many people have taken advantage of my daughter for her money.”
 
   He walked me to the conference room door and ended the meeting as he said, “Tip will contact you with the flight information, good day Penny.”
 
   I nodded to him. “Good day to you too Alistair.  This is a good thing you are doing.”
 
   Then the next day, we were on a private jet, landing at a small airfield up in Issaquah.
 
   

Chapter 16 – Sandra Callahan
 
   Now here he was.  Not listening to her and wanting to bring her back to DC.  Oh hell no, I wasn't going to let him ruin everything!  I was supposed to fix this... for her!
 
   I looked down at Sandra, she looked so small.  Then I glared at Mr. Callahan who was now pacing through the apartment and I stood up and tried to contain my rage, I succeeded for the most part but there was so much that it bled through as I snapped, “You have no clue what your daughter is capable of!  Do you have any clue what she does for the people in this city!?”
 
   He stopped pacing at her desk and wheeled around at me.  “She's my daughter!  I know exactly what she is capable of!  Don't you dare lecture me on her capabilities!”
 
   Sandra's eyes were wide with... fear?  As she jumped up from the couch and was trying to get me to stop.  I just continued speaking with anger in my voice,  “There are hundreds of people that depend on her in the homeless community of Seattle.  Shelters, missions and community centers depend on her organizational skills and her knack for fitting the right person to the right job.  Not to mention the children she helps to forget about their situation and brings smiles to their faces, every time she brings her animals to the wards where those precious children lie dying, almost an afterthought to society like the men and women fending for themselves on the streets!  She has dreams of a foundation where she can help even more people and show them that they matter, that every person matters.”
 
   He scoffed.  Sandra had given up trying to get me to sit and just held me with her head on my chest as she cried.  Alistair pointed at the desk at her scratch paper on the desk. “A foundation!?  That is beyond her capabilities.  I love my daughter to death, but she can't even do simple math!  She needs to come back home and take over the family business where I can surround her with advisers to do the heavy work!”
 
   Sandra let go of me with her hand over her mouth and started to escape toward her bedroom.  I grabbed her hand and didn't let her leave, she turned back with teary eyes locking on mine.  I gave her a small smile then turned to her father, still holding my girl's hand.  “You don't even know your own daughter, all she wants is your acceptance and respect.  You think it is beyond her capabilities?  You don't have a clue the type of genius Sandra is!  All part of why I love her.”
 
   I looked down into Sandra's eyes. “San, how many homeless people are in Seattle?”
 
   She said, “Eight thousand eight hundred and thirty that we know of.”
 
   I grinned. “How many do you know personally?”
 
   She tilted her head for a second. “One thousand two hundred and three.”
 
   I grinned. “Of those, how many of their names do you know?”
 
   She smiled through her tears. “All of them.”
 
   I nodded and asked, “And how many of them do you know their occupations before they wound up on the street?”
 
   She spoke firmer now. “All of them.”
 
   I grinned in pride at her then said, “And how many of their birthdays do you know?  And how many do you try to do something for them on that day to let them know they are not forgotten?”
 
   She smiled broadly now.  “All of them.”
 
   Mr. Callahan opened his mouth to speak but I shot a glare at him and held up my hand to stop him and I continued to speak, “All of them?  You know all this information about them?  So you keep lists or spreadsheets or something?”
 
   She shrugged and pointed at her head and said, “No, lists get confusing, I keep it all in my head.”
 
   I feigned surprise.  “In your head?  How many shelters and missions do you help every month? And how many are in this area you've decided to live in?  How many people can they give cots to?”
 
   She tilted her head and squinted her eyes, I could see her trying to figure out what I was doing. “There are eighteen in the city proper and I consider Second Street Shelter and Anchorage Avenue Shelter mine.  They can handle two hundred and thirty seven people a night but there are four hundred and seven of my people in the area.”
 
