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Chapter 1 – Out In Public
 
   I finished the coding for the charity auction site and was initiating a voice call on my headset to the organizers.  I logged into their web server, smoothed my skirt, and then I wheeled myself in my gold and black, low profile wheelchair, into the kitchen with my laptop on my lap, to get something to drink.
 
   While I listened to the phone ringing and waited for someone to answer, I opened the refrigerator and rummaged around on the second shelf, reaching for the last grape juice.
 
   I made note of the fact that the bottom two shelves were almost empty and I was almost out of everything.  They were my domain.  Out of my reach, the top two shelves belonged to my roommates.  I'd have to go shopping soon.  I peeked into the freezer below the refrigerator. Damn, out of TV dinners, too.  I hated going out in public.
 
   I started wheeling back toward my desk with my juice, avoiding all the clutter on the ground left by my inconsiderate roommates.  They are a pain, and Gwen and Marcie really are bitches and bullies, but they don't treat me anymore like a freak than they treat anyone else.  We used to be friends in grade school, but something changed in junior high.  They have picked on me ever since, and it never changed when I got confined to this chair.  I liked that they didn't change the way they treated me, which is probably the only reason I put up with their sorry asses.
 
   They are so lazy, I feel like their maid service and tech support at times.  But other times I just let the stuff gather up like this to remind them of how big of slobs they are, and it isn't my job to clean up after them.
 
   The wheels of my wheelchair settled into the indentations in the carpet in front of my desk.  Made by my four years of living here.
 
   I remember how shocked I was when they asked me to be their roommate out of high school.  It was right after our graduation.  While everyone else was going off to a party, I was wheeling myself toward the state sponsored young adult transition home that I had been at the last month. They booted me out of the foster home I was in, since I “aged out” of the system when I turned eighteen.  I had to pack.  I had just a week after graduation before they booted me to the curb, too.  I needed to find a place to stay.  I had money from the accident, and a good income coming in from website design and coding, so that wasn't a problem.
 
   I stopped when Gwen called out, “Hey Wheels!  Wait up you degenerate!”  I turned to see her and Marcie running up.  God I hated those pretty blonde pep squad girls.  I wanted to slap the smirk off of Gwen's face.  The only thing I hated more than these two girls, was when they called me Wheels.  I missed when we used to be friends.
 
   Marcie was almost a clone of Gwen and just mimicked her.  I don't think she's ever had an original thought in her head.  She was Gwen's personal Mini Me.
 
   I could never look Gwen in the eyes and to this day I still don't know why.  I looked at the ground when they caught up and I spoke quietly,  “What do you want?  I have to go pack.”
 
   She responded with something that surprised me.  “That's what we need to talk to you about. Marcie and I are getting a place, but we can't afford the rent ourselves, we need a roommate.  We were wracking our brains trying to figure out who would be an OK roommate.  Then we realized you are the least offensive of the freaks from the school... and definitely won't be stealing our boyfriends.  What do you say?  We need a roommate and you need a place to stay.  Sounds like a no-brainer even with someone of your limited mental acuity.”
 
   What does she mean by “definitely won't be stealing our boyfriends”?  She's always making comments like that.  What, won't a guy look at a girl in a chair?  I think I'm pretty besides the whole, can't stand or walk thing.
 
   I looked up at her quickly then back down and got a little bold and hissed,  “Limited?  I did all your homework the past seven years.”  Crap, I felt bad for acting out like that.  “I'm sorry for snapping.”
 
   She snickered.   “Ha!  I thought you decided to grow a spine for a second.  You know I'm just messing with ya Wheels.  So what do you say?”
 
   I thought about it for a second and almost whispered,  “Where is it at?  Do I get a room of my own?”
 
   She replied,  “It's in the old Browns Building on the second floor.  There are two bedrooms, I won't force Marcie to room with a degenerate so I guess you get the small bedroom, we'll share the big one.”
 
   I glanced up at her in shock but avoided eye contact.  “Second floor?  So you immediately think of me?  Good luck finding a roommate.”  And I started wheeling off.  This was just another one of their half cooked, cruel jokes.  The Browns Building was built long before people even thought of accessibility, and I wasn't that good with stairs in my chair back then.
 
   My forward motion suddenly stopped and I looked back to see Gwen holding my chair back.  She nervously let go of it and pulled her hand back quickly then almost grabbed my chair again. Instead she  brought her hand up to her mouth and pressed her fist against her lips.  That was the first time I had ever seen that girl hesitate or get nervous about anything since first grade.
 
   Then she dropped her hand and her usual cockiness was back.  “You don't think we hadn't thought of that Wheels?  They have a freight elevator.  Well, it is broken now but the landlord says it will be repaired by the end of the week.  Until then, we can haul your lazy ass up and down the stairs.”
 
   They were really serious about it.  Still, to this day, I don't know why I said yes.  Well, maybe I do... I'd never admit it to anyone, but I kind of see them as the closest thing I have to real friends.  Real bitchy, politically incorrect and insensitive friends, but friends.
 
   There are lots of people that act like my friends, but I know it is only because I'm a girl in a wheelchair and it is pity or they want to appear politically correct, they are all mostly fake.  Though there are a few exceptions like all of Crystal McKay's friends, every single one of them is amazing.
 
   And that damn elevator STILL isn't fixed four years later!  Still with a promise from the landlord that he'll get someone in next week to look at it.  Needless to say, I'm pretty damn good on stairs in my chair now.
 
   I chuckled to myself at the memories.
 
   Someone answered my call as I was copying the finished files up to the web server.  “Hello?  Hi. Yes, this is Reese Qualls with Qualltech. I'm ready to make the charity auction live on your website.  Just say the word.  Now?  OK, hang on a second.”  I logged into the back-end controls on their website and activated it.  “Refresh your page... got it?  Great.  OK.  I already put up the first few items as you requested and I emailed detailed instructions on managing the auctions.  If you have any questions don't hesitate to call.  Thanks.  You too... bye.”  I smiled, that was an easy seven hundred dollars for about four hours of actual work.
 
   I hung up then put my headset on the desk then wheeled over to the girls room and knocked on the door lightly.  A very disgruntled Marcie yelled out, “What!?  Trying to sleep here Wheels!”
 
   I spoke quietly through the door,  “You two are going to be late for work if you don't get up soon.  I won't be here to give you your second and third call, I need to get some groceries before too many people are out and about.”
 
   I got a pissy, “Whatever!” back from her.
 
   I shrugged then grabbed my keys and purse off the counter, being sure the wrinkled green envelope was in it's place inside, as I wheeled toward the front door.  I got half way out the door when Gwen came running out of her room wearing only the oversized t-shirt she sleeps in.  She had a good case of bed head but still looked good.  God I hated her, I had to work at it for almost an hour in the morning just to look presentable.  I looked down.  She quickly said, “I need more beer Wheels.  Grab me a case while you are shopping?”
 
   I sighed and spoke quietly,  “Why don't you get it yourself on your way home from work?”  I didn't really want to wrestle the box into my car.
 
   Then Gwen did what she has always done since junior high school after my accident, she grabbed my chin and gently raised my gaze to look at her eyes then she tilted her head and smiled at me, almost cutely.  “Wheels?”
 
   I blushed profusely and caved like I always have when she does that, I still can't figure out why I do.  Maybe it is because she knew me when I could walk?  But once she figured it out, she has always used it against me.
 
   I looked back down, ashamed of myself for giving in yet again and said, “Fine.  But you need to carry it up from the car.” She chuckled to herself at her expected victory and tossed a couple twenties on my lap then wandered back to her bedroom.  It pisses me off that I can't be assertive with her like I can with everyone else.  My anger makes me strong outside of this apartment where I try to keep myself barricaded in.  This will be my first outing in two and a half weeks.
 
   I figure grocery store and home.  Maybe I won't leave my windows cracked when I get home and the late summer heat can warm her beer up...  no, I can't sink to her level.
 
   I locked the apartment door behind me and started to turn around to back down the stairs.  Nah.  Instead I just popped a wheelie and slowly dropped to the first step keeping my front caster wheels suspended in the air, then the next step and next, until I hit the lobby.  Just then the landlord came into the lobby through the front doors of the building and saw me.  “Hey Qualls!  I had to paint the walls on the stairs AGAIN!  You keep banging them up with your God damn chair when you go up!  I'm going to charge you for the paint next time!”
 
   Oh good!   I need to vent.  This dark haired, middle-aged, fit guy was a transplant in Seattle from New York, and hostility is the language he speaks.  “If you'd fix the damn freight elevator like you have been promising for four years you wouldn't have that problem, Mr. Underman!  I'm one of the best tenants you've ever had so don't go threatening me.  I wonder what the city inspector would say about the elevator!”
 
   I wheeled to the door, and he opened it for me as he yelled, “One of these days, Qualls!  You're destructive ass will move out and I'll have peace and quiet around here!”
 
   I grinned at him. This was the waltz we danced.  Mutually assured destruction.  He really was a nice man under all that bluster.  He was always doing polite things like opening the door for all the other female tenants here, not just me, so I knew it wasn't just the chair.  I called back,  “Have a nice day Ezekiel.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Yeah, you too, Reese.”  He flung his hand down like he was dismissing me.
 
   I got to my bright red mini van and opened the driver's side slider and the driver's door and unbuckled the chair's seat belt from around my waist.  I pulled myself up into the driver's seat facing out to the road using the door handle and the steering wheel, then reached down to snag my chair and I folded it and slid it into its slot behind the driver's seat.  I hit the button on my keys and the sliding door shut as I twisted in the seat and grabbed my legs and swung them inside then shut the door.
 
   I smoothed out my skirt then buckled my seat belt.  Now that my choreographed car transfer was finished, I started Bessie, checked the hand controls, then headed off to the local store.  I think this may be the year I finally spring for a chair lift or folding ramp so I can just wheel into the van and transfer myself into the driver's seat out of the public eye.  Plus, some day, I won't have the strength to do it this way anymore.
 
   When I arrived, I pulled into the back of the lot where there were no other cars.  I won't use one of those handicapped spots if I can help it.  There are plenty of people with less mobility than me.  The only time I use one is if the lot is almost full and I don't think I'll have enough room to get back into Bessie if someone parks next to me.
 
   I did my chair transfer and locked my van and started wheeling off toward the store.  I veered off at the last second to the adjoining Starbucks.  Must have coffee!  I giggled at the cliché of a geek programmer needing her caffeine.
 
   I got to the door and reached up then pushed it open with one hand as I propelled my chair through the opening with the other.  The line was long already.  All the office workers of the world heading off to work, getting their own caffeine fix.
 
   A man was reading a newspaper and sipping his coffee as he was walking out and ran right into me.  I'm used to it.  When people are multitasking they fail to look down.  I get this as much as I get the people pretending not to see me or trying so hard to act 'normal' around me or treat me like I'm fragile.  I hate all of that kind of behavior.  So frigging what if I'm in a chair?  I'm still just a person.
 
   The man started doing another thing I hate, feeling sorry for me.  “Oh God!  I'm so sorry!  Are you OK?  Did I hurt you?  I didn't see you.”
 
   I took a deep breath and looked up at him, everyone was looking at me now.  Shit.  “I'm fine.  No harm, no foul.”  I waved him off.
 
   He apologized again and once he left and the the whispers stopped, I noticed Mai behind the counter.  I smiled at the emo Japanese-American girl as she waved me up.  I bypassed the line and she leaned over the counter with a grin while she prepared my drink.  “So... I installed the WiFi booster like you told me over IM... my ping is down to sixty five milliseconds!  I'm trashing the competition on Robo-Terror online now!”
 
   I grinned.  “Sweet!  I'll melee you tonight then.”  She nodded.
 
   I met her on an online chat room for Robo-Terror a few months back and found out she lived in Seattle too and worked here at Starbucks.  We have been sort of geek-acquaintances ever since.  She handed me my black coffee... I know, not too original when everyone is half calf double foam sea urchin triple mocha twist-ing their coffee now or whatever.  I slid her a five.
 
   Some lady behind me grumbled,  “Oh you've got to be kidding me.  There's a line here!  What's with the preferential treatment?”
 
   I looked back to see a woman about my age.  And... wow.  She was wearing torn black jeans and a band tee shirt with a bit of her flat stomach showing, and some black converse.  Her unnatural silky, cherry red, flowing hair was tied in a super loose side ponytail, hanging in front of her on the right.  She must have had six piercings in each ear with delicate silver hoops hanging down in a wave and a stud in her nose.  But her large green eyes just jumped out at you.  They drew your own in.  You could seriously drown in those things!  She looked truly pissed, it didn't look flattering on her unconventionally cute face.  She made it all look... I don't know... chic?  Trendy?  Sexy?
 
   People behind her were trying to defend me... I hate that!  They don't know me... it's just because of the chair.  I looked up at her.  “Sorry.  Mai is just an online buddy of mine.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me.  “I'm so happy for you.  Can you move now so I can order?  I'm going to be late, the music store won't open itself.”  She stared at me expectantly.  I was just staring at her.
 
   Oh!  “Sorry.” I wheeled out of the way and looked back at Mai.  “See you online tonight.”  She nodded then turned her perturbed glare at the woman in line.
 
   I looked again at the girl who now had people in line glaring at her back.  I don't know what their problem was, I actually kind of liked how she bitched at me like she would anyone else who cut line. My chair didn't figure into her equation.  She was more real than they were.  They should be mad at me too for cutting in front of them.
 
   I sat in the back, drinking my coffee and watched her leave.  I smiled a little.  Then I looked around to see the familiar looks of pity on people's faces.  This is why I hate going out into public.  I shook my head and finished my coffee and threw the empty cup in the trash.
 
   I wheeled over to the door and pulled it open before a woman who was hustling over could get it for me.  I jammed a wheel against it to keep it open as I repositioned my hand on the handrim of my wheel then wheeled my way out and to the grocery store.
 
   Ahhhh!  Blessed be the man who invented automatic doors!  His name shall be heralded in song and a light shall shine down upon him from the heavens!  The automatic door slid open and I wheeled in, giggling to myself over my inner monologue.
 
   I grabbed a cart and pushed it in front of me as I wheeled down the isles, alternating my hands.  I grabbed the basics.  And went to the soup aisle, I grabbed my little stick with the hooked rubber tipped end and pulled my favorite chunky chicken soup off one of the upper shelves and caught it as it fell then put it in the cart.  I was going for a second can when a man stepped over quickly.  “Let me help you with that.”
 
   I glanced at him with my practiced fake smile.  “It's alright sir.  I got it.  Thanks for the offer though.”  I know he's just being nice, but I have a perpetual mad on not knowing if it is genuine helpfulness or simply because of the chair.  I know, I sound mental, but that's just me.  I'm sure my therapist would point out a million reasons why it is wrong for me to act like this... if I had a therapist. I yanked another can off the shelf and caught it then smiled at him again as I put it in my cart.
 
   He grinned then continued on with his shopping.  Then I was off to the bakery for bread and the frozen food aisle for TV dinners.  I know they aren't the best thing to be eating all the time, but they are just so damn convenient and easy.  They have been my steady dinner diet for the last four years.
 
   Then I sighed and went to the beer aisle and grabbed a case of Bud for Gwen and slid it onto the bottom rack of the cart then made my way to the register.  Don't know why she drinks this.  She keeps calling it American beer when some foreign company bought them out years ago, but try arguing with her about it and all you'll get is an ear full.  I think she just likes the Clydesdales.
 
   I got to the register, unloaded everything but the beer onto the conveyor belt and pushed the cart ahead of me.  The checker looked at me with a smile and I pointed down at the cart.  She stood on her tip toes to look over the conveyor to the beer and nodded and rang it up with the rest.  “Don't you want to see my ID?”  I prompted.  I knew why she didn't ask.  It is odd but you think I'd get used to it and not notice anymore.  But I guess that it is my damage to see the different treatment I get when I don't want it.
 
   She looked nervous then said, “Sure.”
 
   I held it up for her, and less than a millisecond later she was telling me my total.  Some genius she must be to read my birth date with less than a full glance.  Too bad I don't drink or I would have taken advantage of this when I was underage.  I'll never drink... not after...
 
   I tilted the card reader down so I could see it then swiped my debit card and completed the transaction.  The checker was then on the intercom.  “Customer carryout to register three.”
 
   I shook my head at her as I put the bags back in the cart.  “Thank you, but I got this.  Have a great day!”
 
   She watched as I started pushing the cart toward the doors.  Then I heard, “Cancel carryout,” over the intercom.
 
   I made it out to Bessie and started loading her up through the passenger side sliding door.  Crap, I waited too long between shopping visits.  Seven bags, this was going to be two or three trips up and down the stairs.  I put the cart into a cart corral then performed my car transfer ritual and was off to home.
 
   I couldn't get there fast enough.  I really hate being out here.  Most of my clients only deal with me exclusively online, and I love that.  They have no clue who they are dealing with so I know that all of our interactions are genuine.  There are a few that I'll go out on site to help if they really, really need it.  They are the awesome people that Crystal McKay hooks me up with.  She keeps pulling in these markers, I seem to always be on the owing end because she keeps getting me high paying clients like the Valentines.  But Crystal is probably the nicest person I know besides Sandra, so I don't mind owing her at all.
 
   After getting out of Bessie, I swung around and backed my chair over the curb then started hanging bags on the push-handles behind me.  They were too heavy for one trip... two trips it is then, damn.  Mr. Underman was at the front door adjusting one of the hinges and looked over then started walking to me.  “Oh great.  Gonna bang up my walls again Qualls?  Damn destructive woman.”
 
   He just automatically started grabbing the other bags and was about to grab the beer when I put a hand on his arm. “No, let the bitch twins get that.  If they want to drink it they can damn well bring it upstairs themselves.”
 
   He just closed the slider and led the way to the door.  I think it is funny how verbally abrasive this guy is, when he can can be so chivalrous to all the female tenants all in the same breath.  He held the door open for me then just walked upstairs ahead of me and put the bags on the floor by the door as I was backing up the stairs one at a time pulling the left rail and my left handrim at the same time.  Banging and bumping up.  He just wandered back down the stairs past me shaking his head.  “Goddamn bull in a china shop.  Now I gotta go buy more paint.”
 
   I called down to him with a laugh in my voice as he made his way back outside.  “Thanks Ezekiel.  See ya later!”
 
   He dismissed me with a wave of his hand.  “Yeah, yeah Reese.”
 
   So... that's a typical outing for me.
 
   I chuckled to myself and made it to the top.  After putting away all of my groceries, I settled into the familiar apartment... my fortress of solitude.
 
   I quickly caught up with my clients and ate a sandwich for lunch, then I was soooo bored.  I was going to jump online for some gaming, or maybe relax on the couch in front of the TV... but I looked around at the mess.  Damn... I hate myself so much sometimes.  To my own shame, I set about cleaning the apartment.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Keys!
 
   When I was finished with cleaning the living room, kitchen, and bathroom it was late in the afternoon.  I made a mental note to tell Gwen that they needed to dust the top of the refrigerator, since the handle on my duster wasn't magical and couldn't bend over the top of things I couldn't reach.  I seriously doubt they'd listen but they had responsibilities in the apartment too, at least reminding them of it every once in a while made me feel better.
 
   I went to make some coffee in the kitchen.  I wheeled over to the pantry to grab the coffee container and found that Marcie had put it on the wrong shelf again, just up out of my reach.  I swear she does things like that on purpose.  I think she secretly has a hate on for me lately for some reason.
 
   Unlike Gwen, who is just a bitch to be a bitch, I think that's how she copes, she wears it like armor. Sometimes she slips and the inner her shines through and I can see her bitchy front is mostly an act.  For example, I have caught Gwen reprimanding Marcie a few times over the years for doing spiteful things against me when she didn't know I could hear them.
 
   I grabbed my “tipper stick” as I call it, and pushed aside a couple cans on the shelf then dragged the coffee container off the shelf.  It took a couple tries.  I caught it then started a pot brewing.
 
