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Chapter 1 – Homecoming
 
   I approached the door of the little dilapidated music school with some hesitation and a great deal of trepidation.  I haven't been myself for a long time, lost in the persona I project, the persona that shields me from having to live in my own skin, protects me from having to feel what I have become.
 
   A bad-ass rocker chick and party girl, that's what the world sees, and that's all I want them to see. I'm lost, so lost.  I don't know if I'll ever find my way back to myself.
 
   Oh, by the way, I'm Mandy Harris.  Yeah, THAT Mandy Harris.  Double platinum artist by the time I was eighteen.  Three Grammy awards, twenty number one hits, on the cover of Rolling Stone more times than I can count...  and a total phony.  I'm not the person people believe, I feel like I am falling and don't know where the bottom is.
 
   When did I lose control of my life?  Why did I not notice it was happening?
 
   I'm surrounded by people, but I'm utterly alone in that same sea of people.  They all pretend to care, but it isn't me they care about, it's their own success. Riding on my coattails, pulling them along into my world.
 
   They don't know me, they don't want to know me, as long as they get their fifteen minutes.  From my manager and the record labels, to the reporters and paparazzi, they want a piece of me, of my fame, so they can pretend to live in my world for just a moment.  The world I don't want.
 
   The only upside is that my music is my salvation, the only thing I can say is truly mine.  I can pour my feelings, hopes, dreams, anger, frustrations and little pieces of my soul into my music.  Now even that is tainted, as I profit from my songs.  
 
   Last year I stopped touring, because I have a secret, a wonderful secret, a terrible secret.  One that I'm afraid to ever share, one that I don't ever want soiled by this persona that I wear like a mask.
 
   I've decided to try to go back to my roots, here in Vancouver, Washington to find myself again.  To rediscover why I love the music.  To remember who I was before all of this fame claimed who I really am as a casualty, in its inexorable wave.
 
   First stop, the faded blue, three room, music school, Harmony, where I received my first singing and guitar lessons.  My instructor, Mrs. Wellington, was one of the kindest and most patient adults I knew.  She always had a genuine smile to share.  She knew me, Mandy, not Mandy Harris, but me, Mandy.  The girl who tried her patience with my hyperactivity and excitement over the lessons.
 
   I learned that I could express myself through the music and let it become a part of me.  My first heartbreak was borne out through song, the pain would bleed away through the words.  Mrs. Wellington helped me do that, she showed me how music could be therapeutic, and how to make it my own.  I used the school as an escape from my abusive, alcoholic dad.  Mrs. W was the closest thing to a mother I have ever had.
 
   It has been five years, that feel almost like another lifetime ago, that I last set foot in here.  I was sixteen then, the same year I was 'discovered', the same year I stopped being me, the year I became “Mandy Harris”, rock idol.
 
   It's odd, but I felt sixteen again as I hesitated at the door.  Maybe I can really do this.  Maybe I can find myself again.  I put on my practiced mask and pushed through the door with a big smile plastered on my face.
 
   The front desk was empty and I could hear the soothing voice of Mrs. Wellington coming from the vocal training room, along with the sweet voice of a little girl going over the scales interspersed with her giggles.  My fake smile spread into a genuine silly grin hearing this.  Boiling up the old memories of singing here when I was young.
 
   I turned to the seats in the entry area to sit and wait for the lesson to be over, anxious to see my old mentor and friend again.  I was knocked out of my reverie when I realized the waiting area was not empty.
 
   My grin slipped away and my mask came up in a defensive reaction, as I saw a young mother, no more than twenty-five, holding her baby in one of the seats.  I sat in the seat farthest from the two, distancing myself from human interaction, isolating myself.
 
   I glanced over at the two, they were too engrossed with their game of peek-a-boo to really notice me.  The woman was striking, with rich, straight red hair, so dark it bordered on black.  It lazily draped down her shoulders and down her back in an almost graceful manner that accentuated the curves of her lightly freckled face and lines of her neck.
 
   Even sitting, I could tell she was much taller than my own 5'-6”.  She was dressed in a simple sun dress and sandals that gave her an almost wholesome appearance. 
 
   Her baby girl was simply darling.  No other word would fit but darling.  When the child giggled, I couldn't stifle a little giggle of my own.  The scene that played out before me warmed a new part of my heart that was absent until just a year ago.  I let myself happily drift on that thought.
 
   The giggling stopped.  That's when I noticed the woman was now staring at me.  The smile disappeared from my face immediately, leaving me hoping that she did not recognize me.  That's not what I wanted, not here, not now.  Shields up!
 
   The woman had such a genuine, soft smile on her face that conveyed recognition but also something I couldn't place.  She looked thoughtful, like something important was there as she tilted her head, almost in memory.
 
   I braced myself for the inevitable as the woman spoke in a soft voice, "Hello Miss Harris, would you care to join us in our game?  Little Eve here just loves attention, she's the little diva of our family. It's all I can do the keep her still while her sister takes her lessons."
 
   That took me aback.  I wasn't expecting anything along those lines.  This woman knew who I was, but didn't want to invoke my fame, not even for an autograph.  Even calling me Miss Harris instead of Mandy like all the people who pretend to know me well enough to be on a first name basis, nor Mandy Harris the object, not the person.
 
   It was refreshing.  It showed restraint and integrity that I don't often see in my lifestyle.  I found myself liking this woman and I didn't know anything about her.
 
   Before I knew I was even moving, I was beside her looking down at the adorable baby Eve.  The redhead stuck her hand out gracefully "Sarina Rand, but you can call me Sarina." as I shook her hand I mumbled something like "Please, call me Mandy" but I can't be sure as I was already totally engaged in a thrilling game of peek-a-boo with Eve.
 
   After a couple minutes I found myself talking with Sarina about all sorts of nonsensical things, and when the subject of family rolled around, she masterfully steered clear of my family and concentrated on hers.  It was as if she knew that family was a sore subject to me, as I had none to speak of.
 
   My mother had died when I was too young to remember and my father was a drunk who died of liver failure when I was eighteen.  It's like she knew these things.  I smiled to myself, I could see us getting to be 'real' friends, not like the hoards of fake ones that have surrounded me since I was sixteen and rocketing to fame.
 
   "You know Mandy, I don't normally reveal things about my family to people I just met, but you are just so easy to talk to", I smiled a 'you too' then she grinned and added, "For a bad-ass rocker that is." and winked in mirth.
 
   Then just as suddenly, her expressive face got serious, "But I actually have to thank you for something.  I have to thank you for saving my sister...  for bringing her back to herself."
 
   "I don't understand." My face mirrored my confusion.  Sarina took a breath, I could see thoughts racing around behind her emerald eyes, I could tell she was choosing her words carefully, then she spoke, as if she were afraid of the words, or how I might react.
 
   "My sister, Anabella, hasn't had the easiest life.  When she was young she was the sweetest thing, the gentlest and most loving person.  But her life slowly spiraled out of control once she started school...  children are mean, and can be relentless, she was lost, just a ghost of herself." This caused a lump of understanding in my throat as that's how I felt at that moment.  She continued "When she was thirteen she tried to take her own..."  she trailed off in a whisper, the meaning echoing like the loudest thunder.
 
   I instinctively grabbed her hand and gave a little squeeze as she continued, "After that she didn't seem to have any spark left, no strength, no will to fight." she inhaled quickly shaking it off, I felt my eyes warming, threatening to tear up.  I don't tear up damnit, I'm Mandy Harris!  "That is, until a night two years later, when she saw you on TV performing at an awards show.  She was entranced,  followed your every move and she cried, she hadn't cried or showed emotion for years, but there she was, crying and smiling as she watched you."
 
   She smiled.  “After that it was like a switch was flipped inside her, and the old Anabella was shining through.  She found the lyrics to all of your songs, and I swear she was absorbing them all.  She was on a mission and has since collected everything you have ever publicly performed, and she swears she can feel your music...  and she dances...  she had never danced.  Her warmth returned, and the sweet little girl from years ago came back to us, and she's again the most loving person I know.”
 
   Sarina took a breath.  “She wanted to do music herself, there are some huge barriers to that, but Anabella and our mother came here to the private sound-room in the back, every day, and she learned to play and to sing.  The first time I heard the impossibility of her singing, I was floored, you could feel the love radiating from her.  I thought the loss of our mother two years ago was going to pull her back into the pit, into that shell.  But it didn't, even though she doesn't sing or play anymore...  but she is happy, and that makes me happy."
 
   "I don't..." my voice hitched as I fought the emotion of the moment, fighting the tears, "She sounds..." I had no words and I pleaded with my eyes for her to know what I wanted to say even though I never knew my music, my words, could effect someone else.  They were mine, they were for me, I never expected anyone else to 'feel' them as anything other than words.
 
   Sarina was quick to come to the rescue by speaking again, in an almost timid manner, biting her lower lip before she began.  "There I go, ruining the fun we were having."  Sarina giggled.  This snapped me back in control of myself, “No.  No that's okay." I assured her, and I meant it.
 
   Sarina went on, "I know your are probably sick of people asking things of you, and I feel bad for being one of those asking, but would you mind just saying hi to her?  She works here at the front counter.  I told her to take a break in the sound-room when we came for Zoey's lesson, and that I'd get her if a customer came in."
 
   I shook my head, my wavy brown locks settling on my shoulders, placing my hand on her shoulder reassuringly, "No, it's fine, really.  I want to.  It isn't an imposition, and I appreciate your concern over asking, most people don't even think twice." Giving her a soft smile.
 
   "I'll be right back.  If Zoey's lesson finishes before I'm back, can you let Mrs. Wellington know that 'someone' is here looking for her?" I shoot a goofy grin at her as I stood, wiggling my fingers at Eve who rewarded me with a giggle.  Sarina nodded with an excited look on her face that told me how much she loved her sister.
 
   As I approached the back sound-room I passed by the partially open door where Mrs. Wellington and Zoey were doing an inspired round of 'Do-Re-Me' which brought another grin to my face.  I haven't grinned and smiled for real this much in years and it feels good.  The closer I got to the sound-room the more I could hear familiar music coming from it.  Isn't the room supposed to be soundproof?
 
   I opened the door and stepped directly into a wall of raging sound...  my own music, louder than I had ever heard it.  I recognized it immediately as an impromptu set I played at a club in New York. Where did she even get this recording?  I winced at the volume as I closed the door.  I turned, then I froze as my heart forgot how to beat.  In front of me was probably the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.
 
   Her eyes were closed with her arms over her head, as she gracefully swayed and twirled to the music in such an entrancing and relaxed manner.  The solid yellow sundress draped around her small frame and feminine curves, flared as she turned.
 
   Her flawless face was so at peace in this raging torrent of sound, it almost radiated light like an angel, framed by her wavy red locks with hints of gold, that swayed and swirled to complement her movements.  Her sister's mane paled in comparison.
 
   I was lost in the lines of her body as she moved with unparalleled fluid grace.
 
   I felt something foreign welling up inside that I couldn't quite pin down, a fluttering in my gut... something I knew I'd have to explore.  I couldn't bring myself to move, content to just stand back and watch this beauty.  Am I even breathing?
 
   Then everything happened all at once.  The music ended, she smiled, opened her eyes, and looked over.  Her crystal blue eyes met my gold flecked brown, and I swear I was lost, swimming in those oceans of blue.  A thousand thoughts and emotions shot through her eyes as she brought her hand up to cover her mouth and staggered back three steps, never breaking eye contact.
 
   I was unexpectedly slammed by another wall of sound as the next song started.  She looked terrified and excited and something else that I couldn't place.  She lowered her hand and started speaking at me, her face full of wonder and a crooked little smile played on her lips as she tilted her head.  I melted right then and there, that had to have been the most adorable thing I had ever seen, and it hit me in a way that made me tremble slightly.  I smiled back and yelled, "What?  I can't hear over the music!"
 
   She suddenly looked extremely embarrassed as she ended the spell she had over me by breaking our gaze and running to the console, shutting down the sound.  She stood with her back to me gripping the console like her life depended on it, then she took a deep breath and turned to face me.
 
   I couldn't read her expression as she tilted her head to one side.  Damn!  My knees went a little weak there again.  Her eyes were literally twinkling as a cautious smile spread across her lips, "Ummm. hi?"  Two syllables, just two syllables of her lilting soprano, which sounded almost musically perfect. She stood there, nervously fidgeting with the large group of rubber bracelets adorning each wrist.
 
   I quickly recovered and started thinking about how much I'm starting to like this family, as none of them react the way the mindless masses around me do, even though I know this radiant work of art before me is supposedly a fan.  I smiled back and she bit her shiny lower lip and placed a hand nervously against her stomach.  It was quite an endearing motion.
 
   Is she feeling the same butterflies as me?  This thought flitted through my mind as I walk over to the piano in the middle of the room, noticing that she was staring at my lips as I sit on the bench.  This made me smile softly again.
 
   I reached my hand out, "Hi Anabella, I was just speaking with Sarina and you sounded like someone that I just HAD to meet."  She walked over and stutter stepped as she passed the piano long enough to place a hand on it like it were both sacred and would burn her with a single touch.
 
   Then her soft hand took mine and she retreated a step, looking bashful and speaking almost melodically.  "But you...  you're...  I'm...  so sorry Miss Harris.  I don't mean to sound like a flustered fangirl.  Your music means a great deal to me."  There it was again, what is up with this wonderful family?  Miss Harris?
 
   "Please, Anabella, call me Mandy." I said, looking down a little embarrassed.  Embarrassed?  What the hell is wrong with me?  I noticed she slightly dipped her head as I spoke down at my shoes keeping her face in view.
 
   "Okay,” she almost whispered.  "So, Mandy, I really like your shirt.  What brings you to our little Harmony school?" I look down at the faded, heavily worn tour shirt I was wearing.  It's my favorite shirt from my very first tour.  The only one that meant anything to me and I smiled back up at her, did she know this already?
 
   I felt an almost electric current as our eyes connected again.  "Well Anabella, honestly, I'm trying to reconnect with the life I had before all of, well, this."  I motioned down at the rocker girl in a tour shirt before her.  What the hell?  Why am I confiding in her?
 
   She looked at me like she truly understood and could read between the lines, then said in her sing song voice, almost too low to hear, "It must be hard putting on a face and hiding the real you M." There was something ethereal and pained in that one sentence.  Can she see me?  I need to hide better. Wait, did she just call me M?  I like that for some reason.  Why am I babbling in my head?
 
   We started talking like we were old friends, and it amazes me how easy it was to speak with her.  I thought it was easy speaking with her sister, but this is on a whole new level.  I wonder if she felt it to, maybe not, as she has me repeat myself a lot, like she was not paying attention, but I didn't mind.
 
   When I had her sit down beside me on the bench, I could feel the warmth radiating from her, and that faint scent of strawberries coupled with her natural smell was intoxicating.  Wait, what?
 
   Suddenly, I felt self conscious and blushed, which just made her smile and blush a bit too.  I looked down bashfully.  What?  Bashfully?  I'm Mandy fucking Harris, I'm not bashful!  "After I speak with Mrs. Wellington I was thinking about..."  I was interrupted by a single soft finger raising my chin up so she could meet my eyes, she tilted her head, giggling a little as I melted a little.
 
   In a slightly shy voice she interjected, "Sorry, could you say that again, I couldn't see your lips." This confused me a little, but I was more than happy to look upon the face of this angel.
 
   "I was saying that, after I speak with Mrs. Wellington, I was thinking about getting lunch, I haven't eaten anything today and am famished.  I'd love it if you and your sister could join me.  I don't know many people in town anymore and I don't want to get flooded with fans.  I'd rather eat with some friendly faces."
 
   From the corner of my eye, I could barely see the door open from my angle, and a cute little redheaded girl covered in adorable freckles, who could only be Zoey, walked quickly in yelling "Auntie Ana!  Auntie Ana!" with Sarina and Eve right behind.  I found it a little odd that Anabella ignored Zoey until she was tugging on her dress from behind.
 
   Anabella looked down with a dazzling smile that must be reserved specifically for Zoey, and the little one blurted out, "Auntie Ana!  Can we go get ice cream now!?" doing motions with her hands at the same time.
 
   Anabella tilted her head and kicked her smile into ultra-hi-beams and replied.  "Of course my little ladybug." She signed with her hands at the same time.  She then timidly looked over to me as I started putting two and two together.  Am I really that dense?  How did I not notice?  I looked the question into her eyes and she bit her bottom lip.  I melted, again.  How does she do that?  Come on, where are my damn shields?
 
   "Oh, sorry M.  Did I not mention that I'm deaf?" Her face was full of mirth on the verge of laughing, although her eyes held something else.  A fear of something, a fear of...  me?  That thought pained me for some reason.
 
   I laughed.  A real heartfelt laugh.  "No, I guess that tidbit slipped your mind."  Now the wall of sound she danced in made more sense.  She looked like she was feeling the music because she literally was.  I've never seen anyone experience my music like that before.  A warm smile crossed my lips at the memory.
 
   Anabella dropped her gaze to the floor, and voiced what I read in her eyes seconds ago. "I...  I just didn't want you to look at me differently, or pity me.  That always hurts." God that almost broke my heart right then and there.  Now it was my turn to place a finger on her chin and raise her gaze.
 
   "Look at me Bella.  Listen to me." The irony of my words was not wasted on me.  "You are the exact same wonderful person I was just enjoying a conversation with a minute ago.  Nothing has changed."  I reinforced it with my eyes, then she smiled and replied.  "Did you just call me Bella?" Was I too familiar?  "Yes, sorry..." I started but she interrupted with a soul soothing smile.  "No...  I like it."
 
   Then she spoke and signed toward Sarina without breaking eye contact with me until she was done. "M here was just asking if we wanted to have lunch with her after she speaks with Mrs. W.  Whatdaya say big sis?" Then turned for Sarina's response.
 
   Sarina looked like a kid on Christmas who was about to burst from excitement, looking back and forth between us, then said and signed, "Sure! That sounds like fun!” Then she tilted her head motioning toward me with her eyes, a goofy grin on her face as she kept signing without talking.
 
   Anabella just about exploded, turning beet red in embarrassment.  "Oh my God sis!  Shut up!", then frowning at her laughing sister and added, "And it's rude to sign in front of this beautiful woman when she doesn't know what you're saying!" Ha!  Take that Sarina, Bella is defending me!  Wait, what? Beautiful woman?  Stop friggin' making me melt you evil, evil woman!
 
   Sarina caught everything that just played across my face and winked with nothing but mischief in her eyes.  Did I mention, I really like their family?  Damn them.  The room erupted in laughter as a tiny frantic voice chimed in with a flurry of hand signs. “And ice cream!  Don't forget the ice cream.”
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2 – Ice Cream
 
   I only had a couple minutes to catch up with Mrs. Wellington “Call me Meg” “Yes Mrs. Wellington.” before her next student arrived.  We parted with a promise of me coming in the next day to catch up a little more, and me apologizing for stealing her counter help for lunch, getting a, “No please, take her for the day.  You seriously don't have a clue how special you are to that girl.”
 
   The look I gave her back conveyed some of the knowledge I gleaned off of Sarina.  She squeezed my hand as I left.  Man do I love that woman, she doesn't treat me any differently than when I was a student.
 
   Then we were off to forage for food...  oh, and ice cream!  We couldn't forget the ice cream!
 
   The three girls glided along in their sundresses, Eve attached to the eldest's shoulder.  The giggling and smiling troop guiding me across the street and down the block, to a little diner that just smacked of old Americana.  I don't remember it being here, but things change over the years during one's absence.
 
   Zoey pushed against the door in a valiant effort, thrusting her thirty pound frame against the heavy, fifty pound oak door with a lovely stained glass window and bold letters proudly proclaiming that this was Dave's Diner.  Laughing, Anabella reached out and pushed it open for her.  Then Zoey grabbed my hand and dragged me into the place.
 
   It looked like an old time diner and soda shop on the inside, complete with colorful bar stools and a brass rail in the front, and booths in the back.  A couple patrons were sipping milkshakes at the counter. A very stunning man with shock black hair and wonderfully active green eyes came from behind the counter to the door as we all piled in.
 
   Zoey squealed, detaching herself from me and launching herself into the man's waiting arms “Daddy!” Too cute.  Cue smile.  3, 2, 1 Daaaaw!
 
   Sarina leaned in and gave a soft kiss to the man, one of those that you can tell is a promise of more to come, “Hi Dave.  We thought it would be nice to get a little lunch.” speaking and signing.  “And ice cream!” a tiny voice chimed in.  Causing group chuckles.
 
   He looked at Zoey with a mock stern face, trying to keep the smile dancing in his eyes out, “Only if you did good at your music lesson young lady.” and I was surprised that he was signing too, a little crudely compared to the grace of the girls, but signing.  Zoey proudly proclaimed, “I did!  I'm gonna sing as good as Auntie Ana one day!”
 
   After Zoey's hands stopped moving, I glanced over to Anabella and caught a sad, almost pained look in her eye that betrayed the small smile on her shiny lips. “...and you will ladybug.” Bella said.  I also didn't miss the consoling hand that Sarina laid on her arm for a second.
 
   Then Dave turned his attention to me and almost stopped breathing “You're...” but a quick, dangerous glare from his wife stopped his voice and his signing.  I wonder who wears the pants in that family.  Just to be replaced with that infectious little girl's boisterous voice “Daddy, this is Miss Harris...” she paused looking at her hands then looking at Anabella...  even this little one is surprising me, I know you are tired of hearing it, but I really like this family.
 
   “Ummm...  I don't know how to spell Harris, sorry Auntie...” she drifted off for a second then bubbled back to life “She's mommy and Auntie's friend.” she finished the last word in a grand flourish of her hands.
 
   He cautiously glanced around reading a lot from his wife's eye motions toward the back as I produced my hand, “Please, call me Mandy.” being sure that my head was turned enough for MY Bella to see.  Ummm...  where did that stray thought come from?
 
   His large, strong hand, held genuine sincerity and warmth when he shook mine, then said, “Welcome to Dave's Diner, Mandy!”  Then turned his attention to the group with a grin, “Ladies, right this way.”  Once his hands were free he grabbed a single menu and brought us to the far back booth, passing a nice looking older couple enjoying their meal in the front booth.
 
   Anabella and Sarina quickly took the side facing the door.  What the hell?  Are these girls mind readers?  I looked a question at Anabella as I slid into my side, my back to the door, with Zoey climbing up and into my lap instead of beside me.  I felt a warm smile playing on my lips.
 
   Anabella had a laugh hiding in her eyes and turned to Dave, “Thanks Ham.” then turning to me “We figure you get tired of people recognizing you and interrupting you wherever you go because you are...  well...  you.  So a back booth, with you facing away from the door only makes sense.  You probably get tired of rubberneckers like old Ham here.  Or hopeless fan girls like me.”
 
   Dave rolled his eyes and handed the menu to me, while Anabella nervously played with her bracelets again, “Just give me a call when you are ready ladies.” and he reached for Eve who giggled at him.  He walked to the back room with her under his arm like a football, mumbling about getting her a bottle and a little quality crib time.
 
   “Ham?” I asked to nobody in particular, looking at the sisters across from me as they cracked up laughing.  Sarina stepped up to the plate, much to Anabella's horror and relayed, “Well, you see, when I first brought Dave home,  Ana was eleven, and when my mother saw us come in the door, she had said 'Oh, he's handsome.'” 
 
   Anabella gave her a 'Don't you dare' look, but her sis kept talking, “Buuuuut...” she was shaking, holding back laughter and I know her hand signs had to be suffering from the effort, “Ana here only caught part of what she said because mom looked away, and Ana thought she said Ham, not handsome. The name sorta stuck.”  Anabella rolled her eyes dramatically and stuck her tongue out at her older sister.
 
   That got us all laughing.  God, laughing feels so good and...  oh crap, our eyes just met again! Why can she freeze me like that?  Oh wait, breathe!  I read somewhere once that oxygen is important.
 
   A tiny, “Miss Harris?  Want to share a bamblehurger an' french fries with me?” knocked me out of the redhead induced trance.  Before Sarina could say anything I responded, “I think that would be divine, Zoey.  Thank you...  how do you sign thank you?”  Zoey quickly showed me and I mimicked the motion.  I had the distinct impression that I was going to be seeing more of this wonderful family, which shocks me.  I had only just met them.  “And for Pete's sake little one, call me Mandy.”
 
   “Who's Pete?” Zoey mumbled and signed causing another round of laughter around the table.  I saw that she had a problem signing and I assume it is on the spelling of 'Pete'.  That made me think of her problem with Harris.  Then it hit me, obviously they have to spell out proper names since there probably are no signs for them.
 
   I decided I should start learning a thing or two, so I could step closer to that giddy beauty across from me.  The owner of the eyes I can't seem to get enough of.  She kept glancing over at me.  I think it's was to check to make sure I was really there.  Whenever I caught her eyes, I wondered if I was really there too.
 
   I glanced back toward the door when I heard a bell tinkle, and my face went blank when I saw two boys rubbernecking and walking excitedly in my direction with idiot grins on their faces.  No please, don't ruin this wonderful time I'm having with the girls.  I prayed.  Sometimes I really hate my fans.
 
   But just as the thought went out to the universe, the boys were intercepted by a concerned looking Dave.  I could almost see his suit of shining armor.  He spoke with them for a couple seconds, and they lost their smiles, lowered their heads and reluctantly left the Diner.
 
   I watched them looking toward the back through the windows as they continued on their way. Relief flooded my face and I snapped back to the reality at the table with a grin, just to find both sisters trying to read me.
 
   Anabella's reassuring smile and tilted head turned my grin into a genuine smile and my stomach into a nest of butterflies.  I don't think I'll get used to the power she has over me with that simple look. I crinkled my nose at her in retaliation.
 
   We called Dave over and placed our orders, and just started chatting about everything but the bad-ass rocker life.  It was so welcomed and so different than what I have become accustomed to.
 
   Nobody has ever thought to ask me my favorite color before 'blue' and Anabella's is orange, Sarina's and Zoey's are both green.  Nor ever bothered to find out that my favorite flower is the simple daisy, just like Anabella's.  Sarina's is the tulip and Zoey doesn't want any 'icky' boys giving her flowers.
 
   Speaking on relationships, I somehow let slip that I have dated both boys and girls.  Well dated is a relative term, they were more like my drunken conquests.  It was just so easy to talk to these two, I have never told that to anyone before...  and they don't judge and they don't pry.  Though I am shocked that Anabella has never dated anyone in her life.  There are 'reasons' and I returned the favor and didn't pry.  While Sarina married her one true love, her high school sweetheart.  Insert annoyingly sweet 'daaawwww' here.
 
   Both girls skillfully steered around the family subject, I swear they knew it all, and were protecting my feelings.  Those thoughts flickered across my face and I was brought back by a gentle touch on the back of my hand.  “Earth to M.” Bella said softly, looking into my eyes.  “We thought we lost you there for a second.” I could get lost in those sparkling blues so easily.
 
   The arrival of our food saved me from making a fool of myself.  Now let me tell you, Zoey may be small but she can eat like a linebacker.  She had her half of the mammoth burger consumed before I was a quarter of the way done.  Now, I know it was just a burger, but I'm here to tell you, it was heavenly.  Couple it with the oversized steak fries and I was in nirvana.
 
   I'm sick up to here with hotel room service food, and fancy restaurants that I'm 'expected' to eat at, with dishes I can't even pronounce.  Or even the stale takeout and cardboard pizza delivered to the buses while were were on the road.  This delicious meal was something I have been craving for years without even knowing it.
 
   We ordered our desert.  Ice cream.  Duh!  Anabella excused herself to the restroom.  As soon as she was gone Sarina slid into Zoey and my side of the booth, sitting on her hands and scrunching her head to her shoulders with a a grin that was pointed in the direction Anabella went, “Oh thank you so much Mandy, I think you just made her millennium!” then she shot me one of her patent pending, genuine smiles.
 
   “For what?  She's such an great person...” I said drifting a bit.  I snap myself out of it, “...and your family is just so wonderful to me.  It's me that should be thanking you.”
 
   Sarina just waved me off like it was nothing at all and grabbed my hand like a giddy schoolgirl, “So what do you think of Ana?” asking more with her probing eyes than her actual question.
 
   I measured my response, wondering if she is a witch who is reading my thoughts...  or a damn gypsy.  That's it!  She's a gypsy with her crystal ball!  Well I got news for you, I won't fall for your tricks!  “I think that she is one of the most genuinely beautiful people I have ever met...  inside and out.”  Damn me!  Traitor!
 
   Then I noticed something,  she wasn't signing, and she wasn't when we were alone in the school either, “Can I ask...  why do you sign when Anabella is around?  Can't she read lips?”  Before she could answer a tiny voice piped in “Cuz it's only p'lite, cuz Auntie can read lips but she can't read mumbles or chews.” she recited like it was a mantra.  At this, I quickly panicked, wondering if I was talking with my mouth full during our meal.
 
   As if she could read my mind, Damn gypsy queen!,  Sarina offered, “Don't worry!  You are doing fine.  And if you hang out with us more, you will learn.” I was relieved and giddy at the same time. Did she just imply they wouldn't mind a bad-ass rocker party girl hanging out with them some more? Yay!  Go me!
 
   I paused and thought for a second.  “Why does she sign to you, when she speaks with such a beautiful voice?” On cue Zoey recited, “Cuz it is only p'lite fer her to, why should she not hafta if all of us gotta?  Plus us kids gotta practice reading.” she smiled like she had just recited the Declaration of Independence, eliciting a chuckle from us adults.
 
   A couple thoughts flashed through my head.  One, Anabella truly is a thoughtful person, and two, “May I ask, if it is not prying too much.  I have heard many deaf people speak, and it is always muted, rounded and a little monotone.  Why is her voice so...  perfect...  and melodic...  like it came from the heavens?” I trailed off for a second with that, recalling the way her musical voice makes my hands tremble.
 
   Sarina looked me over, I could tell by the way she did, that she was debating whether to speak on the subject.  I could tell this was a monumental decision on her part.  She sighed then smiled as her eyes twinkled in memory, “She says it is mom's voice...  and truthfully, it is eerily similar to mom's.  It was mother and...  you, that gave her her voice.”
 
   I questioned more with my eyes and she spoke like she was miles away, lost in another time, “Ana learned to vocalize when she was very young, it is a useful skill for the deaf to communicate with the hearing.  It took her a long time to make the sounds come out right, and to tell when she was yelling, speaking or whispering.  But as you said, it was, well, muted, in the way you described.”
 
   “It wouldn't seem like this would be a problem...  and it wasn't until around the second grade.  Even some of her so called friends from kindergarten and first grade noticed that she was different.  Children can be extremely cruel, even more so than adults.  She was teased and harassed relentlessly, treated differently throughout school.” her voice caught.
 
   “That's a lot of what pushed her to the day that she attempted to...” she paused again, not daring to actually say it.  Taking a deep breath she continued, “But after the day she saw your broadcast that we spoke of, she was determined to make music and sing.  She wanted to act 'normal', and sound 'normal', and BE 'normal', not knowing how special she was, and how loved by us she was.  I'd hate for her to be normal, when she is so much more than that.”
 
   “She convinced mother.  Then every night for months, they would spend hours at the school locked in that sound-room with that damn piano.  With Ana's hands on it, as mother just kept hitting notes over and over, Ana trying to match the vibration of her throat to the vibrations of the piano.  Every time they were together Ana would be holding mom's jaw, with mother repeating words over and over, Ana trying to match the vibrations she was feeling.” she wiped a single tear from her eye and I could feel mine welling up too.  Back foul demons, you shall not wet my face!
 
   “And she started dancing to express her emotions, your music gave her that drive.  She said your words were like you were speaking directly to her heart, reading what was inside.  It never ceases to amaze me when I watch her dance, she 'feels' the music in a way I know I'll never be able to.  I'm jealous really.  Gradually her voice took on its own life.  It is almost like she is singing her words, it is so melodic, as you said.”  she took one more deep breath.
 
   “One day mom asked me to come to the school, to that damn locked sound-room.  That Ana wanted to share something with me.” she smiled at this, I could tell she was savoring a precious memory, the tears were gone.  “I walked into that room alone, my sister, not the empty shell, but my sister, was beaming at me as she sat down at the piano and played for me.  Just me.” her eyes were glittering.
 
   “The music was so haunting and beautiful, and then she opened her mouth, and it was like something sent straight from the heavens.  She sang her favorite song of yours, for me.  It was so unbelievable, I couldn't move, couldn't do anything but listen to the music Ana was making...  the pureness, the soulfulness, and I cried.” She smiled even bigger, her face full of pride.
 
   “Then Ana said the seven words I still treasure to this day 'Sorry I've been away so long sis.' that's when I knew I had my baby sister back, one of the best people I have ever known.”
 
   I was unmoving, crying now, and Zoey was trying to dab away my tears with a napkin.  Sarina then said to nobody in particular, like she was whispering it into the air “She stopped singing the day mom died, I hope she sings again some day, I truly miss it.”
 
   We both took a deep breath and cleared our heads as we saw Anabella coming back.  I smiled at Sarina as she slid back to her side after her sister sat down.  I shared a silent thank you with my eyes to Sarina, for sharing such a personal thing with me.
 
   Anabella looked between the two of us, “Hope you weren't talking about me.” she giggled nervously.  I responded, “As a matter of fact, yes we were.” I looked at her with admiration and something else I still couldn't quite bring myself to admit to.
 
   “All good I hope?” she teased me with her eyes.  Sarina laughed, then said and signed, “No, I was just telling Mandy about how you thought you were potty training yourself in mom's flower garden when you were little.  We laughed till we cried.”  Anabella's eyes shot open in mock horror, “You didn't!  Rumors!  Speculation I say!” then we all shared a warm laugh.  Then we ate our ice cream in relative silence, just basking in the camaraderie.
 
   I was digging in my purse for my wallet when two hands stopped me.  The two sisters removed their hands and were smiling with mirth in their eyes.  Sarina winked, “It's good to be married to the owner, free meals to the family...  which by the way, now includes you.” Witches I say!  They try to corrupt me!  Wait, too late.
 
   Dave materialized as if from nowhere as we got up to leave, kissing his lovely ladies and handing a squirming Eve back to Sarina.  Finishing up by giving both Anabella and I warm hugs, “You are welcome to drop on in any time Mandy, and your money is no good here.” then he flashed me a dazzling smile.  I could see why Sarina hooked up with the man.  I found myself saying, “Thanks Ham.” and we all laughed.
 
   It was then that I decided I would share my secret with them.  I couldn't believe I was about to do that, but it is mine to share, even though I promised myself I wouldn't.  I just met them but I felt such a strong attachment to them, something I can't even remember, it almost felt like -- family?  “Well ladies, since I got you for the day, you feel like helping me buy some supplies for my new house?  There is somebody there I want you to meet.”  God I was terrified.
 
   Sarina gave me a thoughtful look, eyes still glittering with mischief, “I would simply love to, but unlike some people today, we won't say Ana's name, some of us have to get to work today.  So if you two don't mind hanging out together, I'll just get these little stinkers back home to the babysitter, and start earning my way in the salt mines.  And Mandy, I truly hope to see you around more, and I'm exited to meet this mystery person.”
 
   She gave me the warmest hug, conveying the sincerity of her words, then kissed her sister on the cheek as Zoey gave me a sneak attack hug from below, “Bye Mandy, bye Auntie Ana.” I wasn't even noticing the signing anymore, it was already becoming common place to me in this short period of time.  I waved to the girls as Anabella called out, “Bye my little ladybug!  See ya Sar!” with that big beaming, reserved only for Zoey, smile.
 
   Suddenly I was standing alone with this gorgeous girl, whose crystal eyes were threatening to swallow me whole, “Shall we?” I offered my arm like a scene out of a cheesy movie, with a smile.  Bella played along and gently grabbed my arm, “We shall!” happily walking by my side to my car.  I felt the heat of her hands and caught a hint of strawberry that I think could become quite addictive, quite quickly.  I had to be careful, I could easily fall for this woman.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3 – Secrets
 
   I don't think I had ever had so much fun just shopping for cleaning supplies and groceries.  Bella had kept me smiling and laughing the whole time.  It's amazing what I don't know about taking care of a house, after living on the road for my entire adult life.  Bella had taken it on, as her sacred duty to the crown, to get me sorted out.  I'm still wondering which crown she was talking about.  Don't we have, like, a president or some other nonsense like that?
 
   “No, you don't use window cleaner for your counter-tops, M.  What am I going to do with you?” She shook her head in mock futility.  Damn, there's that head tilted grin again!  I can fight back, I have my own stockpile of weapons!  I crinkled my nose and stuck out my tongue.  Take that evil temptress!  Wait, did she just blush?
 
   I can't even remember if my father ever bought proper cleaning supplies.  I used to wipe everything down in the house with damp dish rags.  I don't think he ever lifted a finger to clean anything.  He was either always at work before he lost his job, at the bar, or lounging on the couch with a beer in his hand.
 
   I came back to Earth with a hand waving in front of my face and a sing song voice guiding the way to a soft landing. “Hey M?  You in there?  Hamster fall off the wheel?”  Have I mentioned that I like it when she calls me M?  “Yeah sorry Bella, I was just thinking back to my childhood a bit.” Why do I find it so easy telling the truth to her?
 
   “Anything you care to share?” she softly asked.  I shot a smile back, “Nah, just marveling at how helpless I am as an adult and how lucky I am to have you here today, teaching me things that should just be common sense.  Might just have to keep you around.”
 
   At that, we both blushed.  Why are we blushing?  I don't blush!  Okay fine, that's apparently a lie says the blushing rocker.  To break the moment I didn't want broken I said, “Okay, this should about do it. Ready to stock the larder at castle Harris?”  She snickered back with “Lead the way your majesty”, as we headed for the registers.
 
   Just to be stopped by a nondescript middle aged woman and her teenaged girl who almost squealed while thrusting some paper and a pen at me, her mother holding a second piece of paper looking expectantly, “Mandy Harris!  It really is you!  Can I get your autograph?  Ohmygod my friends will never believe this.”  This annoyed me for a few reasons.  First off, they were interrupting my Bella time.  Secondly, they just expect me to do it even though they are interrupting my personal time, I mean my God people, I'm shopping here!  Like I don't have any expectation of privacy.
 
   I know they are fans, and I truly do appreciate that fact, but I still wish they would think about simple courtesy before they act.  And third, it brings up the fact that the more people that recognize me here, the faster the press is going to find out where I have gone to ground.  Making it that much more likely that I won't be able to protect my secret much longer.  That scares me.
 
   I smiled politely to them, “Of course!” and I quickly scribbled out my signature on their papers.  Then they were gone without thanks, jabbering over the autographs to each other.  That's typically how it goes, no please, no thank you, just take what they need from me then leave.  A gentle touch on my shoulder brought me out of my thoughts.  Bella was looking at me sympathetically like she knew what was going through my head, “Sorry M.”
 
   The pimple faced, scarecrow looking young clerk at the register waved a greeting of familiarity at Bella, then saw me but had the self control to not say anything when he recognized me.  I appreciated that and rewarded him with an appreciative smile.  He smiled back and redoubled his efforts in scanning and bagging our items.
 
   As I took my receipt, a skinny little girl and boy, around five years old, in really worn out clothes, came running to our register, “Hi Miss West!” they chimed and Bella shot them a stunning smile that would have knocked me back thirty feet if it had been aimed at me.  “Why hello there my little troopers!  Are you having fun shopping with your mother?” she asked giving them hugs.  A rough looking, slightly plump blonde woman, in equally worn out clothing rolled her cart up “Hello Anabella, it's nice to see you here.”
 
   Bella smiled at her, “It's good to see you and the twins Marjorie.  Will I see you at the shelter next week?  Oh where are my manners?  Marjorie, this is my friend Mandy.”  The woman smiled and shook my hand, then turned back to Anabella.  “Maybe, but you know how Robert doesn't like taking charity.  You saw how bad he reacted when you got us into this food assistance program for the kids.” indicating their shopping cart.
 
   Bella looked at her sternly, “Don't make me hunt you down and drag you there!  The nights are getting colder, and that rusty car of yours is no place for the children to be sleeping.  Children are much more important than that!  Pride be damned!  Promise me.”  The woman shook her head mumbling “Anabella.”   Bella stepped closer with a pleading look and genuine concern on her face, “Promise me for the children.”  Marjorie sighed, “Okay, I promise.  We will see you there.”
 
   Bella spun and quickly grabbed a couple candy bars with peanuts from the rack at the register and paid the young scarecrow.  Then bent down, handing the candy to the children, who took them with saucer sized eyes, thanking her enthusiastically.
 
   The two women hugged and Anabella said, “See you later Marjorie, and remember, you promised!  Goodbye little troopers!”  They said their goodbyes and we were pushing our cart out to the car.
 
   I was just watching Bella, it seems that everyone around here knows her.  Her concern for those children and the way she fawns over her nieces made me smile in wonder, over how protective she was with children.  We loaded the car and she scooted off, riding the cart like a push scooter to the cart corral.
 
   On the short ride home, I found it hard to breathe, panic was slowly rising.  I was about to show this magnificent girl something, someone, that I promised I would never do.  But her smile urged me on, her eyes helping to alleviate the anxiety.  Almost, as if on cue, she rested a hand gently on mine, which was trembling on the steering wheel, calming me instantly with a whispered, “Hey M, everything's going to be okay.”
 
   We pulled into the driveway of my small two story, three bedroom house, across from the cutest little playground with brightly colored play equipment in it.  I glanced over to Bella to see her eyes widen, looking at the house and the little park.  Though her eyes and smile did not betray her thoughts.  I interjected, “Not what you were expecting from a millionaire rocker, huh?”
 
   I saw the mischief twinkling in the oceans of blue.  I'm glad I was sitting otherwise my knees would have buckled.  With an air of wonder she said, “Actually, I think this suits you best, M.  I don't see you much as the person you pretend to be.  I don't think many people take the time to find out about the person behind the music.  Nor do they listen to the words of the songs.  The person that wrote 'Throw-Away' is not a person who could feel comfortable in a cold, unfeeling mansion.  The time I've spent with you today just reinforces my opinion.”
 
   I sucked in a breath like it was the last one I'd ever get.  That was the song that I sung at that award ceremony years back, the one Sarina spoke of.  The record label refused to pick up the option on the song because it didn't 'fit' the template of the image they were crafting for me.
 
   That was the one and only time that song has been heard in public.  And here's this redheaded beauty, invoking its name, knowing it is a puzzle piece to who I truly am.  I'd cry foul if I weren't lost in her gaze -- again.  I wonder just how much she knows about me, and if it is possible that she may know more than I do myself.
 
   “Alright, you prairie harpy, let's get this boat unloaded!” I mock commanded.  She didn't miss a beat, nor a TV reference, “Aye Cap'n Reynolds!”  We grabbed the bags and marched toward the front door on the arching brick path.  It felt more like a death march, as I felt the panic bubbling back toward the surface.  It was hard to breathe and my hands were sweaty and shaky.
 
   We entered the door and marched through the living room to the kitchen to unburden ourselves.  Putting the bags on the counter, then going through the process of stowing them in the nearly empty oak cabinets and stainless steel fridge.  Stealing glances and smiles as we went.
 
   Then I turned to Anabella, and with a deep breath, scrambling for courage, “I'd like for you to meet someone.  That is, if you want to.”
 
   I could see with the concern in her eyes, and the gentle smile on her lips, that she understood how important this was to me, and how difficult it was for me, to let someone in enough to share my secret.  She simply nodded and I took her hand, leading her up the stairs, to the second door and pushed it carefully open.
 
   The young woman in the chair sat burping the beautiful baby girl on her shoulder, and offered us a huge smile, speaking to the baby, “Look princess, mommy is here.”   She stood and passed my child to me.  My joy.  My life.  My June.
 
   “Thank you Tammy, you can go for the day, I'll see you in the morning.” I said pleasantly.   “It was my pleasure Miss Harris, ummm...  sorry, Mandy.  See you tomorrow!” the nanny bubbled.  I heard her say, “Nice to meet you.” to Anabella as she passed by.
 
   I was afraid to turn and meet Bella's eyes.  I couldn't handle it if I saw disapproval in them.  I took a deep breath and smiled as I turned, building the courage to look her in the face, “Bella, I'd like for you to meet my reason for being.  This is my daughter, June Elizabeth Harris.”  I let my eyes rise to met her gaze.
 
   There was nothing but joy in her eyes as Bella was captivated by my daughter.  “My God, she's beautiful,” she whispered and tentatively reached out. “May I?”  There was no shock, no disapproval.
 
   I felt myself visibly relax, exhaling as I realized I hadn't taken a breath in some time.  I inhaled again as I handed my daughter over to my second favorite person in the world.  Where do these thoughts keep coming from?
 
   I watched in wonder as Bella sat in the chair playing with my shining star.  The giggling between them sounded like music to me.  “Well hello June. You must be named after your grandma.” How did she know that?  June was my mother's name and it just felt, right, to name my daughter after her.  Is there anything she doesn't know about me?
 
   “I can't decide who is prettier Squirt, you or your mama.”  Prettier?  Melting!  Shit, falling for her, man your battle stations!  Well, man them after I'm done melting of course.  She glanced up to me with a heart mending smile, before returning in earnest to her important round of 'This little piggy' with June's tiny toes.  Just reinforcing my opinion of her love for children.
 
   I found it endearing that she comes up with fitting nicknames for everyone she knows.  June may be saddled with Squirt for a long time.  I'll have to remember to make a note to apologize for it later, when she's in therapy in her teens.
 
   I was content to silently watch my two favorite people play until June couldn't keep her eyes open much longer.  Bella carefully stood and deposited the sleepy bundle in my waiting arms.  After laying her down in her crib with a soft farm animal print blanket, I signed 'thank you' to Bella who smiled, and we quietly sneaked out, then it was down to the kitchen to figure out my two cup coffee maker, and chat.
 
   “You are an amazing person you know that, Bella,” I said with a smile playing across my lips.  She raised an eyebrow. “It's my sandals right?  I mean, they are pretty awesome.”  We shared a smile,  “I was so afraid you would judge me for being a single mother.  For abandoning my career so I could be close to her.”  I got the coffee started.  Ha!  Take that you ungodly complicated coffee machine with your two glowing, mocking buttons!
 
   “Why would I ever judge you for bringing such a beautiful gift into this world?  Or for holding her above all of that artificial crap you've had to put up with throughout your career?  No, this is what is important.  Love is what is important.  Love trumps fame.”  Wow, could she be any more perfect?  It's like my life was an open book to her.  We stood for a couple minutes, just allowing me to relax, pouring our coffee and sitting at the bar stools by the counter.
 
   She reached out with one hand, intertwining our fingers as she sipped her coffee.  Looking over the rim of the cup, carefully measuring me.  “Would you like to talk about it?  I'm a good listener.” She smiled at her own joke.  Too cute.  She has the innate ability to put me at ease.
 
   I looked at her nervously.  I'm not sure when the last time I shared private things on such serious topics was.  Or if I ever have.  Damn her and her hypnotic eyes!  I took a breath, opened my mouth, almost started but stopped myself as an idea came to me.  I must have looked pretty stupid because she shot a questioning glance.  I finally started speaking, “Why don't we play the question game?”
 
   “What do you mean?” she arched an eyebrow.  I was all proud of myself for this, I'd be able to learn more about the owner of those radiant blues. “It's really simple, we take turns asking each other questions, there are just three rules.”  She looked intrigued as I continued, “One: you have to answer truthfully.  Two: anything said stays strictly between us, like our sacred secrets.  Three: the game is only over when we both agree it is.”  There was no mistaking the apprehension in her eyes as she started fidgeting with her bracelets again.
 
   A lot of things flashed across her face as she was obviously thinking hard abut things, then Bella just nodded. “Okay, but me first.” I nodded my consent, feeling oddly nervous myself.  She took my coffee cup and placed both of them on the counter.
 
   She grabbed both of my hands and walked backwards, dragging me out of the kitchen out to the couch and sat down with me, not releasing my hands.  Her skin was so soft and hot against mine.  “Can you remember your mother?” she asked, her eyes dancing in a distant memory.
 
   I studied her as I responded, “Not really, I was only two when she passed, and I can't remember anything from that age.  But I swear I have the vague recollection of my mother singing to me.  Though it may just be a faded wishful dream.  But whether real or not, it sort of insulated me whenever things got rough with my father.  The idea that at least she loved me.” 
 
   She placed her forehead on mine and breathed out and whispered, “I'd like to think it was real.” Her eyes danced with reassurance, “Okay, your turn.”  God, I could feel her hot breath on me I stared at her inviting lips while she watched mine.  I'd like to think she felt the same pull as me, but she was probably just watching to 'hear' my question. “I'm just curious, they seem to calm you when you are nervous.  Is there something special about those bracelets?”
 
   Her breath hitched, and I saw fear in her eyes, bordering on panic, as she moved her head back, breaking our contact.  I missed the contact already, my forehead getting cold.
 
   She looked deeper into my eyes and slowly, silently reached out to place her hands on the group of bracelets on either wrist.  She paused for a second, I wanted to end the game now, I had obviously struck a painful memory and I never wanted to hurt this divine creature.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, but she gave a warning glance then slid all the bracelets off.  Taking a huge ragged breath she presented her inner wrists to me without a word.  She had shame written all over her face, her eyes pleading and questioning as I looked down.
 
   The ragged scars across her perfect skin could only be from one thing.  I thought back to Sarina trying to vocalize it twice, but I didn't, couldn't, feel the enormity of it until seeing it with my own eyes.  I could feel the threat of tears but I fought them off, smiling a comforting smile at her as I brought her wrists up to my lips and gently kissed the scars.  “We all have scars Bella, some are on the outside, some are on the inside.  But they are nothing to be ashamed of, they simply show that we survived, we persevered the pain and emotion that brought them about.  They make us stronger.”
 
   A tear rolled down her cheek but her face wasn't one of sadness, but one of gratitude.  “Thank you.  I was so afraid you would judge me.” She inhaled deeply then exhaled to wash away the emotion.  I quickly responded, “I want you to remember, I could not, would not, ever judge you Bella.  That is my promise to you.”  Then I smiled brightly to lighten the mood, “Okay your turn!”
 
   She glanced toward the stairs, and I drank in the curves of her face, the lines of her neck before she returned her blues to meet my brown, “Can you tell me about June's father?”  Her lips twitched in a tiny smile as she said June's name.  I didn't fail to notice that she hadn't put her bracelets back on.
 
   This subject is one of my shames, but it is also what brought me the tiny light of my life upstairs, so I had no problems sharing with this woman, who has shown me her low point.  “Well, that's part of why I quit touring.  I had to get out of that life that was swallowing Mandy and replacing her with that damn 'Mandy Harris'.  I had been drunk for months straight, partying with anyone, sleeping with anything that moved.  Men, women, whatever, it was all the same.  Just to drown out the old me, to not feel any more, to forget why I was so ashamed of who I had become.  Who I let them make me.  I never put up a fight.”
 
   She was holding my hands again, thumbs gently stroking the backs of my hands looking at me intently.  I caught a hint of her signature strawberry scent.  “Then one day, in a sober moment, I realized that I was, late, by a couple weeks.  The day I found out I was pregnant was terrifying.  I wasn't scared for me, I was scared for my unborn child.  I had become the monster from my childhood.  A drunk, a lush, who didn't want to live in the real world, just like my father.”
 
   I took a cleansing breath. “I have no clue who the father is.  I swore on that day that I wouldn't subject my child to the lifestyle that was Mandy Harris.  I would protect my little one from that life.  I stopped drinking that day, and haven't since.  I kept my pregnancy a secret and stopped touring.  Nobody knows.  I distanced myself from that life, even though they keep trying to suck me back in.  That's why I'm back now, to find the me that I left behind.”
 
   What the hell?  There were never this many tears when I played this damn game before.  She wiped my cheeks with her thumbs then her own and grabbed my hand again, like it was a lifeline that kept us both safe as we spoke.  I smiled, drifting in the vivid blue orbs I was staring into. “My turn I guess.  Why...  why don't you sing anymore?”
 
   She looked at me like it was the silliest question in the world. “I guess you wouldn't know this.  I lost my mother two years back, three next month.  She...” her breath hitched, “She... was the most loving person I have ever known, my reason to sing.  It is as simple as that.” Bella smiled like it was only common sense.
 
   Then she tilted her head reading me like a book, not seeing the surprise she expected and almost sighing out, “Sarina...  potty training.”  Shaking her head with an evil grin and a promise in her eyes to do serious damage to her blabbermouth sibling later.
 
   “Okay little Miss Rocker 'I already knew that'” she grinned with mirth, “Can you tell me about Throw-Away?  I mean, we can stop now if you want.  I just want to know about the words.  That song is so special to me.  I have worn out three tapes of it over at Harmony.” Speaking more with her glittering eyes than her melodic tones could convey.  Tapes?  This girl is old-school.
 
   “No, it's okay.” I breathed, “Well it was the only way I could express my childhood.  I didn't mean anything to my only family, my father.  He used me as a welfare check and food stamp meal ticket.  I was just part of the trash waiting to be thrown away.  But I refused to be a product of that life.  That's when I found Harmony, and Mrs. Wellington.  Even as a little child, she let me work the front counter in exchange for the lessons she knew I couldn't ever afford.  She was more family to me than anyone.  I owe her so much.  Music saved me.  Only for me to go down the rabbit hole again, when my music became tainted by the persona the studios crafted.  That's what I put into the lyrics of that song.”
 
   She looked lost in my lips, then looked back to my eyes. “Well, thank you for it.  It echoed my childhood in other ways.  I knew that I wasn't alone with those types of feelings, when I saw you pouring your soul into it on TV.  Though I did have a loving family, the rest of the world can be extremely cruel.  Children should never have to endure that.”
 
   She laid her head on my chest, snuggling in but keeping my face in view.  “Your turn.” It was all I could do to stop from hyperventilating, I inhaled her scent and I swear my entire being was humming.
 
   She sat up and pulled a phone out of the cute little pocket on her sundress.  I'm such an idiot, it was her phone vibrating.  Wait what?  Her phone?  But she's... and then she checked the text message displayed on the screen.  I almost face-palmed.  I truly AM an idiot.  She looked up. “Sarina wants to know when I'll be home.”
 
   Oh crap!  I echo my thought, “Oh crap!  I already sent home the nanny, I didn't even think about getting you home, and June is asleep, I'd hate to wake her.  You can use my car if you like.”
 
   She cuddled back into me and started texting back, she smiled showing me the screen.  [Staying at M's tonight.  Havin 2 much fun gabbing.  She'll get me home in the AM b4 I go 2 work.].
 
   “If you don't mind?”  she looked at me inquisitively.  I gave her a reassuring nod and she hit send.  I think I'm getting high off of her scent.  A couple seconds later her phone vibrated again, glancing at it she gasped and blushed and put the phone back in her pocket before I could see the screen.
 
   I looked at her, “Okay, let's see.  Ah, I know.  How is it possible that an incredibly gorgeous girl like yourself has never dated?”  She blushed. Too cute!  Insert chibi character here.  I swear I could feel her body radiate more heat.
 
   “Well, growing up, the kids in school were not very nice to me so I was never really attracted to anyone.  I preferred to stay hidden.” she paused, “Then I sorta spiraled out of control for a while.”
 
   Glancing down at her wrists, touching them with an embarrassed look, “Then when I finally rebuilt myself, from that point I found myself attracted to... well, let's just say, I've been waiting for someone that I can never have.  But I'm happy.” she smiled warmly with her eyes.
 
   “I'm sure you have tons of suitors pounding down the door for a chance to be with you.” I said, kind of far away in thought.  She matched my drifting tone, “Well they try, but they aren't...” Her mood changed quickly to silly. “It is quite humorous when some of the guys and girls, that used to cause me such pain when we were children, try!”  Her quick laugh sounded almost like music.  Wait, did she say guys AND girls?  Shut up me!  Concentrate!
 
   The rest of the night went like that, questions back and forth, until we were exhausted and she fell asleep with her head on my chest on the couch.  It was like watching an angel sleep.  I didn't want to disturb her, so I watched her breathe until sleep overcame me.
 
   ***
 
   I woke up later, because my personal heater was missing, the reassuring weight of her head on me, her body curled into me.  I looked around the dark room searching for her, then heard something upstairs.  It was a sweet sound, as I went up the stairs I could see a faint light coming through the cracked open door of the nursery.
 
   I stayed in the hall and peeked inside to see Bella sitting in the chair giving June her bottle.  Anabella radiated nothing but love for my baby to soak up.  Bella was softly humming.  It was perfect. It could have been a harp from the heavens.  
 
   “There we go, Squirt.” she said softly as she put the empty bottle down and shifted June to her shoulder and gently started burping her.  Her nose crinkled, “Somebody made a little stinky in their diaper, now didn't they?  Maybe I should call ya Lil Stinker instead?” she giggled in a way that silver chimes would envy, and continued softly, “Let's get you cleaned up and back to bed shall we?  A growing girl needs her beauty sleep.”
 
   I moved back down stairs and to the couch to wait, with a goofy smile plastered on my face.  It is official, that woman whom I just met, already owns a little piece of me.  Evil, evil temptress.  I closed my eyes when I heard her coming down the stairs and tried to keep from hyperventilating again as she snuggled back into me, my living heater returning.  Not long after, sleep claimed us both again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4 – Breakfast
 
   The sun slowly creeped up, peeking through the windows, warming my face, waking me with its brightness.  I gently shook Bella awake.  She stretched like a cat, curling her toes.  With little talking, but lots of shared glances and smiles, we took turns showering in the bathroom, and getting ready for the new day.
 
   Then after I threw on a clean set of clothes in my room, then prepared some bottles in the kitchen and stocking the diaper bag, we got June up, fed and cleaned.  Add one tiny pink dress, and we were heading out the door to the car, and the unimaginable horrors of getting a squirming and bubbling infant strapped into a child seat.
 
   I took a moment to savor the crisp morning air, telling the promise of fall's approach to the Pacific Northwest.  Marveling at the dew on the lawn of my yard, and how it flowed into the lawns of my neighbors, like a lush green wave.  Contrasting the cream stucco and chocolate trim of my house.
 
   One rocker chick cussing about how they built those damn things for rocket scientists, and one giggling temptress accomplishing the task with ease later, we were off to the Rand house.  I mean really, all those straps and the seat-belt and the bracket-y thing, what the heck was the factory thinking?  I had no clue how it all worked, but apparently it's just a single buckle with a button, judging by what miss hottie smartypants just did.  Anabella texted our progress to her sister.
 
   I reached over to switch on the radio but visibly hesitated.  Bella rolled her eyes and slapped my hand away, then turned the radio on.  I saw her other hand drop over the speaker in the door as she started bobbing her head to the beat.  “Ow!” I feigned pain.  She laughed, “Never hesitate around me, M.” I felt a little sheepish, like I was back in school.  I have so much to learn from this girl.
 
   It never occurred to me that I didn't even think twice about the fact that I was about to reveal my happy little secret in a pink dress, to the rest of her family.  I'm sure I told you that I can't help but like them.
 
   She guided us to a charming two story country cottage style house that looked exactly as I imagined for this family.  The deep hunter green and contrasting white trim were a point and counterpoint capped by the rounded and swooping tan roof.  The front door was a rich dark red, prominently punctuating the front of the house on the little covered porch.  It looked like something out of a storybook with all the flowerbeds filled with color.  Hardy red tulips and smaller white flowers, I didn't know the names of, making a mockery of the colder weather of the coming months.
 
   I parked behind the white minivan in the false pebble driveway, the sealant had a gleam to it that made the embedded pebbles look almost wet.  We disembarked to the cussing and laughing process of extricating June from that damned cursed device cradling her in the back seat.  I mean, how the heck does the damn button release for Bella and not me?  I was just about shut the door, but spotted something on the seat.  Diaper bag!  Got it!  Go me!  Hey, shut up!
 
   I marveled at the clean neighborhood, all the yards well maintained, as we walked up the short curved pebble path from the driveway, and up the single step to the dark red side door that matched the front.  A cute little half moon roof overhang designed to keep the side entry dry was a nice touch to the dwelling.
 
   Bella pushed open the side door and we walked into a wall of heavenly smells in the kitchen.  The most recognizable were that of savory bacon and ham, it made my mouth water.  Scrambled eggs and hash browns were heaped into serving dishes, toast stacked neatly and sliced on the diagonal, all on the white marble counter next to the stainless steel stove.
 
   Before I could register what was happening around me, a tiny red bolt streaked in and attached itself to Anabella's leg, “Auntie Ana!” Bella looked down with that thousand watt smile “Hi, ladybug!”
 
   I look around, the kitchen was larger than I would have expected, with a large island dividing the cooking area from the large carved walnut kitchen table that dominated the space.  A colorful blue and red playpen sat next to the table.  All of the appliances were gleaming stainless steel.  The cabinets and pantry were a rich, dark walnut that contrasted well against the counter and the appliances.  The satin nickel cabinet knobs were shaped like little bunches of grapes.
 
   Sarina smiled from the stove, taking a pan off the burner, moving over to us quickly with wide eyes as she saw June in my arms.  “Hi Mandy! And who is this adorable creature?” she asked with nothing but smiles and sparkling eyes.
 
   Before I could speak, Bella chimed in, “Sar and Zo, let me introduce to you, June Elizabeth Squirt Harris.” Sarina arched an eyebrow toward me, “Can I assume that 'Squirt' is a recent addition to her name?”  Then tilting her head toward Anabella in a humorously accusing manner.  “Anabella Marie West, how could you not have texted me about this last night?” Bella held her hands in front of her, feigning innocence. “Not my secret to tell sis.”
 
   Wait, West?  Then I recalled the kids at the store calling her Miss West, I hadn't caught that before. I thought their last name was Rand.  Oh duh, Sarina married a Rand.  I couldn't believe that with all our talking last night, Bella's full name never came up.
 
   The elder redhead smiled. “You ladies have impeccable timing.  Breakfast is served.” She held her arms out toward June questioning me with her smile.  I handed over my precious cargo and Sarina placed her in the playpen with Eve.
 
   We sat at the table with four place settings already laid out.  Evil girls with their evil texting.  The large white plates reminded me of the ones at Dave's Diner, and the silverware was elegantly plain but substantial.  Cloth napkins were at each setting, making me wonder if they were making a special effort because I was here or if this is how they prepared for every meal.
 
   Carafes of grape and orange juice in the center of the table with a porcelain white butter dish and salt an pepper shakers that looked like the ones from the diner as well.  The expanse of the table was rapidly being filled by the serving plates full of savory breakfast-y goodness, by the industrious girls. A pot of delightful smelling coffee was the crowning touch.
 
   We all sat in the antique looking, walnut carved chairs, and I was again surprised by a tiny red firecracker jumping up into my lap instead of in her own seat.  We all just chatted and laughed on various topics, nothing in particular, just sharing the time together.  Sarina, with a look on her face that I couldn't decipher, was repeatedly stealing glances at Anabella when the younger sister wasn't looking.
 
   Now, like I said before, I'm sick of the food I've been subjected to while I've been on the road.  This home cooked breakfast literally melted in my mouth, culinary heaven.  I would have licked the plate clean if it wouldn't have embarrassed me.  The scrambled eggs were so fluffy they were almost not there, the toast and ham simply delectable.  Wait, ham?
 
   “Where's Ham?” I blurted, making sure to swallow before speaking.  Sarina chimed in, obviously entertained that I'm using Bella's nickname for Dave. “He has to open the shop for breakfast, can't leave the masses hungry and all, you know.  We open from 6:00am to 2:00pm daily, except Sunday.  It works out really well because we usually have the whole afternoon to ourselves on days I don't work, like today.”
 
   Anabella wiped her mouth on her napkin and stood, shooting me a dazzling smile that would have knocked me off my chair if Zoey wasn't there to anchor me down.  Then Bella looked down at the little dynamo.  “Come on little ladybug, you can help me with the dishes while the girls chat.”
 
   Bella went to fill the sink and Zoey darted back and fourth between the table and the sink, zipping plates over one at a time, accompanied by her little “zooooom” noises.  I couldn't help but smile.  Wait, I'm pretty sure I haven't stopped smiling since I came into this house.
 
   Sarina looked toward the girls washing the dishes, then reached over, placing a hand softly over mine, a look of awe on her face. “You are amazing you know that?” I looked at her quizzically.  She continued, “Don't think I didn't notice.” I visibly swallowed thinking the worst.  With a little squeeze of her hand and a twinkle in her eyes, “Ana's NEVER taken those damned bracelets off in years.  And here, just a day after meeting you... I don't think she even realizes they aren't on, hiding her scars from herself.  I've barely seen her fidget with her wrists this morning.”
 
   “You give me too much credit.  It isn't me.  It is all her.  She's a lot stronger than she believes herself to be,” I said from a world far away as I watched the beauty placing dishes, that Zoey was dutifully drying, into the cupboards.
 
   I was snapped back to the conversation by a question that sounded more like a statement, “You like her don't you?”  Shields up!  I got this!  Damage control!  Then I spit out, “What's not to like?” Traitor! Damn it shields, where the hell are you?  “I mean not in a... you see I... it's...”
 
   “You need to talk to her about it.” She almost laughed with a wink, putting me at ease, but her eyes also twinkled in that 'I know a secret' way.  “She hummed to June last night.” I mumbled the stray tangent thought, possibly to divert the conversation.  Sarina raised an eyebrow.
 
   Almost on cue the girls finished tidying and came back to the table, breaking me out of devising my elaborate escape plan, involving tunneling machines, mechanical chipmunks and dynamite.  All coherent thoughts were washed away by Bella's sparkling blue orbs locked to my eyes.
 
   “Well ladies, as much fun as this is, I really need to get ready for work.  I abandoned poor Mrs. W yesterday for little Miss Rocker here.  Be down in a bit.” Anabella said as she wandered out of the kitchen, shooting me a smile.  Cue butterflies.
 
   Sarina and I gathered up our little ones from the playpen, checked diapers and grabbed some formula then moved to the living room, sitting on the couch to give the girls their bottles.  Zoey zooming off to do whatever little dynamos do, running as fast as her churning little legs could propel her.
 
   “You're going to meet with Mrs. W today right?” Sarina asked.  I nodded and replied, “Yes, I really want to catch up with her.  I didn't know it until I came back home, but I have really missed her council.  I was telling Anabella last night how she had helped me out of a deep emotional pit when I was younger.  Mrs. W is the only 'family' I have.  I suppose technically I have a grandmother on my mother's side that I have never met.”
 
   Sarina shook her head. “Oh poo, I don't want to hear that.  I'm already considering you to be a good friend, and a welcome edition to OUR little chaotic family.  I hope you feel the same.  It's funny, I would never have imagined that the person you portray in the rock world would have fit in so nicely here.  If it hadn't been for the years of Ana telling us about who you 'really' are, I wouldn't have believed it.  She never once faltered on her belief.  I seriously feel like we have known you this whole time, and you are just now coming home, shedding that persona like an old coat.  It is scary how close Ana has had you pegged so far.”
 
   I seriously didn't know how to respond.  I was floored.  Could Bella see me through my music?  “I do.  Feel the same, that is.” I said with a hitch in my voice.  We shared a smile.
 
   “I don't work today, why don't I watch Eve and little Squirt here and you can take Ana in so you can speak with Mrs. Wellington.  Today is a short day for Ana, she gets off at noon.  There's only a few days left for Zoey to spend time with her little sister before school starts.  Oh, what new chaos that is going to bring to the house.” she laughed, rolling her eyes.
 
   I smiled thinking about it.  It still scared me to have June out in public, it is only a matter of time before the press finds where I have secreted myself away to.  I'm a little surprised I have made it the whole five days since I returned to town without them showing up.  I think this redheaded gypsy mind reader was aware of it. “You know, I'd like that.  Thanks Sarina.” She placed her hand reassuringly on my arm, then we simultaneously put the bottles on the coffee table and lifted our daughters to our shoulders to burp them.
 
   Anabella exploded into the room in a flourish, striking a pose in her equally striking solid black dress with a fat shiny white belt and low white heels. “I'm ready for my closeup!” She said, flashing us a corny smile.  Causing us to laugh.  She had her hair pulled back into a ponytail, exposing her luscious neck and small ears built for nibbling, adorned with large hoop earrings.  That dress had the privilege of draping over her form and fitting to her every curve.  Damn, I'm jealous of that dress.  Maybe I can plot its doom.
 
   A hand wiggling in front of my face made me look over to an amused Sarina. “Hey Mandy, no drooling on the couch!” Causing both Bella and I to blush.
 
   She continued, “Okay Ana, this is my evil plan to subvert June and turn her into one of our minions. Mandy is gonna take you into work today so she can visit with Mrs. Wellington, and maybe you can convince her to join you in your other task today.” she said with a smile, ”Leaving me here to hook up the electrodes and miscellaneous equipment to little Squirt, so she will be bent to our will.  Ah hell, who am I kidding?  We all know these little bundles of joy control us with just a giggle.” Leaving us all nodding sheepishly at the truth to that.
 
   With a satisfying grin and a lot of over acting, Bella replayed our scene from yesterday, proffering her arm, “Shall we?” I smiled a thank you back at Sarina, then took the offered arm, “We shall!” I said in my best over acted voice.
 
   With that, we grabbed our purses and we were off to the car and to Harmony.  Me feeling quite under-dressed in my jeans, blue midriff v-neck shirt and comfortable flats, next to this stunning character straight out of a black and white movie.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5 - Harmony
 
   Anabella opened the car door in fake amazement.  Eyes wide and mouth agape, shaking her head an exclaiming, “Why, it's bigger on the inside.” I almost snorted at the invocation of that Doctor Who reference.  This sparked an amusing round of us trying to stump each other with Science Fiction trivia as we drove through town, stealing little glances and exchanging smiles along the way.
 
   I have to tell you that I do not advise driving with a hot woman beside you, I almost went through a couple of red lights, I was too distracted.  Wait, Hot?  It seemed like no time at all had passed and we found ourselves pulling into a parking spot just a little way down from the Harmony school.  Most of this side of the block had empty, dilapidated storefronts for lease.  A sign of the tough economic times I guess, but Harmony was still there, I felt a tinge of pride for Mrs. W about that fact.
 
   We left the car, with us breaking into fits of giggles every time our eyes met. She grabbed my arm as we walked along the weathered sidewalk toward Harmony. Careful not to look at each other, to stifle our laughter.
 
   I glanced farther down the street toward Dave's Diner, noticing the nicer shops, like the cute little florist with the colorful red and white awning and a bakery that was decorated like an old time Bavarian bread-house.  It seems that this area may be going through a revival contrary to the looks of the particular block we were walking along.
 
   My eyes drifted toward Harmony, idly thinking that it needed a little sprucing up. Even a new coat of paint would give it new life.  I was just thinking that I'd have to speak with Mr. W about that, when I saw something that caused the hair to stand on the back of my neck.  The color drained from my face as I stiffened my back a bit, tensing my jaw.
 
   Bella caught my sudden change, and followed my gaze to a man with a camera leaning against the wall near the door of the school.  The man looked up and spotted me,  then pushed himself off the wall and started walking toward us, raising his camera with a predatory grin you'd expect to see on a hyena. With his camera bag slung around a shoulder, his whole demeanor and appearance just smacked of a typical sleazeball paparazzi.  Slicked back hair, jeans and white t-shirt, who the hell does he think he is?  James Dean?
 
   He just started shooting, hurrying himself in front of us, posturing like a mongoose cornering a snake.  He just kept blocking our path and swooping in front of us every time we tried to move past him.  He was crudely asking things like “So is this your new conquest, Mandy?  What's your name, sugar?”  while continuing to impede our progress to the safety of Harmony.
 
   Bella's eyes held nothing but fear in them, and I also knew she didn't know what he was saying as his smug face was behind his camera.  She was looking at me almost pleadingly as she started wringing her hands on her wrists almost manically.  That was it for me, nobody makes Bella feel that way, I tried not to explode!  I thrust my arm beside him and swept him aside forcefully enough for us to push past.
 
   As we passed by, he suddenly lurched forward reaching behind me, grabbing at Anabella's arm, turning her toward him, snapping pics of her the entire time.  My temper flared, and I swear there was fire in my eyes as I punched his arm hard, effectively knocking it roughly out of the way.  Not even thinking, I yelled with venom dripping in my words, “Don't you EVER touch my girl!”
 
   The sleaze bucket just looked at me, then back at the school, where Mrs. Wellington was standing with one foot out the door, watching while speaking animatedly on her phone.  I could see the debate on whether to push his luck flash across his face.  Haltingly alternating between raising his camera again and glancing at Mrs. W who had fire in her own eyes.
 
   He finally resigned himself to the fact that he had better take off.  His shoulders slumped as he lowered the camera when he turned back to me hissing “Fine, bitch.  I have what I need anyway.” Then he stalked off in a huff, casting a glare toward Mrs. W.
 
   I turned to Anabella who, judging by the crooked smile on her face and the sparkles in her eyes, clearly wasn't afraid anymore.  Instead she was just grinning at me in amusement. I sputtered out, my hands flying everywhere as I spoke “Sorry Bella, I should have been more careful. I usually circle the block to look for this kind of crap.  You didn't have to be subjected to that.  It is just how my life is, zero privacy.  I don't even know how they knew I was back home.”  I was chewing my lower lip, frantically trying to find the right words.
 
   I noticed she wasn't fretting with her wrists anymore.  She just flitted my babbling outburst away with a dismissive gesture of her hand, and bumped my hip with hers as she grabbed my arm again dragging us toward the school. “Your girl, huh?” she teased with a mischievous sparkle in her eye.  Shit!  I did say that, I hope I don't scare her away with my big mouth.  I really need to find an off switch for it.  She seemed to really enjoy teasing me and making me tongue tied.
 
   I felt my cheeks go warm and my earlobes get hot as the blush she can so easily bring to my face returned.  I swear I've never blushed so much in my life as I have the past two days.
 
   We approached Mrs. W., with her face creased in concern, and a dangerous mother lion look in her steel grey eyes.  “Are you girls, okay?  I'm sorry, I should have expected something like that.” She grabbed our elbows and quickly ushered us into the building, giving one last look around outside with a fierce glare, before entering the school herself.  Somehow, she looked intimidating, even with her tiny 5'1” stature.  I would NOT want to get on her bad side!  She could probably snap a man's spine in two with her strong hands, which were toughened by decades of instrument playing.
 
   “Oh!” she said, and put the phone back up to her ear, “Sorry officer, where were we?” She listened a bit, with the same measured look that she gave me when I was twelve and wasn't grasping a simple concept like diatonic scales.  “I know the sidewalk is a public space young man.  But I also KNOW that our city has both loitering and physical detainment laws!  That...  man...” she almost spat the word, “was leaning against my building for fifteen minutes, AND he kept impeding my dear employee and her friend as they tried to make it inside.  Yes, I just happen to have his license plate number right here.” and she rattled it off from memory.
 
   I could imagine the officer on the other end of the line, head down like he was being scolded about common sense by his grade school teacher.
 
   After a few seconds of listening, she continued in a softer, quieter voice, a faint smile playing on the corner of her lips, then glancing over and shooting us a toothy, triumphant grin.  “Why yes, I 'would' appreciate if you upped the car patrols around here for a few days.  Thank you so much officer. Goodbye.”  She hung up, turning a deliciously evil grin toward us.  Eeep!  Scary lady is scary!
 
   I grinned at her, remembering how tough but loving she could be all at the same instant, I spent many an hour cleaning instruments as punishment for being too hyper and not listening during our lessons.  I uttered in amusement “You've softened up over the years.” And we all shared a laugh.  We moved over to the worn waiting area chairs with their blue plastic seats and backs supported by their wire-frame chrome legs.  We took our seats next to each other and started our visit.
 
   Mrs. W gave a genuine smile to me and grasped my hand between hers “It truly is good to see you Mandy.  We only have about fifteen minutes before my first student arrives, but if you have time to stay, I'd love to catch up between sessions.” She was sort of signing as she spoke, even I knew that she was missing a lot of what she said.  But the fact that she was trying, put me to shame.  I REALLY need to attempt to learn if I wanted to be around my Bella more!
 
   I nodded with a smile of my own, “Of course!  Besides, I'm stuck here till noon anyway.  I'm the sunshine girl's ride today.” Motioning my eyes toward Anabella, my gaze freezing for a second as our eyes meet.  If she only knew the power she has over me with a single glance.  Bella shook her head with mock indignation, slapping my arm, “Hey!  You make me sound like a chore!”
 
   Mrs. W chimed in with a conspiratorial grin, “Don't worry about it Ana, Mandy here was always my most troublesome and hyper student.  I contemplated strapping her to the practice chair with duct tape on more than one occasion.” We all snickered.  “But seriously, she was also my most gifted student, and a true joy to have around.  Her compassion for music and eagerness to help out around here were unparalleled.”
 
   “And Mandy, Ana here is my most gifted non-student.  She and her mother rented out, and almost lived in that back room, though she never got a lesson from me.” She smiled in the memory, “But she reminded me so much of you with her dedication and love for music.” She had that same conspiratorial grin looking back and forth between Bella and I.
 
   Before we could say anything, she looked directly at me. “Now tell me honey, how have you been? I've really missed you around here.  Truthfully now.  You know that your particular brand of horseshit doesn't fly with me.” I looked around, and Anabella turned toward me with a soft, reassuring smile.
 
   “Honestly, right now, really good.  The same can't be said for the years between when I left here and now.  I hit rock bottom, then I tunneled farther down because I hadn't punished myself enough. The more I bought into the rocker lifestyle the more I betrayed myself and my music.” I stopped lost in the thought of what caused  my turnaround, my June.  I continued, “But things changed last year.” my voice dropped to a whisper, afraid the admission would bring down a mountain on me. “I have a daughter now.”  At that, Mrs. W's eyes widened a bit.
 
   “So now I'm back.  I want to find the girl that used to help out here.  Who learned that there are good things in this world.  The girl that loved her music for what it was and not exploit it.” I paused.  “I truly missed you, Meg.” The fact that I used her first name for the first time in my life was not lost on her, and she leaned over in her chair and engulfed me into a warm hug.  I looked over at Anabella and saw her tearing up with a truly happy smile as she watched our interaction.
 
   The door opened and a young teenaged boy stepped through with a guitar case.  We sat up and Anabella stood and walked over toward him and checked the schedule “Hi Jimmy.  Mrs. Wellington with be with you in a minute in room two.  Have you been working on your chord progression exercises an hour a day?”
 
   She eyeballed him as he said, “Yes, Miss West.” She squinted a little at him “Jiiiimmy?” He flustered “Well not EVERY day, but I've been trying hard.” She flashed a smile and I saw him go weak for a second, a dreamy look on his face.  Poor boy, I know what that damn smile can do to a person. There should be a law!  “Now shoo.  Off with you to room two!” she motioned him away with a flourish of her hand.
 
   As he passed us he looked shocked when he saw me but continued back.  Bella rejoined us.  When Jimmy closed the door we all laughed, hard.  Mrs. Wellington grinned at me “Ana's my secret weapon around here.” She thought for a second as an evil grin spread across her lips.
 
   “Judging by that sleazeball earlier, it seems your secret is already out that you've returned home. Would you like to really blow Jimmy's mind, Mandy?  If it isn't an imposition, would you step in for a second and show off some of your intricate, complex chord progressions, so he can see where this is all heading?  Just let him know I'll be right in?” I shook my head in disbelief, this just reinforcing that she hasn't lost her flair for the sneaky, and appreciation for shock factor.
 
   I spoke like I was a child in a class. “Yes Mrs. Wellington.” We all giggled as I trudged off like a condemned woman to room two.  I saw Bella and Mrs. W start whispering excitedly between them.  I was totally convinced that they were plotting my doom.
 
   I opened the door and stepped in, closing it behind me, and glanced at the shocked boy standing there, not breathing, a look of disbelief on his face.  “Jimmy sit down!  You look like you're going to pass out.  Now breathe!”  He sat dumbly “But you're...  you're...” I hate that sentence, I truly do, so I finished for him “...here to show you why chord progression is important.  Now show me your best.”
 
   Jimmy went through the basics, not good, but not terrible, then I reached for his guitar and he released it to me, “Now, watch, this is what can be done with what you just did.  Hey!  Eyes on the fretboard, not me.” I started with the progression he did, then I threw down some of my most intricate progressions.  I handed the guitar back to the stunned boy who held it like it was on fire, just as Mrs. W walked in.
 
   She winked at me. “I see you have met one of my other students Jimmy.  I hope she gave a little inspiration for you to practice a little more religiously.” Apparently he still couldn't speak and just nodded, still looking between me and his guitar.  Mrs. W looked at me. “Thank you Miss Harris, I'll see you when Jimmy is done with his lesson.” “Yes Mrs. Wellington.” Damn, that was both fun and funny.
 
   I trudged out to see Bella sitting behind the front desk with an amused smile on her face.  I shook my head. “You do know that she has some sort of evil book with all these 'shock value' schemes in them don't you?” She nodded, “Yes of course, she uses it to prop up the corner of this desk.”
 
   Then pushed back in the chair and stood then ran around the desk and grabbed my hand dragging me backwards toward the back sound-room with a pleading look. “Since you are getting roped into doing favors today, can you do one for me?  Pleeeeease?” she continued with a pouty lower lip, eyes locking mine in a knee weakening gaze.  My God!  Not fair!  I cry foul!  I was lost in those eyes, she pretty much owned me at that point, I just nodded.  She bumped the door open with her backside, still dragging me while walking backwards. “Would you...  sing, for me?  I want to 'hear' YOU, not a recording.”
 
   Wait, goddess says what?  I nodded again and she looked like she had just won the lottery.  She ran to the cabinet beside the sound console, unlocked it with a key hanging around her neck, then loaded a tape from it into the reel to reel player.  She hit play and dragged a chair over to a speaker and pulled me down into the chair, sitting herself on the speaker, as piano music filled the room.
 
   I recognized it immediately as one of my own, but the modulations and tone had an almost ethereal quality to them.  She stared into my eyes like a giddy schoolgirl as I started to sing.  She reached up with both hands tentatively toward my face asking permission with her expression.  I smiled and she placed her hands on either side of my face as I continued, knowing this is how she 'heard' her mother.
 
   The music dipped and pulsed creating intriguing harmonies and reverberations with my voice.  This pianist was amazing.  It was like the arrangement was tailored specifically to harmonize my voice, it was hard to believe it was my own music.  I was in heaven, feeling the warmth of her hands, inhaling her scent as I sang.  I could feel my music in a new way.
 
   Then she closed her eyes, this angel looked at peace.  Suddenly the harmonies grew into something larger than themselves as another instrument chimed in.  It almost didn't register that it was Bella humming as I sang.  It matched point and counter point to my melodies as the song wound down, then I could feel her hot breath on my face.
 
   I opened my eyes, not even remembering closing them.  Her blue eyes were darker than before, electric, holding my brown, our lips inches apart, our breathing ragged.  I moved forward slightly and she matched me, our lips connecting, her body pushing into mine.
 
   I couldn't tell where I ended and she began as she sucked in my lower lip nibbling then her tongue lightly played with my upper.  It felt like we were breathing our lives into each other, I was getting hot in all the right places.  Then she pulled away, gasping for air and blushing profusely, leaving me gasping, wanting more.
 
   She smiled demurely at me. “Thank you M, recordings don't do justice to your 'true' voice.” She bashfully looked down and shuffled off to the tape deck leaving my body tingling in shock from the kiss.  I was still not coherent enough for speech.
 
   She retrieved her tape and locked it away.  Then that beautiful woman stopped a pace away from me as if she were scared, and put her hand out for me to take.  A pleading look on her face.  I grabbed it and she dragged me back out to the waiting room and we sat.  Anabella kept a distance between us though she never released my hand.  Almost as though she feared I would run away if she released it.
 
   “I'm sorry.” she whispered, “I got carried away.” She locked eyes with me searching for an idea as to what I was thinking “Your singing was so right, and you looked so beautiful the way you let it flow through you.  Please don't hate me.” I smiled, letting myself drift still almost feeling her lips on mine “Please, never apologize to me, and how could I ever be mad at you?  The kiss was perfect.  It was the second greatest moment of my life so far.  Next to having June.”
 
   She got a little serious and timid. “Please don't tell Sarina I kissed you.  I...  I've never told anyone that I've ever thought about kissing another girl before.  I  don't want to disappoint her.  This can never happen again.” She paused and added almost silently, “But I'm glad it was with you.”
 
   Never again?  It felt like I was punched in the gut.  I looked at her and took a quick deep breath and exhaled it “No one will know it happened unless you want them to.  I don't know how you did it to me, but just so you know, if you ever want that life, I'm pretty much yours already.  Then I can help you break it to her if you need the support, on your time table, if ever.  If you need to discuss it, I'm always here, it is an important thing, a scary thing.”  She nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek.
 
   She giggled suddenly, almost snorting, her hand covering her lips.  The sound of a puppy and kitten having a death-match cuddle-fest would pale in comparison.  “What?” I almost laughed out at her sudden mirth.  She playfully slapped my arm. “My first kiss.” She stated like it was THE quintessential “Duh” moment, “and I had to wait almost nineteen years for it.”
 
   We just sat there for the rest of the hour in un-speaking silence, just happily soaking in our closeness.  Then the door to room two opened and Jimmy wandered out followed by Mrs. W.  He slowed as he passed me then turned, “I'm sorry Miss Harris, but could I please get your autograph? Noneofmyfriendswilleverbelieveme.” he spat out as he held out a pen and some paper in his shaking hand.  I think his head was about to explode.  Boom, squish!  Brainz!
 
   “Jimmy!” Mrs. Wellington snapped.  I held up my hand. “No, it's alright.  I have an idea.” I reached out for his guitar case and he handed it over like he was in a trance.  I took out his guitar and walked to the desk and grabbed a Sharpie, then wrote, “Jimmy, thanks for jamming with me.  Your friend, Mandy Harris” on the guitar and handed it to him. “Now they gotta believe ya.”
 
   He held it out from his body like it might burst into flame any second, then sort of wandered off dragging his case behind him repeating, “Omygod Omygod Omygod.” When the door closed we all laughed so hard we cried.  Mrs. W slapped my hand. “Mandy, you evil child.  I think you broke the poor boy.”
 
   Once I could speak again I asked the blue eyed wonder “So, who was the pianist in that recording you played me?  It was amazing.”  Ana blushed a little and interrupted Mrs. W before she could speak “Nobody special.”  Mrs. Wellington shot her an accusatory glance.
 
   We spent the rest of the morning chatting and laughing between classes until noon rolled around.  It came too quickly, I was having the time of my life.  Though a small pang of regret still tugged at my gut.
 
   My phone rang, I checked the caller ID, seeing it was the record label again, I rejected the call muttering, “They just don't get the message that I'm done.”  Mrs. W looked at me questioningly.  I sighed. “The damn record label or my old manager calls at least once a day trying to get me to come back.”
 
   Bella put on a fierce face, well it was sexy, but as fierce as she could get. “They'll have to come through me to get to you.  Unless they have banana cream pie that is, banana cream pie is fighting dirty, it's soooo yummy.”
 
   “A girl has to have her priorities.” I snorted, turning to my old mentor. “It has been heaven getting together again, and I hope you don't mind if I haunt the place frequently.”  She moved close and gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.  “You are always welcome here; you are like the hyper daughter that I never had.” With an extra squeeze, she pressed a key into my hand.
 
   Simultaneously Bella and I proffered our elbows to each other uttering, “Shall we?” in unison.  We laughed and she grabbed my arm with both hands giggling out, “We shall!” as I drug her out the door.  “To Dave's!” her voice chimed out.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6 – The Other Task
 
   During the consumption of one of the best tuna melts I have ever experienced, we chatted.  It was punctuated with innocent flirts and laughs that just tore at my insides.  Didn't Bella know what she was doing to me?  It hurt so much knowing it couldn't go any farther than the fleeting touches and gazes. But I wouldn't push it, even though I could still feel her lips on mine.  But I was happy to pay the price if it meant getting to spend more time with her.
 
   It struck me as funny, I drank to wash away the feelings, any feeling.  Now I was happy to endure these new painful feelings, just to be with the woman I've fallen in love with.  What?  Shit!  I don't mean that.  Do I?  I'm Mandy Harris, I don't love.  Wait, wake up idiot, she's speaking to you! “Hmm?”
 
   “You must rent space there in la la land, I thought I lost you again!” she laughed. “Ham was asking if you wanted dessert.  I ordered pie,” she scrunched into her seat hugging her herself rocking back and forth, “banana cream pie!” Whoa!  Holy crap, how does she do that!?  Just when you think she couldn't be any more adorable, she pulls this out of her bag of tricks.  I reassert, evil!  Evil I say!
 
   “Ummm...  yeah.  I'll have a slice of apple please, if you got it, Ham.” I say to him without breaking eye contact with Bella's crystal blue sources of joy, a dreamy feeling being conveyed through them. Is she doing this on purpose?  I glanced at Dave and smiled.  He had nothing but humor written on his face as he looked back and forth between Bella and I, biting his tongue.  He looked to be holding back a laugh as he said “You got it.”   Then he stopped signing and leaned down to whisper in my ear to address my fascination, “I know right?  Those sisters are a force of nature.”
 
   Anabella started yelling at us in mirth, “Hey!  Foul!  I cry foul!  No whispering!” Dave looked at her shaking his head in amusement, which was a good look on his chiseled features. “I was just telling Mandy that we should withhold your pie, and watch the withdrawal.”  He winked at her and  I actually snorted at the sad puppy dog eyes that suddenly appeared on her face.  “Fine, pie coming up.” He laughed, his shoulders sloping in defeat.
 
   I watched him wander off behind the counter to slice up some pie.  I turned back to Anabella and we engaged in a battle with our eyes, trying to get the other to laugh.  Only to be startled by Dave materializing moments later with the fruity offerings, setting them down in front of us, then winking at us as he handed us each a fork.
 
   Dave and I turned toward the door, Bella following our gaze as the bell tinkled.  One of the rubbernecking boys from yesterday walked in, looking back toward our booth.  His face was creased with a mixture of anxiety and excitement beneath his shaggy curly blonde hair as he walked up to the register instead of proceeding back.
 
   Dave wiped his hands on the towel that he had slung over his shoulder and gave us a reassuring look as he turned back to the boy, and walked back up to the front to speak with him.   After a few seconds of them speaking back and forth in hushed tones that I couldn't make out, and them casting glances back toward us every few seconds, Anabella stifled a laugh.
 
   I turned to her and looked a question at her and she said “He's so cute.  He's almost begging Dave to let him ask you for an autograph.  Something about you... and favorite... and since he was ten.”
 
   I couldn't help but smile at her entertainment, and her ability to read lips from here.  Note to self, sweep the perimeter for nearby temptress redheads before speaking about her to anyone.  This put me in an even better mood, and I grabbed a pen from my purse and scribbled, “Thanks for the lunch. Mandy Harris” onto a napkin and handed it to her.  Nudging my eyes toward the boy.
 
   She looked at the napkin then at me with mischief on her face as she stood.  I watched every curve of her body, the feminine sway of her hips as she walked up to the boy and said something to him. Then she handed him the napkin and leaned down slightly to kiss the boy on the cheek.  She then gave a wink to Dave and wandered back to sit down and held her breath as we both watched the kid.
 
   The boy looked back and forth between the napkin, Anabella, and myself.  He touched his cheek and wandered out the door, bumping into the frame, but navigated past it the second time.  The door closed then Bella snorted and exhaled, leaving a trail of chiming laughter as it went.  Her snort eliciting one of my own as we looked at each other again.
 
   “What did you say to him?” I eyeballed the giggling queen of the pixies across from me, as she picked up her fork and started loading it with pie.  A deliciously evil look crossed her face. “I just thanked him for being a gentleman and not interrupting our meal.  I thought he was going to die when I kissed his cheek.”  I picked up my fork and started in on my pie as well.
 
   I shook my head incredulously. “Such a blatant tease!  And to a poor unsuspecting boy.  You do know he'll never wash his cheek again don't you?  That just can't be sanitary.” She stuck her tongue out at me then slowly took a bite of her pie, closing her eyes, and savoring it.  I think I dropped my fork, I can't be sure, my body was flush with heat.  Thinking shunted to emergency power!  Oh yeah, breathe! 
 
   She looked at me with an innocent “what?” look.  I growled at her, “I rest my case!  Tease!”  We laughed and I retrieved my fork and we finished our slices of delectable pie.  Dave appeared like a ninja as we grabbed our purses to leave, how the hell does he time things that well?  We scooted out of OUR booth and he bear hugged us both as we gave our farewells.
 
   We started walking back toward to the car with Bella on my arm.  I again admired how this block had been reclaimed, and how charming the cobblestone sidewalk was.   I caught myself hoping that this urban renewal would expand to the block Harmony was on.
 
   I turned to Bella and I asked, “So where to?  Sar said you had another task today.” Her eyes brightened. “Only my favorite time of the week.  We can walk, it's not far.” She looked a plea at me.  I smiled. “Shall we?” “We shall!”  I'm pretty sure that is now our “thing”.  Hey, don't judge.  Why is my mind babbling again? 
 
   We turned on our heels and wandered back past Dave's.  Then two short blocks later, honestly I could walk beside this pixie all day, we walked up to a charming public library, its facade made it look like an old New England style library.  We entered the large oak doors with the huge brass handles and she turned around and playfully grabbed both of my hands and dragged me way to the back by the children's books.  Glancing backwards as she navigated toward our mysterious destination,  her shoes clacking on the white marble floors. 
 
   Bella was smiling a mischievous secret the whole way.  I could tell she was excited to share this with me.  Her excitement was contagious as I felt my own anticipation rising.
 
   In the far corner of the library, we came to a bunch of bean bag chairs filled with boys and girls that looked to be various ages from toddler to about five or six.   They were all arranged in a semi-circle  facing a short little table with four little chairs that were obviously made for kids.  I could see parents hovering in the nearby aisles, making a bad effort of pretending to be looking at books when the whole world knew they were just keeping an eye on their kids.
 
   The backdrop for this nook was a huge multipanned window below the cathedral ceiling of the library.  The fluted columns just gave more ambiance to the setting.  I could see how this could feel almost like a magical area for the children, with all the brightly colored shelves and the dinosaur rug under the sitting area.
 
   It was like someone hit a power switch somewhere in the universe as Anabella dragged me into the middle of the group of  quietly waiting, fidgety children, and to the table.  Upon seeing us, they erupted suddenly, jumping up with smiles and screams, and running up to us.  At least three of them attached themselves to Anabella's  legs, hugging her. I could hear lots of little voices all around welcoming “Miss Ana” and “Who's that pretty lady.” and plenty of giggles to go around.
 
   “Okay. Okay. Okay.” Anabella laughed. “Come on bumblebees, lets take our seats.” They all ran and jumped into their beanbag chairs and turned to face her.  The area went silent.  “Hello my bumblebees, welcome to story time.” She made a single gesture that almost looked like a salute, and all the kids did the same.  I'm assuming it was “hello”.
 
   “We have a special guest today.  I'd like you all to say hello to Miss Mandy Fay.  She'll be helping out today.”  She knows my middle name?  She's full of surprises.  A chorus of “Hello Miss Mandy,” in the key of cute, sang out.  All the children made that motion again.  “Hello, children.” I responded mimicking the sign, “I'm happy to be here.”
 
   They all turned their attention back to Anabella as she spoke. “Before we read 'The Bird in the Hat' let's see how you are doing on your homework.” They all nodded and murmured.
 
   She made sure everyone was looking then she said “Thank you” and signed it.  They all responded “Thank you” and signed it.  Next was, “You're welcome”.  Then “Please.” I did them as well.  The last one was “Okay”.
 
   “Very good my bumblebees.  Now the new one for this week is 'love'.” She signed it.  We all said “Love” and mimicked the action.  Anabella radiated nothing but pride for the children. “Okay!  Let's hear a story now shall we?  She sat at one of the tiny chairs at the table, grabbing my arm and pulling me down into one as well.  Damn these things are small.
 
   She grabbed a book off the top of the little stack on the table.  As she opened it, a little girl who couldn't have been more than three or four, in a darling frilled dress, her blonde hair tied up in a ponytail, wandered over and climbed into Bella's lap.  “Hi peanut.” She kissed the top of the girl's head and started reading.
 
   Holding the book over toward me so that we could both see it, she began. “This one is called 'The Bird in the Hat'.  I wanted to play at the park.  And let my dog run and bark.  But I could not find my hat.  I asked...” and she looked to me eyes darting toward the book “where is it at?” I finished.
 
   The rest of the book went that way, with me doing the characters voices as Bella read to the group of little faces that were totally enthralled with the tale.  She looked so happy and it was so natural for her.  Just looking at her, you could almost feel the pride and warmth she radiated toward them, a blind man could see how much she loved children.  I felt so lucky just to be sitting next to such a gentle, genuine soul.
 
   We read two more books that way, then Bella grabbed a small acoustic guitar beside the table, handing it to me with a huge grin.  In no time, I was playing and singing a rousing round of  'Old McDonald Had a Farm' and other chart topping classics with the children.  Anabella just watched with her hands together on her lips like she was praying, joyful tears threatening.
 
   Then it was over, all too soon.  I was having such a wonderful time,  Bella never ceases to amaze me.  She was speaking to the group, “Okay bumblebees, that's it for today,” to a disappointed group “ooooh”.  “Let's thank Miss Mandy children.”  They all chimed in, signing as well, “Thank you, Miss Mandy.”  I just shook my head with a smile “No, thank you!  It was so much fun!” I replied, signing thank you back with a genuine smile.
 
   I felt a warm glow in my heart as I thought of June, I couldn't wait till she could interact like this.  I didn't have an appreciation for children before my baby came along, it has opened up a whole new world for me.  Without even knowing it, Bella has just given me a glimpse into the future and all the wonder it holds for me as a mother.
 
   “Goodbye, children.” she signed one motion, looked like a goodbye wave to me.  “Goodbye” they chimed back while doing the motion with their tiny hands.  The little girl hopped off of Anabella's lap and we stood, the munchkin hugging her leg, then moved to me and hugged my leg.  Then she was off like a bolt to one of the “I'm-not-hovering” women and they wandered off hand in hand.
 
   She grabbed my hands in her's, looking at me in excitement “So?  What do you think of my children?” I looked at her in wonder. “They love you, you know that right?” I signed love when I said the word.  It wasn’t lost on her as I saw her smile twitch bigger.  “I have got to say, this is the most important concert I've ever had.  I'll hold in my heart forever.” And I meant it.
 
   There was a soft touch on my arm and I tuned to see a couple with a little boy.  The woman smiled “Hi, I don't mean to interrupt.  We're Jim and Melanie Pratt.  I just wanted to thank you Miss Harris...  I mean Fay.” she corrected herself.  I appreciated the effort though it was obvious most of the parents knew who I really was.  “Our son Kyle had a wonderful time today.  I have to admit that you surprised us.  I was a little apprehensive when I saw you at Story Time, knowing your reputation.  As I watched how you were with the children, how much you cared, and the joy you brought them, I knew I misjudged.  For that we are sorry.”
 
   “No need for apologies Melanie.  I did lose my way for quite some years.  But I've left all that behind.  Besides, being friends with Anabella just brings the good out in people.”  I glanced over to a blushing Bella.  Melanie almost snorted “She IS a force of nature.” With an amused look on my face I replied “You are actually the second person today that has said that exact thing.”
 
   We said our goodbyes and on cue the source of my obsession proffered her elbow “Shall we?” “We shall!”
 
   We walked back to the car in relative silence, just enjoying each others company.  I opened the car door for her but Bella stood there looking at me oddly.  “What?  Do I have an armadillo on my face?” I joked.  She smiled “No.  Just wondering something?  She moved in closer I could detect her scent. Damn I'm going to need to get inoculated for that!  It threatened to take me over.  “What's that?” I asked as I was taken by surprise by her soft lips on mine, in the gentlest kiss, our lips barely brushing.
 
   Before I could reboot and restore even rudimentary brain function, she was gone and getting into the car muttering a playful “Damnit!”.  Three years later, well fine, it just felt like three years, I regained composure and a little motor control.  I shut her door  then wandered around and got in the driver's seat.
 
   “What was...” I started, still a little dazed and giddy.  She interrupted with a look of mock disappointment on her face “You just ruined banana cream pie for me.  I wanted to verify which tasted better, and you did.  Oh, and this can never happen again.”  she said matter of factly, her eyes sparkling. These mixed signals are threatening to crash my nervous system.  Have I mentioned that she is pure evil?  Did I, like, beat puppies or talk in the movie theater in a past life to deserve this torture?
 
   “Thanks for taking the time to get some insight into my life today.  It means a lot to me.” she gently said, “You've been really patient being drug around like this.” I met her eyes, where I'd be happy to stay and I replied “It has been my complete and utter pleasure.  You don't have a clue how much you've helped heal me.  I've known you two days, it feels like a lifetime.” then I brightened up “Lets go see my June, I'm missing her after being around those lovely kids.”
 