   I nodded and shot a poisonous glance at Mr. Callahan.  “You don't think she can do math?  She has an unorthodox grasp on math that we could never hope to match.  She has an unconventional intelligence that I envy!”  I looked at my beautiful blonde.  God I just want to kiss her!  So I did.  Then I looked at the porcelain features on her beautiful face that now had a dreamy look on it. “San.  If I had a family of five that needed cots for three days.  Can you shuffle them in somehow if each shelter in town had only a single cot for a single night in their rotation schedules?”
 
   She squinted and stuck the tip of her tongue out the side of her mouth as she thought.  “If they each get a bunk, I can shuffle nine cots and transfer seven other people to other shelters so that nobody loses their turn at a cot, while providing the family the three days together.  But if the children are smaller and they can sleep on one cot together, then I can do the same with only three shuffles and two transfers.”
 
   I looked around, everyone looked sufficiently impressed.  I grinned and then said,  “San, how many people have you found jobs, to get them off the street, since you came to Seattle?”
 
   She said with pride, “One hundred and thirty seven.  But only one hundred and twenty two were able to keep the jobs and stay off the street.”
 
   I smiled gently at her. “How many jobs on average can you find per week now?  And how many new people, freshies, find themselves homeless and on the street each week?”
 
   She looked like she was about to cry again.  “Now-a-days I can usually place about five people a week but seven freshies show up in that time.  It is a losing proposition, that's why I wanted to create my foundation.  So I would have more resources and more people that can help my people re-integrate into society and find the jobs and support they need.”
 
   Then I sneered at Alistair, I had researched this next one in DC with all the spare time I had there waiting for him to return from Germany and I had no doubt Sandra knew the answer.  “Sweetie, when Callahan Shipping did its cutbacks to maximize profits three years back, did any men and women in the Seattle shipyards get laid off?”
 
   She nodded and I said, “How many?”
 
   She shrugged. “One hundred and three.”
 
   I nodded at her in encouragement when I prompted her as I asked, “And did any of those people wind up on the streets?”
 
   She stood straight. “Twenty two.  They had such specialized jobs so it was hard for them to find another job.  They tried hard to make ends meet but within six months of the downsizing, their houses were foreclosed on and the debt collectors took all they owned.  I was able to get seven of them jobs to try to make amends for my family needing more money being the reason they were homeless, but it is so hard to find positions for people with odd skill sets like like ship crane operator in a down economy. I wanted to give them their pride back.”
 
   To his credit, Mr. Callahan looked struck by this.  He probably never gave the people who had lost their jobs a second thought.
 
   Then he started walking to her.  I stepped in his way.  “I'm not done.”
 
   I looked up at the huge man glaring down on me.  “Sandra.  How many children do you visit in the hospitals each month?  How many benefit from your therapy dogs?”
 
   She frowned. “I'm only one person with four dogs.  I can only have them visit with only one hundred children a week and only twenty per week get to snuggle with my dogs; that is another reason I wanted to create my foundation.  To get more people and more animals so that more children can smile and forget their cancer if even for a moment.”
 
   I almost teared up.  “And you have suffered through the loss of so many of those children.  Isn't the pain unbearable?”
 
   She nodded and her voice was hoarse when she replied, “Yes, but I can endure it knowing I gave them a single instant of happiness before God took them away from us.”
 
   I looked at her, she had such pain in your eyes.  “Last question.  I promise.  Are you in demand at the hospitals?”
 
   She nodded through a tear and said with pride,  “They are all requesting me daily but I can only do one a day since I work at the duck boats and the cafe to support myself here.”
 
   Then I looked at her father and said in a matter-of-fact way, “That Alistair is the capability of your daughter.  Hundreds, if not thousands, of people depend on her to do things none of them can.  It is why I am in such awe of her and why you should be too.”
 
   He looked at her then at me, he was deep in thought.  “All of this is well and good, but it is a far cry from being capable of forming a foundation.”
 
   I was glaring at him but was surprised by a tiny voice beside me.  “But... I did... I got my foundation.  We got government approval tonight.”  I watched as she motored over to the refrigerator and she grabbed some papers and walked over to her father and handed them to him before she returned to my side and grabbed my hand and laced our fingers together.  God, she didn't know what she was doing to me;  I was no good for her.
 