   I heard a clanking noise at the front door as the mail was delivered through the mail slot.  So I rolled over and I separated the mail into piles on the entry table then grabbed a cup of fresh coffee and wheeled over to my desk to set my mail on it, then over to the couch.  I placed my coffee mug on the side table and transferred myself onto the couch and grabbed my legs and dragged them up to my chest.  I then enjoyed my coffee as I watched the local news on the TV.  It feels nice to relax a bit.
 
   Just as that thought rolled out of my head, the front door swung open and Gwen dragged herself in. She really looked beat.  She looked around the spotless apartment then shot a tired smile my way as she helped herself to some coffee, drowning it in cream and sugar.   “Hey wheels.”
 
   I turned back to the TV.  “Hey Gwen.  Rough day?”
 
   She flopped down beside me to watch the news.  “You have no idea.  How can there be so many idiots in the world?  I mean, you tell a lady that they don't make a particular dress in a size sixteen and they go all ballistic, telling you they need that dress in that size.  What the flip does she want me to do? Go into the back and magically sew one up for her?”
 
   I was only half tuned in to her as she did her normal rant as I watched the news.  She was the assistant manager at Abigail's downtown. They specialized in high end designer dresses and attire for professional and upper class women.  The main reason she got the job there out of high school was her looks... period.  She wears the various dresses as she saunters around in the store.  Her flawless figure flatters most of the clothing lines and she inspires a lot of sales there.   They use her like a living mannequin.  I don't know how she can sell herself like that.
 
   I glanced over at her then quickly back to the TV.  “Rich people don't listen Gwen.  Oh... you need to dust the top of the refrigerator, I cleaned the rest of the kitchen today.”
 
   She was quiet for a second, I could tell she was looking at me, then said, “I'll get Marce to do it when she gets home.”  Typical, leave it for her Mini Me.
 
   She grabbed my legs and straightened them out across her lap like she always does, twisting my body so I was laying down as we watched the TV.  She says it keeps her lap warm.  “Oh hey, you get my beer, Wheels?  I got Mark coming over tonight, we're heading out to the Plant.”
 
   I nodded and cringed, it was a Friday night and I don't think a week had gone by since she turned twenty one that she hadn't gone out clubbing at the Steam Plant Club on Friday or Saturday night.  She had hooked up with Mark, a couple weeks back and he was the definition of a tool.  He thinks he's being cute when he calls me Wheels like the girls do, even after I keep telling him not to and that I hate it.  I think he is just trying to impress Gwen.  Maybe I should start calling him 'douche bag' in response and see how he likes it.
 
   When the news was over she swung my legs back up to my chest and headed out the front door, snagging my keys off the counter on her way out.  A minute later she was walking in with the beer.  She tossed my keys on the counter and went about stocking the fridge as Marci walked into the apartment with her boyfriend of the week, Taylor, connected to her at the lips.
 
   Gwen looked over at them.  “Hey Marce, can you dust the top of the fridge?  I'm going to start getting ready to hit the Plant.  You and Taylor coming or are you staying in?”
 
   Marcie stopped the make-out session she was in.  “Yeah, we'll join you.  Just have Wheels do the fridge.”  She started dragging Taylor to the girl's bedroom.
 
   Gwen was a little firm when she replied,  “She did the whole fucking apartment, just do the damn top of the fridge.”
 
   She walked past them briskly and into the bedroom.  Marcie shot a glare over to me then looked sweetly at her new boy toy.  “Tay, can you dust the top of the fridge for me while I go get ready for tonight?”  He just nodded and walked over and grabbed the duster off of the counter as she followed Gwen into the bedroom.
 
   I heard arguing in the bedroom but couldn't make out the words as Taylor ignored me and went about doing his chore for Marcie.
 
   The arguments have been happening more and more frequently lately.  They started right after the most awkward night of my life about nine months ago.  It was late one night and I had fallen asleep on the couch.  I woke up and the TV was off and I was under a blanket I don't remember putting on.  After doing my chair transfer I was wheeling past the girl's room to my bedroom.  The door was opened slightly and I had heard Gwen talking to Marcie.  “Aren't you even a little curious?  I mean, it could be fun.  This would be like a one night experiment and we'll never talk about it again.  Everyone tries it at least once.  She may be that way but we aren't.”
 
   What were they up to now?  I peeked in the cracked door as Marcie said, “OK.”  I saw her lean in and kiss Gwen on the lips!  WTF!?  I couldn't pull my eyes off of them as they slowly made out then stripped each other, with lots of kissing and heavy petting.  The things they were doing to each other were making me so hot and aroused.  OMG!  I got to my room quickly and took care of my own needs after watching that steamy session.  Oh damn it... now I'm heating up in embarrassing places again just thinking of it.  Soon after I finished, I heard Marcie yelling and a door slamming.
 
   That morning I came out to see Marcie sleeping on the couch.  Since that night, they seem to argue all the time behind closed doors, that's when Marcie's secret 'hate' for me started as well.  They never mentioned that night again and they still see guys so it must have just been an experiment like Gwen said.  Which makes sense, they never struck me as gay, even for each other, not with the parade of men that go through their bedroom.
 
   Must be nice to be able to attract guys or even be close enough to someone to experiment like that. I landed in this chair just as puberty was hitting me.  And a wheelchair seems to be a turnoff for guys. I've never been on a date before.
 
   Though Mitch Gresham thought it would be funny to act like he was interested and ask me to our junior prom then not pick me up.  I really hate that people can be so mean.  Later I heard that Kimberly Jones had told him that if he did it as a joke, she would go to the dance with him.
 
   It was odd, after the dance, Kimberly was sporting a hell of a black eye in school and she dropped out of cheer leading.  I heard there was some sort of scuffle in the locker rooms.
 
   I often wonder what it is like to kiss someone.  Is it a magical experience like they make it out to be in the movies?  It has to be, right?  Or why would everyone be doing it all the time?  I think I'm broken though.  I hate the way people treat me in my chair, so I can't imaging myself kissing any guy.  I try to fantasize about it with actors like Nathan Fillion, but it just doesn't seem to turn me on.  I'm sure I'm doing it to myself and it's another thing my imaginary therapist would have a hay day with.
 
   I realized I was just spacing off thinking about all of this.  I glanced back and Taylor had finished dusting and was sitting on one of the bar stools at the counter with his back to me.  He's one of the type that pretend not to see me unless they absolutely can't avoid interaction.  He's nervous of doing or saying the wrong thing to the 'fragile' girl in the chair and looking bad in front of people.  My God, just treat me like a person and everything is good!
 
   After playing a bit of Robo-Terror and watching the girls parade in and out of the bathroom as they got ready for the night, I got on my headset and called a taxi for them, then prepped for the upcoming argument.
 
   Gwen and Marcie came out and stood in the hall and struck a pose for Taylor as he stood.  He was stuck satisfactorily in drool mode over them.  Gwen shot a wink my way when Taylor was staring at them speechlessly.  I could feel the burn of a blush on my cheek as I looked down.  Gawd I hated how sexy they looked, why couldn't I pull that look off?
 
   I rolled over to them with an empty coffee can with the picture of a key taped on it, and thrust it between the three. “Keys.”
 
   Marci automatically dropped her keys into the can, Gwen looked at me and tried to catch my eyes. “Wheels, I gotta pick up Mark, he...”
 
   I cut her off.  This is the only rule I have... the one rule I can fight with her on.  I don't care how cutely she smiles at me, I won't bend on this and she knows it.  “Keys Gwen!  You can have the cab swing by to grab him,”  I said firmly.  It felt good to snap at her.  This was the only time I could be assertive with her and she knew it.
 
   She sighed in defeat. “Fine.  But I'm gonna need to get some cash from you for the cab, I can't make rent this month again and I gave you all my money this morning for the beer.”  I shook my head no, I mean, she hasn't ever paid her full share of rent since... forever!  She always seems to con me into making up how ever much she is short.  I'm not going to keep dishing out money to...  a soft hand was on my chin interrupting my thought.  No! Damn it.
 
   She lifted my gaze and I met her eyes and she smiled sweetly at me, tilting her head.  It was my turn to sigh in defeat and I just shook my head and pointed at my purse.  She grinned then started digging for cash in my wallet as I shoved my can toward Taylor.
 
   He looked dumbly at me.  I glared at him, he's not really that dense is he.  Oh wait.  He's dating Marcie, maybe he is.  “Car keys.  You guys are going to be drinking tonight,” I said to him.
 
   He looked down at me like I was crazy.  “I'm not giving you my car keys.  Are you nuts?”
 
   In unison, both Marcie and Gwen inhaled sharply and whispered, “Oh shit.”
 
   I wish I could have shot fire from my eyes and ended him right then and there.  I spoke with fury in my voice,  “If you're going out drinking with my roommates tonight, you damn well better hand over your keys and do it now or get the hell out of here without Marcie!  You aren't going to get drunk then drive around this city and endanger innocent people or my girls!  A fucking drunk driver did this to me...”  I pointed at my chair, “...and if the inconvenience of using a cab tonight to protect others is too much for you, then get the fuck out now!”
 
   He looked shocked and Marcie was looking down sheepishly, it was the only thing the girls ever agreed with me on.  No matter what her recent problem with me is, she still respected this one solitary thing for me.  Taylor started, “I can drive after a few drinks, I'm in control behind the wheel and...”
 
   I almost spat at him, “That's what the asshole that did this to me and killed my mom said.  'I didn't think I was that drunk.  I thought I was in control.'  What a crock of shit!”
 
   He glanced over at the girls who were fidgeting uncomfortably and not looking at him.  He took his car key off his ring and dropped it in the can and I wheeled off triumphantly to my desk to set the can down.
 
   I glanced back... was Gwen smiling?  She often says she likes it when I show backbone.  We heard a car horn.  That would be the cab.  They filed out with Gwen calling back over her shoulder,  “We're hitting dinner then the club, Wheels.  I'll be back after midnight with Mark, Marce says she's spending the night at Taylor's.”  That's how they did it, if they both thought they were getting lucky that night, one would stay at their current boyfriend's since the girls shared a room here.
 
   It was an efficient system.  How awkward would it be if one walked into the bedroom when the other was doing it with some guy.  It made me again think of that time I walked past to see the girls going at... crap, changing topics... that memory was heating me up again.
 
   So here I am, alone again on Friday night with my computers and my TV.  I made a TV dinner and sat in front of its namesake to stream a movie from my extensive digital collection.  The Avengers was always fun to watch.  Thor and Hawkeye were cute and all, but I have always had a weird fascination with all the scenes that the Black Widow was in.  I mean, Scarlett is just that good of an actress right? That's why I like to watch her act.  Maybe I'll watch Elektra after this, Jennifer Gardner is awesome in that.
 
   It was around ten when my iPod, iPad, computer and IP phone all started ringing.  The only one within reach was my iPad so I snagged it and looked at the caller ID.  Huh... Maggie from the Ballyhoo Club a few blocks away.  The Ballyhoo is an elite lesbian club that Crystal McKay secured for me as a client.  I automated their website and provide remote tech support when needed for their website or network.  They are good customers and really nice people at the club.  I hit accept.  “Qualltech.  This is Reese.”
 
   Maggie was frantic.  I could barely hear her over the loud music in the background.  She apologized for calling so far beyond my working hours.  The club owner, Bonnie, was out of town and their WiFi connection was down at the bar to all the iPads that Maggie, who is the bartender, and the waitresses used for the drink orders and accepting payments.  They were doing everything by hand and only accepting cash right now.  It was chaos on their busiest night of the week.  I couldn't log into their system as we spoke, it was like their DSL modem or wireless router were down.  I asked if they tried power cycling and she said yes.
 
   I don't normally do the hardware side of networking, I try to do mostly server admin, remote network setup and web programming.  So that I never have to show my face to a client.  Like most of my clients, they have never met me at the Ballyhoo.  But she begged me to come down.  I sighed heavily.  I really hate going out in public but this should be an easy fix.  I could be in and out in minutes.
 
   After I hung up I gathered the stuff I thought I might need.  And grabbed a spare wireless router and DSL modem from my parts rack in my room, just in case they are truly FUBAR-ed over there.  I put everything into a large satchel and slung it over the push-handles behind me.  I snagged my purse and keys, checked for the old green envelope in the purse, and was out the door in a flash, locking it behind me before traversing the stairs in my chair.
 
   Once I was out the lobby door, I looked at my van for a few seconds.  Nah... Bessie can have the night off.  It is only a few blocks away into the industrial area behind our neighborhood.  I didn't feel like hassling with trying to find parking at the club and deal with transferring to and from my chair in front of the people that would be there.  So I started wheeling down the sidewalk.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Stomping Around
 
   I have driven past the club many times during the day, but had never seen it at night.  It was like a total transformation.  From a fancy looking warehouse building with an empty parking lot, into this colorful neon palace with hundreds of cars packing the lot and a stream of women in line to the front doors stretching half way down the block.  I didn't want all these people seeing me in my chair.
 
   I looked around.  Hmmm... maybe there's a back door.  I wheeled around the edge of the parking lot then to the back of the building.  Back by the loading ramp, there was a door labeled “deliveries” and another labeled “fire exit”.  I knocked on the delivery door.  Then pounded on it.  I could hear the heavy bass of the music thrumming through the concrete walls.  There is no way in hell they could hear me knocking in there.
 
   I sighed and rolled around to the front.  I hesitated a second then rolled past the line of women, trying to move fast up to the front.  Wow, some of theses girls are just... wow.  There was a heavyset, but attractive looking woman in her late thirties on a stool by the door.  I rolled up to her and she grinned at me then pointed back the way I came as her heavy smokers voice rasped out,  “End of the line is back there sweetheart.”  Then she turned her attention back to the line again.
 
   Cool.  I liked her.  She talked to me like anyone else trying to skip line.  I couldn't stop from smiling at the woman as I laid a hand gently on her arm to get her attention.  She turned to me and cocked her head.  I said quickly, “I'm Reese with Qualltech.  Maggie called and needs me to see if I can't fix your WiFi.”
 
   She looked immensely relived.  “Oh thank God you're here.  It is wreaking havoc on the flow of people in and out, it is making my job hell out here tonight!  Go right in.  Maggie is at the bar.  It was nice meeting you Reese.  I'm Minnie, by the way.”
 
   I grinned at her. “It was nice meeting you too, Minnie.”  I timidly wheeled myself inside into the wall of music.  I reeeealy hate being around people, and this place was packed!  Oh wow, a live band! I “excuse me”d and “pardon me”d my way through, toward the bar.  Some people looking annoyed until they looked down at me then gave me room or avoided contact like they'd catch something if they touched me.  Yeah that's it people, you'll get a severe case of the Reese-s.  A couple different girls looked at me with hungry looks and shy smiles.  I could feel myself blushing at that, they were kind of... ummm... bar!
 
   Finally I made it to the bar, it was packed, so I wheeled over to the server's area with the articulated hinged counter-top section.  The bar was even with the top of my head, so I locked my wheels and raised myself up a few inches by lifting myself with my arms on my handrims.  I caught the attention of the bartender with my eyes.  She was a really cute thirty something woman who looked extremely frazzled.  She held up a finger to me as she helped a couple customers.  I lowered myself back onto my seat and waited.
 
   A minute later she was leaning on the hinged portion of the bar leaning her head in her hands cutely, her elbows propping her up as she was looking down at me and yelled over the music.  “What can I get for you, hon?”
 
   I smiled, she thought I was a customer and treated me like anyone else.  God I loved Crystal's group of people.  Through my smile I offered my hand up to her and yelled back,  “Hi.  You must be Maggie. You called me earlier.  I'm Reese with Qualltech.”
 
   Her eyes went wide and she flipped the counter portion up on the bar and surprised me by leaning down quickly and hugging me while yelling, “Oh thank God you're here!” She released me, and put her hands together like she was praying and looked to the ceiling as she continued.  “Pleeeeease tell me you can help us!”
 
   She was such a funny lady!  I grinned and replied,  “I'll see what I can do.  Where are your DSL modem and wireless router located?”  She grabbed a passing waitress as she pointed up to the office area above the massive dance floor.  “Amy, can you show Reese here to the main office and show her where the routers are?”  Then she looked at me and asked matter of factly, “Stairs or elevator?”
 
   I smiled back, I really like this place.  “I prefer stairs but I'd rather not let all these people see me go up them, so elevator please.”
 
   She nodded once and shot a non verbal instruction to Amy who was waiting patiently.  Then we were off, she was plowing the way for me to a hallway by the restrooms and put a key in the elevator call plate and hit the call button then removed the key.  We got to the second floor and I followed her down a hall and around a corner.  One wall was all triple paned glass and you could see the dance-floor and bar below.  One way glass coooool.  I noticed that I could barely hear the music below, must be sound proofing everywhere, this was really a nice setup here.
 
   She looked back as she unlocked an office door and squeaked at me comically,  “Please save us.” Then she flipped on the lights, and pointed at the back wall that had all their electronic equipment laid out neatly on low shelves and all the cables bundled neatly... nirvana!  She grinned at what I'm sure was my 'kid in a candy store' look.  Then she said,  “I gotta get back down to the floor.  Just come on down when you are done, you don't need a key for the elevator on this level.”
 
   I nodded at her with a smile as she left me to my work.  OK... first things first.  I grabbed my satchel and took out my laptop then looked up all of their network setup information.  Pretty straight forward.  Now that I was in their building, I tried but couldn't connect to their WiFi so I instantly ruled out their DSL modem.  It was an internal problem.  I snapped a LAN cable into my network jack and connected the other end of the cable directly to their wireless router.  I shook my head, they were using a little residential router for their company, I'm surprised it had the range to hit the entire floor below.
 
   After DHCP automatically provided an IP address, I had internet access through it when hardwired, so that part of the router was functional.  This just solidified the ruling out of the DSL modem.  I logged into the wireless router and checked all the settings.  Everything looked fine and they had the latest firmware patch.  This didn't bode well for the radios in the router.  So I did the last thing I could do to try to wake it up.  I used a pen to hold in the recessed reset button on the back of the device for ten seconds to restore the device to factory default settings.
 
   After reconfiguring it for their setup again I tried connecting wirelessly.  No go.  Well, that answers that question.  The wireless portion of the router was dead.  I nodded to myself and pulled out the old WiFi router I had brought with me.  It was dual band with 19db external antennae.  It used to be ours for our apartment until I had upgraded it a few months back.
 
   I configured it using their settings and attempted to connect wirelessly using their WPA encryption key.  Bam!  And that my people, is how it is done!  I did a victory lap... OK fine, I just spun in place in my chair.  Then cleaned everything up and made sure I left the area just as organized as when I got there.
 
   I pressed the internal lock in on the door then pulled it closed behind me and check to make sure it locked.  Then I wheeled in front of the glass wall and looked down at the sea of people having a great time.  I envied them, watching them dance and sway to the music.  I try to imagine what that would be like.
 
   I was just thirteen when I got confined to my wheelchair.  I find it harder and harder to remember what it felt like to run and jump and dance like the other kids.  It is more like a vague, general impression of freedom than actual memory of the feeling.  Like watching old home movies of a happier time.  Even though it was only nine years ago.
 
   I sighed then made my way to the elevator.   Once I rolled out down below I made my way to the bar.  Once again excusing and pardoning as I went.  Maggie saw me wheeling up and had a huge grin as she held up her iPad.  She finished with her customer and ducked under the hinged bar portion then leaned down and engulfed me in a huge hug.  “Oh my God!  You are officially my hero!” she yelled over the music.
 
   I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks again.  I grinned at her as she went back to her side of the bar then leaned on her elbows cutely again as I spoke,  “It was just the router.  The WiFi transmitter inside it is dead.  I had an old used one with me.  I put it in there temporarily until I can order a permanent replacement for you.  You should notice a big speed increase and better range now.”
 
   She nodded while grinning like an idiot.  “It's snappy now.  It works like a dream.”
 
   I was happy to have made her happy.  “I'll email an invoice to Bonnie after I get the new router in and configured.”
 