   We sat in silence on the way back to the Rand castle, my right hand in hers, our fingers laced.  Soaking in the togetherness.  We arrived at three and I parked on the street since a blue pickup was behind the minivan.  I got out and ran around to open Bella's door.  Arm offered, and arm taken, then we were off to storm the castle gates.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7 - Breakdown
 
   We entered the side door, interrupting Sarina and Dave in a liplock in the kitchen, distant giggles coming from the living room.  They pulled apart quickly grinning and acting innocent, Dave apparently checking out something interesting on the ceiling.  I stopped short uttering “Sorry.”  Anabella chimed in from behind me, “Get a room, you two.  You're going to scar, M, here.” We all had a chuckle.
 
   I motioned with my eyes toward the distant giggling, Sarina smiled “Fed, burped, bathed, napped, oil changed, tires rotated.  Technician Zoey is testing the suspension now.” I smiled as I move through to the living room to see two babies laid out on a blanket having their feet tickle tortured by Zoey.  The little redhead in a cute yellow dress, on all fours resting on her elbows and knees, wiggling her fingers under their fidgeting feet like an evil tickling genius.  A giant smile was plastered on her freckled face as she kicked the overstuffed brown couch lazily behind her while she performed her dastardly deed.
 
   Zoey looked up at us and squealed, jumping to her feet like she was spring loaded “Auntie Ana! Mandy!” zooming over to give us each a leg hug as Anabella's 'Zoey Smile 5000' burned a swath through the space-time continuum toward the little girl “Hi, my little ladybug.”
 
   A red lightning bolt later and June is being offered to me by the tiny tornado. “Squirt has been a good girl, she drank two bottles all gone today!”  she excitedly told me, beaming a tiny, proud, freckled smile up at me as I took my little squirming bundle.  Then it was back to Eve's tickle torture for the whirling dervish.
 
   Dave shouted from the kitchen as the ladies looked adoringly at the children, “You staying for dinner, Mandy? We're having your favorite. 'Food'.  I'll whip it up in a couple hours.”  I laughed and shouted back, “I'd be delighted, but I swear this family is trying to fatten me up.”  Bella looking a question to me with her eyes “Ham just invited me to stay for dinner.” She smiled and nodded.
 
   Moving like a ninja, Sarina wandered in and stole my baby from my arms.  Oh, this is bad, a ninja gypsy queen!  She grinned then said, “Ana, why don't you treat her to the 'Ana Sound Experience'?  I'm always curious to get other people's opinion of it.”
 
   I turned to see Anabella glancing around nervously, then she reached forward capturing one of my hands with both of hers “Ummm, do you trust me?”  I just nodded like it was the silliest question in the seven known universes.  I'd follow this woman to the gates of hell, and I'm starting to think she already knows it.
 
   She started for the stairs, dragging me behind her in excitement.  “Help me.” I mock cried over my shoulder to the rolling of Sarina's eyes.  Being of no help, she simply said “Shoo!  Off with you woman.”  before she turned and started playing giddyup with June on her hip as I was pulled up the stairs.  My hand was tingling from the heat and contact of her soft hand as she led me.
 
   I was dragged down the hall to a small door at the end.  Bella turned to look at me smiling as she opened the door, revealing another, smaller stairway leading up.  I was about to ask where it led, just to be dragged up into the attic space.  The small room appeared to be fitted out like a sound-room.  Black, sound absorbing panels on all the walls.   Curiosity was burning inside of me as I started to open my mouth to speak, just to be silenced by her soft index finger on my lips.  The simple feel of her touch warming my lips had such power over me that I fell silent.
 
   I glanced around the room.  Low cabinets and speakers lined the walls, a large video screen occupied the farthest wall and a comfortable looking black leather chair, with a little side table, sat in the center of the space.  She removed her finger from my lips, I was missing the feel of it already, then guided me to chair and gently pushed me into it.
 
   “No talking.  Just trust me.  I want to share this with you, but I've been nervous.  That damn sea witch of a sister of mine is too impulsive.  Now listen to this, no talking.” I was intrigued as she grabbed a remote off the side table and started a video on the large screen of one of my obscure underground club performances in Chicago, from two years ago.  Where does she find all this stuff?
 
   I sat through the song, not impressed with myself.  It wasn't my best work; I was totally smashed that night.  When it was done, I started to ask why she was showing me this but she raised a warning shush finger at me then handed me some earplugs from a box on the table.  “Put 'em in.” I did as I was told and she handed me some noise canceling headphones from the table.  Redundant much?  I placed them over my ears and what little sound I could still hear with the earplugs was replaced with a gentle hiss of white noise.  I was in a sea of silence and I found myself still trying to hear even though I rationally knew I couldn't.
 
   My goddess was tugging on my arm, getting my attention, she was speaking, or was it laughing. She dragged me to my feet then over to the nearest speaker by the wall.   Gaining my attention again, she brought two fingers to her eyes and swung them toward the TV, and I saw her crank the volume to max on the remote .  She sat me down on the speaker and started the video again.
 
   First let me tell you, it is strange watching yourself in pantomime, try watching a video of yourself in a quiet room with the sound muted, then you'll understand what I mean.  I could feel myself trying to hear like an idiot.  The vibrations rising from the speaker into my legs gave me some sensory input that I grasped at with my senses, trying to fill in the missing input.  I dropped my hands from the headphones to rest them on the sides of the speaker.
 
   It was strange, I could feel the thump of the bass and that the other vibrations had an ebb and flow, some sharp and dramatic and some kind of a comforting hum feel.  I still can't describe it well. Without hearing, I found myself watching my face closer, watching my movements, trying to match the vibrations I felt with what I knew was being sung and the music it accompanied.
 
   The comforting humming feel existed where the harmonies between the music and my voice should be, and the sharpness hit on the down strokes of my guitar.  There was an ebb and flow where my voice should be.  I can't explain this well, but it made me sad.  I watched myself and I realized I looked like I was suffering at points, and it turned to anger and the ebb just repeated over and over with no flow.  I could feel myself getting anxious as I watched my chest was tightening up.
 
   Near the end, as I watched my performance winding down, my face on the screen looked reflective and something else, maybe a little scared, and the gentle harmonizing buzz returned.  I was breathing quickly now, almost in physical pain as I watched myself.  Then it was done and I was stripping the headphones off my head, throwing them to the ground in a panic and running down the stairs, down the hall into the bathroom, hyperventilating.
 
   I locked the door and placed my back to it.  Ripping the earplugs from my ears and dropping them to the floor and I sobbed.  I've cried before, but this was different, I was sobbing, my entire body shaking without even knowing why.  That's a lie, I did know.  I just hated myself for it.  
 
   There was pounding on the door and both Bella and Sarina were calling out to me.  I was so close to a nervous breakdown, I could feel it, I was dancing on the precipice.  I could hear Bella's worried voice talking me off the ledge, my mind couldn't understand the words she was saying, but just the tone was melting the red from my vision.
 
   I took a few ragged deep breaths, calming myself.  Forcing my control back.  I could understand her words now “M, it's okay.  Everything is going to be okay.  Just open the door M.”  Sarina was mirroring the words.  I looked in the mirror, drying my eyes.  “Just a second, I'm okay.” I called, mostly trying to convince myself. 
 
   I opened the door, staring at my feet, just to be pulled forward and wrapped in a tight hug from Bella, threatening to squeeze the life out of me.  I glanced up to see Sarina behind her and she rested a hand on my shoulder, her thumb stroking my shoulder blade, with concern etched into her face.  Sarina turned and I followed her eyes to see Dave with a baby on either hip, standing by the stairs with a scared looking Zoey standing behind him, holding his pant leg.
 
   Glancing back at Sarina, me still finding it hard to breathe in Bella's embrace, I saw Sarina make some motions with her head.  Then Dave and the girls disappeared back down the stairs.  Suddenly I could breath again as Bella released her death grip and she backed up to look into my eyes,  she turned and I felt myself being dragged into a bedroom and sat onto a bed.  Glancing between the sisters on either side of me, each holding a hand, Bella intertwining our fingers.  I dipped my eyes, ashamed and embarrassed over my behavior.
 
   Softly Anabella asked, “What was that?”  I looked up at her, not knowing what to say, but the words came anyway. “How did I get so broken?  How did I not see it?  How did I just let it happen to me, without putting up a fight?  Why did it take me so long to start living again?  Why don't you hate me for becoming that person?” I gasped after rattling off the questions I had no answer for.  I felt such shame.  But all I could see painted on Anabella's face was concern and compassion.
 
   I looked back down.  Both sisters tightened their grip on my hands, their thumbs stroking the sides of my hands, willing their strength inside me.  Bella's soothing voice said “Shhh... shhhh...  Breathe M, I'm here.  You are not broken.”  I snapped back angry at myself, not at her, “But I just SAW it!  I knew I was lost, that was right before I sank to my lowest.  I didn’t even know what was happening then.  I knew I hated myself then, and I was fine with it, but this is the first time I actually SAW it!”
 
   “Look at me!” My lifeline snapped at me.  I looked at her face, nothing but compassion was there. Her face lined with determination, her eyes strong and unwavering, she continued. “Some strange brown eyed rocker girl once told me something that I will never forget.  We all have scars, some are on the outside, some are on the inside.  But they are nothing to be ashamed of, they simply show that we survived, we persevered the pain and emotion that brought them about.  They make us stronger.”
 
   My eyes shot to Sarina for a moment, she looked surprised and somehow moved by what Bella had just relayed.  I returned my gaze to Anabella.
 
   Bella leaned in to kiss me, but glanced at her sister then veered off to kiss my cheek instead, squeezing my hand.  I looked at the girls, who are now etched into the permanent book of favorites that I just created, and croaked out, “You ladies are amazing.  Thank you for putting up with me.” I signed thank you and continued,  “I've come to terms with my past, but I've never addressed all the pain and emotion I kept bottled up inside all those years.  Actually truly seeing it when I was at my worst just popped the cork and I couldn't deal with what came rushing out.” I gave a weak smile begging forgiveness as I released their hands.  But both ladies were beaming at me, not looking down on me like I would have imagined.
 
   “Ummm...  so this how everyone handles the 'Ana Sound Experience'?”  I looked sheepishly at Sarina and we all shared a nervous laugh.  She cocked an eyebrow. “Weeeeell not exactly, but it usually gives insight into Ana's world and shows us what we are missing when all we do is listen instead of feel.”  We all got up off the bed, I wiped away the tears with my sleeve and we collectively took a cleansing breath.  God, I must look a mess.
 
   “Once I've calmed down, I'd love to try it again some day.” I admitted.
 
   “We are here for you, a safety net of family.  You can share anything without feeling ashamed or scared.  We do not judge in this family.” Sar shot the last part toward Bella with the last one almost as a prompt.  I know that Sarina already knows, she's hinted it on many occasions...  why doesn't Bella see?
 
   Well lets go downstairs and watch a chick flick before dinner.” She pulled us all out into the hall and guided us toward the stairs.  “It will be fun to torture my dear hubby with it.  Oh and Ana, Dave brought the last piece of banana cream pie home from the diner, said he didn't want it to go to waste.  He knows it's your favorite.”
 
   Anabella bumped my hip with a wicked grin. “My SECOND favorite.”  Rebooting the heat inside me.  Damn I love this girl!  Bella and I exchanging wicked grins, leaving Sarina standing in place with her hands on her hips and shaking her head, a bit confused about our inside joke.
 
   We trundled around the side table and sat down on the couch, with me seated protectively between the sisters, then magic Dave materialized on cue with hot chocolate for all.  Dave erected a portable crib beside the couch and deposited two darling sleeping girls on a blanket.
 
   Then that evil gypsy queen selected “Imagine Me and You” from the pay per view menu.  She's not subtle, that's for sure, but then again, Bella seems to be clueless.  I didn't even get through the punch bowl incident in the show before the total physical and mental exhaustion claimed me.
 
   I woke to someone gently stroking my hair and the credits rolling.  I was curled up on the couch with my head resting on Anabella's lap with a blanket draped over me and a sleeping Zoey curled into my belly, my arm around her waist.  A smile drifted on my Bella angel's face as she softly said, “There she is.” She rested her palm on my cheek.  I could feel her warmth both from her skin and her caring, her scent so soothing.
 
   Hearing Bella, Sarina popped her head in from the kitchen I turned in Anabella's lap to see her grinning at me like like an idiot, “Hey sleepyhead, dinner in fifteen minutes.  You wanna get the babies tanked up and changed up for me, ladies?” Carefully sitting up and sliding out from behind Zoey, then lowering the sleeping freckled mass to the couch, Bella and I went over to the crib and we each snagged a wiggling child.
 
   Dipping into the diaper bags, it quickly became a baby duel as we tried to be first to change, clean and feed our squirming cargo on a blanket that we laid out on the carpet.  Diapers flying powder sprinkling.  Darting into the kitchen to warm some bottles.  We both lost the competition, the laughing won.  Yay laughing!  Add one playpen in the kitchen and all was right with the world as we sat down for dinner, happily jostling for positions.
 
   Everyone grabbed hands. One offered to me by Bella on one side, and Dave on the other. Zoey on my lap, apparently it is 'the best seat in the house', according to her.  Then Dave said grace.  The food that followed was simple and delectable.  I'm getting spoiled here, I just know it.
 
   The dinner went much like our other meals, just general fun and chit chat, no mention of my breakdown.  My chicken pasta and beans seemed to disappear faster than I was eating, no doubt thanks to my little redheaded, freckled symbiot.  It just felt nice.  It felt like, home.  Have you ever have one of those experiences at a family dinner, where you actually take the time to notice the camaraderie as people pass the dishes around gossiping on any random topic?  I found myself watching the people gathered around the table in wonder.  I buttered two rolls, since I knew one would disappear, realizing what I had missed in my youth.  Realizing that this is what a family truly was.
 
   I continued watching as dinner wound down, and we all cleared the table and cleaned up.  Sarina saying to leave the dishes till morning.  I sighed “Well I should get little Squirt home and to bed everyone, I really enjoyed the meal and spending time with you.  I hope we can do it again soon, without all my drama that is.”  That garnered me nods, smiles and lots of eye rolling.
 
   In sync, without speaking, but sharing stolen glances and smiles, I retrieved a sleeping June from the playpen and Bella gathered my things.  Then Anabella and her family wandered outside to the car with me.
 
   “OhMyGodI'mGonnaMissYou!” Bella said hyper-actively as the group was bidding me farewell for the night at the car.  Dave and Sarina hugged me, telling me not be a stranger to castle Rand.  Bella had a twinkle in her beautiful eyes, “You realize we haven't been apart in the past thirty four hours?” she grinned.  Sarina crossed her arms and shaking her head as she leaned back into Dave's arms. “What am I going to do with you two?”
 
   My cussing about the over-complex torture device restraint operation of the child seat in the back seat eluding my keen mind, elicited many unwarranted laughs and taunts from the peanut gallery.  Then a soft hand snaked between my arms and “click”, done, one child buckled in.  “Damnit woman!  I need my pride!” I joked at Bella.  Who removed herself from behind me at her leisure, with her hot breath at the back of my neck raising goosebumps on my flesh.
 
   “We better see you two for dinner tomorrow, young lady.” Sarina chided.  I rolled my eyes. “Yes mom,” gaining me a slap on the arm as Sarina leaned forward from Dave's embrace.  Anabella grabbed my arm with both hands and standing close. “Lunch tomorrow?  Fridays are chef salad days!  If you are not too busy, that is.  What are your plans for the weekend?  Whatcha got goin?” she rapid fired.
 
   I snorted, cutting her off. “Just how many slices of pie did you have?  Of course we can do lunch, us starving millionaire rocker chicks never turn down a free meal at Dave's Diner with a beautiful girl! We can discuss the weekend then.”  Bella threw a dazzling smile my way, rocking back on her heels before I could throw my deflector shields up. “Ha, I win!  Lunch with M.  Go me!” she laughed.  I rolled my eyes.  She's as bad as I am, babbling to herself like that.
 
   I shook off the tiny redheaded creature that has been attached to me, hugging my leg throughout this entire process, gaining a laughing smile from her and her family.  Then I walked around to the drivers side and took a deep breath of the crisp fall air, admiring the neighborhood again before opening the door and jumping inside.
 
   I let my body sink comfortably into the leather seat.  With a final wave to the Rand's, I put the car in gear and pulled away and down the road, making my way back home with a smile on my face.  I felt at peace, a huge contrast to what I felt upstairs earlier.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8 – It All Goes To Hell
 
   In the morning I awoke to the doorbell, I felt oddly refreshed and relaxed.  I grabbed my robe that was hanging on its hook on the back of my bedroom door.  I wiggled my toes into the deep pile carpeting and checked myself quickly in the full length mirror by the door as I wandered out into the hall  towards the stairway, noticing the contrast between the warm carpet in the room and the cold feel of the wood flooring in the hallway.
 
   I bounded down the stairs two at a time and reached for the door and swung it open, standing behind it peeking my head around it at, grinning at the nanny.  Tammy grinned back, I could tell she was wondering what had gotten into me.  Her grin went crooked as she asked “Hello Miss Harr... Mandy,  how's your little princess doing this morning?”
 
   I smiled, my mind shot to happy thoughts about June,  I took a quick breath  “She's exhausted Tammy, we had a big night last night.  I'm going to be running some errands today but I should be back around 4:00, then June and I are off to the Rand's for dinner.”  I was fiddling with the doorknob, remembering the events of yesterday as she stepped in.
 
   As I closed the door behind her, I glanced out toward the park, it was going to be a wonderful day! She called back over her shoulder as she made her way past the couch toward the kitchen to prepare some formula for June “They seem like such nice people, especially since you and June seem to be spending a lot of time with them.” she shot back a genuine smile as she disappeared into the kitchen. “You have no idea.” I affirm with a wistful smile.
 
   I raised my voice a little to be heard as I started back toward the stairs  “I'm going to go and get ready for the day.  Be down in a bit.”  I bounded up the stairs, trailing my fingers along the railing as I went. I looked at the bare hallway, thinking about how I would need to add a runner and a table, and some pictures or something along the walls to make it more “home” like.
 
   I peeked in on my daughter, she was fidgeting a bit, I'm still in awe of her.  It is so hard for me to grasp how much I love such a tiny bundle, love is a concept that has been almost foreign to me for so long.  I renewed my vow to make sure she has a better life than me and leaned down into the crib and kissed her gently on the forehead before sneaking back out of her room.
 
   After I showered, I looked into the foggy mirror, wiped my hand over it and took a deep breath. Excited for a new day.  I lazily thumbed through my closet, running my fingers along the fabrics of my outfits, letting them flow through my fingers taking in their texture.   I settled on a dress for the first time in a long time, I just felt feminine today, my strappy red red knee length with my wide white belt and sandals should do.
 
   After accessorizing with some dangly earrings and a pearl necklace, and applying light makeup, I wandered down to the kitchen to grab a cup of the coffee I could smell brewing.  I grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured a cup of the flavorful smelling liquid, and walked back out to the couch. Looking around at the house as I went.  It could definitely use some personal touches here and there to make it more my home.
 
   As I sat down on the couch, Tammy ambled downstairs with June and sat on the couch beside me, June squirming around on the couch between us.  I grabbed the remote from the coffee table and. and turned on the TV.  I divided my attention between tickling June's toes,  being rewarded with kicking and giggles, and skimming channels, landing on a local news program.
 
   Tammy and I just sat enjoying each others company and playing with my daughter, only half paying attention to the news.  After the weather, the news anchor came on and announced [[After the break, KLAM has an exclusive on the new scandal involving the self destructive rocker bad girl Mandy Harris.]] with a picture of Anabella and I kissing at the car.
 
   I could feel the blood drain from my face as I stiffened, pulling my hand from June.  I felt dizzy,  I couldn't move, I couldn't think, and I was feeling physically ill to my stomach.  June started crying but it sounded as if she was so very far away in a tunnel.  I felt the couch shift, I think a concerned Tammy had grabbed June to comfort her, and she may have been asking me if I was okay as the commercials went by.  My mind was slowly attempting to regain its function again.  Shit!  This could ruin Bella, my God, what have I done?
 
   The reporter, Bill whatever, had returned to the screen with a Cheshire cat grin, like he had the story of the year.  I went from numb to sensory overload in no time flat.  The reporter's voice was booming, an upset June was crying and Tammy was trying to get me to say something.  I couldn't pull my eyes away as two photos of Anabella and I hovered behind him.  One of her holding my arm from that same morning and the one of her kissing me at the car.
 
   [[Adding to her long string of depraved scandals.  The rock world's bad girl, Mandy Harris, has allegedly been spotted in town recently, cavorting around with what appears to be her new sexual conquest.  She seems to have dipped down into the pity pool to hook up with a local, suicidal deaf girl we have identified as Anabella West.
 
   It came as a surprise to some locals in the area, that Anabella is gay.  We are not here to judge, but does this bring up concerns since she works at a music school where young impressionable kids go for lessons, when it appears that that it is one of the couple's secret hookup places?  Further, what about the children in the library's Story Time program she volunteers at?
 
   Mandy Harris appears to be doing this for the shock value, to make more record sales, and she apparently doesn't care who's lives she trashes for it, even if it means corrupting a handicapped girl. We will keep you updated as this story progresses.]]
 
   The TV went off and Tammy set the remote down, I turned to her as she spoke, I kept glancing between the blank TV screen and her  “Mandy?  Are you alright?  Mandy?”   She looked a little scared, cradling June who was finally starting to calm.
 
   I knew I had to say something, but as I opened my mouth, all my emotions hit like a physical blow to my stomach.  “Fuck!  Shit!” I screamed, running my shaking hands through my hair, pulling it tight to my scalp trying to think.  “Oh my God!  Shit!  Anabella, what did I do?  How can I fix this?  Fuck!”  My outburst causing another bout of crying from June.
 
    I stood suddenly I looked around frantically for my purse and grabbed it from the table near the door.  I yanked the door open and hoarsely spoke toward a concerned Tammy “I'll, be back.  I have to fix this.” and bolted out the door and ran to my car, fumbling for the key.  I slammed the door as I jumped into the driver's seat and moments later tires squealed as I quickly pulled away from the curb.  
 
   Thoughts were screaming through my head as I alternated between running one hand through my hair and punching the steering wheel.  I can't destroy her life.  This isn't happening.  What the hell can I do to stop this?  I've just messed over the most loving person I've ever met.  I felt like the lowest person on earth, like I had betrayed everything I was trying to accomplish with my new life.  Betrayed all the new people I have bonded with here.   I felt cold all over.
 
   I broke every traffic and speeding law getting to Anabella's house at breakneck speeds.  As I turned onto her street a couple blocks away, I saw news trucks and vans parked everywhere, photographers and reporters all around her front yard.  With an angry Dave yelling at them flailing his arms.   His face was full of anger and he was shoving reporters off his lawn to the sidewalk.
 
   Before I got too close, I turned onto a side street and navigated through the alley and parked at their back gate.  I turned the car off breathing raggedly, fear and anger catching in my throat.  I flung my door open and jumped out, leaving the car door open I ran to the back door,  still trying to figure out what to say and how to diffuse this whole mess without Anabella taking any damage.
 
   I reached the back door, barely aware of my surroundings, and raised my hand to knock, but then I froze as I could hear Bella yelling inside, screaming in such emotional anguish. “This can't be happening!  I just want to be normal!  I'm broken Sar! I'm deaf and that makes me broken!  I tried to kill myself damnit. I'm broken!  I'm gay and I'm broken!  I never wanted you to find that out, I never wanted you to hate me!  I just want to be normal!  I can't do this!  I can't be with her.  My God...  I'm going to lose my children!  I can't! I'm broken!  I'm not normal!”
 
   I can't begin to describe the hole it tears into your soul, knowing that you have hurt the person you cherish so badly that they believe they are the one who is broken.  To hurt her like that, I have to be truly evil.  I was physically shaking, gripping my arms to my chest, I felt so cold.  I can't stand myself. Why the hell do I always poison anything good in my life.  I'm the source of her pain...  I did this, I don't deserve happiness.
 
   Tears were blurring my vision as I turned and ran back toward the car.  I tripped on the cobblestone walkway,  I couldn't even feel the impact, I scrambled back to my feet and ran to the car.  I climbed in and slammed the car door, then just drove.  I didn't know where I was going.  I couldn't think, couldn't feel.  I didn't know how long I had been driving.  I'd be better off dead.  My damn phone kept on ringing.  “Shut the hell up!” I screamed at it and just shut it off.
 
   As the sun was setting, I found myself back home in my driveway, drinking straight from the bottle of Jack I had picked up during the day.
 
   I could make it all go away, this is how I did it before...  I turned my phone back on, half drunk and dialed my manager.  “Terry, yeah its me.  No, shut the hell up.  Do they still want that tour on the east coast you keep yapping about?  Set it up for next week?  Sign me up, I'll fly out in the morning.  No. No.  Yes.  I don't care if it is short goddamn notice! Just shut up and do it, or do I need to find somebody else who will?  Good.”
 
   I hung up and staggered out of the car, using the car door to steady me after I slammed it.  Then pushing myself off the cold metal, I navigated to the door, fumbling with the keys, trying to unlock the door.  After finally succeeding I stumbled into the house and into the house, bottle to my lips.  I shut the door and threw my keys and purse on the ground.
 
   I turned to the living room to see Tammy standing there with a look of concern, sorrow and pity on her face.  I don't deserve concern, I don't deserve pity.  What the hell is wrong with the woman?  I tried to sound calm and sober, failing miserably at both “Can you stay here for the next four weeks Tammy?” I took another swig from my bottle.   She just nodded with concern still showing, wringing her hands in front of her and shifting her weight back and fourth from one foot to the next.
 
   “Good!  I'm not gonna fuck up my baby's life like I fucked up everything else!  Not like...  not like...  HER.” I was crying again. Damn whiskey, hurry up and do your job.  I took another swig.  My voice softened “Thank you.” I said, quietly trying to express my genuine gratitude for her as I stumbled to the couch and raised the bottle to my lips.
 
   Tammy walked behind me and placed a hand gently on my shoulder.  Then she walked off and I heard her make her way upstairs.  Through my buzz I heard her muffled voice upstairs, talking to someone but I couldn't make it out.  Probably someone to cart me away.  Good!
 
   I just sat numbly on the couch for a few minutes, wondering why the damn liquor wasn't silencing the voices in my head, then there was a soft knocking at the door.  Probably the goddamn news people finally found my house, it was only a matter of time.  I stood and stumbled to the door with my good buddy Jack, and opened it, ready to scream at the bloodsuckers, only to shrink back in shame from the woman standing there, and closed it quickly, locking the deadbolt, sliding down the door with my back to it.
 
   “Mandy!” I heard Sarina calling through the door, “Mandy open up!” I took another swig. “No, go away!  I fucked up.  I heard her telling you!  I broke her!  How do you do that to the person you are in love with?  I'm poison!  She was the kindest person and I ruined her life!”  I yelled back, my speech slurring badly.  
 
   “No Mandy, listen to me!  You need to come with me!” I turned my head toward the door, and pulled myself to my feet and fumbled with the lock.   Finally getting it unlocked, I swung the door open and yelled in her face “NO!  I'm shit!  I'm nothing!  I HURT HER!  Just go away before I ruin your life too!” I threw the bottle on the porch beside her, shattering it and slamming the door in her face.  Falling to the ground, then reaching up to lock the deadbolt again.
 
   I sat on the floor, back against the wall.  I sat for almost five minutes watching her shadow through the door's frosted window.  She just stood there, unmoving, but finally she slowly turned and walked away.
 
   “Tammy!  Why don't I have any liquor in this house?” I yelled.  I just sat there for a few minutes, calming down, the day's events catching up with me, my breathing normalized.  God I was tired.
 
   I heard the stairs creak and Tammy appeared in front of me with a blanket, tears in her eyes.  She draped the blanket over me as I sat on the floor resting my head against the door.  She gave me a caring smile, shaking her head, and wandered back upstairs toward the nursery.  Sleep came fast, thank God I didn't have to live inside my head until the morning.
 
   Morning introduced itself to me with sunlight poring through the frosted glass of the door and a searing headache and hangover.  I felt pretty sick to my stomach and I reeked.  Good!  I deserve no less.
 
   I grabbed my purse and keys that were laying on the floor beside me and put them on the table by the door.  My head was pounding with the exertion from merely standing up.
 
   Squinting my eyes, I made my way upstairs and I quietly checked on June in the nursery and Tammy in the guest room, both sleeping.
 
   I went into my bedroom and sat at my computer desk then pulled my phone from my pocket.  I turned it back on and looked at the screen.  Thirty seven text messages I bulk deleted without looking. Forty four voice messages, thirty one from Sarina, bulk deleted, twelve from miscellaneous news agencies, bulk deleted, and one from Terry.  Ah that's the one.  I grabbed a pen and paper and played his message, getting the flight number and other pertinent info.  Boston here I come.
 
   I slowly made my way into the bathroom of the master bedroom, checking myself in the mirror of the medicine cabinet, I looked like crap and my head was pounding.  I opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed the bottle of aspirin and popped a couple of them in my mouth, dipping my head into the sink and drinking some water from the faucet to force them down.   I shed myself of my clothes, throwing them in the hamper in the corner and started the shower.
 
   After getting out of the shower, and getting dressed, I packed my suitcase and went downstairs. Spending the next couple hours in the kitchen on various phone calls setting things up for my departure and situating things for Tammy.  I was like an atomoton, trying not to think about anything, not allowing myself to feel anything.
 
   Tammy wandered into the kitchen with June on her hip.   She handed June over when I put my arms out for her, she grabbed onto my blouse with her tiny hands and I just rocked her, taking deep breaths.
 
   Tammy dodged her head down a bit to catch my eye “Are you sure about this, Mandy?  I'm scared for you.” I gave her a reassuring nod trying not to show any uncertainty and replied “I have added more funds to the household account that you have access to, just keep her and yourself safe and happy. Money is no object.  Don't be shy about spending, and take your salary from it too.  The car key is on the counter.  Feel free to use it all you need.  I added you to the car insurance and health insurance this morning.   You are already a caregiver on June's healthcare plan.  All of the info to access everything, and all the ways to contact me are on the sheet of paper under the key.” 
 
   June was kicking a bit and starting to cry, so I rocked her and stroked her cheek, calming her. Tammy just stared at me as I continued, her eyes were watering a bit, I had to fight back the tears swelling in my eyes as well  “Maybe distancing me from the destruction I have wreaked on that dear family will have lessened by then.  I'll be back in twenty five days and will start the process of finding a new home in a different city then.  I'd like if you stayed on with June and I when we leave, she is very fond of you.”
 
   I really hoped she would stay with us, I know how much she has already bonded with June, and I, in the short time she has been with us.  I was just grasping to any form of stability I could at that time.
 
   She looked like she was going to cry. “You know I will, Mandy.  I love the two of you, and a lot of other people here do as well.”  I shook my head. “I'm a monster.” Then there was a knock on the door. I gave June one last kiss on the cheek and handed her back to Tammy, who put her on her hip, bobbing her gently up and down.
 
   I grabbed my purse and my suitcase and walked to the door, Tammy trailing behind me. I peeked out the window by the door to make sure it was a cab and not a damn reporter.  Then I turned back to the girls and kissed June goodbye “Goodbye baby”, a tear falling from my eye, and raised to kiss Tammy on the cheek.  “Thank you.” I whispered almost inaudibly as I turned away. 
 
   I opened the door and started out, the cab driver taking the bag from my grasp, placing it in the open trunk as we got to the shiny yellow cab.  I sat in the back and shut the door as the cabbie slid in the front seat.  As we drove off , I watched the house shrink in the distance.  God, I need to get drunk!
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9 – Oceans Of Blue
 
   I don't remember much of the plane ride or the next couple days getting set up for the tour, my manager lining up a backing band.  I was pretty much stone cold drunk the entire time.  I tried a few hookups to keep HER out of my mind but I couldn't bring myself to seal the deal.  I needed to get lost in the life again, shut her out, but I couldn't bring myself hurt her more.  What the hell is going on with me?
 
   I just about tore the head off of my publicist and spat down his neck when he invoked HER name. Implying we should use the scandal for publicity.  I was very polite to him as I was firing him, I think the general theme was “Don't you ever say her fucking name again!  You have no right!” with Terry and my drummer holding me back as I was screaming at him that he was fired, my arms flailing.  That went well, I think. 
 
   Every day there was a voice message from Tammy, which I listened to for the updates on June... and a voice message from Sarina that I deleted without listening to.  I just got into the habit of deleting all my text messages without reading them after accidentally reading one from Sarina, [we need 2 talk] It made me start to feel again and  I couldn't bring myself to do that.
 
   The first night of the tour I sat on the uncomfortable wooden stool in my dressing room, after the makeup and hair harpies finished with me, drunk off my ass.  I looked around, judging by the racks full of costumes and boxes of props stacked against one wall, it seems this was a costume storage room for the venue that they just commandeered as my private area.
 
   As I scanned past the counter and mirror beside me, I froze when I saw a blue vase with a single daisy in it.  My favorite.  What the hell?  My mindset changed a bit.  I felt a little calmer for some reason, a tiny bit of the tension and anger seemed to bleed from me.  
 
   I grabbed the little placard attached to a lanyard off the counter and placed it around my neck and tucked it in under my torn band shirt.  I looked at myself in the mirror, my torn black jeans and converse completed that old look from a year ago, back when I was in the rocker life.
 
   I stumbled out to the bustling hallway leading to the stage, running my hand down the painted cinder block walls, backstage people and stagehands parting out of my way as I approached.   That's right, out of my way!  Venue security guards in tow.  A timid sound guy handing me my earpiece.
 
   Once I got on stage the crowd was on their feet cheering and whistling.   I didn't even address them, I just grabbed my electric guitar looked back at the band and nodded to the drummer and like an explosion we started with one of my harder, almost metal songs.  I just wanted to drown out my thoughts, to stop from thinking, this number should do that.  I stumbled once like the lush I was.  The song wasn't helping me, I could still hear my thoughts, my guilt.  I just stopped playing mid-song, to the murmuring confusion of the crowd.
 
   The crowd was getting louder, people were staring to shout questions as I just wandered over to my instruments and pulled out my acoustic, I glanced over to my confused band, questions creasing their faces and eyes.  People were getting restless as I dragged the mic over to one of the speakers off to the side of center stage and sat on the speaker cabinet.  Then I spoke to the crowd, who quickly went quiet.
 
   “We're going to mix things up a little bit here, that last song just wasn't what I want to share with you guys.  I wrote this one last night, it's for a person, who helped me become a better person, then I hurt them beyond words.  It's the type of song my manager doesn't want me to sing.  Tough shit.”  The crowd cheered and whistled at that.  The audience settled as I continued “It's about getting lost in their eyes, everyone, this is 'Oceans of Blue'.”  I closed my eyes and played the ballad, my band catching the tone and played softly, letting the acoustic take the song.  I sang with all my feelings, feelings I shouldn't have.  That's why I'm here right?  For punishment, so I don't have to feel anymore.  
 
   The vibrations came from the speaker and I used them to guide my voice, anything to touch her world again.  I soared over the chorus and twisted through the lyrics, it wasn't enough to convey my sorrow over hurting her.  I put more into it, cascading down to the finish and I opened my eyes.  When it was done, the crowd was silent for a very long moment.  God they hated it.
 
   I dropped my head, but then then I snapped it back up when I was almost deafened by the roar.  The crowd was going insane, people cheering, whistling, throwing their hands in the air.  You could feel the excitement in the air, it was almost tangible.  That was for you Bella.
 
   Still sitting on my speaker, I turned to the band and mouthed “follow me” they looked consternated and confused, but nodded back.  I then went on to sing Throw-Away, I don't know why, I couldn’t tell exactly what I was thinking.  My buzz was ebbing, I didn't want to sober up.  But I didn't want to pull out the heavy rock numbers we had selected.  The crowd went wild again.
 
   I knew that I was drunk, but is just seemed to me that the crowd was responding differently than in the past, like there was more energy and appreciation of the last two songs.  These were my songs, not that damn Mandy Harris'.
 
   I held up three fingers indicating which number in our original hard rock set the band was to play next.  The drummer counted us off then we kicked in, but then I stuttered and immediately stopped mid chord.  I couldn't do this, it's not who I friggin' am any more, I'm not this make believe person.  I inhaled sharply and stood, taking the mic out of the stand.
 
   The crowd again was all murmurers, I heard one person shouting an obscenity over the confusion. I glanced over backstage to see Terry freaking out, his hands waving at me with the stagehands standing, not knowing what to do.
 
   I stood for a second then spoke in the mic to the crowd, “You know what?  To hell with all this old crap!  You people wanna hear some new Mandy Harris songs?  Wanna hear the real me?”  Cheering started, it was going out of control.  I waited for it to die down a bit as I wandered over to my guitar stand “Well this is Mandy Fay Harris!”  I could do this.  I could show them who I should have been.  I was so scared.
 
   I pulled out some copies of the hand written music from the sheath by my guitar stand.  Songs I had tried to get the label to sign off on over the years, ones that didn't “fit” their vision for me.  Mostly softer, soulful, emotional rock.  I passed sheets around to the band “Just try to keep up, simple transitions, nothing fancy.” I yelled to be heard over the still cheering crowd.  The band quickly looked the sheets over, smiling and nodding.
 
   You could feel the excitement radiating from the audience, the thrill of hearing original, unheard songs from me,   I sat back down on the speaker and replaced the mic in the stand.  I held my hand up for the crowd and they quieted down and I started to play.
 
   I stayed acoustic the entire night, sitting on that damn speaker that I couldn't live without anymore. Song after song, I got huge reactions, I was positive by then that the crowd was more enthusiastic than any other concert I had performed.  After the last song I just dropped my guitar into the crowd and wandered off the stage toward my dressing room, ignoring the stagehands, venue manager and Terry, until I got into my dressing room.  Terry came in as I sat on the stool by the counter.
 
   Terry was there fuming. “What the hell was that!?” I just looked at him and grabbed my open, half empty bottle of Jack, and started drinking, picking at the loose threads on my pant leg with my other hand.  He opened his mouth to speak again and I cut him off  “Oh shut the hell up, Terry, listen to that out there.  You hear that crowd?  That's what I should have been doing this whole time.”  He did take a moment to listen to the cheering that was still gong on before he wordlessly walked out, deep in thought.
 
   I chugged some Jack and sat around a few minutes, gaining the courage to face the hoard.  I could feel my buzz returning.  I set the bottle down on the counter and stood, taking a ragged breath I made my way out into the hall and headed toward the back door to make my way to my private tour bus. Backstage staff parting for me like the red sea, ever present security shadowing me.
 
   I stopped at the back door, turned and nodded to one of the burly security guards who was a blonde mountain of a man with a buzz cut.  Talk about your stereotypes.  He swung the door open and stepped out in front of me, I stepped out into the screaming masses with the other guard behind me.  The crowd was pushing at the barriers, screaming for autographs, trying to touch me as I passed.
 
   The large group of venue security mixed in with a couple local police officers all holding their arms wide, allowing me a corridor to my bus.  I didn't stop for anything.  I just marched up to my bus and pulled the door open and escaped inside, locking the door behind me.
 
   I just started stripping as I wandered back to the bathroom for a shower, to clean the night's sweat and makeup off of me.  After I was cleaned up and feeling a little relaxed, I threw on an oversized t-shirt and my robe.  I grabbed another bottle of Jack, some grapes and a granola bar from the kitchenette then and pulled out the bed from the wall, collapsing on it and sat munching on my impromptu meal.
 
    I play Providence, RI tomorrow, oh joy.  The bus rumbled to life.  I finished my snack and had just laid down, starting to doze off when my phone rang at exactly midnight, I let it go to voice mail as usual.  But then I got afraid, what if it was Tammy with news on June!?  So I checked the screen and froze as my mouth went dry.  What the hell?  Anabella West?  I put my bottle down on the side table and retreated up the bed to my pillows.  The phone felt so cold and heavy in my hand as I hovered my thumb over delete, but then the traitorous digit hit play instead.
 
   My heart stopped at the sound of her melodic voice, those silver chimes that made my heart skip a beat “I don't know if you have been getting my texts.  I just wanted to say goodnight M.  Please don't drink.  For me?”  Hearing her call me M I sucked in a ragged breath.  I don't know why, but I looked around, cupping the phone to me like someone would snatch it from my grasp.
 
   I pulled the blanket over my head like I was hiding from peoples eyes and I played the message over a couple times, just soaking in her voice, listening to her request, then moved the message to the save folder.  I slid out of bed, leaned over and grabbed my bottle of Jack and went to take a tug, but then held it away from myself.  I moved it back to my lips but stopped again.  I was conflicted as I walked over to the kitchenette, then threw the bottle in the sink, breaking the glasses that were in it.
 
   I stared at the shards of glass as I watched the brown liquid slowly drain from the upturned bottle. Damnit!  It's the only way I can cope!  Why won't she let me?  Why am I even listening to her?  How did she even know I'm drinking again?
 
   Sarina probably!  Then a terrifying thought struck me as I realized that she probably saw the concert, since it was simulcast on pay per view.  That scared the hell out of me...  what if she saw me? I started pacing then jumped into bed and pulled the blankets up like a shield.  I don't know when I fell asleep, I honestly didn't think I could, but the next thing I knew, Terry was banging on my door, waking me up after we arrived at the new venue.
 
   ***
 
   The next night there was a single daisy in a blue vase on my dressing room table again in Providence.  I just stared at it, taking deep breaths.  I could feel some tension slipping away, and I unclenched my fists, not even realizing I had been making them.  Why is this flower having such an effect on me?  I checked my phone and deleted Sarina's daily voice message and all texts, then listened to Tammy's update.  I wore a simple black dress that night and low heels for the performance, instead of my regular rocker garb.  It just felt right.
 
   The hair and makeup ladies were taken aback a bit when I showed up like this, but without a word, they made the look match my attire.  They seemed happier than normal at this unexpected change.  The short little raven haired makeup girl, Dawn I think her name is, kept smiling back at the older girl doing my hair.
 
   I liked this dressing room much better than the last venue,  it was a proper dressing room with private shower, a comfortable couch and a comfortable chair by the makeup table.  The heavy door blocked out most of the sound from the busy corridor beyond.  I just sat and relaxed, feeling really odd that I was sober at this time.  My last sober concert was opening night my very first tour.
 
   A quick knock at the door signaled the five minute warning.  I took a deep breath and pulled myself out of the comfy chair and went to the door.  Patting the new placard on the lanyard tucked under my clothing, wishing myself luck as I swung the door open and marched out into the corridor with purpose. Security in tow, we marched up to stage right.  There was much more room here, and even the corridor seemed less hectic as I approached stage right.
 
   The sound guy handed me my earpiece and the stage lights all went out, I marched out to my speaker and grabbed my acoustic and took my seat while the rest of the band took their positions.  The lights came up and the crowd cheered.
 
   I took the mic and complaining to the crowd that I needed a drink, but someone had asked me not to.  Which garnered a laugh.  I scanned across the sea of people, it seemed they were waiting in anticipation of something.  My concerts didn't normally have this vibe to me.  Then I replaced the mic, closed my eyes and simply started singing Oceans of Blue, strumming gently on my guitar, the band muted in the background.  I just let it float out there, carrying me along.  Why the hell am I sober?  I was feeling like myself, that is the worst feeling.  I'm a person that hurts everyone, I should be anyone but me.
 
   The rest of the night went the same, only playing my own music that the record label refused me.  I almost smiled once or twice.  Back damn smile, I don't deserve it.  If I thought my music was well received in Boston, this crowd proved to be double that intensity.  The concert ended with an encore, so I invoked Throw-Away again.
 
   I left the stage through the deafening roar of applause and wandered back to my dressing room. One inside I fell back into the comfy chair almost exhausted.  A panic was rising for reasons I didn't understand, I could feel myself starting to hyperventilate until I caught sight of the daisy.  I evened out my breathing then stood up.  Taking a cleansing breath I went to the dressing room door and flung it open, walking confidently out flanked by venue security.
 
   In a mirror of last night's exit of the building to the bus, I made my way through the corridor of security.  Watching the faces of my fans as I walked past.  Once in the bus, I made my way to the bathroom to clean up.  My stomach growled, food was sounding good right about then.
 
   While I was at the kitchenette making myself a sandwich, Terry let himself in to let me know the record label was complaining that I wasn't playing any of the old songs that they'd got a cut from.  I just stared at him, ignoring him until he shook his head and left, practically slamming the door of my bus.  I snorted and slapped my hand to my mouth to stop a followup giggle from escaping my lips.
 
   Time crawled by, I finished my dinner in silence, I wanted a drink so bad.  The band was out partying, but I just couldn't bring myself to go.  Eventually I heard the driver enter behind the driver's partition and the bus roared to life, then we were underway.
 
   I grabbed my phone and went to bed, still holding the phone.  I don't know why, maybe hope.  It didn't make a lot of sense to me.  I let myself nap.
 
   At exactly midnight my phone rang, my eyes snapped open and I froze.  I waited as the call went to voice mail then I slowly lifted it in my hand to see the screen.  What am I afraid of?  Anabella West, my phone taunted.
 
   I just stared at the name for what seemed like ten minutes before I held my breath and pressed play. The world stood still as her melodic voice played across my heart “Thank you for not drinking M. Goodnight.”  She watched me again?  Moved to save folder.  I exhaled the breath I forgot I was holding.
 
   This became the norm the next few days, a daisy in my dressing room.  Delete, delete, play, concert, wait until midnight.  Sometimes it was “Goodnight M.” once it was “Goodnight M, I miss you.” That one got me crying again and put me in a death spiral that almost ended in me drinking again, but I resisted.
 
   The few times I answered Tammy's calls, she kept trying to tell me what was happening in Vancouver, but I insisted each time to only discuss June or herself.  She seemed exasperated at this but agreed to it grudgingly.
 
   One I was in my dressing room early, just as I was about to look for my daisy, a stagehand walked in with it and was shocked to see me on a couch as he set it on the table.  I had asked where the daisies were coming from, “Your family is sending them,” he said matter-of-factly as he scurried off back out the door.  I don't have a family.  I don't deserve a family. Shut up me.
 
   I was informed by Terry that the live recording of Ocean's of Blue, that my new publicist, Nick released to the radio stations, hit number one on the charts already, and the label was bugging me to come in and do a studio recording of it.  To which I invited them to kindly inspect their sphincters with their heads.
 
   Just because I was on tour again didn't mean I was taking them back.  As my lawyer, Frank Davenport, in Seattle shared with them, my old contract, which I had already executed in full, didn't cover any new materials.  Oh golly, that would be everything I'm playing on this tour! The same songs they staunchly refused to record before. 
 
   I caved when Nick pulled in an independent label, Stars For Hope, who used some proceeds to support charities.  We set up a deal for me to record the single at my next tour stop, New York City, but I had some conditions.  Their standard deals were that forty percent of each record sold went to the charity of the artist's choice, twenty five percent went to the label and the rest went to the artist.
 
   I chose the Hearing Health Foundation, but I wanted my portion split in two, and put into two trust accounts.  One for Zoey Amelia Rand and the other for Evelyn May Rand.  They would get these on their eighteenth birthdays.  The paperwork would be ready to sign when I got to the studio.  The downside, for me at least, was that by law, their legal guardians would be informed of the trusts and their origin when they set them up.  I felt good doing this.  It just felt right.
 
   It was going to be a busy day, my publicist had me booked on a TV talk show.  I didn't want that but he was adamant, people were talking about the one hundred eighty degree turn that my music and my image had taken lately, and he wanted to put the rumors to rest.  I didn't see the point since I would never be touring again after this anyway.
 
   An argument ensued between myself, Terry and Nick.  Nick had said “Your popularity is off the charts right now, Mandy Harris is THE big thing!  You can't quit now.”   The pleading look in his grey eyes didn't suit his boy band appearance and floppy hairstyle.  I almost laughed at that thought.
 
   Terry's aging face was lined in determination veins bulging near his graying temples as he chimed in, “You're damn right, she can't.  She couldn't stay away before.”  I could feel my anger rising, starting in my core as a slow burn but then quickly rushing to the surface like a dam had broken.  This is how it had happened before, when my career started, people making decisions for me, shaping who I would present to the world.
 
   I blew up. “I am NOT Mandy Harris!  That person is a puppet, a fake, a mask that you all constructed!  I'm Mandy fucking Fay Harris!”  They both tried to speak but my eruption was far from over.  I stood from my chair at the kitchenette and slammed both fists into the counter, supporting my weight on them as I leaned toward the men spewing the words like fire.  They are NOT doing this to me again!  It is that fabrication they produced that destroyed one of the only good people I have ever known!  “And another thing, we are changing the billing from 'Mandy Harris Live' to 'Mandy Fay Harris – Farewell Tour', this is it, boys.”
 
   I sent a scorching glare at them, daring them to say something.  The venom I was spitting, kept their mouths shut.  That's right, I dare you!  Wait. When did my inner voice come back?  Shut up.  Fine.
 
   Terry almost opened his mouth but Nick smacked his arm with the back of his hand.  They both just nodded acknowledgment.  Nick added “Okay, we'll make this a spectacular exit from the stage!”  I almost laughed, that's right boys,  and all “future” talk was best left in the Delorian or their friggin blue phone-booth.
 
   It was a good night as I sat by my cellphone in my bed.  Midnight came.  The phone rang I waited for the voice mail to start flashing and I dove on it.  Lightning baby!  Like a ninja!  Play “Just calling to say goodnight brown eyes.” What to do.  Play.  What to do.  Play.  Rinse and repeat.  Off to the save folder you go.  “Goodnight Bella,” I whispered into the universe and shut off the side light and drifted off to sleep.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 10 – A Busy Day
 
   Crap.  This day is going to suck.  I stood by the kitchenette on my bus, staring at my daily schedule on my phone, it just sat there, glowing, mocking me.  First the studio, then interview, then concert.  But then I get to wait in the bus for Bella's call!  What is wrong with me, I'm acting like those calls are a lifeline.  I don't know why she calls, after I destroyed her life, but I look forward to every one.
 
   Since I had it in my hand, I check my phone messages.  Delete, delete, play.  June is doing well, I miss her so much.  Hang on, baby, I'm half way there.  I picked out another nice dress to wear today, I don't know why, maybe I had that urge to look feminine again.  I stood sideways in front of the mirrored closet door, checking my appearance.  I looked tired, but not ragged like the first few days of the tour.
 
   I spent the time waiting for the car that the studio sent for me, snacking on an American cheese slice and thumbing through some music I was working on.  There was a light knocking at the bus door.  I grabbed my purse off the counter and opened the door to a huge mountain of a man with curly black locks in a driver's uniform.  Without a word I walked to the waiting gleaming black sedan.   The man opened the door for me as I slid into the comfortable tan leather seat.  He shut the door then got in the drivers seat then the engine roared to life and we started off to the studio.
 
   The driver just kept glancing back at me in the mirror, flicking his eyes between the road and me, frankly it was getting annoying.  I hated feeling like I was on display.  “What?” I finally snapped at him.  He gripped the wheel and stared at the road intently, not meeting my eyes in the mirror,  “I'm sorry ma'am, you're just not what I expected is all.  Want me to raise the partition?”
 
   “No.  What do you mean by that?” I asked, my voice more level.  I couldn't help but feel curious about what he was expecting.  I could see the  color draining from his face in the mirror, stress creasing it, most likely knowing that he had crossed the professional driver line by speaking about me.  Reading this, I added, “It's okay.  I want to know.”
 
   He glanced back nervously as he drove tapping his fingers on the steering wheel “Well, all the old stories I've heard about you.  You know, party girl, drunk, hard rocker princess playing it fast and loose. Stoned out of your gourd all the time.  I caught your act last night on Pay Per View.  It seems like you've got yourself together.  I'm not into heavy rock so I didn’t think I'd like your stuff, but after hearing Oceans of Blue on the radio, I thought I'd give you a shot.”  Yeah, that's how most people see me.
 
   He haltingly looked into the mirror, searching my expression to make sure he wasn't overstepping, then continued, slightly hunching to make himself look smaller “That wasn't any heavy rock I ever heard, it was more a soft rock/soul mix.  It really moved me.  Then I come to get you, expecting...  I don't know what I was expecting, maybe a hungover, bitchy artist in torn jeans.  Instead I pick up, well, you.  To top it off, you are giving your proceeds of this song to charity.  That's all...  just sayin'.”
 
   Huh.  Why was this type of thing so hard to do before?  I hadn't even thought about the differences between the Mandy Harris facade and what I was doing now until he just pointed them out to me.  I had been quiet for too long, he was looking fidgety and nervous.  I found myself kind of liking this man, he speaks his mind at the risk of fallout for overstepping.
 
   I looked into the mirror, meeting his gaze and gave him another reassuring smile. “That person wasn't ever real, just a fabrication of the studio, and my own naivety.  This is the real me.” He locked eyes with me, like he was looking for something, then nodded in apparent understanding.  He seemed to visibly relax as he sat up straight again as we pulled into the studio lot.  Leaving the engine running, he opened his door and slid out then I watched as he jogged around to my door.
 
   He quickly opened the door for me and I stepped out, I hesitated mid step and turned to him  “It was nice meeting you...” I asked a question at him, my sentence hanging.  “Darryl” he offered.  “Darryl, it was nice meeting you.  Will you be bringing me back today?”  I raised an eyebrow in question.  He smiled and replied “Yes ma'am, if you request me at the front.” I nodded then grinned. “Call me Mandy.” I sashayed off in a good mood.  Wooo, look at me, I'm sashaying.  Why am I in a good mood? Stop it!
 
   Terry had already been there, setting the meeting up, when I arrived in their conference room.  Okay now, here is my firsthand review of the first hour at the studio.  Blah blah blah, legal boring boring legal blah, sign the contract that I had already reviewed last night with my manager.  Terry was a little pissed that there was no “his cut” in this deal.
 
   I prodded him that it was just one song.  It is amazing to me that he even has a soul, as I had to invoke the “charity” and “trust fund for little girls” guilt cards more than once, before he caved.
 
   It went something like this.  “This is your last hurrah, and I'll be high and dry after you leave, why should I forfeit my cut on one of your whims?”  the evil one hissed.  I had rolled my eyes “Are you really going to stand here and tell me that you'd rather feed your greed than support a charity and the futures of two children?  Just think, you can use this to show that you have a goddamn heart and 'support' worthy causes.  It's just one song.”  He looked like he was thinking, well thinking or constipated, it is hard to tell with Terry.  He crossed his arms across his chest and pouted like a little kid “Fine!”
 
   Once that was all sorted, and the legal mumbo jumbo concluded, I was escorted by a scrawny intern, a hyper boy with a shaved head, into the studio to meet their sound board operator, Jay.  “Did you want live instruments or do you have a backing track ma'am?” This ma'am thing is getting old.  My foot was tapping in annoyance that I didn't let show on my face.  I'm seriously thinking about getting one of those name tags “Hello my name is:” then writing “Not ma'am!” on it!  “Please Jay, call me Mandy.  I just need a six string and we are good to go, this will just be an acoustic set.”
 
   He nodded “Alright no problem”, leading me into the recording room and motioning toward the instruments lined up in a rack off to one side.  I looked at the assortment of electric, jazz and acoustic stringed instruments and selected a worn, aged looking six string, strumming it experimentally.  I've always been of the opinion that the more used a guitar is, the richer the sound, like it could tell its story through its tones.  I nodded satisfactorily and turned back to Jay.
 
   He set a wooden stool in front of the mic and motioned to it as I sat tuning the guitar while he fiddled with the microphone before turning to me “Isolation headphones?” he quirked an eyebrow.  I shook my head “No, we're going raw on this.” He gave a quick nod and tight smile then turned and exited the room, shutting the door and I watched him take his seat at the board through the observation window.  My chest felt a little tight, and I was a little fidgety, which was odd, I usually never got nervous like that in the studio.  But then I realized it was because this would be the first song that I ever “wanted” to record.
 
   I waited for his cue in the observation window, he counted me down with his fingers, then I closed my eyes and started on the twisting and turning ride.  I felt more powerful today, my head was clear in my visualization of the lyrics.  I got lost in it, feeling the words and their subject which made me realize that I was already waiting for midnight.  The thought making my heart soar.  I just felt, alive.
 
   I came down from the clouds, rolled to a stop, then opened my eyes.  I glanced up to see that Jay was just staring at me wide eyed.  I just sat there for a few seconds wondering if it was that terrible, before he realized the song was long over and jumping to the board, stopping the recording.  He hit the mic, “Ummm, okay, that's a wrap.”  he said, looking flushed.
 
   I was a little confused at that, after a second I spoke into the mic “Wait, don't you want to try a couple more takes for A-B?  Do some tweaking?” He was shaking his head as he laughed a little. “Ah, Mandy, trust me on this, you nailed it first take, that track is solid.  No way you could improve on it, that was kind of... emotional.  Lightning does not strike twice, it really sounded like you truly loved someone.”   I stood and set the guitar on top of the stool.  Haltingly walking to the door, looking between him and the guitar.
 
   Of course I loved someone, then I killed their chance at a happy life, that's what I do.  Doesn't anyone understand?  My Bella was my world.  Get out of your head Mandy!  Make me!
 
   I entered the room, and walked over to him while he was fiddling a bit with the sound board and the computer next to it.  Jay looked up “This will hit online sales in a couple days, our techs are pretty efficient.  We are probably a month out on CDs.” He glanced over at his computer screen and shook his head, muttering “Wait, the boneheads at the office screwed up the artist field, let me fix this.”  I reached out, stopping him by placing my hand on his arm, “Wait, what do they have?”
 
   He glanced at me apologetically and replied, “It's nothing, they just put your full name instead of Mandy Harris, I'll have it fixed in a jiffy.”  I stopped him again. “It should read Mandy Fay Harris, is that what you got?” He glanced at me then the screen then back “Ummm...  yeah, okay then, all good, my bad.”  I released his arm and stepped back looking through the window to the guitar on the stool.  This had to have been the easiest recording session I had ever done.
 
   He stepped toward the door, motioning with his arm for me to proceed him “We're good to go.  I can get you a ride, if you need one.” I smiled. “That would be awesome, Jay.  Could you please have them send Darryl for me?  Nobody else.”  He offered his hand and I took it in a firm shake “It was a pleasure working with you Mandy.”  I beamed back “Likewise Jay.”  He smiled and walked to the front desk to have them call my ride.  I lazily scanned the gold albums that adorned the walls as I waited near the door, slowly rocking back and forth on my heels, not really thinking about anything.
 
   I looked through the glass door when I saw Darryl pull up, then I walked out to the curb.  He jumped out of the sedan then jogged around and opened my door with a grin.  I smiled as I slid in, giving him a playful wink.  Bella would like this guy, he's always smiling when I'm not scaring the crap out of him.
 
   I smiled, saying “Thank you Darryl.”  He smiled back and chimed out, “You're welcome Mandy. Uh, was that sign language?”  Huh?  Wha?  “Huh?  Wha?”  Echo much me?  I was a little confused and I guess it showed on my face.
 
   He grinned and clarified, “That hand motion.”  Oh.  I just can't get her out of my head, she's still in here, influencing me.  “Oh, yes, that was 'thank you', sorry my mind was just drifting, I was thinking about an old friend.”
 
   “No, that's pretty cool.” He shut my door and I lazily traced my finger along the window, just gazing through the glass at nothing in particular as he walked around and got in the driver seat.  He turned back to me “Where to?”.  I dropped my hand to my lap and looked over to him.  “Well I still have a couple hours before I have an interview, so back to my tour bus please, I could go for some lunch.”  
 
   He raised his eyebrows in excitement “I could recommend a few good restaurants if you'd like.” Darryl offered helpfully.  I thought about it a second. “No, but thank you Darryl.  I've developed a taste for home cooking, and the kitchen on my bus is fully stocked.” He nodded his head in understanding and turned his attention to the road as we pulled away from the studio.
 
   He dropped me off at the bus and we said our goodbyes as he stood holding the door for me.  He handed me his card.  I looked at it as I walked to the tour bus, fans were already starting to gather near it behind the barriers.  I stepped into my bus just to find Terry already waiting there, looking impatient, wait, that's how he always looks, “Why do you never answer your phone?”  I smirk at him, “Force of habit.”
 
   He just shook his head. “My line has been ringing off the hook with questions about the name change of the tour and what's been going on in Vancouver the past couple weeks!”  My heart started pounding as I tried not to snap.  What the hell?  In Vancouver?  They trying to put the nails in Bella's coffin?  It didn't look like he was intending any malice as he paced, bringing up Vancouver, still, I felt my face heat up with anger.
 
   I shot him a glare, speaking through a clenched jaw “One: tell them the truth, it is a farewell tour. Two: I've told you NEVER to bring up Anabella.  Tell the asswipes asking, NO COMMENT!”  My good mood for the day was completely shot.  He stopped pacing and opened his mouth to reply but I cut him off  “Get out.”
 
   He stomped to the door and hesitated as he put his hand on the handle, then looked back at me and said in a more level tone “Remember, you have that interview in an hour and a half.” I rolled my eyes and placed my purse on the counter as I heard him leave, noisily slamming the door, causing a slight rocking of the bus.  Oh joy.  Just shoot me now.  Boom, plop.  Now where the hell is the medical examiner? 
 
   I rummaged through the kitchenette and prepared a quick meal.  A few minutes later I was nibbling on a hot BLT sandwich halfheartedly, and curled up on the couch with my notebook to hash out some lyrics.  Before I know it there was a knock at my door.  I put down my work and stood, I sighed then took a deep breath.
 
   Grabbing my purse from the counter, I trudged to the door opening it then walking to the waiting cab where Nick was standing to see me off.  I grumbled to him as I got into the cab, “Remind me why the hell I'm doing this?”  He looked half amused with a crooked grin on his face, his eyes twinkling with mirth under his floppy hair “To promote the end of your tour, Mandy.”  Grrr.  I shot him “the” look and he chuckled as he told the driver my destination and shut the door.  I glared at him through the window, trying to make him spontaneously combust as I was driven off to the TV studio.  Where's the flippin' escape hatch in this car?
 
   I casually watched the traffic as we drove toward our destination, trying to imagine where people were going and if they were happy with their lives.  Trying to keep my mind occupied so that it wouldn't dwell on the people, fine, the person, that I was trying to forget.  As we neared our destination, I instructed the driver to circle around to the back entrance like I was told.  Even then, there were fans of the “Daily Business” show crowding the door even with security and red plastic barricades in place.
 
   I paid the cabbie, and a security guard opened the door for me.  I slid out and was escorted through the door.  Fans recognizing me and screaming for autographs along the way.  I was handed off to an effeminate assistant who wore more product than most women in his hair.  He introduced himself as “Tom, or Thomas... but my friends call me Tommy.”  as he ushered me through some typical nondescript studio back halls into a well lit stylist room bustling with people with clipboards and the like.
 
   He handed me off  to the the hair and makeup people to start fussing about me, I didn't catch any names as they just went to work on me like they had done this a million times.  The glare from all the lighting around the mirrors was getting to me, and I had to fight squinting or the makeup girl would fuss more.  Once I was sufficiently caked with what I felt was too much makeup, I was whisked off to the green room by Tom, Thomas, Tommy and he gave me a typical walk-through of their interview process.
 
   I was only half listening as I'm sure I've done far more of these than he ever had.  I glanced around the room.  Pretty typical furnishings.  A leather couch and a couple matching recliners, a coffee table with year old magazines and a small counter with a sink and a coffee maker.  I grabbed one of the water bottles off the counter.  Opened it and sipped as I nodded to the man babbling beside me as I looked up at the two monitors on the wall.  One showed the audience bustling about and the other showed the stage.
 
   I snapped out of my disinterested fog as I realized he was finally winding it down. “Well that's about it, last thing, off limits topics?”  I sighed and put on as serious a face as I could, spread my hands a bit and deadpanned “Any mention of Anabella West or Vancouver and I walk.” He laughed nervously, obviously thinking I was kidding.  That pissed me off a little.  The glare he received from me in return more than showed I was deathly serious.  I mean, ninja kick your ass and feed your remains to my dragon serious.  The color drained from his face.
 
   He checked the time on the monitors and ushered me to stage right to wait by the heavy midnight blue curtains.  A sound engineer clipped a mic on me and before I could thank him, both men were gone, and another stage hand was shouting  “On in 3, 2” then signaled 1 with his finger.
 
   [[Hello and welcome to the Daily Business!  With our host Barry Reed!]]  the announcer's voice boomed out through the sound system.
 
   The audience dutifully started applauding as the host walked on from stage left, waving and throwing exaggerated kisses to them.  He stood on his mark center stage and waited for the crowd to settle before he spoke.  I started feeling nerves again as I was wringing my hands.  I idly wondered what was with me getting nervous all the time lately as Barry started speaking.
 
   “Hi everyone, thanks for joining us today.  We’ve got a special show lined up for you today.  Let's welcome our special guest, Mandy Harris!”  Barry said as I took my cue and walked on stage, to the the studio audience clapping.  I looked between Barry and the audience as I approached, my best fake smile splitting my face.
 
   I shook the clammy, sweaty hand he offered and then we sat in the maroon, fat cushioned fabric chairs that were arranged around the glass coffee table at center stage.  “Hi Mandy, and thanks for coming to chat today.” Boring, why don't they ever start with something original?  I smiled as that thought went through my head as I replied, making eye contact with him “Thanks Barry, it's my pleasure.”
 
   “There's a couple things on people's minds about you lately.  Things people are just dying to find out about.  What can you tell us about the change in direction of your image?  I mean, Mandy Harris used to be the synonymous with hardcore party girl.  Expected at every hip scene, and involved in anything scandalous.”  My eyes dropped and I suddenly found my hands very fascinating.   I hate how everyone has to keep reiterating my life's low points to me like I don't realize that's what people saw me as.
 
   He mugged for the camera raising his eyebrows and leaning in a bit “But reports are that you are clean and sober on your new tour, and you haven't been spotted at any clubs.  Your tour bus driver even says that you never leave the bus and had all the alcohol thrown out.” He tilted his head waiting for a response.  I snapped my head up when he mentioned speaking with my bus driver.  Anger surged but I beat it down.
 
   I hate betrayal, it is bad enough that I do it, but the people I'm supposed to trust damn well better be above the standard I set.  I'm a little surprised Barry didn't just say sources instead of pointing him out. I'm sure he is baiting me for one of my patented blowups on TV.
 
   I took a deep calming breath and smiled an almost predatory smile toward the camera, not taking the bait and replied calmly “Well, Barry, first off, he would now be my EX tour bus driver, since he's talking to the press.” This got a chuckle from the audience.  I glanced out to them before returning my attention to Barry.  That's it people, yuck it up, I'm dead serious.
 
   I continued “Let me tell you, that other Mandy Harris you are describing is dead.  She was a product of the record industry crafting a persona that corrupted my life, destroying everything good in me.  I think that should serve as a warning to future artists, not to allow the industry to define who you are.  Be yourself and hold yourself to a higher standard with your music.”  I looked to the murmuring crowd.  I opened my hands like I was baring myself to him and the audience, which in effect I really was.  It actually felt good to say, and I'm sure there are going to be some upset people at the label.
 
   I paused, reflecting a bit on how this tour started, then nodded slightly to myself, deciding to go on “I started this tour, falling back into my old ways so I could try to stop feeling again.  Drinking and partying.  I couldn't even bring myself to do that right.”  I paused again, taking a breath to collect my thoughts.
 
   “But I cleaned up my act again after the first performance and stopped drinking, because someone I care about more than life itself, ASKED me to.  Who the heck am I to say no?  It hurts that I'm forced to look at myself without drowning my thoughts and emotions, but I don't want to disappoint them any more than I already have.”  I was disgusted with myself that I didn't have the strength to stop without Bella asking me to.  I realized I was looking down, drawing circles on my stretched out palm with my other hand as the crowd clapped.  What the hell are they clapping at?
 
   Barry looked thoughtful, crinkling his eyes and placing a finger on his lips before removing it and speaking while looking from the crowd to me and back again “That's pretty frank and honest, Mandy.  I take it that your new musical style and appearance is following your new found views?  I mean, most of us would have expected you in here with leather and spikes or a torn band t-shirt.  But you seem more wholesome now, and your music has huge emotion buried in it now.”  He actually didn't look fake as he spoke that.
 
   I nodded, really thinking about what he had said “Yeah, what you are seeing now, is the me I was supposed to be when I first got into the music industry.  Before my dream became a perverted caricature of a stereotypical rocker.  My music is what I feel, and who I am, not what 'they' want it to be.  To heck with Mandy Harris!  I'm Mandy Fay Harris, simple girl from the west coast who loves her music.  It's too late for redemption, but at least I can go out with a bang, with the last shred of dignity I posses intact.”
 
   The crowd went crazy over this revelation.  I took another cleansing breath, glancing between them and the host.  When the clapping died down, Barry continued, “So this is really it then?  This truly is your farewell tour and not just hype?”  I nodded opening my hands up again. “Yes, this is it.  It started as my purgatory, my penance for hurting someone I loved.  But now, I've added getting my lost voice out there, and let the girl I allowed to die inside me, have her fifteen minutes, like she should have had all along.”  Barry raised his eyebrows and nodded, I had to admit, he did look a little surprised.
 
   He nodded appreciatively as the crowd clapped.  They'll clap at anything.  Man are they getting annoying, I'd release a stampede of mechanical carnivorous turtles at them, if I had any mechanical carnivorous turtles.  Wait he's talking again.  Focus!  “May I ask, who is this mystery person you credit for your rebirth?”
 
   My blood ran cold and I'm sure the color drained from my face.  My knees bouncing slightly in agitation.  He was looking at me expectantly, leaning in a bit, I could see the smile he was trying to hold back.  I hated the game he was playing now.  I shot him a searing warning glance that he was treading on thin ice “Just a person that set my moral compass back to true north.”
 
   Barry sat back and exaggeratedly looked upward as if contemplating something for a second tapping his index fingers together.  Then he looked me squarely in the eye and asked “Speaking of your past scandals and the west coast, have you been watching the news lately?”  I don't like where he is going with this and let him know with a look, shooting daggers at him with my eyes.  My hands were now grabbing the sides of my chair with white knuckles, ready to stand.  I could feel anger bubbling in the pit of my stomach.  With the slightest hint of a smirk, like a snake who just swallowed a mouse,  he continued anyway, “What do you think about what that red headed firecracker is doing in Vancou...”
 
   I shot up from my chair, interrupting him, fighting the urge to knock the smirk of his face, and calmly stated “I'm sorry Barry, but I'm very late for setting up for tonight's concert, and regrettably have to cut this interview short.”  I turned to the audience, feigning regret.  “Thank you folks, it has been a true pleasure.” I walked offstage glancing back to see Barry staring at me open-mouthed, I'm sure it was mostly because he didn't get his blowup.  The crowd was clapping, again.  This time I agreed with them, I smirked to myself as I stalked toward the rear entrance.  What?  Did the studio think I was kidding about walking?  Ha, suck it Barry!
 
   As I approached the back door I saw Tom, Thomas, Tommy standing there nervously with his clipboard and his Bluetooth headset dangling on his ear, and asked him to call me a cab.  I spent the time picking at some peeling paint by the back door, smiling at the security guard and shooting warning glares at anyone who approached in the hall.  I have to admit, it was kind of fun watching them turn on their heels and scurry off.
 
   One of the security guys placed his hand on his ear and smiled and nodded at me as he reached for the door.  He escorted me to the waiting cab, there seemed to be more people behind the barricades now cheering and yelling for autographs.  The security guard opened the cab door for me and I slid in mouthing a “thank you” to him.  He just gave me a beaming smile as he shut the door.
 
   I gave directions to the cabbie and just breathed a sigh of relief, shrinking into the seat and not really paying attention to the ride back.  I just drew circles lazily on the window with my finger, feeling the sun on my skin.
 
   Once we arrived back at the bus, I needed security to help me back inside as tons of fans were already surrounding it and not all the barriers were set in place yet.  Three of them formed kind of a protective envelope as we pushed through the people who wanted to get my autograph or touch me.  I find it odd that I have gotten so used to this as a guard opens the door and helped me into the bus.  I closed the door and dropped my purse on the counter and took a deep breath, getting my bearings. 
 
   I passed the time back at the tour bus firing my driver, what was his name?  Joe?  Melvin?  Todd? Whatever.  I took perverse pleasure in opening the drivers door where he was sitting and physically pushing him out to the waiting security guard.
 
   Then I was on my cell, hiring Darryl out from under the noses of Stars For Hope.  Ninja move!
 
   I took a quick shower then picked out a nice dress for the concert, that's my new thing these past few shows.  I ran my fingers lovingly over the new placard, feeling its smoothness with my fingertips, then put the lanyard over my head, pulling my hair out and over it, then tucked it under the dress, close to my heart.
 
   Security and barriers were now in place and I opened the door, nodding to a guard and walked to the big metal blue door of the venue's rear entrance.  I actually stopped a few times to sign autographs, I was feeling a little relaxed tonight.
 
   My little raven haired makeup tornado, Dawn, grabbed me and dragged me into the makeup area. Everything was more open here, not really corridors, more like large open sprawling spaces with stagehands buzzing about, I'm sure this area doubled as convention space.
 
   Dawn was telling me how she felt that, with my new look lately, less was really more and she kept complimenting the new me as she quickly finished.  I was feeling a little embarrassed.  She turned me to the mirror.  I liked that it looked so much cleaner than I would have imagined, and not garish like my normal stage makeup.  The “girl next door” look came to mind.
 
   My hair lady wasn't there for some reason, I still don't know her name, and Dawn saw my confusion as she grabbed a brush and just teased a few of my waves a bit “I told her that with the new you, we didn't need her unless you wanted to change your look.  You look awesome as is.”  She smiled and I returned the smile happily.
 
   I ambled over to my dressing room looking up at the harsh arc lighting hanging from the vaulted ceiling.  I scanned the industrial looking room and almost panicked when I couldn't locate my daisy. My heart stopped beating and I stopped breathing for a moment until I saw the slice of banana cream pie on a plate with a single fork beside it.  It was sitting on the little table by the oversized fake leather couch in the middle of the space.  Exhaling hugely, allowing my heart rate to normalize, I collapsed into the uncomfortable couch and reached over to grab the pie.
 
   I snacked on it leisurely.  Savoring it with the goofiest expression on my face until I voiced a stray thought  “She's right, it's good, but not as tasty as her lips.”  Damnit, I have no right!
 
   Terry poked his head in the door “Five minutes Mandy!”  I looked back at him and nodded... scarfing the last of the pie and washing it down with water.  Then I stood and made my way out to side stage and waited for the lights to dim.
 
   The noise level was pretty high as everyone in the crowd was feeling the excitement of anticipation, yelling over each other to be heard.  I was feeling really calm and, dare I say it, happy, as the lights dimmed and I made my way out to my speaker to sit.  The moments before the lights come up are my favorite, I can clearly see the crowd without the blinding lights in my face.  It helps me to connect with them as people instead of the faceless cheering organism during the concert.
 
   The lights came up and a wall of sound crashed all around as I greeted the masses.  Not even bothering to announce it, because they all knew what was coming,  I started the concert religiously with Oceans of Blue, they went crazy for quite some time afterward and security even had to pull one young man off the stage when he tried to climb on.
 
   I held up my hand and the noise level dropped to a manageable level as I addressed the crowd. “Okay, this tour is all about what's new, and I got NEW right here, the ink isn't even dry yet.  It was inspired by my muse, it's called 'Brown Eyes'.”  Once again the crowd erupted in cheers.  I started strumming and the crowd went silent.
 
   My eyes were closed while sitting on my speaker, this one was full of hurt and pain, but all throughout it was an undercurrent of hope.  If heartache could be conveyed by words, by a melody, this was as close as you could get without feeling the actual emotion.  When I finished the crowd broke out into a frenzy of cheering and whistling while I just sat for a bit, before I opened my eyes, letting a tear fall before I could stop it.
 
   The rest of the concert flowed in a winding, twisting journey.  There were highs and lows.  The song selection reflected a whole gambit of emotion, ending on a happy joyous note.  To me it seemed that every crowd during this tour was louder and more responsive that the last.  I was still finding it hard to believe that they seemed more into it than any of my prior tours.
 
   Security had to get me past some fans that got inside the barrier to get me into the bus, I caught some of them calling out to me “Mandy Fay!” I stutter stepped at that, it made me smile.  Suck it, Mandy Harris, you're going down!  I felt pride swelling of my heart, an odd sensation, one I had always wanted earlier on in my career.
 
   After cleaning up and getting ready for bed, I just sat on the bed perched over my phone, leaning on my elbows.  I was feeling the excitement and anticipation my fans were feeling earlier tonight.  Just twenty more minutes!  I felt the bus rumble to life as we started off to our next venue. Ahhh Darryl had arrived.
 
   I watched time tick by and exactly at midnight my cell rang.  Once voice-mail started flashing, I immediately hit play. “Simply amazing.  Have a wonderful sleep, M.”  Bam!  Saved folder!  I whispered my goodnight to Bella into the air, then start writing some lyrics before drifting off into a pleasant sleep.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 11 – Why the Obsession?
 
   The days started flowing in extreme slow motion, I found myself missing June so much.  I concentrated on her, hoping to drown out the other ache in my heart.  After my daily delete, delete, play routine, I caught myself playing Tammy's daily June reports over and over.  The daisies, and midnight 'tuck in' calls helped keep me from spiraling back into a dark place.
 
   I can't tell you if it was two or three days later, since time wasn't working right in my localized bubble, my Bella call held a bonus “Hi, M.  You kind of shocked sis and Ham, they send thanks.  Sleep well.”  That must mean that the 'Oceans of Blue' single had hit online, and the trust papers arrived at the Rand house.  I cried myself to sleep on the floor of the bus and I didn't understand the tears, I couldn't identify the emotions.  Maybe it was just an emotional purge?  
 
   I woke up on the pull out bed, under a blanket, the bus rocking and obviously well underway.  My sleepy mind half wondered how I got there.  But as sleep retreated from my synapse, I looked at the dividing door to the driver's area, and smiled a silent thanks to the powers that be, for people like Darryl.
 
   I groaned, realizing I had another interview today in Richmond, Virginia.  I hate leaving my self imposed exile in the bus.  I feel safe here, insulated from the world, cut off from contact with anyone outside of the show.  Nick just kept insisting, and I finally agreed, just to shut him and his floppity hair up.
 
   Why do I keep him around again?  Oh yeah, because he has bought into Mandy Fay where Terry has not.  He has taken my side of the frequent arguments more and more often.  I can see the desperation building in Terry as we get closer to him losing his cash cow, his arguments seem more fueled by frustration now.
 
   I don't feel bad at all, I've made Terry millions and he still has a cut of residuals coming in, he is set for life.  Yet he's still on his side, not mine.  Nick has been distancing himself from Terry, hanging around with Darryl more now.  Gold star.  You can stay.
 
   I got up, and wandered over to my closet.  After throwing on a sweater and a nice navy pleated skirt, I grabbed my purse and headed out to the waiting car.  Security getting me past the slowly gathering fans and reporters.  I'm noticing more and more reporters as the tour progresses.  I'm sad that Darryl isn't driving me.  I make a mental note to start requesting a rental at any venues I have extracurricular activities at, so he can drive and be my safety net.
 
   I smiled thinking about my little surprise for him.  I have overheard him speaking with Nick on many occasions that he has been missing his girlfriend.  He's always listening to me through the drivers partition, watching out for me, two can play at that listening game!  Ha!  So I had Nick set it up for her to fly into town today for the show.  Nobody should be without the person they love...  unless they deserve it.  It felt damn good to do something for good people, I felt like it was going to be a great day!
 
   That feeling ended quickly as I opened the door and got in the car to find Nick was already inside it, waiting.  “Hi?” I nodded once, confusion making its way to my expression as I shut the door.  He tapped the driver's shoulder and we lurched forward.  He looked a little amused, a crooked grin on his face. “Just tagging along, in case we get a repeat of you storming off stage, then I can throw a bear net over you, so that you finish the interview.”  Seriously, I wanted to just bat his floppy hair out of the way so that I could slap his self satisfied face.
 
   I just shot him a half amused look. “I did NOT storm off the stage.  I was quite polite about cutting things short, to both the crowd and that jackass.  I was quite proud of myself that I didn't walk off stage with his beating heart in my hand.  He knew exactly what he was doing trying to finagle his way into the off limits area.”  I started picking at some imaginary crack on the interior door panel with my finger, trying to hold back a chortle at the memory.
 
   He laughed sarcastically, shaking his head and inverting his hands, making eye contact with me. “I can see his curiosity about what's going on lately in...” then he snapped his mouth shut before he went too far and completed his thought as I jerked up straight, muscles tensing.  I have zero tolerance for the subject, and he knows it.  I'm starting to think I do it more to protect me from feeling the gaping hole torn through my being, than to protect Bella.  If I were to be truthful, I'd say it is most likely both.  I'm still a coward.
 
   We rode in silence the rest of the way to the studio, but it wasn't uncomfortable.  We were just leaving each other alone to our thoughts.  I took the time to practice my finger spelling from the book I had Darryl find me.  I've been trying to squeeze that into every break I have. 
 
   Upon arrival we were quickly escorted in through a group of fans of the morning show.  I overheard someone murmur excitedly, “That's Mandy Fay!” I smiled to myself, Mandy Fay, I feel one day I can be her.
 
   I glanced at the clean, almost antiseptic looking halls as security led me to the makeup and prep area, Nick in tow.  The generic industrial looking black and white artwork on the walls were uninspiring and cold in my opinion.  Then I was handed off to a gray haired old woman, Elise, who just sat me down in a canvas director's chair and started on me like an automaton, I was sure she had worked with thousands of celebrities doing interviews for this daily show.  I was pretty sure she didn't even know who I was, as the over sixty crowd is not my demographic.
 
   Just as that thought rolled out of my ear and onto the ground, she pulled back tilting her head in recognition.  “Oh, you're that Anabella West's girlfriend.  I saw that one picture of you two.  Isn't it amazing what she...”.  I stiffened, as a chill ran down my spine as I cut her off, trying to stay calm, “Please ma'am, she's not a subject that I discuss with people.”  I shot a glare over at Nick, who held his hands up defensively.  Why do people insist on dragging her name through the mud?   I was breathing faster, trying not to get mad as I fidgeted with my hands.
 
   She nodded pleasantly. “Of course, sweetie.  There you go, all done.  Kathy right there can get you set up with a microphone and prepped.” Nodding her head at the young intern who came scooting over with a giant grin plastered on her face.  I followed her eyes to the short blonde girl in a crisp business suit that was approaching.  I relaxed and exhaled the tenseness of the previous situation away, putting on my practiced mask.  I glanced back and nodded a thanks to Elise and stood up then turned to meet Kathy.
 
   The young lady was obviously a fan, a nervous fan, a fan so nervous that she was about to vibrate a hole into the center of the Earth and had an almost comical smile plastered on her face.  She kept fumbling with the clip-on mic, her hands shaking.  “Kathy, just breathe.” I told her as I reached out and took the mic from her hand and clipped it to my collar myself, fighting back a smile.  The young woman flushed. “I'm sorry, this is my first week as an intern and, oh my gosh, I get to meet famous people like you.”
 
   I heard a muffled snort beside me, I glanced at Nick, who was watching the whole exchange, and it looked like he was about to burst open in a tsunami of laughter as he suddenly found the white ceiling tiles extremely fascinating.
 
   I suppressed a giggle.  Hey, I thought I turned off giggles when I left my heart back home.  “We are just people, same as you.  You'll do fine as long as you remember that one thing... breathe.”  I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder.  Kathy nodded enthusiastically, then moved her head in a “follow me” motion as she turned and walked me over to stage left, then opened the curtain a crack and pointed. “Okay your mark is that X on the center stage floor when Kelly introduces you, then you take the chair to her right.  They mostly just chat, so topics are fluid.  Expect lots of tangents.”
 
   I felt slightly nervous, a feeling that has haunted me this entire tour.  It is still an odd feeling, but I am getting used to it.  It feels almost akin to excitement.  I glanced behind me to Nick who gave a reassuring, almost imperceptible nod before I turned back to Kathy, who still had that “fangirl” twinkle in her eyes.
 
   Kathy looked down at her clipboard she had hugged to her chest when she realized that I had caught her staring. “Umm... Your publicist gave us the taboo subjects, lets see, no Vancouver and no Anabella West.  Oh I know her, she's the girl that...”  My breath hitched and I quickly held a finger up, swishing it from side to side silencing her.  She turned beet red biting her bottom lip and looking at the floor, and looking milliseconds away from face-palming herself.  “Oh sorry, taboo.”
 
   I gave her a reassuring smile as the announcer's voice boomed through the speakers.  This was Kathy's cue to scurry off in embarrassment.
 
   [[Welcome to today's installment of Sunny Side Up with Kelly Lamn!]]
 
   Kelly walked out to center stage as the audience cheered.  She waved to the crowd and did a tiny bow from her waist, smiling broadly as she surveyed the crowd “Hi everyone!  I hope you are having a 'special' day, since joining us today in the studio as our 'special' guest, is none other than THE Mandy Fay Harris!”  I confidently walked right out to my mark as the cheering doubled and gave Kelly a warm handshake, she held on maybe just a bit too long for my tastes and locked eyes just a bit too long.
 
   I appraised her as we both moved to sit in the chairs on stage.  She was a pretty typical morning show host, early to mid thirties, impeccably dressed in a long skirt and a cardigan, fit body, and her strawberry blonde hair made up in a bun.  She had an undecipherable smile on her face, probably just as rehearsed as my own mask.
 
   She looked to the crowd clasping her hands together as they quieted down then back to me, tilting her head slightly and making an almost too intense eye contact with me.  It was intensifying the nervousness in my gut a bit,  I was coming to the conclusion that she was either up to something or was trying to communicate something.  Either way, I had decided I didn't like this woman, she reminded me too much of Terry.  I absently started picking at the fabric on the arm of the chair with my fingernail.
 
   “So Mandy, do you mind if I call you Mandy?” She asked broadening her smile in question.  I responded with a measured smile of my own  “No, go right ahead.”  I tilted my head for her to continue.  “Thank you so much for coming to talk with us today.  You are making quite a lot of waves in the record industry lately, and we find it rather intriguing.” she smiled and glanced toward the audience.  I follow her glance to the eager looking crowd, but was pulled back to Kelly as she continued.
 
   “You disappeared from the scene for a little over a year, not even the media could find you for the longest time.  But then you exploded back on the scene as a totally reinvented performer.  Your popularity today has skyrocketed past your previous peak because of it.  Can you tell us anything about what happened in that year to cause such a radical turnabout?” I stiffened slightly, feeling perturbed as she cocked her head in in interest leaning forward in her seat, like she expected me to just start sharing like we were schoolgirls on a sleepover.  Don't push it, you're already leaning toward taboo here lady!
 
   I took a deep breath and clasped my hands together in my lap, intertwining my fingers and looked at Kelly  “Well, I can only paint in the broadest possible strokes here.  I had a defining moment in my life that forced me to look at who I had become and who I wanted to be.  The two didn't match, so I left the industry.  I tried to cut the cord, I thought for good.  I just went into hiding, hoping the world would leave me in peace, to give me some privacy, to live the way I wanted to.  I wanted to do something truly important with my life.  By a wonderful twist of fate, while in my new pristine world, I stumbled into something else that gave me such joy, I felt truly blessed.” I smiled in memory of June and Bella.
 
   Then I looked to the crowd before continuing, a slight frown forming on my face “But I couldn't escape my past, people wouldn't leave me in peace.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't stop my past from creeping in.  It poisoned and destroyed the life of the person who held my heart.  So I ran.  Can you imagine being the reason someone's life you cared for, was torn asunder?”  I breathed deep, looking down at my hands and opening them.  Feeling an almost cathartic release of relief as I admitted this.  I'm talking too much.  I gotta stop this.
 
   Almost immediately, I started to feel tense again, so I wound down to my conclusion.  “So I've isolated myself here on tour, where I can't do any harm to anyone else I care for.  To show the world who I really wanted to be, before I leave the rock world forever.”  I glanced out to the audience who was murmuring amongst themselves, glancing between each other and me.  This caused me to clasp my hands in my lap again, I glanced over to Kelly while my nervousness climbed.
 
   She looked truly moved, her face lined with compassion and her eyes conveying sympathy as she spoke.  “That feels, sad, to me in a way, but admirable as well.  If it is confusing to me, then I can imagine how confusing it is to have to live through it.” She paused as she shook her head almost imperceptibly.  She turned to the crowd and looked to be in thought for a second before re-engaging me “One quirk that has everyone stumped during this tour, which seems to be your signature now, is that you always stay seated on a speaker while onstage.  What is the reason for that?”
 
   The murmuring of the crowd stopped, I could tell they were interested in my response.  I hesitated, looking down and picking at a fingernail and choosing my words before I looked up to her “It is just how someone special showed me how to truly listen, a way for me to really hear and be part of the music instead of simply a spectator.”
 
   Kelly nodded then brightened as she sat up straighter in her chair.  “On the relationship front.” I stiffened ready to walk, my hands on the arms of the chair, ready to pull myself up.  I could feel my jaw tensing.  “It has been rumored over the years that you have been seen in 'romantic' encounters with both males and females.  Do you care to comment on the question of your sexuality?  Is Mandy Harris gay, bi, straight?  Do you find these rumors to be a detriment or asset to your career?  And are you currently seeing anyone?”
 
   As the rapid fire questions ended, I was realizing that my first impression was right, I didn't really like this person.   She was just skirting around the “real” issue, trying to get me to slip up without her actually bringing Bella up.  My blood chilled and I allowed a cold smile to snake up on my face. “Well, I find the question of anyone's sexuality to be a private matter.  It shouldn't be thrown about publicly like this, or dragged around in the press.”
 
   “But since mine has been plastered all over the walls for my entire career, I'll tell you that I'm not into labels.  I don't care if you are a man, woman, alien or whatever...  it is the person that is important, that is what I am attracted to.  As far as attachments, I'm not a person that anyone should be around right now.”  Stick that in your pipe and smoke it, wench.  The crowd cheered, I think I even heard a screamed marriage proposal.  This made me kind of sick to my stomach that people felt my sex life was entertainment, I scanned the crowd.
 
   I looked back to Kelly who was nodding in exaggerated thought. “That's admirable, more people in the world should have an attitude on relationships like that.”  She locked eyes again and smiled then looked back to the crowd for acknowledgment of her statement while I went back to picking at the fabric of the chair.
 
   She nodded again, picking a new topic and raising a finger and slightly tilting her head as she spoke.  “You recently released a single, 'Oceans of Blue'.  Your publicist says it is the last studio session of your career.  Is it true that you are not seeing a dime out of that single?  Where are the proceeds going?  Did you know that it went platinum almost as soon as it hit online?”
 
   I was a little shocked about the news of the popularity of the song, but was buzzing with aggravation, knowing she already knew the answer and how part of it would tie back to Vancouver again.  I sat up a little straighter.  Push the envelope lady, push it farther it might snap back at you!  “It is true, I'm not seeing a penny of it.  That song was never for profit, it was for a person I hurt in a way that can never be forgiven.”  I couldn't stop my hands from fidgeting.
 
   I took a breath. “Most of the proceeds go to a charity I hold dear, the Hearing Health Foundation. The rest goes to make sure that two tiny shining stars, whom I owe so much, have a future free of worry.  I haven't heard about sales, but the better it does the more money goes to good causes.”  The crowd started applauding again.
 
   She smiled softly, it looked genuine to me.  “On another front, is it true that you have barricaded yourself in your tour bus this entire tour?  No internet, no news, no TV?  It is a rare occurrence in this tour for you to be found outside of the stage.  We are honored to get this rare chance at an interview with you.”  She leaned in like it was just the two of us and wanted me to share a secret with her.
 
   What is she getting at here?  I knew she was still working an angle just by looking at the way she was absently rubbing her hands together.  “Well it is true, I have isolated myself in my bus.  It allows me to think about my actions and think about the consequences of my life, and to face the repercussions.  To concentrate on fixing myself, to become a person I actually like, that I can live with.” I glanced out to the crowd who started murmuring and nodding, I have no clue what their reactions are.  I hate putting myself out there like that.  I turned back to the sound of Kelly's voice.
 
   “Last thing then, so you really don't know what's been going on in the outside world then?  You haven't heard about the commotion over in Vancouver?”  All of my muscles tensed as I started to stand, anger rising, but I caught Nick over by the curtain motioning me to stay frantically.  I stopped and bit my lip to force back my anger,  then sat back down, grabbing the arms of the chair tightly with white knuckles. 
 
   I shot daggers at Kelly with my eyes and responded coldly, I wanted this to be over now.  “I'm sorry, but I'm uncomfortable speaking of other people's personal lives.  Some things should just be left alone.”  Why the obsession?  What the hell is everyone's problem with wanting to pull Bella's life through the gutter?
 
   Kelly looked disappointed, but looked to the crowd then back to me with an unreadable expression “Understandable Mandy, I'm sorry if I overstepped.  Looks like we are out of time.  Thank you for taking the time to speak with us today!”  We both stood as she offered a hand and I took it, not wanting to touch the snake.  She shook my hand warmly again, just a tad too long.  “My pleasure, Kelly, thanks for having me.”
 
   [[Cut!  And Commercial!]]
 
   I immediately turned and stalked off the stage, ready to strangle Nick, who made a speedy exit. Kelly followed me offstage calling to me “So, Mandy.”  I steeled myself and calmed, unclenching my fists, then turned to her as she continued looking down shyly, her voice sounding nervous, “This may be very forward of me, but I find you fascinating. And since you are currently unattached, I was wondering if you'd possibly like to go out for a coffee or something else before your gig tonight.”
 
   Whoa!  That came out of left field!  Like I'd go for someone who tried to smear Bella!  I opened my mouth to voice my real opinion, but then decided sugar is always better than venom and smiled.  “I'm truly sorry, Kelly.  You are an attractive woman, but truthfully I belong to someone else even if we can never be together.  Until they say otherwise, I'll endure the pain and be faithful to the memory of us.”
 
   Kelly's shoulders dropped in disappointment, but then she locked eyes with me, what I saw conveyed that she was genuinely moved as the corners of her eyes creased slightly.  “Well, don’t sell yourself short.  They are a lucky person.  Can't blame a girl for trying.”  She chuckled and gave a warm smile. “Well, have a great tour.  And, Mandy,” she added with a closed mouth smile, “do yourself a favor and pick up a newspaper sometime.  I think you owe it to yourself.”  Cryptic, but, pass slapped down!  Yay me!  What could possibly be in the papers that I would care about?  Kelly turned away and made her way back through the curtain to the stage before the commercials were over.
 
   Nick walked back up to me and we started walking down the hall toward the doors.  He turned to me and looked through his curtain of hair grinning “See?  That wasn't too bad now was it?”  I think I did a Godzilla roar, well fine, I probably just said “Grrr!” but my eyes roared.  “She went too far like the last jackhole.  Why do they gotta try to push it.  Nobody is really asking about the music, they just want the scandal and my breakdown.”  I punctuated with animated motions of my hands.  I was feeling so frustrated.
 
   He shook his head at me with sad looking eyes for some reason. “It's their job to do that, shock journalism and all that.  She's right though, you need to rejoin the world, things are happening that you need to know about.”  I shook my head. “Things are always happening, the world keeps on spinning.  I just need to finish what I have to do.  Only a few more days.”
 
   We exited the building, flanked by security to get us through the crowd, and made our way to the to the waiting cab.  Once we were settled inside, I spent the ride back ignoring Nick's attempts at smalltalk and working on my finger spelling, yearning for midnight.  That would relive the tension building up inside from that damn interview.
 
   We arrived back at the bus, and was escorted into the barricaded corridor by security, the crowd was already gathering for tonight's concert and more news crews than ever were swarming around yelling out ignored questions to me before I stepped up inside and shut the door.  Glancing over to see Nick making his way to one of the other buses before it closed.
 
   I wandered into the kitchenette looking at the fruit bowl greedily.  I grabbed my notebook and a pen off the counter to finish up some lyrics as I snacked on some grapes.  After a while I leisurely checked my phone.  Delete, delete, play.  Tammy gushed about June, making me smile thinking about my sweet baby as I heard her cooing and giggling in the background.   The sound of my daughter relieving a lot of the gathered tension from my shoulders.
 
   Suddenly I heard a high pitched squealing and giggling outside.  I cracked the door and peeked my head out to see Darryl between the barricades, twirling around a petite squealing blonde woman who was hanging off the ground, draped off his huge 6'4” frame.  God it felt great to see two people in love like that.  It felt good to know I could help them have a happy moment like this.
 
   I went to close the door with a huge smile on my face but the woman saw me and ran over to the door, with Darryl trying to stop her.  “You must be Mandy!” she squealed, “Thank you SO much for this.  It's a wonderful surprise for Darryl.  And I've missed him these past few days!  Oh, I'm Tina by the way.” She offered her hand up.   Her excitement was dragging me in and I couldn't help but smile back at her.  The noise level raising around us as fans and reporters were trying to get my attention.
 
   I shook her hand, my smile turning into a huge grin.  “It is truly my pleasure, he's a good man. Now you two shoo, go have some fun, you don't need to be hanging around speaking to the likes of me.”  Tina giggled back infectiously. “Great plan!  Thank you again, and it was great to meet you.  I can see why Darryl raves about you.”
 
   I smiled down at them and watched them go, then pulled myself back and closed my door.  My dark mood was officially erased.  I settled in on the couch and went back to my lyrics and finger spelling. Let me tell you, it is not as easy as it looks.  I can't imagine how hard sign language is going to be for me.
 
   Time marched on as it invariably does, after all, it is pretty obsessive compulsive as it just ticks past no matter what.  Then before I knew it it was into a dress,  and off to backstage.  I skipped a little, happy I made Darryl and Tina's day, as security got me past the throngs of fans and reporters and into the building.  I had even stopped for a couple of autographs for fans and ignored the reporters.
 
   The venue was packed, and Nick asked again “Can you please do some meet and greets and issue backstage passes tonight?”  his eyes pleading.  He asks every night and I refuse every night.  I snatched the single backstage pass in Bella's name from his hands, and placed it on its lanyard around my neck and tucked it in my dress, near my heart.  My good luck charm.  Nick thinks I'm crazy, and maybe I am. He wordlessly shook his head at me and I just rolled my eyes back at him, then turned to find my dressing room.
 
   I sat backstage on the canvas chair in the tiny rough dressing room, which was obviously a small storage room they hastily converted for me to give me some privacy.  I just stared at the daisy on my table as I heard the bustle of activity in the corridor beyond.  Psyching myself up.  Then at the five minute warning, it was off to the stage.  I was oblivious to the people busily scurrying around in final preparation as I made my way to the stage, where a sound man handed me my earpiece.
 
   Obviously I opened with the required 'Oceans of Blue', but opened my eyes part way through, hearing a good portion of the crowd singing along at the chorus.  This gave me a weird sort of energy boost for some bizarre reason.  I felt, I don't know, excitement?  This was a new feeling.  It was almost, pride?  I closed my eyes and finished the swooping and tumbling melody, to the thunder of the crowd. I opened my eyes and felt a smile playing on my lips as I opened my eyes.
 
   I brightened up, enjoying the energy the audience was sending me  “Tonight I have something for you.” I pulled handwritten sheet music from my sheath and held it to the crowd.  “How bout something new?”  The cheering intensified as the churning mass of fans went wild.  I passed out copies to the band, who didn't seem surprised at my changes to the lineup anymore.  “This one is about hope, I call it 'We Shall'.”
 
   I settled back down onto my speaker, closed my eyes and began.  It's a ballad like 'Oceans Of Blue' but with a distinctly different flavor.  Its a soaring melody punctuated by sustained power notes that rip through the subtle winding path of the chorus, which felt like the gentle caress of a lullaby.  The song made a peaceful, almost safe feeling flow through me.  It just felt... like home.  I don't think I had ever heard a crowd so silent as I sang.  I hope they can feel the emotion I am trying to convey.
 
   I sustained the final vocal note long after the instrumentals stopped, like I was afraid to let it go, and I was.  There was a long agonizing moment of stillness when I finished, I felt small, vulnerable in my anticipation as I opened my eyes.  The crowd was silent, not wanting to break the moment.  Then suddenly, they went insane,  I had to cover my ears it was so loud.  I glanced offstage to see Nick and Darryl high-fiving, Terry nodding, Tina with her hands covering her mouth.  A lump was in my throat, and I fought the water welling up in my eyes.  I didn't know why I was suddenly sad and happy all at once.  
 
   I cleared my throat and inhaled deeply then smiled to the fans, yelling into my microphone  “Sorry about two ballads in a row folks.  Let's hit some fun!”  I picked a more upbeat song and we went to town with it.
 
   Then we wound our way through about every emotion you can imagine throughout the rest of the song choices.  I was completely exhausted when we finally finished.  I trudged off the stage, dragging myself out the back, through the fans and reporters with my constant security companions and stumbled into the bus.  I collapsed on the couch by my cellphone, waiting for my heartbeat.   
 
   I sat there staring at the ceiling, simply resting.  I didn't need to look at the clock, I knew it is midnight as the phone rang and my heart started up again, beating in time with 'voice-mail' flashing on the screen.  I pressed play “Wow...  Just wow...  Pleasant dreams M.” I sighed, with all that makes up what I am.  Off to the saved folder you go.
 