   Her voice was stronger now.  I tried feeding strength to her though our clasped hands.  She smiled and said, “The Callahan Foundation is real.  I finally got it.”  She looked up at me.  “I did it because you asked me to in your note.  Jane and Crystal helped me but made me do all the work and research.”
 
   I smiled at her.  How fucking... ummm, frigging amazing is this woman?  She turned to her father. “And I already have two million pledged from Mandy Fay Harris and Councilwoman Anabella West. Crystal McKay is setting up a fundraiser benefit for the movers and shakers of Seattle to attend.  I have Amber LaLaine and Satin Thunder playing at it and they are also donating to the charity.  Reese Qualls is lined up to create the foundation's online presence.  Mandy Fay Harris is organizing an album with other artists, the proceeds will go to the foundation, plus my monthly stipend from my trust account.  I can expand and help so many more people.”
 
   Then she got brave and looked directly at her father.  “Before you force me to go back to DC.  Come with me...”  She looked at me then back at him.  “...with us tomorrow daddy.  Let me show you the people I help.  Let me show you I can take care of myself and others.  Let me show you why this is my home.  I just want you to be proud of me daddy.”
 
   He looked hurt at her words, but he nodded and handed her the papers.  “OK princess.  Show me your world tomorrow.”
 
   And with that, he walked to the door and stopped with his back to us.  “I love you princess.”
 
   Before he could step out, Sandra had run up to him and hugged him from behind.  “I love you too daddy.”
 
   He turned around and bent way down and kissed the top of her head then left.
 
   Everyone in the room seemed to sigh in relief, and Sandra locked eyes with me.  “You brought daddy to me?”  I nodded and she continued, “You... love... me?”
 
   I actually giggled at that.  “From all that just happened, that's the one thing you latch onto?”
 
   She giggled.  “Well it is a huge thing.  I was so scared when you left.”  She slapped my chest hard, then looked at the closed door again.  “You did this for me?”
 
   I nodded.  “I take care of the people I care about.  And... I still owe you twenty four hours anyway. I never break my promises.”
 
   She was on her tip toes kissing me to the “awww”s of my twins.  The hazy heavenly feeling from the kiss quickly dissipated as I realized again and said,  “My girls!”
 
   I wasn't about to let go of the blonde that was causing my body to buzz as I looked at my girls, and Missy and Steven.  “How?”
 
   Lessa stood and grabbed one of my hands and one of Sandra's and pulled us to the loveseat to sit. She reclaimed her spot on the couch by Brandye and the puppies; Then she shrugged and said simply with the smile I have missed so much, “Sandra was the mastermind.”
 
   I looked down at my blonde imp who was blushing cutely when Missy spoke, “Yeah, that pasty little twit is pretty damn sneaky.  She contacted the girls to find out why they didn't want to see you, only to find out how ass-face Victor has been manipulating everyone.  So she started a conspiracy to get them to Seattle in case you ever returned.  She heard about him wanting to send them away to boarding school because they were cramping his style with his new sugar momma.”
 
   I almost stood in anger over that if it wasn't for the warm hand squeezing mine gently to calm me. Missy was staring at our hands then grinned and looked back at me.  “She had me call douche-boy and ask if I could have the girls here in Seattle to finish their high school years here instead of shipping them off to an 'expensive' boarding school, that set his cheapskate antenna pinging.  I told him how I missed my favorite nieces, fine... my only nieces, but they'd still be my favorites, and this would be good bonding time for me with them.  I also offered to take them in if they decide to attend the University of Washington afterward.  He readily agreed and wham-bam I'm their legal guardian until they are eighteen and they are staying with Steven and I.”
 
   She grinned like a shark.  Then I looked at my girl.  That was pretty damn smart.  Then it hit me. She brought my babies back to me.  Dammit, I'm crying.
 
   We all spent a couple hours just catching up and hugging and crying.  At one point the girls pulled me aside and asked a single accusatory word,  “Cancer?”  More crying later and them promising to stand by me, then it was time to turn in.  I was exhausted.  Missy and Steven left the girls with us and said they would collect them tomorrow night.
 