   She looked over at her customers.  “I better get back to work.  But seriously Reese, thank you so much!”
 
   I nodded and grinned as she turned back to her patrons.  I spun around and just absently started wheeling away and slammed right into someone.  Before I had a chance to apologize, a familiar voice yelled,  “Oh, you've got to be kidding me!  First skipping the line in Starbucks now you're in here stomping around on my feet!  Don't you have someone else you can torment?  Just run along with your own kind!”
 
   What the hell!?  Who the hell does she think she is?  I looked up at the bright red haired girl from the coffee shop with rage burning in my eyes.  “What the hell do you mean my own kind?”
 
   People were starting to gather as she sneered at me and hissed, “The super hot, super popular girls that always get their way and get away with anything!”  She pushed my chair back and I rolled back and clunked into the bar as she started stalking away.  Some girls were yelling at her.  I glanced over and saw Amy on a headset but Maggie was watching intently and laid a hand on Amy's arm to stop her from calling whoever she was attempting to.
 
   I was shocked... super hot?  I thought she was going to say something about disabled people or something.  But she said super hot.  Didn't she?  I know I was blushing more than I ever had in my life.  I wheeled forward quickly and grabbed her arm and turned her back toward me.  She raised her hand to slap me and I let go and raised my hands in defense as a couple girls grabbed her.  I blurted,  “No, wait.  I'm sorry!  I wasn't watching where I was going.  I just want to apologize.  It was totally my fault.”
 
   She shrugged out of the hold the other girls had on her and it was her turn to blush a little though she still looked quite perturbed.  Something about this woman held me captivated.  She was about to start throwing blows at me and I found that so... welcomed?  The way she treated me felt like she seriously didn't see the chair I was in.  Wow!  She said sharply, “Fine.  You apologized.” She turned to walk away again.
 
   I didn't want her to just leave while mad at me, so I blurted out, “Let me at least buy you a drink.  It is the least I can do.”
 
   She stutter stepped at that.  She looked down at me with a look of distrust, like she didn't believe me or something.  Then I could see a decision being made in her eyes and she took a deep breath. “Only if you'll dance with me.”
 
   I could feel all the blood drain from my face.  “Are you crazy?  I can't dance...  I'm in a goddamn chair!”
 
   She shrugged. “What the fuck does that have to do with dancing?”
 
   I felt like wheeling away home as fast as I could but her eyes wouldn't let me run.  This was worse than when Gwen manipulated me.  I couldn't look away.  Finally I just nodded and she seemed to let out a breath she had been holding.
 
   A bouncer showed up behind her just then, but I saw Maggie frantically waving him off.
 
   I yelled, “Reese, Reese Qualls.”  I put out my hand.
 
   She smiled at me, the first smile I had seen on her face, it was striking.  She should smile more!  She took my hand and shook it.  “Well hello Reese, Reese Qualls.  I'm Sarah.”
 
   I grinned back and she led the way to the tables around the dance floor to where a light jacket and a shoulder bag were on a chair, holding the table for her.  She sat in the chair and I wheeled to the other side of the table, moving a chair aside.  She kept looking around her all nervous like.  I tilted my head in question.  She shrugged.  “Just not sure if I'm being punked here or not.  This is the sort of thing the popular girls at my old school would do to make fun of  the school 'dyke'.”
 
   I looked at her incredulously, I'm sure my mouth was hanging open. “Why do you think I'm so popular?  The closest thing I have to friends are my roommates.  This damn chair makes sure of that.”
 
   Amy showed up at the table with a couple beers, I looked at her with a question in my eyes.  She smiled hugely, “On the house for your help tonight.”  Then she looked over at Sarah, “Reese here just singlehandedly saved the Ballyhoo tonight.  She's our hero.”
 
   I handed my beer back to Amy, shaking my head.  “Thank you Amy, but I don't drink.”  Then she smiled and ran off back to the bar with my declined beer.
 
   Sarah quirked an eyebrow in an ah-ha gesture.  “See!?  Popular!  What does she mean you saved the Ballyhoo?”
 
   I blushed and looked down.  “I didn't save them.  Their wireless router needed to be replaced, they couldn't take credit cards or place drink orders from the floor.  They called me at home to see if I couldn't help them out tonight.  I run a web design and tech support business out of my apartment... Qualltech.  I rarely ever come out in the public, today is a rarity, I've been out twice.”
 
   She giggled.  “And ran into me both times... once literally.”
 
   I laughed at that.  “That I did.  I really am sorry.  Twice.”
 
   She pulled an iPad with a cracked screen out of her bag and started typing something in, squinting an eye and squishing up her mouth at me comically.  Then she nodded in satisfaction and showed me her screen.  She had my Qualltech website up on her browser.  Then her smile faltered.  “Oh... so you really are here just fixing their router?  You're not gay?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I'm not really anything.  The chair limits my options to zilch.”
 
   She looked a little perturbed and snapped.  “What the hell is your problem with your wheelchair?  You keep putting yourself down and it isn't flattering.”
 
   What?  My problem?  Wait, it really sounds that way doesn't it?  I can never tell if it is me or others shunning my situation.  My imaginary therapist could get rich off my screwed up head.  I just want to go home...
 
   She seemed to read this and stood up as she slid her iPad back into her bag and she put her hand out.  “You promised me a dance!”  The band started an upbeat Satin Thunder cover of 'Snowflakes'.
 
   Before I knew it she was literally dragging me behind her and into the masses on the dance-floor, it was all I could do to keep my wheels straight as she never let go of my hand.
 
   Now I was terrified, I had no clue what to do.  She stood in front of me and swayed with her arms above her and bopped her head to the fun beat.  So I copied her and soon we were laughing and having a great time out there.  She would occasionally grab my hands above my head and spin me in my chair.  My God this is fun!
 
   All too soon the song was over and we made our way back to the table.  There was magically another beer for Sarah and a Pepsi waiting there for me.  I glanced over to the bar to see Maggie was watching us intently with a silly smile on her face.
 
   We sat there and talked for hours.  Occasionally returning to the dance floor.
 
   The music was getting quieter with each song as the night progressed.  It was silly how easy it was to talk to this green eyed sprite.  I learned that the music store she worked at wasn't a record shop like I had imagined in stereotypical fashion.  She worked at a place that sold and repaired symphony and orchestra stringed instruments like violins and the ilk.
 
   She was madly in love with classical music.  She used to be a punk rocker until she suffered partial hearing loss from all the loud music at the concerts she constantly attended.  But the harmonic vibrations of classical felt so much richer to her now than the familiar music that she couldn't quite hear all of anymore.
 
   This was her first time to the Ballyhoo, her mom had called her from Denver and forced her to go out tonight to try to have some fun.  For a rebellious punk rocker girl,  she had a shy streak a mile wide.  I found that... endearing?
 
   The music was so low now, it was almost two AM and I could hear my iPod ringing.  I use it instead of an iPhone since I am never without wireless and I am rarely out of the apartment.  I glanced at the screen.  Gwen?  I held up a finger to Sarah who nodded and I accepted the call.  “Gwen?  Is everything OK?”
 
   She answered a little harshly even for her.  “I was about to ask you the same thing!  Where the hell are you?  We got home tonight and you weren't here.  Your van was here.  There was no note.  Nothing! I have been calling for over an hour!”  She was slurring her words, obviously still drunk from her night at the Plant.
 
   Was she actually worried?  “Sorry Gwen, I didn't know I'd be out so long.  I got called in to fix the network at the Ballyhoo.  I just wheeled over.  I'll be home soon.”
 
   She almost yelled,  “You're not going to come home on the streets on your own at this time of night, Wheels!”
 
   I sighed.  She was right.  Whoa, that's one for the history books!  “I'll call a cab, Gwen.  I'll be home in a few.”
 
   This seemed to placate her and she just hung up on me.  I looked over at Sarah sheepishly.  “Sorry. My bitchy roommate is being over protective for some odd reason.  This is the first time I have ever been out of the apartment this late at night without my roommates so I think I freaked her drunk ass out when I wasn't home when she got back with her boyfriend.”
 
   I shrugged.  “She won't let me wheel home alone on the streets this late at night even though we are only a few blocks away.  So I gotta call a cab for like a two minute ride.  Sorry for all this.”
 
   She smiled.  “Nothing to apologize for Ree, I happen to agree with her.  And since I don't drink and drive, I need a cab too, maybe we can share?”
 
   I loved that she wouldn't drink and drive.  I was smiling hugely for some silly reason.  “Of course!”  I was dialing a cab as she finished her beer and I took the last sip of Pepsi.
 
   She looked nervous on the cab ride home.  I was sitting right next to her since the chair was taking up part of the back seat.  She pulled out her iPad and pulled up an address book app.  Then kept looking at me then the iPad.  I could see another decision being made.  Then she handed it to me.  It had my name entered already, Reese Qualls.  I grinned at her nervousness.  I already felt as if we were good friends and I filled in my email address, home address and phone number and handed it back to her.
 
   She was smiling as she put it back in her bag.  I wanted an excuse to see her again.  I handed her my iPod with her name already in my IP phone app for her to enter her number.  She did so happily.
 
   Oh!  I got it!  “You know.  I can replace the cracked screen on your iPad.  I got spares at my place, Gwen and Marcie are always breaking theirs so I stock up on them.  Just drop by sometime.”  I mentally crossed my fingers.
 
   She smiled and said quickly, “Sure!  I'll do that.”
 
   She grabbed my hand and examined my palm. “Long lifeline.  Cool.”  But she didn't let go until we arrived at my apartment, she just kept tracing the lines on it.  It was getting really hot in that cab and I swear my hand was tingling.
 
   The driver got out and opened the door for me and I unfolded my chair and transferred into it.  Sarah, got out on the other side and stood on the sidewalk by her open car door.  I paid the man and gave twenty extra and nudged my head toward Sarah.  “For her ride.”  He nodded, and I popped myself over the curb and up to Sarah.
 
   I looked down.  “Thanks so much for the most fun I have had in years.  I hope I see you soon.”  I was suddenly engulfed in a hug I didn't see coming.  A nice warm hug.  A nice soft hug.  She smelled nice.  Like... chocolate?
 
   Before I could react or the tingling could stop, she was back in the cab and it was pulling away from the curb.
 
   I stood there in shock.  Holy crap!  I just made a friend didn't I?  Then I smiled and wheeled into the building and started banging my way up the stairs.  I saw our door open before I got to the top.  Gwen was standing there looking cross at me.  I got to the top and sheepishly wheeled into the apartment as she stepped aside for me.
 
   She stomped past me and grabbed Mark's hand, who was on the couch, and dragged him toward her room as I was unloading my stuff onto the counter.  Then she yelled at me,  “Don't you ever fucking worry me like that again!”  Then she slammed her door.
 
   What the hell has gotten into her?  Was that really Gwen or a body snatcher?  Yeah I guess I could have called or left a note or something.  But I'm not used to being out in the world late at night and certainly didn't think I'd be out all night.
 
   I went to the bathroom.  I won't bore you with the tediousness of the process of the choreographed dance it takes to transfer to the toilet using the grab bars on the wall and back again.  I'll wait until the morning to shower.  I am beyond beat.
 
   I wheeled into my bedroom and grabbed a nightshirt and shorts.  Then rolled out of my chair and onto the bed and changed my clothes.  I pulled myself under the covers and yanked my legs into position.  Then I was greeted by angry sex sounds coming through the walls from Gwen's room.  I put a pillow over my head to block it out.
 
   I fell asleep with a smile on my face as I thought of the friend I had made, of the copious amounts of fun I had had tonight...  and I had danced!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Outing
 
   I awoke to another fight going on in the girls' room, their voices were low and muffled as usual while they argued under their breaths.  It was still early on a Saturday, couldn't this wait?  I banged on the wall and got a simultaneous “Not now Wheels!” from the two girls.  I just pulled the pillow over my head again and tried to get back to sleep.
 
   I couldn't.  I just kept thinking of my new friend.  I have a new friend, you know.  I sat up and got ready for the day.  I grabbed my stuff and wheeled into the bathroom then started the shower.  I put the small shower chair into the tub then using the grab bars mounted around the stall.  Transferred myself first onto the tub ledge and lifted my legs over the rim and transferred myself onto the shower seat.
 
   The warm water felt good rolling down my body, I thought about what to do today.  Weekends were “days off” for me as I force myself not to work on them, just as I force office hours on myself.  I get bored easily and used to find myself programming sixteen hours a day.  So a couple years back I decided to separate my work from my life and be like any other business.  Nine to five, Monday through Friday. The rest of the time is for doing chores and for me.  Since I don't go anywhere, to keep myself amused, I have amassed a huge digital library of music, movies and TV shows, not to mention all my video games.  I call it all my 'virtual life'.
 
   Once I dried off in the tub after my shower and repeated my chair transfer, I put on fresh undergarments then a pink tank top and threw a white half blouse over it.  Then I put on a white skirt, (I wear almost exclusively skirts since they are easier for me to put on and take off.) and some white ankle socks and pink tennis shoes to finish the look.
 
   I stared into my amber eyes in the mirror, wondering if they were pretty.  Then it was on to the dreaded tangle of long wet chestnut hair.  Sometimes I wish I had shorter hair like Gwen and Marcie, they can get away with a quick brush and look perfect.  I used the dryer as I looked into my full length mirror on the back of the door.  Brushing and drying and pulling it back into a ponytail.  I'm going to have to plan a trip outside in a week or two to get it cut, it is getting too long for my tastes.
 
   Finally I was ready for the day and opened the door.  Marcie was there, leaning against the door frame in her nightshirt with her supplies.  She looked way hung over and her bed head blonde hair still looked cute.  Damn her.  She pushed past me without a word before I could wheel out.  As soon as I exited she shut the door and locked it.
 
   I assumed Mark was already gone since Marcie had been in the bedroom arguing.  I rolled into the kitchen and started some coffee.  The smell of the fresh coffee brought zombie Gwen out of her room.  She did her normal impatient thing and slipped her cup in place of the coffee pot to fill it then swapped back.  Errant drips sizzling on the burner, just something else for me to clean later.
 
   Once I had my coffee I wheeled over to the couch where she was watching the morning news, and I transferred to the couch.  Before I was fully settled she had already grabbed my legs and swung them over her lap.  I quickly checked my email and other messages on my iPad.
 
   While she was engrossed in the weather forecast, I took a moment to look at her.  Her blonde hair definitely had the 'sex hair' tangled look.  Her perpetually pouty lips were pink and swollen and probably bruised from the angry sex I heard last night.  The way her breasts heaved under her nightshirt as she breathed was mesmerizing.  I looked away when I started feeling flush.
 
   I could see why the guys line up at the door for her.  I always wished I looked like her or Marcie and could walk.  What would it be like to have boyfriends?  To have... sex?  It didn't seem like it would be desirable, but the girls seem to really enjoy it.
 
   It has always kind of freaked me out, and I can never picture myself with a man like that, but I'm sure it's just because I hate the way people treat me now.  I don't find them desirable in that way.  I mean, I can appreciate good looking men, but that's about as far as it goes.  I'm sure I'll feel different if I ever find a guy who accepts me for who... no, what, I am.
 
   I glanced over and saw that Gwen was staring at me.  I looked down then to the TV.  She spoke quietly, “You know you scared me last night, Wheels?  I mean, not that I care what happens to a degenerate like you.  But I'm kind of, not adverse... to having you around here.  So when you weren't here and I didn't have a clue where you were, I kind of...  I just didn't know if you were hurt.  You just have to promise to never, ever, pull a stunt like that again.  OK?”
 
   She never spoke to me like this, it is always joking or teasing or just being a general bully and bitch.  It really sounded like she was worried.  I just nodded, not looking at her.  That seemed to placate her.
 
   Then she looked intently at my legs and sort of brushed them with her fingers.  She looked over as she continued.  “You know, we've never really discussed... this...”  She looked at my legs again.  “Can you feel anything?  Can you feel my hands?”
 
   What brought this on after nine years of ignoring it?  She's never wanted to speak of my injuries or the accident and I was just fine with that.  I looked at her then her hands and shrugged. “Not really, I mean, I know you are doing something from the motion it causes, but there is no sensation.”
 
   She nodded then asked timidly, “Do you... remember what it was like to...”
 
   I cut her off.  “I can't...”  My voice hitched and I had to fight off the tears I swore I would NEVER cry about my injuries.  I won't, I don't deserve to.  Mom is dead because of me, I deserve whatever I get dealt.
 
   She quickly said, “Sorry.  I shouldn't have asked.”  Then she changed the subject.  “I'm heading into town with Mark later.  I'll be back before five.”  We turned to see Marcie exit the bathroom and make a beeline for the coffee.  I composed myself.
 
   Gwen bent my legs up to my chest and headed to the bathroom to get ready for the day.  Marcie just sat at the counter, drinking her coffee and watching her leave.  She glanced over to me and then went into her bedroom.
 
   I'm going to have to make a point of sitting down with Marce at some point to find out what I had done to get her so mad at me lately.  I mean, it isn't like we're good friends or anything, but she used to tolerate me for years... then this.
 
   Marcie came back out of their room and went to my desk and fished out her keys and Taylor's from the key can, then went to leave.  She stopped at the door and stared at it and spoke to me without looking,  “I'll be back around four or five.”  Then she left.
 
   I realized how stupid and inconsiderate I was last night.  For four years, like clockwork, the girls would let me or each other know where they were going or when they would be back, just like this.  I just took it for granted.  Even with her current problem with me, Marcie still religiously told me if Gwen didn't.  The one time I went out at night without them, I didn't even leave a note.  I can understand the worry.  I'd have to make amends.
 
   Gwen finished up in the bathroom looking like a trillion bucks and went into her bedroom just as every device in the place started ringing.  I grabbed the iPad and the huge smile on my face threatened to open a portal to another dimension as I saw Sarah's name.  I hit accept.  “Hello?”
 
   A super chipper voice responded. “Sweet.  It really is your phone number!”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Oh come on, give it a rest, lady.”
 
   She laughed at that.  “Sorry.  I was just... you know, like, wondering if you were serious about fixing my iPad.”
 
   I nodded into space, it's not like she can see me.  “Yes.  Of course.”  Oh cool!  I get to see her again. “Just drop by any time.”
 
   She responded with a cute rushed “OK!”
 
   Then the doorbell rang.  I looked over.  “Just a second Sarah, someone is at the door.”  I started transferring into my chair as Gwen came out of her room and answered the door before I could get there.
 
   Standing there was a super-smiley Sarah on her phone.  She hung up as Gwen said,  “Yes?  Can I help you?”
 
   Sarah was looking at her in shock, I swear she was drooling.  Finally she stuttered.  “Ummm... yeah... ah... I'm here to see Reese.”
 
   I was wheeling up and Gwen wasn't moving.  She looked Sarah up and down and asked harshly, “What about?”
 
   Sarah was stuttering. “S-she said she could fix my iPad.”
 
   I was tugging on Gwen's sleeve to get her to mellow.  “Come on in Sarah.  Don't mind Gwen here.  She's just a little overprotective after last night.”
 
   Gwen looked down at me then over at Sarah again, then turned and walked toward the kitchen.  I grabbed her hand as she passed me.  I looked up and didn't look away this time as she looked at me.  “I really am sorry about not leaving a note last night.  It was really stupid of me.”  She just nodded and grabbed her purse and walked over to grab her keys from my coffee can as Sarah came in.
 
   She stopped in front of Sarah and stared her down for a couple seconds with a death glare, then left.  She called out as she was shutting the door.  “See you around five, Wheels.”
 
   Sarah looked at me with a mock frightened face.  “She's kinda scary.”
 
   I laughed.  “Yeah, that's her at her warmest.  My roommates may be bitches, but they are my bitches.”
 
   She nodded.  “And hot too.  I mean, did you see her?”  Her eyes bulged when she looked at me. “And holy crap, you too!  I love your hair today!”
 
   I blushed as she tilted her head at me.  “Wheels?”
 