   Why doesn't she just let me go, and heal her own life?  I'm glad she makes the effort, it keeps me going.  I dragged myself up and showered and got ready for bed.  This was a physically and emotionally draining day.  I heard the drivers door shut behind the partition then the engine came to life.   I laid down to a peaceful slumber, as we rumbled off to Raleigh, North Carolina.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 12 – Operation Save Harmony
 
   The day started early, Tammy's call coming a lot sooner than normal. This scared the hell out of me. I dove on the phone and answered it instead of letting it hit voice-mail.  “Tammy!  Is June okay?” I sputtered out.  She giggled a bit and quickly said, “No, no, no.  She's fine, Mandy!  She's great.”  I numbly mumbled quietly trying to recover from the fright “But the time, it's, it's different.”
 
   “What?” she asked.  I blushed, glad she couldn't see me, I hadn't realized I spoke out loud. “I, well, sorta set my internal chronometer by my daily voice-mails.  They let me know that the world is okay. Like the ticktock of a clock.  I thought the worst when it changed.  God, I sound obsessive compulsive. I'm sorry Tammy.  Just call me spaz.”
 
   “Well you shouldn't hole yourself up in that horrid bus.  There are important things happening in the world.” the younger girl reprimanded me.  I snorted, “Yes, mother.”  Her bubbly personality was infectious, that's why I chose her as June's nanny over all the other, older, more experienced ones I interviewed.  She bubbled on, “You took me by surprise when you actually answered. It is so nice to hear your voice instead of watching you on Pay Per View and those pushy TV interviews.  Would you like to say something to June?  She's right here on my hip.”
 
   “Please.” I whispered almost inaudibly, and I could hear Tammy's distant voice “Here's mommy, princess.” Then I heard gurgling and bubbling, it sounded like she was trying to eat the phone.  That let a warmth I haven't felt in a long time into my heart.  I inhaled sharply with a grin. “Hello baby, mommy really misses you...  I'll be home before you know it.”
 
   I could hear a fumbling on the phone and Tammy was back. “She got the biggest grin from that! Now, let me tell you why I'm calling.  You'll still get the daily June report in an hour so you don't pop a spring or start bumping into walls trying to figure out the time.”  Which elicited a “Smartass.” from me starting her gigglefest again.
 
   “I've heard some distressing news from...  well I've heard some distressing news about Harmony.” This caused me to sit up straight, “What is it?  Is Mrs. W okay?”  She better be Okay!
 
   She continued. “Yes, she's a tough old bird.  But it seems that the school is in bad, financial trouble.  She has been dipping into her retirement funds for months to keep it running and now that has run dry.  So she is resigned to the fact that the school will have to close if she can't make mortgage this month.”  
 
   I verbally snapped at her while pacing quickly back and forth, “To hell it will!  March your fuzzy butt down there and get that thing paid!  Use the household account, there's plenty of slush in it.”  I noticed I was nervously twitching my fingers together on my left hand as I paced.  Why couldn't I be there to make things right for Mrs. W?
 
   Tammy shot back  “Hey!  My butt isn't fuzzy!  Or I don't think it is at least.  Dunno, I can't see it. But I already tried, she says she won't take handouts.”  I tensed up at that.  Of course she wouldn't.  I knew her better than anyone, and she is a very proud woman.  I missed her strength.
 
   My voice grew rough with emotion that threatened to overwhelm me, “That place and that woman are the last good things I haven't destroyed in my life, and I'll be damned if I let it fall.  Fine, if she won't take money freely given by people who care about her, let's create our own little conspiracy. Shall we?”
 
   That got me an “Ooooo sounds fun, count us...  umm I mean count me in!”  Why is everyone always correcting themselves like they are talking in code around me lately?  I didn't have time to dwell on the thought.
 
   “Okay Tams, this is how it's gonna go down.  Go over and make a 50/50 silent partnership proposition to Mrs. Wellington.  We'll infuse the cash to clear the mortgage from the books, cover operations, renovation and staffing.  She provides sweat equity, teaching and managing the place while we sit on the sidelines.”  I pursed my lips for a second, not allowing emotion in as I continued to pace, my mind going into overdrive.
 
   “Do NOT let her say no!  Threaten her with an out of tune violin if she tries.  My lawyer in Seattle can get it all drawn up today.  I'll get him in on Operation Save Harmony.  I'll hit up my publicist for contacts to get the word out to drive business.  Get it?  Got it?  Good!” I finished in a flourish, slamming a palm down on the counter, to the sounds of a laughing nanny.
 
   “I'm putting you in charge on that end.  I'll get this all set up on my end within an hour.  Contact Mrs. W now to get it rolling.  I'll call you in two hours.” I'm speaking at three trillion miles per second.  
 
   Tammy remained silent for a couple seconds and she spoke when she's sure I was done. “It will only take a few minutes to get a yes or no from her, if you'll be done inside an hour.  Why not call me then?”  I could hear the slight confusion in her voice.  I rolled my eyes.  
 
   “Ummm...  duh!  I get my June update voice-mail from you in an hour.  Gotta feed the neurosis Tams.” I got nothing but laughter from the other end.  “Okay, two hours.”  We said our goodbyes and I was hitting speed dial for Frank my lawyer the moment I hung up.  I wasn't feeling the anxiety I thought I would about this, instead it felt more like excitement.
 
   “Mandy, how are you...” he started, just to be interrupted by me. “Frank, no time to chit chat, got an emergency here.” I managed to sputter out.  He gasped, “Oh God, you need bailed out again?” I rolled my eyes to the universe.  “No!  Not that kind of emergency.  A friend needs my help.  Welcome to Operation Save Harmony.” I spilled the plan at warp speed, giving him both Mrs. W's and Tammy's contact info.
 
   “Okay, you sure you don't want me to craft it for 49-51 so you have controlling interest?” he asked with a tinge of concern in his voice.  “No.” I snapped a little too sharply, “Sorry, no.  This is all about helping a friend, in fact.  To insure she has controlling interest, slash my interest down the middle and create a three way partnership.  Maybe I can help three people at once here.”  I was tapping a pen nervously on the counter in time with the clockworks in my head as I thought.
 
   “50% operating interest to Mrs. Wellington, 25% silent partner interest gifted to Tammera Rosalind Shelton, and 25% operating or silent partner interest, at Mrs. W's discretion,  gifted to Anabella Marie West.  I need this to happen in the next five days or she is going to loose the place.” I rattled this information off in a staccato time.   I noticed I was pacing again and let myself fall back onto the couch with a satisfying plop.
 
   “All funding is through me, but in the other two girl's names.  One time gift it, so we don't have to jump through any tax hoops.  Use the 'party fund' account, should be a million or so still in it.” I zipped out.  I was kicking in the air like I was riding a bicycle  “If any of the ladies tries to refuse, kick them in the nuts!”  I heard a stifled laugh at that statement.
 
   “But that will leave you with no return on investment.” he said with no emotion in his voice.  I shook my head in exasperation, wondering why he had to be all lawyer-y all the time.  “What part of 'this is to help three people' did you not get?  I have over ninety five million cash, plus a royalty income stream and investments that will outlast my grandchildren.  I don't need any more cash flow, Frank. While I'm at it, add everyone involved to my retainer with you, make sure they know they have your services for anything they need, work or personal.”
 
   I could hear the realization and understanding in his voice.  “Okay, I can see this is important to you. When do we pull the trigger?” he asked.  I was quick to respond, “If Tammy get's Mrs. Wellington to agree, she'll call you in a couple hours.  Then just pull out all stops.  Tammy has point on this, I don't want to hear from you unless it's an all clear.”  I pointed my finger like he could see it, then started doodling in the air with it.
 
   “You got it, Mandy.  It's nice to see you engaged in the world again.” he said softly.  I slowed down my frantic cadence and leaned forward on the couch. “Thanks for everything, Frank, even though I've been so self destructive, you've always had my back.  I just want you to know that I've always seen it. I'm off to phase two.  Good luck with the girls, they are a handful.”  I truly did appreciate Frank, he had always made sure that all my dealings were in my best interest even when Terry didn't.
 
   He voiced his goodbye and I took a deep breath.  Wooo, go me!  I stood and walked to the little table in the kitchen wall that I had promoted to a makeshift desk a couple weeks back, and grabbed a rubber-band ball off of it.  I turned and leaned my hip against the table and chucked the ball at the driver's door partition with a satisfactory thunk, and caught the rebound. 
 
   Almost immediately, Darryl opened the door and I chucked the ball at him.  “Ow!” he feigned mortal injury.  I shook my head and crossed my arms, “You big baby!  Okay, Mr Big Ears, I know you're always listening.  You know the score. Can you track down Nick double-time?  I got an important voice-mail to listen to in...” I checked the time on my phone “Twenty three minutes.  Chop chop!  Don't make me rubber band ball you again.”
 
   His eyes went wide in mock fear and rubbed his “injury” from my previous rubber band assault. Then he shut the partition door looking quite amused. “Aye aye sir,” he called out as I heard him exit the bus.  I couldn't help but be amused by his antics.
 
   I realized I was alone for a minute and my facade dropped.  I breathed raggedly for a minute, I'm scared to death about the success of this.  I can't let anything happen to the mentor I considered family, this was too important for failure.  One more deep breath and I was Okay.  Just in time for the bus door to fling open and Nick to walk in, well almost stumbled in being rushed by Darryl, who stayed outside and closed the door behind Nick.
 
   Before he could say anything, I turned to the side and grabbed some plastic salad tongs from a drawer in the kitchenette and advanced while I started poking his chest with them. “Okay publicist-y dude, talk!  Is there like, a nest of your kind, brooding in the Vancouver Underground that can promote a business?”  Let the Spanish Inquisition begin!
 
   He looked equal parts confused and amused and opened his mouth to speak, holding his arms up in surrender, but I cut him short “Ut, ut, ut ..The correct answer here is either 'yes', or 'yes, Mandy'.” He laughed at me with a twinkle in his eye under his silly mop of hair. “What in the hell has gotten into you, and what the hell are you babbling about?” He muttered comically to the ceiling “Please don't say aliens, don't say aliens.”
 
   I eyeballed him, raising an eyebrow. “Weeeell.  I have a friend back in Vancouver who's little music school is failing.  They are about to receive a mysterious infusion of cash.  But they will need to increase their clientele to turn things around.” I started walking around him as I spoke, salad tongs at the ready, he followed me with his eyes.
 
   “The way I figure it, all you publicists have like a secret club where you go to like, trade blood and stuff, so you gotta all know each other.  I was wonderin' if you knew one of your clan that can handle promotion for a Vancouver music business.  They can tout alumni like that Mandy Fay Harris chick I've heard about.” I wound up in front of him again, my eyebrows wiggling.
 
   He was definitely amused as he replied, “Well first off I resent the club and clan references, we prefer coven.  Secondly, I can definitely put out some feelers.  I used to promote sales for a record label or two before I got into celebrity promotions, so I ran in those circles and I know where to get started finding a match.  Third, you have a friend?  I thought I was your only friend.” He grinned like an idiot.  I should stab him with my tongs for that grin.  I stabbed him with the tongs.
 
   “Welcome to Operation Save Harmony, Nick.” Then an idea hit me. “Ummm, Nickki.  We only have a few days left on tour,  then I'm done for good.  That makes you kinda jobless.  You line up any other psycho shut-in rockers to work with yet?  Or would you like spearheading the project yourself, until you land another nutcase?”   I tilted my head and looked at him crossways between the tongs.
 
   I stopped joking, dropping my arm to my side and went deadpan. “Seriously.”  He stood there deep in thought, giving it hard contemplation, finally lowering his arms.  “You know, you have treated me well during this tour.  In all seriousness, I admire the fierceness and loyalty you demonstrate toward the people around you.” Then he smiled mischievously as I started shining the salad tongs with my sleeve as he continued, “Even if you never listen and are a pain in the ass.  So, why not?  Plus I could use it as an opportunity to scout out the next you at that music school.”
 
   I give him a soft smile and offered my free hand for him to shake to seal the deal.  He accepted it then I said  “Then welcome aboard...  again.” I started poking him with my tongs suddenly. “Now out with you!  Be gone!  I'll speak with you more after I hear from Vancouver.”  He raised his hands in surrender again trying to avoid the poking as he marched out the door and closed it behind him.  I took a step and dropped the tongs in the sink.  Ewwww icky publicist germs!
 
   I was contemplating the situation when the phone rang and Sarina's daily voice-mail came in, and I of course deleted it.  Just five minutes to go.  Right on schedule the phone rang again, when voice-mail flashed I hit play “Okay you weirdo, June's doing great since we spoke an hour ago.  Talk to you in an hour.” Then she blew a raspberry.  I smiled.
 
   I know it sounds stupid, but I felt more relaxed after the call, and I noticed that I did.  This kind of freaked me out, and I believe I'll need some serious therapy in the future.  But I really did feel more at ease after the call.  I collapsed onto the couch with my notebook and sat leisurely practicing my finger spelling, calming myself even farther.  At the end of the hour, I grabbed the phone and made the call.
 
   “Hi Tams, so, how did it go?” I ask calmly hoping for the best, twirling a finger in my hair.  Her voice was equally calm and steady. “She didn't like it.  But she invoked the 'daughter she never had' clause and reluctantly agreed to it.  You really are an amazing person, Mandy.”
 
   Suddenly I was fighting back happy tears, Mrs. W was going to be fine now.  I tried to speak without my voice wavering, she didn't need to know I was starting to cry.  “It is the very least I can do. I hope you realize how much I appreciate you, Tammy.  You are my savior, keeping my most precious bundle of love safe.  You put up with so much from me.  I see nothing but good things for you in the future.”
 
   I really felt what I was saying to her, she had that strange feeling of family about her too.  As foreign as the concept of family was to me.
 
   We finished the call with me sharing contact information for Frank and Nick.  I even got in another minute with June.  God, I miss her so much.
 
   It was eerie, after all that action, I sat snacking on cheese on the couch in the silent bus just breathing and practicing my finger spelling.  I hope all my girls will be okay.   Damn this emotional roller coaster.
 
   Before too long, it was time to prepare for the concert.  I went through my routine.  Dress, check, lanyard, check, music, check.  I waded through the crowd with security into the bustling venue.  Then I was off in search of my single daisy in a blue vase in my dressing room.  Ahh, there it is, check.
 
   After the five minute warning, I wandered out, dodging stagehands and getting my earpiece.  It sounded loud out there already.
 
   The lights went down and I marched out onstage to a capacity crowd again.  After opening with 'Oceans of Blue', the crowd singing along.  I had to wait a long time for the cheers to fade before being able to address the crowd.  Those people were amazing.  It made me feel calm as I spoke, “You know what, everyone?  I'm feeling a little melancholy tonight, why don't we slow things down a bit?  I'm all for mixing things up on this tour, that's what it is all about.  Let's try something new.”
 
   The crowd was murmuring excitedly, I could see them turning to each other to discuss what might be going on.  I stood and looked back to the band, walking over and dragging a second microphone over to my speaker. “Hey guys, come join me over here.  Have a seat.”  They came to sat down on the stage floor by me and I adjusted the mic down for them.  Looking at their questioning faces  “Just lend me some backup guys.”
 
   I looked back to the crowd who were looking on in earnest. “We're going pure acoustic tonight folks.  Join in if you know the chorus.”  I sat on my speaker.  Then I closed my eyes and started 'Brown Eyes' at a slower tempo, with my band's voices lending an easy harmony from time to time.  Whenever the chorus kicked in, the crowd joined in.  The slower tempo and mass of voices made it an almost surreal harmony.
 
   It was a raw, almost an ethereal experience for me, and I hope for the fans too.  I soaked in the ambiance and reflected it back out to the universe.  It just felt right and I let it carry me on its current.  I had to cover my ears as we finished, I opened my eyes to the roar of the crowd so loud it actually hurt my ears.  My band was all grins and that added to my experience.  Hmmm... experience.  I was experiencing the music with the crowd, not just singing to them.  I liked the warm feeling I got from that thought.
 
   The rest of the night went that way, us just huddled around my speaker, in communion with the crowd, I caught myself just watching them swaying en mass to the music at times.  Sometimes we went acoustic, sometime a cappella, slowing down each song.  Then it was over seemingly almost before it began.  We thanked the crowd, the lights went out and I just sat there as everyone left, just sitting on my speaker watching people flow out of the venue.
 
   I felt almost at peace with myself tonight.  I smiled at small groups of fans that had sat and watched vigil over me as I just watched the exodus.  Then watched as security and cleanup crews ushered them out.  I liked the peacefulness that following hour, just watching as the crews finished their cleanup and watched them filter out.  I really wasn't thinking about anything at all during that time.
 
   When I finally had the place to myself I grabbed my guitar played another song, just for me, while I cried for no reason.  This was a stressful day with a bunch of happy endings.  I placed my guitar in its stand and wandered out the deserted corridor with a single security guard to the back door.  He opened the door and we stepped into the darkness and made our way toward the bus.  I saw some people walking by the almost abandoned barricades, and one spoke to another “She's that Anabella's girlfriend.”
 
   I just stopped at the bus door and stood there sadly.  Why won't people let it go?  It's everywhere I go.  Please leave her alone.  The damage I inflicted is the gift that keeps on giving.  I reached up and pulled the door open, realizing the bus was already running and none of the other buses were still in the lot.  I smiled a silent thanks to the sky that Darryl knew when not to rush me.  I stepped inside and shut the door behind me and we were underway again.
 
   I was beat, I'd worry about my shower in the morning.  Midnight came.   “You have so many facets, you never cease to amaze.  Goodnight M, please sleep well.” I played it a few times before saving it.  Then I let sleep overtake my wandering mind.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 13 – She's Late
 
   We arrived at our new venue, a stadium this time, and joy oh joy, Nick informed me on my bus that he had set up a final news interview in the parking lot there.  They would arrive in a news truck in a short time, so at least I didn't have to go anywhere or be a captive participant this time.  I really didn't feel the energy to go through another one of these.  They seem to be so mentally exhausting.
 
   I took solace in the fact that the tour was almost over, and I wouldn't have to put up with this type of intrusion much longer.  In time, after everyone figures out that I really am out of the industry for good, they may stop bothering me altogether.
 I had warned Nick and Terry that my temper was on a short fuse today so the off limits topics better not be tested this time, or I won't even be bother being polite.  I'll just seriously walk off with the reporter's bloody, beating heart in my hand. 
 
   From what they said, I guess their phones have been ringing off their hooks, for what the media is calling last nights performance, “Mandy Unplugged”.  I thought it was just a waste of time as we only have two shows left and then I am free of my self imposed shackles.  Free to return to my baby, and free to find a new life with her in another place.  I couldn't help but smile with a warm feeling spreading inside at the thought of my daughter.
 
   I had kicked them out of my bus and I sat on my couch to work on my lyrics and practice spelling words with my finger spelling.  I was really starting to get quick at it, maybe it was time to try some real sign language I idly thought.  Smiling to myself, I just spoke to the air as I worked “Could you please find me an American Sign Language book?” knowing that Mr Big Ears would take care of me.
 
   I had a pang of guilt at that, thinking about the fact that I had pulled him from a stable job and away from his wonderful girlfriend, to work with me, and he'll be unemployed in a few days.  I made a mental note to do something about that.  He's been there for me more than he thinks I know he has.  I'll make sure he lands on his feet.
 
   I grabbed a cream colored lace dress and some low heels to wear, I felt pretty today.  I ran my fingers along the material of the dress, taking in the texture of the lace that contrasted with the smooth silky pleated panels.  I checked my makeup in the mirror as I heard a knock on the door.  I wandered over to the door and cracked it open to see a guard standing there, giving me a nod.  Then I exited the bus to the hooting and hollering of the crowd and other reporters that were gathered around the perimeter of the cordoned off area.  I saw a bunch of people holding “We love Mandy Fay” signs, trying to get in the background of the camera shot near where the news crew was waiting, with Terry and Nick hovering.
 
   The news guy looked impatiently, tapping his foot and checking his watch, as I approached,  like I'd been keeping him waiting.  Well guess what buddy, I'm actually thirty seconds early, I've grown this really obsessive thing with time lately, so I would know!  I offered my hand with my best fake smile. “Hi, Mandy Fay, pleased to meet you.”  He shook my hand, not even bothering to look me in the eye as he checked his microphone in his other hand.  “Donovan Gracy, thanks for agreeing to this interview.” I nodded, only to see that he had already lost interest and had turned to look at the camera man standing five feet away.
 
   He glanced at me as I stood by his side.  “Okay, if you are ready, lets get started.”  He nodded and the camera man counted down 3, 2, 1 with his fingers then “Hi, this is Donovan Gracy with KZXZ standing outside of Frontier Stadium today with Mandy Harris.” I correct him with a polite smile “Mandy Fay Harris.” He shot an annoyed glance at me “Sorry, Mandy Fay Harris.”  Wow, this guy is a piece of work.  I'm already madly and deeply in hate with him.  I almost snickered at the thought.
 
   He mugged for the camera, with a smug smile and leaning in a bit.  “So Mandy, the entertainment world is buzzing about last night's performance.  In this farewell tour you have turned the music industry on its ear.  Last night was spontaneous and groundbreaking for a venue so large, you managed to create an intimate setting at a capacity crowd.”  He paused and looked at me, I took that he wanted input even though he didn't ask a question.  Awkward much?
 
   “Thank you Donovan.” I smiled appreciatively.  Then he continued, “To what do you credit the creative inspiration?”  I exhaled in thought, reliving my exact thought before I the performance. “Truthfully, I was remembering an amazing person dancing with such innocence and grace, that it made it an intimate, moving experience.”  I was clasping my hands to my stomach, remembering the sight.
 
   “I just tried to invoke that in last night's setting.” I nodded in memory, almost with a sigh.  With no reaction on his face, he simply deadpan prompted, “Every night you are doing something different with your performance, no particular pattern or style, keeping the music world guessing at what breakout thing you will attempt next.  Is this your intent?”  He looked at me like he didn't really care, like he was biding his time for something.
 
   I pursed my lips and thought for a second as I unclasped my hands.  “I'm in a constant battle, trying to find the pieces of myself that I lost along the way.  It rages inside me, and I'm just trying to become whole through the music.  So the unpredictability of this turmoil is reflected in each nights performance.”  He grinned at that, like a crocodile that just spotted its prey.  It seriously made me sick to my stomach.
 
   He ran with that and deliberately overstepped.  Not even trying to veil the fact he was ignoring our off limits topics.  “Is your battle as fierce as the one raging in Vancouver right now?” Asshole!  He did this for the reaction and I know it.  He wants the storm off for the ooooo factor. 
 
   I kept my face calm, hiding the rage consuming me.  I was literally seeing red.  But before I could figure out how to either emasculate him on TV, or turn this situation against the weasel without giving him what he wanted, Nick's body is between us grabbing my arm and dragging me away.
 
   Nick calling back over his shoulder to the reporter,  “Sorry, Miss Harris is done taking questions for now, but thank you for your time and interest.”  I'm pretty sure I just hissed at Nick, trying to calm myself.
 
   I look back over my shoulder as I was dragged toward my bus, to see Terry stand between the camera and us.  The cameraman trying to get a shot at our retreat, with a stomping and upset Donovan beside him.  Son of a bitch, that is the first human thing I've ever seen that man do.  Maybe he really does have a soul buried down in there somewhere.  Hey, I did say maybe.
 
   “Thanks for saving me back there.” I muttered to Nick pulling my arm out of his grasp.  He shook his head and laughed, looking relieved that nobody died.  “You?  I was saving him.  When you didn't storm off immediately, and your eyes flared brighter than the fires of hell,  I was sure you'd have him smashing his own face with a brick while on the air, and not knowing why.”  I smiled and choked back a chuckle as my heart rate lowered slowly back to normal “You know me too well.”
 
   He deposited me back in my fortress of solitude, where I laid down on the bed for a quick nap to calm down.  I drifted in and out of consciousness until sleep finally came.
 
   I'm not sure how long I was asleep, but my eyes suddenly shot open and I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and looked at the time, just as the phone started ringing.  I stretched and waited then deleted Sarina's voice-mail.  Five minutes later, right on cue and right on time, it rang again.  I lazily reached over, waiting for the voice-mail indicator to blink, then hit play “Mandy, my God woman, I'd start an argument with you if I thought I had a snowball's chance in hell of winning.”
 
   “So instead I'll just say thank you and let you know that Frank works fast. Mrs. Wellington drove up to Seattle today to hash out all the legal crap over the next couple days.  June is having an awesome day today.  I think we'll hit the park in a bit.  Stay safe, and I'm excited for your return soon.” Tammy finished.  I was flooded with a warm happy feeling at hearing this.
 
   See?  That's why you don't bring snowballs to hell for a battle, everyone knows that you bring bowling balls!  Lets see, one point for Mandy, zero points for little miss snow nanny! 
 
   The book I just noticed over on the counter stopped my impromptu football touchdown dance on my bed.  Darryl came through, again.  Should I be freaked out that he seems to always appear in here when I'm asleep?  Maybe he's like one of those cobbler elves that make shoes at night.
 
   I hopped off the bed and walked over to grab the book.  Lets see, oh very funny “American Sign Language For Dummies.” Why did he underline dummies?  Was it the Mr Big Ears joke yesterday? Come on that was like, you know, hours ago!  I couldn't stop a laugh at my own joke, then said “Thank you.” to thin air, knowing he heard.  Then I laid, stretched out on the couch and opened the book.  Okay, lets work on common phases first. 
 
   After a while, I glanced at the time on my phone and saw that lunch had rolled around, but I was too engrossed in my reading and signing to fix anything.  I still didn't know why I was learning all of that, it's not like Bella would ever want to see me again.  But I felt I owed it to her to learn it anyway. So I didn't want to disappoint her.  I lowered my head into the book and redoubled my effort.
 
   I suddenly got an idea and started looking up specific words, flipping through the pages and copying signs down on sticky notes.  I crouched down and arranged them out in front of me, covering the floor in the proper order.  Then I practiced the sequences over and over and over.  Punching the walls whenever I screwed up.  I glanced over and noticed Darryl cracking open the partition door the first couple times as I did that, seeing me admonishing myself for screwing up, then trying again.
 
   I started treating this as just learning the fingering for new chords.  That's the only way I could try to pull this off.  Muscle memory.  This had to be right.
 
   For seven hours straight I practiced the same thing over and over, it was still rough, lacking grace, but I was getting through it without screwing up too badly.  I had to get this, I had to do it right, I had to...  The door opened and Darryl walked in uninvited.   I snapped my head over at him, unleashing Death-Glare 3000 at him.  I didn't need the distraction!
 
   He held his hands up in peace,  holding a bag from a burger joint toward me  as he spoke “You have to eat something, you are on in an hour.”  I shot daggers at him, how dare he. “Get out, I have to get this right!”  He just grabbed my arm gently and guided me to the couch, avoiding the papers littering the ground, pushing me gently down to sit with him.  It was like he was guiding a small child.  I wasn't resisting as I kept trying to get him to understand “But I need to...”
 
   Concern etched his face as he interrupted, placing the bag in my lap and speaking gently, “You NEED to eat, a couple minutes from practicing won't hurt.  You haven't eaten all day, and the last thing you need is to pass out on stage tonight.”  I sighed, my shoulders sagged in resignation.
 
   Then he got up and grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerator and handed it to me as he walked back past me.  Then he disappeared back through his partition door, shutting it behind him, leaving me scarfing down the offering, fries flying and large chunks of burger being bit off.  Oh God, I was doing the obsessive thing again, wasn't I?
 
   I actually felt better with food in my stomach, then I again redoubled my efforts.  I had to get this right, and I had less than an hour.  Hands flashing rapidly.  Repetition was key for me to do this. Muscle memory, please don't fail me.  Please.
 
   A knock on the door signaled that it was time.  Dress selected, lanyard tucked in, music sheath in hand.  I took a giant breath and walked out of the bus and ushered through the crowd by security into the building.  I wove through the bustling corridor, threading my way through all the roadies and stagehands that were going about their business.   I stopped at my dressing room door, I was feeling excitement for some reason, I took a quick cleansing breath and pushed through the door, nodding at my security guard beside the door.
 
   Ahhh, there was the daisy.  It was the first thing I saw when I looked over at the table beside the zebra striped couch in the middle of the room.  I could feel myself relax now, breathing steadily.
 
   I was just practicing my signing when the five minute warning was relayed by the tapping at the door.  I checked myself one last time in the full length mirror on the back of the door and nodded at myself.  Then I opened the door confidently and strode out to the backstage area.
 
   I took the time to glance over at the band before the lights dimmed.  Those guys were great, I'd refused to learn any of their names this entire tour, for fear I'd make connections.  I figured that would insulate them from the corrupting poison that was me.  They had adapted to every curve-ball I'd thrown at them, switching things up every performance.  True professionals.  I made a mental note to send in a glowing recommendation letter for them to the agency that Terry had booked them from at such short notice.
 
   I thought of the unpredictability of each performance.  Well tonight wasn't any different.  I walked out on stage, and straight to the mic, noticing the low rumble of the crowd.  The lights came up just as I was sitting down onto my speaker.  Leaving my guitar in it's rack, I addressed the cheering crowd while motioning my backup guitarist over.  He stood next to me and I handed him my acoustic, to his confusion, then addressed the crowd.
 
   I took a nervous breath, steeling my nerves, this was going to be a first for me.  “Hi everyone.” I said simply with a little wave from my wrist, and the crowd went wild, cheering, whistling and clapping.  When the noise level died down a bit, I continued, “So, you probably know what song I'm going to start with.  A thunderous roar of people yelling, “Oceans of Blue!” returned.  I motioned with my hands for the fans to lower the sound level a bit.
 
   “Well, duh.” I smiled, holding a hand above my head to stop the cheering, twisting from side to side, scanning the crowd, trying to keep them engaged.  “But me, being me, just thought I'd try something new with it tonight.  I owe this to someone.  This is going to be a little rough, so my apologies up front.” When the satisfying thunder died down again, I looked back at the band waving a hand at them and smiled. “No backing on this one, guys.”  They were nodding their understanding as I turned back to the crowd.  I glanced to my guitarist and mouthed, “Play.” to him with a little wink.
 
   He stumbled a little on the intricate fingering, I cringed, forgetting I had tailored the chord complexity around my own ability, but he caught on and simplified in just seconds.  I closed my eyes and started swaying to the strumming, then began to sing.  As the words poured forth from my mouth, the entire stadium joining in, I began signing the lyrics with my hands.  Not thinking about them for fear I'd screw up badly.  I could feel my heart pounding, but the music kept my fear at bay.  I'm quite sure that I messed up a few times, but I flowed with the twists of the vocals, and spiraling melody.
 
   It started to feel like dancing, and I let the world melt away.  Turning the song into a pantomime of feelings for the love I left behind.  The final note melted away and I kept my eyes shut, scared to death that I had just destroyed the song dear to my heart.  I was so nervous this had been received badly, that my palms were sweating and my mouth was dry, I wanted to throw up.
 
   The crowd disagreed with my assessment, vehemently, as the stadium exploded into cheers as I opened my eyes and had to cover my ears.  The fans were so loud that the ground was reverberating, I was crying as I stood and retrieved my guitar from my band-mate, wiping my tears with my sleeve.  I nodded thanks the guitarist, who gently smiled back and returned to his position as I sat back down.
 
   The crowd wasn't quieting, they were jumping and cheering.  Venue security had to pull a guy out that was trying to crawl up on the stage.  I stuck an arm into the air, lowering my head, guiding them to a more calm sound level.  Looking back up and scanning the crowd, showing my appreciation with my smile.
 
   I leaned into the microphone “Sorry folks, that's all I got. My sign language skills pretty much suck. That's all I've learned so far.  Now let's light this place up!” I shouted as I threw three fingers back at the band to indicate which number we'd be playing and the band kicked in for an upbeat thriller.  I caught myself having fun and mentally slapped myself for indulging.
 
   The rest of the concert, I kept switching the mood up, keeping everyone guessing.  Coming back for an encore I did a slowed down a cappella version of  'Throw-Away'.  Dragging the highs and muting the lows.  I walked slowly off the stage, feeling a warm melancholy, away from the thunderously exuberant crowd.
 
   God I'm exhausted.  I trudged down the corridor flanked by security, it felt like it was taking forever.  I let security pull me along to the outside and between the barriers.  Dragging my feet, one step at a time, through the crowd and into my bus, while listening to the roar of the still cheering crowd in the structure behind me.
 
   I went straight to the shower, peeling off my clothes and kicking off my shoes along the way.  Then after cleaning off, wandered out of the bathroom and pulled on some boxers and a tank-top, then collapsed on the couch.  Glancing at the time on my phone, I was relieved, just a half hour till midnight then sleep.  I heard a door close behind the partition then the bus rumbled to life like a dragon awaking from a slumber.  We lurched forward to make our way to the final venue of the tour, and one step closer to my daughter.  That thought made me let out a happy sigh and a smile teased the edge of my lips.
 
   I stood and walked to the bed and sat reading the ASL book, practicing common terms.  I just had to get better.  I had to do the...  My thoughts were interrupted by my internal chime, and I put the book down beside me and grabbed my phone from the side table.  Ten seconds to go.  Then midnight came and went.  My stomach felt twisted in knots, I checked the time in confusion.
 
   12:01 came and went.  I couldn't breathe.  I was glancing around in fear.  12:02 passed, now I thought I was going to hyper ventilate.  I held the phone closer to my face, the time burning into my eyes.  12:03 She's late!  She's never late.  I put the phone down and I stood pacing in front of the bed, wringing my hands and staring at the phone that lay on it, like it could burst into flames at any moment.  
 
   Did I do something wrong?  12:04 Did she finally move on?  It would only be what I deserve.  Is she okay?  12:05 I sort of heard myself mumbling incoherently, I couldn't make sense of my own words, I knew I was talking, but what was I saying?  I frantically walked around the bus, pushing chairs over and throwing papers.  I vaguely felt the bus pulling over.  I felt tears threatening.
 
   12:06 and the phone started ringing and I literally dove onto the bed, snatching it up before the first ring was over and hitting accept.  I yelled “Bella!?” into it.  I kicked myself for being such a total ass, she couldn't hear me.  I had no clue what to do now.  Am I this useless?   I was still breathing too fast.
 
   Somewhere, lost in the distance, in another world, I heard the door to the driver partition open then close again a moment later, shortly the bus started moving again.
 
   It seemed like a thousand years passed by when I know it was less than a second, and I heard a pained voice, ragged and hoarse, but still beautifully melodic.  She sounded so tiny and frail and my heart broke again “M, oh, you answered...  I, I don't know what to do.  Please, don't hang up.  This is too hard.  I don't know if I can go through this without you.  Please just sit with me...  just sit with me, don't hang up please.”
 
   I stood up, pacing like a caged animal, slowly feeling myself calming at the sound of her voice.  I was nodding stupidly to her request, tears flowing freely down my cheeks.  I wandered over to the kitchen outlet and plugged in the phone charger sitting on the counter below it and attached my phone to the end of the cord.  Then I slowly slid down to the floor, with my back against the cabinet, and my phone plastered to my ear.  The cold of the wood at my back seeping into me, the phone felt like a brick in my hand, but it was my connection to her, there was no way I'd let it go.
 
   I listened to Bella's ragged breathing, I tried to comfort her with my being, trying to will it.  I heard Sarina's voice in the distance “Okay, you got this sis...  goodnight.” Then I was left to the comfort of Anabella's breathing.
 
   We sat that way for hours, just willing the connection between us.  There was no thought in my head except being here for her.  I only felt the warmth of our connection.  Then a soft beeping came, telling me that her battery was dying.  I was in silence before, alone with her breathing.  But when the inevitable click came, the new silence was deafening.
 
   I hung up and curled up into a ball, then sobbed, my entire body wracking to each sob, bunching my fists into the carpet.  I just cried until sleep finally came to claim me.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 14 – The Call
 
   I had a fitful sleep, I dreamed of phones ringing to no end.
 
   Suddenly I awoke, to no surprise, in my pull out bed, under a blanket.  I smelled fresh coffee and looked blearily toward the kitchen.  Coffee and danishes were on the table.  The destruction that I had wrought on the bus last night was nowhere to be seen.
 
   I felt as though I had never been so exhausted in my life.  Every bone and muscle ached and all I wanted was to sleep the whole day away, then I could do my final concert and go home to June.  A small smile played on my lips thinking of her.
 
   I was confused as to why I woke up when all I wanted was sleep?  I still heard the ringing from my dreams, but wait, I was awake.  The ringing stopped, I looked over at the phone that was now conveniently on the side table, voice-mail was flashing.  Sorry, but it's not time to delete you yet, you'll have to wait till Sarina calls in a couple hours.  Savor your time on Earth you evil voice message, for it shall be short.
 
   I was taken by surprise as the phone started ringing again.  Sorry, I don't answer you persistent caller and your message shall go to its doom!  Doom I say!  It stopped.  Then seconds later it was ringing again. What the hell?  My mind started racing as voicemail grabbed yet another victim.  What if it was about June!
 
   I snagged the phone from the table and sat up in bed.  I looked at the display.  Twenty three texts from Sarina, eighteen voice-mails from Sarina, twelve from Tammy.  “Shit!” I spit out as I imagined the worst and started to pull up the voice-mail menu just as the phone started ringing again.  The caller ID read Tammera Shelton.   
 
   I answered quickly, panic straining my voice, “Tammy!  Is June okay!?” I was completely taken off guard as Sarina's panicked voice responded hoarsely, “Mandy!  You need to get home NOW!  It's Ana!” The blood drained from my face and my body went numb.  I could hear the roaring of my own pulse in my ears.  I couldn't feel my hand holding onto the phone as I barely croaked out in a whisper, too afraid of  what the answer might be “Is Bella okay?”
 
   Sarina could probably taste my fear and proceeded more levelly  “Today...  today is the third anniversary of...  of our mother's death.”  I heard her swallow.  “She was scared of today approaching last night, she was a mess.  Thank God you answered then, it stopped her from going over the edge.”
 
   She continued, “She had just sat on the phone with you, just watching to see if you hung up, and you never did.  It was giving her strength.  I just watched her from the stairs.  Then her battery died a little after midnight our time.”
 
   I couldn't speak.  I had helped Bella?  The person who's life I ruined?  Sarina voice got more anxious and clipped.  “Then she dropped her phone, and just walked outside to the van, I asked her where she was going, pleaded with her to come back inside.  She just said 'It was today.' and that she had to go to Harmony to be alone for a while.  She was scaring me.”
 
   I tried breathing and croaked out again “Is she okay?” I physically hurt, my stomach was cramping from the turmoil of emotions in me, they were all there at once and I couldn't identify them in the jumble.  I felt so helpless, what could I possibly do?
 
   “I don't know.  I followed her to the school, but I don't have a key.  I pounded on the door for an hour like an idiot, like she'd come even if she could hear it.” She paused for breath “I tried to find Mrs. Wellington, but she doesn't own a cellphone and she went to Seattle to meet with your lawyer and we don't know where she is staying.”  I found myself chewing on my lower lip and pacing nervously. When did I stand up?
 
   “I can see her moving in the back by the sound-room, through the front window every so often, its door is open.  Tammy says you have a key!” My eyes shot wide as she said that. “Yes!  Yes I do!” Sarina gasped, “Thank God!  You need to get it to us today!  Or get your ass home!”  she almost ordered, her voice raised with a hint of hope.
 
   From a million miles away I heard myself saying “I'm coming, I'm on my way!”  As I hung up, I felt the bus rumble to life.  What the hell is Darryl doing!?
 
   I heard Darryl on the phone behind the partition with a hard, take charge voice I hadn't heard out of him before.  “Terry, I'm on the way to the airport with Mandy, family emergency!  Cancel the concert!  What?  No, I don't give a shit about that.  Just do it!  Don't be a soulless bastard, life isn't about money.  It's Anabella.  Yeah... I thought you'd see it my way.  See?  Now that wasn't so hard was it?”
 
   Then that magnificent bastard swung the partition door open with one hand looking back at me as we pulled out of the parking lot.  I don't think I had appreciated him more than at that very moment. “What airline?” he asked like we were in the middle of a conversation.  I shook my head “No time for that, charter a private jet.  Sarina can't get to her.”
 
   He was on the phone again, invoking my name, then invoking my wrath, a look of determination on his face.  What?  Four seats?  Minutes later he looked back at me with a smile, “Okay, they'll be waiting on the tarmac in thirty minutes.”  I was shocked, awed was more like it.
 
   His phone rang, he answered quickly. “Nick?  Yeah...  No, it's Anabella.  Yes.  Already done, Cessna Citation X booked at St. Joe's private airfield, twenty nine minutes.” then he hung up and sighed.
 
   This man was a machine!
 
   He looked back at me all leisurely, like we were just taking a pleasant afternoon drive.  He held out an opened can of peanuts back toward me. “Snack?” I snorted back a giggle, stifling tears that I didn't realize were there.
 
   “Thank you, Mr.  Big Ears, that was, well, amazing.” I half smiled through my fear.  He winked “I did my part, now it's your turn.  Get back on with her sister, we'll be there in a little less than five hours. 3:00pm their time.  Terrance Memorial Field.”  He winked and slid the partition closed.
 
   I was glad someone knew how to think in a crisis, because I certainly couldn't.  I stood and grabbed my phone from the table and dialed a number I never thought I ever would again, my friend from a better life, when I was happy.  Sarina hoarsely answered on the first ring. “Mandy?”
 
   I took a cleansing breath, letting some of the fear melt away. “I'm on my way, I'll be in the air in a few minutes. Our jet will be wheels down at 3:00 your time, at Terrance Memorial Field.  Have Tammy book a car on the household account.  I have stowaways.” 
 
   “Bullshit, little sis, I'll be there with the van,” she snapped at me.  Little sis?  I spoke slowly and carefully “Sar...  Why do you keep being so nice to me?  After the way I destroyed Anabella?” My voice hitched as I said her name.  “I heard her that day.  I had completely broken her, and she thought it was her.  She blamed herself when it was my damn life that ruined hers.”  
 
   I sat back on the couch my brows knitting “I didn't deserve anything, anyone, yet you kept sending daisies, kept sending texts, kept calling at the same time every day.  Even though I ignored you, abandoned you, never listening to them.  But I lived for those calls it gave me a lifeline to the happiness I could never get back.”  I took another ragged breath.
 
   “Then Bella called...  her midnight calls.  I listened to her voicemails a hundred times each.  I don't know why she still cares.  Those calls kept my heart beating when I didn't deserve hope.  My life revolved around midnight each day.  I just want to know why.” I finished with a whisper, my voice wavering.
 
   Sarina actually laughed, this took me aback.  He voice sounded almost amused “You only heard part of what Ana said that day, I tried to tell you that night but you wouldn't listen.  Yes, she went off about how her life was ruined and how everyone would hate her because she was in love with a woman.  She thought she needed to be 'normal' whatever in the hell that means.  What is normal?”
 
   She paused for a second for the first part to sink in. “But then she took a deep breath and exploded again.  About how it was worth it to be with you and she didn't care what anyone else thought.  That she would weather the storm, because you taught her about true strength and weathering her scars. That if that is what it meant to be broken, then she would chose it over being 'normal' any day.”
 
   I was crying again, I seem to do that a lot.  Maybe I should see someone about it, like a plumber. But then it hit me, I ran for nothing.  My blood ran cold.  “I ran, for nothing?  My God I hurt her anyway.” I said terrified.  I squeezed my eyes shut.
 
   She continued simply, saying, “No.  We almost laughed at her thought that we could ever hate her, and how dense the two of you were.  Everyone knew how you felt about each other, and I do mean EVERYONE.  Even Mrs. Wellington.  You two were not subtle, and it couldn't have made us any happier!”
 
   “We all kept trying to push you together, but you two were too lost in each other to notice.” She giggled at the memory “But when you left, and I spoke with you that day, we knew you didn't know the whole story.  You were in so much pain, that showed how much you loved her.”  I opened my eyes again, taking deep breaths.
 
   I heard her inhale deeply. “Then you ran.  But Ana told us to let you go, that you needed to repair yourself, just like she needed to repair herself.  I couldn't believe how calm she was about it.”
 
   I just kept blinking, shocked as she went on, “She conspired with everyone to give you a tether to the people that love you, to give you some stability for the turmoil in your soul.  To let you know we all cared even if you didn't believe it.”
 
   “We sent you a daisy each day from the family.  She made sure that I called every day at 9:55am your time followed by Tammy at 10:00am like clockwork.  We sent banana cream pie on your birthday.” That was a shock, I was so lost in my seclusion I hadn't even realized that day was my birthday.  Holy crap, I'm twenty two!  I shook my head unbelieving.
 
   “She wanted to try voice-mail herself at midnight your time, to both tuck you in and welcome you to each new day.  She didn't think you'd listen to anyone’s messages but she was sure that seeing our names on your phone each day would remind you that we love you.”
 
   I was stuck with the urge to stand, or pace or sink deeper into the couch.  I wasn't sure which.  She did all of this?  She knew what I needed to not lose my sanity, and she kept me strong.  She is the other half of my being, she knows me better than myself.   I caught myself smiling and falling all over for Bella.
 
   “But then you shocked her to the core of her heart and soul when you listened.” her voice wavered like she was fighting back tears.
 
   “She had so much faith in you, that you would find the true you that you thought you had lost, and heal.  We watched every concert and every interview.  She was sad when she saw the hurt in you with the first performance, you were so obviously drunk.” she paused for breath again. I gazed out the window as I sat there.
 
   I couldn't move, I was just listening to Sarina tell me about the girl who had more strength than anyone, enough to hold herself up, and me, when I couldn't do it myself.  
 
   “She left that first voice-mail like a prayer, asking that you wouldn't drink anymore, because that would stop the healing.  But you listened, you even told her that at the next concert when you complained about someone asking you not to drink, then again in the interview with that asshat Barry Reed.” she laughed.  I was picking at a loose thread on the couch as I sat in amazement.
 
   “You say that you abandoned us, ignored us.  You really are dense.  You were talking with Ana nightly at every concert, with your songs and with your words.  My God, 'Oceans Of Blue' has almost become a religion with your fans, it is so moving, and it was about HER!” she rattled off.  I smiled as a tear rolled down my cheek.  I shrugged my shoulder against my cheek to wipe the tear away.
 
   “You assured that my children, would have a worry free life.  You selflessly donated to a charity close to all of our hearts.  You saved the school that Ana loved, that Mrs. Wellington loved, making sure it was theirs forever.  You took care of Tammy and June.  You learned to SIGN God damn it!  FOR HER!  That made Ana cry tears of joy.” she snorted, speaking to me like I was the fool I was.
 
   “You showed again and again that you loved us all, and that you would fight to make sure we were all okay.  You were here every damn day, if it weren't for the fact that you weren't here, it would have been hard to tell you weren't.” she finished with a grand flourish.  I gasped.
 
   I did all that?  “I did all that?” I whispered.  She sounded like it was the stupidest question in the world with the “Duh.” she whispered back.  I stood and replied, “I can't tell you how much I depended on all of your presences through my mental break here, well my second mental break.  Your little conspiracy gave me strength, I guess I'm just a love junkie.”  I ran my fingers along the hem of my shirt, looking down bashfully.
 
   “I'm scared for Bella,” I whispered with a lump forming in my throat.  Sarina replied with a steadier voice than mine, “Me too, but I also know how strong she is.  You're going to be a little surprised once the real world smacks you in the face.  Once you get out of that damn bus.  Anabella has become...well, quite the legend lately.”  That statement confused me and I sat back down.
 
   Her voice had an amused lilt to it again “Watching you, we realized that all the rumors about you being shut off from the world in your little bus fortress were true, and that you had no clue what was going on over here.  We all had a great laugh every time you put the smackdown on those dumbass reporters who kept trying to tell you.  At one point I thing Ana giggled till she peed.” she laughed again.  I caught myself imagining Bella doing that and had to stifle a laugh of my own.
 
   I'm so confused.  “I'm so confused.” Hey me, stop repeating everything I say!  She snorted “Pick up a newspaper and get yourself educated woman.  I'm sure I'll hear the face-palm from over here.  You think you hurt her, but you did the opposite, you actually released a vengeful phoenix.”
 
   Then Sarina softened her tone letting compassion slip in, “I miss you lady, and so does everyone else.  Zoey want's to know where her favorite seat went.  At least Tammy comes over every day so the kids can play.”
 
   I smiled at the thought of the little freckled girl, and Tammy sneaking around my back like that.  I must put it in my schedule to plot her doom for being part of the conspiracy.  Somewhere between lunch and world domination I think.  “I miss you all too.  Gotta jet Sar.  I mean literally, I got a jet waiting.  We just arrived.  See you at three.  Bye.” I said as I prepared to step off the bus.  I had a tinge of excitement bubbling up through my concern.  I'm going home.
 
   I grabbed a box from the table and Darryl started leading me toward the small jet plane sitting on the tarmac, where Terry and Nick were waiting with concern etched on their faces.  Darryl handed the bus keys to a man that ran up to us.  For being alone, it sure seems like there are a lot of people around helping me.  Even that soulless vampire, Terry.  Now all that is left is to worry about my Bella, and pray that all is okay.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 15 – The Unstoppable Force
 
   We were in the air less than ten minutes later.  The guys were in the front of the cabin with me staking out a claim in the far back, behind a heavy royal blue curtain that divided the space in half.  I needed my seclusion.  The phone in my hand rang, I glanced down at it and I saw that it was Sar again, I almost answered till I saw the time blazing away on the phone 9:55.  I swear I shocked the guys up front when I snorted loudly.  Delete.  I couldn't get the smirk off my face, that woman was great.
 
   At 10:00 it rang again, it was Tammy, I let it go to voice-mail giggling like a mad woman.  Play! “Okay weirdo, here goes.  Golly what a wonderful day, June is doing wonderful, especially since she'll see her wonderful mother on the tarmac in five hours.  Isn't that wonderful?”  Tammy's voice was full of mirth and sarcasm.  She blew a raspberry and hung up.  I dropped my arm, letting the hand holding the phone to rest in my lap.
 
   God, I love these girls.  They are almost as mean as me and...  I froze mid thought when I looked at the table beside my seat.  It was stocked with all the current publications.  On top of the stack was a magazine with Bella's picture on the cover, the headline read “Anabella West, the Unstoppable Force.” Next to it was a copy of the Times, again Bella was there “The Girl Who Took On a City”.
 
   I placed the phone on the table and I fanned out the magazines, another one with her picture on the cover read “One Woman Army”.   I sat motionless for a minute, in a state somewhere hovering between shock and confusion.  What the hell is going on?
 
   I finally reached slowly forward with a large degree of trepidation, and grabbed the first magazine. I found myself biting my lower lip and getting a little warm looking at her picture.  Gawd I'm shameless.  Then I opened the publication and thumbed through it until I found the article.
 
   [[In Vancouver, Washington, a storm has been raging over the past few weeks, and nothing seems to be able to withstand the torrent as it sweeps through the city.  This storm's name is Anabella West. She has grown to be an unstoppable force in the city.  Pushing for reform, and championing various causes in her multi-pronged assault.
 
   She is bringing about change in discrimination laws, LGBT education, teen suicide help lines, and handicap awareness.  What makes her different than everyone else that has tried?  What makes her so special?  This young woman has experienced the injustices associated with of all of these issues.
 
   You see, Anabella was born deaf.  Her life became more difficult as she got older, pushed by the prejudices of society, and prodded because of her handicap.  Ultimately surviving a suicide attempt as a young teen... a direct result from such treatment and bullying.  She, however, came out of it stronger.
 
   She dedicated her life after that, to doing good in this world.  She could see the good in people, and found beauty where others couldn’t see.  She volunteered for many programs, including Vancouver's Story Time Project with the public library.
 
   Then it all went wrong when she fell in love with the most unlikely person, her apparent polar opposite.  It was at that time Anabella determined that she was a lesbian, for that person who captured her heart was none other than Mandy Harris, bad girl rocker.
 
   Anabella's love helped change someone that most would have thought of as irredeemable.  This is evident when we see the new Mandy Fay Harris on tour, who's name is now synonymous with emotional rock.
 
   The tempest began with a single photograph, when a photographer invaded her privacy and stole a personal moment, when Anabella kissed her girlfriend.  An innocent kiss that shook the foundations of Vancouver.  A kiss no different than any man kissing his girlfriend.]]
 
   They showed the picture of us, and I shivered at the memory of her sweet lips and her intoxicating scent.  I raised a hand and touched my lips, I could still feel Bella's lips after all this time.  God, I'm such a perv.  My emotions were all over the board while reading this.  The story continued.
 
   [[With what appeared to be less than honorable intentions, the photographer released the photo and allegedly attempted to sensationalize it into a scandal.  A scandal that some people in a bigoted society clamored to, in order to get her removed from the volunteer programs that Ms. West was involved with.
 
   These public organizations, governed by anti-discrimination laws, removed her from the programs to distance themselves from scandal, against their own rules.  They would never have imagined that this young woman would come out swinging like a leviathan.  Leveling anything in her path.
 
   Her battle cry “You WILL NOT take my children from me!”, referred to the children in the Story Time program, and at the children's shelter, who love her with a vengeance.  The same children she has dedicated her life to to helping embrace reading and literature and to have a better life.
 
   Her misguided detractors, tried to insinuate that her lifestyle was putting children at risk, never expected this girl to bring the fight to them.  She is backed by city council member Jim Pratt and his influential family.
 
   She waded into battle at city hall, in front of the city council, and a room full of citizens, parrying every volley shot at her, and shaming the chairman for his uninformed and homophobic actions.
 
   She even used that as an opportunity to spotlight their lack of providing parity in the council chamber, by not supplying an interpreter to sign for her.  Breaking yet another disability law that they are sworn to uphold.
 
   She walked out, her head held high, with her volunteer positions reinstated.  Leaving a cheering crowd to rival those of her girlfriend.
 
   She is now championing multiple causes, with an army of young people petitioning throughout the city.  Comprised mostly of students from the music school she works at.  Her support network is growing exponentially.
 
   National organizations are clamoring for her to represent them, as news came that she is turning her steely blue eyed gaze toward the state capital.
 
   When asked why she stood to fight a seemingly impossible battle, her simple response was, “It's what SHE would do.”]]
 
   I threw the magazine on the table in excitement and I felt a silly grin plastered on my face.  Friggin idiots, don't mess with my girl!  Holy crap, do I love this woman.  She's unbelievable.  Why do I know the name Jim Pratt?  Besides all the babbling in my head, I was almost glowing with pride and I found myself gently crying.  I'm happy?  This is a strange feeling, but I do remember it.  It usually arrives with her.   I laughed nervously and wiped the tears away onto my sleeve.
 
   How stupid I felt, and then my guilt returned, knowing I hurt Bella anyway by not being here for her.  To support her battle, her cause.  I took a deep breath and reached for the stack of periodicals again.
 
   I skimmed some of the articles, which read much the same as that first one.  I enjoyed all her photos, as I tore the articles out of every magazine and paper.  Oh yeah, this one!  Oh and that one for sure!  Tearing more carefully around the photos of her.
 
   I reached for the large shoebox sitting on the floor beside my chair, the box I had brought from the bus.  I stroked the lid lovingly and took a reverent breath before I opened it, then stuffed the clippings inside, with all of her backstage passes, all the music I wrote for her, Bella's rubber bracelets, and my two sign language books.
 
   I chuckled at one article titled “Anabella's Army” which depicted the kids who were out petitioning for her various causes.  Two of them I recognized as Jimmy from Harmony and that kid from the diner.  I ran my fingers across the cold, slick surface of the page before tearing the article out and placing it in the box with the others.
 
   At one point, I heard a noise and glanced over to see plate with a chicken salad sandwich, some chips, and a bottle of cranberry juice slide under the dividing curtain.  I stood and strode over to retrieve it with a grin.  “Thank you.” I said into space.
 
   I got a few muffled chuckles as I threw each publication out at them after I tore out the articles. Munching on my meal between articles.
 
   “Welcome back to the real world,” someone mumbled from the other side.  I don't know which guy said it, I'll just put them all on the 'head on a pike' list.  Serves them all right for not telling me, even though I threatened their lives if they ever spoke of her.  This was getting exciting again, seeing what my girl has done.
 
   One newspaper had a web address to a video of her epic confrontation with the city council.  This was the most exciting thing so far, I could hear her again!  I put the now empty plate on the table and then looked at the curtain with a mischievous grin.  “Internet!  Give me Internet!  I must have the three W's!” I spoke to the air.  Darryl's hand appeared from behind the curtain, with a tiny wireless keyboard, pointing at the entertainment console in the wall by the table.  He tossed me the keyboard blindly and I almost dropped it.
 
   I stood and leaned forward and grabbed the curtain then yanked it open.  Causing startled looks to appear on the guys as they turned toward me.  I intoned “Pay no attention to the girl behind the curtain!” and stuck my tongue out at them.  I looked around like I was about to share a secret then quietly whispered to the amused guys “Who wants to watch my girl kick a city's ass?”
 
   The guys stood up and walked back and jockeyed for position around the screen.  I typed in the web address to the Deaf American Project website into the browser, then selected the video link.  I couldn't stifle a laugh at the name of the person who posted it, David Rand.  The subtitled video jumped to life. My heart fluttered seeing this tiny redheaded goddess standing at the podium in front of the city council, with a standing room only crowd behind her.
 
   I recognized the councilman speaking and connected it with the name I read in that article, Jim Pratt.  Realization dawned on me, he was the man we spoke with at the library on that day I hold locked in my heart.  He smiled warmly at my unflinching pillar of beauty, looking radiant in one of her signature sundresses. “The council cedes the floor to the lovely Miss Anabella Marie West.  You have fifteen minutes ma'am.”  My heart fluttered at the mere mention of her name.
 
   I watched as she smiled back at him sweetly, then started signing as she spoke, her hands moving gracefully. “Thank you councilman Pratt.  I would like to ask that the city council rescind the ban on me volunteering at the underprivileged children's shelter and the Story Time program at the public library.  On the grounds that it is discriminatory and violates public, city, and state statutes.  Not to mention the fact that it is morally repugnant.”   I was impressed by her eloquence and confidence. Feeling a loving smile twitching at the corners of my mouth.
 
   I found myself shifting nervously from foot to foot and raised a hand to start chewing on a fingernail as I watched this unfold.
 
   The chairman of the council, Ben Ellington, according to the subtitles on the screen, addressed her. “I find it offensive that you would question our authority on this matter.”  She smiled sweetly and spoke on an even keel. “And I find it offensive that you did not provide an American Sign Language interpreter at these proceedings.  As is required by the persons with disability laws of this very city. Forcing me to read your lips through the left over egg salad you had for lunch and the toothpick hanging from your mouth.”
 
   More than one of us snorted out loud on the plane, along with the crowd in the video applauding, it seemed they were on Bella's side.  I covered my face with my hands, embarrassed by my own snort, the guys didn't seem to notice as their eyes were glued on the screen in front of us.
 
   The chairman blustered sitting up straight and leaning out toward her, glaring. “I think we have heard enough, young lady.  Moving on to other new business.”  She responded in a dangerously measured but melodic voice, locking his gaze and narrowing her eyes, “I think not, Mr.  Chairman.  I have not ceded the floor, you are required to follow parliamentary procedure within these walls.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes further. “Do not add that to the list of rules, regulations, and laws that were broken when you removed me from my volunteer positions.  You WILL NOT take my children from me!” There were shouts of support and clapping from the crowd at that statement.  She tilted her head slightly and challenged him with a slight raising of her eyebrows.  “I love the children I work with, with all of my heart, and want nothing but the best for them.”
 
   I caught Nick nodding in my peripheral vision and Darryl and Terry exchanging quick smiles before turning their attention back to the screen.
 
   Bella was holding herself with such maturity and grace, it belied her young age.  I was in awe.  Her head was held high, with no indication of the nervousness she must have been experiencing.
 
   “I have the right to know what laws, rules, or regulations I have broken to merit my removal.  Can you clarify for me?”  That left it dangerously open for him, the crowd was silent.  I could almost see her feeding the rope out that he was about to hang himself with.   I grinned and glanced at the guys, who were leaning forward, eyes still glued to the screen.
 
   “Members of the public have voiced concern about a homosexual being in contact with the children of our community, putting them at risk.  My office took steps to rectify that, and protect the city from liability.” he said, almost smugly, clasping his hands on the desk in front of him, a slight sneer on his face.
 
   Bait taken, Hook!  Bella smiled with a predatory grin. “So your reason is that you wish to discriminate against my sexual orientation because a minority of bigots asked you to?  Why would the children 'be at risk' because I simply kissed my girlfriend?”  She turned, speaking more toward the crowd.  Then she appeared to stand up even straighter, regarding the council with an almost sideways glance as she did so.
 
   She then turned fully toward the crowd, breaking out of her regal demeanor, smiling and addressing them directly. “And Miss Harris is a good kisser by the way, let me tell you.” She got the room chuckling, and me blushing as she turned back to the front, regaining her composure.  My toes were curling and I felt a warmth spreading inside me.  The guys beside me couldn't stifle their snickers, glancing between me and the screen, embarrassing me even further.
 
   “Those 'bigots', as you refer to them, are the voters of this city and state.  By kissing that woman in public you showed your low moral fiber and deviant sexual tendencies, that have put into question your motives in working with young children.” he sneered, leaning forward in his chair like he had just won the confrontation.
 
   Line!  Her eyebrow quirked slightly and I could tell she was fighting back a smile as the corner of her mouth twitched.  “These voters are the same MAJORITY that voted in the anti-discrimination and anti-hate laws that you are flaunting?  Or the same sex marriage law of this wonderfully marvelous state?  This seems to contradict your assertion that you are doing it for them, if the majority are not bigots.” Bella paused, the crowd laughed and shouted support.
 
   I smirked, God I was proud of her.  I glanced over at the guys, they turned and shared a smile with me before we all turned back to the spectacle on the screen.
 
   “Let me ask Mr. Chairman, have you ever kissed your wife outside of your house?” Anabella raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow.  I tilted my head, anticipating his response just as Bella had.  He huffed, thrusting his chest out “Of course I have.”  I squinted an eye and formed my lips into a silent “oooooo” in fake pity for the man.  She was skillfully leading the man to the slaughterhouse and he just wasn't aware of it.
 
   And Sinker!  “So does that not mean that by kissing your wife in public, you show your low moral fiber and deviant sexual tendencies?  Are the children around you in danger?  Should we question your motives around them?”  There was more chuckling from the crowd and  I had to raise a fist to my lips to stop myself from joining the crowd's reaction.  The guys didn't show that much restraint as they all snickered beside me.  I placed both hands flat on the table and leaned in closer to the screen.
 
   “Of course not!” he blustered. “I'm married!” Bella mocked a look of understanding, nodding her head “Oh, I see.  So you were only a danger to the children BEFORE you were married.” Everyone was outright laughing and clapping in the crowd, some council members looked to be fighting back smiles as well.
 
   I was so flipping proud, watching this video, she just tore this man down while defending not only herself but a half a dozen other causes like it was nothing.
 
   “You will not make a mockery of these proceedings!” he snapped at Anabella and then glaring at the crowd.  Bella suddenly looked fierce, snapping her eyes directly at him in a glare and stepping in closer to the microphone.  She pulled herself up to her full 5'-3” stature, but looking two hundred feet tall to me, her voice suddenly frigid, the melody gone and venom dripping from every word. “No, I leave that to YOU sir.  I believe a vote is in order!  I cede the floor back to councilman Pratt!” Dismissing any argument that Ellington may have had as she turned and smiled sweetly at Mr. Pratt.
 
   She took two steps back from the podium and the room went wild.  In my mind it really did rival the roar of the crowds at my concerts.  Cheering and whistling and shouts of support continued, with the chairman pounding his gavel, his face red and his other hand clenched in a fist. “Order!  We will have order in this chamber!”  I snickered, thinking it looked like steam was going to blow out of his ears at any second.
 
   Jim Pratt stood and the crowd settled. “I make a motion to rescind the ban on Miss Anabella Marie West's valuable volunteer work for our city.” Immediately a councilwoman hastily stood and chimed in. “I second the motion.”
 
   The chairman looked like he was chewing nails as he said, “All in favor?” Five yeas chimed out. “All opposed?” The chairman and one other voiced their nays.  With a swing of his gavel he conceded “Motion carried five to two, no abstentions.  Will the clerk please make a note.”  he croaked with a tone of disbelief and resignation in his voice.  Anabella had a satisfied smile on her face as she breathed out a sigh of relief.
 
   Everyone mobbed Anabella with congratulations as the video ended.  If it was possible to fall even deeper in love with the woman, I think that watching this video just accomplished the feat.  I was beaming with pride as I looked at the guys,  raising a cocky eyebrow at them, inviting comments about my girl.
 
   Nick shook his head whistling, hair flopping around. “So that is THE Anabella?  She's what? Nineteen?  And here I thought YOU were tough.” Darryl shuddered in mock fear. “Scary lady is scary! That was an awesome smack-down.  That fool didn't even realize she was leading him around with a nose ring.”  We all turned and looked at Terry for his reaction. He raised his hands in front of himself defensively “Why are you looking at me?  I never pass up the chance to watch a hot chick.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  Perv!  We all started grabbing anything we could find laying around on the table and threw stuff at him “Eyes off my girl you!”  I warned with a grin.  He was almost funny there, old age dementia must be setting in.
 
   I sat back down, leaving the curtain open for the rest of the flight, while practicing my sign language.  Worrying immensely about my girl on this one day that she shouldn't be alone, yet I had left her alone.   But my anxiety was tempered a bit by the display of strength and courage I had just witnessed. 
 
   Before I knew it, we were taxiing on the runway, rumbling into a hangar.  My nerves were eating me alive.  I took Bella's articles out of my neurosis box.  Clutching the box to my chest as we departed. I walked to the doorway and looked down the stairs onto the tarmac at a waiting Sarina.  I looked around but saw nobody else, my heart dropped a bit at the fact that Tammy and June weren’t there.
 
   I walked down the steps, visibly afraid and ashamed, only glancing back and fourth between Sarina and the ground.  As I approached Sar, I could feel her eyes searching me.  Feeling tears starting to burn my eyes, I raised my hand and held out the articles to her, shaking them as if accusing the world of a cruel joke while cradling my box in my other arm.  Then I broke down crying. “I really had no idea, no clue.  She fought alone.  While I hid.”
 
   She quickly stepped to me and put her arms around me in a gentle hug, kissing the top of my head as I was wracked with sobs, leaning into her.  “Shhhhh.  It's okay Mandy.  Shhhh.  Welcome home.  We love you.”
 
   I choked back the tears and straightened myself back up, trying to regain some dignity.  Then I backed up a step from her and slammed the clippings back into my shoe box in resolve.  “I love you all too, and I have missed you so very much.”  A half smile twitched on my lips.  “Let's go get my girl.” The guys finished disembarking from the plane, looking uncomfortable and fidgety. “Ummm, I apparently have some baggage.” I snickered, tilting my head and motioning toward them with my eyes.
 
   I made quick introductions as Sarina led us out to her van which was parked on the road behind the hangar.  Lots of nodding and mumbling niceties followed as we walked.  When I saw the van, I noticed Ham behind the wheel and I waved, then he shot a huge grin back at me and waved.  I turned and suddenly my heart started beating double time, as I saw my car parked behind the van.
 
   Tammy stood there leaning against it, with a tiny squirming bundle on her hip and a little redhead clutching her leg.  A squeal that I'm positive could be heard for miles sounded out as a red colored lightning bolt zoomed over to attach itself to my leg screaming. “Mandy!”  I couldn't help smiling ear to ear as she looked up at me.
 
   “Hello precious Zoey.” I said, placing a hand lovingly on her little head and dragging myself, with her attached, to Tammy.  I kissed Tams on the cheek and mouthed a silent “Hi.” to her as I retrieved my June from her.  I cried tears of happiness, giving her kisses and hugs, and giggling back at her giggles, gurgles and squirming.  Whispering to her, “I love you so much and have missed you baby.”  I was filled with such warmth with my child in my arms.  Is it possible to love someone this much?
 
   I took a deep breath and scanned the motley crew around me, “Lets go get Bella.” I asserted loudly to everyone, “Yo, Tweedledee, Tweedledum, Tweedledumber, ride with that statuesque redhead over there.  I'm with the kid-mobile here.  “Hey!” Tammy slapped my arm.  I heard the guys arguing over who was Tweedledumber, shoving each other as they folded into the mini van.
 
   Tams put June into the child seat with zero effort.  Grrr.  This nanny is so on my list!  Then Zoey got strapped into a booster seat in the back.  Without me even asking, Tammy threw me the keys with a wink and we were off to Harmony.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 16 – Transcendental
 
   Tammy just kept smiling at me. “It truly, truly, is so good to see you again.  Everyone here has missed you so much.  You've done so much for that family, yet you've known them for such a short time.”  And she reached over and placed a hand on my arm for a moment as I drove.  I felt, I don't know (content?), when she said that, and I let a soft sigh pass my lips.
 
   I glanced over and grinned, then turned my attention back to the road and offered “I've known them forever in my heart.  Besides you were all with me every day, keeping me tethered and sailing into the wind.” I breathed deeply, then invoked Sarina's words, “If it weren't for the fact that you all weren't there, it would have been hard to tell you weren't.”
 
   She reached up and placed a hand on my shoulder and smiled.  Then she looked down to my shoebox that was sitting on her lap. “What's in here?”  She raised an eyebrow.  I looked at her like it was completely obvious. “My heart.”  I shrugged and shook my head like she should have understood.
 
   I glanced upwards and did a  double take and almost slammed on the brakes as I pulled to the side of the road.  I opened the door, unbuckled my seat-belt and and slid out of the car, just standing there stiffly and looking up, not believing what I was seeing.  I looked back as the van pulled up behind us, everyone watching me, but staying in the vehicles.
 
   I looked back up at the large billboard, an advertisement for a LGBT gay rights campaign, with a giant picture of my Bella, the caption reading “You WILL NOT take my children from me!”   My God she's beautiful.  I pressed a hand over my heart, feeling it speed up.
 
   I looked back at the van, at Sar and Dave as I pointed at the sign in bewilderment.  They all nodded in amusement.  I took one last look at the billboard, tracing Bella's lips with my eyes.  Oh how I miss those lips.  I just shook my head in disbelief then tore my eyes from the sign as I turned to get back in the car.  Moments after I closed the door and refastened my seat-belt, we resumed our quest.  My fingers impatiently tapping on the steering wheel.
 
   I looked at Tammy, still in shock, she tittered at me.  Yes, she actually tittered!  The wench!  Then she said, “And you don't know the half of it yet.”  Her eyes were sparkling with mischief and her smirk promised more to the story.  I opened and closed my mouth like a fish gasping for air, trying to form a witty response, but I had nothing so I snapped my mouth shut and stared at the road ahead.  Frustrating!
 
   Then a random thought suddenly struck me straight out of left field, a thought that made me feel like the biggest idiot that has ever walked the face of the Earth or Mars.  Though it was too late to help now.  “Frank!” I whispered.  I smacked the steering wheel.
 
   I glanced over sheepishly as Tams looked at me, reading my face, hearing Frank's name.  I could see realization dawning on her face too.  To her credit she looked like she had just bought a ticket to walk beside me on Mars.  She automatically pulled her phone from her purse by her feet and hit a speed dial, as I turned my full attention back to the road.
 
   I once again found myself shaking my head.  We could have got Sarina to Bella so much faster if we were capable of this single coherent thought earlier.
 
   “Frank?  Hi it's Tammy Shelton...  Is Mrs. Wellington in your office today?  In a few minutes? Yes. Could you please inform her that she is needed at Harmony immediately?  Tell her it is Anabella, she will understand...  Yes, thank you.  Bye.” she hung up.
 
   I could see Tammy shaking her head in my peripheral vision, “We are such idiots.” I shook my head in agreement. “Hey, speak for yourself chickadee, I'm on the fool train over here.”  Tammy laughed shakily. “It will take her a couple hours to drive down.  We'll be there in ten minutes.”
 
   I smiled as I thought of an idea.  I was quite proud of myself.  “I can cut that in half.” I glanced over at her as I pulled my phone out of the purse between us and punched Darryl's speed dial.  Over the speakerphone his voice rang out. “Mandy?” I just talked to the air, winking over at Tammy, ignoring Darryl. “Oh how I wish there was someone always listening and reading my mind as I play some word association with the universe.  Frank...  Mrs. Wellington...  Jet...” I hung up smirking as I jammed the phone back in my purse.
 
   Tammy looked like the cat who had swallowed the canary. “You think he'll understand?” I laughed and threw her own words back at her with a wink. “You don't know the half of it.  That man is kind of telepathic scary, like River Tam.”  Her smile and nod let me know that she got the obscure scifi reference.  I knew there was a reason I kept her around.  I concentrated on the road and the task at hand, getting to my girl.
 
   Tams spoke up, “You seem to have built up quite a group of people who support you, I thought you were in 'isolation' over there.”  I thought on that.  I guess I never truly was alone, with my 'family' conspiracy, and the guys.  Well, maybe not Terry, I still can't figure him out.  I snickered, “I can't help it if they are so needy.”  I couldn't help but feel warmth for the group I had amassed.
 
   We pulled up at the school and I grabbed my shoe-box and my purse.  I didn't even shut the car door as I unbuckled then slid out and ran to the front door, juggling the box and my purse as I fished the key out, turning the lock and ripping the door open.  Not slowing, I could hear car doors behind me as I darted down the hallway, toward the sound-room, the door half open.  I was frantic, my heart was beating out of my chest, hoping Anabella was okay.
 
   I shuddered to a stop at the doorway as I heard what was coming from the room.  With my one free hand I slowly opened the door the rest of the way, I grabbed the door frame and moved into the doorway.  On the peripheral of my senses, I was barely aware of the stampede of people stopping behind me.  I was stunned as I watched in awe.
 
   There was Bella, with her back to the door sitting at the piano, playing.  The tune was disconnected and haunting, the mechanics almost fluid.  It was a re-imagined tempest of fleeting notes and swirling melody, but it was unmistakably 'Oceans of Blue'.   It was as if my heart refused to keep beating as I listened.
 
   I was captivated, realizing that the pianist on the tape that she had played for me the last time I was in this room, was her.  Then it happened, a note so pure, so transcendental, conveying such emotion, came from her lips.  She sang my creation, my overture of my love for her, like it was an extension of her soul.  I wasn't aware of anything else around me.
 
   I was swept away in the current, feeling it, absorbed in it, living it like I never had in any of the concerts I had ever performed it.  Her harmonies were inspired and organic, carrying me into an exhilarating free-fall, soaring with the emotion she painted with her song, with the promise of something more.  Truly the voice of an angel.  She gracefully swayed on the piano bench with the music, as if she were organically connected to the song.
 
   Then, it was over.  I don't know when it happened, but I now realized I was sitting on the floor in the doorway, my back to the doorjamb, sobbing.  Rocking back and forth hugging my box against me. My body shaking with each sob, gasping in ragged breaths between.  I don't think I was sad, but I didn't understand anything right now, especially my emotions.
 
   I heard other sobs and turned my head to one side, there was not a dry eye in the hall, everyone was looking down, silently avoiding eye contact with each other.  I returned my gaze to Bella as she stood up, gracefully smoothed out her dress, and turned toward the recorder to switch it off.  There was the most serene look on her face.  Then she froze in shock, catching sight of me sitting there, and my breath hitched.  I felt suddenly anxious.
 
   Her hand shot up and covered her mouth and she just stood there for a second, her eyes welling in tears.  That second ticked on, lasting an agonizing eternity.  Was she angry?  Sad?  Would she throw me out?  I found myself afraid as to what her reaction would be.  Then that eternity was over and the next second finally came.
 
   I steeled myself.  Then she smiled so brilliantly at me, the smile that I had longed for these past weeks, and rushed to me, grasped my hands in hers and pulled me to my feet.  My shoe-box dropping to the ground from my lap as I rose.  She pulled me into a tight embrace.
 
   Her warmth against my body made me ache for more, her intoxicating scent filling my lungs.  I folded into her, all anxiety slipping away, and my muscles relaxing, allowing the tenseness of the past few weeks dissolve away.  Her embrace had that profound of an effect on me.  This is where I belonged, in her arms.
 
   Then she pulled back and placed her forehead on mine, locking our eyes in a gentle caress.  There they were, the crystal blues that haunted me, sustained me.  The blues seemed almost alive, multiple bright flecks and tints flowing around and crashing into her pupils as her focus flicked to my lips. I forced myself to look down and I traced the lines of her face with my eyes, her lips were so close, I could feel her hot breath each time she exhaled.  I etched the soft curves of her lips into my memory.
 
   She softly said, “Hello M, I've missed you so much,” with raw emotion radiating from her.  I smiled in genuine apology and said something I heard once, that moved something in my soul. “Sorry I've been away so long, Bella.”  I was falling over and over for this woman.  Was it possible to love someone this much without your heart exploding?
 
   Then our lips met again, giving all that we were to each other, all of our emotion, all of our pain, all of our love.  I was the luckiest woman alive at that very moment in time, nothing else mattered except this.  It could have lasted seconds, or minutes, or years, I didn't know and I didn't really care.
 
   We finally broke the kiss, keeping blue on brown, gasping for air.  Bella gave a gentle smile charged with promises.  My heart was beating outside my chest.  I turned toward the sudden clapping, throats clearing and awwwws in the hall.  I was so embarrassed I couldn't make eye contact, I could feel the blush burning on my face.
 
   Anabella looked over sheepishly to everyone smiling at us from the hall and blushed, “Oh, hello everyone.  Was there a party I didn't know about?  Why is everyone here?  Is everything okay?” she said and signed in sudden concern.
 
   This caused some laughter, and she looked back at me, I cocked my head with a loving smile. “They called me this morning because they were worried about you.  You've been locked in here all day.” I tried to sign at least a few of the words I knew.  Anabella noticed this as her eyes flickered between my hands and my mouth, a smile twitching the corners of her lips.
 
   “And you came for me?” she smiled, her eyes sparkling.  “I'm fine now.  I was just a little sad, it was... today... you know.  So I came to sing to mother,” she said with the innocence of a child, her voice slightly hitching as she mentioned her mother.  Causing tears to threaten my eyes again.  “Now mother has given me a gift today.  You.” then she looked around, her smile brightening. “All of you.”  I squeezed her hands and smiled.
 
   She turned her attention back to me, capturing me, controlling me again with her eyes. “I want to tell you what I was not brave enough to before M.  I'm pretty much in love with you.” She confessed without hesitation, placing her forehead on mine again.  My heart skipped a beat and I felt a warm serenity invade my body.
 
   I smiled, feeling her hot breath on me again, sending shivers down my spine, I whispered, “The moment I laid eyes on you, in this very room, I knew I could never love another.  I knew that very second, that I would do anything to be a better person, to deserve someone like you, to earn your love. I'm so terribly in love with you my Bella.”  I heard her breath catch, her eyes dilated a bit and her blush deepened.
 
   A tiny voice chimed in from below us, tugging on our arms. “Mandy, you're really bad at sign language.” Everyone laughed at Zoey.  I couldn't stop yet another genuine smile from making its way onto my face as I looked down to the adorable little girl.
 
   Anabella fired off the 'Zoey Smile 5000' which threatened to swallow the whole room.  What a dreamy way to go!  “Now ladybug, she's trying.” Then she turned to addressed everyone, “I'm terribly sorry everybody, but could you all please give us a second alone?  We will be out in just a minute.”
 
   


 
  

Chapter 17 – Reacquainted
 
   There were mumbled affirmations and everyone ambled back down the hall, Zoey being shooed from the room and Bella shut the door.  She turned to me, my heart skipped as our eyes locked.  Then she shyly said, “That kiss can never happen again.”  I was shocked, and saddened, about to say something as she suddenly smiled wickedly. “So we'll just have to have a lot of other kisses.” She leaned in, pressing her lips to mine in a crushing, bruising, desperate kiss.  My heart was racing and my core heated.
 
   She broke the kiss, leaning back and leaving me stunned and gasping for air, with a goofy smile on my face, my body tingling in all the right places.  Intertwining our fingers and rubbing the backs of my hands with her thumbs, she whispered almost breathlessly, “You came for me?  Because you were worried?  You abandoned your last concert to come to me M?  You make me feel safe... you are such a strong person.” Her eyes were almost sparkling as she spoke.
 
   I laughed loudly, almost chortling, amused that she actually thought I was strong. “Me strong? Look at what you've done here, you are practically a legend!  Your strength is beyond my comprehension Bella.”  
 
   She moved her gaze from me and looked down inquisitively, then bent and picked up my box. “What is this, M?”  She tilted her head inquisitively.  It was such an endearing action.  I looked at it, then to her like she should know the answer. “My heart of course.” She opened it hesitantly, then sifted through the contents, my psychosis, my neurosis of the past few weeks.  All of it was her.  She smiled at the realization.  I was nervous as hell for some reason and didn't understand why.
 
   She looked to me, probing my eyes, radiating understanding.  Then slowly reached up and pulled off the necklace with the key around her neck, whispering as she placed it in my hand and motioning toward the cabinet. “My heart.”  I took it, slowly nodding.  To me, it felt like I was holding a sacred artifact, I knew its importance to her.
 
   I turned from her with a reassuring smile and walked to the cabinet and unlocked it.  Hesitating a second, I took a breath, then opened the doors.  The inside of one door was plastered full of pictures of Bella from her early childhood to her teens with a beautiful woman who looked exactly like an older version of Anabella.  The other door covered in various pictures of me, following my entire career.   I felt tears welling up, threatening to fall down my cheeks, but I fought them off.
 
   I looked back at her then back to the cabinet.  There were five long shelves inside, the first four with about a hundred tapes each, the last with about twenty.  The top shelf was labeled “Mother and I”, followed by “Mandy Harris” with a little heart by my name, “My Piano”, “My Singing”, then finally “Mandy Fay Harris” with another little heart.  I could hear Anabella shifting nervously side to side behind me.
 
   I stood up with my back to her, but not before running my fingers along the tapes that held her voice, longing for that shelf.  Then I turned and walked to the recorder, I could feel her eyes on me the whole time, and I retrieved the tape.  She stood unmoving as I labeled it with today's date and “For Mom”.  Then I walked back and placed it on that sacred shelf.  She was suddenly beside me, I could feel her heat, smell her intoxicating scent.  She leaned down and placed my shoebox on the bottom shelf.  Then I smiled at her and locked the cabinet.
 
   We turned to each other, searching each others eyes as I pressed the key back into her hand.  Then we both inhaled in silent communion, soaking in each others presence for a few minutes.  Finally she glanced at the door, I understood.  Then a millisecond before I could do the same, she proffered her elbow with a cheesy grin. “Shall we?” I grinned right back. “We shall!”
 
   We marched back up front, closing the door behind us, and proceeded arm in arm to where a makeshift party was underway.  I noticed that Mrs. W had arrived and to my surprise, Frank was with her.  They all cheered when we walked in.  I made introductions all around.  I smiled when Nick said to Anabella that it was nice to meet “THE Bella”, just to have her tell him, “Please call me Ana, only M can call me Bella.”  I felt warmth spread in my cheeks at her statement.  She knew exactly how to melt me.
 
   Minutes later, pizza, beer and soft-drinks were delivered, making this a true party.  I declined the offered beer, noticing Bella's smile as I opened a cola.  I cozied on up to her, bumping hips and said, “I hear tell that you've been invoking the title 'girlfriend' when you speak of me in public.” She noticed the mock shock on my face with a mischievous glint in my eyes.
 
   She mocked indifference with a slight smirk as she started to walk away saying “Meh.  Well, I could always go find another girl who doesn't mind.”  I grabbed her hand, gently pulling her back to me and I smiled a genuine smile. “I couldn’t be prouder than to hold that designation.” Then I placed my other hand in hers and finger spelled out I L O V E Y O U.  I could see the smile growing on her lips as she realized what I was spelling.  
 
   The giggly hug I got in return made my heart thunder and my toes curl.  Releasing the hug and looking into her eyes, I whispered “How did you get to be so strong...  and hot, did I mention you’re hot?” She's hot by the way!  I mean, in the OMG I can't believe this sexy creature chose me type of hot.
 
   “It's something I learned from my 'girlfriend'.  Oh, and she happens to be hot as well.”  Then she leaned in and whispered something into my ear that made me go weak in the knees.  I'd be too embarrassed to repeat it here.  I'm pretty sure they'll need an industrial grade spatula to scrape my melted body off the floor.
 
   I had to walk jelly legged to the seats to sit with her, my body was buzzing so much.  With her wrapped around my arm,  our natural state, I said,  “You are bound and determined to be the death of me.” She winked. “No power in the 'verse can stop me.” Gawd, geek reference!  Have I mentioned yet that I love this girl?
 
   I looked out at all the people in wonder as they wandered around talking and laughing with each other, and generally having a good time.  Dave, Sarina, Zoey and Eve.  Mrs. W, Tammy, and June.  The illegitimate step brothers Darryl, Terry, Nick and Frank.
 
   “Quite a family aren't they?” Anabella my goddess said, reading my mind.  I chuckled back at her with a smile and said “You know, you're not the only one around here with that patented mind reading ability, missy.  Want to see a magic trick?”  I'm positive my eyes were full of amusement as she nodded with mirrored amusement twinkling in hers.  I spoke in a normal tone out into space. “I wish I had another cola.”  Shrugging my shoulder.
 
   We both broke up into uncontrollable giggle fits as Darryl appeared a minute later with a cola for me.  He saw our mirth then rolled his eyes and shook the can before handing it to me and sulking away, his lower lip in a pout.  I spoke to the air “Thank you, Mr. Big Ears.” This caused another round of giggle fits between Bella and I.
 
   When Bella, Sarina, and I broke off to change June and Eve in one of the lesson rooms and give them bottles, Mrs. Wellington came walking in after us, closing the door behind her.  A giant smile was plastered on her face as she looked adoringly at June squirming around agitatedly as I changed her diaper.  “So this beautiful child is the reason you came back to Vancouver is it, Mandy?  You wound up finding so much more.” She gave a soft look over to the other girls.
 
   “Yes, Mrs, Wellington.” “Call me Meg.” “Yes, Mrs. Wellington, let me introduce to you, June Elizabeth Harris,” I said proudly, holding her up after getting her changed.  Mrs. W gave me a sly look and said “Yes, we've become quite acquainted these past few weeks.  I was in on our little family conspiracy on this end, while you were...  ummm, away.”  I glanced over at Anabella and Sarina, who were acting all innocent, suddenly very interested in the ceiling.
 
   I was starting to feel that I was the only person that was not in on Anabella's plan.  Mrs. W added wistfully, “Elizabeth is my middle name, it was my mother's name.” I smiled with even more pride. “Yes, I know.”
 
   Mrs. Wellington brightened, and beamed with pride of her own. “And I can't tell you how much I owe you,” she glanced at Bella, “no, we owe you.  For saving Harmony.  You are an angel on Earth.” I shook my head. “No, it was really nothing.  YOU gave me everything.  You gave me music, and Harmony gave me the love of my life.”  I looked lovingly over to Bella who was smiling softly.
 
   Sarina chimed in, “Would all of you stop?  There have been enough tears today, I'm all cried out!” We all shared a laugh and Mrs. W left us with the babies.
 
   We took this time to sit and relax with June in my lap greedily emptying her bottle.  Bella slid her chair against mine and laid her head on my chest to rest, murmuring, “I like how your heart speeds up when I do this.”
 
   Sarina looked over to us with an unreadable smile and a twinkle in her eyes. “Well, lets go home to decompress and figure where things go from here.  Mandy, when I say home, I mean you are staying with us tonight.  That misfit band of testosterone out there can stay at your place tonight.”  She gave me a look, daring me to say no.
 
   Bella just chuckled at me, shaking her head. “You better not argue.  If you think I'm tough, you've never seen Sar with a mad on.” We burped the children and prepared to re-enter the party.  Sarina verbally prodded, “Shall we, little sisters?” Anabella and I looked at each other then chimed in together, “We shall!” Giggling incessantly at our private joke, leaving Sarina standing there wondering what the heck had just happened as we opened the door and wandered out.
 
   After bidding Frank and Mrs. W, a safe trip back to Seattle,  keys and directions to the houses were given to the misfit band of testosterone, or “MBOT” as we were calling them.  With the promise of contact in the morning to determine a course of action for the weekend and the wrap-up of my career.
 
   Counting seats, we instructed MBOT to drop Tammy off with us at the Rand's. “No de-wenching shall befall yon nanny-ish maiden!  Yes that means you Nick-D-Googly-Eyes with your stupid floppy hair.”  He raised his hands in defense, shaking his head in amusement.
 
   Then I dragged myself to the van with my giggling little, freckled leg attachment, strapping in children and it was off to “Home”.  I smiled at the thought.
 
   We arrived at la casa de Rand around 7:00pm, I eyeballed Tammy as she got out of the MBOT-mobile for any signs of de-wenching.  Moving two fingers to my eyes and swinging them back at the MBOTs, eliciting chuckles from them.  Then I waved them off as our merry band of women, oh, and Ham, poured into the house.
 
   Sar and Tammy magically whisked away the now sleeping babies to the upstairs nursery, in a carefully choreographed manner.  Zoey trailing singing “I wanna help tuck the peanuts in!” All of this making me suspect that June has spent a lot of time here in my absence.  I rose an eyebrow in suspicion as I watched them disappear up the stairs.  Where's my list?
 
   I turned to Dave as he mumbled something about coffee and biscuits not making themselves, and disappeared into the kitchen. Leaving me standing bashfully blushing with the object of my affection wrapped around my arm, her looking down and twisting a toe on the floor shyly.
 
   I took a second to look around and saw paper stacks and whiteboards plastered all around the living room labeled with  “Children's Shelter”, ”Teen Suicide Hotline”, “LGBT Education” and the like.  One caught my eye, “City Council Campaign”.  I was simply amazed.
 
   “Holy...! This looks like the headquarters for a world invasion!” I whistled.  Bella laughed nervously, casting her eyes down.  That musical laugh still made me tingle just like the first time. “Well it sorta is.  I figure people need to be more educated on certain topics, so the things that happened to me, don't happen to any other children.  So I'm championing a few causes, and also running for city council, so I can effect change on a larger level. Give a voice to the people who can't.  Eventually I want to go even farther, maybe at the state level or higher one day.”
 
   I couldn't be any prouder, or amazed, or in more awe of her. “You've got my vote already!  Is there anything I can do to help?”  She looked at me with a hunger on her face, her eyes taking control of me, leaning in closer and setting off a whole new round of arousal in me.  “Maybe... but right now, all I need from you is...” and we were kissing in the clouds again.  I think my synapses short circuited on pleasure, because all I was seeing was sparks.
 
   Somehow she had maneuvered us onto the couch, me tingling with heat in some embarrassingly pleasant places when we finally broke the kiss. I gasped for air and whimpered. “Okay.”  I'm sure there was a dreamy faraway look in my brown eyes.  We just sat there with our faces inches apart sharing our hot breaths, taking each others faces in, fingers of each hand intertwined.  I don't know how long we sat just drinking in the closeness, inhaling each others scent.
 
   We were knocked out of our personal time dilation field and snapped back to reality as a pillow struck us.  We both turned to look at our assailant, a smiling Sarina. “Oh, get a room would you?  No wait, not yet, if you do, we probably wont see you two for days.  I wanna hang with Mandy while I have the chance!”  She rolled her eyes and Bella and I shared an amused smile.
 
    She bumped her hip on mine nestling in, scooting us to the end of the couch, and settled in beside me.  Tammy had already claimed the loveseat as her prize.  Zoey climbed up and draped herself lazily on top of Bella and me.  I smiled looking around at my girls.
 
   Right on cue with his wizardly ways, I saw Dave appear from the kitchen with a tray full of coffee and fresh biscuits, setting them on the coffee table and sitting on the arm of the couch.  Sarina laid her head on his lap and raised her feet and draped them across us.
 
   “This feels more like home now.” Sar mumbled as she grabbed the remote and turned the TV onto a chick flick while we all visited and caught up with each other.  Just talking and laughing.  Bella laid with her head on my chest.  This was the warmest, most comfortable, most loved, I had ever felt.  So this is family?  This is what I have been missing my entire life?  I finally saw why this matters so much.
 
   As the night rolled on, all too soon, Tammy said her goodnights and wandered off to the downstairs guest room, then Dave and Sarina said their goodnights, carrying a sleeping Zoey with them.
 
   Bella looked up at me longingly, then stood and grabbed both of my hands, dragging me to my feet then upstairs to her room.  She gracefully navigated backwards, keeping our eyes locked, the words dancing in them promising me the world.
 
   When the door to her room shut, we were instantly at each others lips, kissing, nibbling, tracing them with our tongues.  Gently probing each others mouths, our tongues twisting in a sensual dance. Hands tracing each others curves.  Fire was burning through me with every kiss, our desire consuming us.
 
   Then her hands were desperately grabbing at the buttons on my dress.  Her's had already slipped off her shoulders to the floor.  Suddenly we were in her bed, with me gently tracing circles with my fingernails on her soft exposed flesh, inhaling her scent.
 
   She rolled us over, and ran her hands down my sides then started kissing me behind my ear, sending tingles shooting down to my center, heating my sex.  She slowly kissed down my neck, stopping to nip and suck on my flesh along the way.  Then she continued her path downward, the rest was a haze of passion and intertwined bodies as we merged, our beings becoming one.  I can tell you that I have never felt so whole, so happy, so aroused in my entire life.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 18 – Planning
 
   I awoke the next morning with Bella's head on my chest and her arm around me. I gently rolled her over, God she's beautiful when she sleeps.  What did I do to deserve such an angel?  My eyes drank in all the lines and curves of her body, causing the heat to rise inside again.  Then sat up, softly lowering her head to the pillow and I gently straddled her waist and kissed her on the mouth, our lips barely brushing.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she almost purred as I said, “Morning, sleepyhead.”  She smiled dreamily up at me, her eyes swirling through the blue spectrum as she spoke “I had the most wonderful dream.”  She kissed me again.  She's so dang cute!
 
   Then I heard a creak as the door swung open and Sarina walked in announcing “Rise and shine... oh!”  Shit!  I dove to the side, Bella and I pulling the covers up under our arms for modesty, both of us laughing out loud.
 
   Sarina's shock was replaced by mirth as she shook her head side to side, “Didn't you two get enough last night?  I learned things last night that I should never know, like the fact that my sister is a screamer!” She shuddered.
 
   Bella couldn't have turned any redder, biting her lower lip.  I looked at her teasingly, but then it was my turn. “Mandy, what's that on your neck?” She raised an eyebrow.  Bella grabbed my head and pulled it to her chest possessively. “Just marking my territory!”  Sarina rolled her eyes as I blushed. “Well get yourselves cleaned up and down for breakfast.”
 
   “We have some heavy planning to do this weekend.  A plan of attack for both of your current situations on either coast is needed.  Yes, I just invoked the 'planning for the future' card, so get over it and get downstairs!” She ordered, to our mock shocked faces.  “Aye aye Cap'n!” we chimed in unison as she shut the door.  We turned to each other and exploded in laughter.
 
   Now, I know I'm not that old, but I can tell you that I've never had such an 'enjoyable' time getting prepared for any day in my entire life.  I wound up in one of Anabella's dresses, since I didn't think to bring a change of clothes on the plane with me.  It still held a hint of her unique scent on it, I can't begin to tell you the things that did to me.  Now I'll be thinking of her all day... well you know, like, a lot more than my normal obsession.  I could get lost in... Huh? Oh yeah, downstairs. On it!
 
   We seriously skipped our way downstairs to the bustle in the kitchen.  I found out that Dave was already off to the diner and Tammy and Sarina were busy cooking up something that smelt heavenly and breakfast-y.  Is breakfast-y a word?  Zoey was zooming around setting the table, making little motor sounds.
 
   I zeroed in on the playpen and scooped up June as Bella snagged Eve.  Tammy, glanced up at us playing with the giggling and squirming children. “Hey ladies!” she said with a suggestive grin, wiggling her eyebrows.  “Remind me on the next sleepover to bring some earmuffs, that guestroom is directly below Ana's room.” she said dramatically.
 
   I'm pretty sure I let out an “Eeep!” but I was too busy blushing to notice, looking anywhere but at Tams.  I swear Bella was trying to shrink herself into non-existence behind me.  “What?  We were playing... umm... checkers!” I shot back.  Causing some snickers from the evil cooking ones.  If they weren't making bacon for me, I'd put them on the list! 
 
     Zoey ran over to me making a “Zooooom!” sound, and held out a stick figure drawing of a girl with what kind of looked like a circle with a stick coming out of it. “I drawed a picture of you in kinneygarden, Mandy!  You can haf it!”   I took it in the hand holding June to my hip with a huge grin on my face.  Zoey looked expectantly at me with huge eyes.
 
   I crouched down with June and gave Zoey a kiss on top of the head and a great big smile “Why thank you Zoey!  It is so pretty, and look, you drew my guitar too!” This got an ecstatic smile from her, and relief from me, guessing it was a guitar.  Then she zoomed off to her other tasks as I looked adoringly at the picture again.
 
   So what if it was a stick drawing, this had to have been one of the most beautiful pictures I had ever seen, it was from Zoey!  It was sure to find its way into my shoebox at Harmony.
 
   My phone rang and everyone turned to me, I looked back between them all, wondering why they were staring at me. “What?  Do I have a platypus on my face?”  I asked as Sarina rolled her eyes, pointing at my phone. “You going to get that?”
 
   I suddenly realized what was going on, and grabbed my phone, answering before it got to voice-mail, “Hello? Yeah, sounds great, see you in five.”  I hung up and looked around sheepishly. “Ummm... MBOTs will be here in five for a planning session.  Sorry, I'm not used to answering the phone anymore, guess I better get used to it again.”
 
   That got people shaking their heads and a little bit of egg thrown at me by Sar. “Yeah, we noticed.” Tams prodded.  Before I put my phone down I saw that I had a voice message flashing, tagged at midnight last night, from Bella?  I looked over at her curiously and hit play “OH... MY... GAWD... M!  I hope you'll have sweet dreams tonight, I know I will.”  and she giggled.
 
   I looked over at her, she was swinging from side to side, her hands clasped behind her back with a coy look on her face.  We were together all night, how did she?  I cocked an eyebrow “When did you?” She caught on to what was happening and giggled “In between, ummm... sessions, when I went to the restroom.”
 
   We were lost in each others gazes again when Sarina playfully muttered. “Get a room!” But instantly both Sarina and Tammy shouted in unison, “Wait! No!” It started a whole new round of laughter.
 
   Ahhh! Stench!  Must de-stench my June!  That's just not natural. I crinkled my nose and squinted my eyes. “I'll be right back, June just dropped a toxic bomb in her pants.” I wandered upstairs to the nursery to change June's diaper and raspberry her belly to test the integrity of her giggle circuitry.
 
   While I was there, I heard the doorbell ring then the guy's voices downstairs a minute later. We came back downstairs and I placed June in the playpen where Eve was waiting for her gurgling and cooing buddy.  I looked around and acknowledged the MBOTs with a head bob to each.
 
   Nick was looking at me a bit oddly, like he was trying to put some puzzle pieces together. “Mandy, you and that baby were almost inseparable last night at Harmony.  Is she...” Sarina chimed in. “That's Tammy's daughter, June, and the other squirming worm is my daughter Eve.  Mandy is godmother to both of them.”
 
   I almost panicked.  It hadn't even crossed my mind last night as I was fussing over June, that none of the guys even knew she existed.  Well with the exception of Darryl, I'm damn sure that nothing about me ever gets past him.  I don't ever want June exposed to a world that can exploit her.
 
   I trust Darryl implicitly, Nick is climbing the ladder in that direction quickly, but I still don't know if Terry would try to leverage her.  That man is a mystery to me even after all these years.  Just when I think he is in things only for the money, he goes and surprises me.
 
   I shot a look of thanks to Sarina for her quick thinking, getting a secreted wink in return.  I'm equally relieved that the other girls picked up on it instantly, playing along.  The only wildcard is Zoey, but if she says anything, it could be explained away with the goddaughter excuse. How friggin smart is Sar to factor all this in on the fly?
 
   Present broken record!  And play! I really like this family!
 
   Terry spoke up, pulling my attention. “Mandy, what are we going to do about abandoning the tour? The venue has been calling me nonstop threatening lawsuits and the like.  We need...” Smack! Sarina, slapped him on the arm “None of that now, everyone sit down for breakfast before it gets cold.  We have all day to strategize.“  He looked down sheepishly like he had just been chastised by his parents.
 
   We all had a “Yes mother.” look on our faces as we sat around the six place settings at the table.  I only had a fraction of a second to wonder why it wasn't seven when a tiny freckled dynamo jumped up in my lap.  Of course, what was I thinking? A smile spread on my face.
 
   Those had to be the best half stack of pancakes I had ever had. They melted in my mouth and the other half of my stack were inhaled into the little redheaded garbage disposal on my lap.  Mmmmm... now onto the eggs and bacon!
 
   As I sat idly munching on a strip of bacon in my fingers, Anabella kept catching my eye then taking sensual bites of her meal.  Oh my God!  She's going to make me explode!  Any career topics about Bella or I were steered around as we exchanged idle gossip.
 