   We made up the pullout bed and Sandra said goodnight then and hugged each of us and I climbed under the covers with my girls and inevitably the dogs.  God I was happy.  Then I fell out of the bed as Lessa pushed me out with her legs.  My twins were giggling at my look of shock.  Then my gentle one, Brandye whispered in admonishment,  “What are you doing out here with us when your girl is in there mom?  You really scared her and put her through a lot.  She's like the most awesome person.  Go.”
 
   Lessa joined in and said, “Shoo.”
 
   I was scared but I grinned at my girls.  I started for Sandra's room and Daisy jumped off the bed to follow.  I stopped at the door and looked out at my girls.  They looked exasperated as they motioned their hands toward the bedroom door.  I was uncertain.  What if... she didn't want me.  I tapped gently on the door.  A sweet, “come in” sounded and I stepped through with Daisy in tow.
 
   I stood at the door and smiled sheepishly. “The twins kicked me out of bed.”
 
   Sandra looked down and bit her lower lip and just raised her covers.  I slid in beside her and Daisy jumped up and curled in at our feet.  I didn't know what to say so I said, “I'm sorry.”
 
   She whispered loudly, “You better be!  You had me scared to death!  I thought you...”  She paused then continued, “If I lost you I don't know what I would have done!  I... I love you, you stupid woman! No... that's not it.  I'm IN love with you Penny.”
 
   I gasped.  There was no way she meant that, I was broken.  I looked at her but I saw no deception in her eyes.  “I... I'm in love with your infuriating self too San.”  I paused...  “Penelope,” I stated.
 
   She tilted her head.  I sighed. “I just thought you'd like to know who loves you.”
 
   She tilted her head cutely and simply said, “Penelope.” And kissed me more passionately than I have ever been kissed in my life.  It was as if her soul was wrapping around me possessively and protecting me and mingling with mine.
 
   She broke the kiss and we gasped for air.  Then on one of her tangents she whispered, “I love your hair like that.”
 
   I giggled and kissed her again, I was already missing her lips.  The night that followed will forever be burned into my being.  We didn't have sex... we made love.  I never knew the difference until I was crying in her arms, basking in happiness afterward.  She showed me what it truly was to be loved, to share yourself so unconditionally with the other half of yourself that it makes you whole for the first time in your life.  It was, the only word I can use to describe it... beautiful.
 
   As I was finally nodding off, my body still buzzing, she whispered, “You're getting that operation! I'll be by your side.  I love you.  Goodnight rocker girl.”
 
   I nodded. “OK.  I love you.”  And we fell asleep in each others arms.
 
   

Epilogue 
 
   The next day we brought Alistair around and showed him Sandra's world.  The man was beyond awed by his girl.  He actually bonded with Leo.  In the children's wards he was brought to tears.  When he was ready to go home, he had said, “I had no idea princess.  I'm so very proud of you.”  This got her bawling, that was the only thing she had ever wanted him to say.
 
   Then he shocked us all by letting her know that family would come visit her at her 'home' for Christmas this year and he set up a secondary trust for the Callahan Foundation that would match every dollar donated to the charity using Callahan Shipping funds.  He had Sandra promise to locate all former Callahan Shipping employees on the street and he would find them alternate positions in the company.
 
   It is hard to believe that was all five months ago.
 
   I did go through with the surgery.  I didn't feel like I was a woman after that until my platinum haired fiancee showed me every day that I was and more.
 
   I must have cried for a week when we stood vigil over Yvette with Colette during her last few hours, to the last minute she was upbeat and let us know she loved us and gave us more artwork of the two of us.  We cried with Colette and shared her pain, she let us know the difference we had made in her daughter's life.  My girls were there.  They had become good friends with her.  They were stronger than me.
 
   That brings us to this wonderful Saturday morning.  Sandra and I had just showed up to the cancer ward for our rounds. Brandye and Lessa had four more dogs in tow, and Mike from the Callahan Foundation had three more.  Enough for each child in the ward plus one.
 