   I shook my head and replied, “A sophomoric nickname they tagged me with in junior high to torment me and make fun of me.”
 
   She grinned and shrugged.  “I don't know, it's kinda cute.”
 
   I slapped her arm.  “Not you too!”
 
   She looked nervous, rocking on her heels.  Why was she nervous?  I'm the one who never has anyone over.  I broke the awkward silence.  “So, iPad?”
 
   She was quickly digging in her bag.  “Right, iPad!”  She handed it over.
 
   I grinned at her.  God, those green eyes were threatening to take me away again.  I started wheeling toward my bedroom.  I motioned over to the couch.  “Make yourself at home, I'll be right out.”
 
   She nodded and started that direction as I wheeled into my room.  Was it hot in the apartment?  I'll have to check the thermostat later.  I rummaged around on my parts rack and grabbed a new iPad screen then rolled back into the living room.  I held it up with a grin then put it on the coffee table with her iPad and grabbed my tools off my desk.
 
   I was about to start.  Crap, where are my manners?  “You want something to drink?  Coffee, water, grape juice?  I could steal one of Gwen's beers if you want.”
 
   She grinned.  “Coffee would be grand!”  Then she screwed up her face, sticking her tongue out to the side in distaste.  “Who would drink beer this early in the morning?”
 
   I snickered. “You did just meet Gwen right?”
 
   I rolled on over to the kitchen crap.  The three low cups were all used.  I glanced up to the free hanging cabinet above the counter island where the other coffee mugs were, mocking me.  I looked over by the sink.  Marcie's mug!  I reached up and grabbed it and washed it quickly in the sink then filled it and wheeled over to the waiting punk rocker redhead.
 
   She accepted it with a smile then I started using my heat gun around the edges of the screen to heat it slightly.  She watched with amazement while I worked around the edges with a super narrow putty knife.  A minute later I was tilting the screen up and removing the connector.  I took the new screen out of the box then reversed the process.
 
   I looked at the time, sweet, less than ten minutes, I'm getting really good at this.  I grinned and handed it over to the smiling sprite that was hovering over my shoulder watching in fascination.
 
   She squinted and tilted her head away from the iPad like it would blow up and powered it up.  As soon as she saw the familiar Apple logo appear she squealed, bent and gave me a hug.  I swear I could smell chocolate like last night.  Mmmm.  I felt something missing the moment she broke the hug.
 
   “You are the geek princess of Seattle Ree!  How much do I owe you?”  She was reaching for her purse while I blushed again.
 
   I put a hand on her arm to stop her.  “Nonsense.  We're friends right?”  Please say yes.  Please say yes.
 
   Her smile doubled and almost knocked me out of my chair.  “Of course.”  Yes!
 
   She sat back on the couch.  I transferred over to it beside her and pulled my knees up to my chest. She tilted her head as she watched me manhandle my legs into place.  She tilted her head again.  “Well at least let me make it up to you.  How bout a girl's day out?  Be tourists in our own city and have some fun?”
 
   I was nodding and blurted out, “OK.” before I realized I was doing it.  What was I thinking.  I don't want to go out there.  There's nothing out there for me.  But her sparkling eyes wouldn't let me voice my concerns.
 
   Before I knew it, I was back in my chair and we were heading for the door.   I suddenly stopped and wheeled back over toward my desk.  Sarah called out, “What's wrong Ree?”
 
   I held up a notepad and a pen.  “Gotta leave a note for the girls.  Let them know what I'm doing.  I kind of scared Gwen last night.”  She nodded at me in understanding.
 
   I set the note on the entry table and we went out into the hall and I locked the door behind us. I turned around and she started walking toward the far end of the hall where the freight elevator was.  I grabbed her hand to stop her.  It was soooo warm, it felt nice. “That thing hasn't worked in years.”
 
   She nodded and reversed course and didn't even ask or look back and just skipped down the stairs and spun and waited at the bottom.  I saw the smile she was trying to hide as I popped a wheelie and took the stairs head on.
 
   She was mouthing “Showoff” when the lobby door opened.
 
   Mr. Underman walked in and looked up.  “If it ain't the goddamn vandal.  Qualls, you...”  He stopped in mid sentence when he saw Sarah standing against the wall.  “Oh.  Sorry, didn't realize you had a guest Reese.”
 
   I got to the bottom landing and grinned.  “It's OK, Ezekiel.  This is my friend Sarah.  Sarah this is my blowhard landlord, Ezekiel Underman.”  They shook hands and Mr. Underman walked us to the door and opened it for us.
 
   I waved at him and got a nod back.  She looked at me then back at a compact car I assumed was her's.  She looked at the chair.  But I could tell she wasn't judging or anything, she was only trying to figure out the logistics in her head.  Usually I just sit in the back seat of Gwen or Marcie's cars with my wheelchair beside me.  But I want to sit beside Sarah for some reason.
 
   I spoke up,  “I'd normally just sit in the back seat, but I wanna converse with you without talking to the back of your head.  Let's take mine.”  I nodded toward my van.
 
   I unlocked it and she hopped into the passenger seat then I went around to the driver's side and performed my practiced choreographed mounting.  She was watching but not with pity or anything, she looked genuinely curious and amazed.  She grinned cheesily at me when I caught her looking.  I almost snorted.  Her comical facial expressions never fail to amuse me.
 
   We buckled up and I started the van and checked the hand controls.  As we pulled away from the curb I heard her quietly say, “Coooooool.” 
 
   I turned and grinned at her equally silly grin.  “Yes, Bessie is cool.  She's my favorite thing in the whole world since she gives me some freedom.”
 
   She looked out the passenger side window as we started down the street.  I shyly asked, “Ummm... so where are we going?”  She just kept looking out the window.  Was she ignoring me?  “Sarah?”  I said a little louder.
 
   She turned back to me.  “Yeah?”
 
   I repeated.  “I asked where we were going to.”
 
   She looked embarrassed, scrunching up her face.  “Oh sorry, I don't catch everything all the time.”  She pointed at her ears.  Shit.  I forgot about the hearing loss.  Now I felt extremely bad that I just assumed she was ignoring me.  Well, you know what they say about assumptions.
 
   I think she was reading my thought process.  “Don't sweat it, you'll get used to me if we start hang out and junk.”  Yes please.
 
   I grinned sheepishly.  I'm a dumb-ass.  I hate when people make assumptions about me yet here I was doing it to someone else.  I widened my eyes in question again to prompt her.
 
   She blurted, “Oh.  I don't know.  Want to hit the ferry boats or maybe Pike Place or the MAC?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I haven't been to any of those since I was a kid.  I don't get out much anymore. Groups of people make me nervous.”
 
   She squinted then shot me a comical, lopsided smile.  “Too bad.  All of the above it is.  To the MAC, good woman!”  She pointed ahead.
 
   I was terrified, but I couldn't help giggling at her playfulness.  I started driving us downtown.
 
   We arrived and pulled into a pay parking lot.  I went to the far back where I found a parking spot next to the sidewalk.  I saw her looking at me as we passed the handicapped spots.  I explained as we dismounted from Bessie.  “I'm far more mobile than some people who really need the spots.  I only use them if there is no other option... like here, I got all this space at the sidewalk.”
 
   She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze then rested a hand on my shoulder as we moved over to the pay station.  Oh neat, it takes cards.  We had a Star Trek death battle, fighting over getting our debit cards out to pay first.  I won!  Eat improvised bamboo cannon Sarah gorn!
 
   I swear her left eyeball was twitching.  She placed her hand back on my shoulder as we made our way to the front of the museum.   I noticed she never removed it.  I secretly liked the warmth that was spreading from the contact.  Nobody really touches me anymore unless it is like shaking hands.  Even Gwen only touches my legs.
 
   I felt like I was the USS Constellation slowly being pulled inside the planet eating Doomsday Machine as my anxiety about being around strangers resurfaced.  I steeled myself as we entered, Sarah must have like ESP or something because she gave my shoulder a little squeeze as we went to the ticket counter.  I slapped my debit card that I was still palming in my hand from earlier onto the counter as she started for her purse.  “Two, please.”
 
   I looked at her and mocked a silent laugh until our eyes met.  I could feel my pulse quicken.  Wait... why do I feel like she just won?  She looked smug as we went to the turnstiles.  The man taking tickets swung open a little gate for me to wheel through.  The place was packed!  Tourists and art lovers were everywhere.  I automatically started moving toward a wall like I always do but my chair didn't budge.
 
   I looked back and Sarah had a hand firmly on a push-handle.  I glanced up at her.  She was shaking her head.  “No you don't Ree.  We're here to have fun, not hide.”
 
   “Now in with you!”  She propelled me into the masses and let go of the chair and put her hand back on my shoulder.
 
   Wait a minute.  Why the hell am I smiling at her?  She's like, making me do things that make me uncomfortable.  I felt flush as she locked eyes with me.  Oh yeah... that's why.  My smile doubled at the sprite.
 
   The exhibits were amazing.  I totally forgot about everything but Sarah and the art.  We must have gone through the entire museum twice.  I was having a blast, she was so much fun!
 
   Then reluctantly she literally dragged me out of the wondrous place by my chair, saying, “I'm getting hungry, let's hit Pike Place Market for lunch.”
 
   We slipped back into the easy camaraderie from last night and discussed anything and everything except my childhood and my accident as we made our way down to Pike Place and into the parking structure.  We drove every level twice, it was packed.  Well duh, a Saturday during the summer tourist season.  I surrendered and picked a handicap spot, but at the lowest sub level away from the market.
 
   We got to the elevator then took it up to street level.  We got out and started to the main market.  I stopped, trying to remember something Crystal had told me once.  “Just a sec,”  I told Sarah as I pulled out my wireless hotspot and iPod.  I turned on the hotspot then dialed Crystal McKay.
 
   Sarah was looking at me with a goofy grin while I was on the phone and she slowly walked in circles while holding my chair and dragging me around with her.  I tried not to laugh as Crystal answered.  I replied to her greeting.  “Hello Crystal?  Yeah hi.  This is Reese Qualls from Qualltech.  Yes... nice to speak with you too... yeah.  I was just wondering, the last time we spoke you mentioned a good place to eat at Pike Place, it... yeah?  Yes... I'm out in the world.  God, you are as bad as Sarah, and I don't hide in my apartment.  So what was... Yes, that was it.  In the Post Alley buildings?  Cool thanks!  Have a great day!  Bye.”
 
   I hung up and was a little dizzy.  Sarah fell on her butt giggling.  I guess she was dizzy too.  I couldn't have stopped smiling if you had paid me to.  She got up and I pointed over by the triangle building. “There's a place that Crystal McKay is always raving about.  It is a little bakery slash cafe called The Pike.  We're supposed to tell Mrs. Z that Crystal sent us.”
 
   She tilted her head.  “Crystal McKay of Crystal McKay party planning?  The iFork Festival Crystal McKay?”
 
   I nodded.  “She's one of my best clients.”
 
   Now Sarah was shaking her head in disbelief.  “Holy crap Ree!  You're connected!”
 
   I slapped her arm then grabbed her hand and put it firmly on my shoulder where the warmth of her touch was missing and started wheeling to the Alley through the throngs of people.  I suddenly didn't care how many people saw me as long as Sarah didn't remove her hand.
 
   I can't describe the aroma that struck us when we found The Pike and opened the doors, wheeling into the smell of fresh baked bread.  I swear I died and went to heaven.  I glanced up and Sarah looked to be drooling too.
 
   An nice looking older lady came walking over with paper menus and a welcoming smile on her face. “Two?”  she asked.
 
   I nodded. “Yes.  Are you Mrs. Zatta?”
 
   She nodded back.  “Yes I am.”
 
   I grinned.  “Crystal McKay made me promise to tell you that she sent us and she says hi.  I'm Reese and this is Sarah.”
 
   Her smile tripled.  “Right this way ladies.”  Then she led us to one of the little expanded metal lawn tables in the bakery and she pulled one chair away like she did it every day.  Then she scurried off with the menus still in her hand.
 
   Sarah and I were just looking at each other wondering what was up.  She was shrugging as I was mumbling, “Ummm.”  We couldn't stop from giggling at the silly looks on each others faces.
 
   We were silent for a minute just watching Mrs. Z behind the counter.  Then she came out with a large tray.  But... we didn't order anything...
 
   She set the tray down on the table and simply said, “Enjoy.”  We looked at her then to the tray.  The smell was making my mouth water.  It appeared to be two fresh baked bread bowls full of eggs, cheese, ham and white gravy.  A carafe of orange juice and a pot of fresh coffee.
 
   She was looking at us expectantly.  Sarah grabbed a fork and I grabbed the other, we both shoveled a bite into our mouths and stopped.  I moaned in pleasure.  By all that was holy this is good!  Sara comically spoke with the fork still in her mouth.  “Oh my God!  This is heaven!”
 
   This appeared to be what Mrs. Z was waiting for and she marched away with a look of pride and satisfaction on her face.
 
   We scarfed our food, washing it down with juice and coffee.  We were so engrossed in the nirvana that was Mrs. Z's cooking that we forgot to talk.  While we were tearing the gravy soaked, empty bread bowls apart and eating them we finally realized we had made pigs of ourselves.  We shared a quiet snicker then she broke the food induced trance.  “Tell Crystal when you speak with her next that I need to have her babies for showing us this place.”
 
   I snorted.  “You are assuming I want to share you.”  I slapped my hands over my mouth.  Where the hell did that come from.  “I mean, you are my newest and only-est friend.”  Oh look my shoes are extremely fascinating!
 
   She was quiet for a few seconds then cheerily started another conversation on a tangent so I didn't feel uncomfortable.  We spoke for a few minutes about her job as we finished our coffee.  Then we decided to tour the marketplace.  Right on cue Mrs. Z arrived to clear off the table.  I set my Debit Card on the table and stuck my tongue out at slowpoke Sarah who rolled her eyes at me.
 
   Mrs. Z slid the card right back at me.  “Your money is no good here.  Say hi to Crystal for me.  She is such a sweet woman.”  Then she wandered off leaving me in shock and Sarah sticking her tongue out at me and pointing at it and nodding to make sure I didn't miss it.  She's such a goofball!
 
   I reached over and slapped her arm then she stood and walked behind me and grabbed the push-handles and started steering me toward the door.  I normally hate people touching my chair but I seem to let Sarah do just about anything she wants.  I looked back and called out, “Thank you, Mrs. Zatta.  It was nice meeting you!”
 
   She waved from behind the counter.  “It was nice meeting you girls, too.  Drop by any time!”
 
   I started quietly mock screaming in helplessness as Sarah pushed me back outside.  She giggled as she let go and placed her hand on my shoulder where it belonged.  “Drama queen much Ree?”
 
   We had a blast going through the various levels of the Market.  I was amazed at how little had really changed since I had last been here when I was twelve.  It felt familiar but also new at the same time.  It may have been my new perspective.
 
   As I was starting to dwell on what it was I grabbed both handrims and stopped the chair suddenly with a huge grin on my face, staring straight ahead blankly.  Sarah looked down the corridor then back at me.  “What?”
 
   It was my turn to act goofy.  I looked up at her then without looking away from her amazing eyes I turned ninety degrees and started moving forward while grinning at her.  She tore her eyes away from mine with what looked like a great effort and looked up at the store I was moving toward.  I swear the astronauts on the space station could hear her snort when she saw the alter that all geeks like me pray at.  The Golden Age Collectibles comic shop.
 
   She mocked me endlessly as we went through.  I snagged a few comics to fill in holes in my collection.  To me, she looked embarrassed as she grabbed a couple to read too.  This got playful eyebrow waggling from me.  Suddenly I was tilted back with my front caster wheels off the ground and rolling back toward the registers.  A laughing Sarah was saying,  “That's it lady.  Your geek-ness shall infect me no more!”
 
   I watched some new graphic novels pass by as I was dragged past.  Ooooo I didn't know they did a Leather and Heels comic book!  I playfully reached out, feigning that I wanted stuff passing by and repeating “But... but... but...” as she dragged me up to the registers then she spun me around and tipped me back up, facing the register.  We put our stuff on the counter and she was going for her purse.
 
   Heh... good luck with that lady!  I thought as I twisted the chair and let it hit the back of her knees causing her to fall back and sit in my lap.  I leaned forward with my debit card for the cashier.  He handed it back with our bag of booty.
 
   Sarah never made an effort to stand.  I handed her the bag with a grin and started wheeling us out of the store.  Holy crap is she fun!  She just sat across my lap then laid her head on my shoulder and pointed down the corridor!  “To the docks!”  I still can't believe I'm letting her touch my chair and drag me around all the time.  I really don't mind it with her.
 
   We stopped at the van first to drop off our various purchases from the Market where she reluctantly got off my lap.  I kind of missed her there.  That faint chocolate smell she left behind was driving me crazy.
 
   We exited at the lower viaduct street level and went over to the ferries.  I got two round trip tickets for pedestrians.  And we had fun joking and laughing until the boat arrived.  I looked at the steep, narrow steps up to the indoor seating and observation decks.  There is absolutely no way I could navigate those.  I glanced around and saw a sign for an elevator.  Whew.
 
   We used the elevator and made our way out to the observation deck.  I locked the wheels with my brakes at the railing and just looked out over the water as we started moving.  A hot hand was in mine, our fingers lacing as we just silently watched the water and land seemingly growing on the horizon, side by side.
 
   I was hoping for whales following us but was disappointed.  I don't know why neither of us spoke on the whole ride across the Sound, but it was so comfortable.  I caught myself remembering riding the ferries as a little girl.
 
   When we were docked and waiting for the turnaround.  Sarah finally broke our silence.  “What were you thinking about on the ride over?  I could see it in your face.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I was just remembering the last time I rode a ferry with my mom when I was little.  I was hoping for whales.  She always told me that when the whales escort you, you know that everything in life is going to be OK.”
 
   She looked down at me.  “That is the first time you have mentioned your mother to me.  Are you two close?”  I subconsciously looked down at my legs and my wheelchair, remembering things I didn't want to.  She squeezed my hand.  “I didn't know.  I won't ask again.”
 
   She didn't say, “I'm sorry.” like everyone else, why are they sorry?  They didn't do it.  I looked at her and studied her face as she looked back toward Seattle.  She really is incredibly pretty to me.  And an amazing person.
 
   We started moving again and she stroked the back of my hand with her thumb.  A couple minutes into the trip an orca whale crested... playing with the ship.  I just stared at it as another one crested and Sarah leaned down and whispered softly into my ear,  “There they are... now you know everything in life is going to be OK, Ree.”
 
   I suddenly broke down.  The whales are here mom.  Sarah was hugging me tight as I bawled into her shoulder.  I haven't cried in nine years.  I refused to let myself.  God, I miss you mom.
 
   When I was all cried out, I actually felt better.  I pulled back from Sarah.  “I'm sorry.  I don't know what came over me.”
 
   She was just shaking her head.  She wiped the tears from my cheeks with her thumbs.  She smiled softly and stood back up beside me and took my hand again, lacing our fingers and silently watching the whales safely guide the ferry to port.
 
   She got me joking and laughing again as we made our way back to Bessie.  I looked at the time.  It was a little past five.  We loaded up and started back toward my place while talking about her childhood.  Things were pretty rough for her in school after she came out.  That sort of drove her to the punk rock scene where she could work out all the aggression from the mistreatment.  She would never let her mother know how bad things got in school.
 
   She has bad tinnitus from the damage to her hearing.  The ringing in her ears sometimes gets unbearable.  The more she tries to ignore it, the more she fixates on it.  But the harmonic vibrations from classical music can drown it out for her.  That's what got her to relax and actually listen to the music.  She learned to play the violin and it helps on bad days.
 
   My iPod started ringing. I grabbed the bluetooth headset from the dash and put it over my ear and accepted the call.  “Hello?  Yeah, hi Gwen... no, I'm on my way now.  Yeah with Sarah.  What?  Of course.  OK.  See you soon.”
 