   I saw the kitchen door swing open and Jimmy strode in holding a teenage girl's hand, and another gangly boy wandered in behind them.  Jimmy stopped and looked around at the table and then started backing up to the door again, but froze when he saw me.
 
   He looked at Anabella with wide eyes. “Sorry, Miss West, we were just coming to drop off a batch of petitions and get some more.  I didn't know you had company.” Signing about as crudely as me.  His eyes shot back at me then to his friends.  I waved with a little smirk on my face. “Hi Jimmy!” His friends stared back and forth between him and myself with their mouths open.
 
   Bella smiled a patented knee buckler at him. “It's okay, Jimmy.  Which ones you got there?”  He raised up a couple clipboards. “Teen suicide hotline funding, and gay rights education. That puts us a couple hundred signatures above minimum for each.  We'll get some more later to buffer, just in case, before you submit them to the city.”  I watched the interchange intently.
 
   He continued talking. “We were thinking about the one for the Underprivileged Children Center expansion, it is falling a little behind the others, but we should hit minimum today if we get the AWK crew on it.”  I was impressed, Jimmy seemed to be quite organized.
 
   Bella shook her head, still smiling. “You kids are wonderful, but it is Saturday, you should be out having fun.”  Jimmy smiled back at her shyly. “But THIS is important.  Not many adults let us do anything that can actually make a difference.  Besides, there will be plenty of time to goof around tomorrow.”
 
   Anabella beamed with pride. “Well, okay.  But don't overdo it.  Just help yourself in the HQ, were just catching up with friends here.”  I turned to watch the kids quickly file into the living room. Depositing papers on some stacks and retrieving some from others. Marking some things on the whiteboards and maps.  It was quite obvious they knew exactly what they were doing.
 
   The girl beside him was whispering a little too loud to Jimmy. “That really is her!  That's Mandy Fay!  I didn't believe you knew her!”  They walked back through the kitchen to the door and the girl stopped and spoke, “Miss West, is Mandy Fay really your girlfriend?” stars were sparkling in her eyes.
 
   Bella grabbed my hand adoringly, which made my skin tingle. “She sure is.  We make almost as cute a couple as you and Jimmy do, Mary.” I watched her, giving a wink to the startled girl.
 
   “They're both so pretty,” Mary said as the kids filed out the door.  Anabella called out, “And Remmy, ask Peggy out!  Don't make me track you down at the shelter and do it for you!”  The gangly boy stuck his head back in and squeaked out “Yes Miss West.” then exited and closed the door.
 
   “Such wonderful children.” Sarina mused as I looked at Bella and asked “AWK crew?” Anabella blushed.  Tammy chimed in, “Ana West's Kids.  They are forming an army on their own to help petition the issues Ana is championing.  It seems that the compassion for her fight has struck quite a nerve in the youth in the city, they are coming on board in droves.  She's the 'girl who took on hate singlehandedly' to them.  You should hear her share your views on scars with them Mandy.  Inspiring stuff.”
 
   There should have been a little chibi me spinning around with hearts popping up around it right about then.  Is there anyone this girl doesn't inspire?  I looked over at Bella in awe.
 
   Nick looked thoughtful as I saw him stand to bring his plate to the sink, keeping his face turned toward us for Anabella's benefit, to his credit. “Looks like you guys have quite a well oiled machine going on here.  How many petitions are going at once?  How many kids are canvasing?  Is that an election campaign in the corner?”   He shot the questions out, rapid fire.
 
   Bella chimed out musically. “Currently we are going after only four causes, though we plan on widening the net after the election, when we can dedicate more focus on other areas of need.  We have over on hundred twenty children and parents volunteering to canvass, push the projects, and just give general education on the issues.”  I was impressed as I listened.
 
   She frowned. “I'm in the running for a city councilwoman seat, but traction is slow because we don't have the advertising budget Ben Ellington has.  He's running a smear campaign against me.  His isn't even the seat I am running for.  Can't blame old egg salad puss I guess, after what I did when he tried to take my children from me.”
 
   This caused some laughter of the memory as everyone was depositing dishes in the sink and generally cleaning up.  Anabella continued to frown. “Though the threats we keep getting here are worrisome.  I guess some people are just afraid of what they don't understand.” This caught my attention, my anger was building and I almost opened my mouth but Sarina shot me a “later” look.  Evil crystal ball wielding, mind reading, gypsy queen!
 
   Nick nodded and continued as he sat back down, “You know, if you could use some help, I'm currently unemployed as my former employer has just retired.”  He winked at me and I stuck my tongue out at him as he spoke. “My next gig is doing some promotion for this hip little music school in Vancouver.  But that is a few weeks off, since there is rumor of it being renovated first.  I'm pretty good at this publicist gig.”  I exchanged a smile with Sarina when I noticed the surprised look on her face at this news.
 
   Bella, smiled warmly at him, playing with my fingers as she spoke.  “Thank you for the offer Nick, but we are actually on a negative budget and couldn't afford you.”  He shook his head at this, a sincere look on his face. “Completely in a volunteer capacity.” At this, I joined in “Bullshit, you're getting paid for this and I'm pretty sure a large chunk of funding is about to be anonymously donated to the campaign for it, and any advertising needed to battle egg salad puss.”
 
   I shot off my patented 'I dare you to argue or I'll feed your entrails to my fire-breathing basset hound' glare at everyone.  Nick nodded with a 'help me' look to the people at the table. “Okay.” Bella gave an cautiously amused look, like she was fond of her entrails “Then welcome aboard, Nick.”  I'm quite fond of her everything.
 
   Terry spoke up. “Well this is all touching, but the manager of the venue Mandy abandoned, is demanding double face value on the refunded tickets and projected concession sales, or he'll litigate. Unless we reschedule.  That's over two mil.  Not to mention my cut just evaporating up the River Styx.”
 
   I sighed.  “Calm down, oh soulless one.” I spoke evenly locking eyes with him. “I just got reunited with my 'family' and my Bella.  I think rescheduling is just not in the cards.  I'll just... we'll just,  eat it.” He had a shocked look on his leathery face.  
 
   Then Bella broke in. “Wait, you don't need to forfeit all that money, and you need to finish that tour M!  Not only are your fans counting on you, but it is like the last piece of yourself that you need to finish healing, then you can be whole.  If you can get it rescheduled for next Monday night.  I can take two days away from the campaign to go support you.”  My heart skipped a beat at this.
 
   I started, “But...” Nick cut me off. “That's perfect, I can use those two days to get caught up on the campaign and all the petitions so I can formulate a plan of attack.  I'll be up to speed when you two get back.”  I started again, “But...” Terry cut me off already dialing on his phone. “Great!  I'll get this all set up.  I'll fly back tonight.”  My eyes were darting around between everyone.
 
   I opened my mouth again, is this thing even working? “But...” Sarina was looking at me the whole time, her eyes twinkling, on the verge of laughter as she spoke, “Don't fight it Mandy.  Ana took down a city, you think you can stop her?”
 
   I simply closed my mouth and sighed in defeat.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 19 – Sendoff
 
   The rest of the day was a whirlwind of planning on both fronts.  Terry flew off to commune with his fellow undead on the east coast, getting things set up for my great sendoff concert.
 
   Serious discussions were made on the threats that Bella and the Rand's were receiving.  If only we had an intimidating 6'-4” guy to hang around all the time like a bodyguard to keep things safer.  Oh wait, we happened to have one of those things lying around gathering dust.  Cue Darryl.
 
   He was hired on the spot and arrangements were made to get his Tina over here, it seems that with Bella dedicating so much energy to the campaign and other causes at the moment, someone is needed at Harmony's front desk.  Cue Tina.  It was like everything was just sliding into place, like it was meant to be.
 
   Mrs. Wellington got back from Seattle and spearheaded the Harmony renovation and planning.
 
   Darryl stayed behind to keep a protective eye on the Rands and to help Mrs. W get the contractors set up for the renovation and expansion of Harmony into the next space over. Leaving a little space of the expansion's storefront for the new headquarters for Bella's campaign and the Ana West's Kids.
 
   With Terry gone, and a threat that their grandchildren would feel the kick to the nuts we would give Nick and Darryl if the secret got out, we reintroduced June to them as my daughter.  An expected “Duh. Oh wait, what a surprise!” coming from Darryl.  He is definitely on the list now!
 
   Sarina and Dave cornered me to let me know that Sar wasn't kidding about the godmother thing. They asked if I'd be Eve and Zoey's.  I cried, damn plumbing.
 
   Anabella and I were kicked out for the night to go to my place, with complaints of them not getting any sleep the previous night or some such nonsense.  Keeping Bella and I blushing for quite some time. Poor Tammy giving everyone a “please help me” look to them, as we dragged her along to watch June while my angel and I, umm, reacquainted ourselves with each other.
 
   Sunday and Sunday night pretty much mirrored Saturday.  With the addition of the two of us packing for an early morning flight back to the east coast before we went to bed.  Well, the bed was involved some of the time.
 
   I woke on Monday with Bella's head on my chest and her arm around me, like the past couple mornings.  It seemed to be our natural state.  I'm already used to waking up with her every morning, and couldn't imagine life without it. I traced little circles around on her marvelously kissable stomach, my fingers barely brushing.
 
   Causing her eyes to flutter open and her biting her lower lip. “Hi M.  What a wonderful way to wake up.” She smiled and I melted.  I kissed her gently behind the ear then sat up, feeling her shiver then pulling her grudgingly up with me. “We've got an early flight, so up and at em my love.” I spoke with a sympathetic smile on my face.
 
   After an enjoyable time showering and dressing, we wandered out to the nursery with our bags in tow.  Tammy was already in there changing and feeding my baby. “Oh hi ladies. I'm surprised your awake in time, after all the noise you made last night. Thank God you are leaving, maybe I'll get some sleep tonight.”  We both blushed.
 
   She rolled her eyes in amusement and we both grabbed diapers from the stack and threw them at her.  I took June in my arms, her kicking her tiny legs.  I was amazed at how much joy I got just looking down into her tiny face.  “Goodbye precious, mommy and Bella will see you tomorrow night.” We both gave her and Tams kisses then dragged ourselves to the car and off to the airport in silence, just basking in each others company.
 
   While we were on the plane, a couple pretty teen girls, who were obviously together, approached us.   I was amused when the smaller of the two nervously said, “You're Anabella West, aren't you?” Bella smiled warmly at them, nodding. “Yes, I am.”  The girls looked at each other then back at Bella, getting excited. “Can we get your autograph?  You're our hero!  I loved what you did to that jackass at city hall.”  Ana happily signed the magazines they had with her face on them.  I was truly enjoying watching this all unfold.  I was beaming with pride for her.
 
   Then Anabella looked at me thoughtfully, tilting her head as the girls went back to their seats excitedly. “So that's what it's like to be you, huh?“  Shooting me a sexy look that did things to me not appropriate for public places.
 
   “Only you're hotter.” I shot back, crinkling my nose in a poor attempt to parry her goddess charm attack on me.
 
   She slapped my arm. “Don't do that here, you don't know what that nose crinkle does to me, I'm going to be walking funny for a while!”  Huh?  It actually works!  Woohoo, now I know how to battle this vixen on her own t...  Then she bit her lower lip.  Damn, she wins. I crossed my legs.
 
   Terry met us at the terminal holding a sign that read “Nutcase and Anabella West” Much slapping and loading Terry up with our baggage later and we were in the car headed for the hotel next to the stadium that I would be performing on stage for the last time.  I didn't feel nervous at all, I felt, I don't know, relief.  Like I was writing the last chapter in that part of my life, ready to move on to the next book.  Maybe Bella was onto something here.
 
   We said our goodbyes to Terry and headed into the honeymoon suite.  Very funny Terry.  Then I ordered some room service, telling my shining light that we only had five hours before sound check and prep in the dressing room.  Things finally slowed down from that hectic weekend.
 
   We ate, taking turns taking bites seductively.  In a battle of arousal, I'm quite positive she was winning.  Then I thought of something. “Wait, I have something for you.”  She looked at me with twinkling eyes. “What is it?”
 
   I jumped up and ran to my purse.  I took out the envelope that I instructed Terry to get for me then walked back to Bella.  I reached inside the envelope, locking my eyes to Bella's electric blues, getting lost for a moment.  Then remembering what I was doing, I pulled out the only backstage pass for the concert, in Bella's name and draped it around her neck.
 
   I don't know what I was expecting, but I can't remember much about it except pure pleasure, as Bella thanked me over and over with her lips, overloading my capacity to think.  Rationality returned when the phone rang, Terry asking where the hell I was, sound check was in ten minutes.
 
   We dressed between desperate kisses, and marched across the way, flanked by security, pressing through the crowd and reporters to the stadium.  I was signing autographs and ignoring questions the whole way there.
 
   We entered the back gates and we were rushed into the dressing room, where, to my shock, was a single daisy in a blue vase on the table.  I excitedly ran to it and sat by it, staring at it as if in prayer for a minute, Bella just stood watching me, a look of wonder on her face. “They really helped didn't they?” 
 
   I beamed back at her. “You have no idea, they are part of what kept me from the brink while I was here.”
 
   “Your family is one of the most amazing things that has ever come into my life, their impact is on par with June, who IS my life.” I fought the tears of happiness that were threatening.  Bella looked to be doing the same. “We all feel...  I feel, the same.  My life wouldn't be the same without you, my love.”  We grabbed each others hands, letting our fingers intertwine.
 
   I saw Terry walk in tapping his watch. “I'll be back in ten minutes, Bella.  Sound check, hair and makeup awaits.”  I gave her a whisper of a kiss, conveying all the emotion we shared, time slowed down, then I was rushing off, Bella calling, “Hurry back, M.”  I still got excited shivers every time she called me M.
 
   After sound check, hair and makeup, I showed Bella where to stand backstage for the best view of me during the concert, a speaker I had setup backstage for her to sit on.  She seemed awed by the experience.  Then I wandered onstage alone into the roar of the crowd.  To the speaker sitting in the middle of a stage devoid of everything but my acoustic guitar in its stand and a microphone.
 
   I sat down and raised my hand for silence.  Even then it took a bit for the place to settle down. Darting a smile offstage to my Bella, and almost falling off the speaker when she shot a thousand watt one back at me. “Hi, folks!”  They went crazy again, but settled down after a few seconds when I raised my hand again, my face scanning the crowd.
 
   “As you know, this is my final performance EVER!”  More cheering ensued. “You might have noticed I don't have a band with me here today.  Today is all about me sharing with you, sharing this chapter in the book of my life with you.”  I had to wait a few seconds for the crowd to die down again, they were insane tonight, the energy was palpable.  “This music is a part of who I am, I thought I'd give you a glimpse inside of me, the way it is supposed to be.  Now what song should I start out with?”
 
   As one, 52,000 people shouted “Oceans of Blue”.  I sat tuning my guitar with a smile on my face, nodding. “I thought you might say that.”  I paused for a second.  “You may know that I wrote this particular song about the love of my life.  Knowing that I'd never obtain the unobtainable.  That I poured all the emotion I had for them into this song.”  I paused for effect again, playing the crowd. “What if I were to tell you all, that that person is here tonight?”  They roared back to life in excitement.
 
   I raised an arm, waiting yet again for them to settle. “I'd like to introduce to you, the love of my life, and a legend in HER own right, Miss Anabella Marie West!”  I looked toward her and she looked terrified as the crowd exploded into a wall of sound that threatened to blow the stage out of the stadium.  I coaxed her out, holding out a hand toward her.  Just when you couldn't believe it could have gotten any louder in the stadium, the roar of cheers doubled as she walked across the stage, beet red and sat beside me, grabbing my upper arm with both of hers and she snuggled into me, trying to hide.
 
   When the crowd settled again I looked into her eyes and spoke. “It's okay, Bella, just keep your eyes on mine. It is only you and me here, nothing else matters.”  I just stared into the namesakes of the song and started strumming with a smile on my face, radiating my love for her.
 
   I have done this song dozens of times, with my eyes closed, trying to picture the love I see in her oceans of blue.  But everything pales in comparison to the real thing, I was just willing my soul into her as I sang, the world melted away and there was only her.  The crowd was really into it, never quite quieting, energy buzzing.
 
   I sailed away with her, swirling through time and space, knowing only one truth;  that I wanted to be with her for the rest of my days.  When I hit the chorus the crowd started to join but then they stopped dead, as a pure and innocent note joined mine, in a harmony that would have brought the angels themselves to their knees.
 
   She sang with me, my eyes wide in shock, our voices a single promise of love and hope.  Sharing our dreams, our lives, our souls.  Touching each others hearts in a way that words could never describe. We became the music, flowing out to the world.  Then it was over, I heard nothing but her heart.  I was told later that the cheering that continued for almost ten minutes could be heard for miles, as we were lost in each others eyes.  But still it was only her heart that I heard.
 
   When I finally realized that we were just sitting there, I turned reluctantly to the crowd and simply stated, “My Bella.”  Motioning my hand to her.  They erupted in cheers again.
 
   She sat there the entire concert, lending me her strength, each of us feeding our heat to each other through the upper arm she held.  With her just smiling at me, just silently watching me the whole time, and me knowing she could 'hear' me.  It was a truly ethereal experience for me.
 
   When the concert wound down, I started to lean into the mic to thank the crowd, but before I could say anything, Bella leaned forward.  Locking eyes with me, saying three words into the microphone that I will cherish until the day that I die, in front of all these people, in front of the world, she simply said in that musically melodic, perfect sing song voice. “Marry me, M.”  My heart stopped.
 
   I just sat there nodding and sobbing as the thunderous roar of the crowd crashed around us.  I heard nothing, I was with my Bella, that was my universe at that moment.  The lights were killed and after a long while the crowd finally stopped cheering.
 
   I mused to myself. “Not a bad sendoff.”  We finally stood, and I proffered my elbow to my heart. “Shall we?” Bella nodded back. “We shall.”  Then we marched off the stage toward the happiest chapters of our lives.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   As I'm sitting here in front of the mirror, in the restroom of city hall, checking to make sure my hair and makeup are okay.  I find it hard to believe that everything that happened with Bella and I, was just three months ago.  I sigh at the memories with a happy look playing across my features, as the door behind me opens.
 
   Sarina smiles at me in the mirror. “Hey, lil sis, let's get this done.  Ana only has an hour for this little side-trip before she gets sworn in as councilwoman in the chamber.  Oh my gosh, you look amazing!  If you weren't taken, and I wasn't married, I'd be tempted.” She winks.
 
   I giggle. “I had the same thought when we first met, right up until the moment I opened that sound-room door and saw an angel.”  We bump hips giggling, and wander out the door into the hall.
 
   I'm nervous, what if I'm not good enough for Bella?  What if she changes her mind when she sees me? “Is this dress okay?  I mean, I want to look good for her.”  She rolls her eyes “You look fantastic, and it's not like she's going to leave it on you very long after she gets sworn in.” I blush, slapping her shoulder as she unsuccessfully dodges. “Sar!”
 
   I smile mischievously at the woman I truly look to as a sister, biting my lower lip and whisper, “She wants more children.” Sarina performs her patented shoulders up, nose crinkled, head scrunching smile of mirth.
 
   We turn in the corridor and into the chapel, and I stop dead.  Anabella is standing by the minister, looking stunning in her matching pure white sundress, our eyes lock.  My knees go weak.  I don't even notice all of our friends and family sitting in the pews.  The gurgling and cooing of Eve and June sitting with Tams barely registers.  I can only see Bella's sparkling blue eyes as I walk up beside her.
 
   I think the minister is saying stuff, but I'm not sure, just being close to her is having an effect on me.  My heart is beating double-time and I can feel the warmth radiating off of her.  She says “I do,” with meaning beyond the words glistening in her eyes.  I get lost in them again until I hear the minister clearing his throat.  Oh. “Oh, yeah, I most certainly do.” I nod my head vigorously with a silly grin on my face.
 
   Stifled laughs come from the peanut gallery.  The minister says something about us preparing short vows or some such nonsense, I'm not really listening, my attention is solely on the oceans of blue before me.  The love of my life looks deeper into my eyes and speaks. “I promise to always support you, and give you a lifeline to keep you sailing into the wind.  To love you completely, with all my soul.” She slips a simple platinum ring with daisies etched on it onto my finger.  Our smiles are one.
 
   A few seconds later the minister is clearing his throat again and people are snickering yet again. Oh right!  I snap out of it, then start speaking and signing as I practiced “I promise to never run.  To let our scars make us stronger.  To always face any adversity with you head on, by your side.  To always let you know you are truly loved.” I slip a matching band on the finger of the most beautiful creature in the world.  Still amazed that she chose me.
 
   Our lips quickly meet in a tender passion, we just resonate our love through it as it becomes more urgent.  I sort of hear the minister mumble something like “Well, ummm, I guess you can kiss the bride.” There is cheering on the peripheral of my hearing, I'm lost in happiness.  We continue our lip lock and someone yells “Get a room!”  Immediately followed by the Rand's and Tams yelling “Wait! No!” in unison, causing a wave of laughter.
 
   Tammy by the way, did wind up getting herself de-wenched by Nick.  Their wedding is in April.  I told you he was throwing those googly eyes at her.
 
   We break off our kiss, giggling.  I say to Bella, “Hey MRS. West, we have to get you to the swearing in ceremony down the hall.  Wow!  Councilwoman West!  I'm so proud of you.” She grins lovingly back at me and says, “Why MRS. West, I thought you'd never ask.”
 
   I offer her my elbow. “Shall we?”  She takes it with both hands, our eyes never leaving each others gaze. “We shall!”
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Prologue
 
   Mia Jacobs was busy in the art studio in her garage, putting the finishing touches on the two pieces for the Christmas exhibit at the downtown Seattle gallery.  She had turned down four other prestigious galleries across the nation for this exhibit.  After all, it was only right to show it in their hometown.  It still amazed her that her art was in such high demand.  To her, it was just her imperfect way of conveying her own feelings and emotions, and she never thought that anyone else would understand what she was trying to say with each piece.
 
   She was frowning, not a good look for her attractive face that just screamed femininity, it caused little crows feet to appear at the side of her eyes.  That's something she was noticing lately as she rapidly approached her fortieth birthday, little lines like that were appearing more and more frequently. Though she looked almost ten years younger she still felt old unless she was working on her art or speaking with her daughter.
 
   Mia was never satisfied with her own work, especially when the subject was the love of her life.  It had to be perfect, for... her.  Mia's obsessive compulsive nature had her assessing each piece over and over again, checking and rechecking everything from the composition to the alignment of each individual component.
 
   She brushed the straight, raven black hair that had fallen forward as she worked back over her shoulder.  It was annoyingly long, but that's the way her wife liked it.
 
   This grouping was a series of collages on two huge canvases.  Hundreds of tiny photographs of her wife, assembled in a manner that, from a given distance, formed a portrait of the woman she loved.  Inset into each collage were a series darker photos that formed words across the large canvases, celebrating works of poetry by her wife.
 
   To most people it was shocking that she could see the tints of each photo in her head and arrange them like pixels on a computer screen to form larger images that were almost photo perfect at a distance.  But to her, it was just how her brain worked.  She never had to back up to see the result, she knew exactly what it looked like.  She used to think that things like that meant that her mind was broken or defective, until she met her bride.
 
   The final photograph was put in place and she dabbed decoupage paste across it, sealing it in place. Seven strokes left, seven strokes right, seven strokes up, seven strokes down.  “Damn.” she muttered as she saw her last down-stoke had a tiny clump no bigger than the head of a pin.  Nobody would ever have seen it in a million years, especially since the decoupage would dry clear, but she obsessed over it.
 
   So she quickly walked, counting seconds in her head, over to the deep metal utility sink beside the door that led into the house, and washed the paste from her brush.  Then she returned to her bench and placed the brush, neatly parallel to her other brushes, being sure to align the bottom of the brush with the bottoms of the others.  She nudged it slightly up and down until it was perfectly aligned.
 
   She then turned to her other tools and retrieved a small scraper, with a flat tip no bigger than a pencil and meticulously removed the clump from her art. Then she rushed over to sink again, the countdown in her head continuing, to wash the scraper then return it to its place beside the other tools.  Nudging it until it was properly positioned.
 
   She took a breath, knowing she was doing the obsessive compulsive thing that just drove her wife crazy.  Not the bad kind of crazy, but the “that's so hot” kind of crazy.  This brought a small smile to her lips.  She was the only person that had ever fully embraced Mia's quirks and made her feel normal.
 
   She sighed and grabbed her brush again, dipping it into the decoupage and started over on the last photo.  Seven strokes left, seven strokes right, seven strokes up, seven strokes down.  Mia exhaled the breath she didn't know she was holding.  Then she turned and walked to the sink again to wash the brush, and then replaced it with the other brushes, making sure it was placed just right.
 
   She looked at the small worn out white teddy bear on the workbench as she sealed the jar of paste, the one with its tattered pink bow and holding a little heart.   Then she placed the jar in it's proper place on the workbench, turning it so that the label was exactly parallel to the edge of the work surface.  She grinned at the bear and asked “So what do you think Little Vee?”  as she motioned over to the canvases.
 
   She took off her smock and hung it on the wall hook next to the bench, smoothing out any wrinkles. She then swept her emerald gaze around the spotless, almost sterile garage/studio to make sure everything was in its proper place.  Looking at all the artwork hung on the walls, her wife's large leather bound books of handwritten poems on their shelf, and an almost antique FJ Cruiser in pristine condition in the far bay before being satisfied.
 
   The door into the house opened just as the countdown in her head expired and she reached over to snatch her three inch tall teddy from the counter.  She turned to the door as she idly stuffed Little Vee into the pocket of her relaxed jeans.  The same spot the little bear has lived the past twenty two years.
 
   Mia smiled as her daughter Abbey laughingly bounded through the door, dragging her girlfriend Sam with her.  They were holding hands with their fingers interlaced.  Mia couldn't help but smile wider, remembering how she and her wife had been almost inseparable like that as well, always needing the touch of the other.  Abbey flashed a white toothy smile at her mother.  “It is exactly 6:00 on the dot ma, just like you requested.  I take it you finished on time?”
 
   Mia could tell Abbey was trying hard not to laugh at her own inside joke, knowing that clocks were jealous of her mother's internal timer.  Mia just rolled her eyes “Well, by a coincidence, I just happened to finish a moment ago.”  She motioned over at the canvases.  The girls looked over, admiring her work.
 
   It never ceased to amaze Mia how Abbey looked so strikingly like her mother, with her mane of curly brown locks flowing over her shoulder and her stunning amber eyes, so light they looked almost orange, giving her a catlike quality.  Her tall, thin frame conveying feminine grace, the girl next door look of her face fit her friendly outgoing personality to a T.  She liked everyone, and it was almost impossible not to like her too.  Her smile was so infectious.
 
   Mia turned her attention to Samantha as the girl was looking at the artwork.  She had to hand it to her daughter, she really knew how to pick them, this girl, for lack of a better word, was gorgeous.  At first glance you would believe she was a model.  With her layered straight blonde hair and its single signature curly pink shock on the left side that brought your eyes to her face.  Her complexion was perfect without needing much makeup.  What little makeup she did wear drew your gaze to her radiant, ice blue eyes that sparkled with a great deal of intelligence and emotion.
 
   She surely had curves in all the right places, which she showed off easily with the clothes she wore.  Today she was in a pair of jeans that were so tight they could have been a second skin.  The short white and pink tank tee showed just enough of her toned stomach and abs to make even a preacher blush.  All of this just screamed “Barbie” to Mia the first time she met Sam, when Abbey had brought her home one weekend in her freshman year at the New York Academy of Art.
 
   That first impression was quickly thrown out when they all sat around and spoke seriously that first night.  Samantha was intelligent, witty, caring, and very protective of Abbey and her feelings.  This won Mia over quickly, and she has viewed Sam as a second daughter these past four years.  None of the other boyfriends or girlfriends that Abbey had ever dated had been able to accomplish this.
 
   As Abbey smirked at her mother, quipping “Oh, a coincidence is it?”,  Sam had her head tilted, really absorbing the canvases in the middle of the garage.  She spoke quietly in her rich British accent “I know those poems.  We read them in our contemporary American Literature class.  They're by Vee A. Jacobs.”  her eyes narrowed and she looked back and forth between the canvases and the two other women.
 
   Realization hit her and she looked at them accusingly, then spoke to Abbey “Oh my God! Not only is your mother Mia friggin' Jacobs, but your other mom is Vee Jacobs?!?  Why didn't either of you ever tell me?”  Mia noticed Abbey bite her lower lip in want at the sound of Sam's accent.  She smiled to herself, recognizing the look.
 
   Sam looked at the first canvas with the profile of a beautiful woman that reminded her of Abbey, but she knew the woman was Abbey's other mom, she had seen old photos.  The darker photos formed words, with letters crisp enough at this distance to look like a perfectly formed font.
 
    
 
   Every Day
 
   A gift.
 
   A breath.
 
   A look.
 
    
 
   A touch.
 
   A smile.
 
   A love.
 
    
 
   Fleeting glaces. A stolen kiss.
 
   Your loving embrace.
 
   Teardrops fall. A granted wish.
 
    
 
   The words resonated with Sam, they felt like the way she thought of Abbey, like how their relationship began four years ago.  She shook her head and turned to the other canvas.  It held another poem by Vee Jacobs with that same woman holding a baby.  She heard Abbey chuckle as she spoke “Well, it kinda never came up.  I keep forgetting that my parents are famous, I just see them as, well, just my moms.  I told you she dabbled in poetry.”  She shot one of her patent pending, knee buckling innocent smiles at Sam.
 
    
 
   Counting
 
   Two hearts.
 
   One soul.
 
    
 
   Two minds.
 
   One thought.
 
    
 
   Two voices.
 
   One love.
 
    
 
   A single lingering touch.
 
   Merging.
 
   A deafening whisper.
 
    
 
   Sam snorted “Dabbled?”  This one was Sam's favorite, that last line “A deafening whisper.”, struck her as so profound and powerful without even knowing why.  She smiled and turned back to the two women shaking her head in disbelief.
 
   Mia just grinned and grabbed both of their hands and dragged them into the house. “Come along ladies, lets catch up a bit before I start dinner.  I only get you two for the holidays before that dreadful school steals you away from me again.  Thank God you two graduate this year.”
 
   Abbey and Sam laughed as they were dragged through the kitchen, past the huge Christmas tree, and to the living room and the super comfy couch.  Mia jumped up cross legged onto one side of the couch as the two girls snuggled into each other beside her.  The older woman grabbed a little remote off the side table and started some soft violin Christmas music in the background for some ambiance.  Then placed the remote back in its place, nudging it around until it was exactly perpendicular to the edge of the table.
 
   The girls waited patiently for her to finish.  “So tell me about school.  I haven't heard much out of you girls since spring break.” Mia said with an eager twinkle in her eyes.  She loved her daughter more than anything and was fascinated with anything about her.  She was still amazed that she had come from her.  She was so glad Abbey had found someone to make her happy.  A blind man could see how the two young ladies felt for each other.
 
   Abbey spoke up, “Well actually mother, can we do that a little later.  There's a story I want you to share with Sammie first if that's okay.  It is pretty important.  Could you tell her the story about how you and mom met?  It's pretty epic.”  Abbey's eyes were twinkling as she grabbed Sam's hand and laced their fingers together, feeling her warmth.
 
   Mia smiled softly, settling deeper into the couch for the story, already getting lost in the memory.  “I never get tired of sharing the story of my Valla and I.”  She looked over at the two girls and smiled fondly at them as she began.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 1 - Define Yourself
 
   First let me tell you a little bit about myself.  I was a pretty shy kid growing up.  I had a couple quirks, but they were pretty manageable.  I used to stutter a bit whenever I got nervous, it still pops up from time to time.  Also, I've always been a little obsessive compulsive, but not to a debilitating degree. The doctors always said it was usually indicative of a larger problem, and boy did that wind up being the understatement of the century right around the time I hit puberty.
 
   That's when the symptoms of my condition started manifesting themselves with a vengeance.  The first time it struck was in the seventh grade.  I was stressing about a math test I was about to take, even though math comes as easy to me as breathing, when my shoulder suddenly twitched up, brushing my cheek.  I thought it was odd, but then it happened again, and again.  I started to get sacred and raised my hand to get the teacher's attention as it continued. I was going to say something when I blurted out “It's my pencil!”
 
   I was on the verge of panic.  Am I having a stroke or something?  Aren't I too young for that?  As these thoughts passed through my head I blurted out “It's my pencil not yours!” again.  I continued to twitch and rambled things about my pencil.  The class was laughing and the teacher, Mrs. McGinniss, ran to my side with a look of distress on her face.  I was crying and just wanted to melt away “My pencil.”
 
   The twitching stopped as I was being led away to the nurse's office.  My foster parents brought me to the doctor, who couldn't find anything wrong.  Over the next couple weeks, another episode, a bunch of tests and more doctor's visits it was determined that I had Tourette Syndrome.  But the doctors said that in most cases the symptoms would clear up as I matured into adulthood.
 
   Fat lot of good that did me at that time, my classmates had already started the teasing that would follow me the rest of my school years.  “Freak” and “Spaz” were the common nicknames that were applied to me and everyone avoided me like the plague.  The ones that didn't avoid me usually pushed me around or tripped me in the halls to make me look like more of a freak.
 
   I had retreated within myself, trying to hide and to not be noticed.  I started wearing dark hoodies with the hood up at all times,  the sleeves pulled over my hands.  I just wanted to disappear.  School was a living hell for me.  I'd take sack lunches and hide outside or in the back halls to eat.  I rarely spoke with anyone and just focused on my schoolwork and art.  Art was a good release for me, it felt like math, and my obsessive nature virtually guaranteed my 4.0 average in my other classes.
 
   High school wound up being ten times worse than junior high, the symptoms got worse and the  episodes increased in frequency.  They were brought on mostly by stress from the harassment other students subjected me to.  The only semi-positive thing was that I was beginning to recognize when an episode was going to manifest itself so I could try to remove myself from the situation, before it started.
 
   The back hall restroom was my only friend back then, I weathered many an episode there, but I'd get teased and bullied every time I came out of it.  I could, to some extent, postpone an episode, but the longer I held out the worse it would be when it hit.  It was like an itch that you try to ignore,  eventually it drives you crazy and you break and just have to scratch hard.
 
   By my junior year, four sets of foster parents had grown tired of my condition and passed me on to the system again.  But my fifth set of foster parents, Ben and Nancy Cohan, were nice.  They didn't care about my Tourettes, they were the closest thing to real parents I had since mine had died in a car crash when I was eight.  They encouraged me to pursue my art more aggressively as an outlet.
 
   Nancy often asked if there were any boys I was interested in, or any friends I could hang out with.  She was worried about my social life.  That's about when I realized that here I was, a teenaged girl, my body was developing and maturing even though I hid it under my hoodie, but I didn't seem to be attracted to anyone.  At all.  Period.  Maybe it was the fact that people treated me so badly, that I was a freak.  I just couldn't look at them in that way.
 
   My senior year I spent a lot of time dwelling on this, I even snuck some peeks at porn from time to time to see if it would excite me, which it didn't, naked men were kind of gross.  So I tried looking at some Playboy magazines, who knows, maybe I was a lesbian or something.  But even though I didn't find the women's bodies gross I just wasn't interested in them either.  Was I asexual?  Did I even need a label?
 
   Now not only was I still confused about my sexuality, but I had a poor body image when I compared myself to the women in the photos in those magazines.
 
   I thought I was broken, so, much to my embarrassment, I experimented with masturbating.  Just to find that it felt great, so physically I seemed to work fine.  I just resigned myself to probability that I'd never find a person who I was attracted to and would be alone my entire life.  Is this how everyone feels?  Is attraction just a story everyone tells themselves so they feel normal and not out of place?
 
   I poured all my frustrations and my emotions into my art.  My art teacher in my senior year, Miss Woods, always gave me special projects and submitted them to contests around the nation.  I was winning art awards left and right, as if I weren’t already enough of a freak.
 
   I turned eighteen that year and was removed from my foster parent's house because I was supposedly an adult now and aged out of the program, just adding to my frustrations in life.  I stayed at a youth hostel for the remainder of my senior year.
 
   The University of Washington awarded me a full ride scholarship, including room and board, for my art and academic record.  I was ecstatic, college was going to be a life changer for me,  no more bullies, no more mocking.  I mean, everyone there was more mature right?
 
   That illusion was effectively destroyed my first week at UW, in one of the cafeterias I decided to study in while I ate lunch.  I was hunched down in my hoodie, my utensils organized neatly and in the proper order on my napkin beside my chef salad as I skimmed my calculus book, absorbing the formulas.
 
   I had just put my book down, aligned evenly with the table edge, so that I could get a bite of my salad when a familiar screechy voice rang out behind me.  “Well if it isn't little miss spaz!”  I flinched as stress and anxiety hit me like a bulldozer.  It felt almost like a physical blow.  I turned to see Missy Hannigan, a cheerleader from my old high school, grinning like a hungry alligator.  She was flanked by what I could only assume were her new little minions.
 
   I could feel an “episode” coming on.  I stood and tried to leave but they blocked the way.  My eyes were darting around looking for escape, for a restroom.  My shoulder started to twitch up to brush my cheek as I looked for a way around the girls.  Missy just continued her verbal assault. “They'll let any freak go to this university it seems.  Why don't you just go to a community college and leave us normal people alone spaz?”
 
   I blurted “Physical derivative!”  I was moving side to side trying to get around the girls as my shoulder twitched, brushing my cheek again.  “Please let me go.” I begged.  The girls all laughed and I repeated “The physical derivative.”
 
   Missy was suddenly pushed aside and a tall girl with a gorgeous mane of flowing brown hair stepped up to me, ignoring the shocked girls she had pushed through to my twitching self.  She locked her intense, amber eyes that had an almost orange tint, on my green ones, as she grabbed my arm firmly.  “There you are!” her eyes flickered to my book and back “You are supposed to be tutoring me on my calculus.”
 
   She turned her gaze back to the other girls, and I swear there was flame in her eyes as she said in a cold and dangerous tone “Excuse us.” she hissed as she pushed back through them, being sure to shoulder butt Missy on the way through.
 
   Her hand moved from my arm down to my hand as she dragged me between tables, threading us smoothly to the restroom.  “The derivative.”  I looked at the ground, trying to shrink away into nothingness as she opened the door and pushed me into the room.  She looked under the stalls to make sure the room was empty and pushed me down onto a bench by the door.
 
   The girl then turned around casually, and put her back to the door effectively blocking it.  Then she raised one foot against it to lean comfortably.  I watched as she dug a pack of cigarettes out of her purse and lit one up.  She looked up and took a deep drag, holding it in for a few seconds then exhaling.  She finally looked down at me rocking on the bench, shrugging my shoulder to my cheek “Derivative.”
 
   I didn't know what to say to her, and I didn't want to make eye contact I was so embarrassed by this whole incident.  It wasn't supposed to happen like this in college, this isn't how it was supposed to be.
 
   When the episode finally faded, I glanced up from the safety of my hood to see her watching me.  It felt like she was studying me.  Someone tried to push the door she was blocking open, and the girl just turned her head slightly toward it and yelled “Occupied!”  I took the time to look her over.
 
   She was stunning.  I felt my stomach fluttering a bit as I took in her very feminine but slightly butch appearance.  She was slim and tall, about 5'10” if I were to guess. Much taller than my 5'1”. She had smallish breasts that still managed to fill out her faded black t-shirt in quite a pleasing manner.  Her jeans hugged her legs, showing off the curves of her hips and calves.  And for some bizarre reason the combat boots she wore were the perfect compliment to the outfit.
 
   I looked up to her face.  It held a contrast between an adorable girl next door look and something sexy and dangerous.  She wore hardly any makeup, but her lips were full and looked awfully inviting.  I was biting my lower lip.  Then realized the thoughts I was having when I met her catlike eyes again.  She was smirking.  Shit!
 
   I was immediately embarrassed about my thoughts and that she had caught me checking her out.  I wasn't checking her out was I?  I don't ever check people out.  I was just curious about the girl that saved me from the bitch queen, right?  I looked down at the floor and spoke, trying to divert the attention away from me “Y-you shouldn't smoke.  You're not a-allowed to smoke in public spaces.  Th-th-those things will kill you.”
 
   She snorted at me like I had just said the most absurd thing in the world, shaking her head she replied, “If only.”  She put the cigarette out on the sole of her heel, dropping the butt on the tile floor, then held her hand out to me to take “You done?  Ready to go back out?”  I snapped at her a little too sharply, “I d-don't need your p-pity!”  My mouth was tight with anger that shouldn't have been directed toward her.
 
   She looked more amused than taken aback by my aggression “Not giving you any, just being friendly.”  She kept her hand extended to me.  I slumped my shoulders in defeat and muttered hoarsely  “I'm sorry.  Missy and the others are right, I'm a freak, I'd be better off dead.”
 
   The next thing I knew, I was seeing white stars as a sharp pain and heat bloomed on my cheek where she had firmly slapped me, a tear was stinging the corner of my eye.
 
   I looked up at her, slack-jawed and in shock, to see her gritting her teeth in anger.  Her eyes were burning into me as she spoke through her clenched jaw, more calmly than her demeanor indicated. “Don't you EVER say that!  Every day is a gift!  It's how you fill that gift that defines you.  Don't let senseless bitches like that Missy define you.  Define yourself!”
 
   I was stunned, unmoving.  Her words echoing around in my head.  Then she suddenly softened, her face changed to one of compassion as she raised her hand and placed it on my cheek, gently stroking with her thumb where she had struck.  I caught myself wanting to lean into the warmth of her touch.  “Sorry.” I whispered as I suddenly stood.
 
   She looked at me, then grabbed my hand and started dragging me back into the cafeteria.  I liked the feel of her hand in mine, it gave me strength for some unknown reason.  As we made our way back to my table I saw her survey the room to make sure Missy was gone.  Then she glanced back at me with a stunning smile. “I'm Vee.  Vee Taylor by the way.” I was much calmer now as I responded “Ummm... hi.  I'm Mia.  Mia Jacobs.”
 
   We sat back at my table, I saw my plastic utensils were a little crooked and I went about straightening them up on the napkin and making sure it all aligned with the edge of the table as I spoke.   I noticed she was watching me do this intently.  I tried to make smalltalk to divert her attention, I didn't want her to leave. “Vee?  Is that short for something?  Like Velma, Victoria, Valerie or some such?”  She nodded with a smirk and a mischievous smile lit her face while her eyes twinkled, “Yup, it stands for my name.  Hey you're not stuttering.”
 
   I caught her misdirection so I answered with a smirk from inside my hood, “Yeah I only stutter when I'm nervous or stressed.  Aaaaand, you didn't answer me, what is it short for?”  She cocked her head, like she was contemplating something, then said, “I thought it was cute, I got to hear more of your wonderful voice that way.”  She thinks my voice is wonderful?  I started to smile then caught on again “H-hey!  Stop the misdirection woman, now spill!”
 
   She laughed.  It was pretty awesome, it was a real laugh that reached her sparkling eyes.  I caught myself biting my lower lip again as she caved, rolling her eyes.  “Fine, I'll tell you, but virtually nobody knows.  My dad was a Norse mythology professor, so he named me Valhalla, after the hall of the gods. It's been the bane of my existence.”
 
   Wow.  A unique name for such a unique girl.  There was something different about her, and I found myself wanting to know more.  I tried out her name, “Valhalla... Valhalla.  Hmmm... I think I like that. It fits you.   You...”  I stopped and snapped my eyes to hers, tilting my head a bit.
 
   She raised her eyebrows and asked, “What?”.  I just smiled and shook my head and spoke a little wistfully, “Ummm... nothing.  I just realized that this is already the longest conversation I have ever had with someone who isn't a teacher or a foster parent in like five years.”
 
   She smiled, but her eyes didn't share the smile, they looked a little... sad?  Pained?  She reached over with a hand and grabbed the top of my hood and stopped. “May I?”  I just nodded in trepidation and she pushed the hood off.  My shelter, my personal hiding spot falling to my shoulders with it.   Then she pushed my hair back over the hood and sat back to take me in.
 
   Her eyes widened a bit. “Wow.” she whispered almost inaudibly, I don't think she meant to speak out loud.  Then she smiled a genuine smile and locked eyes with me again.  “You really are stunning Mia, you shouldn't hide yourself away under that hood.”  Is she flirting with me?
 
   I could feel the heat of a blush on my cheeks and I found myself answering, “Ummm... I'll stop when you stop smoking.”  I grinned in triumph.  Ha!  Take that!  I was about to raise my hood back up when she placed a warm, soft hand on mine to stop me.  “Deal!” she said with a triumphant grin of her own.  She reached into her purse and pulled out her cigarettes and tossed them on the table.
 
   She caught me glancing back and forth between her, the pack, and the table.  I quickly reached out and turned the pack with an outstretched finger so the label was parallel to the edge of the table, nudging it till it was perfect, before retreating my hand back into my sleeve.
 
   She took her lighter out of her purse and set it on the table next to the pack, looking at me sideways while making sure it was neatly lined up beside it.  She tilted her head slightly, narrowing her eyes almost imperceptibly, observing me as she slowly pulled her hand back.  When I did nothing she smiled and sat back crossing her arms in satisfaction.
 
   “So Mia, you know what this means right?  We are going to have to hang out a lot together to make sure we hold up our ends of the bargain.  You'll see me so much you'll get sick of me.” She winked and I said breathlessly, “Couldn't get sick of you.” I slapped my hands over my mouth when I realized I said that out loud.  I was wondering what the hell was wrong with me.  I didn't understand, since I had never felt anything like it before.  Am I attracted to her?
 
   She gave me a super-cute grin at that and put a hand out on the table, palm open, wiggling her fingers expectantly.  “Cell me wench!” she said with mirth.  I looked at her eyes, then her hand, and I dug in my purse and handed her my cellphone timidly.  She quickly entered her phone number, labeling herself 'She Who Shall Not Be Named' in the contact list.  She handed it back and grabbed her cell out of her purse and passed it to me.
 
   I looked at her with a smile.  Technically she would be the first friend I have had since junior high.  I entered my phone number and labeled myself 'Nicotine Patch' before absently handing it back to her.  She glanced at it and snorted, then quickly overwrote it with 'THE Mia', showing me the screen, causing my cheeks to heat again.
 
   She stood up and placed a hand on top of mine, still hiding in its sleeve.  I could still feel the heat of her skin through the material, “I gotta jet to class Mia.  Russian Literature.  Call me later, maybe we can hookup and do something one of these nights.  I might text if I get bored.”  She started walking off, looking back at me.  I smiled at her bashfully.  “O-okay.  See ya Valla.”  I swear I saw her stutter step and smile a bit wider when I called her Valla, or did I imagine it?
 
   I was about to stand and dump my tray with my uneaten meal in the trash, and head off to class myself, when my cell vibrated in my purse.  I grabbed it and looked at the text message blazing away on it from “She Who Shall Not Be Named” [ bored already :) ]  I quickly responded [ me 2 – tlk 2 u l8r ]
 
   I had a little skip in my step as I emptied my tray then gathered my things.  I headed out to my art class with a smile on my face.  It wasn't until later that day I realized my hood was still down.  It didn't seem to bother me so much.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 2 – I'm so Confused
 
   Art was more fun than in high school. We seemed to have more freedom to choose our own project and I really got into it.  I decided to try taking little quarter inch squares of colored paper and arranging them to make a picture on my canvas.  I could clearly see in my head which colors needed to go where to assemble the picture I wanted to portray, and I calculated the quickest way to accomplish it by the end of class.
 
   A minute before class ended I was finished.  The instructor had been walking around checking everyone's progress.  She approached me and looked at the seemingly random placement of the tightly packed squares on my canvas and asked if it was my take on impressionism.  I realized why she asked and I just shook my head, then holding up my hand to indicate she should stay where she was, I walked across the room from her and held up my canvas.
 
   The professor, Mrs. Sax, seemed genuinely shocked that she could clearly see what, to her, looked like a photograph of a tree swing in a meadow.   I vividly remember playing there as a little girl, it was a happy time for me.  Mrs. Sax spoke, “Ummm... Miss Jacobs, tomorrow, I'd like to discuss this style with you a little bit.”   I was a little confused but said, “O-okay Professor.” as I made my way out the door to my next class.  Was it that bad?
 
   After art class, the day seemed to crawl by slowly, but it was punctuated with my smiles as I received many random text messages from Valla throughout the day.  I renamed her contact name to Valla on my phone, and we exchanged sarcastic barbs back and forth.  Sarcasm is one of my superpowers.
 
   I was in my final class of the day, Psychology, when I got a text from Valla that I didn't know how to interpret or answer.  [ out of class 4 day.  hitting frat party 2nite at 8.  come with? ]  I stared at the message for quite some time trying to read into it.  I had never been to a party my entire life, not counting my birthday parties as a little kid.  I don't really like being around people, they are only harsh around me.  But I really wanted to be close to Valla.
 
   “Come with?”  Was that as a friend, or does it mean as a date?  I can be her friend.  I think I might be attracted to her.  Was she flirting before?  Is she gay?  Am I gay?  Does it matter?  How do you act around a friend?  I'm so confused.  I straightened my back in resolve at the solution less likely to scare Valla off.  Friends it is.
 
   Finally I answered back [ parties not my scene.  can't dance.  got nothing to wear n e way ].  Almost immediately she responded [ tough wench.  i b tempted to smoke so u gotta b there.  u can use sum o my clothes.  meet my place 2nite at 7.  we need 2 look hot :) ]  I couldn't stop myself from smiling as I typed my response [ u r already hot.  i'll hide behind u.  if it sux I will bail tho :P ]
 
   The instant response was [ *blush* fine.  deal ;) ].  Then we sent each other our dorm and room numbers.  Suddenly I was both terrified and excited for class to get over with.  I watched the second hand on the clock move at a painfully slow pace as I sharpened all of my pencils to the exact same length and listened to the endless droning lecture on the id, ego and superego.
 
   I grabbed a chicken salad sandwich on the way to my dorm and washed it down with a bottle of water.  Then I entered my room, where I was the only occupant.  Probably the only good thing that came from my Tourettes, I had an episode two days ago when I was moving in.  My roommate, Gracie, freaked out and got the administration to give her a room change.  Nobody else wanted to room with me, so yay, more space for the spaz!
 
   As I studied, I started to get more and more nervous about the party.  By the time seven o clock rolled around I was sitting on the floor in the corner of my room with my hood pulled up over me.  I was scared I'd induce an episode on my own.  A few minutes later my cell phone rang.  I grabbed it and saw it was Valla, I hovered over decline for a couple seconds but then couldn't resist talking to her and  pressed accept.  “H-h-hello?”
 
   A cheerful Valla responded, “Hey chickadee, you're late!  Get yer lazy ass over here, we got a party to get ready for!”  I smiled a little and tried to push the panic attack I seemed to be having away a little bit as I replied, “I ch-change-ed my mind.  I can't g-go with you.  I've never b-b-been to a party.  People will be h-harsh to me.”
 
   Her voice was cautious and tinged with concern, “You're stuttering again.  I'm not making you nervous am I?”  I gave a quick laugh “N-no, I actually feel braver around you.  I just can't go to a party.  Can I call you tomorrow?”  I could hear the disappointment in her voice. “Okay, see ya Mia.”  I smiled a bit at the rhyme before I sighed, “Bye Valla.”  Then hung up.
 
   I just sat there in the corner a little while longer, slowing my breathing back to normal.  Five minutes later there was a loud knock on my door.
 
   I stood and walked over to it, cracking it open slightly and peeking through to see Valla standing there holding a bag up with a huge smile on her face.  Her smile made my stomach flutter and my knees go a little weak.  So that's what they mean when they say that.  “What are you doing here?” I asked as she just pushed her way through to my room, throwing the bag on the first bed then turning to face me.
 
   She squinted one eye and pointed, saying “Hey!  Off with that!  We had a deal!” as she reached up and pulled my hood back down.  She reached both hands up and gathered my hair and pushed it out behind me, draping it over the hood.  I trembled a bit when her hands brushed either side of my neck, her touch raising goosebumps on my skin.  She seemed to notice this and smirked a little as she backed up a step to look at me.
 
   “Much better.” she sighed and grabbed my sleeve, pulling it up to reveal a hand.  She grabbed my hand in hers and dragged me to the bed.  I was just smiling at her as I asked again, “What are you doing here Valla?”  She squinted and smiled, bobbing her head down in a cute manner when I called her Valla that I didn't fail to notice.  “I like it when you call me that.” she confirmed.
 
   “Well you said I make you braver.  So here I am, bearing clothing for the party!”  She grinned and grabbed the bag, opening it to reveal a few cute tops and some headbands.  “You can't get out of this that easily, you don't even have to talk with anyone if you don't want.  Remember, I promised we would leave if you didn't like it.  I will be by your side the whole time.  It's like any other party you've been to, just with more alcohol and cute guys... or uhhh... girls if that's what you're into.”
 
   She was looking at me a little sideways, like she was fishing for something.  I responded, “Well I wouldn't know what parties are like since the last one I was ever invited to, we had a terrible pin the tail on the donkey incident that emotionally scarred us five year olds for life.”  I winked.  Boy I'm getting cocky!
 
   “Once my Tourettes presented, I sorta became a social pariah, so no more invitations for Mia.  As far as cute boys and girls go I really wouldn't know since I've never dated, and truthfully have really never EVER been attracted to anyone before.  I must be busted.  But I guess it is hard to like the people that make your life a living hell, you know?”
 
   I stopped myself from babbling and looked down at my feet, embarrassed I was sharing so much personal history with this person I had just met today.  I think it just felt good to actually talk with someone.  “Sorry, that's more than I have spoken in years.  Sob story done.  I'll shut up now.”
 
   She was just grinning at me “No it's fine, I just feel privileged to be the person you unloaded on.  I could listen to you read the phone book if I'm to be truthful.  I love the alto resonance of your voice. Sooo... no dating?  You ever been kissed?”
 
   I shook my head, embarrassed but unable to break away from her dazzling eyes.  She smiled and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Well maybe we can find someone for you and change that tonight at the party.  Here try this top on!”  She offered a top.
 
   I was resigned to the fact that she wasn't going to take no for an answer about the frat party, but somehow with her here it didn't seem so bad.  “Let me shower first.”  I said as I walked into the bathroom shared between my dorm room and the one next to mine.
 
   I locked the door to the other connecting dorm room, forgetting to lock my own, and pulled both my shirt and hoodie off in a single motion. I shimmied out of my pants, leaving me in my panties and bra.  As I stepped toward the shower to turn it on, the door to my room swung opened and Valla walked in.
 
   Her eyes went wide and the bag of clothes in her hand fell to the floor.  I could feel her scan me from head to toe, her breath hitched and she looked at the floor quickly, biting her lower lip. “Ummm... sorry, you got undressed really quick... I just thought you'd want to try a few of these on after your shower.”  I tried covering my chest with my arms, wanting to shrink away into nothing.  I really don't know why, I still had my bra on and she was a girl.  It shouldn't matter right?  Why was she embarrassed too?
 
   She looked back at the open door nervously then glanced back at my tight stomach and forced her eyes to mine.  “Umm... Okay, so I'll be out there.” She started backing out of the room, pointing to the door with both hands and cocking her head toward the room.  Was she blushing?  I caught myself smiling. “Okay, and I'll be in here,”  pointing at the floor with both my hands.  She finally made it out of the bathroom and shut the door.  I could hear her muffled voice saying “Yeah, Okay... Okay... I'll be out here.”
 
   I found myself smiling and blushing.  I then had the most interesting shower of my life knowing Valla was out there.  I felt so alive, almost... aroused?
 
   After I dried off and used the blow dryer on my long ebony hair and on the mirror to defog it I looked at myself.  I guess I wasn't terrible looking.  But I didn't look anything like the girls in those Playboy's I looked at.  Is that what attractive is?  Then I'm seriously lacking.  My c-cup breasts were nothing compared to the mammoth ones sported by those girls.  Well at least I liked my full lips,  they were my best feature I thought.  Why did I suddenly care what I looked like?
 
   I tried on every top she had brought over, I liked that they smelled like her, and finally settled on a white scoop-neck with a metallic gold swirl pattern on it.  I grabbed a wide white hairband out of the bag and loosely pulled my hair back with it.  Then I poked just my head out the door.  “Hey Valla.  Can you grab me a clean pair of jeans and panties from my dresser please?  I forgot to bring some in.  First and second drawer.”
 
   She smiled at me and stood from the bed and walked to the dresser and started digging through my clothes.  “Ah-ha!” she exclaimed triumphantly as she walked over to the door, offering me my only pair of low rise capri cut jeans, I must have been on drugs or something when I bought them.
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and took them through the cracked open door along with the offered plain white cotton panties (I don't have any other kind), closing the door after me.
 
   After pulling on the jeans I looked in the mirror again.  I virtually never wore makeup, but this was a party so I put on some eye liner and a light brushing of purple eye shadow, barely enough to notice.  Then I applied some pink lip gloss.  Somewhat satisfied with the look I picked up my hoodie and pulled it over my head.
 
   Grabbing the rest of the my clothes and Valla's bag, I unlocked the connecting room door, then exited out my door to my room, dumping my dirty clothes into the laundry basket by the bathroom door.  I saw Valla sitting on my bed, scanning my immaculate room with everything in its place, aligned perfectly.
 
   Valla glanced over at me and stood up, frowning as she stepped up to me.  “No, no, no, no, no Mia.  I don't think so!” Before I could stop her she grabbed the bottom of my hoodie and pulled it up over my head as I squeaked in protest.  Although to be completely honest I did raise my arms as she did it to make it easier for her to remove.  I was staring at the floor embarrassed again.
 
   I swiped my long hair back behind me with my hands, straightening the hairband, and looked up at her.  She was just staring at me, her mouth hanging open a bit.  “Crap!” I said  “That bad?  I'll change into something else.  Sorry.”
 
   I started to turn as Valla blinked at me a couple times raising her hand, “Oh no!  Don't you dare, you look smokin' hot Mia.  Just throw some shoes on and lets get going, we're running a little late.”  I was blushing from head to toe.  Did she just say I looked smokin' hot?  I tried to hide the smile creeping up on my lips as I slid into some white sandals.
 
   I finally took stock of Valla for the first time since she had arrived.  She wore layered black and white tank tops that left a tempting amount of skin showing at her belly.  Complimented by some black jeans and her signature combat boots.  Somehow she made the outfit look completely feminine.  I was entranced by the giant silver hoops hanging from her ears, drawing my eyes to her face.
 
   I was barely able to grab my purse as she snagged my hand and dragged me out the door.  It was already starting to feel comfortable, holding her hand like this. It seemed to be our natural state whenever we were moving.  This thought made me blush a bit as we made our way out of the dorm and across the quad toward the frat houses.  This was going to be interesting to say the least.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 3 – The Party
 
   As we approached the frat houses in a comfortable silence it was easy to tell which one was hosting the party.  The music was booming and people were scattered all around the lawn in various degrees of intoxication in front of the giant Victorian house.
 
   The smile never left Valla's face as she dragged me along and up the walkway to the covered porch, our fingers interlaced.  She pushed the huge oak and glass paneled door open and passed into the incredibly loud music inside.  I was surprised, there must have been over a hundred or so people crammed into the open living space.  The central area had couples dancing to the beat while ringing around it were people standing around, drinking and chatting.
 
   Valla skillfully threaded us through the crowd to the kitchen using her body to shield me the whole way.  Once we arrived in the disorganized kitchen it was little quieter and less people were milling around.  I had to struggle with myself to keep from straightening up the glasses and fliers strewn about the counter haphazardly.  Valla grabbed a couple red plastic cups from a stack and handed a fiver to the guy at the keg and he filled the two cups.
 
   She tried to hand one to me as she chugged her's half down, then shouted to me over the noise “Here!  Liquid courage!  Let's take a second, and if you're ready let's get in there and do some dancing with some hotties!”  I took it from her with two fingers, like it would burst into flames, and took a whiff.  That alone was enough to make me almost barf, like the big guy in the football jersey was doing in the kitchen sink just then.
 
   I took a tentative sip and had to fight back my gag reflex.  I handed it back to her, shaking my head and shooting a scrunchy nosed, disgusted look at it. “God, that smells and tastes like piss!  Isn't underage drinking illegal?”  She smiled and winked, then downed the rest of her cup and then chugged mine down.
 
   She dropped the cups onto the overflowing trash can that I had a strong urge to clean up.  She grabbed both of my hands and dragged us both back out to the main space and over to the stairs where we could look the party over.
 
   Valla started swaying and bobbing her head to the beat as we stood there.  I was just enjoying watching her when a large, muscular guy with a shaved head walked up to us. I slipped a little farther behind Valla and he spoke loudly to her over the music, “Hey!  I'm Rick!” he shouted as he offered his hand to her.
 
   She took it. “Vee!” she yelled back shaking his hand, then stepping slightly to the side to reveal me a bit. “This is Mia!”  He offered his hand and I shook it before he turned his attention back to Valla, and I hid behind her again.
 
   “Wanna dance?”  he shouted, offering his hand to her.  She smiled back, “Sure!” and grabbed his hand.  She turned her head and winked back at me, ignoring my terrified look as she was dragged off to the dance area.  I could feel a pang of jealousy as I watched her gracefully gyrating and swaying with her arms above her head with that, that... Rick.  God she's breathtaking.
 
   I was snapped back to the present when a blonde haired, stereotypical jock looking guy with a letterman's jacket stepped in front of me.  “Hey there!  I'm Jake, wanna dance with me?” He offered a hand to me, expecting me to take it.  I crossed my arms across my chest and shrank back a bit.  Not meeting his eyes, “I d-don't know how to.”
 
   He didn't listen and grabbed one of my hands away from my chest with his own rough and calloused hand and dragged me toward the dance floor, “Nothing to it!” he shouted.  He started dancing while I stood there.  I glanced over at Vee, who hadn't seen me there yet, and I tried copying some of her motions.
 
   The guy grabbed my hands in his rough ones and led me around, turning us fully six or seven times as we sorta danced.  I wanted to go the other way to 'unwind' but he didn't.  I was starting to panic trying to keep count of how may times we turned, and I was trying to pull away from him.  But now his hands were all over my waist and back and wherever else he could touch.  I pushed him away from me with both hands, starting to panic.
 
   Just then someone stepped between us.
 
   I looked up to meet Valla's eyes and much of that raising panic dissipated.  She turned back to the guy, “She's with me.  Beat it!”  The guy just raised his hands and backed off, turning to find another dance partner.
 
   She turned to me smiling. “You okay Mia?”  I shook my head no and she grabbed my hand and dragged me upstairs to the restroom, pulling me inside and then closing the door and locking it.
 
   In the relative quiet the sound pressure had diminished, and I shifted back and forth on my feet.  “You okay?” she asked softly.  I shook my head, I was too embarrassed to tell her.  “What is it?” she prompted,  “Was it Mr. 'Put My Hands All Over You' out there?”  I took a breath and almost smiled at that and I could see that she caught it, giving a little smile herself.
 
   I finally said really quickly, almost too quiet to hear, “That was creepy, but no.  He got me twisted up and wouldn't let me unwind.” I looked anywhere but at Valla.  She put a finger on my chin and guided my gaze back to her eyes,  I was mesmerized as I bit my lower lip.  She prompted, “What do you mean?  It's alright, you can tell me.”
 
   I took a deep breath, “It's stupid really.  I know it's irrational, but it's part of my obsessive compulsive disorder.  I... feel like... there are invisible strings connected to me, and that when I turn around they twist around me like a cocoon.  So I try to 'unwind' every time I turn around so that I don't get smothered by turning the same number of times the other way.  I know they aren't really there, but dwelling on the visualization of them freaks me out so much I panic a little.  I know, as if I couldn't be any more of a freak, right?”
 
   I crossed my arms across my chest to hide my hands in my armpits.  I missed the seclusion of my hoodie right now, and I was fighting myself not to start unwinding in front of her.  “You still need to 'unwind'?” she asked, lowering her head to keep eye contact.
 
   I fought back a tear and nodded my head.  She smiled “Okay, don't mind me.  When you're done, I was kinda hoping you'd dance... with... me?”  She looked down bashfully.
 
   I took a ragged breath and started to slowly turn counter clockwise,  stopping to look at her after the first turn.  She didn't look appalled.  Instead she was biting her lower lip with her head tilted.  That made butterflies appear in my stomach as I kept turning.  Once I counted eight turns, it felt right again, I didn't feel the invisible constriction.
 
   So I lowered my head, “Ummm... some party huh?”  She raised her eyebrows, shooting me an almost seductive smile that made me warm in some inappropriate places. “It's about to be.”  She grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers as she opened the door and dragged me out and back downstairs.  I'd follow her anywhere like this.
 
   Without hesitation she grabbed my other hand and backed into the dance floor, dragging me along, keeping eye contact the whole way, a grin on her face.  She used her body as a shield, pushing through the other dancers till we were in the middle of the room.
 
   She released my hands and with a huge knee buckling smile, she raised her hands above her head and started bouncing with the beat.  I looked at her from bottom to top, and unconsciously licked my lips and raised my arms into the air and copied her actions.
 
   This wasn't too bad, I was starting to have fun and let loose when the song ended.  Since it was getting later in the night a slow song kicked in and I started to turn to leave the dance floor when Valla snaked a hand in to grab mine and turned me back toward her.
 
   She pulled me close and grabbed my arms and put them on her hips and she draped hers over my shoulders.  She leaned down and placed her mouth next to my ear.  “This is nice, I like dancing with you.” Her hot breath on my neck caused goosebumps to shoot down my skin.  I just nodded and continued swaying with her.
 
   She led us around in lazy circles, I wasn't paying any attention to how many times we were turning, I was so lost in the warmth of her body and the slight vanilla scent coming from her that my imaginary strings didn't seem to matter.  I was vaguely aware that she changed the direction of our circles from time to time.  Is she counting for me?
 
   We spent almost an hour out there, through various songs.  Dancing and joking and laughing.  We seemed to always keep contact with each other at all times.  I don't remember the last time I had so much fun.
 
   We noticed the party was slowly winding down and she grabbed my hand without a word.  Interlacing our fingers as she dragged me through the dwindling crowd toward the door, only to stop short when a girl blocked our path.
 
   Shit!  It was Missy, sneering at us, “Now I understand why you're helping the spaz!  You're that Vee girl that got kicked out of so many high schools for fighting for the damn freaks like her.  We don't need your kind here, so why don't you just take your pet spaz there and leave?”
 
   Valla dropped my hand and I saw it clench into a fist as she quickly raised it to take a swing at Queen Bitch.  She had been kicked out of other schools for fighting?  For protecting others?  I knew Missy was just baiting her and I quickly placed a hand gently on Valla's fist and said, “Don't,” almost too quietly to be heard over the music.  I could feel the tenseness flow away from her fist as she unclenched it, and she looked at me locking our eyes.  Her shoulders visibly relaxed.
 
   Missy snorted “Ha!  Takes a freak to tame the infamous Vee huh?  What?  Are you dykes too?”  Vee's fist reappeared and I stepped between the girls, shooting Valla a pleading look.  She relaxed again, grabbing my hand and dragging me away shouting, “She's not worth it!”  Shoulder checking Missy again as we passed.
 
   She pulled me through to the kitchen again, and out the back door to a huge deck and sat us down on a bench near the door.
 
   Her demeanor changed instantly.  She was all grins and excitement when she looked at me.  “So?  How was your first party?”  I smiled, then idly picked up a random red plastic cup noticing the inside was white. I set it back down and looked beside the door where dozens of stacks of plastic bags full of unused cups were sitting, marked '250 count'.  They must have been stocking up for the new school year.
 
   I smiled warmly back at her as I spoke, “The first part was terrifying, I thought for sure it was going to trigger an episode.  But my other neurosis kicked in with that Jake guy, which embarrassed me anyway.  The rest of the party was heavenly.  I had so much fun dancing and laughing with you.” I blushed at the last admission, “Though the last part with Queen Bitch... not much fun.”
 
   She grinned back nervously. “So... ummm... did you think Jake was cute?”  I snorted back, rolling my eyes. “Not so much.  He was hairy and his hands were rough, and he was so grabby.  I tried to like him, but he just didn't seem attractive to me.”  She brightened up, her eyes sparkled a bit.  “Was there anyone else that you may have liked in there?”
 
   I suddenly got coy and stood up, lazily walking a couple steps to the door and absently grabbed a few bags of red cups from the stacks.  I looked back at her as I started opening the bags. “Well, ummm... I th-think for the first time in my life, I-I actually f-found myself attracted t-to someone.”
 
   “Anyone I'd know?” she asked.  I didn't answer, instead  I walked to the far side of the deck, well aware of her intense gaze on me as I sat down and started placing cups down in rows across the entire deck, some rightside up and some upside down, often skipping a placement.  I glanced back at her with a shy grin.  “So, can you tell my why you seem to be saving me all the time?  Missy implied you do this sort of thing often.  Did you really get kicked out of schools for fighting?”
 
   I started placing cups faster and faster as she spoke. “Well, yeah, I don't like people who pick on anyone who is different.  I think everyone is beautiful in their own way and we should celebrate these differences, not persecute people for them.”  I was now putting cups down in rows as fast as I could.
 
   “So it tends to get me into a little trouble,” she finished.  I looked back at her for a second as I was starting to run out of cups just to see her walking toward me with a few more bags of them.  She just opened the bags and set them beside me before returning to the bench.  I cocked my head at her then turned back to my cups and kept placing them as I spoke.  “You seemed awfully mad.  Are you sure that's the only reason?”
 
   There was silence for a few seconds, the only noise was the placement of cups.  Did I overstep?  I was getting nervous, but then she spoke quietly.  “It's mostly because I understand.  I've spent most of my life in and out of hospitals. People tend to treat you different, like you are either fragile, broken, or a freak.  I'm no different than anyone else.  My condition is not who I am.  So I can't stand watching anyone go through... that... I don't know.”
 
   Over half the deck was filled with rows of cups now and more cups kept magically appearing next to me whenever I ran low.  She moves quietly.  I asked over my shoulder, “What's wrong with you?  If you don't mind me asking.”  I heard her take a deep breath as my hands were flashing, placing cups at a breakneck speed.  She whispered, “I'd rather not discuss it. I'm fine right now, that's all that matters.”
 
   She delivered the last bag to me and returned to her seat.  She tried to change the topic “So whatcha doin' there Mia?” she asked in a chipper voice just as I placed the last cup.  I glanced back to see her raise her eyebrow as she realized that the last cup finished my last row perfectly.
 
    I smiled at her and just opened my palms toward my creation “You asked me earlier, if I found someone here attractive.”  I nodded at the cups.  She looked at me sideways with confusion in her eyes.  Then I realized why.  I looked at her sheepishly, remembering that not everyone has a broken brain, “Oh... sorry, follow me.”
 
   It was my turn to grab her hand and drag her back into the house, my breath hitched as she laced our fingers and started rubbing the back of my hand with her thumb as we went.  I almost tripped as I got a little weak in my knees because of it.  I dragged her up the stairs and into a room with a rear facing window.  I smiled at her and opened the window wide and motioned down, stepping aside.
 
   I was embarrassed about my admission below so I looked at my feet, suddenly seemingly fascinated with my sandals.  I heard her breath catch as she leaned out the window. “Holy shit!” she exclaimed.  “That is fucking amazing Mia... YOU are fucking amazing!”
 
   I glanced up at her and she was just leaning out the window, her hands gripping the window frame, staring down onto the deck with a huge smile.  I stepped to her side, catching a hint of her vanilla fragrance and glanced down at my handiwork as she absentmindedly grabbed my hand while we looked down.
 
   Sure, the arrangement in red and black where I omitted cups looked like a rough pixelated photo of Valla, drawn in the sea of white cup insides. But the red 'Valla' I spelled at the bottom might have given it away.  I was muttering,“If there were more cups I could have made it more realistic.  I'm still not satisfied with it. I could have done better.  If I would have taken a few more seconds to determine the...” my obsessive rambling was interrupted by her lips meeting mine.
 
   People always talk about how they wish their first kiss could be magical, like you see in the movies. But from what I understand the reality of it all is that it rarely is.  I never thought I'd ever get a first kiss, let alone enjoy it, since I had determined I was pretty much asexual.  But wow!  Just wow!
 
   Every part of my body was buzzing with heat, my mind was blank. It's never blank, always going over things, analyzing things, obsessing over things.  Her soft lips pressing against mine, and our lip gloss slowly sliding together was so sensual it was mind blowing.
 
   I was barely able to mentally kick myself for just standing there and got myself to return the kiss, leaning into it.  I felt her tongue gently outlining my lower lip, asking for permission to enter.  I opened my mouth slightly, deepening the kiss as I raised my hands to cup her face.  I tentatively allowed my tongue to touch hers, and then I couldn’t get enough as hers gently swirled around mine.  Taking control of me.  Owning me.  I eagerly surrendered to her.
 
   Regrettably she broke our kiss a few seconds later, our lips sticking slightly from our mixed gloss, both of us gasping for air.  This is the first time in my life I was frustrated that oxygen was needed to sustain life.  I missed her lips already, I realized I was curling my toes.  I could feel the burn of a blush spreading on my cheeks and down my neck.  I knew that I needed to form some sort of coherent thought, but none came.
 
   She smiled so softly at me, with a new hungry look sparkling in her orange eyes. “Ummm... I didn't think I was gay before that kiss.  Boy was I wrong!”  She giggled at her admission with a genuine smile, staring at my lips and licking her own.  Somehow I found myself saying with a tinge of wonder in my voice, “I'm pretty sure I'm Valla-sexual now myself.”  We both laughed with our eyes locked on each others.
 
   She glanced nervously between me and the cup art below.  She pecked my lips quickly and said “Just a sec Mia.”  She grabbed her cell out of her purse and took a photo of the cup art.  She then turned back to me biting her lower lip, a look of want on her face.  “Uhhh, I think we need to talk.”  I nodded shyly.  She continued quickly. “My dorm is closer, my roommate should be out all night.”  Then she grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers and dragging me out of the room as we headed for the quad.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 4 – Poetry
 
   We arrived at her dorm room with her dragging me inside, closing the door and leaning with her back against it.  I don't know how long it took us to get there, I was still obsessing over the way her lips felt on mine.
 
   She smiled at me, tilting her head slightly as she studied me.  “When's your first class tomorrow?  I only have American Literature at 3:00,” she stated.  I thought for a second. “I only have two classes in the afternoon tomorrow.  My Tuesday, Thursday schedule.  Art and calculus.  Art is at 1:00.”
 
   She nodded. “I know we have to talk.  What happened tonight was HUGE... and scary, and exciting!  At least to me.  But I really am exhausted, you mind if we just sleep and talk in the morning?”  I didn't know what to say. “Ummm... sure.  It was huge for me too.  Like, life altering huge.  But just standing here I can feel my own exhaustion creeping in.”
 
   She smiled warmly in understanding and wandered over to a dresser, and grabbed out two sets of boxer shorts and two oversized t-shirts and tossed me a set.  She winked and said, “Mine's the bed in the corner there, be right back.”  Then she disappeared into her bathroom.
 
   I undressed and got into the sleeping clothes she gave me.  I could smell her vanilla scent on the shirt, it gave me a warm tingly feeling.  I sat on the edge of her bed to wait and looked down at the open notebook sitting next to the pillow.  I read the words on the page, it was a poem.  The disjointed cadence of it and the lack of consistent rhyme gave more ambiance to the emotional words on the paper.  I could empathize and feel the emotion on the page.
 
   “Wow.” I whispered and started thumbing through the pages.  Each one was more amazing than the last.  I felt eyes on me and glanced up to see Valla looking intently between me and the notebook.  I handed it quickly to her, averting my eyes.  “Sorry.” I whispered.  She took it and held it to her, hugging it to her chest.  “It's okay.  They really aren't good enough for anyone else to read.”
 
   I shook my head. “My God Valhalla, those poems were amazing.  I could read those all day.”  She blushed and set it on the nightstand.  I saw her shiver and bite her lower lip at the use of her full name.  Then wordlessly she opened the covers, motioning down to the bed with her eyes.  I silently obeyed and slid into bed under the covers, my back to her and she slid in behind me, pressing the front of her body against my back and wrapping her arm over my waist possessively.
 
   I stopped breathing. I sat there stock still, terrified of moving or saying anything that could ruin this intimate feeling.  The last sleepover I had was when I was six, and it didn't feel anything like this. I could feel the warmth of her body where it touched me.  We were a perfect fit as she molded around me. I smiled thinking,  I'm the little spoon.
 
   She put her lips on my neck and breathed hotly. “Mia?”  I squeaked out an almost silent “Yeah?” She kissed my neck, causing a shiver to spread down my body. “Breathe.” she ordered.  “Oh.” I said as I finally exhaled the breath I had been holding.  She giggled a little. “Goodnight Mia.”  I sighed and relaxed back into her, feeling even more contact. “G'night Valla.”  I couldn't have taken more than five or so breaths before I was taken by the most relaxing sleep I had ever experienced.
 
   ***
 
   I woke up to the sun shining in through the window and the bed shaking with an over enthusiastic, bubbly soprano voice squealing at Valla and I.  It was speaking at speeds faster than a chipmunk on speed. “Oh my gawd!  You two are so cute!  Are you like a couple?  If not you should be.  You should see how cute you are.  Here!”  She snapped a picture with the phone in her hand then showing her screen to us.
 
   “Oh wait.  Like you could totally be my hawt lipstick lesbian roommate Vee!   I could like, hook up with all the cute guys that show up trying to catch you two together!  How cool would that be?  So pleeeeeease say you are a couple!  Wait, if I think yer hawt, does that mean I'm a lesbian?  Ooooo I'd so make an awesome lesbian!  Maybe I should try to hook up with a girl at my next party!  Oh!  We could like double date and stuff!”
 
   We both sat up stunned.  What the hell is going on?  Who is this?  Valla tightened her grip on my waist protectively, turning us almost imperceptibly so she was between the crazy little peppy blonde explosion on the bed, and myself.  My eyes were darting everywhere looking for an escape.
 
   “Vicky!”  Valla shouted over the blonde pixie.  “Vicky, calm down!  Slow down, you are talking on fast forward again!”  The blonde girl stopped bouncing, smiled back and forth between us and finally stopped talking, looking at Valla eagerly.
 
   Valla saw my discomfort and moved her arm from my waist and moved it up to my shoulders, hugging me in and allowing me to bury my face in her shoulder to hide.  “You calm now Vickster?” she asked.  The tiny blonde just nodded quickly, her smile not fading.
 
   I felt Valla squeeze my shoulder reassuringly before she spoke  “Vicky, this is Mia, she's my... well I'm not sure how we define ourselves yet since we haven't had time to talk.”  Vicky shot her hand forward toward me. “Pleased to meet you Mia!” she said quickly and enthusiastically.
 
   I timidly reached out the hand that wasn't holding onto Valla's shirt for dear life. “I'm p-p-pleased to m-meet you too Vicky.”  Before she let go of my hand she squeaked, “Oh my gawd!  Just how cute are you!?”  She sat back on the end of the bed and looked at Valla.  God help me, but a picture of a hyperactive puppy waiting expectantly for it's owner to throw a ball shot through my mind.
 
   “So are you?  Huh?  You know... a lesbian Vee?”  She asked with wide eyes.  Valla hugged me, kissing the top of my head before she spoke.  “Well, to my own surprise, it appears so.  Since all I dreamed about the entire night was kissing Mia again.”  I stiffened for a second at her admission then snuggled in tighter, since that's all I had been thinking about too until this blonde wild woman woke us the heck up.
 
   “I have the coolest roommate EVER!” Vicky bubbled and swung her head dramatically to turn her enthusiasm toward me. “So how did you meet?  Was it like, love at first sight?  Is she like, a good kisser?  I bet she is!”  I couldn't stop myself from laughing a little as I replied, “Sh-she slapped m-me.  I'll let y-you know.  And, hell yes!  But I d-don't have much to base th-that on as it was my first kiss ever.”  Where did that burst of confidence come from?
 
   I smiled up at Valla, who stuck her tongue out at me.  Vicky, crossed her arms over her heart and hugged herself as she rocked back and fourth before looking up. “Gawd!  That is soooo cool and sweet!  Your very first kiss!  And it was a lesbian kiss!  How frickin' hawt is that?  I'm jealous!   Wait, ooooo, I can get a new first kiss too if I start mackin' on a girl at my next party!  I bet I'm gonna love it!”
 
   I was blushing hard now.  Valla glanced at her alarm clock and grabbed a pillow with her free hand and threw it at Vicky. “Hey, don't you have a class in like a half hour?  Leave my Mia alone and give us some privacy you hyperactive debutant!”  My Mia?  Swoon!
 
   Vicky faked a pout then smiled, hopping up into our personal space.  “Okay!  One for you,”  she kissed Valla on the cheek and leaned down to me, “and one for you!” She kissed my cheek then bounded over to her side of the dorm room and grabbed her purse.  “Bye ladies!” she waved a tiny wave at us before she bounded out the door.
 
   I caught myself giving a tiny wave back as I looked at Valla in shock. “What the hell was that!?” She snorted, I thought it was cute.  “That...” she leaned down and captured my lips in a soft kiss, “was...” she kissed me again, brain function was diminishing, “my...” a third, lingering kiss, “roommate.”
 
   I moaned happily and blinked rapidly, clearing my head as she continued speaking. “I'm so sorry about her, I think her parents were a chipmunk and a cheerleader.  But she means well.  I didn't even think about her seeing us.  Please don't be mad we were outed that way when we don't even know what 'we' are.  God, if word gets out... not everyone will be as understanding.  This will make life harder if you decide you want this... if you want me.  I'm sorry Mia.”
 
   I snuggled into the crook of her neck, thinking while absently kissing at her pulse point. I felt her shiver before I spoke.  “I'm whatever you want me to be.  I couldn't give a flying fuck in space if people give me flack for wanting you.  If that makes me gay, fine.  They couldn't treat me any worse than they do now.  Because I do... I want you.  I've never wanted anyone in my life, this is so strange to me.  You told me that every day is a gift.  That we define ourselves by how we fill it.  Well, I want to fill my days with you, to define myself that way.  If you aren't comfortable with it I can be your secret, or just your friend.  But I don't want to have you NOT in my life.”
 
   She looked at me.  Her sparkling eyes were watery, on the verge of tears.  “I want you too.” she whispered as a single tear rolled down her cheek.  I have known her for a day and still I never thought I would ever see this woman cry.
 
   I reached up and brushed the tear away with my thumb.  She continued, “So where do we go from here?  Does that make us girlfriends, or do we date first?  I don't want to move too fast for you.  Life is too short, I'm all about living in the now, but I can wait for you to be ready.”
 
   I took a deep cleansing breath, “I-I can be your girlfriend.” I whispered into her smiling kiss.
 
   To alleviate the heavy tone that hung thick in the air, I looked at the door with a chuckle, “I didn't think airheaded blondes really existed!”  Valla giggled, shaking her head. “Don't be fooled.  She may be super sweet and hopped up on sugar, but she's like soooo beyond genius.  She has an eidetic memory and an IQ off the charts.  4.0 student because of it.  She's a business major here.”  I stared at her unbelievably and shook my head. “Who woulda thought?”
 
   We spent the next few hours talking about everything, learning as much as we possibly could about each others lives and defining what we were to each other.  That was more intimate to me than all our kissing combined, I could feel our attachment growing.
 
   We covered everything, from our childhoods to the cup art I made for her last night.  She forwarded the photo of it to my phone so I could make it my avatar for her in my contact list.   I really liked her middle name, Abbey.  It suited her much better than mine, Jessica.  The only topic she wouldn't discuss was the reason for her visits to the hospital.
 
   It was getting close to noon, so after getting dressed she walked me back to my dorm room so I could get ready for the day.  She looked around at the uber-organized room and spoke to me through the bathroom door as I was drying off from my shower. “You don't have a roommate?”  I laughed “Nope.  Nobody want's to room with 'the spaz', I might 'infect' them or something.”
 
   She laughed a bit. “Sooooo, hyper-blonde free privacy?”  I could almost see her suggestive look and wiggling eyebrows through the door.  I snorted at the image “Yeah, privacy you perv.”  She laughed back, “Cool.  I know where I'll be hanging out a lot now.”
 
   I finished getting dressed and walked out into the room brushing my long hair.  Valla was sitting on my bed with a pen, writing on one of my notepads.  She put them down on the nightstand when I came out to sit down beside her, still brushing.  “Allow me.” she said, taking the brush and running it through my silky hair.  I closed my eyes and just basked in the intimate attention for a minute.
 
   I opened my eyes for a second, glancing over at the nightstand and seeing the crooked notepad with the pen sitting across it.  I tried to ignore it, shutting my eyes again to enjoy the attention.  But then I opened one eye, leaned over and nudged the notepad until the bottom aligned with the edge of the stand, then did the same with the pen before sitting back up and closing both eyes as she kept brushing.
 
   I could hear Valla breathing a little heavy. “Is it wrong for me to think that it's, to borrow a phrase from Vicky, friggin' hawt, when you do that?”  I snorted, “You'd be the only one.”  My hair was brushed to one side and I gasped when I felt her soft lips at my pulse point, gently kissing and sucking.
 
   I was starting to breath raggedly when she pulled back. “Okay lady, let's get some lunch before your class, we didn't eat any breakfast so you need to fuel up.”  I was still breathing heavily, trying to get the heat between my thighs to dissipate. “You friggin' tease!” I whispered, but couldn't help but smile at her evil giggle.
 
   With that, we were off to forage for lunch before I had to head off to my art class.  I couldn't believe it when she grabbed my hand and laced our fingers, walking so close our legs brushed together.  She was unafraid to show her feelings for me in public.  I felt so lucky and proud to have her by my side.
 
   We chatted while we ate. I found every facet of this woman fascinating.  We overheard some passing students talking about the awesome urban artwork someone found after last nights party.  Valla and I shared an 'Oh my God!' look with each other and laughed.
 
   I was starting to get anxious as I noticed that a lot of the guys that walked by would notice me.  A few looked at me like I was a piece of meat, I wasn't used to people being able to see me.  I missed my hoodie, but I felt safer with Valla by my side.  She seemed to read my mind. “See?  I told you you were beautiful.”
 
   “You shouldn't hide yourself away.  You are gorgeous and should show it with pride to the world.  Those guys can look all they want and be jealous, 'cause they can't have you, I've already claimed you for Vee-opolis!'”  My cheeks burned, but in a moment of confidence I uttered a flirty, “Does that mean I get the key to the city?”  wiggling my eyebrows suggestively.  She giggled and blushed slightly and replied without missing a beat, “Freely given.”
 
   Then all too soon we finished our lunch and it was off to class.  I whispered to her as we emptied our trays at the trash can, “You make me brave,” implying our previous conversation about the hoodie.  She shot a dazzling toothy smile at me, her eyes sparkling and saying more than any words could convey.
 
   She shocked me further when she kissed me openly outside of my classroom, promising to be back to walk me to calculus later.  Some people were smiling when I walked to my desk, but one of the girls in the room shot me a disgusted sneer.  I heard someone fake cough “Dyke!” behind me.  Real mature.  It amazed me how polarizing sexuality could be for the people sticking their noses in your personal life.  Why is it anyone else's business who I'm attracted too?
 
   I simply ignored them as I settled in at my work station.  A text buzzed on my phone, I looked at it. [  miss u already ]  Blushing I quickly texted back [ miss u more ], just as the instructor walked in.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 5 – Art
 
   Mrs. Sax started walking over to me soon after class began, stopping at various other students to answer questions as she approached.  I was looking at a bunch of large bottles filled with plastic beads of various colors.  I popped them open and poured them out across the my work surface with a smile.  I grabbed a new canvas, laying it flat beside the beads and picked up a glue bottle.
 
   I started gluing beads to the canvas in rows as Mrs. Sax arrived at my work space and addressed me.  “So, Miss Jacobs...”  I turned my attention to her as she spoke,  absently grabbing beads and gluing them onto the canvas without really looking.   “I showed the piece you created yesterday to the other art professors.  You did that in an hour and a half.”  It was a statement, not a question.
 
   I couldn't read her expression.  I steeled myself for the 'You can apply yourself better' lecture.  I looked down shyly, understanding her disappointment while my hands continued gluing beads.  “S-sorry, I could have d-done better but I had to scale back to make sure it was done by the end of class. I'll d-do better with this one, I'll just work faster.”  Concern creased my face.  I liked art, I didn't want to upset the instructor.
 
   She placed a hand on my shoulder, “No hun, I didn't mean it like that, I meant that it was simply amazing you could accomplish that in such a short period of time.  You know you don't have to do a project in a single class... you can take as long as you need.”  I relaxed a bit and exhaled.
 
   I glanced back up at her shaking my head a little. “I kinda have to, it's just the way it works with me... sorry ma'am.  I'd drive myself up a wall if I left it unfinished overnight, I'd lose too much sleep.” She tilted her head and regarded me, I'm pretty sure she was trying to figure out my damage.
 
   She continued with curiosity in her voice.  “You didn't once move away from your canvas yesterday, how were you able to see what you were doing well enough to know what it looked like at a distance?”
 
   I just shrugged at her as my hands kept working.  “I can just see it in my head.  I just take whatever material I have and make my collages.  Sometimes it is hard since I convince myself I have to use every piece, so I have to get creative and devise a grid in my head before I start to utilize it all.  It's just like math, I can just sorta see the answer.”  She looked shocked, “You do it in your head?”
 
   I shrugged again “Well, yeah.  Isn't that how artists work?  Visualize your painting or drawing or sculpture in your head and create what you envision?”  She chuckled holding her hands up in surrender.  “Touche.  But you are on a whole other level.  Do you have other pieces?  And would you be interested in submitting your work into national competitions or selling your work at the art auction at the end of the quarter?  I'm sure there will be great interest.”
 
   I stopped working for a second, blushing at her compliments as I reached for my phone in my purse with my free hand.  I pulled up the photo of my cup art from last night and handed the phone to her as I started working again.  “I made that with some plastic cups for my... ummm... my 'girlfriend' last night at a party.  I don't have any more, I gave all my work from high school to my art teacher at the end of the year since I lived at a youth hostel and didn't have any place to store them.”  My heart soared while referring to Valla as my girlfriend.  That just brought up the memory of her lips on mine and my heart skipped a beat.  Mmmm.
 
   “You did this with plastic cups?  How long did it take you?”  She asked.  Ahh I know what she's getting at!  I nodded, “Yeah, I could have done better, but I was limited by the amount of available cups. That's why it's so rough.  It took around 10 minutes and 13 seconds to make.”
 
   She shook her head with an odd smile on her face.  “Hon, you gotta stop putting down your work.  I've never seen anything like this skill you have.  It is a true gift.”
 
   I chuckled at her statement, “You'd be the first to think my obsessive compulsions are a gift.”  She kept looking between my working hands and my eyes as we spoke.  She went on to discuss not only entering my work in art competitions but possibly at student gallery showings as well.  I still didn't think it was good enough, but she convinced me to agree.
 
   I was counting down in my head, it was close to the end of class.  I looked up at the clock to verify.  Yup, two minutes till class was out and I reached for the last bead and came up with nothing.  I started to panic and turned away from her and started scanning the work surface, then looking at the ground mumbling under my breath, “Where is it?  It has to be here... I can't finish.  I know it was here...”
 
   Mrs. Sax must have realized what I was doing when she uttered shyly, “Oh.”  I looked at her to see her rolling the last bead between her fingers.  “Sorry Miss Jacobs.  Here.” she offered the bead and I grabbed it and glued it in place at the end of the final row.
 
   I relaxed, thirty seconds left.  “Done!” I exclaimed.  I looked at her and cocked my head, tilting it down a bit to indicate she should stay.   She smiled at me with an excited glint in her eyes as I walked across the room with the beaded canvas.
 
   I turned it up for her to see the seascape, with the pier by the ferries that I used to walk along whenever I needed to think and get away from everything.  I was almost happy with this one, a few more beads and it could have been better.  “Amazing!” she said cupping her hands to her face almost like a prayer.  As I walked back and placed the canvas by my other materials and made sure it was parallel to the tabletop.
 
   “See you tomorrow Professor Sax.”  I said as I retrieved my purse and book to head to calculus. “Please, call me Jenny.” she said.  Then added while handing me her business card, “Would you mind sending me that photo of your cup art?”  I smiled at her “No problem.  And please, call me Mia.  My mother was Mrs. Jacobs.”  Before I left, I caught the look of pity on her face at my use of 'was'.
 
   I took a single step out the door and was met by a grinning Valla.  She gave me a quick peck on the lips and grabbed my hand as we started walking.  “I sooo missed you while you were in there.  You're like a drug to me.  A drug that kisses reeeealy good!”  She smiled with the excitement of a little kid in a candy store... I blushed.
 
   “I missed you too Valla.”  I giggled and laced our fingers, giving her hand a squeeze as we made our way to my calculus class.  I sighed, I never wanted to let her go.  But the moment was ruined by that same fake cough, “Dykes!” coming from behind us.
 
   I had to grasp her hand tighter to prevent her from turning to confront the ass-hat.  “Just ignore people like that.  I've lived with harassing crap like that for a long time, gay slurs are just new kindling for their fire.  They are just ignorant, or jealous, or both.  I mean, you are quite a catch.”  I grinned ear to ear at her, winking.  She relaxed and returned the smile.
 
   I suddenly perked up, “Oh!  By the way!  I was super psyched when I got to call you my girlfriend to my art instructor!  She liked the cup you.”  I'm sure my eyes were twinkling as she leaned down for a quick kiss.  The way she towers over me is just so damn sexy!  She murmured into my lips, “Why does that make me hot?  You sure you have to go to class?”
 
   I blushed and admitted, “I'd probably go nuts obsessing over it if I skipped out.”  She nodded in understanding as we arrived at my class.  She leaned down and gave me a soft, barely there kiss on my lips and slipped a folded piece of paper into my hand, shooing me inside.
 
   I giddily staggered into my class with a goofy grin on my face, I turned back to Valla's voice calling after me, “I gotta get to American Literature.  Wait for me here after class and I'll walk you back to the dorms.”  I nodded to her with a content sigh, watching her scoot off.
 
   I sat in a back chair, setting my book down on the desk, carefully aligning it to the desk edge.  I still had a minute before the lecture began, so I unfolded the paper Valla had handed me.  My breath caught, it was a poem.  A poem in her wonderfully looping handwriting.  Titled “Every Day”.
 
   The words seemed to have a life of their own, they spoke to me in an intimate manner.  I read it over and over and over.  Absorbing it.  It was as if it were speaking my inner thoughts about her.
 
   I was so lost in it a smile crept to my face.  I poured over it for a few minutes, then I was aware of my name being called by the professor.  “Miss Jacobs, since you seem too preoccupied to pay attention to the lesson you must already know the answer to the formula on the board.  Care to come up and work out the answer, if it isn't too much trouble for you that is?”
 
   I tried to shrink away.  Why didn't Valla let me wear my hoodie?  I glanced nervously at the formula quickly and saw the answer in my head, then spoke meekly, “I-I d-don't need to work it out.  I-it is one s-sixth the cosign of 2 X cubed.”  The professor looked at the board then at me, squinting his eyes with a frustrated, accusatory look on his face for a painfully long second.  I averted my eyes to the floor.  He didn't address me again, but just continued his lecture as some of the other students mumbled.
 
   I just wanted to disappear, until I remembered Valla's poem.  My smile returned as my eyes shot to it and I drank it in again, memorizing every line, every letter, and every emotion.
 
   I was relieved when class got out and I stood by the door, watching people pass by.  Noticing a couple guys check me out.  After five minutes the looks were really getting to me.  I started looking around self consciously for a place to hide when a warm arm snaked around my waist from behind, fingers tracing circles on my side, the scent of vanilla and something uniquely Valla clouding my head.  “Hey.” Valla whispered in my ear, her hot breath on my ear caused a delightful shiver to run through me.
 
   I turned with a grin, “Hey.”  It was amazing, any apprehension and anxiety I had moments before just melted away just looking into her mesmerizing eyes.  I bit my lower lip bashfully as she moved her arm from my waist and grabbed my hand as we started walking.  She stopped suddenly, “Oh!  I have something for you!”  she rummaged around in her purse and pulled out an adorable three inch tall white teddy bear with a pink bow who was holding a little heart.
 
   She held it out to me biting her smiling lower lip and swinging from side to side in an adorable manner.  “Here.  You said you feel braver when I'm around.  This is 'Little Vee', she can protect you when I'm not around!”  I accepted her with a huge smile and hugged Valla, basking in the warmth of our contact.  Feeling her breasts pressed against my upper chest, it felt, I don't know – right?
 
   “Little Vee huh?  She's adorable!” I whispered as she released me from the hug.  I took another look at the teddy before carefully putting her into my pocket. Before I could look back up I was being pulled down the hall towards her dorm.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 6 – Halloween Party
 
   The weeks seemed to fly by, each day Valla and I getting closer and closer.  I had to admit, I was addicted to her.  I couldn't imagine myself without her strength, compassion, insight and emotional empathy beside me.  I had segmented my life into two distinct sections, 'before Valla' and 'with Valla', and determined that I was so much better off  'with Valla', not to mention exponentially happier.
 
   We had learned almost every facet of each other, every secret, every need, every dream.  Everything except her health, which nagged at me endlessly.  I had to put it in the cubbyhole of my mind reserved for things I would eternally obsess over but realized they were always there but could never do anything about, just so I didn't go crazy.  She would tell me when she was ready.
 
   I especially treasured the times Valla would take me on 'official' dates.  She treated me like a princess.  I couldn't have been more hers if I had tried.  She enjoyed the rare times I would get brave and take charge some nights.  I even got the nerve to set up one of our dates once.
 
   Our physical relationship had progressed a little slower.  I could tell that she didn't want to rush me,  and I didn't want to scare her with the fact that I would have given myself to her without a thought, at a moments notice if she wanted me.  As it was things hadn't moved much past second base, flirting with third.  But the endless cuddling and making out was mind blowing, more than once I had to stagger back to my dorm feeling hot and moist between my thighs.
 
   I think secretly she reveled in the power she had over me by caressing my breasts over my shirt or applying pressure on my crotch with her legs.  I would always wind up a whimpering ball of arousal who'd cave to her whims without a thought.  But the braver I got, the more frequently I'd give as well as I got.  I relished the occasions she would whisper “Tease.” in my ear as she was whimpering in desire.
 
   I had also gotten really close to her roommate Vicky in these past few weeks.  Any time Valla and I weren't connected at the lips, the three of us would hang out.  Shopping, talking, movies whatever.  She was my second true friend now, and I loved every hyperactive inch of her like a sister.  It was impossible not to grin like an idiot when you were around her contagious smile and enthusiasm.
 
   True to her word, the next party Vicky attended she started a steamy makeout session on a couch with one of the female cheerleaders.  She decided it was “awesome”, and “I told you I'd make a great lesbian!”  Which made us laugh.  She actually turned out to be more bisexual than anything as she still had no problems hooking up with occasional “cute” guy, though she seemed to prefer the ladies.
 
   People around campus were starting to call us the “three lez-migos” since we seemed to be an inseparable trio of friends.  I'm not sure if it was meant to be an insult or not, but we kinda liked it.
 
   One thing I learned quickly about Vicky, besides that she was a fierce friend, was that Valla wasn't exaggerating when she told me how intelligent Vicky really was.  It seemed a dichotomy to me how someone so bubbly, hyper, and seemingly vapid could be so smart and insightful at the same time.
 
   I was pleasantly surprised that here it was, the end of October and I had only had two additional episodes since the day I met Valla.  I chalk that up to how much less stress and anxiety I have when I am around the girl I love.  One episode was embarrassing though, I was stressed about an exam in Psychology.  I could feel it coming on and I tried to hold it off.
 
   Fifteen minutes later I was shrugging my shoulder and repeatedly blurting out about the superego. Some of the students moved away from me to other seats, looking at me like I was a freak.  I mouthed an apology to the silver haired professor, Mr. Riser, during the whole thing.  He was really cool about it.  He never left his desk but just smiled up from his papers and nodded to me as I tried to control it while I worked on my exam.
 
   Finally the twitching subsided and I pulled Little Vee out of my pocket and rubbed her with my thumb, calming myself just as I completed my exam and hurried to the front of the class to hand in the paper, then turned quickly to leave in embarrassment.  Professor Riser caught my hand in a firm grip and turned me back, whispering, “Hey, it's okay.” giving me a reassuring look and nod before releasing me.  I avoided the stares from some of the other students as I left class.
 
   The thought of that just fired off the memory of my first episode.  I was knocked out of my thoughts by a sweet soprano voice asking, “SowhatdoyathinkMiadoeasn'tthatsoundcool?!”  Vicky was literally bouncing on the bed in front of me where I was sitting between Valla's legs, laying back into her as she held my waist, rubbing her thumbs in circles on my exposed belly.
 
   Valla snorted back a laugh behind me as I blinked at the little blonde dynamo in front of me. Luckily I have developed an internal decoder ring for Vicky's hyper babbling power.  “Slow down Vickster, remember to put spaces between your words.  Doesn't what sound cool?”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me then rolled her eyes and spoke slowly, enunciating each word like an English teacher.  “I was saying that you and Valla should go as sexy vampires and I'll go as a sexy witch for the Halloween party at the Steam Plant Club or over at the Ballyhoo Club.”
 