   Brandye looked over at my grinning blonde imp who just nodded at her and my daughter said, “Fang announce.”  The cute howl was met by giggling behind the curtains.  We spent some time with each of the children, making sure they each had a therapy dog and we talked with every one.  My girls are in awe of their future step-mother and volunteered to help every chance they got.  They giggle at the fact they get to call her “mom” soon.  This always gets Sandra happy, giggly, and weepy as she hugs them.  She truly does love them as her own.
 
   I looked down at the single dog on the leash as our procession, minus Mike, made our way to the recovery ward.  This was the reason for the happiness of our day that we could barely contain.  The pain of the loss of Yvette is blunted a little by this miracle...  Sandra looked down at Monster and with the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face as she she said, “Monster, announce!”
 
   His howling was met by a squeal and little Ranee came running out pulling her chemo IV with her. “Monster!”  When they thought she had only weeks to live, her cancer had gone into remission.  Sandra cried for days with happiness when she found that just one of her children would live.
 
   Sandra bent down and took his bib off and said, “Go get her Monster!”  He ran to her, dragging his leash.  She cocked her head at us as she scooped him up in her arms and nuzzled him.
 
   Sandra just happily said,  “He's yours now.  How could I possibly break up such a wonderful team?”
 
   The smiles from her parents matched ours as Sandra turned to me and the girls and said,  “Sometimes, there is a happy ending.”
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Sample Chapter Valkyrie Chronicles: Folkvangr 
 
   (Coming in January 2014)
 
   Prologue
 
   I let loose my battle cry that ended in a hiss as I hardened my fist with my nano lattice to the maximum my nanites could give me, I could feel their determination as well.  The blue net of compressed magnetic force glowed on my skin as I struck with all my might.  Surely, this will do it. The force of the blow sent the shock frame on the device hurtling back, absorbing the strike with a horrendous crashing sound.  I was pushed back by the counter-force of my own punch with a sneer on my face.  I am Ragnarok, I cannot let a tiny Asgard woman beat me!
 
   Tyr grinned at my display in the training room as he looked at the numbers scrolling on the holo-console by the force measurement device.  “Well done Inatra!  That was almost to my level. Eighteen hundred and thirty one joules of force, or over thirteen hundred Earth foot pounds.”
 
   I bared my teeth then hissed at him like a Terran cat, then said, “What!?  I shall attempt it again!  There is no way the Demon can strike harder than me!”  I looked over at Kara who was sparring with three other Valkyrie, she glanced at me as she was handily beating them then grinned and winked at me.  By the war gods my sister was infuriating!  I did what any good warrior would do in this instance and stuck my tongue out at her.
 
   Tyr and Arin both laughed heartily at our display then Try confided in me. “You will not be able to match her little Ragnarok.  The secret is... she cheats.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at the huge Einherjer.  I have grown to respect this man in the past few hundred Earth years.  He and Jefferey are the only two Einherjer that can match the power and fury of the Valkyrie.  He smiled at me, then looked over to the spectacular demonstration Kara was putting on as she added two Einherjer to the match and still held them all off with her ugly brute force fighting technique.  He called out to her. “Kara, a little demonstration here if you would.”
 
   The sparring stopped and she excused herself.  She came walking up to us with a cocky grin on her face and just kept walking almost into the device and punched it without slowing.  The machine could not counter the entire transfer of kinetic energy and it slid back a foot along the floor and the shock frame bent.  The self repair mechanisms began repairing the damage to the unit as Tyr pointed at the results. “Nineteen hundred and twelve.” He chuckled.  This was four joules above his best.
 
   I looked between them as they apparently shared an inside joke.  I hissed again.  “Impossible!” Then I felt the calming touch of my Arina as her warm hand was placed on my cheek.  I will not show weakness!  May the war gods forgive me, I closed my eyes and leaned into her touch.  I can never forsake my gentle Valkyriefrior.  Tyr blushed and looked away from this open display of affection from my wife.
 