   I hung up then rolled my eyes at Sarah.  “She's all overprotective again.  Wanted to make sure I was OK and coming home soon.  Don't know what's gotten into them lately.  Marcie has gone all hate monger on me recently and is fighting with Gwen all the time.  It feels like Gwen has been mothering me the past few days.  You have no idea how creepy that is if you knew Gwen.  She gives the word bitch a good name normally.”
 
   Sarah thought for a second.  “Is she like this when you are out with your other friends?”
 
   I snorted.  “What other friends?”
 
   She nodded with a little smile.  “There you have it then.  This is something new and different than she is used to with you, and she's probably just trying to understand.  She just doesn’t know how to react.”
 
   I thought about this.  “You're way too smart for your own good lady.  You're probably right,”  I said as we pulled up to the Browns.  After dismounting and joining her on the sidewalk I rolled with her to her car.
 
   She wouldn't let me pull my eyes off of hers.  I smiled and said, “Thanks for today Sarah.  It was seriously the most fun I have had in years.  Sorry for the meltdown though.”  I finally pried my eyes away to look down.
 
   She placed a warm hand on my cheek that warmed other parts of me I'm too embarrassed to share.  She softly said, “Don't sweat the little things Ree.  I had a blast too. Ummm... you... want to like... do something again?  I mean you paid for everything, let me make it up to you.”
 
   I felt a smile twitching around at the corners of my mouth again.  “Sure!  I'd love that!” I replied.
 
   She let go of my cheek and skipped to the drivers side and got in.  She gave the cutest tiny wave as she drove off.  I just smiled and watched her go until she turned at the end of the block then I made my way inside, humming to myself.  I'm in such a flippin' good mood!
 
   - - -
 
   The next four weeks were filled with the same.  I had never had so much fun in my life as when I was doing things with Sarah.  She was so... I mean she looked...  I loved it when she touched me.
 
   I was feeling closer to her each time we were together.  I had a fascination with her lips.  I could watch her talk all day.  I had to kick myself a few times when I felt myself leaning in for a kiss.  Shit, can't ruin my only friendship.  I wrote it off to these new emotions of happiness she instilled in me.
 
   We were inseparable.  I can't imagine a time when her hand was not on my shoulder as she walked beside me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Beautiful Music
 
   One morning, really early, I got a call.  I grinned as I saw who it was and I tapped accept on the iPad that was sitting on the nightstand beside the bed.  “Well hello there early bird.  Aren't you supposed to be getting ready for work instead of chasing the worm?”
 
   Sara answered in playful mode.  “Well, I was... kinda hoping...  You know, that you'd come to work with me today.  It is my half day.  To see what I do.  I want to share that with you.”
 
   Before I realized I was speaking I had blurted out, “Kay, see you at your place in a few.”  I didn't really have any work to do today anyway, I had most of my clients already squared away.  The evil red headed sprite knew this too.
 
   I was hopping into my chair and hurrying off to the bathroom to prepare for the day.  I couldn't help singing in the shower.  I noticed I started doing that a few weeks ago.  It sort of coincided with the arrival of Sarah in my life.
 
   And the smiles that stayed on my face for hours after she visited me here started around then, too.  It is kind of funny watching Marcie and Gwen have death glare showdowns with her every time she comes.  Sarah won't back down from anything.  I wonder what the girls' problem is with her?  They're getting almost obsessively protective.
 
   I was done and knocking on the girls' door lightly.  Getting a growled, “What, Wheels?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and smiled at myself.  “I'm going to work with Sarah today.  I won't be here to wake you up for work.  I'll be home after noon sometime.”
 
   Groans and growls accompanied a grumpy.  “Whatever, just let us sleep, it's early!”
 
   After completing my exit ritual I was down the stairs and into Bessie at record speed.  I drove past the grocery store and turned on the familiar side street two blocks later and pulled up to Sarah's little brick house. It was her family home growing up and Sarah kept it when her mother got a good job offer in Colorado.  I blinked a few times while looking at it before I dismounted from the van.
 
   Something new had been added since I was here three days ago.  A shiny new wheelchair ramp up to the landing on the front porch.  The steep and shallow, worn concrete steps were too steep for me to navigate, I have always had to go to the back door by the kitchen and pop up over the concrete pad to enter.
 
   I wheeled slowly to the ramp.  She did this... just for me?  She stepped out of her front door and sat on her porch swing with a little miss sweet and innocent look on her face.  I had to laugh at how comical it looked.  That expressive face gets me every time.
 
   She looked at me.  “Weeeell?”
 
   I grinned again and easily wheeled up the ramp.  And stopped in front of her.  I pushed her legs to get her swinging.  I tilted my head.  “You did this for me?”
 
   She snorted.  “Don't flatter yourself.  You have such a big head... I just figured it was about time I made my house a little more accessible.”  She paused with a lopsided smile as she stopped the swinging motion.  “Of course I did it for you.  It feels creepy forcing my best friend to use the back door all the time.”
 
   I melted a bit.  I could just... oh.  Her eyes captured me.  Dang, it's getting hot out here.  I gotta see the doc about all these hot flashes I've been getting lately.  “These things are expensive Sarah!”
 
   She shrugged.  “Well, mom helped a bit... fine, she helped a lot.  OK, whatever, she paid for it.”  Then she paused.  “Oh hey, did I tell you she finally got it verified that she will be here tomorrow for that seminar?  She'll stay overnight and for most of Saturday to visit!”
 
   I grinned, I knew how much she loved her mom, she spoke about her all the time.  I shook my head.  “No you didn't, that's exciting!”
 
   She grinned then asked, “Mind if I try something?” She looked at me with a certain mischief in her eyes that was looking for silent permission.  I nodded timidly as she gently grabbed my legs and put my feet on the ground in front of the chair and unbuckled the belt.  Then she stood over me with our toes and knees touching.  What is she up to?
 
   I almost asked, but she grabbed my forearms and surprised me with one swift motion and yanked me straight up.  I rotated up almost to a standing position, her knees stopping my legs from simply folding forward and she twisted my body with the momentum and I plopped into the porch swing and she flopped down beside me and started us swinging as she giggled.
 
   I was staring at her in shock and amusement as she just stared forward with a huge smile on her face as we swung.  She mumbled in mirth, dragging out the first word.  “Coooool.  It really works. Saw how to do that on YouTube.”  Then she turned her comical expression to me before I could ask a million things.  “What are you just sitting around for?  I gotta get to work.  We're in walking distance.”  She stood up and started walking down the ramp.  She turned and looked back at me.  “You coming slacker?”
 
   I was still at a loss for words.  That was cool.  Freaky, but cool.  Wait.  She's looking up stuff like that online?  Gawd this woman knows how to melt my heart...  I mean... make me feel good.
 
   I transferred back into my chair with a chuckle and followed her to the sidewalk as she asked, “I hope you didn't mind that.  I mean it looked cool and easy and I have been dying to try it.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “Well you could give a girl some warning first.  I may have peed a little.”
 
   She put a comical scrunchy apologetic look on her face, crinkling her nose.  “Would you have let me if I told you first?”
 
   I grinned at her like an idiot. “No.”
 
   She nodded in victory.  “Well, there you have it then.”
 
   Her victory was short lived as I swung my chair to hit the back of her knees again, dropping her in my lap.  Two can play at that game!  I stuck out my tongue at her as she snuggled in and pointed dramatically like a captain of a ship, and saying,  “To Mercelli's my good woman!”
 
   At the end of the block she had to, regrettably, get off my lap as this intersection didn't have disabled ramps and I didn't know if I'd be able to pop the curb with her.  I reveled in the faint chocolate aroma and heat she left behind.  Behind?  I looked at her behind.  What the hell am I doing?  Her hand found its familiar place on my shoulder as we went along.
 
   In just four short blocks we were back on the main drag and heading into Mercelli's Strings through the side door she unlocked with her key code.  I admit, I actually snuck in here a week ago on her day off when I was out, finally getting my hair cut.  Well trimmed is more like it since Sarah says she loves my long hair.  I figured I was already out in the world on my own, I may as well take a peek.  Curiosity about where Sarah worked was killing me.
 
   We were in what looked like a storage area with floor to ceiling shelves divided into slots, with various instruments in the numbered slots.  There was a workbench on one side with all kinds of tools and what appeared to be the parts of a standup jazz bass strewn about.
 
   She walked through a curtained off doorway and into the main retail space where dozens of violins, cellos, bass and string guitars were for sale.  She flipped on the lights and swapped the closed sign to open as she unlocked the door.
 
   She brushed her fingers along a few instruments as she walked back to me.  She was showing me her electric violin that she stored behind the counter.  It was so cool to me.  It looked like a skeleton of a violin and it had hookups for an amp.  The bells over the door tinkled and I looked over.  Sarah caught my head motion and followed my gaze.  Hmmm it must be the higher tones she can't hear well.
 
   An older man with silver hair who was impeccably dressed walked in.  Sarah grinned.  “Hi, Mr. Mercelli.  This is Reese, she's job shadowing me today.  Well, I'm forcing her to job shadow me today.”
 
   The man looked at me and spoke with a heavy accent... Itallian?  “Yes.  Hard to say no to this one, yes?”
 
   I nodded with a smile as he shook my hand.  Sarah was putting her violin back in its case and he stopped her.  “No fiore delicato, why don't you show her what you can do?”
 
   Sarah was turning beet red now.  I have never seen her so embarrassed.  He looked at her sternly and she pulled it back out and hooked it to a foot pedal and an amplifier.  She looked at us nervously, and I nodded encouragingly as Mr. Mercelli crossed his arms and stood next to me with an expectant look on his face.
 
   She hesitated a moment longer then raised the instrument delicately to her chin and laid the bow across the strings.  She dragged it experimentally across the strings a couple times and adjusted the tuning on the violin then the amp a bit.
 
   Then Sarah got a serious look on her face and began.  What happened next floored me.  Nothing could have prepared me for the beautiful music that she brought fourth from the strings.  I recognized it as Bach's Partita No. 2.  I could feel emotions reeling about in me as she played.  Her eyes looked so sad.
 
   I just found myself floating away with the melody as it swirled around, painting a picture of beauty and emotion.  Then she stomped on the foot pedal and the music was suddenly full of fury and wonder as it sounded like an electric guitar now.  It kept building reaching a pinnacle and she hit the foot pedal again and the beauty was back as a counterpoint to what had just come before.  Bringing us back down to Earth with a happiness that filled me with hope.  She sustained the final note like a prayer being thrown out to the universe.
 
   Before I knew what was happening she was already unplugging the violin and storing it back in its case.   Mr. Mercelli had a look of pride on his face. “Bello il mio piccolo amore,” he whispered.
 
   I finally remembered how to speak.  “Sarah... Sar... that was amazing!”
 
   She shrugged and joined us at the counter.
 
   Over the next few hours she showed me how she tuned and repaired instruments.  She placed one under my chin and put her arms around me and told me to close my eyes and listen to the sound and feel the vibration in my jaw.  Then she would adjust the tuning and strike the same notes.  I could actually hear and feel the difference.  When it was in tune, there was a... I don't know how to describe it... a resonance?  Oh... that would be the harmonic resonance that she says helps with her tinnitus!
 
   Then Mr. Mercelli took it from me and he used some sort of electronic tuning device on it as he tried different notes.  He nodded satisfactorily and grinned at me.  “She has this knack for tuning the strings by tone and feel even though she can't hear the full spectrum.  I have to use my electronic tuner to lock in the tuning.  It is her gift.  As is her playing.  Dono degli angeli.  A gift from the angels.”
 
   She looked embarrassed.  The door chimed and  Mr. Mercelli swept his eyes toward the front for her and she looked over then went to help the customer.
 
   This gave him a chance to speak with me alone.  “So you are the angelo that has brought the smile to her face?  It is so much nicer than the sorrow she has always worn like a cloak.  It makes my heart swell to see her happy these past few weeks.  And her music is so full of hope now.”
 
   What?  I shook my head.  “I'm no angel, Mr. Mercelli.  She's the one that has brought a smile to my face.”
 
   He grinned at me.  “Well, then it seems you two are good for each other.  No?”  He nodded, signaling the end of our conversation, then turned back to work repairing the stand up jazz bass he had been working on all morning.
 
   The rest of the morning went like that.  Sometimes a customer would be in to pick up a repair and Mr. Mercelli put me to work handing me a call ticket and matching it with a shelf slot and wheeling the instrument up front for him while Sarah gave me comical looks all morning, keeping me laughing.
 
   Then it was noon and time for Sarah to get off.  But before we could Mr. Mercelli stopped us and leaned the finished jazz bass toward her.  She rolled her eyes at him and started plucking at the bass in an upbeat jazz number. Then she shook her head.  “There's something wrong with the bridge.  I can feel some sponginess on the upstroke.”
 
   He loosened the strings then pulled the bridge out from under them and flexed it's feet with his fingers, then smiled at her as he threw it in the trash and grabbed another one and flexed it then nodded satisfactorily.  He then shooed us away, “Go now my two bella ragazze.  Have fun.”
 
   I told him what a pleasure it was to meet him and we were off in a giggly and happy state, with her hand on my shoulder as we went along.  I stopped and Sarah shot me a questioning glance.  I looked at her, getting lost in her eyes and spoke softly,  “You never told me.”
 
   She scrunched up her face in confusion.  God, I loved her expressive face.  “Told you what?”
 
   I grinned, still captured by her sparkling green pools.  “That you could play like that.  I mean, you said you played.  But that... was a whole world above simply playing.  I swore a choir was going to join in at any moment.”
 
   She blushed.  “Eh... I'm OK.”
 
   I slapped her arm playfully and she changed the topic as we got to the turn off to her house. “Lunch!  I'm starving!”
 
   I agreed and started turning down her street and the chair stopped moving on its own.  I'm used to it now and have never really cared that she did that.  With her and her alone, as it was no different than grabbing someone's arm to stop them.  I looked back at her.
 
   She grinned in triumph and said, “No, not at home.  Bergie's Burgers!”  She had the most comical forced grin on her face.  Her and her burgers!  She knows I'm still uncomfortable out in the public.  I tried to escape but she's freakishly strong.  My front wheels left the ground as she started dragging me backwards down the road toward Bergie's.
 
   I comically pleaded with the world. “Help?  Help me?”
 
   This only got a fiendish laugh from the red headed sprite as she spun me around and lowered my wheels to the sidewalk then walked beside me with her hand on my shoulder as we went along.  Truth be told, she can drag me anywhere.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Mother Type Unit
 
   The next day around five in the afternoon, just as I had finished adding some social networking aspects to Silent Bob's Cascade Experience website, well Valentine’s Cascade Experience now, my devices were all screaming at me.  I knew who it was without looking.  I had been expecting this call all day.  I glanced at the screen and smiled.  I put my headset on as I brought my garbage that had piled up on my desk today to the kitchen trashcan.  “Well hello there Sarah.  What an unexpected surprise.  To what do I owe the honor of your call?”
 
   She snorted.  “Yeah, laugh it up Miss Innocent-ella.  You know damn well what's up.  Help!  Mom is here and she won't shut up about meeting you!  Make it stop.  I beg of you!  I will pay you to shut her up!”
 
   I chuckled then replied, “Well it's your own damn fault.  Fine.  If I must, I'll be right over.”
 
   She assured me vehemently.  “Oh... you must!”
 
   I happily got ready and as I was writing a note to the girls, Marcie got home from work.  I cautiously spoke, “I'm going to Sarah's  I'll probably be home late.”  She just nodded to me and continued on into her room.  I made a decision and called out,  “Marcie.  Can we talk sometime this weekend?”
 
   She stopped at her door and turned and nodded, I think I almost detected a smile there, then she disappeared into her room.
 
   I grabbed my keys and purse and checked that the green envelope was in its spot then headed out the door.  I would normally wheel the mile to Sarah's house but it would be dark when I came home so I mounted up in Bessie and was on my way.
 
   I cringed.  Crap.  I should really bring something for her mother.  So I pulled into the grocery store parking lot and performed my dismount in a handicapped spot since the lot was full with people stopping by after work.
 
   I got to the florist area.  I didn't want roses... to cliché, so I looked in the cold case.  There was a nice bunch of carnations on the top shelf.  I stretched, it was out of reach, there was no way I could get them with my tipper stick since they were in a big black tub of water.  I looked around for a salesperson.  The only one I could see was over by produce.  As I started wheeling off, a man came up to the case and grabbed that last bunch of carnations.  Damn it!
 
   I hated this.  When I don't need help, everyone is always asking, but when I actually need help, nobody is around.  I'm surprised at how often I find things out of reach out here in the world when it seems that at home, there is almost never an occasion for me to go high.  I started thinking about that a little as I perused the other flowers and settled on a small mixed bunch.  Better than nothing. Hmm... it seems a little odd to me now that I think about it, it's not just the fact that I put things low for me to reach.  I guess I never paid much attention to it.  Maybe Marcie and Gwen do more than I think.
 
   After paying then remounting Bessie I was off to Sarah's again.  That always makes me smile when I think about it.  A short ride later I was parking behind a Trusty Rental car at her place.  I saw them talking through the front window.  Sarah caught sight of me and waved cutely with a smile that started the butterflies in my stomach.  I returned the smile and wave then got out of the van.  I wheeled up the ramp to the front door with the flowers on my lap and Sarah opened it before I could knock.
 
   I darted in then she leaned down and gave me a hug.  Mmmm.  Then the sprite admonished me.  “Took you long enough Ree.  I was starting to think you weren't going to show.”
 
   From behind me a female voice that sounded just like her's but slightly lower called out. “Serafine Anne Kreitz, aren't you going to introduce us?”
 
   Sarah stepped to the side as I was chuckling. “ Serafine?”
 
   She nudged me.  “Watch it woman.”
 
   I grinned at her then looked over to the stunning middle aged woman in a business suit and heels standing in the living room.  Her face was so similar to Sarah's that there was no mistaking they were mother and daughter.  Her dark brown hair was peppered with gray that just made her look more... sophisticated?  Hmmm... I wonder if that is Sarah's real hair color.
 
   Sarah sounded nervous.  “Mom, this is Reese Qualls.  Just about the best friend I have ever had.”  I could feel an intense blush burning my face.  She continued, “Reese, this is my mother type unit.”
 
   I wheeled forward and shook her hand.  Gawd!  Why was I so nervous?  “Very pleased to meet you ma'am... Mrs. Kreitz.”  Then hastily added, “These are for you.” I handed the flowers to her.  Could I be any more awkward?
 
   She laughed.  It sounded like silver chimes.  She smiled hugely at me and accepted the flowers. “Please Reese, call me Anne.  You make me sound like a dinosaur with ma'am and Mrs. Kreitz.  And the flowers are lovely.  Thank you.”
 
   I started nervously babbling.  “I tried to get you carnations.  They were up too high. So I found these.  There are a couple carnations in them so I thought it was almost the same.  I... oh God, why am I babbling about carnations?”
 
   My nervousness and babbling were instantly taken away by a familiar hand on my shoulder as Sarah stepped beside me to lend me her strength.  Her mother was shaking her head at me.  “My God are you adorable.  I can see why Sarah raves about you.”
 
   I could feel the blush again.  Sarah raves about me?  I shook my head.  “All propaganda I'm sure.” This got a laugh from everyone as we moved to sit in the living room.
 
   At the last moment, Sarah took the flowers from her mother.  “Let me get these into water for you mom.”  And she was gone, leaving me alone with Anne.  She sat in a recliner and looked way too comfortable in it, I had no doubt that was her spot when she had lived here.  I transferred onto the couch and tugged my legs up to my chest.  She was watching the way I manhandled my legs intently just like Sara did the first time she witnessed it.
 
   She just straight out and asked, “Were you born without the use of your legs or was it a disease or accident Reese?  If you don't mind me asking.  I'm terribly inquisitive, it is one of my many shortcomings.”
 
   Not many people are this direct in life.  I nodded a little and spoke nervously,  “Drunk driver.”
 
   She shook her head and almost hissed, “Nasty lot them, there ought to be a law... wait, there is.  How long have you...”
 