   I was starting to feel anxious, “Why d-do all the costumes have to be s-sexy blondie?”  She laughed “Well 'cause we ARE sexy.  It isn't the fault of the costumes if they can't hide that.”  I shook my head at her and couldn't help but smile at her enthusiasm.  “No, I don't think so, I haven't even agreed to going to a Halloween party.  I haven't gone to a party since that first one with Valla, they just make me too nervous.”
 
   Vicky looked past me to Valla, exaggerating her movement to look around me like I was as inconsequential as a shrub.  Oh crap, she's not going to... “Veeeee, can you puh-lease give me a hand convincing little miss party pooper here?”  Damn, she is.  Vicky shot an evil smile toward me.  Any protest I was about to make disappeared into the void, along with any coherent thought, as a warm set of moist lips attached themselves to the pulse point on my neck from behind, kissing, nipping, and sucking.
 
   My breathing was ragged and I'm sure my eyes were glazed over as Valla stopped her assault for a second, “Baby... I'd reeealy like to go the the party.  You'd make such a sexy vampire I wouldn't be able to keep my lips off of you.  What do you say?  Does that sound okay?”  and she continued her attack on my neck, causing me to gasp and nod my head repeatedly, unable to form words.
 
   She stopped immediately and I could hear an evil chuckle in her voice as she spoke.  “Good.  How was that Vic?  Now golly, where could we possibly locate some costumes on such short notice?  The party is in just two hours.”  I pressed my thighs tightly together in a sad attempt to quell my arousal.  Vicky laughed at both the display and about how quickly I caved.  “Already picked them up last week, thank you for 'convincing' her Vee.” She winked at us and hopped off the bed and ran to the closet.
 
   I was still panting in want, “No fair...” I breathed out just to hear the two conspiring girls laughing at my sexual frustration.  Valla lifted a hand to gently rub on my neck, “Ooops.  Sorry sweetie, got too rambunctious here and marked my property.”  I bit my lower lip, this wasn't the first time I sported a hickey from Valla and I hope to God it won't be the last.  Her property indeed.  I just snuggled back into her in response.
 
   Vicky was back in front of us with three large white boxes, handing the first one to me, “One for you.” then one to Valla, “And one for you.” then hugging the last box to her chest and ran to her bed, “And one for me!”  She started stripping down on the spot to get into her costume, that girl possesses  not a single ounce of modesty!  I averted my gaze and blushed as she was already almost naked, then hopped off the bed, grabbed my purse, and headed to the bathroom with my box.
 
   I opened the box and gasped.  Inside was a gorgeous black and maroon velvet Victorian corset dress.  I pulled everything out and checked the sizes.  It was all in my size including the beautiful black stiletto heeled, calf high boots.  It took longer than I thought to get dressed, both Valla and Vicky asked through the door if I needed any help as I slowly figured everything out.  From the black, lingerie looking satin lace bra and panties to the thigh high black nylon stocking with garters this outfit was amazing.
 
   I put on the ruffled blouse that went below the corset dress, noticing it was silk.  I called out to Vicky as I was tightening the corset strings in the front, noticing how it raised my bust, making it more prominent, showing off way more cleavage than I am comfortable with.  “Ummm... Vic, this outfit is gorgeous, it must have cost a fortune, I can't wear this.”  All I got in return was, “La, la, la, I can't hear you!”
 
   I knew her family was rich, but she NEVER spoke of that and I have learned to never argue with her about it.  I mean, who could possibly win a verbal argument with a chipmunk hopped up on caffeine?  I smoothed my hands down the sides of the dress and opened one of the little boxes inside the larger box.
 
   In it were some silver dangling clip on earrings with ruby red teardrop shaped crystals that looked like drops of sparkling blood. And a matching necklace on a delicate silver chain.  I smiled at the fact that Vicky remembered that I didn't have pierced ears.  Duh she remembered, such is her curse.  I had never had the need to look good before I had met Valla, so I had never got it done.
 
   I put the jewelry on, then opened the next box to see two tiny porcelain white, pointed objects.  I held one up, examining it.  It was like a three quarter cone with no back and a wire clip in the gap.  From the front it almost looked like a tooth.  I almost face palmed, realizing it was a fang.  These weren't the cheap plastic, full mouth ones I remember from trick-or-treating in the first grade.  They were single tooth works of art.
 
   I slipped them over my upper canines and the wire held them firmly.  I checked in the mirror and they looked like real fangs.  I shrugged and sat on the edge of the tub to lace up the boots.  Once I stood I took a few practice steps, and although I felt precarious on them I could smoothly navigate with them.  I felt so tall.
 
   I opened my purse and applied light eyeshadow but went a little heavy on the black eye liner and dragged out the corners of my eyes to make them seem larger and more intense.  There was knocking at the door again when I was applying my lipstick and gloss. “Just about finished!” I shouted.  Vicky whined back, “You've been in there over an hour Mi-mi! Come on!”
 
   I finished up and fished Little Vee out of my pants pocket and placed her in my purse, then pulled on the long fingerless black lace gloves from the box.  I grabbed my discarded clothing and my purse in one hand then turned to the full length door mirror, stopping dead.
 
   Holy shit! That's not me!  I saw a pretty woman in the mirror.  A pretty woman with fangs who looked scared to death.  I yelled out to the girls, “I changed my mind, I can't do this.  You two go ahead without me.”  Valla responded, “Oh no you don't, either come out now or I'm coming in Mia!”  I sighed “Fine.”
 
   I pushed my raven hair behind my shoulder and slowly opened the door, looking at the floor in total embarrassment as I stepped out.  There was silence as I looked up to meet Valla's eyes.  Her face was made up to look almost angelic with the counterpoint of the fangs that looked oddly sexy.  Her mouth was hanging open.  I couldn't see anything but her eyes at this moment as I searched them for approval.
 
   “Holy shit!” I heard Vicky proclaim and I tore my eyes from Valla to look at the blonde.  “You look…”  She was cut off by Valla's almost hoarse, whispering voice, “Fucking amazing!”  I turned back to her blushing more intensely than I ever had in my life.
 
   That's when I saw more than just her face.  My heart forgot how to beat and I inhaled sharply.  I had never seen Valla look more beautiful, more stunning, more... sexy, than even in my wildest dream.  Her outfit was the counterpoint to mine.  Where mine had black hers had maroon.  Where mine had maroon, hers had black.  Where I had silver jewelry she had gold.
 
   The dress showed off her feminine grace and her cleavage made me salivate.  Her brown mane framed her face perfectly.  Most striking were the stiletto boots that made her look even more delicate than I had ever seen, not to mention making her even taller.
 
   We were broken out of our shared trance by Vicky huskily voicing, “Okay, I know what I'm fantasizing about the next time I masturbate.  You two look like sex on heels.”  I gasped in embarrassment and Valla rolled her eyes at Vicky.  “Remember Vickster, we discussed the topics of internal versus external dialog, and TMI?”
 
   I heard Vicky giggle and I looked up and over at her, my eyes going wide.  “Wow.”  I said “You clean up nicely Vic.” while grinning at her in her pure white witches costume with the barely there dress, white thigh high boots, and white classic witches hat.  If there was a such thing as a sexy good witch, then there one was standing right there in all of its smiling blonde glory.
 
   An irresistible force drew my hungry gaze back to the object of my affection, my eyes drinking her in from head to toe as I licked my lips subconsciously.  Valla actually blushed under my scrutiny as I walked over and grabbed her hands in mine, leaned in and brushed our lips together so softly that if it wasn't for our lip gloss sticking together seductively as our lips parted I'm sure she would have been  left wondering if we had actually kissed.  Her eyes dilated as she let out the breath she was holding.  “You are beauty personified Mia.”  She licked her lips.  I couldn't keep my eyes off of hers.
 
   “Hey, horn dogs!  Plenty of time to rip those costumes off each other later, lets get going to the party!” Vicky stated as she stepped between the two of us.  Grabbing our hands and dragging us out the door.  We both glanced at her and laughed as we marched through the quad toward Vicky's Range Rover.  Before we got in the back seat, Valla whispered a one word promise in my ear, “Tonight.”  My knees went weak at the implication.  Finally!  There is a God!
 
   We arrived at the Steam Plant Club and drove around the crowded parking lot a few times until we saw a car pull out.  Vicky quickly zipped into it before anyone else could.  We got out and checked each other out and proceeded toward the end of the long line of costumed party goers waiting to get in just to be pulled by our hands by the freakishly strong tiny blonde witch toward the front of the line.  “Where are you two going?  Look in the mirror girls, we don't have to wait in no stinkin' line!”
 
   Vicky was grinning like an idiot as we reached the door.  She winked at the doorman who opened the velvet rope for us to go right in.  We all shared a laugh, I was covering my mouth with my hand as Valla exclaimed over the loud dance music as we made our way toward the bar. “Oh my God!  Vicky!  How did you know he'd let us in like that?  That was so surreal!”
 
   She rolled her eyes at us, “Please ladies, you think you are the only ones drooling over each other? Oooooo I can use you two to get me into some other dance halls I've been wanting to go to!  OMG, you could sooo be like my golden club ticket!  We could like...”  Valla cut her off, “Vicky, slow down. Breathe.”  Vicky closed her mouth as we squeezed ourselves into some seats at the bar.
 
   We ordered our drinks.  Shots for the girls and a soft drink for me, the bartender didn't check their IDs even though we were all underage, but we didn't get the stamp on our hands at the door indicating that.  Vicky handed me the car keys with a wink, knowing I'd be the designated driver.
 
   Seconds later Vicky was yelling, “Redhead!” and walking away from us, threading her way through the crowd and sat on the lap of a cute redhead girl sitting at a table wearing a naughty schoolgirl costume.  Within seconds they were talking and laughing.
 
   Valla shook her head at her, just as amazed as me about how easily Vicky could do that.  Valla took a second shot of vodka and grabbed our three purses and handed them to the bartender.  “Could you put these behind the bar for us please?” she asked, shooting him an innocent, pleading look.  He did it happily.  The next thing I knew, I was being dragged onto the dance floor by my sexy vampire goddess.
 
   She whispered in my ear before we started dancing, “I've never seen you look so gorgeous.  Tonight I'm finally going to taste you.”  She had to support me as I got a little dizzy and my knees almost gave out.  We started dancing together sexily, her behind me as we ground away while I bit my lower lip in want and arousal.
 
   We were in our own world, nothing existed but each other.  A couple songs later it switched to a slow song, Mandy Fay Harris' 'Oceans of Blue', and I glanced over toward Vicky to see her joined at the lips with the redhead.  I smiled and turned my attention to Valla's eyes.  They were full of compassion and lust as I draped my arms across her hips and she circled my neck with her own, pulling our faces an inch apart, foreheads touching.
 
   She started kissing me as someone put their hand on my shoulder, “Mind if I cut in?” the big guy with tight black curls asked as we pulled slightly away from each other.   Valla's eyes got steely as she said, “Sorry, I belong to her.  And men aren't my type.”  He shot us both a sneer, “That's because you've never been with a real man.”
 
   Valla tensed, my eyes were looking anywhere but at the man.  “Well if you see one, send him on over.” She hissed then she kissed me passionately, returning us to our dance and leaving him standing there fuming for a few seconds before storming off.
 
   “Sorry baby, just ignore that.”  She whispered.  “O-o-okay.” I whispered back and melted into her for the rest of the dance.  I felt so safe in her arms.  As the night progressed we wound up at the table with Vicky and her redhead, Molly.  Molly's boyfriend had stormed off minutes after Vicky first arrived, since Molly basically forgot about him with this oversexed white witch on her lap.
 
   Valla and I had turned down many offers to dance from men and women, as we sat and chatted.  We were snapped out of our personal conversation by Molly laughing and shouting at Vicky over the music, “No way girl.  I'd so make you my bitch!” with a huge grin.  Vicky looked like she was trying to contemplate something, but it was hard as she was way past the tipsy stage and well into drunk at this point.  “O-M-G, you know what?  I would sooo make an awesome submissive!  I bet that would rock!”
 
   Then before anyone could say anything, her eyes bulged and her hand went to her mouth as she stood up and staggered toward the restrooms.  “Oh crap!” I exclaimed as I darted after her.  This was not going to be pretty.  We just barely got her into a stall and I held her hair back as she puked in the toilet.
 
   After the dry heaves were over she looked back at me and smiled.  “Hi Mia!  I think I'm drunk.” then she started giggling as I helped her up and to the sinks.  After cleaning her up I said, “Let's get you home before you turn into a pumpkin Vic.”  She smiled and said, “Okay.  Hey, you're real pretty!  You and Vee are so cute together.”  She would have kept babbling but it appeared she forgot what she was saying as we left the restroom.
 
   Valla was already there with our purses and she grabbed Vicky's other side as we navigated out to the parking lot.  I dug in my purse for the keys when I realized my hands were bare. “Oh crap!  Valla, I left my gloves on Molly's table.”  She was already moving back toward the door, winking at me over her shoulder.  “I'll get em, be right back.”
 
   Vicky stood there inhaling the crisp cool air to clear her head a bit when someone shouted, “Hey fucking dykes!”  I looked over and two men and a woman were approaching us.  One had a baseball bat.  “Steal my girl will you?”  I recognized the guy with the bat as Molly's 6'-4'' boyfriend.
 
   It all happened so fast.  I was terrified as he raised the bat, my eyes darted around looking for an escape.  He yelled, “Sinning pieces of shit like you are going straight to hell!” as he swung and hit Vicky in the arm, sending her to the asphalt.  She hit her head on the ground hard as the other two approached.  I dove over Vicky, covering her body as I heard a crack and a sharp pain explode from my side where the bat connected with my ribcage.
 
   I was screaming and sobbing, I knew I was going to die as I felt painful kicks and blows coming from multiple locations.  I didn't want to die, I hadn't had my Valla yet!  The last thing I saw as consciousness slipped from my grasp as I mumbled Valla's name was a stiletto heel connecting with the jaw of Molly's boyfriend.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 7 – Waking Up
 
   I hurt, I knew something was wrong but couldn't do anything about it.  I heard sounds and then nothing... blackness.  Then light erupted and more sounds then blackness again.  This went on forever.  I swear I could hear Valla's voice, but I couldn't respond.  Then blackness.  I don't know how long this cycle continued.  But through everything, the tones of Valla's voice kept popping up.
 
   Then I was in the parking lot again.  I was being beaten, but only one thought was going through my head.  My eyes snapped open as I screamed, “VALLA!” my chest erupting in pain from the effort my eyes blinded by overhead lighting.  I couldn't move.  I hurt everywhere,  someone immediately grabbed my right hand.  I could feel the warmth spreading from the contact and could feel hot breath on my cheek.
 
   Valla was sobbing into my ear.  “Mia, I'm here... Mia.  I was so scared baby.  I'm here, I've got you.” over and over as I tried to focus.  I was lying down on something.  A bed?  Squinting, I turned my head and focused on Valla, tears were streaking her face as I saw people in white jackets streaming into the room saying stuff like, “She's finally awake!”  I was so tired.  I smiled at the woman I loved, she looked so haggard.  “Valla.” I whispered as I lost my fight to stay awake and nodded off into sleep, the feel of her warm hand anchoring me.
 
   When my eyes fluttered open again I was still in a lot of pain but I could feel someone holding my hand.  I turned my head painfully to see Valla in a chair beside me, grasping my hand as she slept.  She looked like an angel.  I scanned around, I was obviously in a hospital room.  Every part of me hurt and I started to panic a bit, causing my heart rate monitor to beep much faster.  This caused Valla's eyes to open and she glanced up at me and started to smile.
 
   Before she could react I remembered what had happened. I was so scared!  My shoulder shrugged involuntarily up to my cheek and I screamed as the movement of my chest caused searing pain.  “I never got to have her.” I blurted as my shoulder shrugged again.  I was seeing white from the pain as I heard Valla yelling, “Nurse!”  I twitched again and yelled, “I never got her.” in agony.  Other voices were now there, saying something I couldn't understand.  I was reeling.  Thankfully I passed out a couple twitches later whispering, “Never had her.”
 
   I don't know how long I was out again when my eyes opened.  It was mostly dark, just a single overhead near the door dimly lit the room.  I knew I hurt every time I moved so I took stock of myself. I wiggled my fingers, my left arm ached.  I wiggled my toes.  So far so good.  I tried to sit up, but the pain in my chest prevented it.  I looked to my right and Valla stirred from her sleep in the chair beside my bed.
 
   Her eyes lazily opened, meeting mine and she sat up suddenly, fully awake and smiling gently at me.  “There she is.” she spoke softly, grabbing my hand and lacing our fingers. “Valhalla.” I whispered.  I tried to sit up again, but she held me down.  “No baby, don't try to get up.  You had me scared Mia.”  She tenderly kissed my lips, which hurt, but it was worth it to have her lips on mine again.  “Hang on a second,  they told me to page if you woke up.”  she said as she grabbed the call button laying on the bed beside me and pressed it, never releasing my hand with her other.
 
   She gently moved some hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear as I heard something rolling in the hall up to my door.  I studied Valla's face as a nurse wheeled in a computer on a little cart through the door.  Valla's face was so gaunt, with hollow cheeks and dark circles under her eyes like she hadn't eaten or slept in a long time.  But she was still beautiful, still my Valla.  I smiled.
 
   A hand was placed on Valla's shoulder and she looked back.  The nurse motioned to the chair with her eyes.  My girl whispered to me, “I'll be right here, I'm not going anywhere.”  She kissed my forehead and released my hand and sat in the chair.   I missed the contact already.  I looked at the older nurse.  She smiled at me as she read my chart.  “How are we feeling Miss Jacobs?  Is your pain manageable, or would you like me to up your meds a bit?”
 
   “I d-don't know.  I just w-w-woke up.  Am I okay?”  She looked at me with a touch of concern and asked, “Did you have this stutter before the... injures?”  I nodded and Valla added, “It's normal, she's just a little nervous.”  The nurse smiled at both of us.  “Good.  Okay.  I'm going to look over your bandages and take some vitals.  The doctor will be in soon to talk with you and give you a thorough checkup.”
 
   She gently pulled down the sheet and opened my gown.  I looked down and gasped.  There were bandages taped on my chest below my breasts with a tube sticking out.  What skin I saw was covered in multicolored bruises in various stages of healing and heart monitor pads.  I finally noticed the cast on my left arm as she peeled up the chest bandage.
 
   She prodded at some stitches and checked the bloody looking liquid in the bag at the side of the bed that was connected to the tube.  She placed a fresh bandage over the stitches and closed up my gown. She smiled at me, “That's looking much better.  I'm sure the doctor will remove that soon.”  She reached for my head and I flinched back.  She moved her hands toward me again, slower.  “It's okay hon. I'm just checking your bandages.”
 
   I watched  timidly as she peeled a bandage from the side of my head at the hairline and she just put it back in place without replacing it. “That's coming along nicely.”  Then after prodding my cheek and lip, she pulled the sheet down further and checked the catheter I didn't realize was there.  “The doc should let you start getting up in a couple days and we can get this thing out.  I know how uncomfortable these can be.”  She offered a sympathetic smile as she pulled the sheet back up under my arms.
 
   She typed a few things on the computer cart then walked to my right side and pulled up my sleeve to check my IV and take my pulse and blood pressure.  After entering that information and the readings from the various pieces of equipment she asked, “I'm sure you are thirsty, we can start you out on ice chips to see if you can keep stuff down if you'd like.”  I nodded and she grabbed a little plastic cup of ice chips off the cart and placed them on a napkin on the table that swung from the bed with a little plastic spoon.
 
   “I'll be back later to check in on you.” she looked over at Valla then said to me with a smile, “You got a hell of a girl there.”  I just smiled and nodded enthusiastically, “I do.”  She assured me that the doctor would be in soon and then I should get some sleep, and told the same to Valla.
 
   The moment she left Valla was back by my side grasping my hand, feeding me her strength and warmth.  I felt a tear rolling down my cheek.  “I was so scared I wasn't going to see you again when they were attacking me last night.”
 
   She gently wiped the tear from my cheek with the thumb of her free hand.  “Shhh... It's okay.  I'm right here.  Nobody is taking you away from me.  Ever.  And baby, it was seven days ago.  You were in a coma for four days, then after your Tourette episode they put you in a medically induced coma for anther two days to let your body recover more without you doing more damage.”
 
   “You've been here the whole time?” I asked quietly.  She smiled, “Every day until they kick me out at night.  But Nurse Carol there has started letting me sneak in and spend the night.”  She grinned at her own conspiracy.  I chuckled and gasped, it hurt.  Valla winced at my gasp.  “I was so scared baby.  I'm so glad you are going to be okay.  I really couldn't live without you.”  I smiled weakly, it was my turn to reassure her.  “You are never going to lose me Valla.”
 
   I looked at our hands and then scowled as I raised our hands up to look at her's.  Her knuckles were all bruised and scabbed.  “What happened?” I rasped out as she held a spoon of ice chips in front of me with her other hand.  I took them in my mouth, they felt divine melting and moistening my mouth.  “It's nothing Mia.” she whispered.
 
   I opened my mouth like a baby bird and she delivered another spoonful of ice.  I let them melt in my mouth.  Swallowing the resulting water hurt a little, but the cool sensation going down my throat felt good.  Just then a balding, portly doctor walked in followed by a very buff looking police officer.
 
   The kindly looking doctor smiled at me.  “Nice to have you with us finally Miss Jacobs.  I'm Dr. Tanner.  You had us worried for a bit.  I'm going to do a quick checkup then this officer would like to ask you a few questions if you are feeling up to it.”  He smiled again as I nodded.
 
   Valla moved out of his way but being sure to stand where I could see her.  She grounded me.  He went to work checking everything the nurse did, and wrote some stuff on my chart and slid the drain out of my chest.  “We won't be needing that anymore.”
 
   After finally shining his penlight in my eyes he said, “Do you remember what happened?  I nodded, and he said, “Good.  Now would you like to know about your injuries?”  I nodded again as Valla moved back to my side, grasping my hand as he spoke.  “In the attack, you suffered five broken ribs.  A punctured lung, multiple contusions to around 40% of your body.  A broken left ulna.  A dislocated left shoulder.  A swollen ankle.  And a hairline fracture of the skull.”
 
   I'm sure I looked appalled.  He smiled compassionately.  “But the good news is you will be out of here in a few days and after about eight weeks of recovery you should be able to play the piano again.” I looked at him, “B-but I d-don't play the piano.”  He looked amused, “Drat, I thought I was just THAT good of a doctor.”  I couldn't help but smile.
 
   He wrapped up telling me to get some rest after the officer was done with me and looked back and forth between Valla and I.  “Goodnight Miss Jacobs, Miss Taylor.”  We both bid him good night then the officer stepped up to the bed and visibly winced when he looked at me.
 
   “Hello Miss Jacobs, you feel up to answering a few questions?” he asked.  Then looked at Valla “Alone?”  I grabbed Valla's hand hard.  “Can she p-please stay?” I almost whispered.  He looked between us then said “Okay but...” he turned to Valla, “No coaching.”  She nodded and remained silent.
 
   “Can you tell me in your own words the events that led up to your attack?”  I nodded and began as Valla rubbed her thumb on the back of my hand.  “Valla, Vicky a-and I were at a Halloween p-party at the Steam Plant Club and Vicky got a little s-sick.  So we left to t-t-take her home.  I had forgot my gloves at the t-table so Valla went b-back in to get them while we waited at th-the car.”
 
   I closed my eyes fighting off tears at the next part.  “S-someone started yelling bigoted things at Vicky and I.  It was two g-guys and a girl.  One was Molly's b-boyfriend.  He had a bat.”  The officer stopped me and held up three photographs.  “Are these the people?” I nodded “Y-yeah.  The middle one is Molly's boyfriend.  The other t-two I don't know, but that is them.”
 
   He nodded and wrote something down and looked at me to continue.  I took a deep breath and released it quickly from the sharp pain in my chest from taking it.  I took shallower breaths.  “He hit Vicky w-with the bat!”  I was crying now then my eyes shot wide.  “Vicky!  I-is she okay!?”  I looked at Valla urgently.  She nodded “She's fine baby.”
 
   I sighed in relief.  “She d-didn't move after she hit the ground.  I was s-so scared I t-tried to protect her... they all just kept hitting me and kicking me and hitting me.”  I was almost yelling.  Valla squeezed my hand and I squeezed my eyes shut.  “Then I woke up here.”  I whispered.
 
   He finished writing and then looked at me with a gentle smile.  “Thanks Miss Jacobs, I got all we need.  We have the guy with the bat in another room here, almost in as bad of shape as you and bystanders helped detain the girl.  But the third guy is in the wind.  We know who he is and will grab him when he resurfaces.  We will be treating this as a hate crime.  The ignorance of people never ceases to astound me.  Hopefully more activists like that Anabella West girl down in Vancouver can start educating people.  We'll be in touch.”  Then his voice softened, “Get better soon okay?”  I nodded as he left.
 
   I looked at Valla and she placed a gentle kiss on my lips.  “Get some sleep now baby.”  I smiled at her, “What did he mean Molly's boyfriend is in another room in as bad of shape as me?”  She just shook her head, “Nothing Mia, it's not important.  Get some sleep.”
 
   She sat there holding my hand as sleep crept up on me, my last thought was of how warm and safe her hand made me feel.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 8 – Home To The Dorm
 
   The next morning I sent Valla to the cafeteria to get something to eat, she looked positively anorexic!  I was getting worried.  She couldn't tell me the last time she had eaten.
 
   A couple minutes after she left the room I was already feeling a little anxious.  Then I heard a gentle knocking at the door.  “Come in.” I said quietly.  In walked a tiny smiling blonde with a pink cast on her arm and a pink bandage over her eye.
 
   “Vicky!” I said enthusiastically.  I was so glad she really was okay!  She winced when she looked at me.  I looked at her, “Why does everyone do that?  Do I look that bad?” I asked as I shoveled some ice chips in my mouth.  I was getting so hungry.
 
   She smiled brightly at me and almost skipped up to the bed and grabbed my hand between hers. “No, even beat up and bruised you make it look good.” she grinned, wiggling her eyebrows.  I chuckled “Ow, ow, ow.”  She mouthed, “I'm sorry.”  I shrugged a little, smiling at her.
 
   “So, like, you are officially my hero.  What the hell were you thinking shielding me like that?”  She shot an accusatory glare at me.  I looked at her sheepishly.  “Nobody hurts my friends.  All two of them.” I tried not to laugh as she giggled.
 
   She got a conspiratorial look on her face and leaned in, “Well, old bat puss won't try that again for a very long time after the hurt Vee put on him.”  I was a little confused.  “What do you mean?”  Her eyes widened  “You don't know?  Well when Vee returned with your gloves to see those... those... people... attacking you while you covered me, she cut down Molly's ex, Max, like she was was a lumberjack.  She was wailing on him and kicking him so violently on the ground that it took three bystanders to pull her off of him.  She was screaming about Max not touching 'her girl'.  She fucked him up bad.”
 
   She smiled with pride at that, I was amazed that the love of my life could take on a big guy like that.  That seemed so... I don't know, sexy?  Vicky continued.  “Some girl, Missy Hannigan, was on her way into the Plant when she saw what was going on and jumped the girl that was kicking you.  She beat the shit out of her, and held her till the police showed up.”  I was in shock.  Missy Hannigan?  Of all the people in the world, she helped me?
 
   “Oh!” she exclaimed as she pulled a red permanent marker out of her pocket.  “Can you sign my cast?  I'll sign yours!  It's like we are twins!  'Cept yours is white and mine is pink.  Oh my gawd, I'd make a friggin' awesome twin.  We could be all...” I interrupted, “Vickster!  Slow down.  Breathe.”  I grinned and took the marker from her as she smiled and held her arm out to me.
 
   Her pink cast was covered in red hearts and signatures, a large one caught my eye, 'Get better soon! XOXO Molly', with a heart surrounding it.  I quirked an eyebrow, pointing the marker at it and Vicky wiggled her eyebrows.  I laughed, I hurt, and I signed.  She took the marker and ran around the bed  and started working on signing mine as she spoke.
 
   “So when do you get to go home and junk?  We miss you and Vee around.  She's all obsessively here all the time, all protect-y and stuff.  I'm surprised she's not here right now.”  She raised an eyebrow and winced since it was by her bandage.  I chuckled softly so I wouldn't cause myself pain.  “They say I can go home in a few days.  I sent Valla to the cafeteria to eat.  It looks like she has been starving herself.  Promise you will help to fatten her up.”
 
   She brightened up at the request.  “You got it!  Can I ask a weird question?”  I looked at her and squinted a little.  “Ummm... sure?”  She leaned in a bit as she continued working on my cast.  “I've always meant to ask.  Why do you keep calling her Valla when her name is Vee?  And like why have I NEVER heard you call her Vee?  She snapped at me, saying that only you could call her Valla when I said it once.  Is like, Vee short for something?”
 
   Remembering my first conversation with Valla, I nodded and crooked my finger at her to come in closer.  She leaned in with an excited look, like I was going to share a secret with her.  Then I whispered, “It's short for her name.” and then I chuckled, “Ow.”  She slapped my shoulder.  “Oh she's so right!  You ARE a tease!”
 
   We shared a smile just as Valla wandered in shoveling chocolate pudding into her mouth.  She put it down on my swivel table.  “Hi Vic!” she said cheerily as she pulled a sealed cup of lime jello out of her pocket and put it on the table with a spoon and opened it.  “The nurse said you could try some jello and see if it stays down Mia.  I had to track your favorite down.  Finally found lime!”  I smiled at the fact she remembered one of our late night conversations where I had mentioned it.
 
   Vicky finished with what she was doing on my cast and put the marker in her pocket, then swiped a finger through Valla's pudding.  “Hey!”  Valla exclaimed, “Thief!  Now you'll get Vee germs.”  Vicky laughed at that.  “Oooo, so it's like we kissed then!  My first Vee kiss!  Mmmm... Your kisses are like chocolate!”  We all laughed at that.  “Ow.”
 
   I slowly raised my arm, suffering pain in the shoulder and chest but couldn't see what she put on the underside of the cast very well.  “What's it say?”  Valla stood and walked around to look as I started shoveling lime jello into my mouth.  Oh my gawd, real food!
 
   I stopped pigging out when Valla snorted.  I looked over “What?”  She grinned at me.  “Well in a plethora of little hearts it says 'Get better soon Mia, the 'three lez-migos' miss you!  Victoria Davenport', followed by some hugs and kisses.”  They both laughed as the blood drained from my face.  “I'll be stuck with that for weeks until I can take it off!”  I was stressing for a second until Valla slipped Little Vee into my hand with a wink.
 
   ***
 
   The next couple days went the same way.  I was on solid food finally and the catheter was out.  I painfully had to be helped up to standing five times a day and shuffled over to the restroom in my room on a crutch to relive myself.  Did I mention painfully?
 
   Finally the doctor came in and told me I was ready to be released.  He went through all the instructions for home recovery and care for the wounds.  He prescribed pain medication, antibiotics, and at least five days more of bed rest as well as weekly office visits to asses my recovery from my surgery and mending bones.  Valla swore she would dutifully take care of all of it.
 
   It was at this point that I asked the doctor quietly, “Umm... I'm not sure my student health insurance will cover everything.  Can the hospital set me up with a payment plan or an assistance program to help out with the bill?”  I wasn't quiet enough because before he could speak, Valla chimed in, “Nonsense, I'll handle it.  It won't even put a dent in my inheritance.”  Dr. Tanner flipped through some pages. “Actually, your care, including all followups, has been paid in full by Frank and Maira Davenport, the parents of the girl you protected.”
 
   Valla and I exchanged shocked glances.  Valla helped me get dressed and a nurse came after we got a call from Vicky saying she was downstairs.  I was loaded up into a wheelchair and wheeled out to the waiting Range Rover.  After throwing the crutch in it was a comedy of errors between the three of us to get me loaded up into the car without too much pain.
 
   Valla coughed a couple times before getting in beside me.  Then it was off to “Home”, or in my case Valla and Vicky's dorm room or the VV Lair as we all started calling it.
 
   We sat down, ordered pizza, and relaxed finally.  Time suddenly slowed to a normal pace after the whirlwind of my hospital days.  Valla coughed, then cleared her throat and we all sat on her bed to wait for the food.  I carefully laid down to get more comfortable, my head in Valla's lap with her stroking my hair.
 
   Vicky was the first to break the three way smiling contest, for once her voice held a serious tone.  “It's so great to see you home and safe Mia.”  Valla smiled down on me and gave me a tender upside down kiss on my lips.  “I second that.” she grinned, causing me to parrot her grin.
 
   Vicky whispered, “Just how cute are you two?” and she snapped like the ten millionth picture of us since she met us.  Valla reached down with one hand to grasp my good hand, interlacing our fingers as we all discussed everything from how we were going to catch up on our coursework to how this was going to work with the three of us in one room until I recover enough to be on my own in my dorm again.
 
   After we gorged ourselves on pizza and soda it was extremely late, the two girls had class in the morning.  Before I knew it I heard tiny snores and looked down to see Vic asleep across my legs, hugging my left calf.  Valla moved from behind me to beside me and cuddled into my good side.  And just stared into my eyes.
 
   I don't know what came over me but my eyes watered up and I whispered, “I love you.” to Valla.  A tear did escape her eye and she whispered back, “I love you too.”
 
   She looked happy and amazed at the same time.  “Wow.  So that's what it's like?  The deafening whisper.”  I didn't understand but I didn't care, we had finally spoke the words we were longing to hear.  They echoed in my head as I dropped into the first peaceful slumber I had had in over a week.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 9 – Valla's Confession
 
   I woke up to Valla coughing in the bathroom.  Vicky was nowhere to be seen, she had probably already gone to breakfast.  Valla wandered out in some boxer shorts and a t-shirt and stopped shyly when she saw me admiring her.
 
   “Did my coughing wake you baby?  I'm sorry.”  She said, offering me a small smile.
 
   I frowned, “It's fine.  I'm worried about you, you spread yourself too thin taking care of me at the hospital.”
 
   She shook her head slowly as she responded,  “It's just a tickle in my throat.  I'll be fine.  Now let me go do something about breakfast for you before I have to go to class.”  She walked over and handed me my pills and a bottle of water to wash them down with.  I did it with a silly grin on my face.  She was so hawt when she was taking care of me.
 
   She caught my hungry appraisal of her, as I bit my lower lip.  “Hey now.  None of that until we can both do something about it you tease.” She grinned with a predatory look as she leaned down into a heated kiss.  Then she pulled back, smiling bigger leaving my lips parted with want.
 
   I was frustrated, “Who's the tease now?”  We both laughed, then I remembered something I had wanted to ask her.
 
   “You said something about a deafening whisper last night.  What did you mean by that?”  I asked, cocking an eyebrow.
 
   Her eyes glittered with love and happiness as she replied, “Well, a deafening whisper, once spoken, is a defining moment in time, where two lives are changed irrevocably, whether for the good or the bad.  Just as our whispers last night changed us forever.  Not only am I yours but I want to be yours forever.”
 
   My eyes were getting misty, she made me so happy!  And speaking like that just brought my happiness to a whole new level.  I was about to speak when she bit her lower lip seductively, “Hurry up and get better, I made you a promise the night of the party and I aim to keep it.”
 
   I remembered her flirty promise and gasped.  “Damn you!” I said, “No fair getting me aroused when I can't do anything about it!”
 
   She leaned in for another teasing, lingering kiss before moaning and turning for the door.  “Be right back with foodage baby... I love you!”
 
   I swooned and yelled back as the door was closing, “I love you too!”
 
   I got up and grabbed my crutch then hobbled my way into the bathroom and got ready for yet another exciting day of forced bed rest.  I rolled my eyes at the prospect.  I had already gone stir crazy at the hospital, this was going to be just as bad.  It was only Wednesday and I wouldn't be able to get back to the real world until Monday!
 
   I looked at my bruised face in the mirror.  The bruises looked awful, turning a sickly brown and yellow as they were healing.  At least most of the the swelling had gone down around my eye and lip.  The cuts were scabbed up and healing quite nicely.  I couldn't change my clothes without a good deal of pain, so I decided to stay in my bed clothes.  I'm helpless!
 
   After getting cleaned up the best I could, I hobbled back to the bed, my chest aching from the movement.  I grabbed one of my course books and Little Vee and started catching up on the two weeks I'd been out of commission.  But my mind kept drifting back to the attack, I was so scared.
 
   I had to go through that simply because I loved a girl.  Why the hell are some people filled with so much hate?  It seems the only thing I ever did to them was to simply exist.  My thoughts were interrupted when my goddess came back in the room with some breakfast burritos and a couple of coffees.
 
   I placed my book back on the stack, pushing it around and nudging it with my finger until it was lined up perfectly.  Valla coughed a little, and we ate.  She noticed me stuffing Little Vee back in my pants, and she smiled.  “You sure you are okay Valla?  That cough sounds awful.”  I asked, concern tinging my voice.
 
   She grinned softly back at me, “Never been better, let's concentrate on you getting better.”
 
   She gave me a tantalizing kiss, and started toward the door before I called out to her, “Valla.  Could you... umm... help me get changed?  I couldn't get out of these damn clothes.”  I looked down in embarrassment.
 
   She crossed back over to me and put a finger on my chin, raising my eyes to hers.  I'll never get enough of the feline look of her eyes, punctuated with those darker flecks of amber.  “Of course baby.”
 
   We had difficulty getting the oversized t-shirt off without causing too much pain, so we decided blouses were the way to go.  She selected one of hers from her closet.  I could button them without problems, though twisting to bring the shirt around my shoulders was still out of my current pain threshold capability.
 
   She kissed the bare skin of my shoulders, causing a delightful warmth to bloom throughout my body as she wrapped my shoulders in the blouse.  It smelled of Valla.  I inhaled shallowly, wishing I could take deeper breaths of her intoxicating scent without hurting my ribs.
 
   I dropped my pants in a happy daze and stepped out of them.  She grabbed another pair from my bag beside the bed I tried to bend to pull them up, but I couldn't bend much beyond my waist without pain overriding me.  “God, I'm helpless.” I said, shaking my head as Valla bent to check my ankle wrap then pull the pants up my legs, stopping to kiss the skin of my thighs before I grabbed the tops of them and pulled them over my hips, breathing raggedly as I zipped and buttoned them.  “Tease!” I muttered huskily.
 
   “No... payback.” she grinned and gave me a quick peck on the lips.  “Gonna be late to class.  See you here at lunch.  Vickster will be checking in between classes too.  Love you!” before I could respond she was out the door like a giggling whirlwind.  Leaving me alone and aroused.  Back to my studies.
 
   ***
 
   Over the next couple days Valla's cough was getting worse and even Vicky was getting on her case about getting it checked out.  She kept insisting that the first priority was getting me healthy again.  Vicky and I would exchange worried glances.
 
   Saturday morning rolled around and I woke up to Valla sitting on the edge of the bed coughing violently.  She pulled her hand from her mouth when she saw that I was awake, I noticed something and I grabbed her hand and looked at it.  There was blood on it.  “Valla!  We are going to the hospital, now!” I exclaimed, glaring at her for not letting on how serious this was getting.
 
   She was opening her mouth to protest when Vicky sat up in her bed.  “What's going on?”  I looked over at her, “Get the car Vic, we need to get Valla to the doctor, now!”  Without a word she jumped out of bed and threw on some clothes.  Walking over to the dresser and throwing clothes at Valla.
 
   My girl opened her mouth to protest again but wound up coughing instead.  Then she just lowered her eyes to the floor and started getting dressed.  There was a shirt in my face, I grabbed it from Vicky as she started peeling off the sleeping shirt I had on.  As I was buttoning up the shirt she was already sliding some pants up my legs.  I was stunned, she was a calm machine!
 
   I hobbled up onto my crutch as she rummaged through the pants I had worn yesterday, retrieving Little Vee, and handing her to me as she grabbed Valla by the shoulders and started leading her out to the car.  I hobbled after them.
 
   There wasn't much talking on the way to the hospital, Valla instructed Vicky to go to a different clinic instead.  We both kept looking at Valla, not wanting to ask.  I was getting so worried.  I felt... No. Not now.  I started fighting off an episode.  By the time we arrived, I was wringing my hands in the effort of staving it off.
 
   Valla was pale and kind of out of it but Vicky glanced at me and she noticed.  I'm sure my face was strained with the effort.  I had to let loose but I couldn't, not until Valla was checked in.  I needed release.  I was sweating badly.
 
   We got to the reception desk and with one look at Valla the receptionist exclaimed, “Miss Taylor!  I'll call Dr. Townsend right away.”  Valla nodded and the receptionist turned to Vicky, “Just bring her back to the second door on the right.  The doctor will be in in a minute.”  The woman said, already lifting the receiver to her ear.
 
   If I had been thinking straight at that time, I would have realized that Valla must come here frequently.  They knew exactly who she was and didn't ask any questions about what was going on.  I numbly followed them into the exam room.  I was in phantom pain, restraining myself, fighting hard not to explode.
 
   A nurse met us in the room with what was apparently Valla's chart which Vicky made a point of keeping her eyes away from.  She didn't want the information burned into her brain.
 
   As soon as Valla was lying on a bed with the nurse taking her vitals, Vicky was grabbing my arm and quickly dragging me out of the room.  “We'll be right back.” she said calmly to the nurse as we passed by.  I followed her wobbling on my crutch numbly until we arrived at a restroom in the corridor.
 
   She pulled the door open then stuck her head in.  After pulling back, she gave my arm a gentle squeeze and pushed me in the room shutting the door behind me.
 
   The moment the door shut I blurted, “Fuck!” as my shoulder spasmed to my cheek with a vengeance.  I almost fell off my crutch.  I sat on the toilet seat and just let my body do whatever it wanted.  “Fuck!”  The spasms were violent after being denied for so long, but I could feel the tenseness draining with each one.  “Fuck it!”  I felt relief.
 
   I heard Vicky telling someone in the corridor, “She's fine.  I got this.”  I was crying now, riding out the waves as they slowly subsided.  Finally Vicky cracked the door open and looked at me, then walked in, locking the door behind her and watching my last couple shoulder shrugs.  “Hey.” she said cheerfully with a big smile, handing me a tissue.  “You ready to go see your girl?”
 
   After drying my eyes, I struggled to my feet.  I looked in the mirror.  Well at least I couldn't look any worse with my bruised up face.  I looked to Vic and whispered, “Thank you.”
 
   She looked at me and shrugged.  “What?  This?” she waved it off, “You're the dumbass that fought it off so long.”  She winked and I almost laughed.  She's only the second person ever to not show pity over my condition.  No quarter asked, no quarter given.  She smiled and opened the door and ushered me out.
 
   We got to Valla's room and I peeked in the door, she was listening to the doctor as she was huffing on a nebulizer.  I looked back to Vicky and she put a hand on my shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze as she spoke.  “I'll be in the waiting room.”  I watched her leave, then hobbled my way into the room, putting a smile on my face for Valla.
 
   She took the nebulizer out of her mouth long enough to say, “Hey baby.”  I grinned at her, trying to hide my concern.  “Hey yourself.” I replied.  I looked at the doctor.  “H-how's my girl doing?”  He glanced over at Valla and she nodded slightly in permission before he spoke.  “Well, Miss Taylor is just having another nasty bout with walking pneumonia.  Looks like she waited quite a long time to come in this time.”
 
   This has happened before?  I felt guilty that she ignored it to watch over me and mumbled to him, “S-she was taking care of me.  I should have m-made her come in sooner.”
 
   He looked at us and his demeanor softened.  “Well, no harm, no foul THIS time.” he said then looked at her accusingly.  “Stop being so stubborn when it comes to your treatment.” he chastised as he removed the nebulizer and started writing things on her chart, and took her vitals again.
 
   “Sorry Doc.” she said like a little kid who had just got caught stealing cookies.
 
   I looked at her, picking my words carefully.  “What's wrong with you Valla.  You have to tell me.”  She looked at me, her lips pursed tightly shut and looking at the doctor pleadingly.
 
   He apparently understood her implied consent and turned to me.  “Vee here is just having another nasty round with her cystic fibrosis.”  He placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently as he walked toward the door, calling back to Valla, “A nurse will be in in a minute to get you your prescriptions, and have you fill out some paperwork.”
 
   I was still standing there stunned and unmoving.  Cystic fibrosis?  Isn't that terminal?  What, like a 25-30 year life expectancy?  My eyes were watering up.  I turned to her and she looked... ashamed?  She wouldn't meet my eyes.  “When we get back, we need to talk.” she whispered hoarsely.  I just nodded and went to where she was sitting on the edge of the bed, I joined her silently, and laid my head on her shoulder to wait for the nurse.
 
   With the prescriptions in hand and an order of two days bed rest and warned to take it easy for at least two weeks more, we picked up Vicky doing every crossword in the magazines in the waiting room at the same time, and we were off.
 
   The ride back to the VV Lair was silent, with me cuddled into Valla.  Vicky, knew not to talk.  She had been amazing all day.  If I hadn't been so worried about my girl I probably would have wondered how she was able to turn off her hyperactive personality at the proper times.
 
   ***
 
   Back in the room we laid down in bed, Vicky making an excuse to leave us alone to talk. Something about bringing back chicken soup for healing all of us up.  I turned to Valla on my good side and she turned so that we were face to face, inches apart with my hand in hers.
 
   I looked at her and asked with pain in my voice, “Cystic fibrosis?”
 
   She nodded and responded, “Sorry I never said anything, that I hid it.  I just wanted to be with you without that hanging over us.”
 
   I was tearing up as I choked out, “But... I want to be with you forever.”
 
   She reached up to my cheek, stroking it gently with her thumb as she whispered, “I never expected to meet you.  I never expected to fall madly in love with you.  I never expected US... and then WE happened.  Then I couldn't tell you.  I couldn't bear to see you hurt.  I just didn't know what to do.  I thought I'd lose you if I revealed it.”
 
   She tore her eyes from mine and looked down at our hands.  A million questions were going through my mind, but one dominating the rest.  I whispered,  “How much longer?”
 
   I reached over with my cast and brought her gaze back to mine, lifting her chin with my finger as she replied.  “Two, maybe three years... I hope to finish college before...”
 
   We were both silently crying now.  “But... it's not fair.”  I whispered.  She shook her head in agreement.  I took a gasping breath, “Am I yours?”  She nodded.  “Are you mine?” my emerald eyes searched her amber as she nodded again.  “Then it's enough.  Can I have every moment?” I choked out.  She nodded again and buried her head in the crook of my neck and I held her as she sobbed herself to sleep.
 
   I numbly sat there and just watched her breath.  God I love her.  I took a deep breath, ignoring the pain in my ribs from doing so, and forced my tears to stop.  It was at that moment that I resolved that I was going to fill every day, every moment with her for as long as we had with nothing but love.  I would not be weak, I would be strong for her, for us.  I kissed the top of her head and waited for Vicky to return.
 
   About an hour later Vicky returned with chicken noodle soup and soft drinks.  I gently woke up Valla and we all sat around on the bed, taking turns with the big spoons, dipping into the huge communal bowl of soup.
 
   Vic's bubbly personalty had returned with a vengeance, keeping us all smiling and laughing the rest of the weekend.  She knew it was needed.  We all had an unspoken agreement that we would hold off a bit before any serious talks.  Right now it was about being together and healing.
 
   Molly stayed in the VV Lair on Sunday night and they made some suggestive squeaking noises most of the night over on Vic's bed, when they thought we were asleep.  Valla and I had to fight back our giggles.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 10 – Planning the Future
 
   Monday morning rolled around and Molly was nowhere to be seen.  Valla and I were officially off of bed rest.  I can actually go to class today!  I was able to actually dress myself with great difficulty after my shower.  I must be recovering.  Valla made it difficult for me to focus as she combed out my hair for me, leaving hot wet kisses all over the exposed skin of my neck.
 
   I made sure Little Vee was in my pocket and we headed out the door.  My ankle was feeling pretty good today, only a couple more days with the crutch and I should be able to walk fine without it.  We made our way to one of the cafeterias for breakfast, with Valla and Vicky carrying my books and purse.  How pathetic am I?
 
   “See if you can't snag an open table ladies and I'll go order us some grub.” Valla said with a quick kiss, leaving my lips parted, wanting more.
 
   As we turned toward the tables, I bumped into someone.  “S-sorry.” I said and stopped when I realized who it was.  “S-sorry Missy.” I repeated looking at the floor.
 
   She looked me up and down, cringing at my face a bit.  “Not a problem.” she said quickly as she turned to walk off.  “Wait!” I called after her.
 
   She stopped with her back still to me but didn't turn around.  Vicky was looking back and forth between the two of us in confusion.  I quietly said, “Thanks for helping to s-save me.”
 
   Missy took a deep breath then turned around, her expression was unreadable as she said coolly, “You're still a spaz.”  
 
   Then her face and voice softened, she reached out and placed a hand gently on my arm.  “But nobody deserves this.” Gesturing at the condition I was in with her head.  Then she simply turned and walked off, her voice cold again, saying, “Get better soon freak.”  over her shoulder.
 
   Vicky and I looked at each other and Vic chirped, “My, she's certainly warm and fuzzy.”  We both cracked up as Valla arrived behind us, bearing three breakfast burritos and coffee on a tray.  I swear we're going to tun into breakfast burritos one day.  But that's not a bad thing is it?  They are so yummy!
 
   “What I miss?” my girl asked cutely as we sat at the table.  I started unwrapping a burrito as I spoke to her, her eyes twinkling with mischief.  “That was Missy, she was almost a human being today, but Vickster isn't too convinced.”
 
   We all shared a smile and devoured our meal.  I found it surreal that we were all recovering from something or another.  Then all rational thought left me as I ate when a warm hand rested on my knee, Valla faking a little Miss Sweet and Innocent look as she ate one handed.
 
   ***
 
   My first class was spent with the teaching assistant to my professor, getting assignments and new due dates to catch up to the rest of the class.  Then it was back to the VV Lair until after lunch.  I was excited to get back to art class.  Just as excited when Valla gave me a steamy, toe curling kiss at the door when she dropped me off there.
 
   Mrs. Sax, I mean Jenny came motoring over quickly, wincing when she saw my face.  I'm really getting tired of that, why can't I just wear my hoodie until I heal?  “Mia, they really put the hurt on you, didn't they?” she half asked half stated, concern was etched on her face.  I smirked, “You should see the other guy's bat, my face really did a number on it!”  She didn't smile.  I thought I was funny.
 
   She dismissed our conversation and excitedly changed the topic.  “Well I have news for you, do you want to talk about it now or at the end of class?”
 
   I looked over at her as I grabbed a couple large stacks of felt sheets in various colors.  I was starting to get suspicious about all the new materials popping up close to my workstation.  I set a piece of  cardboard in front of me and started cutting the felt into tiny, quarter inch triangles.  “I can talk as I work.  It's better that way, then I don't obsess so much.”
 
   She watched my hands go as I paid more attention to her than what I was doing as she spoke.  “Well that first work that you let me submit into the national collegiate competition in New York City won first place, and you have an offer on that piece from a private collector there!  Forty thousand dollars if you are interested, otherwise they will ship it back here.”
 
   I was shocked, someone thought my art was worth something?  “Ummm... okay.  Wow.”  She smiled and nodded, “Okay, I'll get it set up for you.  There were also inquiries about commissioning some works, I'll forward the info to your email.”  She was beaming proudly at me.
 
   We spoke about the details and the upcoming student gallery art auction at the end of the month. I started building little towers assembling four different colored triangles to make little square layers.  Then stacking multiple layers in a predetermined pattern until each little tower glued to the cardboard till they were six inches tall.
 
   As we spoke I continued making towers and staggering them at various, seemingly random points on the cardboard.  Jenny started to get distracted and seemed more interested in what I was doing than talking.  I finished our conversation by saying, “Class is almost over.”  she glanced at the clock on the wall behind me, confirming my internal chronometer.  “Two minutes to go.” she breathed as I said, “Done!”
 
   She looked over my creation with a confused look on her face, it apparently didn't look like anything to her.  I smiled and pointed at her feet, she nodded and sat put as I walked across the room a ways and placed the sheet with the felt towers down on her desk.
 
    
 
   “Squat so your eyes are even with your desktop.” I instructed.  A couple of the other students had moved to her side and they all squatted.  A communal gasp was uttered.  “On my God!” Jenny breathed.  Then I turned the work on her desk to the next side, “Unbelievable” someone said as I turned it again to the third side then the fourth.
 
   I knew what they were seeing.  One side when lined up made a very pixelated illusion of my dog Noodles from when I was four.  One side had the word 'Love' because I was thinking of Valla at the time, the next was the wagon I had as a young child.  Last was the word 'Unfair' because again I was thinking of Valla.
 
   I walked back over to my workstation with the piece and slid it on the upper shelf above the bench. Jenny still hadn't said anything else, she just stared at me as I hobbled toward the door on my crutch,  happy that with a single idea I was able to make four works.  That was fun!
 
   I leaned against the wall in the corridor to wait.  I caught the scent of vanilla moments before the soft hands covered my eyes.  I smiled from ear to ear as I turned around directly into a hug from Valla. “Hey!  You're supposed to guess who!” She laughed.
 
   I acted nonchalant, “I'm just in the habit of hugging anyone who does that to me.” I teased as I released our hug.  She pulled me back into her possessively.  “Better not be anyone else stealing hugs from you.” she whispered in my ear, nipping at my earlobe.
 
   We giggled at each other and made our way to my psychology class where she bid me farewell.  Just ninety minutes till I get to see her again!  Five thousand four hundred seconds.  I started counting in my head.  This was going to be a long class.
 
   Eventually I made it through the day and Vicky met me at class to take my books instead of Valla.  I looked at her with curiosity as she took my books and we started walking.  “Where's Valla?” I glanced over at the super-peppy blonde.
 
   She shrugged, “She texted me to see if I could get ya back to the Lair.  Something about her English Lit professor needing to talk to her.”  We were half way through the quad when she stopped walking.
 
   She stood there staring straight ahead, her perpetual smile was gone, not looking at me and asked in a husky voice, “It's bad isn't it?”  My breath caught, I knew she was referring to Valla's condition.  I had been trying so hard to be strong, but I broke down right there on the spot.
 
   Small strong arms were suddenly around me, pulling me into a hug and I sobbed into Vicky's shoulder.  I let myself cry, it felt good to release it.  I'll never let myself break like this in front of my Valla, she needs me to be strong.
 
   I choked back the tears and took a cleansing breath as Vicky stroked my hair with one hand.  I whispered, “Thank you Victoria.” to her as we pulled apart from the hug.
 
   She looked into my eyes to comfort me.  “Hey, everyone needs a good cry sometimes.  Let's get you back to the Lair to wait for your girl.”  Her smile brightened her face again as we continued our journey, and as always it was contagious as I found myself smiling too.  I was feeling much better after that emotional purge.
 
   ***
 
   We were sitting on Valla's bed playing slapjack when she walked in with a grin plastered on her face.  She stole a line from Vicky as she skipped up to us, “One for you!” she kissed Vic on the top of her head.  “And one for you!” she put me in such a passionate lip lock that it literally stole my breath away.  I was gasping somewhere on cloud nine as she slid herself behind me and circled my waist with her warm arms, her marvelous scent enveloping me as she peered over my shoulder.
 
   I turned my head and gave her a quick peck on the lips as coherent thought returned.  I bit my lower lip in desire as I spoke, “So what did the prof want?”
 
   She shrugged indifference but her smile gave her away.  “She just wanted to submit some of my poems about you for some Boston publication, or some other nonsense like that.”
 
   As I perked up with a giant smile leaning back into her to show my excitement over the announcement, Vicky stood on the bed and started jumping around yelling excitedly.  “Oh my gawd! How friggin' awesome is that!?”
 
   I was almost giggling as I said, “Baby!  That's wonderful!”  Then I remembered, “Oh, that reminds me, I almost forgot that Mrs. Sax told me that while I was out of commission I won that silly collegiate art competition.  Some crazy person made a forty thousand dollar offer on the piece.”
 
   This was apparently a mistake on my part as I now had two girls jumping on the bed squealing.  As we settled and the girls sat back down, Vicky spoke grabbing one of each of our hands.  “You two are like, super amazing and talented!  Not to mention like the cutest couple... ever!”
 
   I was blushing badly at this point as Valla said, “Damn straight!”
 
   We all sat around and gossiped for an hour or so, until the topic of the future came up.  I clammed up and Vic noticed, then offered, “Well, ummm... why don't you two talk while I go out to get us some Chinese takeout.  I should be gone what?  An hour?  Two?”  She jumped off the bed and started toward the door but was stopped by Valla grabbing her hand.
 
   She looked up at the little blonde and spoke so quietly that it was almost inaudible.  “No stay.”  Then she continued a little louder, “You have a right to know too.  You two are my only friends.  My best friends.”  She kissed my neck gently, sending a shiver through me.  “And you... more.”
 
   Valla let her hand drop as Vicky just nodded then whipped out her phone, her eyes watering as she dialed the number for the Chinese restaurant from memory (duh).  “All you had to do was say 'just order in'.” forcing her customary smile back onto her face and speaking into her phone.  “Hi!  Yeah, I'm going to need the family combo number twelve delivered to UW Dorm C, room 211.  Yup this is her.  Okay.  Yeah just on the card. Thanks.” and she hung up and joined us back on the bed.
 
   Not much was said while we waited for the food, we all silently understood we would wait until after we ate to talk.  I reflected on how scarily in synch the three of us were.
 
   So we played cards, but Vicky kept pushing the card box crooked on the nightstand, causing me to keep reaching over to straighten it out.  “Slap Jack!” she squealed as I finally realized she was just creating diversions.
 
   No wonder I've never won when I played her.  “Hey!  Wait a minute you little blonde cheat!” I said as I nudged the box back and forth perfectly into place.
 
   A hot breath on my neck caused goosebumps down my flesh as Valla whispered in a husky, hungry voice, “No, that's okay.  It's so hot.” ending with a nip on my neck.  I'm not too proud to admit that I might have squeaked.
 
   After the food arrived we sat on the floor eating straight from the cartons.  I glanced at the two girls smiling as they watched me meticulously arrange each bite in the carton with my chopsticks before I shoveled them into my mouth.  Noodles are the bane of my existence, they are so... random.  “Hey, you're making me self conscious here!” I complained.  They both cracked up as I shook my head at them, then grabbed my water bottle to wash the food down.
 
   Vicky cleaned up our mess and Valla turned off the overhead light.  The only light in the room came from the little lamp on the nightstand.  We dressed in our night clothes and all sat cross legged on Valla's bed.  She looked at Valla and I, “Now.  About the future.”
 
   ***
 
   The three of us spoke until two in the morning about our secrets, our hopes and dreams and goals in life.  Where we wanted to end up, how we envisioned things.  We cried over Valla, we laughed with each other, we contemplated heavy subjects that people our age shouldn't be burdened with.  We bared our souls to each other.  I marveled over how my entire life I have never felt so close to two people and never believed I could ever experience love, especially from someone as amazing as my Valhalla.   Now there are two people on the planet that know her true name.
 
   Valla told us of the checklist of four things she had vowed to accomplish before her affliction took her from this world.  She made the list when she was very young and being told that a normal life for her was not possible.  Even back then, she had refused to be defined by her disease.  But the first one on the list she told herself she would accomplish no matter what, for her father's memory.  The final three were just what she defined as the yardstick for a successful life.
 
    
 
   1. Graduate College
 
   2. Find Love
 
   3. Get Married
 
   4. Have a Child
 
    
 
   “I can scratch number two off the list now.”  She whispered as she pulled me into her, me laying my head in the crook of her neck.  I whispered back, “I can help with the list.”  Valla's eyes widened at that and Vic smiled at us.
 
   Vicky's list was similar but instead of a child she wanted a successful professional career.  For how perky and bubbly she was, underneath it all she was just as insecure and scared as the rest of us.
 
    
 
   1. Graduate College
 
   2. Find Love
 
   3. Get Married
 
   4. Successful Career
 
    
 
   I could only think of two things I wanted.  I know I was being selfish, but really they were the only two things that would not leave the broken loop of my obsessive compulsive thinking.  Neither girl judged me.
 
    
 
   1. Graduate College
 
   2. Spend Every Available Minute With Valla
 
    
 
   Vicky smiled softly when she heard mine.  I looked down, chancing quick glances between them. “That's how I want to define myself.  This thing I found with her was an impossibility in my life.  She IS my miracle.”
 
   After a few minutes of silence, we were all showing signs of exhaustion.  Wordlessly Valla and I cuddled into each other, my back to her front, her arm draped across my waist.  Vicky looked over at her bed, then back at us with a sad look.  I raised my arm, inviting her, and she slid in front of me, my arm draping over her waist.
 
   I whispered to the two sadly, “Tomorrow I lose the crutch and I go back to my dorm.  I'm going to feel so isolated.”
 
   Vicky mumbled quietly, half asleep.  “No, you stay here with us.  We can all use your room for a place to get away and be alone whenever we need.”  Valla grunted in agreement.  I felt a tear roll down my cheek as we all drifted to sleep.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 11 – Art Final
 
   The weeks flew past, what remained of the semester was going past in a blur.  Thanksgiving struck like lightning.  Valla and had I planned on having turkey TV dinners in the VV Lair since we both had no family.  However, our arms were almost pulled out of or sockets when we were dragged to Vicky's parents, along with Molly who was now becoming a regular in the Lair or over at my dorm room with Vicky.
 
   After detouring around the remnants of yesterday's annual iFORk Children's Festival, we made our way to the Davenport's house.  Victoria's parents lived in a friggin' mansion.  It was kind of amazing that her parent's didn't even bat an eye finding out that she was dating a girl and that Valla and I were a couple.  They doted on us like we were family, Mrs. Davenport thanked me no less that ten times that night for saving Vicky from the attack, and telling me to call her Maira.  I could see where the hyperactivity in Vic came from.
 
   The meal was awesome.  Probably the best home cooked meal I can ever remember.  The atmosphere there just felt like family to me.  I told the girls later that I had amended my checklist to include 'family'.  They just nodded in approval and I was rewarded with hugs.
 
   The following weeks were punctuated in smiles, laughs and togetherness.  Our tight bond was growing at an exponential rate.
 
   Then the end of the semester and Christmas break was approaching at breakneck speeds, just two days of finals to go.  I had received the forty thousand dollars from New York and an additional seventy-two thousand dollars from the sale of four pieces from the student gallery auctions the prior week.  Vicky helped me set up a savings and investment portfolio for the funds and for future earnings.  Segregating a percentage for a tax deferred retirement fund.  Wow is all I can say.
 
   By that time, Valla had her poems published in multiple monthly publications, gaining her sizable commissions of her own. Vicky worked her wizardry there too, and reorganized my girl's inheritance too.  Valla was in contact with a publisher that wanted to create a book of her works.  I couldn't have been more proud of my girl.
 
   Each of us were sneaking off with Vic's car from time to time, purchasing Christmas gifts or supplies for creating some.  I made a mental note to myself that eventually I'd need to get a car of my own.  Public transit sucked and I felt bad borrowing Vicky's all the time.
 
   Unknown to the girls, the past three weeks Mrs. Sax and I would sneak off campus for a little over an hour during class for a special project I was commissioned for by the city.  My 'final' in her class.
 
    
 
   I had only had one episode the past four weeks, I think it freaked Molly out a bit as Vicky and I just continued our game of slapjack through it.  She would only meet Vicky over at my dorm room for a week.
 
   The trial for the three that had attacked Vicky and I resulted in just two years of probation for the two that joined Max, while he got twelve months in jail and two years probation since he had used a weapon.  It seemed pretty lenient to me, but at least they were paying for the crime in some manner.
 
   Things are going well.  I thought to myself as I sat, losing yet another game of slap jack to Vicky and Molly on the floor of the Lair.  I was busy straightening out the card box to the edge of the throw rug that Molly had “accidentally” bumped... again.  When Valla walked in, I looked up and smiled. “Slap Jack!” Molly screamed.
 
   Everyone but me laughed.  “Cheaters.” I pouted and hissed under my breath.  Vic merely shot her infectious smile at me.  “Yet you play every time Mia.”  I tried to stop my own smile from appearing, I failed.
 
   Valla sat behind me with her hands on my stomach, her thumbs rubbing random circles on what little exposed skin was showing.  Now that casts were off and we were all healed fully this was torture, I was scared that my arousal was obvious to everyone.  She kissed me behind my ear and received the whimper from me that she wanted before she spoke.
 
   “So, I just finished my last final!  I'm free!  Vickster was done yesterday, that leaves you my love.” She nuzzled me.  I gasped raggedly and said, “I just have to turn in my art final tomorrow and I am all yours for holiday break baby.”   I looked back at her with a smile, then over to Vicky who was busy aggressively marking her territory on Molly's neck.  “I need you two to be there with me when I turn it in if that is okay.”
 
   Vicky glanced proudly at her red creation on Molly's neck then looked over at me.  “Nervous?  Your stuff is amazing Mia.  There's nothing to worry about.  But we'll be there of course.  Oh speaking of being there, what plans you two got over break?”
 
   I shrugged, “I don't have anywhere to go, so I was planning on hanging out here.”  Valla chimed in “Me too.”  That got us a rare “Bullshit!” from Vicky.  “You two are coming home with me!” she said sweetly.  Crinkling her eyes and scrunching up her nose with a genuine, patented closed mouth Victoria Smile.
 
   “Jesus that was cute!” Valla laughed, “How can we say no to that?”
 
   I agreed and glanced a question over to Molly.  “Nope.” she said, “I'm flying back to San Francisco in the morning to be with the fam.  They aren't too, ummm... open and accepting about Vic and I.  So I leave her in your capable hands, but do request that you return her in the same condition as when you received her.”
 
   In unison Valla and I chirped out, “No promises!”  Causing laughter all around.
 
   Molly bumped the card box just to be mean.  I ignored it... for an entire two seconds then straightened it up.  “Gawd I want you.” was hotly whispered into my ear by my love, stopping all brain function instantly.  Then the tease stood up and went to the restroom, swinging her hips suggestively.
 
   “Nice Vee!”  Vicky giggled and grabbed all the cards, stuffed them in the box, and stood, placing a hand on my shoulder as she passed to put them away.  “Mia... don't forget to breathe.” she bubbled out in mirth.  I exhaled finally.  Molly got up and sat on Vicky's bed, while I stood and moved to the desk chair.
 
   When Valla walked back in the room Molly asked if we wanted to hit the Christmas party at the Steam Plant Club tonight.  In harmony, three voices snapped, “No!”  Valla chuckled, “I think we've had enough of parties for a while.”
 
   Molly stood and did a fake stretch and yawn, eyeballing Vicky and biting her lower lip.  “Well I have to be up at o' too damn early to catch my plane.  Drive me to my apartment schoolgirl?”
 
   Vicky smiled and stood to grab her purse.  I stood suddenly and exclaimed, “Oh wait, Molly!”  I dug in one of the bags of wrapped Christmas presents beside the desk and pulled out a little box and stretched out my hand to Molly.  “Merry Christmas from Valla and I!” I said cheerily like a little kid.  She smiled and looked between Valla and I, accepted it, then started unwrapping it.
 
   She opened the long white box inside to see the simple, delicate white gold chain inside.  She squealed and bent to kiss me on the cheek, then dove on Valla for a hug.  “Thank you Mia, Vee, you shouldn't have.”
 
   I shook my head as I replied, “Yes we should have, you make Victoria happy.”
 
   Vicky started talking as she looped her arm in Molly's and started toward the door.  “Be back in an hour...”  Molly held two fingers up at her with a seductive smile, “...umm I mean two hours with dinner.”  I swear I heard Vicky say something to Molly hungrily under her breath that sounded suspiciously like, “Let's see just how happy you can make me.” as they left the room.
 
   Valla and I looked at each other, then erupted into laughter.  She pulled me to my feet and held me close as we danced to imaginary music.  I melted into her as I fell in love with her yet again.
 
   ***
 
   We woke the next morning with a dead blonde weight on top of us snoring, still holding the slice of pizza she was eating when she fell asleep as we were talking and eating until the wee hours of the morning.  Valla reached over me to grab the pizza slice and placed it on the pizza box on the floor, then she gently pulled Vicky off the top of us and onto the bed between us.
 
   We just sat there in the early morning gazing at each other over the snoring blonde.  Her catlike eyes communing with my emerald.  I liked lazy mornings like this the best, but it wouldn't last long as my 'art final' wasn't in class after lunch, it was at 9:00am.  I'd have to tell them soon but I was so comfortable right now.
 
   We each draped an arm over Vicky's shoulder so we could touch each other, sharing our love through the contact.  We sat this way smiling for a while and my internal chronometer chimed.  “It's eight.”  I whispered, and Valla looked behind me at the alarm clock as it clicked over from 7:59 to 8:00.
 
   She smiled and looked back to me and whispered, “So?  We don't have anywhere to be until 1:00.”
 
   I looked at her with a guilty look on my face and whispered, “Umm... we have to be somewhere by 9:00 am to turn in my final.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed in confusion, “Why didn't you say anything?  Okay let's get blondie up.”
 
   Vic just stretched like a cat between us.  “Mmmm don't bother I'm up.  Ooooo I'm the meat in a lesbian sandwich!”
 
   I slapped her shoulder as I sat up, “Perve!”
 
   She blinked at us innocently.  “What? You guys are the ones giving me good material for my masturbation sessions!”
 
   I looked at her in shock and Valla just laughed out loud, “Oddly, I don't take offense.”
 
   We began our choreographed dance of stripping bodies, showers taken, hair brushing, and fresh clothing donned that we had developed over the past few weeks.  Though it would seem impossible for three college aged girls, just a half hour later we were ready for the day.
 
   As we walked out of the dorm building the girls started to turn right toward the art building and I grabbed their arms and swung them around toward the parking lot.  They looked confused and I cut off any questions.  “My final is sorta down at the waterfront at Pike Place Market.  No questions, just come.”
 
   I got some squishy eyed, “What's she up to?” looks from the other lez-migos, but they didn't ask.  We joked and laughed our way to the parking garage at the end of the market, then we walked down the stairs to the boardwalk. We walked just past the other end of Pike Place and crossed back over the street, under the viaduct, to where a bunch of people were gathered by a tall brick building with a huge tarp draping the entire wall.
 
   We saw Mrs. Sax waving at us and we joined her by her side as she spoke, “This is exciting!  They are going to unveil it in just a couple minutes.”  She glanced at the confused and lost looking girls with me.  “Oh... you haven't told them?”  I shook my head.  She smiled at them, “You are going to love this!”
 
   I was getting nervous, “J-jenny, this is V-Vicky and Valla.”  Jenny gasped staring at Valla, “Why have I never seen it before?  This is her?” she asked as she looked back at the tarp, then turned to me after shaking their hands.  I just nodded.
 
   She smiled back at Valla who said, “Call me Vee.”
 
   There was a feedback screech in the PA system as a man by the wall grabbed a microphone, “Hello everyone, and thanks for coming today.  As you know, Seattle has been commissioning urban artwork to beautify our city in recent months.  This program has additional goals, such as inspiring other youths to engage in the arts and divert energy into constructive endeavors instead of destructive behavior.”
 
   He continued,  “It is with my great pleasure that today, we'd like to unveil a mural by one of our local students, Miss Mia Jacobs, constructed using thousands of discarded hubcaps that wind up in our landfills each day.  I'd like to point out that she miraculously accomplished this feat in less than three weeks.”
 
   Then he gestured to the wall and the tarp fell away, there was a collective gasp from the crowd and a few moments of silence, then applauds and whistles erupted from the people gathered.  “Holy shit!” Valla gasped out.  Vicky echoed her shock.  “No friggin' way!”  I looked at them to see if it was good or bad shock.  They were nothing but smiles, in relief I finally let out the breath I was holding.
 
   I glanced back at the wall to the giant gleaming silver mural of Valla's face smiling into a silver sun. I remember that happy day, it was my inspiration for this mural.  I wish all the hubcaps were the same size, I could have done better.  If I had more time I could have taken the... Mrs. Sax slapped me hard on the arm.  “Mia, stop obsessing!”  she said sharply, then softened and laughed.  “I think you get an A+ on your final.”
 
   She turned to Valla and Vicky, “Nice to finally 'officially' meet you girls.  You are all she ever talks about, and I see you at the door with her all the time Vee.  But now I have to get back to the University to grade the other finals.”  She squeezed my arm as the girls nodded acknowledgment, keeping their eyes on the mural as Jenny walked off.
 
   My two friends were both taking pictures with their phones, I was getting uncomfortable.  I was grabbing at their arms trying to drag them off.  “Valhalla, Victoria!  Let's go!”  They finally looked away from the mural and to me.
 
   Valla smiled, “Have I ever told you that you are fucking amazing Mia?”  I blushed and nodded.  Vic seconded her assessment as we made our way back to the car.  Both girls rubbernecking behind us to the mural as we left.
 
   While climbing the stairs Valla turned to me with amazement twinkling in her eyes as she asked, “When?  How?”
 
   I smiled triumphantly then said, “The past three weeks, Jenny and I have been sneaking out of class after you drop me off and coming back before you arrive to pick me up.”
 
   Valla smiled and bit her bottom lip then husked out, “I'd take you right here right now on these steps if Vic weren't here!”
 
   That got me so aroused and embarrassed that it was hard to walk.  Vicky chimed in, “Don't mind me, I was thinking the same thing after seeing that work of art!”  I don't think I had ever blushed so hard as the girls laughed.
 
   Valla's sexual innuendo has been ramping up to almost critical mass the closer we got to Christmas. All I can think about lately because of it is her promise to me from Halloween.  And after her comment just now,  I'd give myself to her in a moment right here and now if she was serious.
 
   They snapped me out of my happy fantasies as we reached the car, Valla waving her hand in front of my eyes.  Vicky started bouncing around in her seat.  “So!  Let's get back to the Lair and grab our luggage and get the heck over to my folks house! We're finally FREE till after New Years!” she babbled out at speeds faster than light.  We started laughing as she cranked the radio and we rocked out back to the dorm.
 
   On a random thought I added to my loop that I'll have to remind myself later to deposit the thirty-two thousand dollar check I got for the mural commission.  Vicky would kill me if I just leave a check lying around the Lair again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 12 – Magical Christmas
 
   This Christmas Eve... I don't even have words for it... it was just so amazingly surreal to me.  I can mostly remember the excitement of Christmas from before my parents died, but those memories are also colored by the point of view of a child.  But this was on a whole new level.
 
   The only decent Christmas after that was the one when I was with the Cohans.  They were extremely poor, so we didn't do much, but Christmas morning was great.  There were magically two presents under the empty tree for me.  They had bought me a new hoodie and some paint brushes.  I cried.  I gave them the artwork I had made for them that year... a portrait of them when viewed from across the room, created with small colored sticker dots.
 
   But this was something altogether different. The Davenports had apparently conspired with Vicky who knew we would try to stay in the dorm for the holidays.  They brought us on a short drive to just above Issaquah into the Cascades, above the snowline to a charming timber framed outdoor outfitter's place named Silent Bob's.  Geek much?  We spent most of the day going through a true winter wonderland in a sleigh pulled by a team of Clydesdales.
 
   I cuddled into Valla under a warm blanket as we watched the snow covered trees, frozen lakes and mountain peaks pass by.  It was so tranquil none of us spoke often, we were just basking in the ambiance and majesty of nature.  It was magical.
 
   At lunch time the sleigh stopped at a campsite covered by a huge timber frame picnic area that was decorated with holly wreathes and garlands with big red bows.  From hidden speakers somewhere, just barely audible, instrumental Christmas music was being piped in.
 
   At the far end was a huge fireplace constructed of large stones where a roaring fire kept the picnic table area quite cozy despite the cold.  There was a beautiful picnic lunch laid out on white lace tablecloths for the five of us, complete with hot coco and marshmallows.  I felt like I was in an old black and white holiday movie.
 
   Maira watched me poke at Valla's utensils with my finger, straightening them out every time Valla put them down between bites.  Valla's eyes never leaving me, her smiling and biting her lower lip each time she put a fork down crooked.  Finally Maira looked at Vicky and spoke under her breath, but I was able to catch it.  “What are they doing?”  Vicky wasn't quiet at all, giggling out her response, “Oh, that?  Vee is just turning herself on.  Mia's OCD makes her hot, it's like watching porn to her.”
 
   Now I don't know who was more embarrassed at that point; Valla, Maira, or myself.  I wanted to find a place to hide.  I buried my head in Valla's shoulder.  Mrs. Davenport slapped Vicky's arm admonishing, “Victoria Amelia Davenport!”  Vicky held her hands up in defense saying.  “What?  It's true!”  Maira just shook her head and smiled at her daughter's antics.  Mr. Davenport was just laughing at the whole incident.
 
   After lunch we were loaded back up in the sleigh and returned on a shorter, more direct path to the car.  We sang Christmas carols in the car on the way back to the Davenport's place, laughing and having such a great time.
 
   When we got back to the Davanport's it was dark.  We settled in the great room that was decked out with white Christmas lights, beautiful natural garlands, and red bows.  The stone fireplace burned romantically with big, red, empty stockings, each of our names embroidered on them in gold thread, hanging from the mantle.
 
   But the focus of the room was the large tree in the corner by the huge panoramic windows.  The white twinkly lights and the beautiful glass ornaments with red bows tied to the branches, presents tucked neatly under the tree, just felt so... right.  The place looked like a fairyland.  My eye caught something and I walked over to the tree then looked at an ornament that was not like the others.
 
   It was an unevenly constructed snowflake made from Popsicle sticks covered with glitter, and the picture of an adorable little blonde girl in the middle.  The contagious smile on her face was unmistakable, I caught myself smiling back at the photo.  It was Victoria, she couldn't have been older than five in the picture.  Maira stepped beside me, “Yes, it is my favorite ornament.  Vicky made it for me in the first grade.”
 
   I smiled back at her then turned my gaze to Valla, laughing on the couch at something Mr. Davenport had just said.  This truly did feel like family, I'm glad that Valla got a chance to experience it with me.  Unbidden, my eyes teared up a bit as I watched her.  I whispered to Mrs. Davenport, “Thank you so much for everything you are doing for us.  This is so wonderful, you truly didn't have to go through all this effort.  You have no clue how much this means to us.”
 
   I glanced over at her, she was looking at Valla too, with sorrow in her eyes.  I looked between her and Valla and back again I opened my mouth to speak, but she nodded and whispered to me, “We know about Vee.”  I knew she was talking about Valla's secret, it was like there was a vise on my heart.  How did they know?
 
   “V-Vicky?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head slowly and turned her sad eyes back to me. “No.  She'd never betray you girls' trust.  It's just obvious.”
 
   I nodded and silently cried.  She stepped between me and Valla so she wouldn't see.  She reached up and wiped away my tears with her sleeve, then grabbed my hand and dragged me to the giant sectional couch beside my girl before she spoke.  “Let's watch a holiday movie before we have our Christmas feast, shall we everyone?”  Everyone cheerfully piped up in agreement as Mr. Davenport grabbed the remote and turned on the flat screen TV and cued up Santa Clause is Coming to Town.
 
   About when we were all singing, “You put one foot in front of the other, and soon you'll be walkin' 'cross the flo-o-or!” Mrs. D excused herself to check on dinner.  I was cuddled into the crook of Valla's arm, while Vicky was laying across our laps with her head in my lap and her feet draped across her father.  It was nice.  I gave Valla a gentle peck on the lips as she lazily ran her fingers through Victoria's hair as we watched the show.
 
   Just as the show was finishing, Maira came in with a smile.  “Dinner is ready everyone!”  We got up excitedly following the heavenly smells wafting from the dining room.  Vicky hopped up on my back and I gave her a piggyback ride in while Valla and Mr. D laughed at our antics.
 
   Mr. Davenport sat at the head of the table while his wife took the other end.  We three girls sat along one side, with Vic close to her mother.  Mr. D spoke, “We're going to forgo saying grace this year and instead just give thanks for the wonderful family we have here and that we can share of ourselves at this time.”
 
   Everyone smiled in agreement.  “Here here.” we chimed and started dishing up.  There was lots of chatting, gossip, and laughing going on throughout the meal.  The food was perfect and the ham was delicious.  More than a few times I had to straighten Valla's utensils, the vixen.
 
   Throughout the meal I would sit back and marvel at 'family'.  Valla never looked happier.  I decided then and there that I was going to make sure Valla had her entire list checked off, one way or another.
 
   After helping clean up after the meal we all retired down the hall to the bedrooms.  Valla and I were in the guestroom that shared an adjoining bathroom with Vicky's room.  We dressed in our night clothes, I kissed Little Vee goodnight and put her in my purse.
 
   We were exhausted and happy as we started to doze off in each others arm.  Sometime during the night, Victoria wandered in hugging a pillow to her chest.  “I miss Molly.” she whispered, and we wordlessly raised the covers for her to slide in with us.
 
   We woke up to a hyper-blonde pogo-stick bouncing on the bed.  “Wake up, wake up, wake up!  It's Christmas!”  Valla was giggling at her, “Settle down blondie!”  But her excitement was as contagious as her smile.  We took turns showering and brushing our teeth, but opted to stay in our night clothes.
 
   Vicky grabbed our hands and dragged us to the end of the hall where she called out, “Can we come in?”  Mr. D answered, “Come on in ladies.”  We rushed in behind Vicky and she pushed us down on the couch beside Mr. and Mrs. Davenport. 
 
   Maira smirked and nodded at the little dynamo and Vic rushed over to the fireplace and started grabbing the now overflowing stockings and delivering them to the proper recipients.
 
   Once they were passed out, Vicky hopped up onto the couch beside us like a little kid and we started going through them.  Mine had all kinds of candies and fudge wrapped in bright cellophane and a lovely scarf that would go with just about anything.  Then there was an assortment of high quality camel hair paintbrushes that reminded me of that year with the Cohans.  I cried again at the memory and thanked the Davenports.
 
   Valla and Vicky were similarly happy about their booty.  I was especially impressed with the antique retractable, self inking fountain pen that Valla got.  Then Vicky looked around, seeing everyone had finished, then bounded off the couch and started handing out the presents from under the tree.  We must have had at least ten each.  I was feeling bad that I only brought each person one gift!
 
   We followed Vicky's lead and started tearing into the presents, or carefully unwrapping and folding the wrapping paper in my case.  I was amazed at the beautiful clothing I got as well as the high end art equipment I had been eyeballing for months.  I tried not to cry when I opened my very own easel.  Tried is the operative word.
 
   Valla got some stunning clothing as well that I'd love to see on her... or off her.  And an amazing calligraphy set with some beautiful huge leather bound books that had only blank pages for her poetry.  I saw her tearing up as well.
 
   Vicky got almost exclusively clothing and the most beautiful and delicate sapphire encrusted silver bracelet.  It was breathtaking!  Vicky opened the gift from Valla and I and started crying when she saw it.  It was a framed photo of the three of us staring off into the night sky.  It was her favorite photo of us that was taken by Valla's English Lit professor at an outdoor poetry reading of Valla's works under the stars.
 
   We had pretended to lose it a few weeks ago, to get it professionally mounted and matted in a shadowbox frame, with movie ticket stubs from shows we all saw together and a friendship bracelet Valla and I had wove for her on display.
 
   We were hit by a flying, tackling hug from the pint sized blonde.  We laughed and hugged her back.  Then Valla and I each opened our gifts from her.  They were matching white gold hearts on whisper thin white gold chains. Mine was inscribed with a script V while Valla's had a script M.  We put them on then hugged Vicky ourselves, they were so perfect.  I couldn't stop smiling.
 
   We turned to Vicky's parents as they opened Valla's gift to them.  It was a framed poem done in Valla's calligraphy entitled “Counting”.  It became my second favorite poem of hers immediately when I spotted the line about a deafening whisper.  Maira opened her arms toward Valla, “It's simply moving Vee!” she said as she hugged her, then Mr. D pulled her into a hug too.
 
   Then Maira picked up the larger present from me and removed the wrapping.  They were stunned at what looked like a framed black and white portrait of Victoria with her infectious smile.  They both leaned in closer to see that it wasn't a photograph, but hundreds of thousands of tiny ink dots that I put on the canvas using a pin I dipped in India ink.  I could probably have done better but I didn't have much time to complete it and...  Crap, I'm obsessing again!
 
   It was Maira's turn to cry as I got the same hug treatment from the two of them that they had just given Valla.  Then I turned to Valla and pointed to the present from me to her.  She had been looking at it all morning, hovering around it, revering it but keeping her distance.  She finally removed the wrapping paper and opened the box.  She looked in and her jaw dropped, she looked closer.  “Are those words?  They are.  They say... Oh my god!  Mia!”
 
   She pulled the sculpted three dimensional white heart that resembled a delicate wire frame made of paper ribbons that I had actually carved out of a single piece of wood.  I used a red hot sewing needle to burn thousands of tiny holes through the wood ribbons to form the words from her poem 'Every Day' into it.  She was openly crying and smiling now.  I finally exhaled, relived that she liked it.
 
   I went to hug her but got a knee buckling passionate kiss instead.  She had to support me to prevent my collapse.  I wasn't complaining as I did the only thing a sane person would do when the sexiest person alive was kissing them... I returned the kiss, my entire being was buzzing.
 
   After I came back down to Earth I started cleaning up the discarded wrapping paper from the floor around everyone.  I couldn't handle it strewn about haphazardly anymore, though I had tried to ignore it, but I needed to fold them neatly and throw them away.  But Valla grabbed my hand saying, “No, not yet.  There's still one more.”  She made me sit back down on the couch.
 
   She nervously brought her other arm from behind her back, displaying a small wrapped box and handed it to me.  I happily started meticulously removing the little ribbon and wrapping paper as she spoke.  “Mia.  Life is too short.  I wish I could promise you forever.  But all I can promise is to give you every moment I have.  I know it is unfair to ask, but my time is short.  I want nothing more than to make you feel loved.”
 
   It was a small purple velvet box.  I held it up in front of me with reverence, brushing my thumbs across its lid.  I steeled myself and flipped the lid open to see the most simple and beautiful, plain white gold band engraved with what looked like Celtic knots.  But I could see it was actually a series of Vs and Ms interlaced around it.  My jaw dropped as I looked at her, her eyes recapturing mine.   I could feel mine starting to water.
 
   She continued with nothing but love sparkling away in her amazing eyes, “Mia Jessica Jacobs... will you make me the happiest woman alive and marry me?”  Before her last syllable was out I replied, “YES! ...I could live a lifetime in your eyes.”  Her lips were on mine, I had never felt such a soulful kiss from her.  I poured my heart into hers as we breathed each others breath.
 
   She broke the kiss and pulled back gasping, then pulling the ring from its cushion she slid it onto my finger.  Tears of happiness were flowing unchecked down both our cheeks.  I brought my fingers to my lips, reliving that kiss.  I turned to the Davenports to see the two ladies hugging, smiling and crying while watching us.
 
   Mr. Davenport cleared his throat in typical male fashion, pretending to not be misting up and hoarsely said, “This calls for a celebration!  Hot cocoa and a movie?”  We all laughed and settled in on the couch as Mrs. D hurried off and brought in mugs of hot chocolate and cookies a couple short minutes later.
 
   As the movie, Breakfast at Tiffany's, rolled the ending credits Valla spoke to the group.  “Would it be okay if I stole this enchanting pixie for a few hours?   I know it is Christmas day but there's something I have to show her.  If there aren't any other plans.”  We were assured that nothing pressing was lined up.  With a promise of being back in plenty of time for dinner, we got dressed and borrowed Vicky's car keys then set off down the road.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 13 – Homecoming
 
   As we drove, Valla put some music on the radio and we rocked out, bobbing and singing and laughing.  I got distracted many times by the shiny ring glistening on my finger.  Valla had to poke me several times to knock me out of my happy fog as I stared at it.  “Earth to Mia!”  She giggled as I snapped out of it again offering her a huge toothy smile, wiggling my fingers at her sowing off the ring.  “What?  It ain't often I can show proof to the world that the perfect woman chose me!”  I flirted back, but sincerely meaning my words.
 
   She bit her lip seductively and I melted.  Damn her and the power she has over me!  I grabbed her right hand as she drove and laced our fingers.  “So, you still haven't told me where we are going.”  I probed, not making it a question.
 
   “Home.” is all she said with a mischievous grin.  That's all she offered me as we sat in a comfortable silence the rest of the drive.  Just soaking in each others presence.
 
   We crossed Lake Washington at Evergreen Point and wound up at Yarrow Bay.  She pulled into the driveway of a beautiful waterfront summer home and parked in front of the door.  We got out and I looked around.  The house itself was single level construction with a whimsical, storybook feel.  All creams and browns with a bright green, inviting door.  The attached three car garage was huge with a matching green door.  It was clear it was an expansive home in the back, but charmingly subtle in the front.
 
   Valla jumped out of the car with a smile and ran around to open my door and help me out.  How friggin' sweet is she?  Then I started noticing some things about the house and property.  The yard was unkempt and overgrown in areas that looked to have been gorgeous landscaping at one point.  The windows were water spotted and muddy dust caked a lot of the horizontal surfaces from lack of maintenance.
 
   She still hadn't said a word and I didn't want to be the first to vocalize.  I could tell by her movements that this is something she needed to do, it was important to her.  The front door deadbolt had an electronic keypad and she punched in a four digit code and twisted the lock.  It thunked open and she pushed it in, gesturing for me to enter with a dazzling smile and a twinkle of mischief in her catlike eyes.
 
   I walked in and looked around.  The large open living room went the entire depth of the home, with huge glass panels in the back wall revealing a large yard with a dock stretching out to the lake.  The furniture and hanging lamps were all covered in white sheets with dust covering the sheets.  The polished stone floor was inlaid with walnut to form a lattice pattern on the floor and the giant area rug under the sitting area was dull with dust.
 
   Even in its unused state it was breathtaking.  I turned to see Valla smiling like the Cheshire Cat. “Home.”  She grabbed my hand and interlaced our fingers.  She leaned in and gave me a barely there kiss, our lips shared a whisper of contact.  She didn't move away, instead she just smiled and spoke, her lips nicking mine as she did.  “I figured that we'd need a place of our own if you had said yes to me.”
 
   I blinked.  “Of course I was going to say yes!  I said yes long before you asked today.  How could you have thought otherwise?”
 
   She gave me another quick kiss and backed off still holding my hand as she spoke softer “This was my home growing up.  Until... my father died two years ago from a brain tumor.  I haven't been back here since.”
 
   Her face saddened and she looked far away as she spoke of him  I had never pushed her on the subject of her father.  “My whole life I knew I would be gone before him.  It was supposed to be a fact.  But it goes to show you that nothing in life is certain.  He was my best friend.  It was just a matter of three months between when they found the tumor and when he left me.”
 
   I gave her hand a gentle squeeze.  She continued, “I applied to be an emancipated minor instead of getting lost in the social services machine.  I had to get out of here, too many memories to haunt me.  I rented an apartment with funds from my inheritance and finished my senior year in high school.  I got the scholarship in English literature that we had both dreamed of for me.  We had the money to put me through the college of my choice but I wanted to do it all on my own merit.”
 
   She turned to me and her wistful, melancholy expression turned into something softer and tinged with want.  “And I found the love of my life.”  Her voice was huskier.  She bit her lower lip, melting me to the core.  “With you, we can make this feel like a home again... If you want.”  She looked, searching for an answer to her question in my eyes.
 
   I smiled back, entranced by her ever-changing eyes.  “It's beautiful.  I love it.  And to be totally, honest, home for me is YOU...  Wherever you are.  I'm so in love with you Valhalla Abbey Taylor.”  She looked both relieved and happy all at once.
 
   She licked her lips, her eyes darkened with lust.  I could feel it radiating off of her in waves, causing interesting things to happen to some embarrassing areas on my anatomy.  God, I want her!  She turned and pulled me behind her as she went down a hall, to the right, and past what looked like a master bedroom into a smaller one.
 
   With one hand she ripped the white sheet off the bed, causing a small dust cloud, and then she pushed me backwards onto the bed with her straddling me.  Her voice was husky and raspy with desire.  “I gave you a promise.  It's time.”  My entire body became a tingling inferno as I remembered her promise.  My toes curled when her lips crushed against mine, her hands desperately clawing off my clothes.  Although I despise the word, as it seems so crude and raw, I had never felt so horny in my life.
 
   ***
 
   Now let me tell you, even though neither of us had any experience with lesbian sex and felt we didn't know what to do, our bodies were so in sync that we instinctively knew what to do to please each other. Valla's face had never looked as beautiful as when she was climaxing.  It was a new goal in my life to see that expression as often as possible.  And the amazing things she did to me I didn't think were possible!
 
   So anyway, needless to say, she fulfilled her promise to me... twice... and with interest!  If it were possible to die from over-arousal I'm sure I was on the cusp of it.  As we laid in each others arms, sweat soaked hair across our faces and basking in the afterglow I raggedly offered, “You know, I think I might be gay.”  We both laughed hard and kept laughing every time we looked at each other.
 
   My sides were hurting so bad by the time we could look at each other without cracking up.  But then our eyes locked, amber meeting emerald and I felt my lust resurfacing.  Valla was stronger than me.  “We will never leave this bed if we don't get up now.  Let's get cleaned up and I'll give you the tour.”
 
   I growled, “I'll clean you up... again.”  Licking my lips and staring at her crotch seductively, my mouth watering.  She stood and pulled me to my feet, placing a quick but passionate kiss on my lips. God she tastes great.
 
   She whispered, “I've created a monster.” with a playful laugh.  Then she shooed me into the attached bathroom.  “Should be towels in the cupboard, soap and shampoo under the sink.”
 
   I started the shower grumbling in my frustrated state.  Then smiled to myself knowing that I was hers as I washed away our earlier activities.
 
   ***
 
   Once I was cleaned up I realized there wasn't a blow dryer there so I dried my hair the best I could, running my brush through the long tresses of ebony.  Valla wandered back into the room with a towel around her.  I assumed she used another bathroom in the house.  I would have welcomed her into the shower with me, but this was smarter.  We would have wound up on the floor of the shower an hour later and still panting if she had.
 
   She sat me on the bed and grabbed the brush from me, running her fingers through my hair to fluff it up and get air circulating through it to dry faster as she brushed.  Is it wrong that I found that hawt too?  Did she just smell my neck?  When she was satisfied she gave me a quick kiss on my pulse point, sending goosebumps across my flesh.  Then she whispered, “God, I love your long raven hair.”
 
   Then I returned the favor and worked on her hair.  Her brown locks were so luxurious feeling as they slid between my fingers.  I could do this all day.  I enjoyed pampering her.  She moaned in satisfaction, “That feels good baby.  Have I mentioned how much I love you Mia?”  I kissed her behind the ear in answer as I finished up the best I could with her hair.
 
   We dressed quickly and she proceeded to drag me out of her childhood bedroom and around the house for a whirlwind tour.  She showed me the guest room, then the huge master suite with a walk in closet that was bigger than the VV Lair, and the huge master bathroom with two showers and a giant jetted tub on a pedestal in the middle.
 
   The kitchen was unbelievable with a white marble tile floor, a breakfast bar on the food prep island, and the black walnut cabinets accentuated with stainless steel hardware that matched all of the stainless steel appliances and exhaust hood.  The black granite counters were a counterpoint to the floor.
 
   The dining area was just an extension of the kitchen area.  It gave a warm, friendly feel to an otherwise huge space.  It flowed out to the living space I had seen earlier.  I noticed the large stone fireplace dominating a wall by the seating area in the great room.  Someone had put a lot of thought into the layout of this house.  We were talking about anything and everything, often breaking into fits of laughter.
 
   Then she dragged me out to the kitchen again and through a side door to the attached garage.  It was huge, with a polished concrete floor.  Workbenches along one wall were covered with sheets and on the far end was a large vehicle covered like everything else.  “We could set up a studio for you in here.” she whispered in my ear, her breath hot on my neck.
 
   Last stop was back into the living room and then outside through one of the huge glass panels I thought was a window but was actually a swiveling door on seemingly invisible hinges.  She laced our fingers as we walked along a winding cobblestone path to the dock.  We bundled into our coats from the bitter winter wind and sat on the end of the dock, swinging our feet in the air like children, to continue our chat.
 
   “So? Whaddaya think?  Can you see us living here?”  She looked hopeful.
 
   I alleviated any doubt with my response, “It couldn't be more perfect... just like you.”  We kissed for a few moments, not the animalistic kissing from earlier, but tender, gentle kisses meant only to convey our love.
 
   We looked out over the lake, watching a small plane with purple wingtips and a big wavy purple stripe on it lazily flying above the water, and we shivered.  “Brrr.” she stated with a silly grin, kicking away with her combat boot encased feet.
 
   “Yeah, brrr.” I smiled back.  We got up and made our way back inside, she made a quick detour to the garage to grab a garage door opener from a hook on the wall and put it in her purse.
 
   “Ready hot stuff?” She asked, wiggling her eyebrows.
 
   “Always!” I replied happily as we walked out the front door.
 
   We took a step after she locked the door before she stopped and pulled me back by our intertwined hands. “Just a sec.” She said with a smile as she pressed a few buttons on the lock “There... now type in a four digit code.”  I typed my debit card pin number and the number pad flashed a couple of times.
 
   She then pulled me along to the car almost skipping, speaking back to me, “Now you can get into OUR house any time!”
 
   I said, “Our... our... I like how that tastes on the tongue.”
 
   Valla rolled her eyes.  “You're a weird one Mia Jacobs.”
 
   I faked offense an voiced,  “But I'm yours.”  She grinned as she opened the car door for me.  “Yes.  Yes you are.”
 
   The ride back to the Davenport's home was full of suggestive talk and sexual innuendo.  I guess Valla really did create a monster.  That's not a bad thing is it?  I smiled to myself.  We arrived at their house and knocked on the door.  Vicky came bounding to the door and swung it open for us.
 
   “Finally!  I was going to send out a search party, or like you know, the US Marshals or something. Oh!  I'd make an awesome Marshal!  How friggin' amazing would that be?  I...” she paused before we could tell her to slow down to human speeds then her eyes went wide and she almost screamed, “OMG!  You totally did it!  Was it as awesome as I imagined?  Like did you break the bed or anything?”
 
   In unison Valla, Maira (who had just walked up), and I shouted, “Vicky!”  I was trying to find a hole to hide in as Valla dragged me past her toward the couch.  I caught her whisper at Vic as we passed, “We did, it was, and almost.”  She was smirking as Vicky lit up like the Christmas tree.  I'm sure I eeped, but all I could hear was the blood rushing through my ears.  Maira was just shaking her head at everyone's antics.
 
   ***
 
   The next few days at the Davenport's were punctuated with steamy love making sessions every chance we could sneak away.  I was beginning to see a direct correlation between my smile and my zipper.  And even when others were around Valla kept me on the top end of the arousal scale by sneaking passing touches and stealing kisses.  I think she was taking it as her sacred duty to see if she couldn't make that my natural state of being around her.  Not that I was complaining... at all... in any way.
 
   New years eve came around and Vicky was standing in a corner holding her phone, looking sad and wasn't her usual ball of energy.  I pulled her aside, “What's up blondie?”
 
   She looked at me with puppy-dog eyes, “Molly isn't coming back.”
 
   I was shocked, “What?  Why?”
 
   Her eyes flared with anger for a moment then settled back into sadness.  “Her parents believe I'm a bad influence on her and 'tricked' her into thinking she liked girls now.  She doesn't want to 'disappoint' them any more, so she is moving back with them down there.  She says I could be her 'secret' and we could do a long distance thing.”  She looked at me half broken.  “Is that what I am?  A disappointment and a secret?”
 
   I pulled her into a hug and she buried her head in my shoulder and cried silently.  I motioned Valla over with my eyes.  She hurried over and led us, still hugging, into Vicky's room as I tried to calm her.  “Shh... shhh Victoria.  You are not now, nor could you ever be a disappointment!  And nobody, I mean NOBODY has the right to hide you away and make you their dirty little secret!  You are an amazing girl and if anyone puts anything above that they never deserved to have you!  Got it?”
 
   She sniffled a little, then looked up into our three way hug.  “I love you guys, you know that?  I don't know why I deserve such amazing friends.”
 
   Valla shook her head at that and whispered, “We love you too Vicky.  Cause YOU are amazing.  Us three lez-migos gotta stick together!”
 
   This finally got a grin from her as she looked between us.  “Oooo I'm the meat again!”  We all shared a laugh and sat there for a minute for her to compose herself before making our way back out to the couch.
 
   Minutes later we and our extended family were chanting, “5-4-3-2-1 Happy New Year!”  Hugs and kisses were passed around...  then a sense of melancholy settled in on us over the fact that it was back to the dorms tomorrow.  I was going to miss the feeling of family here.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 14 – My Valentine
 
   The weeks flew by we were so busy with classwork, art and poem submissions and commissions, cleaning the house to prepare to inhabit, releasing my dorm room back into general population, and getting ready for our wedding.  Valla was writing in her leather-bound books between everything else.  Knowing time was not on our side we chose Valentine's Day as the date.  It was after all a day for love.  And gawd did I love Valla!
 