   Arina had a laugh dancing around in her sparkling eyes.  “No my love, it is possible.  You do not listen.  Tyr told you... she cheats.”
 
   Kara feigned hurt at the words. “Hey.  I'm taken aback by the accusation.”  Tyr laughed and Kara backhanded him in the gut with a lattice hardened fist as Kate joined us from her workout.
 
   “Ooof!” the big man uttered.
 
   Kate grinned at Kara.  “Oh don't act so innocent little miss cheater.”
 
   Kara gave her a loving smile and chuckled before she said, “I said I was taken aback, not that it wasn't true.”
 
   It was exasperating, these Valkyrie are all so frustrating!  “Would someone explain how such a tiny wisp of a Valkyrie can possibly hit with more force than a Ragnarok?”
 
   Tyr looked at us all then said.  “Alright, but first, Kara, would you care to show her the true power of the Wild One?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and walked away from us a few steps.  “If you are sure Tyr, I like to leave you with some pride.”
 
   It was his turn to roll his eyes as she took two steps toward the machine and dropped into her familiar low crouch with her right leg stretched out behind her as she struck.  I had seen that particular strike in so many of the visual records of her battles, it almost inevitably spelled the death of the recipient.  The machine flipped back end over end with a thunderous crack as plasti-steel failed when the kinetic absorption mechanism was overwhelmed.  Tyr's massive muscles flexed as he righted the machine and we saw twenty one hundred and fifty three flashing across the screen at the console beside it.
 
   I growled at the ceiling in rage.  How!?  I was pacing like a wild animal when Try started outright laughing at me.  “Show her some pity Kara.  Show her your real punch.”
 
   Kate slapped Kara's shoulder to stop her laughing.  Then the Demon walked up to the machine one last time as it finished its self repairs again.  She stood there then looked at me sheepishly and struck.  I expected something... more.  The machine just did its duty and absorbed the energy from her punch.  The display showed a paltry seventeen hundred and ninety six joules.
 
   Now I was truly confused.  But Shadow Fang showed mercy on me.  I have always liked the human Valkyrie, as Kat didn't have the infuriating habits of the Asgard.  Her raspy voice said, “Come little sister.  I will show you my mates cheating ways.”
 
   We all followed her to a ceiling holo-display and she motioned and it activated. She typed on the virtual keyboard and an attack analysis overlay went over a playback of my attempt.  It showed force vectors and prime vectors over my form, my actual strike angle was less than one percent off of optimum.  I grinned with pride.
 
   Arina looked at me. “Well done Ina.”  Then she grabbed my hand and squeezed it.
 
   We watched as Tyr's earlier strike was displayed for comparison.  He was over four percent off of optimum but his sheer mass compensated and brought him past my best number.  There was an “Ooof!” and we turned to see Mist had joined us and backhanded her mate in the gut.  “Showoff,” she scolded him.
 
   Then Kate looked at me.  “Now on to the cheater.  Lets look at her real strike first.”  Kara stuck her tongue out at her wife.  The computer calculated the Wild One as only off the prime vector by one hundredth of one percent.  Almost a perfect strike, but the number was so low.  I chuckled at myself. So low?  Even at that, it would crush the ribcage of a human or severely damage a Ragnarok warrior.
 
   Kate was looking smug when she continued sharing the information.  “Now her first strike, where she first cheated.”  The overlays were in constant flux adjusting to the movement of the Valkyrie's strike.  Multi vector overlays sprang to life, energy transfer and load calculations slung out along all of the axises.  Three separate optimal vector readings displayed, all well into the ninety ninety percentile. And Kate froze the playback, then stepped back for me to look at what was being shown.
 
   I looked at everything and studied the display, then played it back at on hundredth of normal speed.  Then I saw it!  She had cheated!  It was actually an ingenious multi-layered cheat.  Most likely developed because of her low mass and diminutive height.  She weighed a sparse one hundred and seventy three pounds.  With her dense Asgard mass, that was like a feather.  If she had the mass of a human her size she would probably barely have topped one hundred pounds.
 