   I interrupted.  “I'm sorry but I really don't talk about it.”
 
   She nodded in understanding.  “Shame.  I helps to talk.  But not a problem.  Moving from one awkward topic to another.  Thank you so much for helping Sarah find happiness in her life again.  She was always a very shy girl and I think it almost broke her when she came out and the kids at school ostracized her.  She was so conflicted and tormented and confused.  So she got rebellious... got into the punk scene.  Things only got worse with the hearing loss.  She tried to hide everything from me, but I know my girl.  Classical music kept her from losing it after that.”
 
   This woman is bold.  She smiled at me.  “She's been happy on the phone for weeks and keeps babbling about this Reese girl.  I had to make sure to get out here to meet you.  I can see now what she sees.  Thank you.”  I'm going to have to talk with my imaginary therapist about all this blushing I seem to be doing here.
 
   I smiled back at her.  “It isn't me.  It's all her.  She keeps me laughing and forces me out of my comfort zone and back into the world.”
 
   She smiled at me then turned her head as Sarah wandered in and joined us.  She flopped down on the couch next to me and sat awkwardly with her hands clasped in her lap.  I reached over and grabbed her hand and placed it firmly on my shoulder but didn't let it go.
 
   She visibly relaxed and spoke, “So what are you two talking about?”
 
   Her mother got a comical expression on her face.  That's where Sarah gets it!  Then she tittered a little laugh. “Why you of course.”
 
   Sarah looked quickly at me with an equally comical look and blurted, “Lies!  All lies...ummm... maybe.  What she say?”
 
   I laughed. “That you weren't potty trained until you were fourteen.”
 
   She quirked an eyebrow at me then at her mom as we tried to keep straight faces.  And we all shared a laugh.  “I hate you both,” she said plainly.
 
   I giggled.  “Too bad, we're both quite fond of you.”  She blushed at that.
 
   We called out for pizza then spent the night talking, mostly about Sarah's childhood, to her protests. And about Anne's job and how the possibility of moving back to Seattle had come up.  The outreach program for underprivileged families she works for is thinking about branching out to other locations and Seattle is on the short list.  She has been talking with Sandra about it, a girl I happen to know who is tight with the homeless population here in Seattle.  Small world.
 
   This was exciting news for Sarah.  I could see how much she loved her mother.  As the hour grew later, Sarah's head wound up in my lap as we all talked.  I was absently running my fingers through her unnaturally silky hair.  My iPod started ringing.  I looked at the time.  It was midnight and saw it was Gwen.
 
   I sighed, I was having so much fun.  I answered.  “Gwen?  Yes... I told Marcie.  She did?  Good. I'm... no... yeah I'll be home in a few minutes... I'll... OK, bye.”
 
   I hung up and looked at the women I was having such a good time with.  I held the iPod up. “Surrogate mom is in overprotective mode again.”
 
   Anne looked a question over to her daughter. “Her super hot bitchy roommate.”  Anne grinned at the description.
 
   I pushed a reluctant Sarah off my lap and transferred back to my chair.  The ladies stood and ushered me to the door.  I said my goodnight to Anne then Sarah walked me to Bessie.
 
   After I mounted up and rolled the window down, I said my goodnight to Sarah.  I leaned in and almost kissed her on the lips before I realized what I was doing and veered off and kissed her cheek. There may have been a little lip on the edge.  I fixated on that.  Then after she walked off, I pulled away from the curb before I started breathing again.
 
   I thought long and hard about my feelings for her and I don't think I understand them.  Is it more than just friendship I am feeling, a whole lot more?  Gawd, I'm confused.  I think it is about time I have the scariest conversation of my life with this woman to understand my confusion.  I'm sure it all boils down to friendship, I'm just not familiar with the whole thing.
 
   I got home and Gwen was once again at the door before I got all the way up the stairs.  I rolled in with my head down like a schoolgirl in trouble.  I said my goodnights to her and Marcie and rolled into my room with nothing but Sarah on my mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Fun with the Kreitzs
 
   The next morning I was greeted by the ringing of all my devices around the apartment.  I grabbed the iPad from the nightstand and grinned at Sarah's name blazing away on it.  I closed my eyes and pictured her face then hit accept.
 
   “Hey.  What's up lady?  I really like your mom!” I gushed.
 
   A slightly lower voice answered than I was expecting and suddenly my face was burning as Anne replied, “That's good to know, Reese.  I really like you, too.”  I could hear the mirth in her voice.
 
   I stuttered. “Mrs... ummm... Anne.  I thought it was Sarah.  Sorry.”
 
   Her chiming laughter rang over the connection.  “Why are you apologizing?”
 
   I shrugged even though she couldn't see.  “I don't know?”  I wanted to crawl under my bed.  Could I sound any more awkward?
 
   She laughed again then said, “Well we were thinking about a day of fun in the city before I have to leave tonight at eight.  Are you in, Sarah would love to have you with us, me too?  Hang on a second...”
 
   I heard muffled sounds, she must have covered the phone.  I could make out “No, I will not give your phone back, I don’t care if I'm embarrassing you.  You are a big girl so suck it up.”
 
   She was back complaining comically, “I don't know about that girl sometimes.  So Reese are you in or are we going to have to come over there and drag you out with us?”
 
   I nodded like a fool.  “Of course.  I'll be over in like an hour.”
 
   She sounded happy when she replied, “Splendid.  We will see you then.  Bye.”
 
   I don't know why but I gave a tiny wave to no one and said, “Goodbye,” then hung up.
 
   I went about getting ready for the day.  When I got dressed I actually took the time to put on some jeans, and went with a playful layering of slightly loose gray and white tanks over a pink tee.  I kept my hair down instead of putting it in a ponytail.  I don't normally wear makeup, but I was in a fun mood, and I didn't want to look bad in front of Sarah's mom, so I put just a hint of makeup on and some lip gloss.
 
   I struck a few silly glamor poses while in my chair in front of the mirror on the bathroom door and almost laughed at myself.  Gawd I'm so lame sometimes, what in the heck has gotten into me?  But I thought I looked cute today.
 
   I wheeled out and zombie Marcie and zombie Gwen were on the couch in their nightshirts, sipping on some coffee watching the news.
 
   Marcie did a double-take as I went for my purse and keys.  Did I detect a slight smile again? Maybe this weird 'hate Reese' phase she's been in is passing.  Gwen did another out of character thing when she saw me and actually gave me a compliment.  “Whoa.  You look great today, Wheels.”  Marcie nodded her agreement.
 
   I blushed myself into the core of the Earth and managed to squeak out, “Thanks.  I want to impress Sarah's mom.  I'll be back around seven tonight, she has to catch a plane at eight.”
 
   They just waved me off and returned to the Saturday morning news where they were reporting about that female soldier who had miraculously held off twenty five insurgents single-handedly in Africa.  She was barricaded in a schoolhouse where they were trying to grab children for human trafficking.
 
   Before I knew it I was pulling up in front of Sarah's place.  I couldn't stop my smile when I saw them waving from the porch.  I quickly transferred to my chair and wheeled up the ramp.  Anne was sitting at the little patio table and chair set and Sarah was swinging on the porch swing.
 
   “Good morning, ladies.” I said through the smile I couldn't get rid of.
 
   Anne said good morning back but Sara was just staring at me with her mouth hanging open slightly with a look in her eyes...  hunger?  She tried to say something but then shut her mouth as she kept looking me up and down.  I could feel the frigging perpetual blush on my cheeks.
 
   “What?” I blurted.
 
   She snapped out of it.  “You look... wow... today Reese.  You look awesome in jeans!”  She stopped swinging and pointed down in front of her.
 
   I rolled my eyes and stopped directly in front of her as she unbuckled me and put my feet on the ground and yanked me up and twisted us onto the porch swing, just like the other day.  I heard Anne's breath catch as Sarah did it.
 
   We were giggling at her.  Then Sarah spoke first, “So, what's the plan today ladies?  Sight seeing in our own city?  The beach?  The MAC again?”
 
   I was nodding like a mad woman.   “Yes, please.”
 
   This got the two ladies laughing.  It was a wondrous sound.  Anne spoke up, “Well, now that that is settled, I'll grab our purses and we can skedaddle.”
 
   She went into the house then I turned and Sarah was staring at me, our faces were inches apart.  She looked so shy and vulnerable suddenly.  She almost whispered,  “You really do look beautiful today, Ree.”
 
   She was taking my breath away I couldn't pull myself from her magnificent green eyes.  I could feel her hot breath on my face.  It would be so easy.  Her shiny lips were right there.  I made a decision.  I whispered, “Sar, we need to have a serious talk.”
 
   She was nodding.  So much was happening today, I wanted to have time together where I could really voice my feelings lately and discuss what we are together seriously.  “Will you have dinner with me at my place sometime?”
 
   She nodded then we both jumped apart as the front door swung open again.  I swear I almost had a heart attack.  Anne looked at both of us then squinted comically.  We nervously laughed and then I got in my chair and we made our way down to Bessie and loaded up.  Anne took the passenger seat and Sarah took the middle of the back bench seat so I could see her in the rear view mirror as we all spoke and laughed and had a good time as we made our way to the MAC.
 
   A couple new exhibits had been added but I loved it all, the whole place was still full of wonder. We were looking at a fluid looking sculpture by Mia Jacobs that depicted different outdoor scenes when viewed from different angles, when a familiar little blonde girl with a curly pink lock of hair was suddenly diving into my lap and hugging me.  Her cute little British accent chimed out, “Auntie Reese!”
 
   I don't think it would be possible for me to grin any bigger at the little six year old with the infectious smile.  “Hi, Samantha!  I didn't know you guys were in town.”  Sarah and Anne looked confused as I turned in my chair with Sammie in my lap for the ride.  Standing there with smiles on their faces were Skylar Roth and her wife, Kimi, with that infuriating emotionless mask of hers on her face.  They were friends of Crystal's and Roberta Valentine.  They lived in London but spent the summers and holidays here in Seattle.
 
   Skylar was bending down and engulfing me in a hug before I knew what was happening.  Her low musical voice with it's sexy English accent chimed out, “Good morning, Reese.  It is so nice to see you here.  Kim and Sammie dragged me here.  You'd think they'd get right sick of this place, they can't get enough of the bloody art.”
 
   She released me and I again was mesmerized by the tattoo covered scars running down her right side.  They were beautiful.  I saw Kimi's unreadable expression crack as she smiled at me then bent down gave me a hug.  That tall native American beauty never failed to take my breath away.  She sneakily stole her daughter from my lap to commence tickle torture when she stood back up.  She said, “Hi, Reese,”  through the little girl's giggle fits.
 
   Where are my manners.  I turned quickly to the Kreitzs.  “Sarah, Anne, I'd like you to meet Skylar, Kim, and Samantha Roth.  They are friends of Crystal McKay.”
 
   Skylar interjected, “And of you, too, you silly bird.”
 
   I blushed and continued, “They are...”
 
   “Satin Thunder.”  Sarah whispered in shock.
 
   I quickly corrected her, shooting her a warning glance.  “No.  Not here.  Here they are Kim and Skylar.  They are here every summer to visit Kim's sister, Roberta Valentine... Silent Bob.”
 
   Anne and Sarah greeted them and we all chatted for a minute, then Skylar took Kimi's hand shooting her a loving smile.  “We have to get back Flower, we promised Bobbie and Blake we'd go hiking with them this morning.”
 
   Kim's unreadable expression broke as she returned the smile.  “OK, Sky.  Well ladies it was fun chatting with you.  We have to be going.  And Reese?”
 
   I looked up at her and tilted my head in question.  She finished, “It is good to see you out in the world.  Try to do it more often.”  I nodded and that stoic expression was back on her face.
 
   We all said our goodbyes and the Roth's wandered toward the door, Samantha turning to wave cutely.  When they were out of earshot, Sarah and Anne turned to me excitedly and Sarah blurted out, “OMG, Ree!  Why didn't you tell me you knew Satin Thunder!  They are like one of my favorite bands!  And Silent Bob?  She's an outdoor legend here!”
 
   I shrugged. “Well I sign non-disclosure agreements with some of my clients... and 'I' don't really know them.  It is more like knowing them by association.  They are all good friends with Crystal McKay.  Over half of my business comes from her network of people.  I maintain Satin Thunder's fan site for them.”
 
   Anne chastised me.  “Don't sell yourself short, Reese.  They seemed quite fond of you.  And their daughter is frickin' adorable!”
 
   I lowered my head.  Then changed the subject.  “Who is hungry?  I could use a good brunch... I think I know a spot.”
 
   Sarah's face lit up.  She was reading my mind.  “To the Pike!”
 
   I giggled and we left a confused Anne standing there.  I reached back and grabbed her hand and propelled her forward.
 
   Sarah looked down at me as she walked with her hand on my shoulder.  “So do you work for any other famous people, little Miss Connected?”
 
   I grinned then looked back at the sculpture.  “Oh, one or two...”
 
   Anne was totally enamored with the Pike and Mrs. Zatta.  She actually got her to share her recipe for the breakfast bread bowls that we prayed at the alter of.
 
   While we sat and chatted as we finished up, Anne asked, “Did you come here as a little girl, Reese?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No Mrs. Z is a relatively new addition here.  I think Crystal said she had only been here three years or so.”
 
   She nodded in understanding then asked, “So what did you and your parents like to do when you were here at the market?”
 
   I shrugged and replied, “My dad died of a heart attack when I was just a baby so I don't remember him. But mom would bring me here a couple times a year.  It was just her and I, Team Qualls.  We'd look at all the interesting handmade items in the North Arcade.  Then if I was good, she'd bring me down a level and we'd go to Golden Age Collectibles and she'd let me pick out a comic.”
 
   I smiled at the memory then suddenly started to panic.  I never talk about my childhood.  How did Anne get me to do it?  I started breathing faster and then Sarah's hand was on my shoulder immediately, giving me an anchor, calming me.
 
   I whispered, “I don't really talk about it.”
 
   Anne shot me a look of compassion and said softly,  “It's a shame.  You really should.  You looked so happy in the memory.”  Then she skillfully changed the topic.  “I feel like doing something to make me feel young again.  The permanent amusement park?”
 
   Gawd, what were we?  Teenagers?  Apparently so, I found both Sarah and I nodding with grins on our faces.  We made our way back to Bessie and loaded up.  Minutes later we were parking in the Seattle Science Center parking garage.
 
   We went through the Science Center just for the fun of it.  I used to do this about once a year before...  ummm... anyway, we had a blast looking at all of the interactive exhibits and joking around and chatting.  I was really enjoying our time with Anne.  Sarah was lucky to have such a loving mother.
 
   Then we exited out to the Seattle Center.  As I wheeled with the ladies, the red headed sprite's hand on my shoulder, Sarah had a comical look on her face. “So what ride you want to do, Ree?  The log ride?  Mini roller coaster?”
 
   I started blushing.  Anne squinted an eye at me with a similar comical look to her daughter's as she asked, “What?  Come on tell us!”
 
   I said “mmmmffmmfmmmmel” really quickly slurring my voice terribly.
 
   Sarah crinkled her nose.  “What was that, Ree?  Speak up.”
 
   I sighed and whispered, hoping they wouldn't hear.  “I want to ride the mmmmffmmfmmmmel.”
 
   Both women were now grinning at me like idiots.  Sarah promoted through her smile, “One more time, Ree.  We almost got it that time.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and surrendered.  I said quickly, “Fine!  I want to ride the carousel... I like horses, OK?  I haven't been on the carousel since I was eleven.  Mom brought me to ride a real horse once when I was really little.  I fell off and skinned my knee, I wouldn't stop crying until she bribed me with ice cream.”  I got suddenly quiet as I thought of that.
 
   I glanced up and they had a shared look of triumph on their faces.  Sarah pointed to the amusement park humorously.  “To the carousel!”
 
   Then my reality came crashing down on me when we got to the carousel and the operators wouldn't let me ride a horse.  I had to transfer into one of the lame benches that don't move up and down.   Sarah sat with me as we went round and round.  I was staring at the horses longingly.  I forgot all about the horses as she put an arm around me and stroked my arm as we rode.
 
   To my embarrassment, I still loved the carousel and we must have rode it for a half hour straight before we got off and looked for other things to do.  The log ride and roller coaster always scared me so again to my embarrassment, we wound up in the teacup ride.  We got ourselves spinning so fast that both Anne and I were feeling a little queasy as Sarah mocked us both.
 
   This felt familiar somehow.  It felt like... family?  I never had this feeling when I was a ward of the state.  I was shuffled from foster home to foster home more times than I can count.  Nobody kept me for very long because I was 'special needs'.  I never connected with any of them, I was never with any long enough.  The only good thing that the state made sure of, was that all the foster homes were in the same area so I could attend the same schools as my 'friends'.  What a joke.  The only thing I had that was even close to a friend after the accident were Gwen and Marcie.
 
   I won a black and white goldfish for Sarah in the ring toss.  I swear she almost teared up.  The red headed sprite said she'd name him Shamu so she'd have her own little whale to guide her.  This brought a smile to my face I couldn't get rid of.
 
   We looked at the time.  It was five in the afternoon already, the day had shot by.  We reluctantly made our way back to Sarah's house with a detour to a pet shop for some fish food and a little fish bowl.
 
   Once we got inside and got Shamu the itty-bitty whale squared away on Sarah's dresser.  We sat in the living room.  Anne in her chair and Sarah and I on the couch with Sarah'a legs draped across my lap, and me playing with her socks.
 
   Anne tilted her head at us with a soft smile and said, “Thank you, girls.  I don't know the last time I had such a fun day.  Nor the last time I laughed so much.”
 
   I nodded and responded, “No, thank you.  For such a fun day... and all the intel on Sarah that I can use against her.”  This got me a playful slap on my arm which I retaliated with tickling the exposed skin on her legs between her pant legs and her ankle socks.
 
   Anne retired to the guest room to pack her suitcase.  Leaving me lost in the green eyes on the couch with me.  Her faint chocolate scent was driving me crazy.  When Anne was ready to go we all went out to the cars.
 
   Sarah would drop her rental car off tomorrow and drive her to the airport in her car.  I had to get home or face the wrath of Gwen.
 
   Anne walked in front of me an leaned down and engulfed me in a warm hug and whispered in my ear, “Goodbye Reese.  I look forward to seeing you again soon.  Take care of my baby girl for me?”  I nodded and she kissed my cheek and stood with a huge smile.
 
   “Bye Anne,” I said with a smile of my own.
 
   Sarah looked at me.  “Ummm... breakfast tomorrow?”
 
   I nodded and she gave me a tingly kiss on the cheek.  I'm pretty sure she purposefully on accident caught a tiny bit of lip in it.  Then she darted into the rental car.  Gawd... I was warming up in all the right places just thinking about it as I waved as they pulled away from the curb.
 
   I was in a super happy mood when I got home and that feeling persisted until I was asleep that night.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – It Felt Like I Was Running
 
   The next week flew by in a flash.  I got ahead of all my work so I could spend as much time with Sarah as possible, I still needed to have that talk with her.  She kept telling me that she had a surprise for me on Saturday so I had better have no plans.  I snorted at that, the only plans I ever have revolve around her.  Where else would I go?
 
   Saturday morning rolled around and my iPod was chirping away on my nightstand about an incoming text.  I grinned, I knew it was Sarah before I looked at her message [when u b here?].  I sent back [srry i cant hang 2day i have friends comin over 4 a big party. ].  I was giggling maniacally at her reply [wtf?].  I sent back [kidding i b there in 1 hour.  must clean and eat breakfast].  Her quick reply was [omg im gonna kick ur ass 4 that.  c u soon.  wear jeans!!].  I was chuckling now as I sent [k bye] then I transferred into my chair to get ready for the day of mystery with the ex-punk rocker who always seems to make me smile.  I wonder why I need to wear jeans.
 
   Before I knew it I was cleaned up, ate breakfast and left a note for the girls that I would be out all day then downstairs and heading to Sara's in Bessie.  I snorted as I pulled up and she was standing on the sidewalk hiking up a pant leg and putting her thumb out.
 