   We gave silent thanks that Washington state is one of the few in the nation (so far) that allows same sex marriages, since we didn't want to travel for the ceremony.  We both asked Vicky to be our maid of honor to which we received a bubbly, “I will soooo make an awesome maid of honor!” to our giggles.
 
   The art community was starting to call my style of remote viewing art the 'Jacob's Effect', much to my embarrassment and Valla and Vicky's elation.
 
   Vicky was busy too.  She was coming out of her post-Molly funk and was starting to dip her toes into the dating pool again.  Though it was obvious she couldn't decide which sex she desired this month.  She called it her “taste testing” phase.  Oxford was courting her, and she had added yet another class to her schedule.  But there was a dark cloud hanging over her, and I had an inkling as to what it might be.
 
   Conspiring with my partner in crime, life, and the heart, we cornered her one night.  Valla offhandedly said, “Boy, I can't believe that we're going to be married in two days Mia.”  I chimed in “Yeah.  It's going to be like the end of an era.  It'll be weird moving into our house and not having Vicky around anymore.”  Vicky was getting fidgety and Valla continued,  “Yeah, I bet it'll be weird and quiet around here at the Lair without us huh Vic?”
 
   Vicky looked like she was going to cry, and internally I knew Valla was fighting off a smile like I was when Vicky spoke.  “Gawd guys.  You're gonna make me cry!  It is going to be so lonely here without you.  And what if they stick me with like a loser roommate?  I know I'll see you around campus and junk.  We'll still go out and do stuff but it won't be the same.”
 
   My voice wavered slightly trying to fight a laugh.  “Yeah, it's too bad you didn't want to come live with us in our guest room.  It woulda' been hella fun, but... oh well.”  Valla added, “Yeah, too bad.”
 
   You could see the gears turning in Vicky's head as she realized what we were doing.  “OMG!  Really guys?  I would so make an awesome house mate!  It will be friggin' amazing!  I could like do the laundry and stuff, and I could...”  Valla and I shouted in unison, “Vicky!  Breathe!”
 
   She grabbed me and spun me around twice but just hugged Valla because she couldn't pick her up.  I unwound myself twice in the other direction to Valla's lip biting delight, as they hugged.  After sharing a laugh the blonde looked at us in mock anger.  “You two know I love you, but I hate you for that!  You're mean!”  then stuck out her tongue to our chuckling.
 
   The next day was spent moving in, leaving just enough stuff at the Lair for our last day.  Valla asked me where the rest of my stuff was stored after I had brought over my four boxes, a suitcase of clothing, and my easel.  She said we could put it in the garage until we figured out where to put it all in the house.
 
   When I told her that was everything I owned in life, both her and Vicky got a little sad for a moment.  When I asked about it they just said they forgot I was in the foster system most of my life.  I was confused, what did that have to do with my stuff?  Everyone knows you only keep as much as can fit in the trunk of a car.
 
   The next morning I woke up where I had dozed off, laying on the bed with my head in Valla's lap where she was sitting at the head of the bed on the pillows.  Vicky was still on the ground at an awkward angle with her feet up on the bed, the textbook she was speed scanning into her memory last night covering her face as she snored.  Sheesh, just how pathetic are we?
 
   The day took forever, I just thought I was counting wrong but the damn clocks kept agreeing with my count.  Finally, after my last class we all rushed off to the VV Lair and grabbed our small bags containing the remainder of our stuff, and took one last nostalgic look around this now iconic place in our hearts.  We left the keys on the desk and headed off to the Davenport's for what Maira was calling our bachelorette party.  And our last sleepover as single women.  I like the sound of that!
 
   It was a night full of fun, laughing, crying, talking, and bonding.  One of those times you lock away and always treasure.
 
   ***
 
   Morning came and we woke to a hyperactive blondie bouncing on our bed in the Davenport's guest room.  “Wake up, wake up, wake up!  It's wedding day!”  God help me but I was as excited as her. Valla was groaning and pulling the covers over her head.  I joined Vicky in her jumping, “Wake up, wake up, wake up!  It's wedding day!”
 
   Valla dropped the covers from her face, which now had a silly grin plastered across it.  “My God! There's two of them!”  Then she yelled, “Maira help me!”  A minute later Mrs. D walked in wiping her hands on a dish rag, watching us bouncing on the bed around Valla chanting.  “Wake up, wake up!” 
 
   She laughed, “Sorry Vee, I'm with the girls on this one.”  She yanked the covers off of Valla. Raising her hands in defeat my girl flashed us all a huge smile, “It's wedding day!”  I saw Mr. D walk past the door shaking his head in bemusement at us four squealing women.
 
   Being Friday, we took the day off from our classes for the wedding.  We'd be spending our two day honeymoon in Leavenworth, a scenic Bavarian village two hours from Seattle nestled in the spectacular peaks of the Cascade mountains.  I didn't care if we stayed in a burlap sack, I just wanted Valla!
 
   Maira gave us girls a motherly, prideful look.  “You ladies need to be getting ready.  You are due at the alter in three hours.”  She grabbed our hands and gave a squeeze before she let them drop, and she walked out of the room.
 
   While Vicky helped us get dressed, Valla and I spent more time touching each other and making out than paying attention, so Vic called for reinforcements.  We were pried apart from each other's lips by Maira and Vicky and forced to dress in separate rooms.  My lips missed hers.
 
   “Are you nervous?”  Mrs. D asked as she started fussing with my hair.  I thought about it and smiled, “Actually, I have never felt so sure of anything in my entire life.  I just know I can make her happy, and I know that she definitely makes me happy.  I still can't believe that she chose... me.”
 
   Maira smiled warmly, then ducked into the adjoining bathroom for a second and came out with various devices and hair care products.  She plugged in a curling iron and spoke softly, “I can't believe how good you two are for each other.  It is hard to keep a smile off my face when I see you together.  You are so genuine with each other.  And I have never seen Vicky so happy as when she is around you two.  I thank you for that.”
 
   The light went off on the iron and she started putting my long raven hair into tight ringlets.  I was curious, I had never curled my hair before since I hid it under my hoodie, it would be interesting to see the outcome.  I wish there was a mirror in here.
 
   After a while of curling and teasing, she draped my V necklace on me, which hung perfectly near the cleavage that the simple white dress exposed.  Then she started applying makeup on me.  “We're just going to do some light makeup, you are already a natural beauty.  Let's see if we can't make your bride growl, shall we Mia?”  She laughed at my profuse blushing as I said, “O-o-okay.”
 
   We had just finished when Vicky came walking in and glanced at me, “Holy shit!” her mouth was hanging open.  Maira snapped, “Language Victoria!” But Vicky wasn't listening, she looked at me with hungry eyes, taking in the new look her mother gave me as I stood from the bed.  “I-is it o-okay?”
 
   Vicky shook her head to snap herself out of it.  “Damn girl.  It's a good thing you are taken or I wouldn't be responsible for my actions here.  You look simply beautiful Mia!”  She snapped a picture with her phone, “I'll need that for when I'm alone later.”  she waggled her eyebrows as her mother slapped her arm.  I blushed profusely as she continued, “Anyway, your blushing bride is waiting.  We should really get over to your house for the ceremony.  Wouldn't want to be late for your own wedding!”
 
   She turned to leave but turned back to glace at me again.  “Wow.” she whispered as she walked out of the room.  Maira stopped at the door when she noticed I wasn't following.  I looked at her nervously then I turned to the attached bathroom to look in the full length mirror on the door and gasped.
 
   The new looping curls in my hair formed a gently flowing mane around my shoulders that framed my face nicely.  The tastefully applied makeup accentuated my eyes and lips enticingly.  I looked both innocent and seductive at the same time.  I had to look twice.  Is this really me?
 
   I smiled at myself in the mirror, then over at Mrs. Davenport, and glided out of the restroom on the delicate white stiletto heels I chose so I that could be closer to Valla's lips at the ceremony.  Maira led me down the hall and cleared her throat as we approached the great room.  I feel pretty.
 
   Valla turned around and both of our breaths hitched.  I know I forgot how to breath and my heart forgot how to beat.  There, in a matching white dress, was a goddess, no other word would do.  Her brown hair almost glowed with its chestnut highlights.  Her makeup was perfect.  I bit my lower lip in want at her shimmering lips.  And the smoky shadow around her eyes made the oranges pop from her light brown pools.  Her delicate M necklace drew my attention to her cleavage before my eyes snapped back to hers, getting lost in her sparkling gaze.
 
   She filled out the dress in all the right places and looked to be born of grace and elegance.  The best part, for me at least, was the counterpoint... the signature so uniquely Valhalla that it actually worked with this angelic look.  Adorning her feet were the combat boots I had grown to love.
 
   I'm pretty sure I was drooling when I finally gained enough cognitive facilities to speak.  I somehow remembered that I might need to breath again and finally exhaled before taking another deep breath.  Full sentences were still beyond my diminished brain capacity so I uttered the first syllable I could muster, “Hey.”
 
   She blinked a couple times, then bit her lower lip, melting me, and responded in a hoarse, deep voice.  “Fucking amazing!”  She smiled with a primal hunger and passion I hadn't seen from her before this.  She glanced an apology to Maira who had just about admonished her on her language.  Valla licked her lips, “Mia, you look beautiful... no that word isn't enough.  Your hair... you... I.. you're... my God, I just fell in love with you all over again!”
 
   I was so embarrassed now, my blush burning my cheeks but at the same instant I was basking in her adoration and felt oddly proud I could exact this type of reaction from her.  I noticed lots of flashes as the Davenports snapped away at us with their cameras and cell phones.
 
   We just stood there drinking in every inch of each other when Vicky stepped between us, clearing her throat, snapping us back to reality.  “As much fun as it would be to watch you two have eye sex with each other all day, we have a wedding to get to.”
 
   Mr. D spoke up, “Vicky, remember... brain/mouth filter.”  Then he turned to us, “Ladies, your chariot awaits.”  We all filed out the door and into the cars, Valla and I went with Vicky in her Range Rover and the Davenports took their hybrid.
 
   Besides the radio booming Vicky's girl band pop music the ride was silent, with Valla's and my eyes locked in hunger, mentally undressing each other.  I must have licked my lips every few seconds.
 
   Vic had to physically remove us one at a time from her car.  “You two horndogs can have at each other soon, you gotta go say your I do's first!”  She marched us up to the front door as the Davenports joined us and she typed in Valla's code.  We never really bothered giving her a code of her own since she had barely glanced when Valla had opened the door once, now the code is burned into her eidetic memory banks.
 
   In just an hour we would be bound together in life as we are in love, I can't wait!  We walked through the great room to look at the back yard.  The white arbor on the dock decked out in white flowers and sat in front of the five white chairs.  There would have been seven but the Cohan's called earlier to let us know they couldn't make it, there was trouble with a foster child.  A red carpet runner stretched from the back door to the arbor.
 
   The doorbell rang and Vicky skipped over to get it.  The minister walked into the room with her a moment later.  He nodded to us with a smile and was intercepted by Vic's parents and dragged outside toward the arbor.  The Davanports were nothing if not efficient.
 
   The caterer arrived next with the reception meal for our small gathering, and Vicky had them set up in the great room.  Last minute prep was keeping us on our toes, so I was only allowed fleeting glances at my girl.  Leaving me biting my lower lip frequently, imagining her on our wedding bed without that dress.
 
   The guests had arrived, and by guests, I mean all two of them.  Jenny was first to show, gushing over how Valla and I looked before being led out to the seats by Vic.  The second guest, whom we expected because she had, to our shock, requested to be here was last to show up.
 
   Vicky led Missy Hannigan into the room.  She stopped short when she saw us with a small smile fighting at the edge of her lips before she stiffened it back to her normal sneer as she greeted Valla.   “Freak.”  Valla cordially replied, “Skank.”  Then Missy turned to me, “Spaz.”  I gave her a tiny wave and smile, “Bitch.”
 
   When she asked to come we had inquired as to why, and her terse response led us to believe that she felt responsible for me in some way after the attack.  She looked through the back window to see the setup by the dock and just started walking out, pausing at the glass panel door with her back to us and said softly away from us, “You two look nice.” before she wandered out to take a seat beside Jenny.
 
   Vicky mouthed to us “It's time.” a few minutes later.  The butterflies kicked in with a vengeance. This is real.  I'm going to be her's!  Vicky offered her elbows and each of us accepted one as she led us down the aisle, the violin music playing from the speakers in the arbor.
 
   We reached the minister and Vicky slipped away to her seat beside Frank and Maira as Valla and I turned to each other, our eyes locked with an almost electric current.  As one we each bit our lower lips as the music stopped.
 
   Now, you would think that at a defining moment in your lifetime you would pay close attention to what the minister was saying.  But if you happen to be standing there looking across to a heavenly creature with longing in her sparkling eyes, then not so much.  I mean, I know the guy was talking, but all I could hear was Valla breathing and my own heart beating.
 
   Instinctively I knew an important part was coming up and tuned in a bit.  “Do you, Valhalla Abbey Taylor, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”  Then she was grabbing my hand, causing a white hot fire inside me and slipped the ring the minister had offered onto my finger.  Then I experienced that deafening whisper rolling off her glossy lips.  “I do.  Be my Valentine Mia.”  Soft as a breeze.
 
   He then turned to address me.  “Do you, Mia Jessica Jacobs, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?”  I blindly took the matching ring he offered me and took her hand in mine.  I marveled at its warmth and softness, and graceful fingers with their perfectly manicured nails, then slid the ring on whispering, “I do.  Be my Valentine Valla.”
 
   Our lips met instantly, it was almost erotic how our lipstick slid and melded together, sticking and dragging as we moved our lips.  That was always my favorite part.  I tried to send all my love through our contact and could feel hers in return.
 
   I realized the minister was still speaking “Errrr... well, I now pronounce you wife and wife.  You may kiss the brides?”  He shrugged and backed off, aware we weren't paying any attention to him.
 
   Mr. Davenport cleared his throat a minute or so later and we reluctantly broke our kiss, gasping and giggling at each other as we looked sheepishly to the spectators.  Vicky was mouthing, “Hawt! Hawt! Hawt!”  Everyone else had happy tears in their eyes, Mr. D trying to play it off.
 
   Valla put her cheek next to mine and whispered conspiratorially into my ear, “I'm your wife, Mrs. Jacobs.”  I radiated love from my being toward her like a heatwave from within as I whispered back, “And I'm your wife, Mrs. Jacobs.”
 
   She grabbed my hand, laced our fingers, and started dragging me back along the red carpet blurting out, “Come on people!  Let's get this reception started so I can get my wife to myself!”  Everyone cheered at this and followed us inside.  Valla coughed.
 
   Lots of hugging and kissing, smiles and happy tears were involved at the reception, including a super awkward hug for Valla and I from Missy before she left with the customary exchanged insults.  I was tapping my foot through the entire reception, just trying to devour Valla with my eyes and our stolen touches and glances.  I want her out of that dress, NOW!
 
   Finally, Vicky announced that it was time to release us into the wild so we could go rut like filthy wildebeests.  After reminding Vicky about the difference between internal and external dialogue, I grabbed Valla's arm and started desperately dragging her to the front door, but she changed our direction and brought us through the kitchen to the garage instead.
 
   I was stunned.  The once covered vehicle was sitting there sparkling clean with its gleaming yellow paint.  I think it was called a FJ Cruiser or something, I'm not good with car names.  The windows had white paint all over them saying “Just married!  Now clear a damn path to the hotel!”  With little hearts all over.  When did Valla get the chance to pull this off?  We are usually joined at the hips or lips.
 
   I had thought this whole time we'd be borrowing Vicky's ride.  But now we had our own!  Valla's father's car was amazing.  And it has a big back seat!  Mmmm...  We were pelted with rice, that I knew I'd compulsively clean up every grain when we returned, as we got into the car and drove off toward our honeymoon.  Valla coughed.
 
   I'll spare you the details, but what occurred those next two days is forever burned into my memory, I gladly make space in my endless compulsive loop area for it.  I thought I had known passion with Valla before this, but knowing we belonged to each other as a married couple multiplied things tenfold. We were asked by the hotel staff on more than one occasion to keep the noise level down.  I take pride in that, and in making Valla walk funny for a week.  Though I didn't fare any better.  Swoon!
 
   


 
  

Chapter 15 – Family
 
   We had a scare after our honeymoon.  A virus had made its way past Valla's weakened immune system.  The resulting pneumonia and associated kidney problems put her in the clinic for two days. With a week of prescribed bed rest and another round of drugs.
 
   Vicky and I kept her current on her coursework so she wouldn't have to stress over catching up.  I suffered two episodes that week I was so stressed over the reality of Valla's condition.  Thankfully one was at home and the other was in my art class, but Jenny calmly led me to her private office to weather it away from of the prying eyes of my classmates.
 
   This health scare brought something boiling to the surface in me that had been at the back of my mind for months.  I wanted a child... not just that... I wanted a child with Valla.  Not because it was on her list (although that would happily cross out the third item from her list of four), but because I loved her so much and I wanted to make a new little life with her.  The reality of her condition made this a real priority with me.
 
   She was afraid but she really wanted a child, so I convinced her but under the condition that our child wouldn't be at risk of suffering Valla's affliction.  We discussed it at length and researched the hell out of it.  I wanted her to donate the eggs and we'd find a clinic with anonymous sperm donors for the other raw material, and I would carry our child.
 
   The more I learned about her disease the more I despised it.  I was shocked at how many people suffer the affliction and how little press is given on the subject.  It scared the heck out of me.  It saddened me learning the facts of the terminal nature.
 
   In most cases it wasn't the disease that killed but the effects of it wakening the immune system.  If you didn't die of eventual excruciatingly painful suffocation, it was usually pneumonia, liver failure, or kidney disease that took the victims.  I spent time hiding in the garage crying for my wife after learning this.
 
   But I also learned that as long as the sperm donor was screened for the cystic fibrosis gene there was zero chance of our child suffering from the affliction.  And even if the donor had the gene there was still only a 50/50 chance of the child suffering from the disease.
 
   The procedure was expensive, but didn't even dent Valla's and my funds.  Between her inheritance, the art commission money, and Valla's book that would be published in the summer (Under the name Vee A. Jacobs thank you very much), we had over three million in the coffers and growing.  That fact shocked the heck out of me since I didn't pay attention to it, Vicky did all of our finances, I just handed her the checks.
 
   Within weeks, Valla's eggs were harvested we had 'the' appointment.  That was pretty damn uncomfortable, let me tell you, and it was not guaranteed that it would be successful.   But then days later, happy days of happy days, I missed my period!
 
   The three of us were gathered by the sink in the master bathroom, jockeying for position around the little white stick that would determine our fate.  We didn't bother with a timer as they knew I was counting in my head.  “It's time.” I whispered and reached for it, turning it over.   As one we leaned in to look closer... PLUS!
 
   I went deaf for a moment as Vicky squealed in one of my ears and Valla squealed in the other.  I stood there stunned.  I'm going to be a mommy!  Finally I looked into Valla's eyes, “We're going to be mommies.” I whispered. There was a flash as Vicky took a picture of Valla and I kissing over the pregnancy test.  That girl and her cameras.
 
   Weeks rolled by, school ended and summer floated by.  We found that we would have a daughter, which elicited more excited squeals from us all.  Valla's condition was slowly degenerating, spurring more frequent trips to the clinic as I was getting bigger.  She religiously wrote in her leather bound books.  Our commissions and publications kept us busy when we weren't doing it like bunnies in every room of the house.  Being pregnant made me so, I still hate the word but, horny!
 
   The new school year started and Oxford was really fighting hard to get Vicky now.  What school wouldn't want to tout someone with perfect grades and an IQ off the charts on their rosters?  Offers of them funding her graduate and post graduate work were dangled in front of her like a carrot.  Which, by the way, made Vicky say she'd make an awesome bunny!  But she slapped them down yet again.
 
   The first kick was another life defining moment for us.  I squealed out loud and moments later the girls came running in panic into the garage.  They looked to where I sat on my stool in front of my easel, working with my hand on my belly.  “What is it!?!  What's wrong!?” Valla was yelling with Vicky standing beside her looking concerned.  I grabbed each of their hands and placed them on my belly as the baby kicked again.
 
   Vicky squealed and Valla laid her head on my belly and started crying.  Her sobs shaking me as I leaned down to lay my head on her back and we both cried.  Vicky stroking our hair making shushing sounds.  It was real, this IS going to happen.  Against all odds Valla would be a mother before she was taken from us.
 
   Mid December rolled around and I felt fat.  I was huge!  How could Valla love me?  I'm so rolly polly!  I can't wait to get this child out of me!  The nursery had been ready forever, Vicky and Valla had spent months on it.  And I had done a mural on the ceiling with hundreds of stars from the night sky how they would look on her birthday, made with tens of thousands of tiny dots of glow in the dark paint.
 
   I was standing in the nursery watching my two girls moving the crib around... again, when...  “Oh.” I stood there a second then uttered, “Baby?”  Valla and Vicky were arguing about optimal sunlight through the window for the baby.  “Valla?”  I said louder.  They were pushing the crib again.  “VALHALLA ABBEY JACOBS!” I yelled and the two girls froze and looked over at me finally.
 
   I glanced at my feet, their eyes followed to the wet floor.  My water had broken.  “Holy shit!” Vicky chirped.  “It's time.” Valla mouthed in awe and shock.  The next moment, all around chaos ensued.  Vicky was grabbing my overnight bag from beside the changing station then grabbed all of our purses, repeating, “Oh my God!  Oh my God!” over and over again.  Valla looked panicked, not knowing what to do or how to help.
 
   “The car.” I whispered to her, breaking her out of it.  She ran into the garage, then seconds later ran back in and over to Vicky to get the car keys, then went sprinting back into the garage.  I was still standing there when Valla came running back in looking sheepish and grabbed my hand gently to lead me out, patting my pocket to check for Little Vee.
 
   Now, I seriously don't recommend having a baby for sport.  It is no fun in any way shape nor form. I still wonder how I was able to push my daughter out of me, thinking of how apt that lame old analogy of a watermelon through a garden hose seemed at that time.
 
   Just like a bad cliche I must have told Valla a dozen times how much I hated her for doing this to me during the contractions, only to cry about how much I loved her seconds later.  My emotions were everywhere, and this hurt!
 
   But then it was over.  I heard my daughter cry for the first time and everything in life was simply perfect.  When the nurses were done checking her out, weighing and measuring her, and putting a cute little pink cap on her they handed her to Valla.  I saw the most beautiful sight I had ever seen at that very moment, even more beautiful than my wife.
 
   It was the woman I loved crying tears of joy as she held our child whispering, “Welcome to the world Abbey Victoria Jacobs, we've been waiting for you our entire lives.”  I seared that moment into my memory, taking in every tiny detail.
 
   She walked over to me with the biggest smile I had ever seen on her face and gently passed Abbey to me.  “Look Abbey, here's Mommy.”  she whispered.  Then Valla stroked my hair while staring at our baby.  She glanced at me with an adoring smile, “You did good Mia!”  I reached my lips up and kissed her, not able to take my eyes off of Abbey.  “Oh my God Valla... we're a family!”  I said matter of factly just as a squealing blondie came bounding into the room, followed by a smiling Mr. and Mrs. D.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 16 – Storm on the Horizon
 
   This is the year I refer to as our best year, our perfect year.  The one quality year we had before Valla's health took a turn.  I cherish every family outing, every hour playing with our daughter, every minute together, every moment we stole away to make love,  every millisecond I could keep Valla smiling.
 
   I marveled at the way Valla smiled at Abby or myself with such love in her twinkling eyes.  I lived a lifetime in each of these moments.  Cherishing them.  Returning that love every chance I got.
 
   The only dark spot that year was just before the start of Junior year, when Oxford had finally won  Vicky over.  We saw her off at the airport, and so many tears were shed.  Watching her walking up the concourse through security, then turning to wave in tears was the last time Valla would ever see our friend and the second to last time I would.
 
   She wound up finding love and a wonderful, spectacular life in England.  Sure we still send occasional emails from time to time, and Christmas and birthday cards each year... well intentioned promises are always made to visit sometime but never followed through.  An amazing, fitting, present comes every year for Abbey's birthday, tons of thought obviously put into each.  But her departure truly was the end of an era.
 
   We had to scale way back on the commissions we took.  We spent most of the time we were not in class with our amazing baby and ourselves.  She was our gift from God, our greatest accomplishment.  This caused demand for our works to spike, driving perceived values through the roof.  We still stayed at the top of our class with our grades and Valla still religiously wrote in her leather bound books.
 
   Then that storm on the horizon finally caught up with that one perfect year.  Half way through our junior year Valla had a cold.  Then I got a call from our babysitter that Valla had shown up at home after her classes but had collapsed.  She had already called an ambulance and told them which clinic to bring her to.
 
   Valla had gotten a bad infection from her cold which had damaged her already weakened kidneys. They had to hook her up for dialysis.  Something that would become a weekly ritual from that point on.  To my dismay, we learned that she was not qualified to go onto the transplant list because of her condition, so we had to live with it.
 
   Her health was spiraling out of control.  We hired in house care to help out when she wasn't in class.  But we somehow made it through our junior year.   We visited the beach frequently that summer, where Valla could lay on the sand with Abbey and relax and just enjoyed being with us.
 
   Crowds gathered there once as I used a stick to poke thousands of holes in the wet sand as the tide went out to make a picture of Abbey.  Embarrassing me but making Valla beam at me with pride.  I basked in it.
 
   I had frequent breakdowns in the garage, I wouldn't ever let my Valla see my weakness.  I would be strong for her... for us, for our child.
 
   So many whispered I love you's were shared between us, our hands always interlaced when we were near each other.  We made sure to always be touching in some manner.
 
   Our senior year finally began.  Valla had more determination than any other student, she would finish college, she would get her degree, for her father, for herself.  NOTHING would stop her, especially not this damn disease!  For a time she got a little better, and we spent more time going out doing things as a family while we could.  We even got a couple 'dates' squeezed in.  But then after Christmas, her health started deteriorating quickly again.
 
   By May she couldn't attend class anymore, she was confined to in-home bed rest but her mind was still sharp as a razor.  The instructors allowed me to bring her assignments to her for her to complete at home.  I hated seeing the woman I loved looking so frail.  She would still transfer all of her poems to her handwritten books.
 
   Abbey had started speaking, calling us Mommy and Mama to our tears of delight.
 
   Then in June Valla's liver began to fail, the clinic insisted on 24 hour care and we had to move her into a hospice.  They said that she was alive through sheer force of will alone at this point.  Valla was irate, “Two weeks!  Just two more fucking weeks!  I'm going to graduate, they can't do this to me!  I won't let it win!” she spat out.
 
   I spent the day calming her and letting her know I'd figure it out.  “I love you so much Valhalla, I won't let it beat you... beat us.  You are so strong and so beautiful.  Give me a day to get this worked out.”  She kissed me more passionately than she had been able to the past six months.   It was the perfect kiss.  I can still feel it today.
 
   I had spent time with all of her professors the next day.  They all agreed to give her her final exams early, that she could do them at the hospice.  I had never seen a person with more fire, more determination than the love of my life over the next two days as she chewed up those finals and spit them out.  Receiving almost perfect scores, making them her bitch!
 
   She rested the next week, sleeping and gathering her strength.  We convinced the staff to allow her to attend the graduation in a wheelchair against medical advice.  When her name was called and I wheeled her out to receive her diploma where she got a standing ovation.  I was bursting with pride for my girl.  Just how awesome is she?
 
   I leaned in to kiss her on the lips then she whispered, “I told you I'd do it love, I completed my list.”  I whispered back, “I had no doubt baby.  I love you so much and I am so very proud of you!”  She smiled a genuine one hundred percent Valla smile that made me go weak in the knees, “I love you too my Mia.”
 
   ***
 
   Three days later Valla woke up in the hospice as I sat by her side with Abbey on my lap gnawing on Little Vee and she grabbed my hand, interlacing our fingers.  I looked into my wife's twinkling eyes as she spoke, her voice was stronger and more clear than it had been in a long time.  “Mia.  I want you to promise me that you will keep doing your art when I'm gone... and to make sure Abbey has a happy life.” she paused for me, I nodded my head then she continued.  “YOU are my greatest accomplishment, I don't know how I was lucky enough to find you, to find love... but you gave me the strength to live a lifetime in your eyes, to do what I set out to accomplish.  Every day was a gift, and I'm glad I filled those days with you.  I'm so completely in love with you.”  I answered in a whisper, my breathing was ragged, “I have ALWAYS loved you Valhalla.”
 
   She whispered,  “It was worth every moment.” then smiled at me and closed her eyes for the last time.  I lost the love of my life and I cried silently over her until the nurses led me away.
 
   


 
  

Chapter 17 – A New Purpose
 
   I hadn't slept or eaten since then.  The next evening I was still numb, sitting at home, hiding in my hoodie.  I was lost planning Valla's funeral when suddenly I heard the front door lock open.  I jumped out of my chair at the sound.  A moment later, a frantic and disheveled looking Vicky was running in, her eyes sweeping the room till she saw me and wordlessly ran over to me and grabbed me into a protective hug.  I buried my head in her shoulder as we slid to the floor, and finally my heart rending sobs came.
 
   After a while I whimpered, “She's gone.”  between sobs and gasps for breath.   She just lowered my hood and stroked my hair and let me cry myself to sleep in her arms.  An hour later I woke to the sound of Abbey crying in the nursery, I went to get up out of Vicky's arms and she stopped me.  “No, I'll do it.  You need to sleep.”  She helped me up and led me to my room first, the room I used to share with my wife, my Valhalla, where she sat me on the bed before she left to go to the nursery.
 
   I was counting... when she returned twenty two minutes and thirteen seconds later I was sitting in the same place on the bed.  She undressed me, throwing the hoodie out into the hall roughly like it was poison, and put me in my sleeping clothes, pressed Little Vee into my hand, then helped me under the covers.  I held the covers open and she didn't hesitate to slide in behind me and wrap her arm around me protectively as I fell asleep crying into my pillow.
 
   When I woke up the next morning grasping Little Vee, I felt more human... human, with a large hole torn in my soul, but human.  I looked back and Vicky was awake already, in the same spot as last night; protecting me, watching me.  “Hey.” she said with a little smile.  I whispered back, “Hey back.  You're here?  I thought I dreamed it.”   She nodded, “I hopped a plane in London the moment I heard.  I'm so sorry Mia.”
 
   I fought the tears off.  She stroked my hair,  “I wanted to make sure you were awake before I went to take care of Abbey.  I didn't want you to wake to the empty bed and think I had left.  I'll be right here.  You rest and I'll be back soon.  I'm going to change and feed Abbey then make you some breakfast.  Then I'll take care of everything... I may have some questions, but I'm here for you.”  she rapid fired to me at hyper speed.
 
   I reached a hand to rest on her cheek, I'd never been happier to see her and her ability to take charge of chaos than at that moment.  “Victoria... slow down.  Breathe.”  She smiled at me and slid out from behind me and started toward the door, turning and calling over her shoulder, “Get some rest Mia.”
 
   Thirty six minutes and fifty three seconds later she was back in the room holding a tray with oatmeal, toast, and coffee.  I started scarfing down the food.  I didn't realize how hungry I was, I hadn't eaten since before...  I stopped for a moment, “Two thousand two hundred and eighty minutes and seven seconds.” I whispered.  Then I started drinking the coffee as I blankly stared off into space.
 
   Vicky looked at me, squinting her eyes as I saw her calculating in her lightning fast brain.  “Stop.” she said.  I whispered, “That's how long I have been without her.”  She looked at me and said more firmly, “Stop!”  She shook her head and forcefully continued, “Don't do that to yourself Mia!”
 
   “I can't do this.  I can't go on without her.” I said flatly with no emotion.  And for the second time in my life I was slapped.  I actually lost track of my counting and stared at her in shock.
 
   She looked mad, something you don't see on Vicky's face, ever... it wasn't flattering.  She spoke firmly between her gritted teeth, “You are stronger than this!  Don't let it beat you, don't let it define you!  You are one of the strongest people I have ever met and Vee made you that much stronger!  What would she tell you right now?!  Huh?!”
 
   I stared at her.  She's right... Vicky is always right.  Valla made me strong.  She made me promise to give Abbey a happy life.  Half of my heart is gone, but the other half is still here, beating strong.  I'll make Valla proud of me, no matter how bad my heart aches for her!  That's my new purpose.  I'll define myself with Abbey, I'll fill my days giving her the best life I can!  I can burden this pain that I will always have.
 
   I looked at her in embarrassment, “Sorry Vic... thank you.”  She smiled one of her contagious smiles, “No problem Mia.”  She took a deep breath, “That was the easy part.  You ready for the hard part now?” I nodded, absently rubbing Little Vee with my thumb.  I could do anything, Valla taught me that.  I stood up and hugged the little blonde Einstein, and she led me out to the living room to the mountain of paperwork and legal mumbo jumbo.
 
   ***
 
   It was astounding all of the things that needed to be done.  Things I would never have imagined.  But Vicky was a machine, she handled everything as easily as we breathe.  Every once in a while she asked a question and once I answered she'd be filling out forms, making calls, sending emails, kicking ass, and taking names.
 
   Mr. and Mrs. Davenport had arrived, hugging me before springing into action.  Maira went into autopilot and took care of Abbey.  Mr. Davenport gave legal, technical, and moral support to his daughter as she plowed through everything.  I had forgotten that Frank Davenport was a high class lawyer with clients like that Mandy Fay Harris singer.  I felt useless.
 
   More than once the phone rang and I heard Vicky hissing something I couldn't make out.  Once Mr. Davenport intercepted the phone and was walking outside with it.  I could hear his raised voice outside, “Don't you vultures ever stop?  You will not make a circus out of this girl's tragedy!”
 
   I learned later that news and 'entertainment' reporters were trying to get an interview with me about my wife's death since we were both making a name for ourselves in the art world.  Vicky had been skillfully parrying them away.  From this point on, Mr. D manned the house phone.
 
   At one point he came to me with a pained look on his face.  “The paper wants to know if you want to submit an obituary or if you want them to write it.”  This struck me hard, silent tears made their way down my cheek but I refused to cry out loud.  “V-Vicky already h-has it.   S-sh-she can email it t-to them.”  I raised my chin to try to show strength.  He rested his hand on my shoulder gently then put the phone back to his ear and wandered off relaying the instructions.
 
   ***
 
   The service was that Saturday at our house.  Vicky would be with me for only one more week before she had to return to England.  I looked out from the house to the back yard.  There were chairs arranged around the yard at the dock.  About a dozen people showed up that we had approved.  I pulled on Valla's combat boots and wandered out with Valla's ashes in an ornate porcelain urn.
 
   I looked around as I stepped up to the dock and placed the urn on the little lace covered table there. Jenny was there as well as Valla's English Lit professor.  The Davenports of course, Maira holding Abbey on her hip.  The Cohans and their current foster child, Danny.   Dr. Townsend and two of the nurses from the hospice, Nancy and Grace.
 
   Then there was Missy... again, who stood and walked over and gave me a warm heartfelt hug, conveying real sympathy, “I'm sorry Mia.” she whispered so nobody could hear her, before returning to her seat.  I was stunned, in all the years she had made my life a living hell in school she had never used my real name.
 
   Vicky looked over to me, so I nodded and spoke to the gathering, “Th-thank y-you all for coming t-today.  Valla would h-have appreciated it, and I a-appreciate it more th-than I can express in words.  We are h-here to celebrate Valla, not mourn her passing.”  I was gaining courage just speaking about the love of my life, “She was the miracle I needed, my savior from a world I h-hid from.  She showed me what it was to love and be loved.  Every day s-she demonstrated what true courage and strength was.  She taught that lesson to me and instilled it into me and anyone who she took into our inner circle of friends and family.”
 
   I was smiling in memory now, “Valla beat all odds, in a cruel world stacked against her.  She accomplished EVERYTHING she set out to do.  Naysayers and her godforsaken disease be damned! She found love, got married, built a family, and had a beautiful daughter with me.  And her last fate defying act against the universe was to graduate from college, even if it meant doing it from a hospital bed and a wheelchair.”
 
   I was swelling with pride for my wife's accomplishments, “She showed us all what true strength was.  She once told me that every day is a gift and what we do with that gift is what defines us.  I lived a lifetime with her in the four years she gifted me.  I am defined by the love we shared and by our daughter, whom I'll spend each and every day sharing that love with.”
 
   I turned and opened the urn and walked along the dock, sprinkling her ashes into the lake she grew up on.  At the home she created a family with me at.  I felt a semblance of peace for the first time since her passing.
 
   ***
 
   Vicky and I caught up over the next few days before she left.  She had met a wonderful woman who she thought might just be her Valla.  And because of her impeccable record and demonstrated management and organization skills she had been offered a curator position at a high end art gallery while she does her post-grad studies at Oxford.  Large businesses were already taking note of her reputation.
 
   She says I inspired her to find something in business and the arts, so when she was offered the position she thought, “I would so make an awesome curator!”  And like everything else she sets her mind to I had zero doubt that she'd be amazing at it.
 
   She slowly helped me put myself back together enough that I could survive on my own.  Then I watched her leave for that final time at the airport, each of us whispering our “I love you's” through our tears.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
   Mia looked at Abbey and Samantha with tears in their eyes as they were clearing away the dishes of the dinner they ate during the story, after they had moved from the living room as the story progressed.  “So... incredibly long story short, that's the story of your Mother and I.  Why did you want me to tell it?”  Mia finished.
 
   Abbey wiped the tears from her eyes and looked up with the coy look on her face that Mia remembered from her wife whenever she was up to mischief.  “Well Mom, I was wondering the exact moment you fell in love with Mother.”  Mia smiled in memory again, “That's easy.  It was right after she slapped me and said 'Every day is a gift!  It's how you fill that gift that defines you.'... why do you want to know?”
 
   Abbey turned to Sam, biting her lower lip seductively.  “You remember on the plane ride over when you asked me when I knew you were the one?  And I changed the subject?”  Samantha laughed at that “Well if you call sticking your tongue down my throat 'changing the subject', then yes I remember.”
 
   Abbey continued, “Well before I answered I wanted you to hear that story.”  Realization was spreading across Samantha's face and she whispered, “No fucking way!”  Abbey was nodding and looking at Sam with hunger in her eyes.  “Yes.  It was that night of our second date in our freshman year.  Do you remember what you said to me?”
 
   Sam nodded in amazement.  “I said that every day is a gift, and that I wanted to fill all my days with you.”  Abbey was nodding like a mad woman.  “Yes.  That was the moment that I knew you were the one.”
 
   Mia was stunned at this revelation as she watched her daughter slyly distract her girlfriend with a seductive kiss on the lips as she pulled a little box out of her pocket.
 
   Samantha's hand shot up to her mouth when Abbey took a knee and opened the box.  “Samantha Prudence Roth... will you make me the happiest woman alive and marry me?”  Sam was just nodding up and down quickly, repeatedly, her hand still on her mouth and a tear in the corner of her eye.
 
   Abbey laughed, “Is that a yes?”  Sam dropped her hand then pulled Abbey into a passionate kiss, then broke it quickly, reaching her hand out for the ring.  “Yes!  A thousand times yes!”  Abby slid the plain band etched with intertwining script S's and A's onto her fiancee's finger.  Then they held hands, fingers laced and turned to a smiling and crying Mia.
 
   “I love you girls so much!”  she exclaimed and pulled them both into a hug.  She was about to suggest they celebrate when her cell phone vibrated in her pocket.  She looked at it, “Drat!  It's the curator bugging me about getting the exhibit there tonight.  Can you girls lend me a hand?”
 
   They nodded and she looked at the text again, [ Missy:  hey freak, u getting yr crap here or not? ].  She typed a reply, [ Mia: chill skank, b there soon ].  Mia slipped on the old worn combat boots by the garage door that had been repaired and re-soled multiple times over the years before heading into the garage.
 
   As they loaded the art into the racks in the old FJ Cruiser, Sam asked Mia, “So, you've never found anyone else in all these years?”  Mia shook her head, “No, I've never found anyone else attractive since Valla, I've resigned myself to the fact that she was a once in a lifetime lightning strike for me.  But the years I had with her were more than enough to fill a lifetime with love.”  Sam nodded with a sad smile as they all piled in for the ride to the gallery.
 
   Abbey and Sam took the back seat so they could steal glances and kisses that they didn't think Mia could see.  Their hands always together, fingers laced.  Abbey asked, “So why the night delivery?  The exhibit doesn't open until tomorrow night.  What's the rush.”
 
   Mia shrugged with a quizzical look on her face as she concentrated on driving.  “Don't know.  The curator was babbling something about the new owner of the gallery wanting to meet me as soon as possible.  Probably some old blowhard that wouldn't know art if it jumped up and bit him.”
 
   They arrived at the back of the gallery.  Mia tapped the horn and as the big bay door opened she drove in and the door closed behind them.  They got out and were in the process of unloading the canvases when a middle aged woman with grey streaked hair in a smart business suit came quickly walking over to them.  “You finally made it spaz!”  Mia smiled at the woman as they shared a quick hug.  “What's the rush whore?”
 
   The two younger girls were looking between Mia and the other woman in confusion.  The older women's actions toward each other belied the crude verbal sparring they were engaged in.
 
   Mia noticed their confusion and chuckled at them.  “Girls, this is Missy Hannigan, the curator here.”  The girls looked shocked at that revelation that this was Mia's childhood nemesis standing in front of them.  “Missy this is...”  She was cut off by Missy's exclamation, “Jesus Christ!”  she was looking at Abbey, a hand shooting up to cover her mouth, then whispered over toward Mia without breaking eye contact with Abbey.  “She looks EXACTLY like her.”
 
   Mia smiled with pride at that fact and continued like nothing had happened.  “This is my daughter Abbey and her gorgeous fiancee, Samantha.”  Missy shook each of their hands with a smile.  “Pleased to meet you both.”  Then she turned to Mia.  “You did good for a freak.”  Nodding her head toward Abbey.  Mia beamed, “That means a lot coming from you bitch.”  The younger girls still looked stunned about who this was, the story fresh in their heads.
 
   They unloaded the canvases and put them on the dolly Missy indicated to them.  Missy stood back and looked at the works, then whistled, “You definitely haven't lost your touch spaz.”  Then Mia turned to Missy, sighing and resigning herself to the next task at hand.  “So where is this old windbag who wants to meet me?”  Missy smirked at that comment.  “Follow me.”  Mia knew that smirk... Missy was up to something.
 
   They were lead into the gallery proper and Missy pointed to the far end, where Mia's exhibit would be tomorrow.  “I'll catch you tomorrow freak.”  Mia nodded as she lead the girls over to a tiny woman in a gorgeous, professional black dress, with her back to them, examining the plexiglass shelves which would hold Mia's canvases.
 
   Mia cleared her throat and steeled herself for the inane questions that were sure to follow.  “T-the curator s-said you'd like t-to speak with me.”  The stunning woman spun around quickly, with a huge infectious smile.  “Is that all you have to say to me Mia?”
 
   Both women squealed and jumped into an embrace.  Mia squeaked out in excitement, “I can't believe you are here!”  The blonde looked over Mia's shoulder as they hugged, then gasped and quickly broke the hug, taking two steps back in shock and covering her mouth in surprise.
 
   Then just as quickly she tilted her head toward Abbey in question, searching Mia's eyes.  “Abbey?”  Mia was just grinning like an idiot and nodding, feeling an odd fluttering in her stomach that felt familiar somehow when she looked at her old friend.  The blonde dropped her hand from her mouth, shaking her head slowly.  “I thought I was seeing a ghost.”
 
   Mia grabbed both of the woman's hands, interlacing their fingers, pulling her to the girls, but unable to pull her gaze from the short, gorgeous blonde who looked ten years younger and fitter than her forty years should show.  Vicky was similarly appraising Mia, her eyes stopping first at the familiar combat boots, then at Little Vee's ears poking out of her pocket.  She smiled genuinely at both.
 
   Then Mia realized she was staring at the blonde and quickly picked the conversation back up as she spoke with pride.  “Victoria, let me introduce to you, your god daughter Abbey and her beautiful fiancee Samantha.”  Now it was the girls' turn to cover their mouths in shock at hearing the blonde woman's name, as Vicky gave them exuberant hugs then grabbed Mia's hands again.
 
   “Where's your bride?” Mia inquired, looking around in curiosity but not releasing her hold on Vicky's hands.
 
   Vicky was subconsciously stroking the sides of Mia's thumbs with her own thumbs, a fact that Abbey and Samantha didn't miss.  Vicky shrugged, “Who knows?  She divorced me two years back, bilked me for millions in the settlement.  Said I was too hyper for her, and age wasn't mellowing and 'maturing' me enough for her tastes.  I personally think it's because her personal assistant knocked her up.  Tomato, tomoto...  But I so make an awesome divorcee!”  She finished exuberantly and struck an exaggerated, coy pose that heated Mia's cheeks.  Everyone laughed at Vic's revelation, it was such a Vicky thing to say.
 
   Then the blonde babbled out at superhuman speeds  “I got bored over the pond.  Running large businesses on your own is like, so lame.  When I heard a few months back that the prior owner of this gallery was selling I jumped at the chance to come home again.  I've always had a soft spot for the arts, and I figured I'd make a friggin' amazing gallery owner, so I bought it.  I arrived here last night and am livin' outta a hotel till I get settled.  Now I'm here for good.  I heard you were turning down galleries left and right, but approved mine and...”
 
   Mia had a permanent smile plastered on her face now as she interrupted, “Slow down Vickster!  Breathe!”  The younger girls were outright laughing at the exchange now.  Mia was reveling in the contact of her hands with Vicky's.  She knew this flushed, tingly feeling from somewhere.
 
   Mia offered, “Well, welcome home!  You simply must come stay at the house tonight so we can chat!  We can get your stuff out of that stuffy hotel tomorrow.  You are staying with us until you get situated!”  Their eyes met, and both women bit their lower lips, staring hungrily at the other.  This was not lost on either of the young girls as they mouthed “Oh my God!” to each other excitedly.
 
   “Definitely!  I've missed you so much!”  Vicky said.  Mia smiled in relief.  “Great!  So we'll see you at home soon!”  She leaned in to kiss Vicky on the cheek, but she stopped short when she finally realized what she was feeling.  Could it be true?  Mia pulled slightly back and locked eyes with Vicky again, asking silent permission.  When Vicky's eyes flickered down to Mia's lips and she leaned slightly forward, Mia closed the gap and they came together in a passionate kiss.  The familiar sensual merging and sliding of their lipstick leaving each of them craving more.
 
   Abbey and Sam each had their hands pressed together against their lips like a silent prayer as happy tears started flowing down their cheeks while they watched as lightning struck twice.
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Chapter 1 – The Breakup
 
   I was desperate to cheer Beverly up after that bitch Lori had unceremoniously dumped her for some vapid pillow princess.  Bev and Lori had been together for over six months, a record relationship when it came to Beverly.  The girl had the propensity for the “Love 'em and leave 'em.” lifestyle, but I seriously thought things with Lori were going to work out for her.  She had finally got serious about someone, though Lori was extremely pushy, controlling and demanding.  I never thought I'd see the day when a girl tamed my best friend.
 
   But now, here I am, left picking up the pieces of her first heartbreak.  Bevi and I had been best friends since before I can actually remember.  With us living next door to each other since we were toddlers, it was only obvious that we'd gravitate to each other.
 
   As we grew up, the entire neighborhood knew us as Beverly and Crystal, double trouble.  Wherever one was, the other was sure to follow.
 
   Early on, she had bestowed me with the nickname Krustallos, or Kru for short.  I, of course, had no clue at the time what it meant, so I retaliated by christening her with the nickname she still shudders at today, Bevi.  Of course, now I know that krustallos is Greek for crystal, but didn't know it back then.
 
   I was always the shorter, shy and more reserved one, with my signature chestnut tresses and my single blue eye that sparkled like my namesake, my other eye,  green as a result of my heterochromia iridium.  My unusual eyes polarized people, either they loved them or they thought they were freaky. 
 
   Now Bev... she was the yang to my yin.  A tall and lanky, fiery freckled redhead with emerald green eyes, who was outgoing, boisterous and fearless.  Ready to take on the world and make it hers.
 
   She was a fierce friend who wouldn't back down from anything to protect me.  We were inseparable in school.  I was a late bloomer but nobody teased me because of that or my strange eyes, they knew they'd suffer Beverly's wrath if they dared.  Just ask Kenny Watkins.  Shudder.
 
   It was near the end of our freshman year of high school after Scott Taylor had asked me to the Spring Fling school dance that Bev had pulled me to the side with the most serious look I had ever seen on her face.
 
   Her eyes pleaded with mine to hear her out, in one of our silent conversations complete with point and counter point that we'd had this innate ability to read in each other for as long as I could remember.  It ended in me silently bidding her to continue and not to worry so much.
 
   That's when she came out to me, she was terrified as she spoke, “Krustallos... Kru... I need to tell you something.  I don't want you to find out from somebody else, or when we go to the dance... but I'm scared you are going to hate me.” She was shifting her weight from side to side nervously which of course caused me to subconsciously reach up to fidget with the end of my trademark, high, sloppy ponytail.
 
   She was scaring me as I spoke, “Bevi, you're kind of freaking me out.  Find out what?”  I searched her shocking green eyes with my blue and green, trying to conjure the answer from their depths.  She took a deep breath and opened her mouth to start, but shut it and paused, looking at me.  I gave her a reassuring but nervous smile.
 
   She straightened and smiled her patented lopsided smile and started,  “I'm thinking on asking Wendy Timms to the dance.”  She found her shoes extremely fascinating suddenly as she continued, “Kru... Crystal... I... I like girls.  I'm gay,” finally rushed out of her mouth.  She looked back up at me and shied away in a motion like she was expecting someone to strike her.
 
   I blinked at her and exhaled the breath I didn't know I was holding as I dropped my hand from my hair in relief.  Then I laughed. “Oh, that?  God Bev, I thought you were going to tell me you were dying or something.  Don't ever scare me like that again!”
 
   It wasn't often that I could shock Beverly, but there she was just standing in front of me with her mouth hanging open, stunned.  I almost laughed again at the sight.
 
   She shook her head once and looked at me in confusion, “You... you knew?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and smiled, “Duh.  Like you could hide something like that from me.  I've seen the signs and the clues over the past couple years.”
 
   She blinked rapidly at me again putting all the pieces together,  “You knew?  You didn't say anything?  And you're not mad?  You don't hate me?”
 
   I laughed at her, putting my hand on her shoulder like I always did and gave it a little squeeze and said, “Of course I don't hate you, your my fracking best friend, I love your sorry ass.  Why would I be mad?  Who the hell cares which two people like each other?  Aaaaaaand... with your hot self off the market, it just leaves more boys for me.”  I waggled my eyebrows at her.
 
   Instantly I was in a bone crushing hug with her speaking over my shoulder, “One, don't ever use those lame SciFi cuss words again.  And two, why the hell didn't you say anything, brat?  I've been stressing about this moment for months!”
 
   I shrugged and spoke matter of factly,  “I just assumed you knew that I knew.”
 
   She broke the hug, shaking her head in amusement and looking at me like I was crazy.  “You're damn lucky I love you too or I'd kick your ass for making me do this.”
 
   After that, our roles in the school kind of reversed, I was the one defending her once the school found out about her liking girls.  I mean, how immature can high school kids be?  Donna Barnes found out the hard way never to call Bev a dyke when I was within earshot.  It was worth my two day suspension to feed her own teeth to her.
 
   Of course, the inevitable rumors circulated that Bev and I were lesbian lovers.  I didn't pay much attention since it didn't matter.  Even if it were true, then hey, I'd have a smokin' hot girlfriend and how could that possibly be a bad thing?  Bevi brought up on more than one occasion that she loved that I couldn't care less about anyone's sexual orientation, that more people should have my attitude.
 
   The rumors faded over the years as Bev started dating as many gay girls as she could find in the school, she had even stole a couple straight girls away from some of the jocks.
 
   With my new confidence, being Bev's protector, I was on quite the dating spree myself.  It seemed like the boys lined up to date me, in no small part to get close to my hot lesbian best friend.  What tools!
 
   It was in our senior year, on one of our weekly sleepovers, we were both between relationships.  We were reminiscing about our friendship and everything we had been through together.  Sexuality came up and heavy questions about how one knows if they are gay or straight or none or all of the above were discussed.  My openness to the idea that most of it was more of a fluid, gray and fuzzy line, even though most people fooled themselves into believing it was black and white, piqued her interest.
 
   That's when she asked me, “Kru, you ever fancy a girl?  Or even been curious?”
 
   I thought for a second and shrugged. “Yeah, sometimes I have like, girl crushes, but I'm sure that's normal.  But I do really crush on guys more.  Ever since I realized you were gay, I've always been curious, but never curious enough to test the waters.  I find women and men sexy, but just never leaned far enough over the 'fuzzy gray' since I haven't been disappointed with dating guys yet.”
 
   She got suddenly shy and looked at me innocently. “You... you want to try?  Like, with me?  Just experiment, I mean?”
 
   This piqued my own curiosity, but I hid it for a chance to tease her, “What?  Bev?  Do you like me?”
 
   She held her hands up in defense. “No, I don't mean like that, well maybe, well I don't know.   But I mean, like, you can just test the waters with me to see if you like it.  With someone you can trust.  It's only an experiment after all.”
 
   I grinned at my success in flustering her, then I shrugged again and locked eyes with her and leaned half way into her.  She hesitantly closed the gap.  Our lips were an inch apart and she shot me a questioning look with her eyes.  Indecisive much, Bevi? I rolled my eyes at her sudden timidness and closed the gap and kissed her desperately, trying to feel passion.
 
   I had seriously been curious if I could possibly be gay or bi for the past year or two. Any type of sexuality really doesn't bug me.  But this was not the sexy, sensual, passionate experience I had envisioned in kissing a girl.  We both pulled back smacking our own lips like we had just eaten something distasteful.
 
   “Ewww.” Bev said.
 
   I scrunched up my face and agreed, “Yeah, eww.  That was seriously like kissing my own sister.  Now I feel like I had just attempted incest.”  I shuddered.  She nodded in agreement, wiping her lips multiple times.  Our eyes making a non-verbal pact NEVER to try that again.
 
   “So, I take it you're not going to be riding the rainbow?” She laughed out.
 
   I nodded, trying to suppress my own laughter. “Yeah, guess that certifies me as straight.  For some reason I'm a little disappointed about that.  I would make a hot lez.”  It was her turn to shrug with a smirk as she recalled our conversation from years back.  “Yeah, but with your hot self off the market, it just leaves more girls for me.”  We shared a giggle.
 
   Fast forward six years to today and we are still the best of friends.  After college I started my own business as an upscale party planner here in Redmond, Washington, and am making a very comfortable living.  Since my hours are so lax with a huge monetary return, I get plenty of time to party with Bev, who is now the premiere convention planner here in the Seattle area.
 
   Last night I woke up to the sound of a key in the lock of my condominium, I wasn't alarmed as there is only one other person with a key.  A moment later a disheveled Bevi came walking into my bedroom.  I could see her mascara running down her cheeks and her eyes puffy and red from crying, even in the dim illumination from the nightlight by the bedroom door.
 
   She looked at me like a beat puppy. It wasn't hard for me to fathom what had happened.  I wordlessly raised my covers invitingly and she slid into the queen sized bed with her back to me.
 
   I pulled her into me and just stroked her hair and held her as she cried herself to sleep on my pillow. I knew there would be time enough to talk in the morning.  Right now my best friend just needed comfort.  I was already cursing Lori's name in my head, I never liked that controlling bitch.
 
   Early the next morning I quietly started to get up, but as I untangled myself from Bev, she grabbed my arm and pulled me back into the big spoon position, my arm protectively wrapped around her waist. 
 
   “Not yet, sis.” she said sleepily.  
 
   I kissed the top of her head, smiling. “Just let me know when you are ready.”
 
   A few minutes later, the sun was sneaking through the window and warming us.  Bevi stretched like a jungle cat, making a satisfied sound.
 
   “Ahhhh... thanks Kru, I needed a Crystal recharge.”  She spun around on the bed to face me with a silly grin,  “Me hungry.”  She pouted like a little kid as I laughed and slid out of the bed and wandered out the door.
 
   I returned a few seconds later, she had wiped much of the makeup damage off with some tissue.  I tossed one of the two chocolate pudding cups I was holding to her.  She deftly caught it with one hand.
 
    “Mmmm... my favorite!” she said.
 
   We pulled the foil tops off and just started licking the contents out of the cups without spoons.  Nothing was said until we had licked the cups dry, completing our breakup ritual.
 
   She tossed me the empty and I round filed them beside my computer desk as she stood and wandered toward the bathroom, not shutting the door.  I followed and sat on the toilet seat as she started up the shower and began stripping.  I prompted her, “So spill girl, do I need to go over and mess Lori up?”
 
   She looked at me through the mirror as she examined her own naked form in it.  She, like me, had a slight figure and smallish breasts, but like all things, it isn't quantity, it's quality.  I've always thought she looked statuesque with her cute girl next door (literally) face, and that wild mane of red hair coupled with her veil of freckles that drove many a woman crazy with lust.
 
   She finally spoke, her voice husky, on the verge of crying,  “She kicked me out last night when I caught her with that Candice ditz, you know 'Candy' the barista from the coffee shop?  I walk in, and there's Lori munching away at that pillow princess, then she has the nerve to scream at ME for walking in on them.  I mean, what the hell?”
 
   I was clenching my fists and I saw her eyes drop to them in the mirror.
 
   “Don't do anything Kru.  I still love her, even tho she made it quite clear we are over.  This is so messed up. This is why I vowed to never fall in love.  I mean, the one time I do, look at what happens.  Only one night stands for me from now on.”  She wandered into the shower as we spoke and pulled the curtain shut.
 
   “At least let me take Candy down a few pegs.” I called out to her, and I heard her giggle.
 
    She replied, “No, it isn't her fault.  She's got the IQ of a thumbtack and will spread her legs for anyone.  I swear she wouldn't get any if she wasn't a stone cold fifteen out of ten.  I mean seriously, even you almost orgasm when she smiles at you.  I'm sure she didn't even realize Lori was supposedly in a committed relationship.”
 
   I heard the soft crying over her false bravado. I waited, letting her get it all out again.  I hated this, I hated Lori, I hated the fact that Bev was right about Candy.  But nobody should be able to make my best friend cry.
 
   I heard her sniff and knew she was gathering her wits.  “You didn't turn my room into like a sex dungeon or a mini golf course yet did you?  She kinda gave me till the weekend to get my stuff out.”
 
   I laughed out loud, “Well your room kind of IS a sex dungeon hon, it's exactly how you left it five months ago when you moved in with Lori.”
 
   She popped her wet head out from behind the shower curtain with a grin, though I knew she was just pretending to be brave, and she said, “Awwww... you missed me!”
 
   I laughed. “No, I'm just too lazy to throw your crap out.”  I winked at her. “Really though Bevi, you know that you ALWAYS have a room with me.”
 
   Her brave facade cracked a little, she sniffed then she walked out of the shower leaving it running, and leaned down to hug me, getting my bed clothes all wet.  Then she grabbed a towel off the rack and started drying herself.  I couldn't stop myself from smiling. “You really gotta do something about your overwhelming shyness and modesty, Bev.”
 
   This got the desired laugh from her as she wandered out to get some clothes from her room as I started stripping and stepped into the still running shower to prep for the day.  Coming up with a plan to cheer her up and get her over Lori.
 
   ***
 
   That afternoon I went to get little miss mopey butt out of her room, she had been barricaded in there most of the day.  “Okay, get yer sorry ass gussied up.  We're hitting Ballyhoo tonight!”  This brought a flicker of excitement to her face, but I could also see the shadow of sadness over Lori in her eyes.
 
   The Ballyhoo Club was an elite lesbian bar in downtown Seattle, with live music and a large dance floor.  It leaned heavily toward the lipstick side of the lesbian spectrum.  It was one of our stomping grounds before Lori tamed my Bev.  We would alternate between Ballyhoo and straight clubs like the Steam Plant Club to make hookups.  Taking turns on being the others wingman.
 
   One of our favorite rundowns at the Ballyhoo was what we had deemed 'The Bruiser'.  We'd sit on opposite sides of the bar and I would complain to the hottest girl around me, pointing out Bev and warning the girl to stay away from her. That we had hooked up one night last week and she wouldn't stop after I lost count of the orgasms and passed out, and that I'd been bruised down below all week because of that night.  All that pleasure just wasn't worth it.  We'd time it to see just how quickly the girl would wind up by her side, buying her a drink.
 
   The straight bars were even easier since guys are such horn dogs.  She'd just sit suggestively close to me giving me adoring looks, usually with her hand resting on my arm, stroking it, cooing in my ear.  We'd be swarmed with men almost instantly and I could basically have my pick of the litter.  God, we were bad girls.
 
   Though the past year it had been almost pure Ballyhoo until Bev found Lori; I've just gotten tired of the whole hookup scene.  Maybe I'm maturing, but I've sort of been wanting a real relationship lately, and the clubs are not a place to find something other than a one night stand. I've NEVER made it past a second date before.  But on the same token, I'm also in no real hurry to find someone.  I'm pretty satisfied with the way my life is going right now.
 
   An hour later we both strutted out of our rooms and appraised each other.  She was decked out to the nines, in a sassy short red dress that made for easy access.  I didn't see any panty line.  That's it, my best friend is a certified slut.  Her four inch red stilettos and thigh high black lace, nylon stockings were a perfect compliment to the 'please do me' dress.
 
   Her delicate dangling earring and necklace brought your attention to her face.  As usual her eyes were made up all smoky and seductive and she had clear lip gloss adoring her lips in case a kissing emergency came up.  Better to not leave a mark if kissing a girl who doesn't wear your shade.  About thirty two trillion bangle bracelets adorned each wrist to complete the look.
 
   I was in pretty much my everyday clothes, a tight pair of low cut capri jeans that ended half way down my calf.  Simple black socks with my black and white converse on my feet.  My white midriff tank tee showed off a teasing amount of my flat stomach.  Just a hint of eye and lip makeup and my hair up in my ever present, sloppy high ponytail with locks of escaped hair drifting across my dual color eyes to finish my look.
 
   This was our practiced Ballyhoo look, always making sure we both looked nice, but with my tall (even taller in her heels) best friend looking more stunning and refined.  Ensuring that all the action would go her way.  This both freed me from the endless turndowns with the explanation I was straight (unless we were doing a rundown), and assured her a hookup.
 
   “Ten.” I said in smiling appraisal and nodding up at her.
 
   “Nine.” she responded with a smile of her own down to me.
 
   With that ritual completed, we shared a chuckle and locked arms then marched out the door to the car for the short ride across Lake Washington into Seattle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – The Ballyhoo
 
   After parking a block away, we marched up to the Ballyhoo. The line stretched half way down the block and we went straight past it right up to the heavyset woman sitting on a stool manning the door, Minnie.  She was tough looking; but still managed to ooze more femininity than someone of her stature should.  Bev and I have always liked her.  She was a genuine nice lady.
 
   I placed my hand gently on her arm and she turned to me with a huge smile.
 
   “Crystal!  Beverly!  Oh my God, I haven't seen you two since forever!”  she said in a gravelly smoker's voice.
 
   I smiled and idly rubbed my thumb on her surprisingly muscular arm as I responded, “Yeah Bevi here got herself in a real relationship so we've been a little scarce.  But now, we're here to mend her broken heart, or at least give it a cardio workout.”   She chuckled at that.
 
   Minnie reached over and gave Bev a quick reassuring squeeze on her arm. “Don't worry hon, you'll find someone.”  Then she turned to me, “Speaking of.  Still straight?”
 
   I laughed. “Far as I can tell, sorry, Minnie.”
 
   She grinned back at me with eyes twinkling in humor. “Such a waste.  Well you girls go in and have a fun time.”
 
   I bent down and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, Min. Talk to you later.”
 
   We heard girls in the line grumbling about us getting in before them and I caught Minnie's smile turn to a frown as she admonished the people in line.  Bev laughed when she heard the commotion and said,  “I have no clue how you get away with all that teasing with her, sis.  But not complaining, I hate waiting in line.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “It's all in the delivery.  And hey, you know just as well as I do that she's a nice lady!”  Bev just smiled and said, “True dat.”  I winced, “Never say that again.”
 
   We quickly made our way through the sea of women, and the occasional man, toward the bar as was our custom.  Drinks first, poach a table second.  With those two prerequisites procured then it is dancing, having a good time, and getting Bev a hookup.  I was happy to see all eyes were on her as we passed, letting us know my dress-down was working, as always.
 
   Just as we were reaching the bar, Bev shot me a look in our silent communication, flickering her eyes toward a couple girls at a table gathering their purses.  Like a well oiled machine we peeled off in two directions.  She stood at the table as they left and slid into a seat just as I arrived at the bar.  Bam!  That's how it's done folks!
 
   I raised a hand and got the attention of Maggie, the bartender.  She smiled and rushed over to the complaint of some of the girls that were there before me and said, “Hey Crystal!  Long time no see!  The usual?” I nodded with a smile.
 
   Maggie was great, she was a wizard behind the bar and as straight as they came.  But the clientele didn't mind because she was just a naturally flirtatious girl who made sure to never lead anyone on.  She was just a very likeable person, period.
 
   I glanced around for possible targets for Bev.  I got a couple appraising looks and one shy smile from some of the girls at the bar myself as I waited.
 
   Maggie slid a couple vodka shots and beer chasers over to me, and entered it on her tablet computer under my account.
 
   She smiled as she said, “Have a great time!  Have Bev come say hi when she's not too busy making girls walk funny, okay?” I nodded with a laugh as I could actually visualize what she had just described.
 
   “Will do Mags!”  I said cheerfully as I skillfully balanced the glasses as I wandered over to Bev, who had already turned away a couple girls who had tried to sit with her.
 
   “I forgot how much of a meat market this place is!” She shouted over the music with her lopsided smile.
 
   We both knocked back our shots and chugged half our beer and smacked them on the table with a satisfying clunk, causing the golden liquid in them to slosh around.  I smirked at her comment and leaned in.  “Well they're not here to talk!  Oh, and don't forget to say hi to Maggie tonight sometime!” I yelled.  She smiled and nodded in understanding.
 
   We both looked around as we laid our light jackets and hung our purses on the backs of our chairs, claiming the table.  Then we relaxed away from each other and limited eye contact so the ladies would know that we were not together.  As was our custom, we did a cursory scan of the club looking for any obvious targets for Bev.
 
   On the other side of the dance floor, I caught a striking brunette looking our way.  Even from this distance I could tell that her eyes were dark pools of chocolate brown.  She had a look of laid back confident interest.  The girl has charisma, that's for sure!  She was dressed much the same as I was but she definitely made the look work better than me.  I tilted my head and toyed with the end of my ponytail as I saw her gracefully turn down a girl who had approached her table.  I mentally tagged her to point out to Bev, since the brunette was showing obvious interest in her.
 
   There was the usual mix in attendance tonight.  Some girls were there simply for dancing and a good time, some looking for a hookup, straight girls who are in the curious and experimental stage, and the occasional guy.  Most of the ladies tolerated the guys in here so long as they didn't try hitting on anyone.  They had to be accompanied by a girl when they came in or they would be turned away at the door.
 
   Most guys usually came with a lesbian friend just for moral support and sometimes for the dancing.  If they were just looking to 'score', thinking they could 'turn' a lesbian because they had just 'never been with a real man', they'd find themselves thrown out on their butt by Minnie or one of the two male bouncers (the only men that worked here). The girl that brought the guy would be banned from the club.  I had never personally seen this happen but from what I hear, it is a pretty funny sight.
 
   I saw a couple more potential girls to point out to Bev as the band started into a kick ass hip hop cover.  Bevi and I smiled at each other and headed for the dance floor.  God I love dancing!  I just bopped my head to the beat and swayed my arms over my head, swiveling my hips and singing at the top of my lungs.  Bev followed suit, but she would occasionally turn and grind suggestively with random girls around her without breaking eye contact with me.
 
   She could work the crowd like nobody's business, and look damn good doing it.  I was happy to see that her smile was finally reaching her eyes again.  I know it will take some time for her to really get over Lori, but at least we were getting her to forget about it for the night.
 
   I glanced over at the far table and that cute brunette was eyeballing Bev again with a hungry smile.  Wow, the girl was even more striking with that smile on her face.  I'll have to move her up on Bevi's priority list.
 
   We returned to the table when the song ended, laughing and feeling energized.  I winked in conspiracy at Bev.  “Okay, I'll mosey off for a bit to set the 'empty chair' bait for you at the table here and see if I can't go generate more interest for ya!”  I yelled over the music.  She offered her lopsided grin in understanding as I wandered off toward the bar.
 
   Remembering the brunette at the last second, I veered off and made my way around the dance floor toward her table.  Maybe I could help speed things along for Bev.  I caught Maggie's attention with a smile as I walked past and held up two fingers and pointed toward Bev.  She nodded with a grin and started prepping more drinks to have delivered to our table.  I was liking my gentle buzz and wasn't ready to loose it just yet.
 
   I approached the brunette who seemed to be watching me approach and I smiled big at her cute as hell grin.  I got close and leaned in to yell above the music. “Hi!  Mind if I sit?”
 
    She yelled, “Hi!  I fucking love your eyes!” with a stunning smile as she motioned to the empty chair beside her.
 
   Smiling back, I took a seat and leaned in close to be heard over the music. “So I noticed you've been checking out my friend, Bev, over there!  I just thought I'd let you know that we're not together, so you might wanna ask her to dance!”
 
   She looked at me with a 'that's just silly' kind of crooked smile, it was almost cartoon like, then she pursed her lips and yelled back. “I wasn't checking HER out.”  Then she smiled a butterfly in the belly materializing smile at me.
 
   I blushed a little and dropped my eyes slightly. “Oh.  I'm sorry.  I'm straight.  I just came to lend moral support for my best friend there.  You know, do a little wingman thing?  I didn't mean to lead you on or anyth...”  I was cut off by her lips on mine.  To my surprise I found myself returning the kiss.  This is nice!  It was absolutely nothing like kissing Bev and not at all like kissing a sister.
 
   My butterflies doubled as she broke the kiss, leaving me with my eyes closed.  I don't even remember closing them.
 
   She shouted. “Sorry, it was the only thing I could think of to shut you up.  You were babbling and not letting me cut in.”
 
   I opened my eyes and smiled warmly at her.  “No worries, it was nice.”
 
   She raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow as she replied, obviously a little surprised that I didn't freak out. “Are you SURE you're straight?”
 
   I glanced at the dance floor and saw Bev out there almost having sex with a hot 'Barbie' blonde in the middle of it.  This made me smile for her.  I turned back to the girl still smiling and shouted, “Pretty sure, my best friend there and I tested the theory before, but it was like kissing my sister.”  Then I extended my hand to her with a genuine smile. “Crystal, by the way!”
 
   She shook my hand and I swear an electric current passed between us. “Riley!  Ahhh... forget I said that... everyone calls me Jane!” she shouted.  Then she tilted her head a bit and got a curious look on her face. “So was kissing me like kissing your sister?”
 
   I had to seriously think on that as I shook my head slowly. “No.  It was actually quite enjoyable.”  She still seemed shocked that I seemed comfortable with my sexuality, no matter how ambiguous it was looking at that particular moment in time.
 
   “Crystal, you ever think that you felt like you were kissing your sister because you see your friend AS your sister?”  She inquired.
 
   Hmm... Riley is full of good questions.
 
   I looked at her thoughtfully, really contemplating it. “You know, I never thought about that before.  Huh.  Who knows, I could be gay and just never knew because of that one experience.”  I shrugged. “But I do think that I enjoy the company of men more.”
 
   She looked shocked at my truthfulness and I'm sure also about the fact that it didn't really seem to matter one way or the other to me.  It doesn't.  She smiled and asked, “Even after this epiphany?”  
 
   I grinned at her and shrugged, seriously considering the question.
 
   I noticed a guy walking past the table with some drinks I grabbed his shirt as he passed and pulled him down to my lips and kissed him similar to the way Riley had just kissed me.  He almost dropped the drinks, his eyes wide.
 
   I let go of his shirt then yelled, “Shoo!” to him, making a dismissive motion with my hand and he wandered off to his original destination in smiling confusion.  Riley looked half shocked and half amused.
 
   She was about to say something when I surprised her by grabbing her tank top and pulling her into another comparison kiss.  She seemed to melt in this time, she tasted good.  I melted a bit too if I'm to be completely honest with myself.
 
   I released her and licked my lips, leaving her gasping with wide eyes on mine.  I thought hard for a second while she tried to form words, then I yelled, “I don't know.  You are definitely a MUCH better kisser, and your lips are so soft, but I think I still like strength of a male against my lips.  So I'd say it is a tossup, but men barely win.  Unless of course all women kiss like you.”
 
   Her eyes were darting all over me I could see the wheels turning in her head.  I broke eye contact for a second and caught a glimpse of Bevi dragging the blonde away toward the restroom.  Score!  I turned my attention back to Riley and for some reason, she seemed a LOT more interesting to me than she was before.  She was definitely hot, any other straight girl would agree.
 
   She finally spoke with a mischievous grin, “Just as well, I'm sure you'd be a terrible date.  All that straight confusion bouncing around in your head.”
 
   I took mock offense and defended myself, “Hey!  Watch it!  I give good date!  A lot better than you could manage!”  I winked playfully at her.
 
   She arched that perfectly sculpted eyebrow again.  God her eyes were entrancing.  “One of my dates and you'd be my bitch!” she challenged with a cute smirk.  
 
   This girl intrigued me, and she was fun and confident.  Let's knock her off her game.
 
   I smiled seductively. “Okay!  Let's test your theory!  I suggest a wager!  We each get a chance to take the other on a date.  Then whoever's date was the better date wins the bet and the loser has to stand on that bar and announce to the club that the other made her their bitch!” I finished by pointing at the bar, my eyebrow cocked in challenge, a slight smirk at the corner of my lip.
 
   She looked both surprised and excited about this prospect and prompted, “But you're straight!  That would mean going on two dates with a girl!”  
 
   I rolled my eyes with a playful grin. “I'm not that insecure about my sexuality. Are you?  It's not like we're having sex or anything!”
 
   She just shot a stunning smile that made me start fussing with the end of my ponytail and biting my lower lip as she yelled, “It's a bet!”
 
   I took her hand and shook it, holding on just a little too long, I really enjoyed the warmth of our contact.
 
   It was her turn to bite her lower lip, and I'd have to say it was one of the most adorable things I had ever seen.  The band started a slow cover of  'We Shall' by Mandy Fay Harris.  I love this song!  Riley leaned in to my ear. “Seal it with a dance?”
 
   I nodded enthusiastically and allowed her to drag me to the dance floor.  I had this sudden desire to be close to her.
 
   She was taller than me so she rested her arms on my shoulders as I rested mine on her hips.  We didn't speak we just swayed and turned with the music.  I wanted contact so I laid my head in the crook of her neck, our chests coming in contact.  I heard her inhale sharply.  I was all abuzz but relaxed at the same time.  I felt her head rest gently on top of mine.  I smiled.  I like being short at times like this.
 
   As the song was winding down I noticed Bev dancing with her very content and satisfied looking blonde nearby.  She was looking between Riley and I and mouthing, “Oh my God!” to me.  I just smiled at her as Riley led me around in a final lazy circle.
 
   We stayed out on the floor for the next couple cover songs; one pop, the other hip hop, this band was kickin'.  We laughed, smiled, and sang throughout it, just generally having a good time.  I was pleasantly surprised that she could keep up with my moves.  Her own moves were mesmerizing in their own right...  I caught myself licking my lips on more than one occasion.  Hmmm.
 
   When the next song started I grabbed her hand and dragged her to Bev at our table to catch our breath.  I was having more fun than I have had in a long time.  We sat with Bev and the blonde, then I caught the attention of a passing server, Amy, and just held up four fingers.  She winked at me and ran off to the bar.  It's good to know everyone here.
 
   The music volume was dropping as the night had been rolling along, the subtle way that clubs slowly wind down the night over the hours.  So we could talk at slightly elevated levels instead of yelling at this point.  I made an introduction, “Beverly, I'd like you to meet Jane.  Riley I'd like you to meet Bev, my bestest and most dear friend.”  They exchanged smiles and shook hands.
 
   Bev was still looking between us in shock as she spoke, “Jane and Crystal, I'd like you to meet Tara.”  The blonde offered quickly, “Trish.” with an evil glare at Bev.
 
   “I mean Trish.”  Bev corrected herself.
 
   It was soooo hard for me not to laugh and I saw Riley having the same problem, squishing her head to her shoulders.
 
   Shots and chasers arrived and we all downed them with ease.  “So Bevi, Riley here thinks she can arrange a better date than I can.”
 
   Bev laughed, knowing my connections because of my job.  I saw her eyebrow quirk when I called her Riley.
 
   The brunette caught this and said to me, “I told you everyone calls me Jane.”
 
   I played with my ponytail as I bit my lower lip and said as innocently and cutely as I could, “I'm not everybody, Riley.” I squinted my eyes with a smile when I said her name again.
 
   “Jesus!  You gotta stop doing stuff like that.”  Riley exclaimed, licking her lips, breathing raggedly.
 
     I perked up a little at a thought. “So, why do they call you Jane?  Middle name?”
 
   She shrugged. “I really have no clue, someone called me that in the first grade.  Maybe they thought I was someone else, but other people overheard and it just sorta stuck.  Never liked my first name and my middle name is Winfred so I never complained.”
 
   I smiled at this revelation. “Well, I happen to think Riley suits you.”  I dismissed it before she could argue and turned to Bev and said,  “Anyway, we made ourselves a wager.  We each take the other out on our best date, and whoever set up the best date wins.  Loser announces, standing on the bar, that the other girl made them their bitch.”
 
   Bev shot a look of concern to Riley and said, “Ooooo... sorry Jane, but hey, at least you'll have fun.”
 
     Riley smirked, then laughed before she responded confidently, “Don't be so sure about the outcome.”
 
   God she oozed charisma.
 
   Bevi turned to me screwing up her face in comical confusion, “But wait.  How's this supposed to work when you're straight as an arrow, Kru?”
 
   I shrugged, not taking my eyes off of Riley's as I spoke to my friend, “Well you know me.  It won't bother me if it doesn't bother her.  And I'm thinking I may be a little bendy now anyway after the knee buckler she laid on me earlier.”
 
   Bev's eyes shot wide at this admission.  “No way!” she mouthed.
 
   We exchanged information and solidified the terms of our gentlewoman’s agreement.  I'd be up first tomorrow night, a Friday, and she got the following Saturday.  I asked for her dress and shoe size cryptically.  She endlessly tried finding out why, but I reminded her of the rule that we had, to go along with whatever the person setting up the date said.
 
   Then the three of us spent the rest of the night chatting and joking and laughing.  Tina... I mean Tara... no, ummm... Trish!  Had left early on with some friends, realizing she had almost nothing to add to our conversations.  I kind of felt bad about it; but she did come for a hookup just like Bev and from what Bevi says, they did... twice.
 
   It was fun finding out a few things about Riley.  She was a small plane pilot, who flew a Cessna 205, and ran a one person air tour company with some high class clients that ran in the same circles as my clientele.  This could be useful in the future for my party planning and vice versa.  Maybe we could send referrals to each other.  Nice!  An excuse to hang around with this fascinating girl sometime!
 
   On the drive home, Bev accused me of having eye sex with Riley the whole night.  I shrugged.  Maybe I was.  Bevi seemed extremely excited about it.  I just rolled my eyes and smiled.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – First Date
 
   When the next morning rolled around, I contacted a few places to set up the date. I had a great plan.  I was excited to hang out with Riley again, and I of course wanted to win.  Truth be told, if we based it off of the fun from last night alone, I had already lost.  I simply loved dancing and speaking with her!  So I'll have to step up my game a bit here.
 
   I didn't have any parties to start planning until Tuesday so I buckled down and dedicated my entire focus on tonight.  I know it was supremely short notice but I pulled in a few markers; networking is great, it's what I do, it's what I love.  The dress and shoes should be expressed to her at 5:00pm and I'd be picking her up at 6:30 for our dinner.
 
   Around lunch my phone buzzed, I checked the text message, it was from Riley. [ bored ]  I laughed and replied, [ call me ].
 
   Moments later the phone was ringing with her caller ID, I answered, “Hey girl!  Why you so bored?”
 
   She laughed. “Hey!  Don't have a flight until 2:30.  I really don't think I can read the same four, ten year old car magazines here at the hangar again.”
 
   I smiled at this as I pictured it in my head before I responded, “Well, just chat with me while I make a snack for lunch then.  I can try to be more interesting than reading about which cars have a more efficient turbo.”  This got me the desired laugh from her, tinkling like wind chimes.
 
   I multi-tasked, making two hot ham and cheese sandwiches, sending emails and instant messages from my iPad to prep for tonight, and just chatting, joking and laughing with Riley.  She's so easy to talk to.  Bev materialized from her moping dungeon and wandered over to take the second sandwich I had sitting on a little plate for her at the edge of the counter, and wandered back into her cave.
 
   “What you scarfing down?  Sounds good by the satisfied grunts you are making,”  Riley said in a tone tinged with mirth.
 
   “Just a sandwich,” I said.
 
   She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone, “Describe it for me, I had a stupid granola bar and a water.  Let me live my lunch vicariously through you.”
 
   I snickered at that and replied with a smile. “Well I grilled... on marbled rye of course, some thick slices of honey ham, with a generous slice of pepper jack cheese.  Slathered it with a homemade creamy au-jus sauce.  Oh, and one sweet pickle on the side.  Has to be sweet, I hate dill pickles!”
 
   She gasped dramatically, “Damn.  I think I just had a food-gasm.  Not only are you a box tease, but now you're a food tease too!”
 
    I couldn't stop the snort that this evoked from me as I defended myself.  “Hey!  You told me to describe it.  And for full disclosure, you think just hearing about it can give you a food-gasm, you should taste it! Mmmmm.”  This elicited a, “Tease, tease, tease...”  causing us both to laugh.
 
   We went on talking until 2:00 when regrettably she said, “Hey Cryster, gotta go prep and preflight the Cessna.  Clients will be here in a bit.”
 
   Reluctantly I agreed. “Okay, fine.  I gotta finish prepping the winning date anyway.”  This got me an, “In your dreams girl.  Bye.”
 
   I smiled huge. “Bye!”  I ended the call.  I tingled a bit at the new nickname she had just bestowed upon me, haven't heard that one yet.
 
   Crap!  I had to make a couple last minute calls to complete the planning, that call ate up a lot of time.  But it was so much fun!  I'd rather be talking to her.
 
   Around 3:00 I Google Mapped her address so I could enter it into the GPS in my phone for when I went to pick her up.  When I saw she was in a loft by Pioneer Square, a smile crept up on my lips.  Oooo... I got another idea.  I dialed up another contact.
 
   “Hi, Fredrick?  Yeah it's me Crystal.  What?  Oh you flatterer.  I need a huge favor tonight.  No YOU still owe ME one.  Remember the Flannery bash I secured for you in April?  Yeah, thought so.  Think I could borrow you and Flower tonight for a date?  Yeah I know it's short notice.  What?  Oh no, it's a really nice girl.  How would you know which way I swing?  So can I?  Okay thanks.  This just about makes us even.  I'll text you the address, 6:30 pm sharp.  Yes thanks, bye!”
 
   I did a geeky victory dance and called around to shuffle things so they still worked for the 9:00 pm surprise before I started getting ready for the date.  Bevi wandered into my room as I started sliding into my dark green evening gown with matching four inch suede heels, she didn't look as depressed as she was earlier today.
 
   “So, you seem to be putting a lot of effort into this date.   You sure there isn't something you want to tell me?”  She asked with a mischievous lopsided grin.
 
   I slapped her arm and just turned around and grabbed my hair in my hands exposing my neck. People seem to think it is scary just how in synch Bev and I are, we just see it as how it has always been.  She reached absently for the pearl necklace on my dressing table and draped it around me as she worked the clasp.
 
   I shrugged as she started brushing out my hair and pulled it into a high ponytail, being sure to leave a lock out to fall over my face as I spoke, “It's just a bet.  She insulted my dating ability.”
 
   I saw Bev cock an eyebrow in the mirror,  saying, “Okay.  Whatever you say.  I just don't want to see you hurt, sis.  We'd have to start stocking up on pudding cups.”
 
   We shared a laugh at that as I put in some matching pearl earrings.  Bev looked at me and the dress and raised a finger then ran out of the room.  That was her “Ah-ha!” face, wonder what she's up to.  I started putting on my makeup when she returned and started fussing with my ponytail.   She's always said it was my best asset.
 
   We finished and I turned my head to see the ponytail in the mirror.  She had taken some dark green felted Christmas ribbon that matched the dress and fashioned a bow at the knot of the ponytail and then put several thin curled strips of silver ribbon draping down from it to my shoulders.  “Perfect Bevi!” I exclaimed.
 
   She replied with a cocky grin. “Yes, I know I am,”  getting another arm slap and a chuckle from me.
 
   I stood and twirled for inspection.  “Ten.” she said with a grin.
 
   I took in her flannel pajamas, messy hair and looked slightly up into her red, cried out eyes. Woohoo I'm almost as tall as her when I'm in heels! 
 
   “Six.” I responded in our ritual, offering sympathy for my truthful appraisal of her in this state.
 
   She dumped my purse and put my wallet, keys and phone into a silver clutch then shooed me out the door.
 
   I hopped on the 520 for the twenty minute drive into Seattle.  I caught myself fidgeting with the end of my ponytail and instead punched up Riley on speakerphone.
 
   She answered, “What the hell is this dress?”
 
   I giggled and replied, “And hello to you too.  I'm 'bout a half hour out, I'll be there 6:30 on the dot.  You almost ready, lady?”
 
   She sheepishly replied, “Well if I'm going to be completely honest, then I've been ready for like a half hour.  Not that I'd actually admit that to you or anything.  So really, what gives with the dress and heels?”
 
   I smiled, she was like a dog with a bone and wouldn't let go.  So I sighed in defeat.
 
   “Well, most people only see the relaxed party girl side of me, but half my life is spent in a different world.  The fantasies I create for people with my party planning.  I just thought I'd give you a glimpse into that other side of me,”  I said more truthfully than I was willing to admit to myself.
 
   She sounded odd, “So, like how many guys have you done this with?  Is it your typical first date?”  I took a deep breath ready to just dodge the question, but my traitorous mouth told the truth again. “Actually, this is the first time I've ever let anyone see this part of me outside of Bev.”  I got a quiet, “Oh.” from her.
 
   There was an awkward silence that followed that, unlike our smooth conversations from earlier so I just started talking. “Truth be told, I've never made it past a second date and never wanted to share anything about myself with anyone.  I guess I'm just scared of commitment.  I mean look at what happened to Bevi, she finally committed and now she's nursing a heartbreak.”
 
   Crap, I was getting too heavy there.  But to my relief, she responded with her old flair.  “I've found relationships to be like that.  Kind of why I stay unattached.  Though I must say, one night hookups have been getting pretty old lately.  Hell, Ballyhoo last night was the first time I'd been on the prowl for weeks.”
 
   I realized that we had a lot in common that way.
 
   We just chatted about odds and ends for a few minutes after that.  Then I said, “Gotta go, I'm coming up to the exit, be there in ten.”  I was rewarded with a cute, “Kay, bye!”  I smiled out a “Bye,” myself as I hung up and descended the exit ramp from I5 into the city center.
 
   I parked a block away in one of those 'sell your kidney' expensive lots and walked up to the old brick building that had been converted into mid-range lofts where she lived.  I liked it, it just oozed historic charm.  At the curb I saw my first surprise for her waiting patiently.  I smiled that direction then went up to the door and buzzed her apartment.
 
   “Who is it?  What do you want?!  Go away!”  I heard her over the intercom, her voice full of humor.  I played along, “Okay, I'll just have to go find some other hot girl to date.”  The door lock buzzed and I went in.  I noted the line of mailboxes in the wall in the lobby as I walked along.  J. McKay was displayed on box 203.  Ahhh, McKay, her last name.  I filed it away in my head.  Then I walked up the beautifully restored staircase with the cast iron railing to the second floor, instead of taking the pretty cage elevator.  I always take stairs when I can, they do wonders for my calves.
 
   There were only three lofts on this level and I walked to the end to 203.  The door was slightly ajar. I knocked and head her call out “Come on in, I'm just grabbing my purse!”  So I pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped in.
 
    Wow! Everything about the space resonated charm.  From the old brick walls to the cast iron fixtures and inlaid oak.  Right down to the worn but well maintained original hardwood floors with the simple throw rugs and runners.
 
   It was one large open space, like a warehouse, with exposed open beams.  There were a couple doors on the far end beside the freestanding kitchen space.  I assumed those were bedrooms or a bedroom and bathroom.  It was sort of messy, but it was a comfortable 'lived in' messy.
 
   “So you think I'm hot?” I heard from the back room.
 
   I looked up as she walked out of one of the doors at the end and she stuttered to a stop when our eyes met, her mouth hanging open.  If time hadn't just stopped I'd swear we had both just gasped as my heart stopped.  My God!  She was stunning, no, stunning would be an insult to how spectacular she looked in that maroon dress and heels which matched mine exactly.
 
   It wasn't the grace in which she had walked into the room that held my attention, but her hair that was pulled into a messy bun, held in place by ornate chopsticks, displaying her lusciously long neck just begging for someone's lips to sample the exposed flesh.  Her eyes were done up smoky and seductive, and her lips glimmered from across the room.  I didn't want to break the moment.  Brain to mouth circuitry wasn't fully functional but I managed a single syllable, “Yes.”
 
   We snapped out of it and I started twirling the end of my ponytail in my fingers, biting my lower lip. “I mean, you look lovely Riley.  Shall we?”  I offered an arm which she took, her eyes not leaving mine as she gently took it.
 
    “Umm... you too.”  she smiled.
 
   We walked toward the stairs and she started to slow down near the elevator but I caught a quick smile play at her lips when she realized I was heading toward the staircase.
 
   I opened the lobby door for her and we stepped out to the sidewalk and she stopped in shock in front of the antique Cinderella style carriage that was hooked up to a beautiful mammoth Clydesdale draft horse.  The driver placed a velvet covered step on the curb and offered his hand to Riley.
 
   She delicately grasped it as he helped her in while she took in his formal Victorian attire.  Then he similarly helped me up beside her.  She had a childlike smile of wonder on her face that made me smile similarly as I spoke after the driver mounted his seat up front.
 
   “Fredrick, this is Jane.”  I said and turned to her, “Riley, Frederick will be our driver tonight.  And that lovely lady up front helping him out is Flower.”  The horse snorted when I said her name.
 
   Riley nodded toward them both respectively. “Fredrick, Flower, it's nice to meet you.” she said sweetly.
 
   Fredrick nodded with a smile mouthing a, “Wow!” to me when Riley was looking away, then he turned toward the front and we started down the road.
 
   We were actually less than four blocks away from our destination, but I had something else in mind.  I grabbed Riley's hand and laced our fingers as we trotted down First.  She looked excited as we just chatted about nonsensical things, more intent at looking at the city we knew like the back of our hands, pass by from a new perspective.
 
   We turned onto Pike Place and rode past the market, watching the vendors packing up for the day.  It was a nice leisurely pace, then we cut down to Alaska Way and circled back past the ferry docks and the aquarium, stopping for a moment by that awesome Mia Jacobs hubcap mural.  Then we continued on until we got to King street and stopped at a restored six story brick building.
 
   She gasped, “Alessandro's?  There's a six month waiting list here!”
 
    I smiled and winked at this. “I'm owed a favor.”
 
    I swear I heard Fredrick snort, cheeky boy, or was it Flower?  Frederick ran around and placed the step and helped us down and asked me quietly, “So are we even now?”
 
   I shook my head and whispered back, “If only.”  We shared a smile.  I noticed Riley caught the exchange as the carriage trotted off.
 
   “Another owed favor?”  she asked, cocking one of those perfectly sculpted eyebrows at me in mirth.
 
   I started fidgeting with the end of my ponytail and laughed nervously. “Something like that.”  We walked into the building and to the elevator this time since Alessandro's Italian Restaurant occupied the top floor.
 
   Once the doors opened, the stunningly handsome Italian man who was standing over by the maitre'd glanced over and smiled hugely then hustled to us.  Offering an arm to each of us as he spoke brightly in a thick Italian accent, “Miss James! We've been expecting you.   And...” 
 
   I interjected as he left the question implied,  “Alessandro, this is Jane.  Miss Jane McKay.  And how many times do I have to tell you to please call me Crystal?”
 
   “Miss McKay, it is a pleasure.  This is the first time Crystal has ever brought someone other than her sister, Beverly here.  This is exciting!”
 
   I shot a look at him telling him he was sharing too much.  He caught on and clammed up as he led us through the restaurant.
 
   Riley responded, “No, the pleasure is mine.”  I caught Riley giving me an odd reappraising look with a smile.
 
   She looked a little confused as we were led out of the dining area and into the kitchen. I whispered to Alessandro, “Is everything set up?”
 
   He responded as he led us to the fire exit door, “Just as requested.”
 
   I caught her raised eyebrow. Damnit, she's got ears like a bat!  But I simply love watching that eyebrow.
 
   We went out the fire door and up the stairs to the door marked 'Roof Access' and he pushed it open.  Riley gasped.  A purple runner ran out to a single table on a huge purple area rug near the roof parapet, where a single table lit by candles sat with two meals covered by silver domes.  The sun was dipping into Puget Sound, throwing reds and oranges across the cloudy sky.  There were Birds of Paradise flowers arranged in large standing floor vases on each corner of the rug, pinning it down.
 
   Alessandro walked us out and held our chairs as we sat, then took each of our hands giving them a kiss. “Have a wonderful evening ladies.”  He wandered back downstairs as soft music started playing from hidden speakers somewhere.
 
   Riley's eyes were darting around, taking everything in. “The rug... purple, my favorite color.  And Birds of Paradise?  Italian food?  I barely mentioned these things last night.  You remembered it all?” She seemed flustered.
 
   I smiled and replied, “Not a thing you've said to me that I don't remember.”
 
   “How did you get these things on such short notice?” she suddenly asked.  I started to answer “Some people owed...”  But she cut me off,  “Owed you a favor?”  We shared a laugh as I nodded sheepishly.
 
   We took the lids off the meals and I poured the champagne.  The easy conversation that flowed between us as we ate was as easy as speaking with Bev.  Like we had been doing it our whole lives.
 
   It was finally dusk, I glanced at my cellphone for the time.  8:58pm.  I put my napkin on my plate then stood and reached my hand out to her.  She took it, a questioning look on her face.  I brought her a couple steps from the table and brought her in close to me and started slowly dancing to the music.
 
   She happily surrendered as we melted into each other easily, swaying to the music.  I glanced at the football stadium that dominated the view just as the first of the fireworks were launched into the sky exactly like I knew they would since the exhibition game there was slated to start at 9:00pm.  I pulled back from her but continued to dance and held her hands in mine.
 
   I watched as her eyes twinkled, mirroring the display in the sky.  Then I couldn't stop myself, I had been watching her lips all night.  I leaned in and softly captured her lips with mine.
 
   It was a soft, probing kiss that she returned with more passion.  I traced her lower lip with my tongue as she did the same.  Every cell in my body felt flush with heat as she parted her lips slightly and our tongues gently caressed each others.
 
   Then the first raindrop fell on us to interrupt our evening.  We broke the kiss, both of us gasping and looking to the sky,  her eyes were glazed over like I'm sure mine were.  We smiled hugely to each other then laughed and sprinted toward the door to avoid the rain.
 
   We just made it into the stairwell when the clouds opened up.  Alessandro and two busboys were already on their way up to get everything out of the rain.
 
   He stopped as we reached each other. “I'm so sorry your night has been ruined.  But this is Seattle, rain is rain.”
 
    I smiled at him and assured him, “No, everything was perfect.”  I cringed at the dreamy tone in my voice on the word perfect. “However, I was planning a leisurely stroll back to your place to finish the night, Riley.”  I shrugged a sheepish apology even though I didn't mind the rain myself.
 
   She was grinning, I could tell she was having a good time despite the rain when she spoke, “No it's fine.  I simply love the rain.  Why else would I choose to live in Seattle?  I'd still like that walk.”
 
   Alessandro raised a finger and darted into the kitchen before us and returned handing me an umbrella before we made our way into the restaurant.  I excused myself as we passed the restroom and they stood by the door to wait.  Like an idiot I hadn't gone since after lunch, I was too nervous getting ready.
 
   I quickly did my thing and washed my hands; but as I was about to open the door, I heard Riley and Alessandro speaking.  She was asking him about the 'favor' I called in to get us there.  He explained to her that with all the parties I arrange everywhere, I charge my fee up front to my clients but NEVER take a commission from any of the vendors I use, like his restaurant.  Instead of currency, I liked to trade in favors, making things very beneficial to all involved.
 
   I blushed when I heard him say, “She is extremely liked and respected in the local entertainment and hospitality industries in Seattle because of it.  I'm pleased to count her as one of my friends.”
 
   I waited a few seconds then opened the door and smiled at Riley, “Ready?”  She smiled hugely back and nodded.  I swear her eyes were twinkling at me.
 
   Alessandro kissed the back of each of our hands as we said our goodbyes to him and boarded the elevator.  As we rode down her hand snaked out and grabbed mine.  Lacing our fingers together.
 
   We walked out into the lobby and approached the door.  I released her hand and opened the umbrella as we walked outside before seeking the warmth of her grasp again. We walked in a comfortable silence for a block stealing lingering glances at each other.
 
   I looked around at the city as we walked.  Seeing the rain in the streetlamps, the ground reflecting the lights in the gathering pools.  I loved the rain, it made the city look new.  It felt like it washed away anything that tainted it.  Brought life to things.  Washed away any hidden guilt from your soul.  I stopped and handed Riley the umbrella and started taking off my heels and dropping my purse.
 
   “What are you doing?” she laughed out.
 
   I walked away from the shelter of the umbrella.  I smiled innocently at her as I took a few steps and looked to the sky and started turning slowly, holding my arms out to my side.  Letting the rain wash over me to wash away my sins.  I opened my mouth in a genuine smile and spun around, still staring at the sky.
 
   “God, this feels good!” I said wistfully, “It's like the whole world is brand new when it rains!”  I finally stopped turning and jumped onto the base of an old fashioned streetlight, smiling hugely at her and pushing the loose straggles of wet hair from my eyes.  Basking in the feeling.
 
   “Wow.” she said, with eyes full of wonder and biting her lower lip hungrily as she continued,  “You look so... innocent.  Happy.”
 
   I ran back under the umbrella grabbing my discarded items, slipping my shoes back on and hugging her arm and not letting go as I started pulling her toward her loft.  I'm sure my eyes were twinkling, “I AM happy!”
 
   At the door, she unlocked it as I stood on the sidewalk,  she turned back for a second and I took a step to her and kissed her passionately.  When we broke it off, I gasped out, “Good night Riley.”
 
   She shook her head slowly, her smile turning to a look of sadness, “Good night Cryster.  Sometimes I forget this is just a game.”
 
   Then she walked into the building before I could respond.  Yeah.  A game.  I forgot that's all it is to her.  I wandered off toward my car, confused about the night.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Second Date
 
   I got home, still soaked to the bone a half an hour later and confused as hell.  I walked in the door and felt like crying and I had absolutely no clue why.  Bev looked back at me from the couch where she was watching a movie.  Then without a word she stood and ran to my bedroom, coming out with a oversized t-shirt, a towel and my heavy robe.
 
   I saw her concern, but I didn't know what to say, I was cycling through emotions.  So I just stood there like a helpless idiot as she undressed me, patted me down with the towel and put me into my night clothes. Then she led me to the couch like a child and started drying my hair with the towel as she just held me.  She still hadn't said a word and I just silently cried into her shoulder.
 
   Time marched on, then it was midnight.  I was still hiding in her protective arms when I sniffed. “Thanks Bevi, I don't know what the hell was wrong with me.”
 
   She smiled at me then quietly said, “You like her, Kru.”
 
    I don't know if it was a question or a statement as I replied, “No... yes... maybe... God, I don't know.  It was like the perfect Cinderella date and, I don't know, maybe I was getting way too into it. But then she reminded me that it was just a game, a stupid bet.  I guess I needed to be reminded of that. That she wasn't feeling the same confusion as me.”
 
   Bev looked at me with her “I don't think so sis.” look but didn't say anything. The phone in my purse on the floor started buzzing.  She got up and grabbed it then looked at the screen and handed it to me.  A text from Riley.  I took a cleansing breath then read it. [ thx 4 the most amazing time 2nite.  srry 4 ruining it at end. :( ]
 
   I didn't know how to take it, maybe she WAS feeling something, or maybe I'm just reading too much into it.  I texted back quickly with an ambiguous [ no worries.  had amazing time w/ u.  can't wait til 2morow :) ].  And seconds later I got her response.  [ whew.  thought i messed up.  can i ask, what did 2nite set you back?  research 4 2morrow date ].  I smiled as I shot back, [ the price of ur dress, a 12 pack of beer, and calling in a few markers ].  I was quite proud of myself for what I pulled off on a shoestring budget.
 