   As she swung, her body was in constant forward motion.  Not stationary like all of our strikes, that motion carried her into the “guard” zone of a combatant as she struck and locked her elbow as her shoulder dropped. Her punch angled up by only two degrees but that sent the counter force down her arm and torso into her trailing right leg that was planted so the rebound energy was negated.  This allowed for all of her strike force and kinetic energy to be transferred to the device instead.  That was almost the perfect combination of variables for the optimal outcome.
 
   I turned to all of the frustrating Asgard gathered around, even more Valkyrie and Einherjer had gathered.  I pulled up a couple visual records of some of Kara's battles and slowed them down and saw that most of her blows were done in this manner, she was always in motion, always striking in a slight upward angle.  How had I missed this before?
 
   I pulled up her second strike and glanced back at the machine.  I turned back and watched the replay.  It was like the first one, she crouched into the imaginary attackers guard and I slowed it way down.  Even with her right leg planted far behind her, her body was still in forward motion with her strike.  The upward angle was more extreme this time and you could draw a straight vector from the point of impact to her rear foot.  She was less than one hundred thousandths of a degree off of a perfect one hundred and eighty degrees, but the energy transfer amounts were beyond her mass capabilities.  The numbers didn't make any sense.
 
   I looked around and hissed in confusion.  Arina grinned and turned my head with a single finger on my chin back to the display.  She whispered hotly in ear,  “You look but you do not see my love.”  She rewound two seconds and started playback even slower and zoomed the display into Kara's leg and lower back area.  I tilted my head as I saw a blue flare at Kara's feet and along her spine and arm a moment before the impact.  She was reinforcing that vector along her spine with her lattice.  But her feet?
 
   My eyes went wide and I spun back around to look at where Kara had stood for the strike and there was jagged debris on the ground.  “You dug in with Odin spears under your feet?  You anchored yourself!”  I blurted out the accusation and the entire training room erupted into laughter.
 
   I hissed at them all then I snapped, “This is not funny, the Wild One indeed cheats!”  Which got another roar of laughter.  I do not understand Asgard humor, I gave up the effort centuries ago.
 
   In frustration I did the only logical thing and I backhanded Try in the gut and ignored his whining, “Why is everyone always hitting me?  What did I do?”
 
   I stalked off to the force measurement device.  Everyone wisely left me alone as I practiced adjusting my punches upward slightly and planting a leg back to increase my power.  It worked better for Kara because she was so small, up was a natural strike to her as all Ragnarok are bigger than her.  Then I spent the afternoon arguing with my nanites, trying to duplicate the Odin spears in her feet.  The best the krothing nanites could give me were small claws on my feet, like the ones the nano-lattice formed on my hands, to dig into the plasti-crete floor.  Causing more laughter as it made me look even more like my cursed nickname, the Fox.
 
   But the joke was on them.  I was striking more powerfully than Tyr by the end of the day.
 
   I grinned and walked to Kara. “OK, sister.  Let us trade a single blow!”
 
   Kara nodded.  Arina opened her mouth to protest, she looked worried.  I usually took almost a full day to heal fully from the damage I take from my sparring sessions with Kara.  Neither of us hold back much against each other, unlike sparring sessions with anyone else.
 
   I shook my head at Arina.  I could finally best the Demon here.  I realized it was silent in the training room as we faced each other. Tyr walked up to us and dropped his arm to signal us to strike.
 
   My lattice flared and my thick lattice gauntlet appeared over my fist as my newly learned claws at my feet sank into the plasti-crete when I crouched and threw my most powerful strike. She dropped into her krothing crouch and her fist struck out like lightning, but instead of striking my chest, she actually punched my fist.  The force of her blow deflected my arm down and my momentum carried me into a face plant on the training room floor.  How did she do that!?  Again the krothing Asgard were laughing at some inside joke.  I swear by the war gods that one day I will unleash my fury on them all I will... I lost my train of thought as Arin broke social protocol and kissed me quickly on the lips in public.  Kat is such a bad influence on her, I'll have to thank Kat later.  As our lips parted, Arina giggled with a grin as she said,  “Remember, she cheats.”
 