   I hit the button to roll down the passenger side window as I came to a stop and laughed out, “Get in here weirdo before everyone sees.”
 
   She gave me her patented scrunched up face smile and hopped in and put her seat-belt on.  I sat there for a second then prompted, “Sooo?”
 
   She laughed.  “Oh I suppose I should give you directions to where we are going.”
 
   I grinned. “Well I enjoy your company so driving around aimlessly the van is just as good as anyplace else, but yeah... directions could be useful.”
 
   She blushed cutely then pointed forward like we were in a wagon-train.  “To the mountains my good woman!  I90 if you would.”
 
   I snickered and got us on the closest on-ramp heading east.  Then I tilted my head toward her in curiosity and asked, “So, you gonna clue me in oh cryptic one?”
 
   She made a great show of deciding whether or not to share then she nodded and held her finger up. “Umm... no.”  Then she just looked forward out of the windshield at the mountains we were quickly approaching all innocent like.  Why the heck was I smiling so much?
 
   As we were coming up to Issaquah she started making a ticking sound and making flashing motions with her hands like a turn signal while leaning to the right.  I rolled my eyes at her playfulness and exited the freeway into the pretty little city at the base of the mountains.  “You are so not normal.”
 
   She grinned at me and replied, “Why thank you.”
 
   I giggled and shot back, “It wasn't a compliment.”
 
   She just kept grinning then started ticking again and flashing her hands as she almost fell into my lap leaning left.  I put on my left blinker and turned to go under the overpass and past a little airport.
 
   She seemed quite pleased with herself and before I could comment on it she was ticking and leaning to the right.  To the right we went.  We drove for about five minutes further up into the mountains, just laughing and talking about her music.  I think I may have finally talked her into playing at some local venues on amateur talent nights.
 
   She stopped talking and started ticking and leaning to the right, comically hitting her head on the window.  To the right!  We turned onto a dirt road and a few hundred yards in we came up to a clearing that had a weird ramp up to a platform with a railing on three sides on it that was sitting in the middle of the field.  An old fashioned looking sign with western style printing on it said “Valentine's Cascade Experience”.  Sweet, I do their website and that Roberta Valentine is an amazing woman!
 
   I looked at her for an answer, tilting my head.  She spoke like a fortuneteller, “All your questions shall be answered.  Come to the platform of enlightenment.”
 
   I of course rolled my eyes at the silly woman.
 
   I couldn't halt the giggle that escaped my lips as she jumped out of Bessie as soon as I parked near the platform.  She ran up the ramp then turned, impatiently waiting for me to get into my chair and to wheel up the ramp beside her.
 
   She looked a combination of excited and nervous as she spoke, “You ready for your surprise?”
 
   I said humorously.  “Oh God, you're gonna bury me in the woods.  And I drove us here!”
 
   She slapped my arm playfully then got serious, she was dialing her phone.  “Close your eyes.”  I hesitated and she gave me a look like a mother would give her misbehaving child.   I sheepishly closed my eyes.  She was speaking on her phone, “OK, bring em out.”
 
   I heard rustling in the woods I was tilting my head toward the noise to peek and I got a slap on the arm.  “Don't you dare peek.”  I giggled and kept my eyes shut.  There was a distinct smell as the wind shifted and I could hear clomping approaching.  My stomach was in knots, was this what I thought it was?
 
   She said, “OK Ree, open them.”  I opened my eyes and found myself looking into the eyes of a tan and white horse just inches from my face.  OMG!  There was a man and a woman with smiles on their faces, each holding the reins to two horses.  The other three horses were a chestnut brown with white manes.
 
   I looked at them then at Sarah with my mouth hanging open before I uttered, “What did you do Sar?”
 
   She grinned and her face softened and she spoke softly, “Those asshats at the carousel wouldn't let you ride a horse.  You looked so disappointed.  When you spoke of the time your mother brought you riding you looked so happy so I thought...”  She trailed off and motioned her hand toward the horses, “Ummm... taa daa?”
 
   I grabbed her hand and pulled her down to me for a big hug.  Then we looked at the horses. Realization dawned on me, “But how will I...”
 
   The woman cut me off.  “Don't worry about a thing, we are all prepared here, and Daisy here is extremely gentle.”  She guided the horse so she was standing parallel to the platform... her back level with the seat of my wheelchair.  I noticed the saddle looked different.  Almost like it would cup me. The man was on the far side holding his hand out as the woman motioned, “Saddle up cowgirl.”
 
   I was nervous but I grabbed the man's hand and transferred into the saddle with a leg flung over to the other side.  Sarah was grinning like a fool.  As soon as I was settled the woman threw a belt around me that was fastened to the saddle and buckled me in.  The man put one of my feet in a stirrup and the woman did the same on the other side then a strap connected to long leather chaffs hanging from the saddle was put around each of my calves.  There was no way I was falling out of that saddle.
 
   The woman walked us away from the platform.  I was bobbing on the horse and grabbed a hand grip in front of me on the saddle where a saddle horn should be, to steady myself.
 
   Sara jumped off the platform then easily mounted the horse the man offered her.  I was amazed at how easy she made it look.  Gawd her smile was awesome... oh wait, the woman is talking to me. “Hi Reese, I'm Fran and that lump over there is Steve.  Have you rode before?”
 
   I looked at her and nodded nervously.  “Just once when I was little.  It didn't end well.  There were tears and ice cream everywhere.  But I love horses!”
 
   She smiled and said, “Well Daisy here is quite the lady.  She'll take care of you, she is specially trained for paraplegics.  All the commands are done through the reins.”  Then she showed me the basics of getting Daisy to go forward, turn and stop while walking beside me.
 
   Once she was satisfied she hopped on a horse and Steve did too.  Sarah maneuvered her horse beside me as Fran took the lead.  Daisy lurched forward as we went to follow at the slow pace.  I laughed nervously.  As we moved into the woods on a wide path, Sarah by my side looking as excited as a little girl.  I couldn't stop from catching her excitement as a smile bloomed on my face.
 
   I felt so... tall.
 
   I got accustomed to riding and a couple minutes later Fran was looking back at us with a smile and then urged her horse forward into a jog.  We did the same.  We broke from the trees into a long field on a ride.  The day was perfect, the wind was flowing through my hair, across my cheeks.  I was moving with the horse... I remember this feeling.  I felt like I was running.  I could feel a single tear on my cheek.  I convinced myself it was from the wind stinging my eyes.
 
   After an hour at different speeds, we stopped at the top of another ridge line and looked down the mountains into the sprawling valley.
 
   Steve came up beside Sarah and I, then looked at me.  “You feeling strong still or should we head back, it is a hour ride back.”
 
   I took stock of myself, I could probably go for a while more but not much.  I was using different muscles in my abdomen than I use in my chair and they were a little achy.  I tilted my head. “We should probably start heading back after I take in this spectacular view.”
 
   He nodded with a smile then moved off to Fran, leaving Sara and I looking at the majesty of nature. She hung her head down shyly and peeked her eyes up at me. “So, ummm... surprise.”
 
   I started talking in amazement, “I love...”  I caught myself... was I about to say “you”?  Did her eyes just widen a bit?  I finished shyly. “That you would do something like this for me.  You are amazing Sarah!”
 
   She reached over and grabbed my hand and laced our fingers then looked back down into the valley.  She spoke quietly, “You're worth it, Ree.”  I craved the warmth from her hand.
 
   This moment felt almost perfect to me and I didn't want to ruin it.  We sat like that in silence for another ten or fifteen minutes before I took a deep breath then turned back to Fran and Steve.  And almost sighed in resignation. “OK, we better start back.”
 
   They smiled and started us back on a different route that gave us just as spectacular views on the way back.  It seemed like no time had passed and I felt a sense of disappointment as we emerged into a clearing and I saw the platform with Bessie nearby.
 
   Before we got to the platform I rode up to Fran and leaned in and gave her a hug. “Thank you, this was wonderful.”  Then did the same with Steve.  Their smiles were threatening to split their faces as they unlashed me and I transferred back into my chair on the platform.
 
   Sarah hopped down from her horse and handed the reins to Steve, then shook both of their hands. We said our goodbyes then mounted back up into Bessie and started back toward civilization.  Before I turned off the dirt road, I stopped and looked over at the amazing redheaded sprite with those entrancing green eyes of hers.  “Thank you so much.  That was... magical.  It was the most amazing thing I have done in almost a decade.”  I paused. “Why are you so good to me?”
 
   She smiled warmly and shrugged.  That was all I was going to get out of the imp.  I smiled again then got onto the road.  We of course had to stop at the XXX root beer burger joint on the way through Issaquah.  We'd be silly not to, right?
 
   As me munched on our burger-y offerings at the outdoor tables, I looked up to the mountains and asked, “So, what got you playing the violin that way?”  There was no answer so I looked over and she was looking away with that faraway strained look on her face she got when the tinnitus was bad.  I knew she didn't hear me so I placed a hand gently on hers to get her attention.
 
   She turned with a smile then I started again, “So, what got you playing the violin that way?  It is a unique fusion of modern and the past.  I mean, it is so awesome.  I know it helps with the tinnitus but how did you come up with the mash up?”
 
   She shrugged, it drove me batty that she didn't want to speak about her music.  Just the other day she played for me and mixed modern rock with classical.  This time she sang as she played and I swear to you, it was the voice of an angel.  But then she got embarrassed and stopped.
 
   I kept staring at her expectantly.  Trying really hard not to crack up at the faces she was making at me in an attempt to divert me from the subject.  I redoubled my effort and stared intently.
 
   She rolled her eyes in defeat.  “Fine... I was playing a bit of Bach when the tempo reminded me of 'Morning Flower' by Skylar Roth and I just flowed into the song.  After the bridge they meshed up again and I transitioned back.  I felt like I was floating between two worlds that were seamlessly attached by the melody.  I could coax out the new from the old and give it a rebirth.  I don't know... it sounds stupid when I say it out loud.”
 
   I was shaking my head and replied, “Umm yeah, as in how stupidly awesome it is!  You have such passion in your music and I can see the strain on your face fade when you play.  You know that strain you try to hide from me?”
 
   She blushed, gawd it was cute!  She successfully pulled the topic off of her after that with a smile and the twinkle in her eyes.  It wasn't till later I realized the evil pixie pulled the Gwen trick on me to get off the subject.  Not that I'm complaining, she can do that any time she wants to.
 
   We wound up on fun topics steering clear of her on the drive home.  I didn't want to see her go when I dropped her off.  I was having the time of my life and she leaned in and whispered hotly in my ear, “Pick me up early for breakfast.”  I swear her lips nicked my earlobe and sent goosebumps racing across my skin.  I gulped then nodded and she was off, giggling up the ramp to her place with a tiny wave.  I waved back and pulled away with a smile and a tingle.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Crumbling
 
   Then next day... Sunday afternoon, after arriving home from having a blast with Sarah, it all changed.
 
   My good mood dissipated quickly as I reached the top of the stairs after returning from lunch with Sarah.  I could hear the girls arguing through the front door.  I couldn't quite make out the words but they seemed angrier than ever.  Marcie's voice had a hard edge to it.
 
   Just as I swung the door open I caught the last word she was yelling,  “...cripple!!!”
 
   I was stunned, I just sat in the open doorway.  Then Gwen was screaming at her,  “Don't you EVER call her that!  I want you out!  Just get the hell out of this apartment and never came back!”
 
   Marcie shouted, “Fine!  I'm sick of it all anyway!  I hope you and your little pet lezzie are happy together!”  She came storming out of their room, her face was red and she grabbed her purse from the counter and froze when she saw me.  All the color drained from her face.
 
   I was still just sitting there staring at her dumbly as she started moving to the door again.  She stood right next to me, neither of us looking at the other.  She spoke in a hoarse voice,  “I'm sorry, Wheels.  I didn't mean any of that.  It isn't you that I'm mad at.  Just know, I really do love you as one of my closest friends.  I'll be back tomorrow for my things.”  She kissed my cheek and she was out the door stomping down the stairs, leaving me sitting there, still in shock.  What the hell just happened!?
 
   Gwen came stomping out of her room and stopped dead when she saw me in the doorway.  She nervously asked, “How much did you hear?  It isn't what you think, Wheels.”
 
   I finally moved inside and shut the door quietly behind me.  I put my purse and keys on the counter and wheeled up in front of her.  I looked at the floor trying to pick one of the multitude of questions spinning around in a chaotic tangle in my head.  I finally looked up at her.  “She called me a cripple and you kicked her out.  What the hell is going on, Gwen?  Does this have to do with why Marcie has been mad at me these past few months?  Why are you two always arguing?  What is she sick of?”
 
   She shook her head.  “It's nothing.  She's mad at me and was taking it out on you.  She's just sick of my bitchiness.  But that's who I am, too late to change now.”
 
   She changed the topic. “You hungry?  How bout we have pizza delivered, I'm not in the mood to cook.”
 
   I looked back at the door.  “Is she... did you really kick her out?  She's not coming back?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I don't know.  How about that pizza?”
 
   I didn't want to push, I knew if I did we'd probably wind up arguing too so I just nodded then wheeled over to the couch.  Wasn't I just happy like five minutes ago?  I missed Sarah already.  I transferred over and Gwen was there on the phone, pulling my legs over her lap as I switched the TV on.
 
   When she was done ordering she grabbed the remote from me and cued up Jennifer's Body for us to watch.  She glanced over. “I know how much you like Megan Fox in it.”  She said that awful strangely.
 
   I pulled out my iPad and made a show of typing in a search for “exorcism”.  She looked at the screen then tilted her head and narrowed her eyes in question.  I couldn't stop the little laugh from escaping my lips.  “You're just being all nice to me.  It is kind of freaking me out... I thought you might be possessed.”
 
   She chuckled.  “You're awfully playful these last few weeks.  Just shut up and watch the damn movie or I won't give you any pizza, Wheels.”
 
   I grinned and turned to the TV and chuckled. “Ah.  There's the old bitchy Gwen.  Much better.”
 
   She slapped my arm but I could see in my peripheral that she was smiling.  I thought about Sarah.  I thought about what had happened, I thought about Marcie.  Did Marcie really mean it when she said I was one of her closest friends?  Well I guess that makes sense since in a dysfunctional family way, I feel the same about her and Gwen.  I hope she really doesn't leave.  What a complicated day.
 
   When the pizza arrived, Gwen jumped up and I almost laughed when she pulled out my debit card from my purse to pay the delivery guy.  She brought the pizza, a beer, and a grape juice over, draped my legs on her, and we munched as we watched.  She was tracing little random patterns on my legs with her fingers as we watched.  You know, it is times like this that I really miss how we used to be as kids, the best of friends.  I hate that it ever changed.  I still have no clue why it did.
 
   I squirmed around in my seat when Megan Fox's character started making out with Amanda Seyfried's character.  I was feeling a little flush and my breathing deepened a little.  I'm a little embarrassed to admit that I'm always a little aroused after watching that scene.  Usually in the privacy of my own room where I could do something about it.  I just appreciated how well they could act the scene out...  right?  Good actresses.  I mean, I never have that reaction watching other love scenes.
 
   I glanced over at Gwen, she was half watching me and half watching the movie with a silly smirk on her face.
 
   I don't know when it happened but I had fallen asleep on the couch.  When I woke up, I heard the shower going and sunlight streaming in the window.  There was a blanket over me and a pillow under my head.  There's that freaky mothering she's started again.  I needed to ask her about that.
 
   I wonder what Sarah is up to.  OK, that was a random thought.
 
   I moved myself into my chair and set about cleaning the pizza carnage from last night.  I was washing the dishes and chuckling at the various text messages Sarah had sent me last night and this morning while I slept, when Gwen came out looking hot as always.  “I'm off to see... Mark, I'll be back around three, Wheels.”  She grabbed her purse and keys and was out the door.
 
   After I was cleaned up, changed and ready for the day there was a light knocking at the door.  I wheeled over and opened it and Marcie was standing there looking nervous with a couple large empty boxes in her hands.  “Is it OK... If I come in... get my things?  Gwen isn't here is she?”
 
   I shook my head and grabbed her arm and dragged her in.  “This is your home, Marce.  Of course you can come in.  It was just a fight.  Don't take her seriously.”
 
   She was shaking her head as she made her way to their bedroom, I followed along as she spoke. “No.  I have to.  Please know that it isn't you.  I just can't... do this any more.  I've tried to be good enough for her for too long.  To be like her, to be her friend.  But her weird obsession with you will never let me in.”
 
   I stopped by her bed in confusion as she started putting her stuff into the boxes.  I looked at her, “Come on, Marce.  You've gotta stay.  I have known you and Gwen most of my life.  You are the only two who have always been here.”  I choked a whispered out, “Everyone else leaves.”
 
   I straightened up in my chair and spoke earnestly,  “We can work it all out.  I don't know what you are talking about with the weird obsession.  But things can go back to how they were.”
 
   She stopped and leaned down so we were face to face.  She had a sad faraway look in her eyes, I had never seen that in her before.  “No.  Listen Reese...”  She paused.  The fact that that was the first time she had used my real name in nine years was not lost on me.  She continued hesitantly.  “I'm probably as much to blame for this situation as she is.”
 
   She sat on the bed and clasped her hands in her lap and looked down at them.  “You've know Gwen longer than me.  You were already friends when my family moved to Seattle.  None of the kids spoke to me in the first grade because I was the new girl.  But a couple days later at lunch I was sitting at a far back table and Gwen came up and sat down with me.  She smiled and said, 'Hi I'm Gwen.  You look sad,'  and she handed me her chocolate milk.  I had made my first friend.  Then you came along a couple minutes later and sat down with us.”
 
   She took a deep breath.  “I was jealous.  My new friend spoke more to you than me.  I tagged along every chance I got.  You were the sweetest little girl but I didn't like you because you monopolized my friend.  I was a stupid little girl.  You offered your friendship to me every day without reservation but I wanted to be the first one Gwen said hi to.  Wanted you to be the tag-a-long friend.  I wanted to be just like her.”
 
   She chuckled and before I could speak, she continued.  “Guess I've always been sort of a bitch.” She shook her head and continued, “I don't know how much you can remember from back then, but Gwen was kind of like our ring leader.  Popular with everyone.”
 
   She looked at me.  “Then something happened.  Puberty happened.  Specifically to you first.  You were developing faster than both of us.  Your popularity was growing in leaps and bounds.  Gwen was starting to get jealous that you were getting more attention than her... and I used that.”  Her voice caught a bit.  “I started pouring on the mean.  Gwen joined in.  Suddenly I was her number one and we were picking on you all the time.  More than ever I tried to be like her so that she'd never want you back.  I'm so sorry Reese.”
 
   She looked at me with watery eyes.  “I saw we were hurting you and I was glad, Gwen was my friend, not yours.  How could I be so self absorbed and... evil?  But something happened.  I think Gwen was missing you, and I think I was too in my own warped way.  She wanted to get you back.  So she offered an olive branch.  She invited you to her thirteenth birthday that summer.”
 
   A tear escaped her eye and made its way slowly down here cheek as I tried to absorb everything she was saying... that is why we weren't friends any more?  That's why they are so mean to me?  I was boiling in emotions and couldn't have picked out a single one if you asked.
 
   She took another deep breath and glanced nervously at me.  “You never showed up and she was pissed.  She thought for sure you never really were her friend.  Her anger simmered all summer.  It wasn't until school started again that we found out the real reason you didn't come.  When you wheeled into the school.  She saw the fear in your face and how appalled you were as people treated you differently.”
 
   She shook her head.  “She cried every night for a week at my place after school.  I didn't understand but she kept being mean to you at school, calling you that horrible name...  Wheels.  I still don't get it.  But I always follow her lead.  But she was different.  She was mean to everyone after that.  So I followed suit.  She got more and more popular and we joined the pep squads.  You faded back and withdrew farther and farther.  This just made Gwen meaner and meaner to you.”
 