   A [ u looked awesome 2nite.  g'night cryster ] came back a second later that made my heart flutter.  I typed back, [ u looked spectacular too.  g'night riley ].  I was beaming as I looked over at Bev who was reading the entire exchange.
 
   She looked at me grinning, “Oh my God!  My best friend IS gay!”
 
   I smiled at her and meekly replied, “Starting to look that way.”  But then I lost my smile. “Too bad it's just a game to her.”
 
   She placed a hand on my shoulder and said with concern in her voice, “You need to put a stop to this before you really get hurt.  Think tonight times ten, Kru.”
 
   I shrugged and attempted to assure her, “It's just one more date.”
 
   I tried to hide the fact that I just wanted as much time as I could with Riley before this bet was over and she moved on.  But the squinty look Bev was shooting me told me she wasn't buying my BS.
 
   She shook her head then stood again looking between our bedrooms then asked, “Snuggle time or no?”
 
   I just nodded, I was still a little emotionally raw so we made our way into my bedroom and snuggled into bed, cocooning ourselves in, protecting each other from the stresses of our two bizzaroland broken relationships.
 
   ***
 
   I awoke to sun streaming in the window and the sound of Bev in the shower and my phone buzzing on the nightstand.  I looked at the time on it, 8:01am, before looking at the text message.  Oooh!  It's from her!  [ mornin sleepyhead.  i b there at 9.  dress casual and light jacket ]  I wanted to run around in little circles.  I shot back an [ already ready ].  Lies!  Lies I say!  Just an hour!  I had to get ready.  It was a daytime date!  She never said anything!
 
   I ran to the shower and was simultaneously stripping and grabbing a slippery wet Bev from around the shower curtain and pulling her out of the shower so I could take mine.
 
   “Hey!  Pushy much, sis?”  I got playfully from her as I stepped in.  Her hand rocketed back into the shower to turn off the hot water before running off laughing maniacally at the “Jesus!” I screamed at the cold water hitting my body.
 
   I finished my shower and stepped out yelling, “Bevi!”  As I dried off and put on some clean undergarments, then stared into my closet.  She came walking in wearing just her bra and panties, finishing up eating a bowl of my Fruit Loops.
 
   “Yeashh?” she said, nonchalantly with her mouth full of those heavenly sugary loops.
 
   “What the hell does casual mean?  Is that like, here's my running sweats casual?  I'm just hangin' at the mall casual?  I'm really dressing sexier than hell but kicking it like it's casual, casual?” I blurted in a panic.
 
   She snorted.  Yes, she actually snorted at my distress!  What kind of friend does that?  I'm so going to demote her from best friend status!  I mean, well there's nobody else to promote, so I guess she stays, but she is so on my list!  If I had a list that is! 
 
   She was waving her spoon in front of my face to get my attention and asked me with her lopsided grin, “Internal friend demotion rant?”
 
   I nodded with a smirk as she rummaged around in my drawers and pulled out my regular every day clothes. Some low rise jeans, my favorite solid red tank tee.  My converse and some white socks.  She included my white mini pants, just in case a swimming emergency arises.
 
   “Taaa daa!” she offered.
 
   She's a genius!  Never in a million years would I have... oh... wait...  duh, that's what I always wear.  I decided that I really had to relax.  The evil redhead could read all this in my expression and rolled her eyes as she wandered back out of my room munching my cereal, calling back over her shoulder with a giggle, “You're so friggin' gay for her!”
 
   I pulled my hair into its signature ponytail, making sure to have some stragglers loose across my face as the door intercom buzzed.  I ran over to the door but walked the last few steps after hearing Bev cracking up over on the couch about it while eating another full bowl of my Fruit Loops.
 
   I hit the intercom, “Sorry, we already donated.” I said smirking.  Then I heard Riley repeat my own words back to me.
 
   “Okay, I'll just have to go find some other hot girl to date.”  I snorted and hit the door buzzer then opened our door a crack and wandered into my bedroom to grab my purse and a light white hooded jacket.
 
   I heard the gentle knock on the front door and heard Bev, “Come on in.  Sup Jane?”
 
   Riley responded, “Hi, Beverly, is Crystal ready?”
 
   Bevi replied, “Yeah, little miss 'freak out' is getting her purse.  Fruit Loops?”
 
   Riley laughed, “No, but thanks.  You aren't wearing any clothes, Bev.”
 
   To her comedic, no-modesty credit, my best friend answered, “Huh.  How bout that?” 
 
   I saw her shrug as she shoveled another spoonful of sugary goodness into her mouth as I walked out into the living room.
 
   “Hey.” I said as I walked up to Riley. She was wearing an almost identical outfit, her top was pink and white stripped though.  She turned and a big smile grew on her face.  I couldn't have stopped my own return smile even if I had tried...  which I didn't.
 
   “Hey back.” she said.  “Ready to hit the road?”
 
   She nodded a goodbye to Bev and I followed her out.  I caught Bevi mouthing, “Be careful.” to me as I closed the door.
 
   Riley said, “She wasn't wearing any clothes,” to me as we walked out toward her car.
 
   Was that a tinge of jealousy in her voice?  Couldn't be.  “Huh.  How bout that?” I parroted Bev's earlier statement.  Then a second later grinned at Riley and said, “Yeah, she's not real big on the whole 'modesty' myth.”
 
   She almost laughed at that, “Myth?”
 
   I chuckled and said, “Yeah, according to Bevi.”
 
   She seemed amused now but still asked, “She do that sort of thing often?”
 
   Oh, I got it now. “Why? You like?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, like I said before, not interested in HER.”
 
   Okay, now it sounded like jealousy again as well as some flirting.  Mixed signals much? I blushed and responded, “Well, nothing to worry about, that's just how she is.  She's my best friend who may as well be my sister.”
 
   She defended herself quickly, “I'm not worried.  She's just so easygoing about it. Besides, we're not really dating.”
 
   That stung and she saw me flinch and quickly added, “Sorry, didn't mean it like that. I didn't mean to ruin the date before it starts.”  Her shoulders slumped.
 
   She looked dejected, I just wanted to hold her, so I compromised and grabbed her hand as we walked, slipping my fingers between hers.  Then reassured her by simply saying softly, “Nothing is ruined.”  I caught her smile out of the corner of my eye, causing my own to reappear.
 
   We hopped in her car and she was really secretive as we looped into Seattle then drove back out of the city on I90, I couldn't dig any details out of her so I settled on smalltalk and joking around with her.  We slipped into our easy banter again.  Learning all we could about each other.  It was so easy, so natural.
 
   We turned off at Issaquah and darted under the interstate to a private airfield.  OMG are we going to fly?  She nodded to the guard at the gate who just smiled and waved us in.  She parked next to a hangar that she said she shared with multiple pilots and got out and ran around to get my door.  I grinned and blushed at that, nervously twirling the end of my ponytail.
 
   She typed a code on a pad at the huge bay door and the machinery groaned as the door rolled aside, revealing a few small planes.  Up front was her gleaming white plane with purple wingtips and leading edges.  There was an awesome, brilliant purple wavy stripe along the body with 'McKay Air Tours' painted inside the stripe in white.  She walked up to it, running her fingers along it and beaming with pride.
 
   “Wow!” I said, “It's beautiful!”
 
   She grinned like an idiot and replied, “She's my baby.  Cryster, meet Violet.”
 
   She grabbed my hand and excitedly dragged me into the shared walled off office area inside the hangar.  “Wait here a minute, I gotta go do pre-flight.” she grinned.
 
   I smiled while biting my lower lip as I watched her run out toward her plane through the huge windows lining the wall.  She was almost bounding like a little kid, it brought another smile to my face to watch her enthusiasm.
 
   I noticed music coming from a small radio near an old orange vinyl couch that must have come from the 1970's. I walked over to sit and wait.  The only modern thing in office area was a print of one of those trippily cool collages by Mia Jacobs.
 
   I saw some magazines on the old 1970's looking coffee table with its fake wood melamine surface. When I looked at them, I actually laughed out loud.  They were four 'HotRod' magazines dated from more than a decade ago.
 
   Just then, 4Ever by The Veronicas came on the radio.  I friggin' love this song!  I reached over to the radio and cranked it then stood then started bouncing and dancing, gyrating my hips and banging my head as I sang along with one arm in the air, flexing my wrist with a finger outstretched to the beat.
 
   The song ended and I reached down to the radio and lowered the volume again.  The color drained from my face when I heard someone clapping slowly from the door.  I turned to see Riley with a hungry look in her eyes.  Was that lust?
 
   She said to me in a husky voice, her eyes darker than normal, “Admit it, you were just sent from the heavens as a cruel joke to torture me.  That was just... wow... but you're friggin' straight!  Not even remotely fair.”
 
   “Feelin' kind of bendy lately,”  I said to myself under my breath.  Her perfectly sculpted eyebrow arched again.  Damn her and her bat-like hearing!
 
   She grinned and held her hand out for me to take.  “Come on! Time to fly!”
 
   I walked over and bashfully took her hand, feeling a fire spread from where her soft skin touched mine.  She turned and dragged me out to Violet, helping me into the copilot seat.  Then she ran around and hopped up into the pilot's seat and grinned at me.
 
   “Okay, put this on so you can hear my conversation with the tower.  I'll be VOX but they can't hear you unless you hit the PTT button on the cable.  You won't ever need to.”  She handed me a headset and put one on herself.   Then she pulled out an iPad and went through her checklist and pulled up a GPS map while flipping switches and messing with the controls.
 
   I saw the yoke in front of me move as she tested her's.  She caught my look and said with a smile, “You don't want to be touching that when we're in the air.”  She winked.
 
   I started nervously playing with the end of my ponytail and chewing on my lower lip. Then the propeller started spinning as Violet roared to life, the excited smile that grew on Riley's face and the joy twinkling in her eyes told me the story of her love for flying.  The engine wasn't as loud as I thought it would be as Violet growled low, like a caged beast.
 
   We taxied out of the hangar and stopped, then Riley spoke with the tower, requesting taxi to the runway and flight clearance.  After we receiving a taxi go ahead, we trundled out and turned to the end of the runway.  The tower gave clearance.  She glanced to me then grasped the throttle control with a look of glee, and the sound level doubled as we suddenly shot down the runway.
 
   I was pulling on my ponytail now, then Riley looked over to me with a huge smile and wink, pulling back on the yoke.  My stomach fell as we escaped gravity, we were flying!  It was exhilarating, it felt just like I felt whenever I got lost in Riley's eyes.
 
   I've flown dozens of times on commercial jets, but that was nothing compared to the feeling of freedom that I was experiencing now.  I shot an excited smile over to Riley who had not stopped smiling since we boarded Violet.  My heart was racing.
 
   We circled the field once then headed east into the Cascades with her deftly handling the controls, the plane slicing through the air like we were riding on glass.
 
   She switched channels on the radio and called out, “Silent Bob, this is Jane, do you read?”
 
   A moment later an extremely female voice replied, not what I would have expected from a Bob. “I read you Jane, everything is ready.  Kim just got back.”
 
   She smiled and replied, “Thank you Bobbi, catch you on the flip side.”  Then she switched channels back.
 
   I found the call sign amusing.  Geek much Riley?
 
   “What was that about?”  I spoke loudly over the engine.
 
   She smirked as she cryptically replied, “Just calling in a favor.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her amusement at throwing that in my face.  “Funny.”  I mocked.  But it was funny.
 
   She shrugged and simply said, “Put your hands on the yoke.”
 
   I looked at her like she had just asked me to kiss a rattlesnake.  Which honestly, I probably would do for her, if she asked.
 
   She smiled at my expression and said, “Don't worry.  Put your hands on the yoke.”
 
   I did and she started a series of gentle banks, then gained some altitude and dove gently before leveling out again.  I could feel everything she did smooth and gentle.  She was doing something with her feet a little too, I could see the pedals by my feet moving a bit.
 
   Smiling, she echoed what I felt. “Smooth and gentle movements, like making love.  No quick or extreme moves.  Now you try, I'll handle the pedals.”  She smiled encouragingly to me as she raised her hands about a half inch from the controls, at the ready.
 
   I slowly started a bank.  Oh my god!  This is awesome!  I'm sure my smile was threatening to split my face in half.  I banked the other direction.  Then I tried to raise altitude a little and did a gentle dive and leveled out just like she showed me.
 
   I couldn't have wiped the excited smile off my face if you had paid me to.  She smiled back at me and took the controls again.  I took my hands off the yoke and gushed at her, my heart beating fast, “That was so amazing!” Her eyes were twinkling at me as she breathed out, “I know right?”  Then she smoothly broke us into a steep diving bank.  Inserting us neatly into a valley between two rocky peaks.
 
   We swooped down between two beautiful tree lined ridges and we loitered in the area, passing a tiny lake and beautiful waterfall feeding it.  Then we circled back around and she lined us up with a little clearing in the middle of the forest with a dirt runway lined with bright orange wind socks.
 
   We landed smooth as silk, the only roughness came from the uneven ground beneath the wheels. We slowed and she taxied us into the grass field beside the strip then cut the engine.  My heart was still beating fast from the exhilaration.  I bit my lower lip and played with my ponytail as I stared at her.
 
   Riley grinned and took off her headset, I followed suit.  “So what do you think so far?”  she asked with a confident grin.  I just nodded like an idiot, not speaking.
 
   She laughed and opened her door and jumped down then ran around Violet to my door and opened it, helping me down.
 
   My legs were a little wobbly and I exclaimed, “Whoa, it feels like we are still flying!”
 
   She laughed in understanding, “Yeah it'll pass in a minute.  Come on!”
 
   It was slightly nippy and we both put on our light jackets we had tied at our waists.  Then she grabbed my hand and our fingers just naturally found their way between each others.
 
   She started dragging me off into the woods. “This is an old ranger's strip.  They still use it from time to time,” she said as we went deeper on a trail into the forest.
 
   A minute later we popped out into a clearing by that large waterfall we had seen from the air.  I gasped and she smiled at my reaction as she pulled me a little further.  I was still stunned by the beauty of nature when I felt her pulling me down onto the ground.
 
   I looked down as we sat, I didn't even notice we had come up to a red checkered blanket with an old fashioned picnic basket.  Where did this come from?  Oh, Silent Bob!
 
   Riley laughed a little as she read my thought process through my expressions.  Only Bev had mastered that feat.
 
   “This was all just my way to get you alone for lunch.”  She smiled at her ingenuity.  I just smiled at HER.
 
   We dug the simple food and soft drinks out of the basket and placed them on the blanket.  She slid behind me, with me sitting between her legs, leaning back to rest against her.  I could sit like this forever.  And we started eating.  I grabbed one of the sandwiches and tentatively peeked under the top slice of bread.
 
   Tuna sandwich!  But eww... sliced pickles on it.  I started to take the pickles off, but when she smiled oddly at me, I squinted at her then licked one timidly.  Oh!  Sweet pickles!  OMG she remembered!  The pickle went back in place and I happily munched on the sandwich.  “You remembered.” I gushed.
 
   She threw my own words back at me once again with a soft, caring smile, “Not a thing you've said to me that I don't remember.”  I melted.  She was perfect.
 
   We talked and joked through lunch, taking in the nature around us.  I felt so at ease and I hoped she did too.  We laid down on the blanket for a while as topics got deeper.  Our eyes never left each others. She mentioned again that she loved my dual tone eyes, that she could live in them forever.  I wound up snuggled into her with my back to her front, her arm draped across my waist as we discussed our hopes and dreams.
 
   I cocked my head back to look up at her wonderfully smiling face and stretched up a bit for a soft quick kiss.  We both sighed.  Then it was time to go, far too soon for me.  We packed everything including the blanket into the the picnic basket and made our way slowly back to the plane.
 
   With everything stowed she helped me in, stopping for a gentle kiss first.  Then we were airborne again.  Winging ourselves west, back to Issaquah,  I even got to fly again!
 
   It was a comfortable silence until we landed and tax.ied back into the hangar.  I was staring at Riley, memorizing every curve of her face, of her lips, and whispered before we got out, “I don't want this date to end.”
 
   She helped me down then put her lips beside my ear, her hot breath on my neck doing marvelous things to me.  “Who said it was over?  That... was just lunch.  I wanted to share some of my private world with you like you shared yours,” she whispered.
 
   She could have taken me right there on the hangar floor and I would have willingly given myself to her.  I don't have any question in my head anymore.  Bev was right.  I am sooo gay for this girl.
 
   She locked up the hangar then I walked jelly legged to the car.  She opened the door for me and then got in the drivers seat and we were off, darting under the freeway again but not getting on it. Instead she brought us past Gilman Village and up the little mountain behind it.
 
   At the top we pulled into a zoo parking lot.  There was a friggin zoo here in Issaquah and I never knew about it!  Cougar Mountain Zoological Park.  I've lived in this area my entire life and a zoo has been hiding here the whole time?  The signs indicated it is a teaching zoo.  I looked at her, “I had no clue this was here Riley.”
 
   She grinned. “Most people don't.  Come on!”
 
   We went inside the main building and into an admin area.  Were we supposed to be here?  We walked toward a back office, a couple people nodded at Riley.
 
   “What are we doing here?”  I whispered.
 
   She winked at me with confidence, her charisma oozing from her pores, “Just calling in a marker.”
 
   We reached the back office and she knocked lightly and a moment later a cute, smiling Asian girl about our age opened the door.
 
   “Jane!”  She exclaimed.  Then the girl looked at me. “Whoa!  You weren't kidding.  Hot!  And those eyes, yum!”
 
   I was blushing as Riley slapped her arm. “Hey!  Eyes off lady, she's with me.  Tak, this is Crystal. Cryster this is Takara.”  I shook her hand.
 
   Then Riley continued, “So what 'learning experience' you got lined up for us Tak?”
 
   The girl just smiled and motioned for us to follow her.  We went out a side door and into a utility cart and down path at the backside of the zoo.
 
   She brought us to a double gate and Riley just said, “Sweet!  You are going to love this, Cryster!” We went inside the first gate and we were each handed a feed bucket by the guy doing some maintenance there, and Takara opened the second gate and spoke to me with a soft smile, “Jane knows all the rules, just follow her lead.  I'll be out here when you guys are done.”
 
   I was confused but Riley grabbed my free hand with hers and pulled me deeper into the enclosure. We turned a corner and I almost dropped my bucket.  Little reindeer!  There were a bunch of little reindeer in front of me grazing!  I glanced at Riley and she was just watching the excitement on my face.  Her own smile was threatening to split her face wide open.
 
   She moved slowly, then when we were noticed, a group of them basically surrounded us and were trying to stick their noses in our buckets.  “Do what I do,”  she said and started grabbing handfuls of the feed out of the bucket and offering it to them, they ate out of her hand.
 
   I smiled again and did the same. This is me.  Standing here.  Feeding rein-freaking-deer!  They were amazing and so furry, a lot furrier than I could have imagined.  I was so excited!
 
   Riley reached out and stroked an antler.  “Feel them.”
 
    I mimicked her, I was surprised that they were soft and covered with a velvet like fuzz.
 
   Then she started throwing handfuls of feed around on the ground.  I followed suit.  Finally she upended her bucket for one to put his nose in to see it was empty.  Then we wandered back to Takara.  I kept looking back and was mouthing, “Wow, wow, wow,”  while the two girls laughed at me.
 
   Then we said our goodbyes and left Tak and went into the zoo proper to do the touristy thing and look at all the cool animals everywhere.  It was a small zoo but I didn't care.  Did I mention I fed reindeer!?  We went everywhere holding hands, our fingers constantly laced.  It was a comfortable afternoon as we chatted and laughed.
 
   I was sad when we returned to the car for the trip home.  Riley smiled. “So it seems you aren't the only one with contacts.”  She waggled her perfect eyebrows.
 
   I was suddenly a little unsettled thinking about Takara and Silent Bob. “Old girlfriends?”
 
   Riley quickly said, “I plea the fifth.”
 
   I looked down at my hands and she quickly added, “It was a long time ago, we're just friends now.” I don't like this feeling. Am I jealous?
 
   “It's fine.”  I said quietly.  Come on me don't ruin this fun day.
 
   I forced myself to brighten. “Thanks for such an amazing day!  This is going on my top one list.”  This got her smile to return.  I could live in her smile.  We cranked the radio and sang at the top of our lungs the whole way back as I danced in my seat.
 
   We pulled into the parking lot as 'Hangover' by Hey Monday came on.  I stopped her from turning the car off, placing my hand on hers as she reached for the key.  “Wait!” I jumped out of the car and started dancing right there in the parking lot, singing the chorus and swinging my hips and bobbing.
 
   Riley had a silly grin on her face, just watching me have fun.  The song was mostly over when the words were sinking in for me... they were hitting way too close to home just now.  I stopped and reached in and shut off the radio.  Riley looked concerned and shut off the car and got out to stand beside me.
 
   I shrugged it off and grabbed my ponytail then shot her my most innocent smile.  She looked relieved and... ummm... aroused?  This affected me in a similar manner.  Holy crap.
 
   She walked me to the door and I turned to her and looked down shyly. “I had a really great time Riley.  Thank you.”
 
   She leaned in, our lips brushed and I was in heaven again.  Our hands meeting and our fingers lacing on their own.  It was so sweet, sensual, sexy and fun, all at the same time.  Like every kiss should be.  I was lost, trying to feed her my passion as I received hers.  We broke it off so that we could gasp for air.
 
   “Good night Cryster.”  she whispered.
 
   She turned to leave but I didn't release her hands. “Don't go,” I whispered.  “Come up and have dinner with Bev and I.  I'd love to visit with you some more.”
 
   She nodded and I dropped one hand to get my keys and soon we were walking into the living room upstairs with Bevi dancing and singing to the Mandy Fay Harris Farewell Tour on TV... still in her underwear. We both laughed and she spun around smiling at us.
 
   “Hi guys!”  she said excitedly then she ran over and put us into a group hug.
 
   “Umm... Beverly.  Clothes?”  Riley squeaked.
 
   Bev looked down at herself.  “Oh.  Gothcha!” She wandered into her room to find something to wear.  She came back out a second later wearing just a worn out band t-shirt and we all sat on the couch and called for pizza delivery.
 
   We all chatted casually until the pizza delivery guy was buzzed in.  I walked to the kitchen counter for my purse but Bev beat me to it.  Riley and I couldn't contain our laughter until the door was closed over his shock at a sexy redhead paying in nothing but a t-shirt.  He gave her almost a full book of discount coupons as he tried to regain the ability to speak.
 
   The oblivious redhead wandered over to the couch with the pizza with a questioning look on her face.  Riley spoke up cheerfully, “You really don't have any shame do you, Bev?”
 
   Bev replied, “Huh?”
 
   Looking to me for explanation.  I glanced dramatically down at her clothing choice and it dawned on her.  “Oh that.  I got us some coupons!”  she responded enthusiastically.  We all shared a laugh as we grabbed some slices.
 
   “So spill chicks!”  Bev looked at us expectantly. “Who gives better date?”  Riley wins hands down! I mouthed with my eyes wide, “Riley.  OMG!” to Bevi when Riley's was leaning forward to grab a napkin off the coffee table.
 
   Then I spoke up coyly, “Well, I'm not sure.  It seems too close for me to call.  I mean yeah, she had some jaw dropping things up her sleeve and it was amazingly fun.  But I pulled out all the romance stops.”
 
   Riley looked dejected and I'm not sure why.  She said,  “I keep forgetting this is just a game.” 
 
   Now it was my turn to look dejected.  She continued, “Yeah, Cryster knew every button to push to make a girl swoon.  But I stepped things up a notch in the FUN department with my play.  I'd say it was too close to call.”
 
   This gave me hope, maybe I can spin this so I can spend more time with her.  It is obvious she only sees this as a bet.
 
   “So, with no clear winner.  Then I guess we move to round two.”  I announced.
 
   Riley suddenly looked happier. “Oh yes!  By all means.  Prepare to go down, Cryster.”
 
   I absentmindedly joked, “If you want, it will be our third date after all.”  My hands slapped over my mouth, my pizza flinging behind me onto the floor.  I could have died right there.  I had no intention of saying that out loud!
 
   Riley was staring at me in shock.  I wanted to run and hide, but Bev came to the rescue and broke the awkwardness chuckling, “Hey wait a second!  Now that I think about it... I've NEVER seen you make it to a third date, Kru.  Holy crap!  This will be the longest relationship you have ever had.  And I've known you for...”  she pretended to count on her fingers, “...forever!  You must be magic, Jane!”
 
   Riley looked at her then at me, while I was still trying to figure out how to die from my earlier embarrassment. The she asked, “You were serious when you told me you never made it past a second date?”  She was smiling; but then I saw the light suddenly go out in her sparkling eyes as she continued, “Only it's just pretend now.”
 
   Damnit!  I wish it meant as much to her as it did me. “I guess.”  I said sadly.  Then tried to brighten, “So, when's your next day off?  I got a party to plan this week and some work on iFORk.  I'll be busy Tuesday through Thursday.  Or Wednesday if I pull in a favor or two since I know a guy with a camel for the iFORk.  Hard to find many animals this year, but I located a few.  But my nights are always free.”  The girls each quirked an eyebrow at 'camel'.  I snorted.
 
   Curiosity tinged Riley's voice. “What's iFORk and why do they need a camel?”
 
   Before I could speak Bev stepped up. “It's the annual iFORk Children's Festival.  It simply stands for 'It's For Kids'.  They do it in a different month every year.”
 
   Riley nodded, realization on her face. “Oh yeah, that citywide party for children from low income families.”
 
   Bevi puffed her chest up with pride as she spoke, as I tried to hide. “That's Kru's baby.  It was her Marketing 101 freshman project seven years back.  Trying to see if she could organize a citywide event on a zero budget by getting all the vendors involved to donate time and materials for the publicity alone.  Not a penny crossed anyone's palms.  She called in a few markers, she was networking even back then.  And she frigging did it!”
 
   “How the hell does an eighteen year old girl pull off a pirate themed party with twenty thousand people in attendance and have a real frigging pirate ship there?  She somehow got the 'Amazing Grace' to sail across Puget Sound from Gig Harbor, and up the Ballard Locks into Lake Union with a pirate flag, to the Wooden Boat Museum downtown for the kids to tour!  She got a damn tall ship!”  She shook her head and Riley was smiling with wide sparkling eyes.
 
   I shrugged in embarrassment. “Well I knew the captain, he...”  Riley interrupted “...owed you a favor.”  I lowered my eyes as the two girl's laughed.
 
   Bev continued, “And from what I hear, the captain STILL owes her a favor!  Well that led to her current job and her web of contacts has grown exponentially since.  Hell, this condo we got for a steal. She 'knew a guy'.  This year's iFORk theme is 'Urban Safari' so I'm guessing that's where the camel comes in.”
 
   Riley was just looking at me with amazement on her face, and something... else? Then her face brightened. “Hang on a second,” she said holding up a finger, then fished her phone out and hit a speed dial.
 
   “Hi Tak, yeah it's me Jane.  No.  Yeah, she is isn't she?  No I'm still with her here, keep your eyes off her. Well, you guys still do those educational outings with some of the animals?  Yeah?  You hear of the iFORk?  Yeah, that WOULD be great publicity for Cougar Mountain... well, no. Yeah.  What if I could hook you up there?  You won't believe this but Crystal IS iFORk!  No, I'm not shitting you.  Yeah, I'll have her contact you.  You owe me big.  No, we were even today with the feeding.  Remember me getting Silent Bob to arrange the zoo's winter outing?  Thought so.  K, gotta go.  Bye.”
 
   She hung up grinning at me, with me staring at her blankly, then she said, “So think your safari could use some more animals and educational materials, and maybe a reindeer?”
 
   I couldn't help myself but I leaned over and kissed her quickly.  I smiled at her shock again. “You really are something Riley.”  Did she just blush?
 
   Then Riley joked back, “You're not the only one with contacts.”  I bit my lower lip and twirled my ponytail end more intently. Bevi cleared her throat.
 
   “If you two are going to start dry humping here on the couch, just let me know, I'll need popcorn.” We both blushed and Riley tried to get us back on topic.
 
   “I've got a really fluid schedule.  Only two booked charters on Tuesday and Wednesday, but I'm on retainer for a few local companies.  So I'm kinda' on call.”  Riley offered.
 
   I nodded, then rapid fired out, “So, Monday then? Or is that too soon?  That's too soon right? Would that seem needy?  I don't want to seem needy.  Friday works if Monday is bad.  I got some ideas from your date.  I could...”  Riley was shutting me up again.  I happily allowed her to shut me up like this as I savored the feel of our lips sliding together.
 
   Bevi was clearing her throat again, fanning her face, and we pulled apart gasping.  Riley looked over at her with a sheepish smile. “Only way to shut her up sometimes.”
 
   I just smiled and nodded enthusiastically, affirming the assertion in a cute tiny voice, “It's true.”
 
   Bev squinted at the two of us blushing. “You two sure you're not a couple?  You got me convinced.”
 
   I was still tingly, I absently laid back into Riley on the couch and started playing with my ponytail. She lazily draped an arm across me as we both denied it.  I felt some lips by my ear. “It's whenever you want, just call.  But I demand to be wooed.” she said.  The vibration of her voice on my exposed skin was doing naughty things to me.
 
   “Okay.”  I squeaked out shyly, lowering my eyes as I bit my lip.
 
   Beverly laughed. “Guess we know who the boss is between you two.”  Yes, please.
 
   I mocked indignation, “She wishes.”
 
   After another hour of banter, laughing and sharing, Riley had to say goodnight.  We stood and I walked her to the door and held it open.  She called over to Bev, “G'night Beverly.  It was fun.”  A hand rose up from the couch waving.  I looked shyly at Riley then captured her lips gently with mine, giving her hand a squeeze as I broke the kiss. “G'night Riley.”
 
   She was blushing.  “G'night, Cryster,” she said as she left.
 
   I shut the door and leaned on it with my back to it and exhaled.  Then got knocked out of my dreaming by Bevi shouting, “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
    I lowered my eyes and made my way back to the couch, collapsing on her.  “I don't know.”
 
   She eyeballed me and voiced, “You're setting yourself up for a big hurt here.”
 
   I sighed out, “I know.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Sunday Funday
 
   The next morning when sun came streaming into the living room window, hitting us in the face. I slid off the couch being sure to bump Bev as much as I could when I was untangling from her.  If I gotta be up this early, I'm sure as heck not going to suffer alone. She groaned and I feigned, “Sorry Bevi, did I wake you?”
 
   She threw a throw pillow at me (Huh, is that why they are called that?) and moaned, “You are so mean,” as she stood groggily and wandered toward her room as I went toward mine.
 
   I showered and prepped for a lazy day of lounging around and relaxing.  My mind on Riley. Spookily, right on cue my cell buzzed over on my dresser where I put it on the charger earlier.  I looked at the screen and laughed out loud, it was from Riley. [ bored ]  I quickly replied. [ call me ]  Moments later the phone was ringing.
 
   To be a smart ass, I answered again with, “Hey girl!  Why you so bored?”  Which got her laughing uncontrollably.
 
   Then she said, “Sunday... you got church or something?”
 
   I giggled, “I'd probably burst into flame if I ever entered a church.”
 
   She snorted, “Oooo Crispy Cryster!  But seriously, that would probably be my fate too. Soooo... talk to me... boredom does not sit well with me.”
 
   I smiled as I could picture her 'tortured' self lazily draped across a chair staring at the ceiling on the phone with me.  “Brunch?” I stated simply.
 
   “Mmmm... be there in thirty.”  she said and hung up.  I laughed to myself.  Just how cute is she?
 
   I suddenly felt under dressed in my lounge around the house clothes.  Just then Bev poked her head in with a mopey look and said, “I'll be back in a few hours, heading over to Lori's to get my stuff before she throws it out.”
 
   I was concerned. “Sure you don't want me to come to kick her cheating butt for you?”
 
   She fought off a smile. “Nah.  I got this.”  Then she narrowed her eyes in suspicion, “You seem awfully chipper.”
 
   It's impossible to hide anything from her.  I looked anywhere but at her, “Ummm... brunch.”  I mumbled.
 
   She shook her head sadly as she left. “Be careful, Krustallos.  See ya in a few hours, sis.”
 
   I waved even though she was already out of my room, “Bye Bevi.  Love you.”  I heard a, “You better!” as the condo door closed.
 
   Clothes!  I must have had half my closet on the floor of my bedroom before I went to my dresser and pulled out some bleached white jeans, torn in strategic locations to show off my legs.  Then a spaghetti strap pink half shirt.  I topped it with a plain white long sleeved blouse I rescued from my floor and tied it at my tummy, showing off my abs and bellybutton enticingly and the sleeves rolled to my elbow.
 
   I checked myself out in the bathroom door's full length mirror, then slipped on some white ankle socks and my pink converse.  I did a quick touch up of my makeup and verified my messy ponytail was arranged correctly... I pulled an extra few strands on my right side to hang down the length of my neck. There, looks casual but still temping.
 
   My phone buzzed.  I took it off the charger and read the text from Riley. [ outside ]  I smiled and responded. [ on way out ]  I grabbed my purse and ran out the door and down the stairs.  When I turned into the lobby I slowed to a casual walk.
 
   I stepped outside and there she was idling at the curb.  I couldn't stop my huge smile.  I gave her a tiny wave and got in the car, just to be rewarded with her butterfly inducing smile.  Her casual look was stunning, and I'm sure, just as planned as my look.  She wore tight jeans with a wide pink belt, a bright yellow belly shirt that looked painted on, and a matching wide pink hairband.  She was stunning.
 
   “Hey.” I said.
 
   She grinned. “Hey back.”  I just smiled as she pulled away from the curb.
 
   She kept glancing at me until she finally said, “So are you going to keep me in suspense forever or are you going to tell me where we're eating brunch?”
 
   I laughed out loud at that.  Then I had it, “Oh, I have an idea, lets hit Pike Place.”  She grinned and jumped back on the freeway and we shot toward the city.
 
   I saw her iPod in the receiver and started going through the play list, she was eyeballing me as I did.  I smiled again at what I saw. “I thought I loved music, you seem to have a little of everything!”
 
   She looked pleased as she said, “Music is one of my passions.”
 
   She was about to continue when I squealed, “Oh my God! I didn't think anyone else had ever heard of Vixen and 'Edge of a Broken Heart'!”  I hit play and cranked the car stereo.
 
   To my extreme pleasure she started singing at the top of her lungs with me.  We spent the ride to Pike Place Market that way.  Me hunting up obscure music and us shouting them out, laughing and having a great time.  We actually got lucky and caught a parking spot on the street, thank goodness for Sunday, as we finished belting out Gloria Gaynor's 'I Will Survive'.
 
   We sat giggling for a minute, it was a comfortable silence.  Finally I broke it while staring at my cellphone, “That... was fun.”  She nodded agreement enthusiastically as I kept staring at my phone.
 
    Then she asked, “Expecting a call or something?”
 
   I held my finger up. “Or something.”  I counted down with my fingers 3, 2, 1 and the official market bell went off signaling 9:00 opening time.  “That.” I laughed and hopped out of the car.
 
   She stepped out of the car and just stood there with her door opened looking over the car at me, shaking her head and smiling. “You really are something.”  She shut her door and walked around to me as I blushed.
 
   We simultaneously reached for each others hand laced our fingers, then I was off, dragging her quickly toward the 'Post Alley' buildings.  She was laughing.  “Where are we going, Cryster?”
 
   I just shot her a coy smile as we slid past the triangle building and into a side door on the building across the courtyard, then down the hall to a new restaurant/bakery  'The Pike'.  I did a big jump the last two steps and did a 'taa-daa' movement with my hands toward the door.
 
   “Welcome to The Pike my question-y friend!”  I opened the glass door for her to step in, the aroma of fresh baked bread sneaking out.  A grandmotherly woman who was finishing setting up the four little two seat expanded metal patio tables, looked over and smiled and started walking up to Riley.  Then she saw me and her smile brightened even more, moving over to pull me into a quick hug. “Crystal! Hello dear, how have you been?”
 
   “Same ol, same ol, Mrs. Zatta.  I'd like you to meet Jane.  She's a very SPECIAL friend of mine.” I said with a motion toward Riley.  She stretched out and snagged Riley and pulled her into a quick hug then I grabbed Riley's hand again.
 
   “Very nice to meet you Jane!” Mrs. Z said,  then she looked at our hands and said in a fake hushed tone and a wink to me, obviously wanting Riley to hear, “She's quite the looker.  I didn't know you swung that way, Crystal.”  Riley blushed.
 
   I just waggled my eyebrows, “You never know.” I said cryptically.  I could see Riley trying to read into it unsuccessfully, cocking a perfectly sculpted brow.  Then I said, “We decided to do a breakfast slash brunch thing here today.  Whatcha got for us?  Oh by the way, I found a guy that can service your broken Swedish dough mixer.  He owes me a favor so he'll be here tomorrow, free of charge, just need to pay for any parts.”
 
   Mrs. Z brightened, “Bless your heart, I don't know how you find these people.  Well do you girls want menus or want me to surprise you.”  She looked over at Riley at the last part.  Riley's expressions were giving her face a case of whiplash.  First interest in the mixer dilemma, then surprise at my solution, then hungry excitement at the prospect of food.
 
   “Please Mrs. Zatta, by all means, surprise us.  It smells heavenly in here,” she replied excitedly.
 
    This was the right answer and Mrs. Z brightened and scurried off as we sat at a table, calling over her shoulder, “Please Jane, call me Emily.  Two breakfast bowl's coming up!”
 
   I took the time to look this beautiful brunette over again as she was watching Mrs. Z go.  She made casual look so... sexy?  Easy?  Well whatever it was, it worked for her.  Then her swirling chocolate brow eyes swung toward me and captured my gaze.  Suddenly I got shy at being caught checking her out. “Ummm... hi?”
 
   She laughed gently, “Hi... So how do you know Emily?”  she asked tilting her head in genuine curiosity.
 
   I smiled at the look. “She supplied some fresh baked bread from a portable wood fired brick oven at one of my parties. The people that didn't have a food-gasm from the fresh baked bread smell, stood in line forever just for a small taste of it.”
 
   “She is such a sweet lady.  She had told me she was looking for a permanent location but rent in the core is spendy.  I knew a guy here at the market that owed me a favor, I secured this location for her at half market rate.” I finished.
 
   She laughed sweetly, it was like a melody. “Of course you knew a guy. You are pretty amazing there, Cryster.”  I blushed.
 
   To save me from dying of embarrassment or professing my undying love to Riley, it was a tossup on which, Mrs. Z showed up with a tray.  It contained two fresh baked bread bowls filled with scrambled eggs, diced ham, peppers, and onions all smothered in a white gravy.  A carafe of fresh squeezed orange juice with glasses and a pot of fresh brewed coffee with two mugs.
 
   “Bon appetit ladies.”  she said excitedly as she smiled, standing expectantly by the table.  I took the cue and took a large fork full, Riley did the same.  The satisfied groans from us were what she was waiting for and she scurried off satisfied.
 
   Riley moaned again on a second bite, “Oh my God.  This is better than sex.”
 
   I giggled, “Then you aren't doing it right.”
 
   Riley almost spit out her food, and I continued, “But this is fan-friggin-tabulous.” I reached over and poured us juice and coffee and took a large swig of orange juice.  This was wonderful.
 
   We had a relaxed meal, another couple came in and sat at the far side of the bakery as we continued our easy conversations.  She was such an interesting conversationalist and kept me engaged and laughing the whole meal.  I noticed a street performer setting up through the window and made a mental note.
 
   When we were stuffed and our bread bowls, soaked in the luscious gravy, were torn apart and devoured, Mrs. Z had materialized again and started clearing our table.  She smiled and said, “Now you girls go and enjoy this marvelous day, and thanks for coming in.”
 
   Riley was reaching for her purse and wallet as Mrs. Z was tottering off.  I placed my hand gently on her hand, stopping her and whispering, “Our money is no good here. You'd be insulting her if you paid.  She's a proud woman and we just trade in favors.”  She nodded understanding and gave me a look that melted me inside.
 
   As we made our way to the door, Mrs. Z came puttering over for hugs from the both of us.  Then I said,  “Hey, Mrs. Zatta, could you get Mike out there a loaf for his family?  I owe him one and hate being on that end of the trading scale.”
 
   She looked out the window at the street performer juggling everything INCLUDING a kitchen sink and smiled.   “More than happy to, when he found out last week I knew you, he has been setting up out in front every day to attract customers for me.  We all gotta look out for each other.  Now off with you two.  It was an extreme pleasure meeting you Jane.  Crystal NEVER brings anyone around besides her wonderful sister, Beverly.”
 
   I saw the look on Riley's face at that revelation.  But she recovered quickly. “The pleasure was all mine, Emily.”
 
   As we walked back outside, Riley tuned to me with a thoughtful look as I waved to Mike.  She spoke carefully, “You all really do look out for each other don't you?”
 
   I smiled, “It's the only way to network.  Find good people that can help good people and everyone is happy.”
 
   She took the opportunity to return my hand to its rightful place... in hers.  I leaned up and gave her a quick peck on the lips then asked,  “You mind if we do a quick detour to the Main Arcade over there for a little example of my networking?”  I quirked an eyebrow at her.
 
   Her smile couldn't have been more genuine as I saw it twinkling in her eyes. “Lead on, Macbeth.”
 
   We got to the fish mongers and I grabbed a couple disposable gloves sitting in a stack by an ice bed and slid them on and looked up just as a fish was sailing through the air to me.  Riley gasped, but I deftly caught it.  Seven pounds at least.  I winked at the monger that tossed it and examined the salmon, checking its gills and just tossed it right back.
 
   “Looks good, Sam, can you get two over to Alessandro's today?  I owe him for a marker I pulled in,” I said as I was taking the gloves back off and tossing them in the trashcan beside me.  Riley looked impressed.  That made me bite my lower lip.
 
   Sam shot back, “You got it Miss James!  So I lost track, does this make us even?”
 
   I giggled as I reached into my purse and pulled out two concert tickets. “Only if you and Mary don't want front row tickets to Kirby Monroe on Friday.”
 
   He wiped his hands on his apron as he walked quickly around the counter and snatched the tickets from me. “No way!  These have been sold out for a month, where did you get these?”  He asked as he stuffed them in his pocket.
 
   Riley seemed to be having a great time as she was starting to giggle herself as she answered before I could, “She knows a guy.” Shooting him a wink and causing me to snort.
 
   Sam looked at her then to me. “Oh this isn't Bev... who is this lovely lady, Miss James?”
 
   I slapped his muscular shoulder playfully. “Hey, eyes front sailor!  You got Mary. Miss McKay here is mine!”  Sam grinned and raised his hands in defeat as Riley looked happily shocked at my statement.
 
   Riley blushed, it looked way too cute and was causing a blush of my own.  I grabbed Riley's soft, warm hand and started back toward the car. “See ya Sam.  Remember to say hi to Mary for me.”  He waved as we walked away.
 
   We got back to the car and stood for a minute, but I didn't want my time with Riley to end so I said, “Okay you suffered through my markers.  Now I belong to you. What do you wanna do?”
 
   She smiled and put her keys back in her purse, then linked arms with me and started leading me down the block.  “Well I have some ideas.  I'm really enjoying these glimpses into your world.  It sounds as if you never bring anyone around except Beverly, and they all think she is your sister.”
 
   I shrugged, “Yeah, she's always called me 'sis' after our kissing incident, and she pretty much is my sister, so it's easier to let them think that than having to correct them all the time.  AND, there has never been anyone else in my life I wanted them to meet.”  I blushed at my admission.
 
   She stopped walking and turned to look into my eyes, it was like gravity pulling me in, she leaned down and captured my lips gently with hers.  Swooning is so easy with her.  Then she broke the kiss leaving me like a fish gasping for air.  She smiled that she got the desired effect.  “Come on!”  she laughed and dragged me along, me riding on my personal cloud nine.
 
   A couple blocks later she stopped a a little red door between two shops in a two story brick building.  She opened the door, revealing a narrow, steep stairway leading up.  She smiled and shooed me in. “I noticed you had some vinyl at your place last night.  I'm amazed you seem to love music as much as I do, that's rare, normally I drive my girlfriends crazy with it.”
 
   I almost passed out happy at the word girlfriend.  If only she really felt that way.  This relationship is so confusing to me, but then again, she does keep reminding me it is just a game to her.  We reached the top of the stairs and she lead me to the right.  And there it was, Record Nirvana, a shop with rows upon rows upon rows of vinyl records.  All vintage and tons of imports.
 
   I stood unmoving. Was this a mirage?  I've seen plenty of vintage record shops but this place was huge! She laughed at me musically and whispered in my ear, her hot breath causing goosebumps to dance their way happily down my flesh. “Come on in, let's see what booty we can find.”
 
   She dragged me in like she was pulling a small child.  That's how I felt.  I saw an aisle labeled 45's. I drooled and made my way over.  “Oooo, nice choice!”  she said laughingly beside me.
 
   I looked at her and bit my lower lip as I started playing with the end of my ponytail and turned excitedly to the racks started happily flipping through some vintage imports.
 
   “So what types of bands are you...”  I interrupted her with a squeal as I held up a single triumphantly.  I held it out to her with both hands, she looked and quirked an eyebrow as I giggled. “I've been looking for this single forever!  Finding anything from the Divinyls 80's years is hard enough, with them being Australian and all, but 'Back to the Wall'!  Most people only know their song 'I Touch Myself'.”
 
   She had a permanent smile on her face watching my antics as she pulled out an Apple label Beatles single 'Oh Darling' and held it out to me triumphantly and said,  “Ha!  This completes my Apple label Beatles 45's this one doesn't even have a catalog number, and is oh so rare!  'Here Comes the Sun' is the flip side.”
 
   We both bounced around like a couple teenagers at our discovered treasure.  I continued flipping through records until I stopped on one and pulled it to my chest. She looked at me with curiosity as I said, “Please don't hate me... and don't judge me.”  I held the single out with both hands for her to see, my head hung low.
 
   She started laughing and hugged me in apology as she stuttered out between laughs, “The Bangles? Eternal Flame?”  She wiped a happy tear from her eye.
 
   Then she straightened up at the sight of my pouty lower lip. “Sorry, not judging.”  She suppressed a laugh.  Then she quirked one of those marvelous eyebrows I am so obsessed with and added, “You know, I've noticed that all your favorite songs or bands are either girl bands or have female leads. Whether it is at the club, on the radio, on my iPod or here digging through the vinyl.  You seem to like and awful lot of women.  You SURE you're not gay?”
 
   For you.  I started playing with my ponytail. “I'm not sure of much anymore,” then bit my lower lip.
 
   “Damn.” she whispered, “You really have to stop doing that.  I can't be held responsible if I kiss you when you do.”
 
   I flushed, I was hot everywhere. “Then kiss me,” I said simply as I leaned in and we shared our gentlest, sweetest kiss yet.
 
   I smiled coyly and went back to digging up buried treasure.  It took her a few seconds before she followed suit, I could hear that her ragged breathing matched mine.  Over the next hour we found a couple more 45's each.
 
   We talked and joked and shared our musical tastes, which were very similar except she had male bands mixed in with the real good stuff.  I was starting to replay her observation and her question. Maybe I knew I was gay all along but never shared it with my conscious mind.
 
   We went up to pay and a guy who looked to be someone from a punk band throwback to the 1980's brightened up.  “Hey, Jane.  What ya got to spin today?  I located that Lynyrd Skynyrd triple 3 album you put that bodacious bounty on.  Should be here this week.”
 
   She smiled. “Sweet!”  She handed over her booty to him and grabbed my 45's before I could protest.  Then she continued as he rung us up, “Just filling some holes in the collection.”
 
   He replied, “Cool.  That's like twenty four thirty three, Jane.”  She looked at him like he was speaking Swahili.  He faltered then started punching things on the register, “Fifteen twenty two?”
 
   She cleared her throat, “Golly Seth, where did you get that still sealed, mint White Album there in that glass case behind the counter?”
 
   He slumped his shoulders and punched some stuff on the register.  “With my employee discount that's eight fifty two.”
 
   She grinned like a Cheshire cat and handed him a ten spot. “Keep the change.”  He smiled back at both of us.
 
   It was obvious that this was a game they played frequently at checkout.  I felt an odd sort of pride for her having the upper hand in the negotiation.  It's always good to be on the owed side and not the owing when it comes to favors.  Markers are better than cash.  They are my currency.  She's a girl after my own heart.  She can have mine if she wants it.
 
   As we were marching down the stairs we glanced at each other and started cracking up.  Then she spoke my own thoughts,  “I can see why you like to keep the upper hand in your networking, it comes in useful.”
 
   I just grinned at her.  I started back toward the car and she grabbed my hand dragging me the opposite location, toward the Space Needle.  “One last stop,”  She laughed.
 
   I'd let her lead me anywhere as long as she doesn't let my hand go.  Then I started cracking up again as she started humming Eternal Flame.
 
   By the time we reached the Space Needle we were half way walking, half way dramatically gesturing and belting out the full chorus of Eternal Flame and everyone around us were either smiling or avoiding us like we were insane.
 
   She pointed across the street grinning, I followed her finger and her gaze to the amphibious duck boats.  My grin got bigger than hers, and the absurdity that we were acting like tourists in our own city turned that grin into a full blown smile.
 
   We walked across the street hand in hand and she pulled us to one side to where a very cute girl in a duck tour uniform was standing.  Then Riley bumped her knees to the back of the girl's knees, almost making the girl fall down.
 
   When the radiant blonde turned around she squealed and almost jumped on Riley and hugged her, Riley never letting go of me.  “Jane!  Oh my God!  How are you?”  the blonde girl bubbled.
 
   Riley smiled back. “Doing great, Sandra!  So, can you hook a girl up?  Trying to impress here.”
 
   The blonde looked like she was about to explode into cuteness when she looked at me then our hands.  She leaned in like they were doing a covert operation and slid two passes into Riley's hand and whispering waaaaay too loudly, “OMG she's cute!  And those eyes!”
 
   I was blushing again as Riley pulled me into the line to board a Duck, calling over her shoulder, “Thanks, San!  You're the best!” 
 
   I looked back and saw the girl was smiling and blushing redder than I was and looking at her shoes. I felt a tinge of jealousy and looked a question up into Riley's eyes.
 
   She smiled reassuringly. “No, not an ex.  Old friend of the family.  She's sorta crushed on me since we were like five, but we never dated.  She is one of the sweetest girls you will ever meet, but sadly, was sort of passed over in the smarts department.  I like my girls to challenge me intellectually.  I sorta look out for her whenever I see her at the clubs, too many people willing to take advantage of a sweet, naive girl like her.”
 
   My opinion of Riley just went up another notch.  Is that even possible?  I pulled her down for a quick peck on the lips before we boarded the vehicle.  Now I'm not too proud to admit that I clung to her like a little kid when we drove down into the water.  I was a little nervous.  I mean, cars aren't supposed to ride the waves you know.
 
   I nervously twisted the end of my ponytail until we were well underway.  Then I just sort of naturally melted into Riley's arms as the tour progressed.  She traced lazy circles on the exposed flesh of my belly with her thumbs as we looked at the city from the water.  This was so easy with her, so natural.  We didn't talk we just enjoyed the tour and the closeness of each other.
 
   I was sad when the tour was over, I had to leave her arms.  But we had a blast trying to stump each other with music trivia walking back to the car.  I stopped before getting in,  “You were pretty terrific today, you got a nice web of contacts yourself.  Showoff.”  I winked at her.
 
   She just gave me an eye sparkling smile that made my legs turn to jelly. “Well I can't have you showing me up all the time now can I?”  I started playing with my ponytail and got in the car.
 
   Before she started the car she turned to me with a cockeyed tilt to her head and a reflective smile.  I grinned at her, “What?”
 
   She crinkled her nose and said,  “You really don't know you're doing it do you?”  I looked at her tilting my head, prompting for more information.  She shook her head with a little laugh.  “That adorable thing you do with your hair.”  I looked at my ponytail between my fingers and dropped it self consciously.  Which just made me want to start playing with my ponytail.  Damn vicious circle!
 
   She laughed a melodious laugh as she read all this in my face.  I looked at my hands and started playing with my fingers. “Sorry it's just a nervous habit.”
 
   Riley smiled, shaking her head in contemplation.  “Actually I'd say three distinct habits.”  Wow, Bevi told me that once too, but I didn't know anyone else could read me like her.
 
   She continued, “You roll the hair between your fingers and your eyes widen slightly when you are nervous.  Then you kind of slide the strands across each other and you drop your eyelids slightly when you get shy or bashful.  Both of which makes me want to... I don't know... hug you and protect you?” She smiled like she had just unraveled one of the secrets of the universe.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “You said three.  That was two.”  She bit her lower lip.  Doesn't she know what that does to me?
 
   “Well that one is the one I both hate and love,” she replied,  “When you get coy and seductive you twirl the end absentmindedly and bite your lower lip and do something with your eyes that I can't explain.  The effect is devastating and I have to fight myself to keep from throwing you down on the ground and having my way with you right there.”  She looked embarrassed at the admission.
 
   I was blushing profusely and overly aroused at that. “You should.”  I slapped my hands to my mouth.  Holy crap!  Why do I keep saying things out loud!?  She had a shocked look on her face.  I wanted to crawl into a hole.
 
   “That's cute too,”  she confessed.  I reached for my ponytail and realized I was doing it and dropped my hand.
 
   Her expression was unreadable as she started the car.  She saw my hesitation and said quietly, “Don't be self conscious about it,”  then quieter still, “I like it.”  I gave her a nervous smile.  Then she brightened up and put on some girl band music for me.  The ride home was awesome, we once again had our own private karaoke session, laughing and singing.  Though there was a shadow of confusion lurking in my mind.
 
   We got to my place and she idled by the curb, our hands found each others, our fingers finding themselves laced as they should be.  I brought hers to my lips and kissed each finger.  “I'm sorry things got weird there, sometimes my damn mouth has a mind of its own.”
 
   She leaned in close and placed her forehead on mine. “It's okay.  It's just a game after all.  And this doesn't count as a date!”  Her eyes were twinkling with humor.  I'm sure mine went dull from her reminder that this isn't real to her.
 
   I tried to stay cheerful. “Uhh, yeah.  Too bad, third date entitled you to some over the sweater action.”  I winked.
 
   A mixture of lust and disappointment twinkled in her eyes.  “Damn!” she muttered almost under her breath.
 
   This caused me to bite my lower lip and to start playing with my ponytail.  I realized I was doing it when her eyes went wide, she opened her mouth to say something.  I dropped it quickly and we laughed until I shut her up by kissing her softly.
 
   I broke the kiss and pulled my forehead from hers.  Missing the contact already.  Then I shot her a cocky smile. “I'll be damned.  It works, it does shut people up.”  She slapped my arm with a grin.  I looked at her, not wanting the day to end. “Umm... so I guess I'll call you later to set up the next date?” She looked as sad about leaving too and nodded.
 
   I got out of the car and offered a smile and a tiny wave.  She smiled and did the same as she drove off.  I had just unlocked the door to enter the lobby when my phone buzzed.  It was a text from Riley, I could still see her car receding down the street. [ bored ]  To my shame, I snorted.  Then I shot back [ chick flick? ] and got an almost immediate answer [ b right up :) ].
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Blurring of the Line
 
   We were snuggled in on the couch under a blanket, munching on popcorn, my head resting in the crook of her neck watching 'Imagine Me and You' when the door opened.  Bev came in already talking, holding a big box, “Kru if you didn't get you some of that fine...  oh, hi. Jane!”  Bev did a bad job of acting innocent.
 
   We were both grinning at her from the couch.  Her eyes shot to the TV, her favorite movie, to the popcorn, her favorite snack, to the blanket, her favorite... “Snuggle time!” she yelled as she put her box down and hopped over the back of the couch to lay her head in our laps as she helped herself to a handful of popcorn.  It was impossible for Riley and I not to laugh.
 
   Bevi asked with a mouthful of popcorn, “Dey at dah danfce scuheen yet?”
 
   Riley surprised me with her Beverly decoding capability, “Nope, dance scene coming up.”  Then she turned to me with an amused grin, “She really IS like this isn't she?”  I giggled and nodded and we all relaxed to watch the rest of the show.
 
   Riley's hand was lightly brushing along my side under the blanket as we watched.  It was doing amazing things to me.  I let an arm drift back and started lazily tracing circles on Riley's hip with my fingernails, keeping an eye on Bev to make sure she didn't notice.
 
   I think Riley took this as a challenge, I glanced back to see her grin as she kept one eye on Bevi as well.  Then she moved her hand a little higher and I stopped breathing as the side of her hand grazed the side of my breast.  When I remembered to breath again I slowly wiggled my hand into her tight jean pocket, and curled my fingers slowly toward her hip, causing my nails to drag along her flesh with much more pressure, only the pocket lining protecting her, I heard her breath hitch.  Ha!  Point for me!
 
   She, placed her chin on top of my head and blatantly punished me for that by cupping my breast. This time my breath hitched.  All brain function stopped, and I lived only in the feel of her thumb tracing little circles on the side of my breast through the fabric of my shirt and bra.
 
   That's how we spent the rest of the movie.  I was unmoving and silent, frozen, feeling her attention on the side of my breast, not wanting to do anything that might cause her to stop and Bev and Riley spent the rest of the movie making commentary and joking.  Riley was even relaxed enough around Beverly now to play lazily with her hair with her other hand.  I'm not sure I even took a breath the whole movie, my hand still curled in her pocket.  Happy warmth buzzing through me.
 
   I wanted to look back at her, but thought she might stop if I did.  I could feel the heat of her hand cupping me through the shirt and bra, like they weren't even there.  I'm sure I was sweating.  Then I heard something.  The thumb stopped moving and Riley's total domination over me loosened enough for me to realize Bev was talking to me.
 
   “Earth to Krustallos!  I was asking, if you were gay, would you go after Luce or Rachel in the show?”  she asked.
 
   Why is it so hot in here?  I stuttered out, “Umm I don't know.  Rachel seems so high maintenance. So, probably Luce, I mean she's hot and would probably own me in bed.”  Like Riley just owned me on the couch.  I tried to play along, “So what did you two choose?”
 
   Bev laughed, “Where the hell have you been?  It's been the topic of conversation for the last ten minutes.”
 
   I blushed and shot an evil look back at Riley. “Ummm... I was just a little distracted.”  I heard a little snort from Riley.  I went to sit up and pull my hand out of her pocket, but she started with her thumb again and I forgot what I was doing as I melted in to her again.
 
   I looked back into her eyes, and they were sparkling with mischief.  Crap, she knows she has control here.  Riley spoke up, “So, ladies.  Another movie?  Or spin some vinyl?”
 
   God, I couldn't survive another two hours of this torture.  So I forced my mouth to work through the happy fog created by Riley's assault on my flesh, “Let's listen to some albums or the singles we got today.”
 
   At that, Riley gently squeezed her hand a bit, causing me to gasp, then released me and pulled her hand out from under the blanket saying,  “Oooo sounds like fun!”  This was my punishment from her for suggesting it, and I knew it, removal of my silent, beautiful torture.
 
   Bev rolled off the couch and onto all fours on the floor before standing and wandering toward her room mumbling “God, no.  Now there's two of them.”  Then she called over her shoulder as she grabbed her box and brought it into her room, “If you two think you can torture me with ancient mono track music from bands that are like in their 50's and 60's or older now, you're wrong.  I'll be in here if you need me.”  And she shut her door to our giggles.
 
   Riley smiled and whispered, “Looks like I got my over the sweater action after all.  You shouldn't have escalated the cold war.”  She bit her lower lip and winked.  I'm sure I melted again as I blushed and stood to make my way over to my vinyl record collection.
 
   I hoarsely whispered back, “My God woman, it was all I could do to not squirm and moan!  I was scared to death with Bevi there!”
 
   She chuckled, proud of both herself and my reaction as she stood and made her way over to me and the records.  I grabbed a 33-1/3 album, not showing her, and put it on my phonograph and fired up my old tube amplifier.
 
   She quirked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at that, saying, “Wow!  I didn't know those things still existed!”
 
   I smiled at her coyly. “Gives a much richer seductive tone to the vinyl, solid state amps are too harsh.  I mean you like seductive over harsh don't you?”  I quirked an eyebrow and she just bit her lower lip in retaliation to my implication.  She fights dirty!
 
   I put the needle gently on the vinyl and cranked the volume 'Til You're Dead' by Melissa Ferrick blasted out the speakers.  This got a huge smile out of Riley.  I quickly realized she had never heard it as I started dancing with her, belting it out.  I gathered that her smile was because, yet again, it was a female singer.  I can't help it, I like what I like.
 
   Once the song was over, we stopped dancing and I stopped the record before the next song and pulled it off.  She was thumbing through my treasure trove as I slid the album back in its sleeve.  She swung her eyes up to me in mirth and said, “Seriously Cryster, there isn't a single album in here that doesn't have a female lead.  I think I've found your kryptonite!”
 
   “You certainly did earlier,” I mumbled under my breath.
 
   She grinned smugly, “I certainly did.”  Damn her and her freakishly good hearing!  I blushed again and started playing with my ponytail.
 
   We spent the next hour just spinning vinyl and dancing, laughing, and having fun.  I noticed our dancing was getting closer and more seductive as each song went along.  We were taking turns selecting songs, and each one got slower and slower.  Until I was in her arms, with my head resting on her chest.  Our arms around each other and just swaying with the music, not really even dancing.
 
   I started crying, and I don't have any clue why.  When Riley noticed she brought me over to the couch, her face etched with concern and dried my tears asking, “What is it Cryster?  What's wrong?”  
 
   I just shrugged and smiled through bleary eyes. “I really don't know.  But today has been... nice. Maybe I'm just getting confused or something.  What part of US is just that dumbass bet and how much of this is real?”
 
   This changed her posture, she pulled away slightly and put her hands in her lap.  Was it something I said?  I hope she doesn't realize I had fallen for her, I know she doesn't feel the same.  Then she confirmed it “Right... just a game.”  Then she stood. “I'd better get going.  Thanks for such a fun day.  I guess I'll hear from you soon about the next date?”  She started moving toward the door quickly.
 
   I nodded at her as I stood to follow.  Damn, I had ruined such a great day.  One of the best days of my life if I am to be honest with myself.
 
   I brightened up, “Oh, wait.  Parking in the lot is spendy.  Here...  use this whenever you come over!”  I grabbed my purse and dug around and pulled out a few one month parking passes and handed her one, she took it between two fingers, squinting her eyes.  Then she eyeballed the rest as I put them back away.  She cocked her perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Let me guess, you know a guy?”
 
   We both laughed as I nodded.  I was happy I could still get her to smile.
 
   I wasn't even thinking when she opened the door and turned back to say goodbye, when I leaned up and gave her a passionate goodnight kiss.  When I realized it I broke the kiss, embarrassed. “G-goodnight Riley.  I really had fun today, thanks.”
 
   She gave me a smile tinged with sadness in her eyes, “Me too.  Good night, Crystal.”
 
   I shut the door behind her and leaned my back against it, realizing she didn't use her nickname for me.  It was still early, but I wandered into Bev's dungeon and she looked up from where she was reading on her iPad at her desk to see my eyes brimming with tears and wordlessly hopped into her bed and held the covers open for me to slide in with her.
 
   She hugged me protectively and whispered, “You gotta put a stop to this, Kru.”
 
   I shrugged and whispered back, “I know.  But I can't, at least this way I still get to see her.  Just one more date.  If I can't handle it anymore I'll just quit.”
 
   Then I spoke into the air, more at the universe than to Bev, “Sometimes I feel like she feels it too.  I mean it seems so real.  But then she clams up and reminds me it isn't.  My blurry line is just black and white to her.”  She shook her head and just held me, rocking me.
 
   We sat like that for a long time just comforting each other over our doomed relationships. Silently communicating a whole conversation, complete with arguments, realizations and resignation to the inevitable outcomes of her relationship with Lori and mine with Riley, just from our familiarity with each other.  I finally dozed off, thanking the powers that be for my best friend, my sister from another mother that is Beverly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Third Date
 
   Monday morning rolled around and I glanced at Bev's alarm clock, 8:15am, we had slept over twelve hours.  I poked Bev who just groaned, “Whhhhaaaaaaat?”  I poked her again, stating, “Rise and shine, Bevi.  You're going to be late for work.”
 
   She looked at the clock and groaned again, “I didn't set the damn alarm last night.”
 
   She rolled off the bed and stood and started unabashedly stripping naked as she made her way toward her attached bathroom.  I called after her as I stood, “Breakfast?”  I got a zombie groan in return, that's code for “Yes please, and thank you.” in Bevi land.  I smiled and wandered into the kitchen and got out two bowls, and poured some of my Fruit Loops, from my hidden stash, into them and put spoons by the bowls.  Yes, the hidden stash that Bev knows about!  Then I started the coffee.
 
   A few minutes later zombie Bev dragged herself out to the kitchen wearing her uniform.  I grabbed the milk from the fridge and she brightened up, seeing my Fruit Loops in her bowl as I poured the milk in.  
 
   “Oooo my favorite!”  she chirped.
 
   This caused me to chuckle. “No, you mean MY favorite.”
 
   She grinned like a chipmunk, her cheeks filled with sugary goodness, and mumbled out, “Tomato tomatoh.”  Then she punctuated it by scooping up another big bite.
 
   I poured her a large coffee in a disposable cup and snapped the sip lid on it.  I giggled, I felt like I was getting my child ready for school.  She read me like a book as always and grabbed the cup as she headed toward the door, kissing my cheek, “Thanks, mom!”  We both chuckled and I called after her, “Don't accept any rides from strangers!  And come straight home after school, young lady!”  We shared another laugh as she shut the door behind her.
 
   I cleaned up the breakfast dishes and headed toward my room to get ready for the day.
 
   ***
 
   I was clean, refreshed and dressed by 9:30 and grabbed my cell.  [  got plans 2day? ] I shot to Riley.  Moments later she shot back [ just waiting on yr date invite :) ]  I laughed, she was so sure of herself and her charms.  Well she has reason to be.  I shot back my customary [ call me ] and my phone started ringing.
 
   I answered, “Consider yourself invited, I'll be there in 30.”
 
   She laughed then she said, “You know, this is like four days in a row, people are going to talk.”
 
   I laughed back, “Let them talk.  You gonna be ready? Just casual, but you will need a jacket.”
 
   I could hear the smile in her voice. “Oooo another day date.  I'm ready already.  See ya soon, Cryster,”  and she hung up.
 
   I found myself smiling.  She used the nickname again!  Maybe she isn't mad about how I ruined the night after all.  I got to my car and got a [ bored ] text on my cell.  I smiled and fired back [ call me ] Then I answered the ringing on speakerphone, “Hey, girl!  Why you so bored?”  She giggled like a madwoman at the expected greeting.
 
   She sounded nonchalant, “Oh, no reason.  Just waiting for some chick to bring me on a mystery date.”
 
   I smiled, “Anyone I know?”
 
   She played along. “Just some girl with a ponytail.  Didn't get her name.”
 
   We continued the banter until I was descending the exit ramp with me saying, “Getting off the exit now, see you in five.”  I was rewarded with a super cute, “K, bye,”  and she hung up.  I approached her loft and saw her standing on the sidewalk with her thumb out.  I smiled to myself then I pulled up and she hopped in with a grin.
 
   She grabbed my hand and our fingers found their rightful configuration.  Then she chirped, “Hi!”
 
   I was grinning like a fool as I replied, “I'm not supposed to pickup hitchhikers.”
 
    She mocked indignation. “Fine, return me to my stoop, driver,” while placing the back of her hand on her forehead dramatically.
 
   This got a chuckle from me. “For all you know I'm some psycho hitchhiker picker-upper who will drive you somewhere to take away your innocence.”
 
   She sat up straight and her smile returned. “You say that as if it is a bad thing!”
 
   We shared a laugh as we continued deeper into downtown, I turned on Pike and she laughed, “Again?”
 
   That was the desired response, so I waggled my eyebrows as we drove right past the market.  This got me a, “Tease!” from the brunette vixen.  Then I veered east and asked, “I assume you had breakfast already?”  She responded with, “One of those granola bars that seem to be all over my loft and office, I swear I don't know where they keep coming from.  Oh, and some coffee.”
 
   I smiled. “Good, then you'll be hungry at lunch.”  She still had curiosity painted all across her face as we got on the northbound Interstate 5.  I fessed up a little, “Well, this may lose your whole bet thing for me here.  This is more of a day trip that my parents would take me on when I was little, I have some fond memories and just wanted to share a little of my childhood with you.  So no spectacularly romantic gestures.  Just me.” I finished sheepishly.
 
   She looked almost moved as she spoke quietly, “Sharing personal memories is one of the most powerful romantic gestures there is.  So... we've never talked about your parents.  They live here?”
 
   I shook my head. “No my mother got offered a CIO position down in San Jose five years ago and off they went.  I stayed since I had a scholarship to UW.  I even had Vee Jacobs, the poet, in my freshman English Lit class.  SHE was an inspiring girl.  I love this city, so here I stay.”
 
   She looked thoughtful, and I asked, “How about your folks?”  
 
   She shrugged, “Just mom and I back in DC.  Dad took off when I came out at fifteen.  Mom already knew when I told her.  She never wavered.  I love that woman.  When I came to Seattle on a vacation a few years back, I fell in love with the city and the Cascade Mountains, so I sort of never went back.  I don't get to see my mom as much as I'd like, but she's happy.”
 
   I was absorbing everything she said, I realized I had been silent for too long after she finished. “I'm sorry about your father.  I don't know why it makes a damn bit of difference if someone is straight or gay, they are the exact same person they were before they came out.  I just hope that if I ever determine whether or not I'm a lesbian, that I don't lose someone I love that way.”
 
   I saw her squint at the 'whether or not', trying to read into it.  I don't know why I'm so scared to just admit to her that I've come to the determined that I am.  I have never connected with another person like I do with her.  It goes beyond the connection I have with Bev.  I'm just scared that she doesn't feel it too.  Coward.
 
   She finally spoke, “How would your parent's take it if you did?”  She tilted her head and squeezed my hand.  I guess she could tell I was in heavy thought over the subject.  I glanced over and our eyes met for a moment, I got an electric charge from her swirling chocolate browns intensely searching my duo-tone eyes for clues.
 
   I took a breath as I looked back at the road. “They'd actually be pretty fine with it.  After Bevi came out, my parent's didn't treat her any different.  They love her like a daughter and I swear that my mom thought I was gay too and was trying to get us together for months after that.  Then she would even point out pretty girls for me all the time, 'Oooo look at that one honey.  She's hot isn't she?'.  I think she kind of figured it out though, seeing the string of boys I'd bring home.”
 
   She snickered. “I think I already like your mom.”
 
   I smiled and offhandedly replied, “You should come on down the next time I go to visit them.”  I kicked myself for saying my thoughts out loud again, what the heck is wrong with me?
 
   She stopped for a second or two, reading me, then said softly, “I'd like that.”  Catching me off guard.
 
   I smiled at her as I slid onto the Highway 525 interchange to Mukilteo. “Almost there.”  She glanced at the signs then looked a question at me.  I chuckled. “Patience my inquisitive Riley.  All shall be revealed soon.”  I winked an she shook her head at me smiling.
 
   I turned on the radio and cued up some girl bands on my iPod, much to her amusement.  “Hey, don't judge me,” I giggled.  And a few minutes later we were pulling up to the Mukilteo Lighthouse Park.  I smiled hugely at her as I parked the car.
 
   “We're heeeeeere,” I called out as we hopped out of the car.  She looked one part amused and one part curious as I grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the lighthouse, saying, “My dad has this thing for lighthouses.  He'd tell me the story of every one we'd visit.   Mukilteo is special, since it is still in operation.”
 
   “In a time of electronic warning systems, radar and sonar, lighthouses serve no purpose, but the sailors around here still swear that they navigate by it at night and it gives them a certain feeling of protection seeing its gleaming warning,”  I repeated what my father told me when I was eight.
 
   “He brought me here for the first time when I was in the fourth grade.  I don't know how he pulled it off, but instead of the regular tour, he got us up to the lens room to look out over the Sound.  I think he knew the caretaker or something.”
 
   I could see amusement in her eyes, I read into it and made a connection I had never seen before this moment.  Then I laughed out loud, “Seems I may have just discovered where my networking inspiration came from.  I guess he 'knew a guy'.”  She seriously laughed out loud at that.
 
   “Now, let's do the tour!”  I was excited as we went through the ground level, listening to the history of the lighthouse from the thirty year old lady with the Mukilteo Historical Society uniform on.  She spoke of the difference between the fixed Fresnel lens it has now and the old revolving Fresnel lens it replaced.  How sailors can still see the light beam from twelve nautical miles away.  We were in tourist mode and shared smiling glances back and forth, bumping hips and having fun, just soaking in the ambiance.
 
   An older couple gave us quite a dirty look when they saw we were holding hands and being so familiar with each other.  Riley tried to let go of my hand, I could read it in her eyes that she didn't want people looking at me that way.  I wouldn't let her let go and gave her a reassuring squeeze and I raised our hands and kissed the back of her's, which got me a warm smile in trade.  Then we chuckled at the old folks as they jockeyed to move up to the front of the tour, away from us.
 
   When the tour was over and everyone was filing out, I pulled Riley off to the side.  When everyone was gone the tour operator turned around and beamed a giant smile at me, “Crystal!  Long time no see!”  She looked at Riley then stopped for a second, “Oh, this isn't your sister, Bev.”
 
   I smiled back and released Riley's hand to give the girl a hug, “Hi Leanna.  I'd like you to meet Jane McKay.  I thought I'd bring her on a date here, exploring my childhood a bit.”
 
   Leanna didn't even bat an eyelash at the word 'date' as she turned to Riley and surprised her with a hug, “Very pleased to meet you, Jane.  You must be a special girl.  Crystal NEVER brings anyone around.”
 
   She released the hug and Riley smiled at her and replied, “I've been hearing that a lot lately,”  then she reclaimed my hand... and my heart... for her own again.  I blushed at Riley and bit my lower lip, and started playing with my ponytail with my other hand.  Then I turned to Leanna. “So, would it be possible to...  You know...”
 
   Leanna just smiled and unclipped the thick velvet rope blocking the stairwell, “Shoo!  Up with you! You only get five minutes, the next tour starts in ten.”  I smiled my thanks to her and dragged Riley up the stairs to the lens room.
 
   Just before I got to the top with a giggling Riley in tow, I got lost in a memory. “I had tripped on the stairs here and skinned my knee back then.  I started to cry and my dad had picked me up and carried me the rest of the way.  Then sat me here.”  I pointed at the bench by the window overlooking the Sound, with a wistful smile.
 
   “My tears stopped immediately when I saw the majesty of Puget Sound from this vantage point, with Whidbey Island raising from the water on the horizon like a leviathan.  It was then that I knew that my dad was sharing something more with me than just a tourist attraction.”  I confessed.
 
   I sat down with her on the bench and I loved the childlike amazement in her eyes as she looked back to the lens then out across the waters.  I let go of her hand and instead snuggled into her, my head resting in the crook of her neck, inhaling her scent.  She put an arm around me and we just sat there, being with each other, watching the horizon until I heard a voice being cleared at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “Time's up Riley,” I whispered.
 
   She looked down and kissed my lips gently, our lip gloss sticking a bit as she pulled back.  “Yup.” She smiled.
 
   We walked back down the stairs to a smiling Leanna. She hugged each of us saying, “Don't be a stranger... either of you.”
 
   I grinned. “Thank you, Lea.  It meant a lot.”
 
   Riley chimed in, “Yes, thank you so much.  It was great to meet you.”
 
   We wandered back to the car and hopped in.  I fired a childlike smile at her. “Okay, next stop, the horizon!”  This rewarded me with a grinning eye roll and a cute response, “Lead on oh cryptic one.”  I started up the car and drove us down the block and into the line for the Clinton/South Whidbey Island ferry.
 
   I shot Riley a mischievous smile to which she snorted and we put on some loud music to sing along with as we waited.   A girl band of course.  The ferry arrived and I fished out a pass from a stack of them in my purse as we drove on, getting a snicker from my brunette beauty and a 'you know a guy' look from her.  Then we drove onto the ferry's car deck and parked in our line.  I reminded her to put on her jacket then we got out and I ran around to grab her hand and drag her smiling self up the stairs onto the observation deck.
 
   As the ferry started moving away from the dock I released her hand and put my arm around her waist and leaned my head into the crook of her neck as I spoke wistfully, pointing at the island in the distance.  “When my mom and dad first took me on this ferry, my mother pointed at the island and said, 'The horizon is our gift, see how the island seems to grow right out of it as we approach?  That's just for us, it is greeting us, opening its arms to us, excited to show us the wonders it holds.  You ready to see what it has to offer?'  As a child, I remember being filled with awe, as I nodded at her.  So now I gift it to you Riley.”
 
   I looked up into her twinkling eyes and she leaned down to kiss my forehead with a soft, butterfly inducing smile, saying,  “You are certainly something else, Cryster.  Thanks for sharing this with me.  I've never thought of my destination that way whenever I took the ferries in the past.  It's a new perspective.  Now it feels like flying for me.”  I bit my lower lip and twirled my ponytail as she said that.
 
   We hugged then I spotted something in the water shadowing beside the ferry and pointed excitedly as an Orca whale breached the water's surface.
 
   “OMG!  I love when the whales follow!”  Riley chittered with a broad grin.  We spent the short trip watching the whales play as we approached the island's embrace, smiling and pointing like we were little kids.
 
   We spent the next hour driving the length of the island, talking about my childhood and the things my family did on the island.  We took in the spectacular views of Puget Sound and the Strait of Juan de Fuca.  I relayed the story of the Saratoga Passage as we drove through it.
 
   Then I was getting excited as we approached Deception Pass Park and she picked up on it and asked, “What's up Crys-munk?”
 
   I grinned at her as I pulled into the car park before Deception Pass Bridge and replied cheerily, “This!”  I hopped out of the car before she could say anything and ran around to her side and opened the door for her.
 
   I don't think she could have got rid of her grin if she wanted to, before she could get out I murmured, “You're so beautiful,” and leaned into the car to give her a passionate, but short kiss, laughing at her stunned look as I grabbed her hands and dragged her out of the car.
 
   I was dragging her behind me as we made our way to the bridge.  I stopped at the walkway onto it and released her hand.  “Lunch awaits, my lady.”  I bowed and gestured toward the bridge.  She smiled and bowed her head slightly and regally started the march across the steel trestle bridge, one hundred and eighty feet above the water, me hustling to her side.  She looked around as we walked. “Now I DO feel like I'm flying.  This is spectacular, I've never thought to do this.”
 
   We held hands and just marveled at the view in a comfortable silence, just soaking everything in, just soaking each other in.  As we approached the end of the quarter mile stretch to Pass Island, I spoke up, “This is where my parents told me, 'You can now tell people that you walked across the ocean from one island to another.'  I was amazed and in a little bit of awe, kids see things like that with a little more wonder than adults.  So now... you can say the same.  Welcome to Pass Island!”
 
   She looked at me with twinkling eyes as she spoke softly, “I feel as though I am seeing all of this through your eyes as a little girl.”  I smiled and grabbed her hand as we reached the small car park and dragged her off to the side, making our way into the trees past the observation point.  “Where are we going?”  she giggled to me.
 
   “Here!”  I said bouncing on my heels and looking into her eyes as we arrived at a checkered blanket with a picnic basket on it.  I gestured grandly with my hands, “Lunch your highness!”
 
   She chuckled, “Stealing a page from my book I see.”
 
   I grinned and started twirling my ponytail end and biting my lower lip as I replied, “I told you I got some ideas from our last date.”
 
   We had a fun time with our picnic lunch.  Talking, chatting, laughing and feeding each other. We just enjoyed being close to one another.  Somehow it ended with me in her arms in a steamy make out session that I didn't ever want to end.  Her lips were so soft and talented, her arms so possessive.  Her tongue owned mine when we deepened the kissing, I happily ceded dominance to her.
 
   But then she broke us out of it, not making eye contact and said softly, “Maybe we better get back to the car.”
 
    What did I do wrong?  I looked at my shoes and nodded.  We cleaned up and made our way back to the bridge with the basket.  Riley didn't say anything the whole way back to the car, and I was too scared to say the wrong thing.  She looked deep in thought.
 
   After stowing the basket in the trunk, we got into the car and I hesitated with the key in the ignition then said softly, scared to make eye contact, “Are you mad at me?  Did I do something wrong?”
 
   I chanced a glance at her as she exhaled, looking at the ceiling of the car and running her hands through her hair and saying,  “No, I'm sorry.  You are sharing your childhood memories with me and here I am ruining things. I'm thinking too much.”
 
   I placed my hand on her's and felt her tense for a second like she was debating on pulling it away, but then she laced our fingers.
 
   She looked over at me and raised my chin with a finger so our eyes met.  I missed those sparkling browns since the picnic.  Then like a switch was flipped, her mood changed and she was smiling again. “This has to be the weirdest 'date' I have ever been on, but surprisingly one of the best.”
 
   This brought my smile back out of its temporary storage spot and back onto my face as I released her hand for a moment to start the car.
 
   She asked, “What's next?”
 
   “Home,”  I stated, taking a deep breath as I pulled out onto Highway 2 and across the bridge toward the Interstate 5 interchange.  “That was what I wanted to share with you, Riley.  Only Bevi knows about these trips with my parents; she was on them enough as we were growing up.  But there is just something about you that makes me WANT to share.”
 
   She bit her lower lip then replied, “That means a great deal to me.  Thanks, Cryster.”  Then she squeezed my hand and reached for the iPod, cuing up, to my surprise, some girl bands.  Sparking off another hour and a half of improve karaoke and laughter with us on the ride back.
 
   I pulled up to her loft at 3:00 and stopped at the curb.  She leaned over and gave me quick peck on the lips.  I could still feel her lips on mine as she started typing something on her phone then said, “Thanks!  This was really fun and I loved the memories you shared.  They made me look at things I normally take for granted in a different light.”
 
   I just gave her a tiny wave, still cooling down from her quick kiss as she got out.
 
   She made a grand gesture hitting her phone's screen with a finger.  My cell buzzed [ bored ]  She was grinning at me through the windshield as I typed back [ get in ].  I heard her laugh as she hopped back in.
 
   “What took you so long?”  she giggled out to me as we made our way back to my place.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – It all goes to Hell
 
   We hit a movie rental kiosk on the way to my condo, and paid with some free rental coupons I just happened to have.  This of course gaining the prerequisite smiling eye roll from Riley.  Then it was off to the market for some wine.  I don't think we spent more than five minutes not laughing and gossiping.
 
   At one point I asked about Silent Bob's geeky call sign, and found out that it wasn't what I was thinking at all.
 
   Riley had laughed and said, “Her name is Roberta Valentine but she likes to be called Bobbi. She had worked with her uncle Stuart's outdoor outfitters and mountain tours and guide shop since she was like twelve.  When she grew up, her business chops were second to none right out of college and she was a whiz at investing and was already accumulating quite a tidy nest egg.”
 
   She smiled in reflection. “When Stu's business was on the brink of bankruptcy a few years back, Bobbi stepped up to fund it and lent financial and business advice.  Everyone in the industry knew that she was the silent partner that saved the business, and all the regulars at the shop did too.  They all started calling her Silent Bob.”
 
   Then Riley's face fell, it made me want to hug her as she continued. “When Stuart passed away all the regulars urged her to take over the business, since she had helped resurrect it and made it better than ever.  She changed the name to Silent Bob's Cascade Experience and the rest is history.”
 
   Then she tilted her head at me and smiled. “Her skills kind of compliment yours.  Where you excel in networking and coordinating things to go smoothly, she is on the execution end.  She can pull some rabbits out of her hat and get things set up in the mountains on next to no notice.”
 
   I grinned, “Like a picnic in the woods.”  She nodded with a conspiratorial look.
 
   Then my smile faltered as I asked, playing with my ponytail nervously, “So why did you guys break up?”
 
   She looked contemplative. “I think it came down to the fact that I was more of a hookup and have fun kind of girl, and she wanted something more substantial, a relationship.  At that time I wasn't ready for that.  But the past few months I've been seeing a change in myself.  Like maybe I'm tired of the disposable relationships and want something more myself.”
 
   “With her?” I almost whispered hoarsely.  Was I jealous?
 
   She quickly replied, like she was worried about my response, “No.  No, we had our time together.  It's not like that anymore.  We've moved beyond that and are great friends and help each others business out.  Kind of making our own mini Cryster-network.”  She winked at me, proud of herself for coining a new term for my marker system.  I couldn't help but laugh and smile at her child-like grin.
 
   We made our way back to the condo and parked the car, then walked hand in hand into the lobby and up to my place.  Just as I was opening the door, she leaned in playfully and pecked me on my lips and pushed her way past me.  My automatic response was to curl my toes and bite my lower lip to fight the heat inside me as I watched her sway her way to the kitchen to put the wine down on the counter.
 
   We had just got settled in on the couch under a blanket with our glasses of wine, some chips and cheese cubes, and cued up the first movie when the condo door swung open.  Bevi trudged in like she was exhausted and deflated mumbling, “Work sucks!  Must... shower... day's... stink... away...” stripping clothing off between words as she walked to her room, totally naked by the time she closed her door.
 
   Riley and I shared a blush and a laugh.  I shrugged, “That's Bevi for you.”
 
   Riley crinkled her nose as she laughed out, “I never really thought there were people in the world who had no modesty until I met her.”
 
   I grinned as we turned back to the movie and replied, “That's all part of her... unique... charm.”
 
   For the next half hour I spent more time snuggled up against Riley tracing little circles on the exposed skin of her abs below her shirt's hem and studying her eyes than watching the movie.  She spent most of that same time rubbing the back of my other hand with her thumb and staring back into my eyes.
 
   Then Bev's door opened and she wandered out, clean and fresh, and stood in front of us and struck a pose.  Looking at Riley and grinning like an idiot.  “Look Jane!  Clothes!” Motioning down to the oversized t-shirt and boxer shorts she was sporting.
 
   This got a snort from Riley. “Very good Beverly.  And Cryster here didn't think you could be trained!”
 
   We all shared a laugh and Bev laid down on the couch with her head in our laps.  “Cheese me, daahlings!”  She opened her mouth and Riley smiled in mirth as she dropped a cheese cube into Bev's waiting mouth.
 
   Bev grinned and sat up then stood to head to the kitchen, calling back, “So what are we watching?” I spoke loudly over my shoulder toward the kitchen, “We have an assortment of chick flicks and action films.”  This got the expected reply I cringed and waited for, “Ooooo nice!  Boobs and booms!”  This elicited a giggle from Riley.
 
   A moment later Bev returned with a full glass of wine and sat at the far end of the couch, giving us a little space.  I smiled a thank you to her for that to which she winked back and took a huge gulp of her wine.  I was about to say something when my mind went blank as Riley started cupping and gently stoking my breast over my shirt under the blanket.  My hand finding its way into her pocket.
 
   By the end of the first movie, we were starting to get into some heavier petting... with me trying hard to breath normally so Bev didn't catch on.  Riley knew she was in full control and I gladly ceded it to her, she pretty much owned me on that couch.
 
   When Bevi got up to switch the DVDs out, Riley took her hand out from under the blanket, and looked at me with an unreadable expression as thought processes finally started up again in my head. “How much longer till the first movie is done?” I whispered.
 
   She leaned down and kissed my lips quickly with a smirk, “It's already over.  Bev is cuing up the next one now.”
 
   Then as Beverly was coming back to the couch, Riley reached over to my ponytail, tilting her head at me for permission.
 
   Bev chirped, “Sorry Jane, She's kind of  'crazy lady' about her hair.  Only three people have ever seen her without her ponytail since we were like five.  Her parents and me.”  I looked down at the floor.
 
   Riley gently moved my gaze back to her eyes with a single guiding finger, then reached for my ponytail again. “May I?”  I bit my lower lip and gave her a tiny nod, swallowing.  I don't know why I'm so scared.
 
   “No way.” Bevi murmured, her eyes wide with surprise that I'd allow it.
 
   Riley slid the scrunchie out of my hair and ran her fingers through my long chestnut locks and fanned my hair out across my shoulders.  Her pupils dilated as her eyes darkened, she bit her lower lip then whispered in a husky voice, “Holy shit!  I thought you were beautiful before... but Cryster... wow!”
 
   I looked shyly down then started to tie my hair back up but she stopped me with a gentle hand on mine saying,  “No please.  Leave it down.  Why do you hide it away like that?”
 
   I glanced nervously between her and a stunned Bev as I quietly answered, “It's stupid. – When I was really young, my hair was thin and wispy and kind of stuck out everywhere, all static like.  The kids in kindergarten teased me about it.  Beverly had punched one of the boys in the face who had laughed at me.  Then walked over and gathered my hair into a ponytail and used a little string bracelet I had made her to tie it up.”
 
   I grinned over at Bev, I had never told her this. “Then she said to me, 'There! This looks much better on my best friend!'  Even back then I thought she was amazing for protecting me like a sister.  If she said it looked better, well... then it must.  So since then, I sorta never left the house without my ponytail... I guess it just became an obsessive habit, a safety net of sorts.”  I shrugged, feeling self conscious with my hair down like this.
 
   “You never told me that was the reason, sis,” Bevi said softly.  I shrugged again and buried my face in Riley's neck to hide.
 
   Riley said, “Well, I love your hair down.  You should come out of hiding more often.”
 
   I looked up at her, frightened but amazed, “Really?”
 
   She nodded down to me and kissed the top of my head and whispered, “Really.”
 
   Bev added a “Really,” too.
 
   “God, why do I feel so self conscious like this?  And why does it feel like something heavy just went down?  It's just hair right?”  I whispered to the girls.  I reached up to play with my non-existent ponytail just to drop my hand into my lap.  They were both just smiling at me, so I grabbed the remote and started the movie so they'd stop looking at me.  Bev helped herself to another large glass of wine.
 
   A few minutes into the movie, Bevi was snoring on her side of the couch... I used that opportunity to turn back and start a slow make out session with Riley.  God, can this girl kiss!  We started kissing deeper and more passionately so I twisted around and straddled her and attacked her neck with my lips while my hands made their way over her shirt to gently cup and massage her breasts through it.  I could feel the outline of her lacy bra with my fingertips, just fueling my fire.
 
   Her breath hitched, and I don't think she was breathing anymore as I took control.  But just like that, we were snapped back to reality by my phone ringing.  Then chaos ensued.  Bev sat up glancing at us, quirking an eyebrow then looking toward my phone.  I jumped off of Riley, landing unceremoniously on my butt on the ground.  Riley was glancing between Bevi and I with a cute blush.
 
   Embarrassed and blushing myself, I grabbed my cell from the coffee table and stood up and answered it, walking a few paces away toward the kitchen, my back to the girls, “Hello?” I choked out. My blood ran cold, I should have checked caller ID first.  I didn't want a conversation like this now. “No Earl, this isn't a good time. No... I'm busy all week.  Yes.  No, I don't foresee any time in the future.  Okay, you too... goodbye.”
 
   I just stood there, slowing down my breathing and my heartbeat as I heard Riley ask Bev, “Who is Earl?”  Beverly answered without thinking... like she always does when she is tipsy, “Oh just one of her booty calls whenever he has business in town...” her voice trailed off and I knew she was silently cussing at herself, like I was.  I turned nervously as Riley stood up and started walking toward the door.
 
   I went to intercept but she held a hand up, I saw a tears in her eyes as she spoke, not slowing down, “That's it.  I can't play this damn game anymore.  You made me fall in love with you to win a goddamn bet, you made me think it was real.  Go back to your straight girl world, you win.”
 
   Fall in love?  She loves me too?  I was tearing up now, trying to grab her arm but she shrugged me away as she opened the door and walked out into the hall.
 
   “No Riley, it isn't like that at all.  Let me explain!”  I pleaded as she just kept walking.  “Let me drive you home and we can talk about this!  You don't understand!” I yelled.  She just turned down the stairs hissing, “I'll find my own way home!”
 
   I slipped to the floor sobbing.  Bevi was there holding me, “I'm so sorry, Krustallos.  I didn't think before I opened my goddamn mouth!”  She reached over with one hand and closed the door and just sat there stroking my hair as she rocked me while I cried.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – A Month in Purgatory
 
   For weeks I tried calling her, leaving messages, texting her.  I sat outside her loft but she would ignore me.  I was starting to feel like a stalker.  More nights than not, I'd cry myself to sleep.  Bevi would always know and would come comfort me, protect me in bed and have chocolate pudding cups ready for me in the mornings.
 
   I was off my game. It took more effort than normal for me to arrange the parties for my clients, but I was somehow still pulling it off.  Probably because I was just on autopilot, just going through the   motions of a routine ingrained into me from years of practice.  My mind was elsewhere, I didn't even feel satisfied negotiating trades and putting others in my debt.  Her brown eyes were all I could see whenever I closed mine.
 
   Cougar Mountain called about iFORk, but Takara refused to speak to me, instead it was some flunky who spoke with me, Hector.  They would bring many of the safer animals and birds to the Urban Safari along with a ton of educational materials.  At least I could still focus on iFORk, it seemed to be the only thing I still had any sort of passion for.
 
   My heart would ache any time I saw a familiar plane with a purple wave on it flying over the city.  It amazed me how I never looked to the sky much before, to notice things like that.  Bev said that she had been seeing that plane for a couple years, it was like an fixture in the Seattle area.  When I thought about it, though I had never paid much attention before, I'm quite sure I had seen it before, too.  But now, any time I heard a small plane in the sky I'd look, just in case it was her.
 
   I found myself going to places like Record Nirvana or to the Space Needle just to savor the memories.  Is heartbreak supposed to hurt so much?  My chest actually ached.  This is why I never did relationships before.  This can't be healthy for anyone.
 
   There were times I felt so lonely, my first instinct was to call Riley, that realization just made it hurt that much more.  So I decided to just go back to my old ways, to just call some of the guys I knew and just get a few one night stands out of my system to help me forget.  But I could never get myself to pick up the phone.
 
   It would be like betraying Riley, like cheating on her.  But we aren't together, God damn it!  I couldn't even bring myself to hit the clubs with Bevi.  I would be faithful to the memory of us, no matter how brain damaged that seemed since we were never a couple.  We never would be, all because I was too much of a coward to speak the truth the whole time.
 
   I stopped taking new parties jobs for the month so I could just concentrate on the only good thing I had left in the world besides Bev, the iFORk.  But it seemed the fates weren't done with their sadistic screwing with me yet.
 
   The morning of the iFORk I got a call from Thomas Cabbot, the host of the 'Stuff of Nature' from the Earth cable channel at 9:00am.  He was going to speak at the opening ceremony at 5:00pm tonight. His plane had been grounded in Missoula, Montana with some technical issue, and the only other flight that could get him here in time was booked solid.
 
   What else could possibly go wrong in my life?  The kids would be so disappointed. Thomas was a big draw for the iFORk.  It was things like these famous guests that made the iFORk a memorable and special experience for these kids.  I felt like crying again. My emotions are so volatile lately.
 
   Bev came to the rescue again. “So what's the problem?  Aren't you Crystal friggin' James? Wouldn't she be able to salvage this somehow?  What would she do?” 
 
   I needed that slap to the face.  I smirked meekly at her. “Well if Crystal were here, she'd make the best of the resources she has available to band-aide the problem.”
 
   Bevi grinned. “Well then, hop to it girl!”
 
   I called Cougar Mountain and spoke with Hector to see if I could get one of their zookeepers to speak at the opening ceremony tonight.  It would mean more exposure for them, and the kids could hear from an actual zookeeper.  It wasn't Thomas Cabbot, but it was still a cool thing for the kids.
 
   I cringed when I heard on the television that news of the guest speaker change-up had been leaked. [[ Thomas Cabbot, host of Stuff of Nature is marooned in Missoula, Montana and won't be able to attend the iFORk opening ceremony.  The iFORk has always been on shaky ground, being a non profit venture.  Without draws like Thomas Cabbot, the future if the iFORk festival is seems unstable.  It was the brainchild of local resident Crystal James.  But in a society driven by profit, it has always been a nice pie in the sky idea that looks to be proving to be just that. ]]
 
   What the hell?  They make it sound like iFORk is failing!  I frigging hate the news media.  They try to sensationalize everything.  iFORk isn't just an idea, it is an ideal.  People helping people to help others.  THAT is what society strives for!  I just shook my head at their audacity.
 
   Bev had to talk me down from my angry internal rant. “Whoa! Unclench those fists, Rocky! The reporters are just idiots trying to make a story out of nothing, Kru.  IFORk isn't going anywhere, sis.”
 
   I flickered a smile at her.  “It's scary how well we know each other sometimes, Bevi.”
 
   She snorted back, “Well, get your head in the game and lets make this the best iFORk yet!”  I nodded and we walked out of the condo to get down to Lake Washington to finish setup of the party.
 
   There were already hundreds of people with their kids lined up at the gates, we were still hours from opening.  I got a little thrill seeing how excited some of the children were.  It reminded me of some of the magical times I had with my parents as a kid.
 
   The park we were holding it at was surrounded with a fake, sharp wooden post barrier that resembled the village from the King Kong movie, lending a lot of ambiance to the festival.  From the inside, the view of the city was blocked off on three sides, giving a real safari feel to it, leaving a low wall by the lake.  The view was breathtaking.  I was hoping that this would give that same magical feel I remember to these children.
 
   I was happy with the assortment of animals I had sourced from about five different locations. I almost giggled when I saw the camel.  But the most impressive group of animals came from Cougar Mountain Zoo.  And there were reindeer!  I put my hand on my chest in memory of that day with Riley, feeling my heart speed up.
 
   I went past all the vendors. The food smelled heavenly. Mrs. Z was there with her oven.  There were plenty of souvenir wagons and for the people who couldn't afford much; free gifts like animal coloring books and balloons for the children.  I smiled when I saw Mike setting up in a safari guide uniform. He had a bunch of stuffed animals to juggle.  He sent me a small smile and wave which I returned.
 
   After helping a few new people get sorted out and set up, Bevi and I made our way to the stage area.  The gates had opened and people were filing in, gathering around the stage area.  It was getting close to kick off time of the festival.  I walked up to the extremely nervous looking blonde girl in the Cougar Mountain Zookeepers uniform who was reading from some index cards and offered her a smile.  I checked the time on my phone as I approached her, fifteen minutes until opening ceremony.
 
   “Hi!  You must be Rebecca Vance.  I'm Crystal, I'm so glad you could make it on such short notice.  This is my friend, Beverly.”  I tilted my head and smiled, showing my genuine appreciation for her coming.  She smiled nervously back and nodded at Bev. “Don't thank me until after I speak,  I'm so nervous I'm going to screw this whole thing up.  I hate speaking in front of people.”
 
   I looked up in thought then met her grey eyes. “I was at Cougar Mountain a while back, and all the zookeepers seemed to have fun discussing the animals with the children there.  Do you do that?”
 
   She smiled in thought. “Yes, that's one of the highlights of working at the zoo.”
 
   I nodded back at her. “Well, that's what we are all here for today, the children.  Just look at it as though you are at the zoo, talking to all these wonderful kids in a big group.”
 
   She tightened her neck and shot a silly grimacing smile. “Thanks, Crystal.  I'll do my best.  I really think it is a great thing you are doing here.”
 
   I smiled and nodded and was about to wish her luck when I heard a commotion behind us.  I turned around to find Thomas Cabbot striding up to me with a grin on his face, flanked by a bunch of iFORk people.
 
   The huge 6'-3” brown haired man, who appeared to be chiseled in stone, stopped in front of me and offered his hand. “You must be Crystal James!  I'm very pleased to meet you finally!  Am I too late to speak?”
 
   I was shaking my head in shock. “No... no, not at all.  I thought you were stuck in Missoula.”  I glanced over at Rebecca who was breathing out a huge sigh of relief.
 
   He smiled. “No, the pilot you sent for me got there in time.”
 
   I screwed up my face in confusion and grabbed my ponytail and started fidgeting with the end. “Pilot?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes, she was quite lovely and professional.  She really pushed that little purple plane to make it back here in time.”
 
   Now I was not only shocked but stunned... Riley did this?  I felt my heart start beating again.  I didn't care that she wouldn't speak to me just then, because at least I knew that in some way, she still cared a little.  I tried to play it off. “I wasn't sure she'd get to you in time.  It is wonderful that you did! Though I would like it if both you and Zookeeper Vance could each speak, I'd hate for her to get all prepared for naught.  It would mean the world to the children.”
 
   He smiled at me then at Rebecca who was giving me a “Why would you do this to me?” look that just made me wink at her.  He was charming and slightly bowed to her as he said, “I wouldn't have it any other way.”
 
   I shook his hand and Rebecca's hand again and told them, “Well you are on in five minutes. I'm going to go up front to watch.  Thank you both for this.”  Then I strode away with Bev in tow.
 
   Their opening presentations went amazing, Thomas was a fountain of charisma and kept the audience captivated and engaged.  When Rebecca got on stage, he stood bedside her, offering moral support and urging her on with his smile.  She started a little rough but as she looked around to the sea of enthralled children she loosened up and gave a brilliant speech.
 