   I screamed at the ceiling again and punched the floor with all my might, cracking the plasti-crete surface and sending shrapnel everywhere.  I made a note to myself to apologize to the workers that would repair it after we all left the room for the day.  It is not their fault the Wild One infuriates me.  But I sighed then grinned back at Arin and Kat. “Show me.”
 
   We walked over to a ceiling holo-display as Kara mouthed “Sorry” to me then grabbed a staff and wandered off to face a few comrades in another sparring match.
 
   Kate pulled up the brief exchange.  Then paused.  “How best to show it...”  Then she nodded to herself and just played it at full speed.  Then replayed it at one hundredth actual speed.  I saw nothing but Kara's blow dominating mine.  Kat grinned. “Did you see it?”
 
   I shook my head and she rewound it then ran her finger through her mate's face on the display, then along her neck.  Kara's eyes highlighted and a vector was laid on her neck as the replay started again even slower.  Then I saw what they were saying.  In mid swing I saw the impossible, Kara's eyes actually moved and her head twisted slightly down to my fist as she was swinging and her fist dropped almost imperceptibly and toward the center to intercept mine.  The instant before impact her fist rose a finger's width to strike just above my knuckles, forcing my strike toward the floor.
 
   She had seen my strike, adjusted for it and used my own energy by changing her strike to cause the wanted result at speeds too fast for thought.
 
   Kate looked proud of herself.  “See?  She cheats.”
 
   I shook my head. “But how?”
 
   Kat shrugged. “The best we can figure is that phenomenon she always describes when in battle, when she says it feels like time slows down as she fights?”  She pulled up a visual record of a battle on the display, the Stand of the Sisters.  All those centuries ago when Kara and I stood together against the Ragnarok and their human conscripts.  I still find it odd that I have lived for centuries.  She pulled up both nanite diagnostics and a vitals overlay over Kara's image.  “Now watch.”
 
   In painfully slow motion I watched a male Ragnarok behind Kara, swinging his carbon blade down at her.  Her eyes shifted as her head twisted around to see him and she slapped the blade aside harmlessly with her open palm as it flew downwards, in what should have been a killing blow.  Kate was highlighting the nanite diagnostics against Kara's brain activity.  There were spikes in both as her nervous system reacted almost instantly with the spikes.
 
   Kat smiled at me.  “It seems that since Kara has had five thousand years more than any other evolved Valkyrie dealing with our evolved nanites.  They have formed some sort of symbiotic neural network with her brain.  In battle, they are constantly analyzing and feeding her data and assisting in reaction speed, faster than thought.  So really, it isn't things slowing down in battle.  It is just that her brain and reactions are sped up so much in times of stress that it just feels like that to her.  I'm sure over time our crafty little nanites will adapt the same with us, but for now, she alone has the advantage of literally assessing the situation at the speed of light during battle.”
 
   She grinned at me then wandered off to join a sparring session.  With Arin at my side, I watched the battle play on the display at a quarter of normal speed and watched as Kara even adjusted her body as she took a blow, to minimize damage she took.  Multiple instances of her strikes adjusting in mid swing were now evident, and she had actually somehow crouched instinctively enough so that a Ragnarok blade being thrust toward her heart from behind went through her shoulder instead.  I grinned because I knew that blade, I gave it to Hajart the Master Loomer years later.
 
   I looked back over my shoulder at the Demon as she took on all comers in the training room with her staff, then thought to her across our link, “Cheater.”
 
   She actually snorted as she fought, and may the war gods forgive me, but I laughed when she replied across our link, “I love you too Inatra.”
 
   When the training session expired we all made our way out of the room, I thought I was the last one.  Just as I heard a horrific crunching sound behind me, I realized Arina was not by my side, I looked back in the training room to see the force measurement device crushed into a sparking and smoking ball as it started its own repairs.  Arina's shield bubble around it faded as my mate smiled innocently at me when she walked past and out of the room.  Oh come on!!!
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