   If I wasn't mistaken, Thomas and Rebecca shared a certain chemistry as they left the stage together. I smiled a little at this thought.  Nothing got past Bevi either. “Looks like we should avoid the backstage area for a bit huh, Kru?” she said with an evil crooked smile on her face.
 
   I slapped her arm with a little smile. “You are so bad, Bev!”  We shared a chuckle and looked around. The place had exploded into a bustling party atmosphere. Kids were pointing at the animals, and the petting zoo areas already had huge lines by them.
 
   “Looks like it's a hit, sis.” my tall redheaded friend said with pride.
 
   We wandered around for a couple hours, then I noticed a distinct plane with purple wingtips lazily approach and loitered over the lake for a while.  I sent a thank you from my heart out toward the plane as I clasped my hands together and raised them to my lips in silent prayer.  Then I texted [ thank you ] to her with a tear threatening to fall.
 
   “Let's go home, Bev.” I finally said with a slight smile.  She nodded and we made our way through the crowd of one of the most successful iFORk parties yet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Tango Alpha Three Niner
 
   The iFORk was lauded as one of the best successes so far by the same reporters that earlier had dissed me; and it.  Fickle much, you asses?  The city okay-ed next years iFORk for October, it would be a Halloween and haunted house theme.
 
   I moped around for the next few weeks, trying to put my life back on track, but I couldn't help feeling as though I had a gaping hole in my chest.  How could one person affect another so profoundly? Especially someone that you knew for such a short period of time?  This is what I've read about in all those silly stories.  Love and heartbreak.  Why the hell would anyone want to ever fall in love if there is even a remote chance that they could wind up feeling like me?  With their heart torn out and feeling like just a half of a person.
 
   It was an lazy Saturday around noon.  I shook myself out of my funk and started working on finishing up the planning for my latest party.  This upper class couple wanted a fairytale themed party for them and a 'few' friends.  If you could call over a hundred movers and shakers in the Seattle metroplex a few.  I knew a guy who could get a horse that looked like a unicorn with a realistic looking fake horn.  That should be the last piece of the puzzle.
 
   I pulled out my phone and dialed, “Hey, Chris, yeah it's me, Crystal. What?  Don't get too excited about a clean slate, this is a small one.  So you'll still owe me.  Yeah, don't sound so sad, you know there's always good money in it for you.  Just need Buttercup in drag in two weeks, so dust off the horn. Yeah, cool.  Thanks!  I'll send you the details.  Have a great day!”
 
   I slid my phone gently back into my pocket and took a breath, satisfied with my party plan.  I made a couple grilled BLT sandwiches and wandered over to the couch with the food and some water bottles to sit next to Bevi to watch some mindless sitcom reruns.  She always knows how to keep my mind off of serious topics.
 
   We were laughing along with a lame show as we ate when a news bulletin cut in on the broadcast  and interrupted the show.  Katherine Granger, a local anchor in all her fake blonde glamour, was standing outside of a small airfield that I recognized.
 
   [[ This is Katherine Granger with XZN bringing you a special report from VanCourt Airfield in Issaquah, Washington.  We've learned that about fifteen minutes ago, the air controller here at VanCourt got a distress call from a single engine plane experiencing engine trouble deep in the mountains.
 
   The pilot announced she was going to try to get her two passengers over the peaks to try an emergency landing on Interstate 90, but was not sure if they could get the altitude.  Moments later radar and radio contact was lost, the plane is believed to have crashed in the Cascades.
 
   The state patrol has sent out a search and rescue helicopter to look for the wreckage and has started clearing lanes of traffic on I90 near the last know location of the plane just in case. ]]
 
   My blood ran cold.  Her?  The pilot was a woman?  And that was Riley's airfield!  Bev looked at me then the television and quickly pulled me into a hug as we watched.   Katherine Granger put her hand to her earpiece and turned back to the camera.
 
   [[ The tower has just confirmed they have regained communications with the plane and are patching it through on our audio. ]] there was static and crackling sound then we heard an intermittent voice [[ “Tower this... tango alpha three niner... to maintain altitude... cannot... interstate... ]] there was hissing and crackling for a moment and my heart felt like it was being squeezed in a vise at the sound of Riley's voice.  Then the signal came in much stronger [[ Trying for the airfield, the ridge is lower there. Wish us luck. ]]  Then the tower kicked in. [[ Tango alpha three niner you are cleared for approach.  Godspeed and pray for an updraft! ]]
 
   I was holding my breath and biting hard on my lip, drawing blood as the news camera swung up to the tree lined ridge above the town, zooming in, and panning from side to side along it.
 
   Then I could make out the straining and coughing of a sputtering engine and the camera swung to the extreme northern side of the ridge where it dipped to its lowest.  Just then, a familiar plane with purple wingtips shot almost straight up over the top of the ridge.  The landing gear striking the treetops as it cleared in its steep climb, the plane billowing out a trail of blue smoke behind it.
 
   The engine and the smoke stopped just as the plane hit its apogee.  The plane seemed to just hang in the air for a moment.  Then it pivoted silently on its wingtip before dropping soundlessly into a severe dive.  A simple word [[ deadstick ]] crackled over the radio in her voice.  I was standing now, I couldn't breath, Bev was at my back holding my shoulders as the little plane shuddered and slowly leveled out and aligned itself to the runway at a dangerously low altitude.
 
   The tower spoke, [[ Tango alpha three niner we have you on glidepath.  You are coming in hot, feather out and bleed some speed. ]]  Riley responded, [[ Roger that tower.  In process. ]]  The plane pitched up slightly, almost into a stall, then the nose came back down just as it reached the runway.  I started breathing again as Violet touched down and Riley coasted her off the runway into a grassy area before rolling to a stop [[ Tango alpha three niner wheels down. ]] was her simple calm statement as the tower kicked in [[ Welcome home tango alpha three niner. ]]
 
   Then the camera zoomed back to Katherine.  The people standing around watching this all unfold were cheering.  I was crying as Katherine Granger stood so that you could see the plane in the background as she spoke, [[ This is Katherine Granger live with a XZN exclusive.  We just witnessed an amazing emergency landing of a single engine plane without power here at the VanCourt Airfield. ]]. They were replaying the clearing of the ridge and the pullout from the dive in slow motion in a window in the upper corner of the screen with a scrolling ticker announcing 'Exclusive Footage'.
 
   My heart was beating fast once more as I saw the tops of the trees being sheared off by Violet's landing gear again. I relived the anxiety.  I saw Riley helping the passengers out of the plane behind Katherine as airfield trucks arrived at the plane.  I quickly texted to her [ im glad u r ok ]  I saw her check her phone on the TV and a moment later I got a [ thx ] from her!  I put my hand to my mouth and choked on my tears.  She responded.
 
   Katherine was wrapping things up, [[ XZN will keep you updated as this story progresses.  We now return you to your regularly scheduled programming. ]] And just like nothing had happened, we were back to the canned laugh track of the sitcom.  Bev turned the TV off and let me cry it out into her shoulder on the couch until I fell asleep.
 
   I woke up on the couch under a blanket a little after five o'clock to see Bevi watching the local news.  The weather was just ending and they announced an exclusive interview with local pilot 'Jane' McKay coming up after the break.
 
   “Sorry I was such a baby, Bev.  I was just so scared,” I said softly, looking down sheepishly.
 
   She turned to me with a soft smile and said gently, “Hey, there you are...  Don't worry about it, Kru. I was scared for her, too.  She's a hell of a pilot from what I've been hearing today.  Seems she used every trick in the book to keep them aloft long enough to get to the airfield.”
 
   The commercials ended and the anchor announced the exclusive interview again as they played the footage of the emergency landing again.  My heart felt like an elephant was sitting on it as I relived the terror of seeing it.  Why did it effect me so much each time I saw it?  I knew she was safe now.
 
   The scene switched to a familiar hangar, where Riley was standing by an oil stained Violet beside Katherine Granger.  [[ This is Katherine Granger with XZN with an exclusive interview with Jane McKay from McKay Air Tours.  The pilot that made that amazing emergency landing here at VanCourt Airfield in Issaquah Washington today.  Thanks for taking the time to speak with us after such a stressful event. ]]  Riley just projected so much charisma as she replied, that I melted a little [[ Not a problem Katherine.  I wasn't stressed at all, I knew Violet here wouldn't let me down. ]] she said with a smile as she lovingly patted her plane.
 
   Katherine smiled and had a thoughtful look on her face as she asked, [[ Could you tell us what happened up there? ]]
 
   Riley nodded and responded calmly, [[ I had a couple who chartered an air tour into the Cascades. We were on the return leg of the tour when it appears that I lost a seal in the engine and we started losing oil pressure.  We were still about twenty minutes out and between ranges,  I throttled back and started looking for a suitable landing area, but the dirt switchback roads were not wide enough and the only paved road I could find was criss-crossed with power lines.
 
   I radioed in my intention to get over the south range to I90 where I'd have room to land, but I was losing power slowly and wasn't sure we could clear the ridge.  Our airspeed had dropped to just over sixty five knotts by then.
 
   So instead I followed the valleys downrange, riding the thermals and catching the updrafts by the ridges to help maintain altitude and not bleed any more airspeed.  This low altitude caused us to lose radio contact with the tower for a bit.  We didn't have the power to maintain a proper altitude.
 
   When I realized which valley I was following I knew there was a low ridge to the north.  The only problem was that I needed more altitude so I veered to the ridges there and found an updraft and climbed as high as possible bringing us almost to a stall before diving deep into the valley to gain as much airspeed as possible.
 
   I opened up my baby to full throttle and pulled back hard, and we shot up the ridge at treetop level. She gave me everything she had, and that extra boost was enough to slingshot us over the ridge to the airfield.  But I pushed her too hard and I lost her engine.
 
   I rode the stall around to avoid a flat spin and got us some airspeed in a dive so that we could glide to the runway.  And here we are. ]]
 
   Katherine looked at her in amazement, just as Bev and I were. [[ You say that so calmly like it is an every day occurrence. ]]  Riley smiled and shook her head. [[ Well it's not how I like to end my air tours.  I'd like to let your viewers know that isn't included in all my tours.  But really any pilot would have done the same. ]]
 
   Katherine shook her head with a smile. [[ That's not what we've heard from the other pilots around here.  By all accounts you shouldn't have made it back to the field and should be part of a mountainside somewhere.  Your modesty does you credit. ]]  Riley shrugged coolly at that.
 
   Katherine continued, [[ So what does this mean for you now? ]] Riley laughed, [[ You mean besides the FAA investigation? ]]  Katherine smiled, shaking her head, [[ No I mean your company.  Is your plane ok, do you have other planes? ]]
 
   Riley faltered for the first time but regained her composure quickly. [[ No.  Violet is my one and only.  She might need a complete engine rebuild.  This and her downtime might mean I'll have to fold the company and return to DC.  The banks won't wait for payments, and without an income, my reserves won't last long. ]]    My heart dropped.  Return to DC?  She can't!
 
   This revelation hurt almost more than losing Riley.  At least now I knew she was still around.  I could see her flying over the city from time to time and that always gave me a tiny sliver of hope, but if she leaves now... everything is gone.
 
   I watched as they interviewed the passengers, they remarked on how Riley was so calm throughout the entire thing, and explained everything she was doing to them as it all unfolded.  Her composure and confidence kept them from panicking the entire time.  [[ Through 'thermal doohickeys' and 'updraft thingamabobs' right down to the landing.  Though the last ridge certainly scared the hell out of us, the trees looked so close and were going by in a blur,  the plane was shaking and straining.  But even through that stall she smiled and spoke to us.  Let me tell you when that engine cut out I thought that was the end of us all. ]]
 
   They affirmed that she should be lauded as a hero.  Though they may not be flying again anytime in the near future.  I was so proud of her, and I didn't want to lose her for good.
 
   I looked at Beverly with a look of confidence that belied my underlying panic. “To hell if she's going back to DC.  Whether she wants to be around me or not I'm not letting her company go down. You with me?”
 
   She gave me a lopsided smile. “Where else would I be, sis?”
 
   God I love this tall redheaded girl.  We hip bumped and sat down at the kitchen counter with for a quick dinner with our iPads out to start planning Operation Violet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Operation Violet
 
   Working with Bevi on this project reminded me of some of the schemes we'd come up with back in our early teens.  In the eighth grade, we wanted to get a local girl band who had just signed with a label to play at our homecoming dance.  It was 'Leather and Heels'...  yes, THE Leather and Heels before they became platinum selling artists.  I thought fondly of the coveted autographed albums of theirs I have in my collection now.
 
   There were a couple huge problems.  One, they were a punk band and the school didn't approve of that music.  Two, how the hell were we supposed to get a hold of them?  We decided on a two pronged attack, first I called in a marker from the school cook, Rhonda, who's kid I tutored for free in algebra. She made up some of the favorite dishes that the Principal, Mr. Babcock and the girl's PE Instructor, Mrs. DaTary (Who, to this day, I still believe is really a man), since she was in charge of the homecoming committee.
 
   She was to discretely mention as she delivered the food, just how popular other school's staff became with the student's when live music and more modern music was allowed at the dances.  Laying the groundwork for Bevi, who was handing out Leather and Heels fliers to the student body.  They were everywhere.  You'd have to be blind not to see them.
 
   We made sure to mention within earshot of the principal how cool the principal of a made up school in California was for allowing local bands to play at the dances.  And how morale at those schools skyrocketed.
 
   I pulled in half a dozen markers from students to get them to say similar things around him and Mrs. DaTary.  I got one of the cute popular girls, Bethany, who owed me for finding her some imported diet snack bars to get the school bully and his buddy to fake a brawl in the halls about how lame the dances are at the school and needed to change, while the other thought that they were fine that way, then there were more kids skipping out that they could harass at the mall.
 
   Now that the basic groundwork for the scheme was laid, we needed to find an in with Leather and Heels.  Bev remembered that my dad's buddy, Clint, was a reporter with the local paper with a lot of contacts.  His son, Rich, was looking for a 45 of Jenny Lynn Preston's 'Love and Blood' extended mix that I just happened to have a copy of.
 
   I almost called everything off then and there.  “No way, Bevi!  Do you have any idea how rare that is and how many favors I had to call in to get my copy!?  It was a limited pressing!  They are selling for hundreds now on the Internet!”
 
   She did her famous non-logic logic on me. “Krustallos, just think about it.  Would you rather listen to a reproduction of a band's music or hear the real thing live?  I mean one song on vinyl or a life defining night full of songs?”
 
   Don't ask me why I thought any of that made sense, but I found myself at Clint's house knocking on the door.  When he answered the door, he smiled and asked a little too enthusiastically, “Hi, Crystal! You here for Rich?”  I shook my head, he looked disappointed, then I said, “No actually, I'm here to see you and see if I can't ask a favor of you.”
 
   I slowly pulled my prized single out of my backpack and handed it to him.  His eyes went wide when he realized what it was.  Then he smiled as he took it, “Well, don't just stand outside.  Come on in.  What is it that you need?”
 
   I was able to get the contact information for Penny, the lead singer of  Leather and Heels through his contacts.  But I let him know that he still owed me one, that record was the crown jewel of my collection after all.
 
   Penny was an amusing girl, I don't think I've ever heard someone use the 'F' word as a noun, verb and adverb all in one sentence before.  She listened to my story and commented about how resourceful Bev and I were to get that far, but there wasn't much she could do for us.  They had a publicist now that they had signed with a label.  I asked to speak with him and if she could put in a good word for me. She agreed.
 
   The next day Bev and I got a visit from the publicist guy at my house, Nick Sebastion.  My dad let him in, shaking his head realizing were were up to one of our schemes.  God, he looked like a tool with his boy band 80's throwback looks and his stupid floppy hair.  He couldn't have been more than eighteen or nineteen himself.  But he wound up being a pretty decent guy.  He explained how there was no upside to them playing at a junior high homecoming.
 
   I had anticipated this and had already pulled in a favor from my dad's boss at the teen help hotline to contact the school and get them to donate a portion of all the dance ticket sales to the charity.  All parties win!  People helping people!
 
   I smiled. “What if I were to say that I could guarantee local coverage in the paper AND you could get more publicity by touting that the band is supporting the local teen help hotline charity?  Publicity like that is like printing money.”
 
   He had laughed at that and inquired if I'd be pursuing a job in publicity after high school.  He agreed to my scheme to call the school principal after he failed to convince me that they wouldn't be receptive to the kind of music that Leather and Heels play.
 
   Bev laughed as I smirked at him and laughed out,  “As long as you can get Penny to not use the 'F' word at the dance, you'd be surprised what they will agree to.”
 
   He squinted an eye at me as he dialed Mr. Babcock's home number which I had procured by pulling in a marker from the school's office secretary, who I had located some rare hybrid flower bulbs for last month.
 
   After Mr. Babcock readily agreed to the band playing the dance and they exchanged contact information to solidify the plans later, Nick hung up.  He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped, looking between the phone, Bev and I.  Then he finally spoke.  “That's one out of two.  How are you going to guarantee the local coverage?”
 
   Bevi grinned smugly and handed me her phone, “You're up, Kru.”  I wiggled my eyebrows at Nick and dialed Clint.  “Hi Clint?  Yeah, it's me, Crystal.  Yeah, I got them.  Want to clear our marker? Thought so.  How would the paper like to cover the dance that Leather and Heels will be playing at the junior high for charity?  Cool... no problem.  I'll have their publicist get a hold of you.  You too, I hope Rick enjoys the record.  Bye!”
 
   As I hung up Nick started laughing with nothing but mirth in his eyes. “How old did you girls say you were?”
 
   Bev grinned. “Thirteen.”
 
   Nick just shook his head and checked his back pocket then his wrist.  We looked at him, wondering what he was doing, he winked. “Just checking for my wallet and watch before I leave.”
 
   We were the heroes of the school at the dance, everyone but the principal and Mrs. DaTary knew what we had pulled off.  And while we were backstage where Penny and her drummer Amanda were making out, we got my Indy records and their new album signed by them.
 
   Penny got my address and promised to send me autographed copies of any future albums the band made because she loved our spunk and, “You're gonna be a heart breaker when you grow up with those fucking awesome eyes!”
 
   I smiled at the memory, realizing that we were wheeling and dealing even back then.  We didn't have to do anything as elaborate now though.  It involved more of me and Beverly calling in some of my power markers and doing some networking.  I don't know how many calls ended in me saying, “No seriously... then we're even.  No I'm not shitting you, you'd be free and clear.”  Or the more dreaded, “No really, thanks!  Now I owe YOU one!”
 
   ***
 
   As I walked around my Violet, cleaning her up and pulling pine needles from her landing gear, I shuddered at the memory of the call from my mother this morning.  She was going on and on about how dangerous flying is, and this close call just proved it.  I was knocked out of my thoughts when one of the other pilots yelled out from the office to me, “Hey Jane, the guard says there's a mechanic at the gate, want him to let him in?”
 
   I looked under my plane to him and yelled back, “Yeah Rudy, I'm waiting for a few guys to come out for an estimate.”  I stroked Violet's side, I really hated seeing her grounded like this, she belonged in the air.
 
   Rudy replied, “Okay, you got it, Jane!”
 
   I grabbed a shop cloth off my rolling toolbox and wiped the oil off my hands as a huge service truck with a rear crane and flatbed pulled up.  King County Aviation?  I didn't call them did I?  They are the mechanics for the elite pilots.
 
   A solid looking man with a crew cut got out of the truck, wearing some clean, professional looking olive drab overalls with a name badge sewn on, 'Mac'.  He was holding a clipboard and a large tool bag.  The man looked around then smiled when he saw me.  He walked over and offered his hand. “You must be Jane.  I'm here to look at your plane.”
 
   Did I call them?  I called so many maybe I did.  I took his hand. “Hi.  Yeah this is her.  I lost her engine the other day.”
 
   He smiled shaking his head in appreciation. “Yeah, I saw. Damn that was some fine flying!”
 
   I felt the heat of a blush on my cheeks.  I wish people would stop saying that... it was all Violet.  I diverted the conversation. “Well, I'm on a tight deadline here, I can survive a month without her. Maybe two if I stretch and eat Ramen noodles every day.  So I'm looking for estimates.”
 
   He just nodded thoughtfully and headed toward my baby's engine, calling back over his shoulder, “Okay, let's take a look at her and see what we got going on here.”  He deftly started removing the engine fairings.
 
   I watched for a few minutes then I left him to his diagnostics and went into the office area as Rudy was leaving.  We exchanged nods then I went looking for my notes, I seriously don't remember contacting them.  And speaking of, two shops have missed their appointments this morning.
 
   I looked up the numbers so I could call them and stress the importance of this to me.  I dialed the first one and they told me that they got a cancellation message for the estimate.  What the hell?  I rescheduled.  Just as I was about to dial the second one Mac walked up to the office door and knocked lightly as he walked in to announce his presence.  I glanced over and my heart immediately sank when I saw the sad look on his face as he slowly shook his head.
 
   I put the phone down. “Okay, don't sugar coat it, Mac, how bad is it?”
 
   He took a breath and tilted his head putting a hand on the back of a chair. “Yeah, looks like you blew a main seal and she's locked up tighter than a drum now.  You're two choices here are going to be a complete rebuild or a full engine swap-out.”
 
   I cringed.  Damn, my two worst case scenarios.  I squinted an eye, still cringing like I was about to be hit. “Okay, so what's your estimate on each case?”
 
   He looked to be in serious contemplation as he said, “A rebuild, I estimate you are looking at five to six weeks, and right around four weeks for a swap-out.  I'd have to get it shipped in from back east.”
 
   The time frame estimate was disheartening but he he didn't answer the real question.  “No, I mean cost.  What is it going to set me back?”
 
   He seemed to get agitated at this, his voice raised a little, “Hey, no way.  I'm not falling back into that, no cash exchanges here!  I'm paying off my debt to Elliot here in exchange for that damn crazy eye girl clearing his marker to her!  I'm doing this pro bono like we agreed!  I need my sport plane back!  So you want the rebuild or swap-out?”
 
   What?!  Debts?  Markers?  Crazy eye girl?  What the hell has Crystal done?  “Don't call her that!” I snapped, maybe a little too harshly at him.  I obviously still felt protective over that amazing girl.
 
   He held his hands up in mock defense. “Sorry, no offense intended.  She's just had this marker hanging over Elliot's head for a couple years.  He loves her to death, says she's a genuinely nice person, but that debt has been eating away at him.  But whatever it is, it's worth him releasing my plane back to me, and I still owe him over a hundred k on it.  This repair isn't worth even half of that.  I just don't want him backing out of this deal.”
 
   I was stunned, just what is she doing?  My heart started beating again.  God I miss her.  I just can't play her game any more.  I wish things could have been different... real.  I snapped out of it when I realized Mac was waiting on an answer from me.  “Ummm... the swap out is faster.  Time is my enemy here.  Is that... okay?”
 
   He exhaled a breath of relief that I didn't know he was holding, his face relaxed visibly as he smiled and shook my hand vigorously.  “Thanks, Jane!  I'll get right on it.  I can pull the engine today and order the replacement.  Should be here in like twenty to twenty-five days.  You mind if I keep the old engine to rebuild and recoup some cash?”
 
   I shook my head, still amazed at what was happening. “That's fine... and, Mac?” He looked at me indicating I should continue with a slightly raised brow.  I took a breath, “Thank you.  And let Elliot know that everyone is even now.”
 
   The biggest smile grew on his face as he turned around and marched back out to work on Violet.  I sat down on the god-awful orange vinyl couch in the office and contemplated what had just happened. I'm still not sure.
 
   I looked at her last text on my phone [ im glad u r ok ] and couldn't stop myself as I cried silently. All I could think about when Violet's engine was failing is that I had to get back, so I could have a chance to see Cryster again.  That was my driving force.
 
   A moment later my phone was ringing, I checked the caller ID, it was the tower.  I answered it, “McKay.  What?  Ummm... okay.   Uhhh, yeah, have them taxi to the hanger.  Thanks!”  Now what is going on?  I walked out to the main hanger bay door and watched a Cessna 206 touch down on the tarmac and idle its way over to our hangar.
 
   The scraggly haired young pilot cut the engine and spryly hopped down to the tarmac.  He looked my way and nodded in recognition as he walked swiftly over to me with a tense look on his face.  
 
   “Jane McKay?”  He asked.  I nodded and accepted his handshake and his business card.  He just started speaking to me like we were in the middle of a conversation, “Okay, there she is, just call when you are done with her and I'll come get her.  Fuel and maintenance is on you as agreed.  Let her know.” Then he turned and started walking off toward the gate.
 
   I was getting whiplash.  What the heck just happened?  I looked at his card and called out to him, “Hey!  Mike!  What's going on here?”
 
   He turned back and looked almost panicked. “Oh, no way!  She can't back out now.  She just squared things with my wife.”
 
   I shook my head. “Mike, English!  I'm a little confused here.”
 
   He looked at me like I was trying to pull something over on him. “Miss James.  She said her and Robin would be even if we lent you the plane while yours got repaired.  Now as much as I like that girl and her crazy sister, we hate owing people.  Robin jumped at this when she offered to clear the slate!”
 
   I was stunned again, apparently that is going to be my natural state today. “You're... lending me... your plane?” He looked at me like it was a silly question then nodded and started walking toward the front gate again to where I could see a young woman waiting with a car.
 
   He called back over his shoulder as he went, “Make sure to let Miss James know that we upheld our part of the bargain!”  I nodded at his back, not that he could see it as he walked away.  I didn't know what was happening just then.
 
   What was this?  Was she just trying to clear her conscience?  Was this guilt?  Or did she really care about me?  Was she an angel?  Did she really come from the heavens like I thought?  I was so full of questions.  I just looked at her text on the screen again and made my way back into the office to sit and think.  I could still feel her lips on mine whenever I closed my eyes.
 
   I was bored.  My first instinct was to text Cryster.  It just felt natural, and I had to stop myself from doing it multiple times absentmindedly the past couple months.  I almost cried after I got her 'thank you' text after I snuck off to get Thomas Cabbot to her iFORk.  I had almost convinced myself that I did it for the kids and not her until I got that message, it almost broke me.
 
   I looked at the old HotRod magazines for a second and glanced around.  With Violet down, God was I bored!  I caught myself almost texting her again.  “Argh!” I slapped my phone down on the table and pulled a throw pillow over my face and screamed into it.  It was only four days!  How did she get so far under my skin in that short amount of time?  Then I resigned myself to being bored and just laid back and closed my eyes for a quick nap.
 
   I woke up on the couch a couple hours later according to the wall clock, to a soft knocking.  I looked over and sat up to see Mac standing in the doorway.  He softly said, “Okay I have the engine loaded up now.  I'll let you know when the new one is shipped.”
 
   I smiled at him then had a thought and asked, “Think you could give me a hand for a minute, Mac?”  He smiled and nodded.
 
   I led him back out to Violet and had him help me push her to the back of the hangar and move the loaner plane in.  “Thanks, Mac, you're a great guy.”  This made him happy as he waved and got in his truck and drove off with Violet's heart strapped down to the bed of his truck.
 
   The next few days were insane, I was booked up for the next four weeks with all the reservations that were called in and all the damn reporters wanting an interview.  I was literally swamped with calls.
 
   When I asked how they heard of McKay Air Tours, most cryptically said “I was recommended 'by a friend'” that they always refused to name.  Others said to tell Crystal that they were even now or that she owed them one.  One actually gave the name of one of my longtime customers.  And one said he saw my landing on TV.  So doing some quick math, two out of thirty bookings didn't come from Crystal's network.
 
   I kept arguing with myself.  Either she was just messing with my mind some more, or she was really the person I fell in love with.   She seemed so genuine, but she never corrected me when I reminded her it was just a game to her.  I wish I had the courage to call her and just ask, point blank. But what if she told me what I am so afraid of, that she doesn't feel anything toward me.  What's left of my heart would die right there.  I'm such a coward.
 
   When I arrived home that night, I started hunting for some food and wound up with another one of those damn granola bars.  Just how many of these things did I buy!?  They are everywhere!  My internal rant was interrupted when the intercom buzzed.  I walked over and hit the mic, “Yes?”  A familiar male voice with a thick Italian accent came across the intercom, “Hello, Jane, may I come up?”
 
   I blurted, “Alessandro!” as I buzzed him in.
 
   I stood by my open loft door and watched as Alessandro bounded up the steps two at a time, then his face erupted in a broad beaming smile when he saw me and he hurried down the corridor.  He took my hand in his and raised it to his lips for a quick kiss. “Jane!  You look as stunning as the last time I saw you.”
 
   He's such a flatterer!  I could feel a gentle blush burning as I stepped aside, letting him step into the loft. “What brings you by Alessandro?”
 
   I motioned toward the couch as I turned and walked toward the kitchen. “Something to drink? Wine, beer, water?”
 
   He smiled toward me as he sat. “A beer would be great!  Thank you.”
 
   I returned and sat in the chair next to the couch as I handed him one of the bottles I was carrying.  I looked a question at him as I twisted the cap off of mine, “So?  Spill.”
 
   I took a swig as he opened his and chuckled out, “Well I heard through the grapevine, and when I say grapevine,  Miss James... Crystal can't be far behind, that you are reinvigorating your business after that spectacularly heroic landing you made last week.”
 
   I could feel the burn of a blush again at this as he took a swig of beer then continued, “I was just wanting to personally offer my services to cater any open house or gathering you may have at your Air Tour company.   The murmuring in the entertainment and hospitality circles is that you are the 'in' thing right now.  Especially if Miss James is willing to collapse half of her network and markers to see your endeavor succeed.  Maybe we could trade out an air tour for my services?”
 
   “What?!  Half her network?”  I gasped.  What the hell is she doing?  That could cripple her business!  That marker system IS her currency.
 
   He nodded somberly. “She's called in most of her high value and prized markers.  Everyone is talking about it.  And nobody seems to know who this girl is that she is willing to do this for.   Well, almost nobody.”  He winked a conspiratorial wink at me as he took another tug.
 
   “I don't understand why she is doing this.  I was just a game to her.”  I looked down at my feet.
 
   He actually chuckled at this. “You don't really believe that do you?  This network she has formed, of people helping people, is the most important thing in the world to her.  Yet she is willing to lose it for you.  What does that tell you?”
 
   I took a deep ragged breath and contemplated what he was saying to me.  He finished his beer and set the bottle carefully on the coffee table then stood up with a compassionate smile.  Then he quietly said,  “I see you have a lot of thinking to do.  I made the offer I came for so I'll be going now and leave you to your thoughts.”
 
   I stood up in a daze and followed him to the door.
 
   He took a half step out then turned and put a hand on my cheek. “It truly was good seeing you again, Jane.  Feel free to drop by the restaurant any time you like. We will always have Crystal's table for you whether Miss James is there or not.”
 
   I smiled a thank you to him and watched him wander down the hall as I closed the door...  I turned and slid down to the floor with my back to it and cried.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Zookeeper Frenzy
 
   I woke up to the condo's intercom buzzing incessantly at 6:00am.  I wandered out as Bevi came out of her room mumbling, “What the hell?”  She reached the door before me and she croaked out a, “Hello?” into the intercom.  A familiar voice came across.
 
   “Crystal, open the goddamn door!” Takara screeched.
 
   Bev looked comically offended. “I'm not, Crystal,  I'm insulted you think I'm that short!”  I slapped her shoulder and reached across her and buzzed Tak in saying, “204” into the intercom.
 
   I cracked the door and wandered into my room to put my hair up in a ponytail and put some real clothes on.  I heard a knock and then Bev yelling, “Come on in crazy 6am intercom buzzy person, we're getting dressed!”   I heard some talking back an fourth a few seconds later.
 
   I walked out of my room and saw Bev in the kitchen getting some coffee started and I looked cautiously at Takara who was pacing frantically in the living room.  This matched her voice, she sounded mad on the intercom.  The moment she saw me she started walking quickly toward me almost shouting as she hissed, “What the hell kind of game are you playing, Crystal?  Why do you keep messing with Jane's head!?  Is it funny for you?”
 
   Bevi was suddenly magically between us holding her arms out wide so Tak couldn't get to me.  I was tugging frantically at my ponytail.  Bev had a funny... almost dreamy look on her face when she said, “Whoa!  Hold on there super hot Asian chick who's name I don't know!  Wanna slow down a bit and take a seat so we can all talk civilly here?”
 
   Tak relaxed a bit looking at me then over to the couch and stalked over to sit down, almost stomping like a little girl having a tantrum.  Bev bit her lower lip and smiled at her then went into the kitchen to get three cups of coffee. I wandered trepidatiously to sit timidly in the chair beside the couch, looking at my feet, they were fascinating to me for some reason right now.  Bev came in behind me handing out coffee mugs, then sat down extremely close to Tak with a grin on her face.  Bevi is such a horn dog!
 
   I spoke softly and carefully, “Takara, this is my best friend Beverly.  Bev, this is Takara, one of Riley's friends from the Cougar Mountain Zoo.”
 
   Tak looked frustrated, trying to pick a fight.  She snapped, “Who's Riley?”  Bev just offered, “Jane.” with a crinkle nosed smile.  Takara dipped her head and blushed a little as her shoulders slumped, “Oh.”
 
   Bev shot her one of her patented lopsided smiles, “Well any super hot friend of Jane's is a super hot guest here.  What can we do for you, Takara?  I get bored easy so lets go with the Cliffs Notes version if you don't mind.”
 
   She turned to me as she spoke with a clenched jaw, “I just want to know why you keep messing with Jane!  She cried for weeks after you two apparently had some lameass bet and made her fall in love with your straight ass!  Then just when she was getting her shit back together, you go and start messing with her head again.  Her emotions have been all over the board the past few days, she keeps calling me in tears!  Babbling something about being bored but not being able to call you.”
 
   I opened my mouth to speak but Bevi jumped in, her temper overriding her obvious attraction to Tak and her voice raised a bit. “Messing with HER head?  Jane was the one that strung my girl along then just dumped her and refused all of her calls!  I had to weather, and still am weathering Crystal's broken heart!  Even though Jane STILL won't speak to her, Kru here is doing everything, and I mean EVERYTHING to make sure that Jane stays in the area.  Just so Crystal can hold onto a tiny sliver of hope that Jane actually did care about her!”
 
   I stood and put a hand gently on Bev's shoulder to stop her rant.  Then I moved from the chair and sat on the coffee table facing both girls, then almost whispered, “Tak, I don't know what Riley believes, but that first night at Ballyhoo, I fell so madly and deeply in love with her that it physically hurts me not being in the same room as her.  I was so afraid that I'd lose her after this stupid bet we made had run its course.  And she kept bringing up to me that it wasn't real.  I was a coward, too terrified to tell her the truth about my feelings and watch her walk away.  Yet that's what she did anyway.”
 
   I took a ragged breath as the tears started freely falling. “I feel like I'm only half a person now without her.  Like someone just tore a hole in my chest.  I almost died when I saw her on TV making that landing.  Then she spoke on TV of leaving to DC if her business failed!  I couldn't let that happen... I need her.  Even if it is just seeing Violet in the sky, I had hope.  So even though she doesn't want to see me, I'll still do everything in my power to see that she is okay, and that she doesn't ever leave again.”
 
   I was openly sobbing now and felt two sets of arms engulf me into hugs.  I blinked through my tears to see both Bev and Tak holding me.  Tak was speaking, “Shhhh... shhh... it's going to be okay, Crystal.  I didn't know.  You and Jane are such idiots.  We can fix this.  This is the granddaddy of miscommunication here.”
 
   Bev bit her lower lip. “Hey Takara, you're kinda hot when you're calling my BFF an idiot.”
 
   Takara giggled, and shyly lowered her head as she said, “Call me Tak, Beverly.”
 
   As we all released the hug, Bevi shot back, “Bev.”
 
   We all sat on the couch with Bev between us.  I tried to regain my composure as Tak spoke like she was a professor in a lecture hall, “Okay.  Let's state some facts here so we can all get on the same page. One, Jane is madly in love with hot eyes over there.  Two, Crystal is so in love with Jane it hurts. Three, they both thought the other didn't think what they had was real.  Four, Crystal has a hot redheaded roommate.  Five, Crystal is apparently as straight as a pretzel.  Six, Jane's name is really Riley.  That all sound about right to everyone?”
 
   I laughed a little at this summation as Bev blushed a little.  Tak is a funny girl.  I spoke up sheepishly, “Sounds about right except for number four.”  I dodged the expected arm slap from Bev with a grin as I continued, “I am so gay for that flygirl goddess.”  Then I perked up a bit. “Lets discuss this over breakfast shall we ladies?”
 
   They followed me into the kitchen. Tak sat on an offered stool.  Bev automatically grabbed three bowls and spoons as I walked to the refrigerator and pulled out the milk.  Then Bev reached into my secret spot in the cupboard and pulled out the Fruit Loops with a cheesy grin on her face as Takara laughed at us.  Bev poured the loops of awesomeness and I poured the milk.  Then I put the milk away as Bevi refilled the coffee cups.  Then we sat down at the same time and grabbed our spoons.
 
   Tak grinned as she shoveled some sugary loops into her mouth, spitting out a muffled, “You guys know that was kind of freaky how in sync you just were.”
 
   I giggled and shrugged. “Comes with knowing someone since you shared diapers.”
 
   Then Bev chimed in, “So Taaak...”  she said her name seductively, “...how we going to fix our girls?  Inquiring minds want to know!”
 
   I looked at them and raised my hand like I was back in school. “Ummm...  why don't I just call her. Tak you can tell her it was a misunderstanding of epic proportions so she'll take the call.”
 
   She was just shaking her head. “Words, just words.”  Then she got distracted when she glanced at me. “You sure those aren't contacts?”  Apparently she has a short attention span.  She shook herself out of it and back to the problem at hand. “You need to show her, not tell her.  We need something that will show her this isn't just a game or a straight girl experiment or anything.”
 
   I looked between the two girls that were apparently having eye sex with each other. I couldn't help but smile at them.  Bevi never acts like this, even when she was with Lori.
 
   Then I had an epiphany while tugging at my ponytail. “I'll lose.”  I stated simply.  This got two sets of confused eyes to swing to me.
 
   “Huh?” they said in unison.
 
   I smiled like it was the obvious solution. “I'll lose.” I repeated.  “You two will need to get Riley to the Ballyhoo Saturday night at 8:00.”
 
   Then I started unveiling my plan.  Causing shocked nods of understanding and giggles of conspiracy from the two girls that I just noticed were now holding hands.  I wonder if they even know they're doing it.  This got a smile on my lips as we laid things out.  Everything would come down to timing.
 
   It was getting time for both Bev and Tak to go to work.  We said our goodbyes to Takara at the door then Bev started stripping and wandering toward her room to put her uniform on.  I heard her call out, “Sooooo... Kru, what do you think of Tak?  Like, ummm... you think like maybe she'd, you know. Want to go out on a date possibly?”
 
   I laughed at her sudden shyness so decided much teasing was in order. “I don't know, she's really not my type, Bevi.”
 
   Her voice was almost shrill, “No!  I mean for me you bitch!”
 
   I laughed again. “I'm thinking it is quite possible since I was expecting you two to start going at it in the kitchen at any moment.”
 
   I heard her chuckle. “Cool.  Well after we get you and your girl back together, I might just have to ask little miss Asian 'I'm So Sexy I'll Melt Your Eyes' on a date then.”
 
   I snorted and she wandered out and I already had her coffee ready for her.  We hugged and she called out as she was closing the door, “Don't worry, Kru, this is going to work.”
 
   I smiled to myself and started making some calls.  This wasn't complex, it was probably my simplest plan ever, but I still wanted it to go perfectly.  There was no room for errors this time.  I felt my stomach fluttering in hope.  I wistfully touched a finger to my lips... I could still feel her kiss.
 
   ***
 
   After a day of planning and daydreaming of Riley, I almost laughed when just after five the intercom buzzed and I answered it then let Takara in again.  As soon as she walked in her eyes started scanning around then spoke rapid fire, “Hi, Crystal.  How are you?  You get everything set up?  Umm... so is Bev around?”
 
   I started laughing and smiling at her. “No, but she'll be home from work any minute, make yourself at home.”  Then I couldn't help myself, “You two really got it bad for each other.”  You could probably have seen her blush from outer space as she quickly made her way over to the couch.
 
   I wandered to the kitchen and called out, “Coffee?  Wine?  Beer?”  She almost immediately said, “Beer, please.”  I swear to God that she almost sounded like a pleased chipmunk there.
 
   I brought out three bottles and handed her one and placed one on the coffee table as I took a seat, leaving a large gap between us on the couch.  She looked at the third one in confusion and glanced at me... I tilted my head with a tiny smirk and silently held a finger up.  A moment later the door opened and I twisted my finger and pointed at Bev wandering in starting to strip and wander to her room with her customary, “Work sucks!  Must...”
 
   She stopped mid sentence when she glanced over and saw Tak. “Whoa!” my blushing redheaded friend uttered then quickly grabbed her discarded shirt from the floor and ran into her room.  Tak and I looked at each other and cracked up.
 
   About thirty seconds later Bevi emerged with a grin, in a tank top and jeans as she crawled over the back of the couch and inserted herself between us.  She reached over to grab her beer.  “Hi, ladies,” she said as Tak and I busted up laughing again.   Eeep!  I think some beer shot out of my nose!
 
   Tak bit her lower lip and lowered her eyes shyly. “Hi, Bev.”  This got Bevi to bite her lower lip in return.  I couldn't help but smile at how frigging cute they were together.
 
   Bev and I shared a silent look.  Food!  I was thinking Indian takeout but she wanted pizza, I could see how the argument would play out to its logical conclusion.  Bev smirked in triumph... I reached for the phone while Bev switched on the TV and grabbed a blanket to share with Tak.  I was in the middle of ordering pizza when Tak chuckled out, “There's that freaky in sync thing again.  I think I like it.”  We all shared a chuckle and waited for our gourmet dinner to arrive as we watched a chick flick.
 
   After the pizza arrived and I used one of the discount coupons that Bev had scored us a couple months back, I spent much of the movie sitting back and flipping through pictures of Riley and I on my cell as I nibbled a slice.  I was of course pretending not to notice all the movement below the blanket on the other end of the couch.  Then it hit me.  My God!  Bevi had to have seen it when Riley and I were doing the same.  I blushed in embarrassment.
 
   I faked a yawn and said my good nights and wandered into my room, stifling a giggle toward the girls.  Then I laid down on my bed, staring at the ceiling and contemplating the busy day I had planned for myself tomorrow.
 
   For the first time in two months, I felt a ray of hope cutting through the storm cloud above me.  I whispered into the air, “Good night Riley,” before the first pleasant night's sleep I'd had in weeks claimed me.
 
   ***
 
   Morning rolled around and my 5:00am alarm was chiming on my phone.  I felt like a zombie being up this early, but I needed to be for the call back East that I had to make.  I was dreading this, I don't know how I would be received.
 
   It went surprisingly well, my heart was beating out of my chest for the duration of it.  But now with an agreement to meet me tonight, I had to get ready and pack my carry on bag.  I dialed my parents after my shower as I packed.  After apologizing for waking them up early I explained things and they thought it was a marvelous plan.  That was the last link in the puzzle.
 
   I walked out of my room and stopped when I saw Takara standing at the counter shoveling some of my Fruit Loops into her mouth with another two bowls on the counter.  She was wearing nothing but one of Bev's belly shirts and some of Bevi's little heart panties.  I grinned and rolled my eyes at her. She was grinning innocently and blushing.
 
   I turned as I heard Bev speaking from her room as she was walking out, wearing just her bra and matching panties. “Taki hon, you got breakfast ready?”  She grinned sheepishly when she saw me, “Ummm... hi, Kru.  Takara ummm... spent the night.  It was late and umm... she had a few beers.”
 
   I laughed out loud. “Oh my God, Tak!  I think you tamed her!  I've never seen her at a loss for words!”  I was floored when, to her credit, Tak joined in on the ribbing, “Well I am a zookeeper... I'm good with animals.”  I snorted as Bev blushed and lowered her head saying, “Yes ma’am.”  Which got us all cracking up.
 
   “Why are you ladies up so early?” I prompted as Bevi and I went to retrieve the sugary offerings Tak had on the counter for us.  It was way beyond cute when Bev gave Tak a quick peck on the lips before digging in.  I voiced that with my mouth full of fruity nirvana before they could respond, “Awww... I don't know if this cereal or you guys will give me cavities first.”  This got some loops flung at me, but it was soooo worth the blushes.
 
   Bev chirped, “We wanted to see you off.”
 
   I screwed up my face in confusion and played with my ponytail as I asked, “How did you know she was going to agree to it?”
 
   Takara chimed in at this point, “Crystal, I haven't known you very long but even I have figured out it is hard to say no to you.”  Bev just nodded her agreement vigorously.
 
   I looked over at Bev. “Drive me to the airport?”
 
   She nodded and grabbed her purse off the counter and fished out her keys. “Duh.  You coming, Taki hon?”  She stood and started toward the door.
 
   Takara and I were clearing our throats.  Bev turned back, looking curiously at us.  Tak spoke up, “Clothes, baby.”  Baby?  Bevi looked down at her almost naked form then fired a lopsided grin at us and shrugged. “Oh... that.”
 
   As my redheaded friend with no modesty got dressed, Tak borrowed some pants from me since we were about the same size, Bev's were way too long..  Then she threw on one of Bevi's shirts, she buried her nose in it and inhaled deeply and grinned at Bevi. “It smells like you, now I'm going to be thinking about you all the time.”  This got Bev blushing.  I thought it was damn cute.
 
   As Bev drove us to SeaTac, she asked, “So why again are you going back East?  Why couldn't you just ask over the phone?”  I shook my head with a small smile. “Because, like Tak said, it is only words then.  Showing is better than saying.”  Takara was nodding with pride.
 
   We said our goodbyes on the curb and I reminded her to pick me up tomorrow at 5:00pm so she'd have to get off of work early, then I shooed them both off to work.  I turned toward the terminal and took a deep breath and straightened my back and raised my head in resolve then marched into the building and toward my gate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Ballyhoo Confessions
 
   I was surprised at how well the discussion went with Riley's mother back in DC.  She was just as charming, witty, and easygoing, and had just as much charisma as her daughter.  Riley definitely got her swirling brown eyes from her mom.  For a lady in her forties she was still quite the looker.  Good genes for Riley!  I smiled to myself.
 
   After hearing me calling her Riley she had brightened and asked if she had dropped “that dreadful Jane name” only to be disappointed when I relayed that I seemed to be the only person that got away with calling her Riley in Seattle.
 
   She shared with me how stubborn and bullheaded her daughter could be.  Though she did mention how stupid both Riley and I were for not seeing the obvious standing right in front of us.  And I did feel stupid.
 
   She thought my idea was “grand” and agreed with everything.  Besides, “If my Ri-ri-girl won't come to her mom, then I'll just come to her!”  I genuinely liked this lady.
 
   She insisted I stay Thursday night in her guest room instead of a “stuffy old hotel”.  Then in the morning she packed her luggage for the four day excursion.  One call to a taxi service later, and we were on our way to Reagan International for our flight back.
 
   On the plane, we discussed Riley's childhood, skipping over the difficult spots. “Those are for her to share with you,” she said.  The conversation and chit chat flowed easily.  Must run in the family.
 
   She mentioned how she could understand her daughter falling for, “Such a wonderfully charming conversationalist with your mesmerizing eyes!”  I was blushing at that of course.
 
   Bev and Tak met us at the baggage claim.  Well, sort of.  They were making out on one of the benches there with people staring at them everywhere.  We walked up to them grinning.  I cleared my throat and they pulled apart quickly and stood looking sheepish.
 
   “Ariel, I'd like for you to meet my very immodest friends, Beverly and Takara.  Ladies, I'd like you to meet Riley's mother Ariel McKay.”
 
    Bev put her hand out to shake and was engulfed by one of Ariel's warm hugs, then she repeated it with Tak.  Both girls were beaming as she said, “It is a pleasure to meet you girls.”
 
   I caught Bev holding back from Ariel a bit and mouthing, “MILF” with wiggling eyebrows to Tak as we walked out to the parking structure.  This got her a tandem slap on her arms by Takara and myself.
 
   The slight smirk I saw on Ariel's lips as I caught back up to her, indicated to me that she knew what was going on behind her.  I was embarrassed for Bev since she doesn't have the common sense to be embarrassed for herself.  But at the same time I caught myself smiling at Ariel again.  She's so bad! She really was like Riley, I thought as I shook my head.
 
   “You're terrible you know that?” I whispered with a grin, and she actually laughed out loud and bumped my hips as the girls caught up with us.
 
   Beverly tried to get me to drive, I snorted, “No way, Bevi, we have to split you two up on the ride back or you'd be doing it in the back seat.”
 
   Ariel got in the front passenger seat giggling, and I slid into the back seat and turned to Takara and told her, “I don't know what you did with the old Bev, but only one other time in her life has she ever been with a girl for more than a night.  And that last time, I didn't approve.  But with you, I definitely do.  She's smiling all the time now.  Thanks Tak.”
 
   Tak was blushing.  We all took turns asking Ariel things about herself, Riley, and DC as we made our way back to the condo.   When we arrived, my parents were already there.  Lots of hugs and kisses and crying and introductions later, I couldn't believe how well they got along with Ariel.  I was smiling smugly a little when Bev introduced Tak as her 'girlfriend' to my parents.  My mom just gushed over them.
 
   Takeout was delivered and after a fun night of discussing Riley and my relationship in detail, and giving the specifics of my plans, I handed the keys to condo 201 to the “adults” for them to stay there. The owner was on an extended vacation and he owed me a favor so he said I could borrow it for the weekend.
 
   I sat in bed awake until past 2:00am, I couldn't get to sleep.  Bev must have known,  she always knows... she wandered in and asked, “Snuggle time?”  I nodded, holding the covers open.  She silently walked over and put my hair up in a ponytail instead of sliding under the sheets.  I looked at her in confusion, she cleared her throat softly and Tak came shuffling in.  I giggled and Bev slid in front of me with Takara in front of her.
 
   “G'night girls.” I whispered and slowly drifted off to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   My eyes snapped open when the heat of the sun streaming in from the window hit my cheek.  I started to sit up but Bev yanked me back down. “Not yet, sis.” she said sleepily.
 
   I laughed lightly at the familiar phrase and I kissed the top of her head, repeating “Just let me know when you are ready.”
 
   A few minutes later she turned back with a sly smile and played the replay game some more.  She stretched again like a jungle cat, making a satisfied sound.  “Ahhhh... thanks, Kru, I needed a Crystal recharge.” Bev started to sit up.   Just to be pulled back down by Tak mumbling, “Not yet baby.”
 
   This got all three of us giggling like schoolgirls as we got up.  Bevi was lazily stripping and heading toward my bathroom when a smiling Asian grabbed her hand when Bev was down to just her panties and steered her back out of my room toward her own bathroom.  Takara winked at me shaking her head at her girlfriend. “Don't worry, Crystal, I'll get her all trained up for you.”  This got a playful, “Hey!” from my best friend and a snort from me.
 
   After showering and dressing, we picked up the three parents and headed down to The Pike for breakfast. I was making some calls as we ate to make sure that everything was ready for tonight.
 
   On the way back, we stopped by the printers and I ran in to pick up the belly shirt I had specially printed for tonight.
 
   Once we made it back to the condo, there was an almost tearful parting of Takara and Bevi.  I had to remind Bev that Tak HAD to go since she was the last and most important puzzle piece.  Without her convincing Riley to go clubbing tonight, this was all for nothing.  This got me a, “Pudding?”  I nodded my okay and crossed my arms like a scornful mother as she bounded off like a kid to the fridge to get her pudding cup, much to the amusement of the 'adults'.
 
   After a fun time talking and laughing for hours, then making lunch for everyone, I left them all in Bev's capable hands so I could be alone in my room for the rest of the day to freak out.  I was so scared.  I hope to God this works!  I dozed off with dreams of Riley on my mind.
 
   At 6:00, my bed moved as someone sat on it, I didn't even open my eyes, I knew who it was. “Krustallos, time to start getting ready.”
 
   I whispered back, “I'm scared, Bev.”  She just stroked my hair, and pulled my ponytail out.
 
   She responded softly, “I know, but we KNOW that she loves you too, sis.  Everything is going to be great.  You'll see.”
 
   I let her drag me up to my feet and she pushed me into the bathroom and shut the door.  I heard her call out, “I'll take care of the old'uns, we'll see you there, Crystal.”
 
   I smiled, she usually reserved my real name for either serious topics like this or her humorous remarks.  “Thanks, Beverly.  Love you.”   I caught the, “You better!” as I heard my bedroom door shut.
 
   I took a long shower, trying to relax myself for tonight.  I let the water stream across me, washing the tension from me.  Letting the fear drain away.  I finally took a deep breath and turned the water off and stepped out, steeling myself with resolve as I dried off.
 
   I wiped the steam from the mirror and took a good look at myself as I used the blow dryer on my hair.  I put on my lacy white bra and matching panties then slid into my best, tightest, white low cut capri jeans.  White ankle socks and my pink converse.
 
   Then I pulled on the pink belly shirt I had picked up today, topping it with a white blouse with just the middle button done and tying the shirttails in front to both hold it closed and to show off my tone belly. I checked the mirror, then rolled up the sleeves.
 
   Satisfied with what I saw, I then did something I virtually have never done in my life.  I pulled out my dusty old curling iron and plugged it in. I spent the next twenty minutes putting my long chestnut tresses into loose ringlets.  Then I gathered it all up into a sloppy ponytail and fastened it with a simple barrette.  Pulling a couple locks free to drape down my face.
 
   I moved on to my makeup.  I went with heavy eyeliner and mascara with a smoky eye shadow, heavier than I normally do.  Then finished off with a satin pink lipstick covered with a clear gloss, giving a creamy depth to my lips.
 
   I checked the time.  7:00... then I spoke to myself in the mirror, “Okay, Crystal.  No time to panic, this is it.  Let's go!”  I nodded and grabbed my purse and walked out of my room and toward the door.  I covered my mouth and let out a little laugh at the note taped to the door in Bevi's loopy handwriting, “You got this, Kru!  Don't choke!  Luv U, Bev.”
 
   The drive into Seattle to the Ballyhoo Club felt oddly like a death march.  This could go one of two ways, and boy did I pray it was the favorable one.  I cruised the lot a few times until a convertible pulled out of a space and I darted in before any of the others circling could nab it.  One point for me! Is this a good omen?
 
   I walked past the line stretching down the block and up to Minnie and touched her shoulder.  She turned and shot me a genuine smile, “Crystal!  It's been months again!  I was confused when Beverly went in before you with a group in tow.”
 
   I grinned at her. “Yeah, I'm just running a little late.”
 
   She smiled and offered her standard teasing, “Still straight?”
 
   I wanted to start giggling when she almost fell off her stool when I replied, “No.  Not so much.”  I had to steady her.
 
   She looked at me with a huge grin on her face.  “About damn time!  So who's the lucky girl?”
 
   I blushed and looked down shyly. “Well me... if Jane will have me.”  The name Jane just sounded odd coming off my lips any time I said it.  But that's who everyone knows Riley as here.
 
   “She'd be crazy not to, Crystal.  Now get in there and find your girl.” She motioned with her head to the club with a big grin.
 
   I leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.  “Thanks, Min.”
 
   She beamed at me as I timidly entered Ballyhoo alone for the first time.  Girls in line were booing me for getting in before them until Minnie snapped her steely gaze at them.  I suppressed a giggle.
 
   I caught myself marching to the bar, it was ingrained into me after so many times being here with Bev.  I smiled to myself and continued to it, knowing there was a good reason to this time.  As I slid up to the bar, Maggie saw me and came running over, squealing with excitement, “Oh my God!  Crystal! This is so exciting!  Everything is all set up for 8:00pm.  Just twenty more minutes!”
 
   She stopped to look into my panicked eyes.  “Aren't you excited?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. Terrified.  What if she doesn't want me, Mags?”
 
   She just rolled her eyes and smiled as she responded while she poured me a shot and slid it over, “She'd be crazy not to, Crystal.  Here, liquid courage.”  I slammed the shot back and put the glass down and she took my hand.
 
   “It's all going to work out fine, I can feel it.  Oh hey, here comes Bev with those old folks she's been towing around.  Good luck, I'll have the mic ready for you at 8:00” She tilted her head toward Beverly's approach.
 
   I gave her hand a squeeze and released it with a smile. “Thanks, Mags. You're a good friend.” She winked and went back to her other patrons.
 
   The band was kicking a fun cover as Bevi dove into a hug when they reached me. “Kru!  You didn't chicken out!” I laughed at her teasing.
 
   My dad, to his credit, didn't seem to look uncomfortable or out of place at all as he flagged Maggie down.  “Three long-necks please, young lady.”  Maggie came over and grinned at him and served them up.  Dad handed one to Ariel and mom.
 
   My mom was blushing at the attention she was getting, there seemed to be lots of cougar hunters around.  Ariel seemed to really be soaking up the attention, she laughed and yelled to me over the music, “Maybe Ri-ri-girl has the right idea here.”  Then shot me a toothy grin before turning her attention to a twenty something girl and biting her lower lip like I've seen Riley do and wandering off to the dance floor with her.  I laughed out loud.
 
   Bev looked at me. “Time for one dance before showtime, Kru!  Let's hit it!”  She grabbed my hand and dragged me out to the middle of the crush and we lit it up.  Hands above our heads, swaying and bobbing.  She knew this would loosen me up.  I love my best friend!  I laughed and pointed when I saw my parent's dancing on the edge of the dance floor.
 
   My eyes were scanning everywhere for Riley or Takara, I couldn't find them anywhere in this capacity crowd.  I yelled to Bevi, “Have you heard from Tak?”
 
   She shook her head sadly. “Nothing in the past hour.  She said it was a hard sell to get her out partying.  I haven't heard from her since.”  I started to feel the anxiety building again.
 
   The song ended and the lead singer caught my eye and nodded as a slow song started up.  We left the dance floor and made our way to the bar.  The parents were already there.  I checked my phone, 7:58... just two minutes.  Where is she?  I kept scanning the crowd for those familiar eyes, my panic was rising.
 
   I motioned to Maggie and she fished out the wireless mic and slid it over.  Bev yelled to me, “I don't see them! You still going through with this?”
 
   I smirked at her. “Have I ever done anything half way?  I finish what I start, Bevi!”  She gave me a sad smile, knowing I was right.
 
   I jumped up onto the bar and the band stopped playing instantly pointing at the bar.  
 
   “How's everyone doing tonight?” I yelled into the mic.  It was like an ocean wave as I watched everyone's heads swing back to the bar, they cheered in response, not knowing what was going on.
 
   “Many of you know me, I'm Crystal James.  My friend Beverly and I are pretty much fixtures around here.”  There was more cheering.  I continued, “Most of you know two things about me... and no, I don't mean my eyes!”  This got a laugh from the crowd.  I elaborated, “One is that I value my network of markers above all else!  And the second is that I'm about as straight as they come!”  This got mumblings of agreement.
 
   “I want to share a little story with you before we talk about those two things!  A lot of you know Riley, well you all know her as Jane.”  This prompted more cheers.  “Well the last time I was here over two months ago, she tried to pick me up.”  There was some chuckling.  “I quickly explained I was straight and was just here to be Bev's wingman.”  I saw a lot of nods, most people knew this about me.
 
   “Well Riley happened to imply that means I'd be a bad date anyway then.”  There were some chuckles.  “So we made a bet!  We'd each get a chance to date the other.  And whoever organized the best date won, and the loser had to get up here on the bar and admit that the other made them their bitch!”  This got some deafening cheers.
 
   I waited for the cheers to die down a bit. “Well, we danced the night away after that.  And you know, a funny thing happened then.  I had more fun that night than just about any other night in my life.  I was starting to doubt the theory that I was straight, and she laid a kiss on me that still has me weak in the knees today!   If I were to base it off of that night I would have already lost the bet.”  More whistling, clapping and cheering erupted.
 
   I smiled. “Well let me tell you that first date, I couldn't keep my eyes off her.  At that point I couldn't have cared less about the damn bet.  I had already fallen head over heel in love with that woman!  It was like a fairytale.  We shared some kisses that melted my soul.”  The crowd was going wild at this.  “But then she reminded me it was just a game.”  This elicited a shared “Awwwww.”
 
   I took a breath. “If only I had not been such a coward. I would have told her right there how I felt. But I was terrified she didn't feel the same.  We shared almost every minute of free time we had between dates together after that.  I felt a relationship growing like none I'd ever experienced.  Yet time after time she brought up the bet.  Time after time I was a coward.”
 
   “She took me on her date and shared part of her world with me.  I fell deeper in love, and my heart swelled for her.  Her date blew mine away.  But I was afraid she'd move on after our stupid dumbass bet was over!  So I said there was no winner yet, just so I could spend more time with this fascinating woman.”  I was scanning the crowd, I still couldn't see her, I glanced down and saw thew supportive looks from Bev and the old'uns.
 
   “I shared my life with her. I didn't care who 'won', I just wanted her to know... me... then maybe she wouldn't leave.”  I saw more than one tear stained face in the crowd as I tried to keep my voice from wavering .
 
   “In all my fear, I didn't once have the courage to tell her until it was too late.  She had left my life, accusing me of making her fall in love with me just to win an asinine game... that's the last I saw of her two months ago.”  My voice hitched and tears were threatening.  There were sympathetic mumbles from the crowd.
 
   “Well, if you know me you know I always finish what I started.  Well, about that straight thing?  I'm as gay as any lesbian can get for that Riley McKay!  I'm so totally, one hundred percent, head over heels in love with that magnificent woman!”  The cheers finally returned with a vengeance.
 
   I was so nervous and filled with anxiety.  I was tugging at my ponytail with a vengeance.  “And I brought my parents here from San Jose, and her lovely mother from DC, to profess that in front of them!”  The ladies were going wild.
 
   “Now these are just words.  I believe in deeds over words, so that second thing you all know about me... my network of markers...”  I held up my cell phone and my blood went cold as I hit send on my email,  “I just sent a mass email to everyone that owes me, canceling all markers!”  There was a collective gasp from the people who knew me.
 
   “This is to show that there is nothing... NOTHING that I love more than Riley.  Now I'm just an ordinary girl, offering only herself to the woman she loves.”  I was crying openly now.
 
   “I hide in my safety net all the time, this ponytail that you never see down, my own little psychosis. But I want to bare myself to the world for her, I pulled the barrette off and let my hair fall around my shoulders.”  I was sobbing now.
 
   I untied my blouse and tore it off, displaying the pink shirt that read “Riley's Bitch” and I choked out with a smile, scanning the crowd in vane... she didn't even come.  “I lost.  I lost the moment she said hi.  Riley McKay, the love of my life, made me her bitch!”
 
   Everyone was going crazy as I jumped down sobbing.  Ariel and Bevi were hugging me as the music started back up.  I just set the mic on the bar and Maggie slid me shot with a sad look on her face and sympathy in here eyes.
 
   I tossed it back and slammed the empty shot glass on the bar just as my cellphone buzzed.  I looked down at it and stopped breathing at what I saw.  Blazing away on the screen was a text message from the girl I loved [ bored ].  I sobbed again and hesitated, not knowing what to do... I swallowed my heart that had somehow made its way up into my throat and slowly typed out [ call me ].  A moment later I got another message [ turn around ].
 
   I steeled myself and turned around... and standing no more than three feet away was the object of my desire, of my obsession.  Riley, who appeared to be sobbing as much as I was, standing next to a grinning Takara.
 
   I put my hand over my mouth and let the tears continue to fall as I reached out to her and she ran the few steps into my arms and we sobbed into each others shoulders then pulled back and kissed with a passion that I have never felt in my life.  We broke the kiss and I stuttered out, “Hey girl.  Why you so bored?”  There was cheering all around us and another passionate kiss from her.
 
   I broke our kiss, gasping for air and held her at arms length. “I really love you, Riley!  Please know that!”
 
   She was nodding and crying still. “I know, Cryster.  I was so stupid.  I'm so in love with you, too!” I was shaking my head and crushed our lips together in desperation.
 
   When we broke our kiss again, she released me and turned to hug her mother then grabbed my hand possessively and laced our fingers together like they should always be and said, “Mom... this is the woman I love, Crystal Melody James.”  Ariel just grinned at her and nodded then pulled us into a warm group hug.
 
   I followed suit with the introductions, “Mom, dad... this is the only true love of my life, Riley Winfred McKay.”  We got more hugs.  I glanced over and laughed through my tears and pointed at Bevi and Takara making out like their lives depended on it.  Riley's eyes went wide for a second before she laughed, too.
 
   She suddenly gave me a sad look. “You destroyed your network for me...”
 
   I smiled, shaking my head.  “But I have you, don't I?”  She smiled and nodded vigorously.  I smiled back. “Then I got the better end of that deal.”  This got me a knee buckling kiss that left me warm and tingly in all the right places.
 
   She got a sly grin on her face and whispered in my ear, her hot breath causing goosebumps to run straight down my neck. “My place?”
 
   I was feeling light headed now.  My goddess wanted me.  It was my turn to nod vigorously.  And we slipped out of the club... abandoning our friends and family and not feeling any guilt over it, our lust overriding all else.
 
   That had to have been the longest ten minutes of my life, getting from Ballyhoo to Riley's loft.  Our hands always connected as she drove.  We may have run a few red lights, I'm not sure... all I could see was her dazzling eyes and those lips that made me growl in hunger.  My arousal was almost unbearable!  I've never felt like this in my entire life!
 
   We may have already been shedding clothing as we entered the door to her loft.  As soon as it closed I grabbed her and slammed her up against it and attacked her delicious lips and neck.  Nipping, sucking and kissing every available inch of exposed flesh.  Reveling in her scent and the taste of her flawless skin.
 
   She gasped out in arousal, “Oh thank God!  I was worried you'd wind up being a pillow princess.” I laughed as I tore her shirt off, literally, right down the center and started kissing and nipping my way down the luscious valley, while my hands worked on her bra clasp.
 
   My voice sounded husky and filled with lust as I rasped out, “You're going to swear that's what you are by the time I get my fill!” Her shocked face gave way to a haze of pleasure as I claimed what I've wanted for so long.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Life as We Know It
 
   I have never woken up so, invigorated, so... alive, in my life.  I looked at the most beautiful person I had ever seen, lying naked with me, our arms and legs intertwined there on the throw rug at the base of her bed.
 
   I stifled a giggle, well...  we almost made it to the bed in our four hour marathon lovemaking session.  I was delightfully sore in all the right places.  Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined the things we did with each other last night.  It was a combination of something animalistic and something too beautiful for words.
 
   I still can't believe this is real.  She really loves me... we're together!  I gently stroked her hair as I lazily drew featherlight tiny circles on her stomach with my fingertips.  Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled softly. “What a wonderful way to wake up.”
 
   Then she looked into my face and locked eyes with me, I was getting lost in her swirling browns as she whispered in wonder, “It was real.  You really are here... I love you so much, Cryster...”
 
   I gave her a gentle kiss on the lips and laced our fingers, “I love you too, Riley.”
 
   Then I giggled. “We really should probably get to my place. I'm sure our folks are wondering where we disappeared to.”
 
   She snorted. “Or probably not.”  Then we both cracked up and helped each other to our feet.
 
   She leaned in and whispered, “You sure you were a lesbian virgin before last night?  The things you did to me... nobody else comes close.”  I blushed at this and nodded.
 
   She led me into the bathroom and we showered... oh God what a shower...  this woman is insatiable!  Then we dressed for the day between touches.  I put on one of her shirts.  I could smell her scent on them, it was doing naughty things to me.  Now I know what Tak was saying as I purred, “Mmmmm... it smells like you, now I'll be thinking about you all day!”
 
   I shot a quick text to Bev [ on way home.  'rents mad? ]  I got a quick response [ ^>o<^ ].  I shot back [ wtf? ]  To which she replied [ scrunchie nosed wiggling eyebrows...  duh kru  ]  I laughed.  Then she sent [ dunno, they no surface frm 201 yet ]
 
   We hopped into Riley's car and she cued up some girl bands for me and we sang the whole way home at the top of our lungs.  Bobbing and swaying to the music.   Our hands always connected, with my thumb gently stroking the back of her hand.
 
   It took over five minutes to walk up the stairs of the condo as we stopped every other step to remind our lips why they were meant for each other.  Riley's tongue was taking my speech last night to heart as it made mine its bitch.
 
   As we hit the hall of the second floor I swear that I saw the girl that Ariel was dancing with last night get on the elevator with a very satisfied look on her face.  Riley and I shared an “OMG” look as we made our way to the door of the condo.
 
   I opened the door and we walked into cheers from our friends and family.  Our parents, with Bevi and Tak, were all congratulating us for “Not being stubborn dumb asses.” anymore.  It wound up being a nice pleasant day, catching up with the folks and just soaking up “family”.  I didn't speak much, just about every time I did, Riley would find a discrete way to touch me and I'd clam up.  Damn, she already knows how to control me... swoon!  It was her new game.
 
   My parents flew out that night.  They caught a cab from the condo, giving all of us girls hugs and kisses goodbye.  Ariel would be flying home in the morning.  She did something over at the intercom, then came over and said her goodnights early and retired to 201.  Was that the girl from last night again, hanging around at the end of the hall?
 
   Bev and Tak snuck off to 'their' room and I laced my fingers with Riley and brought her slowly to my room.  No words were spoken, we just got in bed and cuddled, staring into each others eyes until we fell asleep.  That was a whole new layer of intimacy for me.  It felt... just... right.
 
   Morning brought the present of staring into Riley's eyes again.  It felt like this was how every morning is supposed to be.  I whispered, “I want to wake up to your eyes every day.”
 
   She crinkled her nose. “That's exactly how I feel.”  We laced our fingers and just sat there for a minute before we knew the day would have to begin.
 
   On cue the door swung open and a super-sleepy looking redhead shuffled in and fell face down on top of us in the bed.  Moments later, a super-sleepy looking Asian girl came shuffling in and fell face down on top of us too.  She mumbled into the bedspread, “Mornin' girls.”  We all cracked up laughing then savored the last minute of silence.
 
   The soft knock on the condo door signaled the start of the day and our return to our life as we know it.  We all stood and stretched, Tak and Bev wandered out to let Mrs. McKay in while we made our way to the shower.
 
   As we stood, letting the water flow across our bodies, reinvigorating us... I tilted my head at Riley. “You really are beautiful, you know that?”  She blushed, even with the hot water flowing.
 
   After getting dressed we entered the world to bring Ariel to the airport so she could return to her normality after the chaos of this weekend.  Tearful hugs and kisses were exchanged at the terminal with a promise to visit soon.
 
   The next few weeks were pretty rough for my professional life.  Without my network, I had to start from scratch.  Slowly building my web again.  It took a lot more effort to plan the parties.  Is it really this hard for other people?  Yuck!  But they still turned out to be 'Crystal James quality.'
 
   I had moved into Riley's loft, leaving the condo to Bev and Takara who had moved in with my green eyed BFF.  Bevi reminded me that my room was always there.
 
   Riley was quite inventive, I think she showed me more ways to make love than has been documented in all the books on the subject.  Our passion never seemed to ebb, it just seemed to continue to build.  The day that Violet's new engine was installed and she was cleared to fly.  Riley was in the air with her the whole day then I was walking funny for a week... with a smile.
 
   That brings us to now.  On a lazy Saturday around noon, we were sitting on the couch eating some grilled ham and pepper jack sandwiches (I had found and destroyed the seemingly endless supply of tasteless granola bars stashed all around the loft), the intercom buzzed.
 
   I wandered over and hit the mic, “Yes?”  A thick Italian accented voice responded, “Miss James!”  I quickly buzzed him up without a word and opened the door a crack then made my way to the kitchen to grab a bottle of beer and snuggled back in with Riley on the couch.
 
   A few seconds later there was a light knock,  Riley looked back with a grin, “Come in, Alessandro.”  He joined us in the living room and sat in the chair and grinned at the beer sitting on the side table there.  He twisted the lid off and took a swig.
 
   “I'm so glad you two wound up together.  You make such a beautiful couple,”  he gushed.
 
    I tilted my head and smiled at him. “What brings you by our humble abode, Alessandro?”
 
   He grinned. “Well since you two are in the neighborhood I've been wondering why you haven't dropped by.  Your table is always open Miss James... I mean Crystal.”
 
   I quirked an eyebrow.  “All markers were cleared, Alessandro.”
 
   He waved me off. “Who cares about that silly marker business.  You two are my friends, that's why you always have a table with us. A lot of others feel the same as I do.  That's why I'm here today, to invite you for dinner at the restaurant tonight.”
 
   I opened my mouth to politely turn him down, I didn't like owing anyone, but Riley beat me to it. “We'd be delighted to, Alessandro.  Thank you for such a gracious offer.”  Then she eyeballed me, I read an entire conversation full of arguments, points and counterpoints in her eyes with the only logical outcome... I lose.  “Yes, we'd be happy to have dinner there tonight.” I said with a smile.
 
   I gave her my admonishment with my eyes complete with a promise of retribution, which her eyes laughed off.  Damn it... I'd only ever been able to read and be read with a look with Bev, but Riley takes it to a whole new level!
 
   Alessandro stood and grabbed each of our hands and kissed them and called over his shoulder as he showed himself out, “Good!  I'll see you lovely ladies at 7:00.”   We chimed out a goodbye as he left.
 
   I swung my eyes back at Riley and opened my mouth to speak,  but she beat me to it.  “No.  You lost remember?  You'd think the sting of defeat from just a minute ago would be fresh in your memory.” I seriously giggled at her affirming all of my previous thoughts.
 
   Then I shook my head. “I love you.”
 
   She blushed and crinkled her nose at me and we enjoyed the rest of the afternoon, chatting and laughing and getting to know more about each other again.  Girl bands being played on the phonograph.
 
   We were putting on our evening wear when a thought popped into my head.  As I was zipping up her dress and kissing the back of her neck I whispered, “I want to share your world... I want to learn to fly.”  Her smile couldn't have been any bigger as she turned to kiss me. “Okay.”
 
   We walked hand in hand, toward King Street and Alessandro's as Riley got a silly look on her face and started humming Eternal Flame.  My laugh died down quickly as I joined in.  We were belting it out by the time we reached the doors to the building.  Gaining us some odd looks by people passing by.
 
   “God, you're so much fun!” my brown eyed beauty exclaimed as we got in the elevator.  “Only with you my love... only with you,” I whispered.  And I was lost again in her eyes.
 
   I was barely aware of the elevator opening or Alessandro greeting us and leading us to my table.  I only snapped out of it when the food came.
 
   “You're so easy,” she giggled at me.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “As before... only with you.”  This got the desired blush from her.  Ha!  Take th... whoa, what a smile!  I lose.
 
   She snickered in victory as we ate.  As usual, the food was over the moon good.   Alessandro can cook!  And I told him so when he returned to the table to ask about dessert.  “This was some of your finest, Alessandro!”  Riley nodded vigorously in agreement.  “I don't have any room left for dessert. You Riley?”  She shook her head, holding her stomach contently.
 
   He smiled at us. “Well then, here.”  He handed me a gilded envelope.  I raised an eyebrow and Riley and I looked between him and the envelope in curiosity as I opened it.
 
   Inside was a single slip of paper with two eyes on it, one blue, one green.  Printed on the face of it was “Crystal Currency” then “One Marker” with  Alessandro's signature on it.
 
   I looked at him and he smiled, tilting my head in inquiry.  He smiled back and said, “You have been a driving force in this city for years Miss James.  Your network of people helping people, all using your marker system has been beneficial for everyone involved.  We all know how much it meant to you. Not just for yourself, but for all the others you brought together to make such a tight knit community based on helping each other out.  Nobody ever got a raw deal from a trade.  And you gave it away for the noblest of purposes.”
 
   He smiled over to Riley. “For love.”  He turned back to me with a smile.  “We all know you used your system like currency so nobody ever had to put out cash or strain their finances.  Almost everyone you ever dealt with, sees you not as a business acquaintance, but as a friend.”  I was misting up a bit and brought a hand to my eyes to prevent it.
 
   He continued, “So I reject your voiding of my marker.”  He motioned with his head behind him. “And so do they.”
 
   I looked and all of the restaurant patrons had stood and were lining up to the table.  I looked around and realized, I knew every single one of them!
 
   Mike walked up and gave me a Crystal Currency marker with his signature and smiled and walked off, then it was Mrs. Z,  Elliot, the Carmichael twins, Sam, Lucinda...  the list went on.  I was openly crying now, by the time it was over I was holding almost a hundred markers.  Riley was hugging me as I cried.
 
   Then Alessandro handed me another stack. “The people who couldn't make it tonight.  In all, one hundred sixty eight markers.”
 
   My God, that was over 90% of my old network!  Then I stood shakily and threw my arms around him whispering, “Thank you.”  And the restaurant erupted in cheers.
 
   Riley and I spent the next hour wandering around from table to table, thanking everyone and chatting about how they have been doing.  This ranked near the top of my list of the most amazing nights of my life, just below all the nights I've spent with my brunette goddess.
 
   The smile on my face was there our whole walk home with a stack of markers in hand.  Everything really is going to be okay... isn't it?
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   I was leaning against my Violet in my dress on the ranger's airstrip just past the north range as I looked at the four other planes scattered about the clearing with the pilots lounging around while their passengers were at the ceremony by the lake.  I checked the time on my cell, fifteen minutes before we had to be there, where the hell was my wife?
 
   Just as I finished that thought a distinctive Cessna 205 with red wingtips and leading edges, and its signature wavy red swoop on the fuselage came rocketing over the ridge.  Cryster's voice crackled over Violet's radio [ Whiskey bravo five niner on approach. ]  I watched in wonder as she executed a swooping dive, her wingtip perpendicular to the valley floor.  God, I love this woman, she's a natural in the air.
 
   I've always been amazed to watch her fly after her first solo on our honeymoon two years ago.  It's almost impossible to get her out of the air now.  But why would you want her out of it, what she can do up there is as beautiful as she is when I'm lost in her wonderfully hypnotic dual color eyes.
 
   Our private channel crackled to life as Crystal broke her Scarlet into an arcing, banking swoop toward the field.  [ Hey baby, I have you and Violet in my sights. Be down in a minute.  This is just so awesome up here! ]  I laughed and grabbed the headset I had hanging outside Violet's door,  “You better get your sweet ass down here.  It starts in like ten minutes!”
 
   I could imagine the smirk on her face when she replied,  [ Oh so you want me down there huh? ] Scarlet broke into a steep, graceful dive and she buzzed the airstrip just a couple feet above the ground, then shot almost straight up in a twisting arc.  How can Crystal get her to do that?
 
   She rode her into a stall and went into flat spin for a couple seconds as she gathered airspeed and then gracefully coaxed her into a swooping recovery back on the glideplane and circled around smoothly to land on the dirt runway.
 
   Damn that was some nice flying, is it wrong that that made me so hot I want to take her right here in the field?  She taxied Scarlet over to park next to Violet and I, as the other pilots applauded her while she cut the engine.  I bit my lower lip as I watched her take off her headset and update her log on her iPad quickly.
 
   She hopped out of the cockpit in her gorgeous dress and struck a pose for me then swooped into my arms with that childlike smile I can't get enough of.  She whispered into my ear, her hot breath doing unimaginable things to me down below,  “Whiskey bravo five niner, wheels down.” Now I felt like I was flying again.
 
   My lips automatically found hers, my favorite sensation is when our lips slide together and our lip gloss sticks.  We broke the kiss gasping to another set of applause from the other pilots.  I grinned at them then grabbed Cryster's hand. “Come on, Mrs. McKay, we're going to be late.”
 
   She giggled at me as we ran along the path through the trees.  “On your six, Mrs. McKay!”
 
   We broke into the clearing.  Tak and Beverly looked stunning in their gowns as they stood by the minister, waving their hands to us indicating to hurry.
 
   If they weren't so perfect for each other, the way Bev towered over Takara would be kind of funny, especially since everyone knows Tak wears the pants in their relationship.
 
   We laughed and ran past all of our friends seated on the white chairs around the beautiful arbor that Silent Bob had somehow got here.  Crystal stood next to Beverly and I stood next to Tak and gave her a nose scrunching smile.
 
   Beverly spoke up, “Okay, preacher dude, NOW we're ready.  Hit it.”  All the guests laughed. Typical Bev.  She was rewarded with a nose crinkle from Takara.  Doesn't she know that only encourages her?
 
   It was a beautiful ceremony. I'd be lying if I said I didn't get a little misty as they said their I dos... remembering Cryster and mine.  She was so cute biting her lower lip and spinning that damn seductive ponytail that she only wears to drive me crazy with desire now.  She stuttered out the words, it was so adorable!  But her vows brought me to tears.  It is phenomenal how one person can so completely effect another with only their words.
 
   Bev and Tak's reception was particularly fun.  Mostly because I always enjoy watching how in sync Bev and Crystal are with their interactions.
 
   Friendship like that is a rare thing. I can actually see the silent communication between the two as they plan things out seamlessly.  It is so similar to how Cryster and I do it.  Them tag teaming Tak with the teasing is the only time Bev can get a victory over her girl.
 
   After the reception, we watched as the newlyweds, who couldn't seem to keep their lips or hands off of one another and all the guests were flown out on the other planes.  Cryster and I had been heating up all afternoon.  God she's sexy... and those eyes!
 
   She kissed me so passionately I think I'll be tingling for a month then she broke it and darted to Scarlet, almost skipping.  I wobbled my way to Violet still in a happy daze.  She shouted over to me, giggling, “I'm calling in my marker!  Fly with me!” 
 
   I grinned at her enthusiasm and called back, “Any time my love!  Any time!”
 
    
 
   Once again, I felt as though she was gifting me the horizon.
 
   


  
 

Books in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
 
   Music of the Soul
 
   A Deafening Whisper
 
   Dating Game
 
   Karaoke Queen
 
   Silent Bob
 
   Five Feet or Less
 
   Broken Song
 
   Syncopated Rhythm
 
   Progeny
 
   Girl Next Door
 
   Lightning Strikes Twice
 
   June
 
   Dead Shot
 
    
 
   Short Stories in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker
 
    
 
   Books in the London Harmony series...
 
   Water Gypsy
 
    
 
   Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...
 
   Return of the Asgard
 
   Bloodlines
 
   Folkvangr
 
   Seventy Two Hours
 
   Titans
 
    
 
   Books in the Drakon series...
 
   Awakening
 
   Dragonfall
 
    
 
   Books in the Bridge series...
 
   Trolls
 
   Traitor
 
    
 
   Books I collaborated with in The Bridge ~ Inner City series...
 
   Gargoyles
 
    
 
   Books in the Urban Fairytales series...
 
   Red Hood: The Hunt
 
    
 
   Books in the Fracture series...
 
   Divergence
 
   


  
 

Sample Chapter from the Valkyrie Chronicles: Return of the Asgard
 
   Chapter 1 – The Tavern
 
   Five thousand Earth orbits completed around its star, Sol.  Five thousand years I have awaited the return of my kind.  How I long to be home again.  I could feel Asgard approaching like the hammering of a relentless drum in my head foreshadowing the dimensional alignment that would allow Valhalla and Earth to co-exist in this realm during a 'transition' once again.   That once again I may take my place in our citadel as the daughter of Odin.  Or... it could just be a headache from the copious amounts of alcohol I have consumed this night.
 
   I clumsily backhanded the largest of my attackers while kicking the feet out from underneath another, sending him unceremoniously to the ground on his ass again while I sat on my bar stool.  I took the second I had gained to take the last gulp from my heavy beer mug, before finally pushing away from the bar and standing from my uncomfortable bar stool to actually fight these ruffians.  I'm sure they think we have been fighting these past couple minutes, but I just wished to finish my drink before dispatching them.
 
   I staggered as I stood.  Even in my impaired state with my reflexes slowed by the alcohol, it wouldn't take but a minute to take down these three.  They really should have picked a different neighborhood to rape that young woman earlier tonight.
 
   I had arrived too late to stop it, but I recognize their dim red auras.  I caught a glimpse of them as they entered McGregor's Tavern two blocks down.  I called for an ambulance and the police from the girl's cell phone which I had pulled from the purse on the ground beside her crumpled and sobbing body.
 
   I dropped her phone and comforted her the best I could until I heard the sirens approach, then I followed the three gang-banger wannabes with their idiotic bandanas into the bar.  What a dive... it reeked of cigarettes, sweat and stale beer.  Neon beer advertisements flickered, casting multicolored glows across the room.
 
   If there's one thing us Asgard truly enjoyed, it was our mead.  Earth's beer is an acceptable substitute.
 
   I sat at the bar where I could see their booth by the pool table through the cigarette smoke haze in the back of the run down tavern.  Then I just watched the men through the huge mirror mounted behind the bar as I drank a pitcher to see if there were any others I should worry about when I take these three down.  They are going to pay for what they did to that girl.
 
   The smaller, weasel-like man in his worn out leather jacket and torn jeans would be the most dangerous since he posed no real physical threat, and he knew it, which is why he sat at the back of their booth, a man on either side as a buffer.
 
   So more likely than not, he carried a weapon.  Probably tucked into his waistband at the small of his back, judging by the way he sat.  His nose was crooked like a bird's beak and his patchy stubble looked like a ridiculous attempt to look masculine.  Hard to do for a 5'-3” man.  Even my small stature at 5'-7” made me tower over him in my heavy one and a half inch heeled boots.
 
   The big guy on his right was imposing and probably stood a chance of doing a little physical damage to me if he got his hands on me.  But it wouldn't be anything my enhanced strength or nano-lattice couldn't handle.  The dull look in his eyes told me he wasn't much of a thinker.
 
   My guess is that he hadn't really been accepted by his peers because of his brutish appearance and that's how he got mixed up with these guys as their enforcer.  He stood maybe 6'-4” and around three hundred pounds of muscle. He had a thick brow which kind of reminded me of the Neanderthals I had seen on Earth when I was a small child seventy Earth transitions ago.  Now those men were strong!
 
   The third one was the loudmouth of the bunch.  He looked to be a thinker, but just barely.  Standing around 5'-10” with a moderate build.  He'd be the second to attack after watching my reactions to the big guy.  His moderately sharp eyes sat below his greasy black hair on his long, unattractive face.
 
   This is one dynamic I have never understood about the degenerates of the human world. It is usually the smaller, weaker of the bunch who is the leader that the others simply blindly follow. Whereas the humans representing justice stand tall and lead by example.
 
   But of the three, the smaller man had the darker red aura telling me he quite probably was their leader.  Red indicates the reservoir of anger and violence in a person, and the strength of the aura shows the willpower or strength of conviction of the individual.
 
   Blue on the other hand indicates someone's capacity for good, justice and strength of character.  Like the bartender and his dim blue glow with it's hints of red trailing it.
 
   None of the three men I was watching were consequential, with their dim glows and posturing mannerisms all bluster and no substance.  I was finishing my second pitcher when they finally noticed I was watching them.  Slow much, guys?  I've only been staring for an hour.
 
   The weasel sent them over a couple minutes ago.  Greasy hair stood slightly back from the brute and asked loudly, “What ya lookin' at sugar?  You want maybe we take you somewhere for some fun?”
 
   I just turned on my stool to look at him, trying to display my boredom. “You mean the kind of fun you had with that girl down the street tonight?”  
 
   Their eyes looked alarmed as I hissed and narrowed my eyes. “You shouldn't have done that in my neighborhood, boys.”
 
   The bruiser looked to greasy hair, who nodded almost imperceptibly.  People were starting to clear out a bit.  I slapped away the incoming blow from the brute as I felt my nano-lattice harden my skin.  The magnetic and electrical net energized by the nanites in my body, which in turn were powered by the Earth's magnetic field.  I took a large swallow from my mug as I kicked the brute soundly in the stomach, forcing him back a step, tripping over his buddy.  It sent them both, gracelessly onto the ground.
 
   They stood and split up and attacked in a predictable manner.  Why don't they teach simple tactics in school here on Earth?  A kick to the knee of greasy hair and simply ducking the next blow from the brute and tugging on him to use his momentum to tumble into his friend again was all it took.
 
   I caught the bartender on the phone out of the corner of my eye, most likely calling the police.  I had better wrap this up, but not before I finish my beer.  I allowed them to posture before their next attack as I drank. I watched as the weasel stood and advanced half way to us, looking nervously between us and the back door.
 
   After that third attack and I finished my beer then stood, I almost laughed at the men.  Did they really think they could do battle with a Valkyrie of the Asgard?  The thought was ludicrous.  I have fought beside some great humans in my five thousand years of waiting for my home to return. They were great men and women, worthy of respect.  But these men were nothing... the scum of the human world that even their society shunned.
 
   I allowed my nano-lattice to extend around the mug I was still holding by the handle, hardening it.  Back in the day, this is how we did did hand to hand battle against the Ragnarok race when the quarters were too close to use our energy weapons.  Grabbing anything we had handy and hardening it into a weapon that could pierce their tough hides.
 
   The brute swung again and I caught his arm under mine with a thud to my ribs, and trapped it as I quickly struck him multiple times in the face with my beer mug.  He went down to his knees, his face  bloodied, before his eyes rolled back in their sockets and he fell back unconscious.
 
   There was a moment of pain after I heard a gunshot as the bullet tore through my left shoulder.  I looked over to the weasel with his drawn gun in the middle of the bar.  I felt my nanites already attacking the damage to my flesh.  People were running or hitting the floor in panic.  “Kroth.” I hissed.  This would probably hurt more if I wasn't so drunk. I know I'll ache for a week.
 
   I threw the beer mug at him with as much force as I could manage.  It struck simultaneously with a round from another gunshot behind me, the now non-hardened glass shattering on his skull as his shoulder erupted into a bloody red mist.  It was hard to tell which had actually sent him to the floor.
 
   I twisted toward the second gunshot just to be almost blinded by the aura of a woman who was running full tilt to the bar while holstering her gun yelling, “SPD!  Everyone down!”  She jumped over the brute I had downed earlier and her military style boot shot out and caught the greasy haired buffoon who was quickly scrambling up, on the jaw.  Effectively rendering him unconscious.
 
   She was crouched over, handcuffing greasy hair when she suddenly drew her weapon aiming it confidently behind her without looking, her rich raspy voice called out, “I wouldn't.”  
 
   I smiled... she had seen it too.  Weasel was reaching along the floor to his gun, leaving a blood trail in his wake.
 
   He stopped as she turned and walked toward him with a steely look on her face.  Her weapon was trained steadily between his eyes.  I watched as she placed a boot on his back while producing a heavy zip-tie from her waistband.  She roughly pulled his arms behind him, causing the weasel to scream in pain because of his wounded shoulder as she secured his hands.  I dropped a twenty on the bar and discretely made my exit as I heard her calling for backup with shots fired and an ambulance for two gunshot wounds.
 
   I passed an older detective on the sidewalk as he was sprinting toward the tavern with a hand on his holstered gun.  I looked at my shoulder as I walked to the alley and saw the bullet fall out of the rapidly healing wound as I made my way down that garbage strewn corridor between the buildings.  The sound of my footsteps echoed off the stained brick walls as my skin pulled together showing a ragged scar, it would take the nanites a couple days to repair all the internal damage to my tissues before they worked on the cosmetic damage to remove the scar.
 
   “Kroth!” I cursed as I looked at the hole in my favorite jacket.  If I hadn't been so drunk I could have easily avoided it.  Or if I had just allowed the nano-lattice to harden my skin farther, the small caliber round wouldn't have been able to pierce my skin so easily.
 
   I chose discretion over safety.  People would have seen the blue glow of the net pattern across my skin if I had used more energy.  But now I'll pay for it, my shoulder will be sore until the nanites complete the repair.  This was quite a minor thing compared to some of the damage I suffered on the battlefield.
 
   I continued walking toward my apartment.  I chose this part of Seattle because of its high crime rate.  Something that has been ingrained into me since birth was my sense of justice and the knowledge that the strong should always protect the innocent and the weak, no matter the cost.  So this was the perfect area for me to wait for the return of the Asgard.
 
   When the Earth started its five-thousandth orbit around its star, I did the quick calculation of its rotational axis at the time of transition to determine that the citadel would breach the dimensional divide somewhere in the vicinity of Seattle within a fifty mile radius.  The simple computers the humans have are not powerful enough to pinpoint the exact location, so I had to go off of the rough calculation in my head.
 
   So here I wait, and hide from the relentless Ragnarok on this planet until Father returns.  Cleaning up this neighborhood is a good distraction, it keeps my mind off of my situation.  I bit my lower lip in anticipation of going home again.  I'm so very tired.
 
   My mind drifted to the incident in the bar.  That woman.  I have never seen a human aura so strong. But that wasn't the thing that struck me the hardest.  Her control and sense of justice rivaled that of a Valkyrie, causing her bright blue aura to be so intense it was almost blinding,  I couldn't focus on her.
 
   Her choice of profession was not surprising to me.  No, it was that she had a second aura billowing behind her like the shadow of wings that was just as bright, fighting to get out.  It scared me.  It was such a dark red it was almost black, full of anger and vengeance held in check only by her willpower.  It looked vaguely familiar but I couldn't place it.
 
   This ability to see and read auras is the curse of the Valkyrie.  It is an evolutionary step that few among the Asgard have, and only women seem to have developed it.  It has caused some to become reclusive, so they don't see the capacity each person has for good or evil or how close the balance is in some.  The ones that can handle it, most likely will become Valkyrie as this ability best allows us to select from the six worlds of this realm we visit, the individuals most suited to join the Asgard if they so wish.
 
   I was knocked out of my thoughts by the distinct impression that I was being watched, it was not the cold shiver that accompanied the arrival of the Ragnarok that I seem to have developed during my time on Earth.  I turned the corner out of the trash littered alley as I jumped up ten feet to a rusty fire escape and my nano-lattice activated.
 
   I shielded my eyes as a familiar blinding aura emerged from the alley.  The officer quickly scanned the street then relaxed her back against the worn brick building.  She crossed her arms, staring straight ahead as her raspy voice called out, “You might as well come down.  I'm with SPD, you need to get that shoulder looked after... let me get you to the hospital. Then I have some questions for you.”
 
   I felt the corner of my mouth twitch, threatening a smile.  I liked this human, she had moxie and great situational awareness.  I sighed and deactivated my nano-lattice, I didn't need this, not when transition was so close.  But she struck me as the sort of woman that would track me and hound me until I spoke with her.  I silently jumped down and landed lightly in front of her.
 
   She didn't even flinch, though I could tell that her muscles were at the ready to react if she needed to.  Like a wolf, ready to strike.  I looked directly into her steel gray eyes as the rest of her was too bright to look at at the moment, she locked onto my blue eyes as I softly said, “I'm fine... and I didn't see anything.  You have me confused with someone else.”
 
   I turned to leave and she reached out and gently grabbed my arm, turning me toward her.  Her eyes softened to genuine concern as she said, “We need to get your shoulder looked at miss.”
 
   I reaffirmed, shaking my head. “I'm fine.”
 
   She reached out tentatively toward my jacket, I sighed.  May as well get this over with.  When humans see what they don't understand, they generally opt for the simplest explanation, that they were mistaken.  I gave silent permission with an almost imperceptible nod as she lowered my jacket off my left shoulder.
 
   She looked, then her eyes narrowed as she reached out and ran a warm finger across the new scar.  It sent a shiver down my spine.  I generally avoid contact with people since attachment breeds sorrow in my case.  I have watched countless friends and lovers quickly age and die over the millennium I have spent here on Earth.  My heart aches for each and every one of them.  With our molecular nanotechnology, we Asgard have extended our lives to hundreds of thousands of Earth years.
 
   I am weak.  I can never stay true to my convictions and wind up befriending someone only to watch time take them away from me.  A terrible aspect of lengthened lifespans.
 
   She shook her head. “I can't quite place your accent...”  Suddenly her hand was on her weapon on her hip. “You got a permit for that?”
 
   I followed her gaze, my pistol grip was visible at my waistband.  She reached out and I allowed her to pull it from its holster.  
 
   I nodded. “Yes, I do.  I'm a private investigator.  And the closest you would have to my accent is Norse.”   I reached slowly to the pocket of my jacket and tilted my head in question. “May I?”
 
   I hated owning a pistol, but the modern world has long range weapons like this that my close combat skills cannot easily counter.  The energy weapon I had when I was originally trapped here, has long since lost its charge.  I can charge it with my nanites, but it takes weeks with constant contact with my skin to charge it enough for even a single shot.  I took the time a while back to have one at the ready in case the Ragnarok find me again.
 
   She nodded, keeping one hand on the weapon at her hip, tucking my pistol into her waistband with the other.  With two fingers I slowly pulled my wallet out of my pocket, then pulled out my concealed carry permit and held it out to her.
 
   She took it and looked at it. “Kara Wodanaz?  You're kidding right?”  
 
   I quirked an eyebrow at her. 
 
   She continued. “I've seen fake names before, but I gotta hand it to you.  This is creative.  I could believe one or the other, but not both together lady.”
 
   I almost laughed, she was a smart one, and educated.  I decided to see if she was as smart as I was giving her credit for and played dumb. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   The corners of her mouth quirked as she held back a smile.  Was she playing too? 
 
   “Well seeing as how Kara is a name out of Norse legend and Wodanaz is a synonym for Odin... come on now.  What are the odds?”
 
   I grinned at her, I was liking this game. “Well, seeing as how that IS my name, I'd have to say one hundred percent chance.  You can call it in if you like, but only if you want to eat your own words.  And I didn't catch your name detective...”  I left the question hanging.
 
   She shook her head, not breaking eye contact as she handed the permit back to me and took her hand off her weapon, keeping mine in her waistband.  “Detective Kate Summers.  What made you think I was a detective, Miss Wodanaz?  And how did your gunshot wound heal in a matter of minutes?”  Ahhh, she WAS playing.
 
   I laughed a little, then noticed I was almost sober again, krothing nanites can't leave me that one pleasure.  I quirked an eyebrow. “Well, let's see.  A plain clothed officer, in quite stylish clothing except the military boots, doesn't scream beat cop to me.  And as you well know, it is quite impossible for a gunshot wound as you say, to heal so quickly.  Thus, you are mistaken.  I'm obviously not the person you are looking for.”
 
   She shook her head with a little smile as she stuck her finger through the blood stained hole in my jacket and said, “Don't insult my intelligence.  I know what I saw, Miss Wodanaz.  I'm going to need a statement from you.  You can either talk here or down at the station.  You didn't do anything wrong except leave the scene in the bar.  The choice is yours.  You are aware that those men raped an innocent girl tonight aren't you?”
 
   My blood chilled at the mention of the rape, I still felt guilty for not arriving in time to stop it.  “No.  That's terrible!  I'm sure the men who did it will be caught and brought to justice.  And please, call me Kara.”
 
   She shook her head sadly. “I don't understand – Kara.  But have it your way.”  She pulled a zip-tie out from her waistband.  “Please put your hands behind your back.  You are under arrest for impeding a police investigation.”
 
   I shook my head sadly as she tightened the zip-tie around my wrists behind my back and said, “If you do this, they will find me again.”  
 
   She grabbed me gently by my wrists and led me back into the alley toward the tavern.  I caught a hint of her heady scent with her walking so close to me, it was intriguing.
 
   “Who will find you?  We already have the three men in custody, and I won't let them hurt you. Though, judging by your moves in the bar... you don't need much protection,” she asked.
 
   I sighed. “I just wish to go home detective.  If the Ragnarok find me here, it will start a bloodbath when my people arrive.  So... please, do not take this personally.”  I easily snapped the zip-tie as I twisted around removing my pistol from her waistband.  Completing my twist I vaulted over a dumpster onto another rickety fire escape above.  She drew her weapon.  I looked down at her as I tucked my pistol back into its holster behind my left hip.
 
   My eyes had finished adapting to the intensity of her aura and I could finally see her clearly.  I inhaled sharply.  I would have to say that she was one of the most stunning human women I had laid my eyes on.  Not a traditional beauty, but something... different.  Something strong.  She had unmistakable... charisma?
 
   She was taller than me, possibly 5'-10”.  She appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties.  She exuded a dangerous combination of strength and feminine grace.  Her long straight brunette hair tied in a professional ponytail to keep it out of her line of sight. Her slight build just lent to her elegance.  Her Germanic face was strong but flawlessly feminine, at least to me.  Her large eyes and small nose hinted at some Asian heritage, and her full lips were quite alluring, even with their current crease of determination.
 
   I pulled a card out of my wallet.  Blank except for my real address printed on it.  I dropped it to her as I started climbing the creaking fire escape steps toward the roof.  The metallic clanging of my footsteps echoing in the alleyway.  She wouldn't shoot.  
 
   “Stop!”  she commanded as I kept climbing.  Then she added quietly, “What are you?”   
 
   Kroth but she's intelligent!
 
   I called down to her, “Meet me there at midnight and we can talk.  But please, I cannot go to the station nor be in your reports.  I'll explain everything... truthfully... but you won't believe it.  Come alone.  I'll know if you don't and I'll disappear for good.”  Or at least until home arrives.
 
   I heard her holster her gun as I climbed over the roof parapet.  How the kroth did I get things so messed up when the transition was so close?  I leapt from rooftop to rooftop on my way to my apartment.  I couldn't get her face out of my head.  This human was remarkable.
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