   She looked at the ceiling.  “Then she found out your secret.”
 
   I looked at her in confusion.   What secret?  Marcie continued,  “She was being her bitchy self to you and tried to get you to do her homework.  You quietly said 'No,' looking at the ground like you always did after the accident.  She pulled your face up to look into her eyes and smiled and prompted you with 'Wheels?'.”
 
   She smiled slightly, “The blush on your face could have been seen from space as you started chewing on your lower lip.  She was turning you on.  We had no clue you were gay!  She used that every chance she got.  I don't think Gwen or I ever did our own homework after that all the way to graduation.”
 
   I was shaking my head and interrupted.  “I'm not gay.”  It even sounded like a lie to me.  Am I?
 
   Her eyes softened.  “You know, I believe you really think that... let's look at that a second.  One, you'll do anything for Gwen if she smiles at you.  Two, you are worse than a man with your movie collection.  I don't think there is a single movie you own that doesn't have scantily clad women or overly-sexy actresses in them.  The male actors never interest you.  Three, you NEVER go anywhere without Gwen or I unless it is to get supplies or work related.  You don't leave this apartment for anything else... period.  Yet now a sexy punk rocker girl suddenly appears and you are running off all over with her with a dreamy smile on your face.  You are smiling RIGHT NOW as I speak of her. Quick without thinking, who is sexier Hugh Grant or Oliva Wilde?”  
 
   Instantly I thought of Olivia Wilde's fantastic eyes, and her lips!  My mouth just hung open.  She laid a hand on my shoulder.  “Reese, you're gay.”
 
   I blinked.  I'm gay?  I went over her points.  But, doesn't everyone like to look at the actresses, especially the tight leather and spandex outfits in the superhero movies, the way they show off every curve and.... shit.  I'm gay.  Does everyone know?  Its not a bad thing is it?  Is it a good thing?  Why didn't I see this stuff?  I must really be more broken than I thought.  My imaginary therapist is going to charge me double for this one.
 
   She chuckled a little.  “Oh, I'm sorry.  You really didn't know...”  Then she stood and kept packing and looked back.  “Gwen confused the hell out of me in school.  I was actually starting to feel really bad the way we treated you and was ready to bury the hatchet, but she insisted we keep being bitchy to you, but that sort of bled through, I'm sure we really are bitches now.  I still don't know why, as I said.  But then she would protect the hell out of you when you weren't around.  She put the hammer down on a few people who had teased you.  She found out about the cruel prank that Mitch and Kimberly played on you one year.  She beat the hell out of Kimberly in the locker room.  I couldn't pull her off as she was wailing on her.  It took three of us to get Gwen off of her.  Kimberly's face was a bloody mess.  I was seriously afraid she was going to kill her.”
 
   She moved to the closet and started folding her clothes and placing them in the second box.  “When we were graduating, she insisted we ask you to move in with us.  She wasn't making any sense to me. She kept babbling stuff about stability and that things had to stay the same for you and that she owed you.  I really thought she had lost it.”
 
   She paused a second.  “I was kind of happy when we all moved here.  I didn't dislike you for stealing my friend anymore.  I was actually amazed at how strong you had become.  We could finally start treating you like a friend again.  It was odd that Gwen and my attitudes had swapped by that time. But she insisted that we do not change our treatment of you.  Always mumbling about stability.  I followed blindly.”
 
   I was still reeling with all the information she was sharing.  This is the most she had ever said to me.  She suddenly looked mad.  “But a few months back...”
 
   She stopped and started packing with greater intensity.  I leaned into her peripheral vision.  Did I want her to continue?  She was scaring me now.  I whispered hoarsely, “When you started hating me again.  What happened?”
 
   She was quickly squatting in front of me at my eye level.  “No!  I don't hate you.  I'm sorry if it came off that way.  I've just been pissed at Gwen for what... she did.”
 
   Her eyes teared up again.  “God.  She's always wondering what you are thinking or what you are feeling but will never ask you...  like she is sacred of you or something.  One night she turned to me and said,  'You ever curious why Wheels likes women?  Like, have you ever wanted to experiment?'.  Believe me, neither Gwen or I are gay, but she convinced me to try it just once and we'd never talk about it again.  She said she needed to understand you better.”
 
   Marce started crying.  “I let her fuck me that night...  It wasn't awful but wasn't as good as with a guy.  I could tell from her reaction that it wasn't for her either.  But right in the middle of it all... she... she called out your name and not mine.”
 
   I was shocked beyond belief.  That was the one night I had witnessed.  Marcie looked at me again. “I...  I just couldn't keep up this charade any more.  I wanted out.  She had used me as your substitute.  I think she was trying to see if she could be with you.  I couldn't keep being mean to you.  I think part of me has turned bad for good, rotted away.  I'm sacred I won't be able to find my way back.  But she still wouldn't let me.  But now... I think I want my own life Reese.  I love you like a sister, but I can't play Gwen's sick games anymore.”
 
   She left the room with her belongings and I was still sitting there in their bedroom in shock as I heard Marcie leave the apartment and my life.  Everyone leaves.  My world was crumbling down around me.  Nothing made sense to me anymore.  I had so many emotions slamming into me, threatening to crack my sanity.  I cried back on the ferry that day... why can't I cry now.  I know I wanted to, but I couldn't let myself break again.  I deserve anything I get.  It was all my fault.
 
   My imaginary therapist would have to bring in a team of shrinks now to sort through my confusion.
 
   I wheeled into the kitchen and reached for my purse.  I grabbed the wrinkled, old green envelope out of it and looked at the dried blood on it.  None of this would have happened if I hadn't got mom killed.  We would have fixed everything, it would have all gone back to normal, like it was before.
 
   I put the envelope back into my purse.  Then went to my room.  I sat there for hours replaying the conversation in my head.  I heard Gwen return and close her bedroom door.  I took a deep breath and wheeled out.  I knocked.  She cracked the door, she was crying.  I opened my mouth.  Not knowing what to say.  Finally I squeaked out, “Why?”  And she closed the door, I heard it lock.  I sat there for around ten minutes just staring at the door.
 
   Then all my devices all started ringing.  I wheeled over to my desk and put on my earpiece and froze when I saw who was calling.  Sarah!  I could feel some anxiety bleeding away.  Sarah can make it all better.  I tried to sound normal but my voice cracked.  “Hello?”
 
   She was silent for a couple seconds then she spoke in a strained voice.  “Gwen was just over...” She was silent again.  God.  I knew where this was heading, Gwen did it again...  she's taking Sarah from me now... I threw my headset against the wall and watched it shatter.
 
   I was wheeling back and forth frantically.  I had to get out of there.  My devices started ringing again.  I grabbed an iPad, my purse and keys, checking for the green envelope, and wheeled out of the apartment.  I had to get away.  Far away.  I turned off the incessant ringing of my iPad by simply turning off my wireless hotspot.
 
   My life was over.  I got into Bessie and just started driving.  I didn't care where I was going, I just drove.  About an hour later I found myself at a park near Olympia, in a lot overlooking Puget Sound.  I edged the van forward and gunned the engine over and over with my hand on the gearshift.  It would be so easy.
 
   Just pop it into drive and floor it.  It would all be over.  I wouldn't have to... feel anymore.  I moved the gearshift slowly into drive and took several deep breaths almost hyperventilating.  I slammed Bessie back into park and killed the engine and just started screaming and punching the roof and the steering wheel.  I'm such a coward!
 
   I got myself back under control and headed back to Seattle until I pulled into a motel.  I needed to think.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Frantic
 
   It had been two days now and not a word from Reese.  Oh God.  What did I do?  First Marcie then Reese.  I'm poison.
 
   Today was the day... my fucking birthday... the day of her accident.
 
   I looked at myself in the mirror in the bathroom, I hated the pretty blonde I saw there.  I cut the heavily scarred area on my hip again with the razor blade where I could hide it with my panties or bikini bottoms.  I cut deeper this time.  The pain wasn't helping.  But it always helped, the past nine years, the pain helped me feel.  After what I did.  She's in that chair because of me.
 
   God, I'm drunk.
 
   I heard the pounding on the apartment door again with a girl's voice calling out.  That Sarah girl, again.  Then a man's voice.  Must be the landlord.  Then Sarah was in the apartment calling Reese's name... Marcie's name... my name...  she swung the door to the bathroom open.  I stared at her in shock.
 
   She stared at me with a look of horror and... compassion?  “Oh Gwen,” she whispered and was taking the blade out of my hand and wetting a washcloth and holding it against my hip as she hugged me.  Why is she hugging me?  I fucked everything up like I always do.  I don't know what made me do it but I sobbed into her shoulder.
 
   She led me into my bedroom and sat me on my bed and let me cry myself out.  She never stopped holding me.  When I finally composed myself a bit, she checked my hip then put some clothes on my naked form as I just sat there and let her.  She whispered, “I'll be right back.” I watched her as she left the room.  I could hear her rummaging around in the bathroom.
 
   She returned with a large bandage and pulled down the waistband of the shorts she put me in and applied the bandage to the fresh cut.  “How long have you been doing this?”
 
   I shrugged.  I didn't care who knew anymore.  “Since I got Reese's mom killed and her put in that fucking chair.”
 
   She hugged me again.  Then she pulled me up by my hands and dragged me to the living room then told me.  “Let's get you sobered up.  Where's Reese?  She hasn't answered any of my calls or emails since Sunday.  And none of you have answered your door either.  I'm worried sick.”
 
   She moved to the kitchen and started some coffee.  She pulled my trick of letting it pour directly into a mug before she put the pot on the burner.  Then she came back over and sat next to me, handing me the coffee then stroking my hair.  She looked at me expectantly as I sipped at it.  “So?”
 
   I shrugged again.  “I don't know.  She... found out.  Marcie must have talked to her.  She left.  I haven't been able to find her.  She looked... lost... broken.”
 
   She nodded. “I called after you came to my place and... threatened me.  After I said that you had visited me she... hung up.  I haven't been able to reach her since.”
 
   I closed my eyes and squeezed out another tear.  “See?  It was all me.  I'm poison.”
 
   She gave me a cross look.  “Stop that.  Speak plainly.”  She just kept stroking my hair.  Calming me.  She has a good head on her shoulders, I can see why Reese likes her so much.
 
   I took a big gulp of coffee, then sighed. “After I went to your place and umm... “
 
   She grinned and finished for me.  “Threatened to break my legs and my skull  if I ever hurt her... what were the words?  You'd 'end' me?” she prompted.
 
   I nodded sheepishly and took another gulp.  “Yeah... well after that.  When I got home.  She looked so broken. I knew that she knew everything somehow.  She asked me why... I couldn't face her.  I hid in here and that's the last I saw of her.”
 
   She grabbed her cell and said, “I'm calling the police.”
 
   I just shook my head.  “I already did.  They said that because she is an adult and unless we thought she was in danger, they couldn't do anything.  I even pulled the damn handicapped card.”
 
   She looked so distraught as she started pacing... did she really care for Reese?  Then she asked, “Would she go to anyone?  Would anyone know where she is?”
 
   I just wanted to curl up in a ball and cease to exist.  I had asked myself the same question and I had the same answer, “You...”
 
   She stopped pacing, she looked into my eyes like she was reading all my feelings, my thoughts. “Nobody else?”
 
   I shrugged, drinking more coffee.  I needed to sober up if I were going to help Sarah find Reese. “Marcie?  Crystal?”
 
   Her eyes glimmered with hope.  “Call them!”
 
   I shook my head, “Marcie would never talk to me again.  I have Crystal's number on my iPad but it is in my car.”  I stood and walked to Reese's desk and looked at my keys in the coffee can there.  I walked from side to side, trying to figure out how to get them out.  But I can't reach in... I've been drinking... it's the rule.
 
   “Go get it.  Give me Marcie's number, I'll call her.” She prompted me.
 
   I looked at her, didn't she understand?  “I... I can't.  My keys are in there.  I... I can't take them out. It's the rule...”
 
   She looked at me oddly... why didn't she understand?  She stood and tilted her head as she squinted, like she was trying to read me.  “Why not?”
 
   I looked at her like she was stupid for asking.  It was obvious.  “I... I've been drinking.  It is Reese's rule.  I can't touch them.”
 
   She put a hand gently on my cheek and looked at me with something in her eyes... sadness?  She slowly reached into the can and pulled out my keys.  “Which car?”
 
   I closed my eyes and fought back the panic.  The keys are supposed to be in the can... so nobody else gets hurt.  I hoarsely said, “Silver Prius.”
 
   She dragged me back to the couch and sat me down and put the coffee back in my hand.  She looked into my eyes and I looked away.  She grabbed my chin and turned my head back to her.  “I'll be right back.  OK?”
 
   I tried to look away again but she held firmly and asked again,  “OK, Gwen?”
 
   I nodded and she was gone.  I finished the coffee and went to the kitchen for a refill.  I had just sat down on the couch again when she was back in the apartment with my iPad.  She handed it to me and put my keys back in the can and I immediately felt some anxiety bleed away.
 
   I started pulling up my address book as she pulled out her phone and handed it to me.  “Dial Marcie.”  I did so and she took the phone and started pacing frantically.  I could see fear, apprehension, anxiety in her.  Did I read her wrong all this time?  Was she really who I thought she pretended to be? Could she... love... Reese?
 
   She was suddenly talking, knocking me out of my thoughts.  Her voice was doing a poor job of masking her stress.  “Marcie?  Hi this is Sarah... I'm... yeah, that Sarah.  No.  Yes... have you seen Reese since Sunday?  She's... no she's not.  She disappeared on Sunday, we can't find her and nobody has heard from her... no, we tried the police, they can't help because she is an adult.  No... I'm at your apartment.  OK, see you soon.”
 
   She hung up and bit her lip with a strained look on her face.  “She's coming.  What happened?  Why doesn't she live here any more?”
 
   I hung my head, but then changed the topic.  I handed her my iPad and drank some coffee.  She looked at Crystal's number and dialed it on her cell.  She kept looking at me.  What was she seeing? What was she trying to see?
 
   She suddenly spoke, I jumped a little.  “Crystal McKay?  Hello, I'm sorry to be calling you on your personal cell.  Me?  I'm Sarah, I'm Reese Qualls'... umm... I'm a friend of Reese's.  Nice to talk to you, too.  I was wondering if you have heard from her since Sunday.   No?  She's missing.  I think she might be under emotional duress.  Yes.  We tried that.  No.  Is there anyone you can think of she might have gone to? No that's alright.  Thank you.  I'll let you know.  Bye.”
 
   She hung up and she looked up and took a deep breath, then she exhaled and looked at me again. “Anyone else?  There has to be someone.”
 
   I shrugged.  When I took Reese's life away from her all those years ago, I took everything.  “Nobody I can think of.  Marcie would know.  She's always been smarter than me.”  Almost right on cue the apartment door flung open and Marcie walked in with a frantic look on her face.
 
   She walked quickly over to us and spoke,  “Any news?”  She looked at me accusingly and I couldn't stop myself and once again started sobbing.  Then she surprised me.  Marcie was suddenly on the couch beside me hugging me and letting me cry into her shoulder.
 
   I felt her look up toward Sarah who said quietly with her voice full of stress, “Nothing.  Can you think of anyone she'd go to?”
 
   Marcie shrugged as she held me then said plainly to Sarah, “You.”
 
   I giggled through my tears and sat up, wiping my face with my sleeve.  “That's what I said.”  Marci shot me a sad smile.
 
   She turned back to Sarah.  “She really didn't like going out in the world or meeting people, so besides all of her work contacts like Crystal McKay and Silent Bob.  Maybe, one or two online gaming contacts.  But they'd be all over the world.”
 
   Sarah brightened at that.  “Not all of them!”  She started frantically typing on my iPad.  Then she was dialing her cell.  A few seconds later she was talking to someone.  “Yes, is Mai working today? Great, may I speak with her?”
 
   She had a slight look of hope as she waited then she started speaking into the phone again, “Mai. Hi, my name is Sarah, I'm... a friend of Reese Qualls.  Have you seen her in the past couple days? She's missing and we are worried that... yes?!  Yesterday?  Do you... no?  OK.  Is my phone number on the store's caller ID?  Good, can you please call the moment you hear from her again?  Thank you!  Bye.”
 
   She hung up and closed her eyes, she looked to be gathering her thoughts.  “Mai, works at the coffee shop.  She plays some robot game with Reese.  She says she hopped into a chat-room with her yesterday but didn't say anything for a long time then just logged out.
 
   She looked at Marcie and I, “Where would she go?”
 
   We both whispered, “Your place.”  There was nowhere else.  She locked herself away in here.  Where I could protect her.  She never went out if she didn't absolutely need to until Sarah.
 
   She seemed to have her head together, I knew why Reese liked her so much.  She seemed to be accepting of everything.  I drank more coffee.  I didn't want to be useless anymore.  I stood and grabbed Reese's laptop and powered it up.  It was password protected.  I tried a couple things like 'sarah' and even a sickening thing, the date of the accident.  Marcie was looking, she closed her eyes and shook her head and reached out and took the laptop and typed in 'gwen' and handed it back to me.
 
   I looked over at her and tilted my head.  She just glanced down at the keyboard and I hit enter. Reese's desktop popped up.  A picture of Sarah with an adorably comical look on her face was the wallpaper.
 
   I glanced up and Sarah was blushing profusely.  I had to smile at her.  I pulled up Reese's professional address book and looked at the girls.  “We can split up the list.  Someone has to have heard something.”
 
   Then I looked at Marcie and choked back my tears again.  “You know I'm sorry, right?  I really miss you.”  She nodded.  Then a tear rolled down my cheek as I whispered, “It was today you know?” She nodded again, her own eyes were watering up.
 
   We all pulled out our cells and started working on the list.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Super Hero
 
   I made my way around the table again staring at the damn can.  I could see the keys at the bottom of it but I couldn't bring myself to grab them.  It was like there was a damn force field stopping me from getting to them.  It was the rule.  I had been drinking.
 
   I wheeled my chair around the table in frustration.  The mini bar was empty.  I just needed to go get some more.  I didn't want to feel, to think.  It was today...
 
   I swore I'd never ever drink.  But I had nothing now.  Not even Gwen's bitchiness to fall back on... to hold like a lifeline.  Everything has been taken from me.  Everyone leaves.  The alcohol was supposed to deaden everything... why did I still feel like my heart had been torn from me?  Why can't I cry?  I hurt so much.  Everyone leaves.  I stared at the can, trying to will the keys out of it.  Everyone leaves.  But it is the rule... I have been drinking.
 
   I rolled to the bed and tried to roll off of my chair onto it and the chair rolled back and I wound up on the ground.  I grabbed the covers and pulled myself up onto it.  Gawd my reflexes are sloppy.  I turned onto my back and watched the ceiling fan spin.
 
   I sat and listened to all the voices in my head, screaming in confusion.  I tried to understand even one single emotion in the turmoil of chaos seething inside of me.  I could only feel the profound sadness and despair at the loss of Sarah.  Everyone leaves.
 
   Memories came flooding in unbidden.  I thought about the first talk I had with mom about dad.  She never talked about him to me.  I had been five, sitting on her lap watching cartoons when I first asked, “Why is daddy in heaven and not here with us?  Did I do something wrong?  Why did he leave?”
 
   That was the first time I had ever seen my mother cry.  I felt so bad, what did I do to hurt her?  I just held on to her.  Then she replied, “You didn't do anything.  He loved you more than life itself little Ree-Ree.  He didn't want to leave.  God just needed him a little early.”
 
   I was scared.  “Why are you crying mommy?”
 
   She dried her tears and then smiled down at me.  “I don't know.  I just haven't thought about Emeril in a while.  I miss him.  But he gave me you... a piece of himself.  I get to fill you with all my love.”
 
   We just sat in the chair hugging without talking.  I kind of understood.  I just knew I was sad I never got to meet him and I was sad that it made mom cry.   I was a little mad at myself for causing her to be hurt again.
 
   Then that year, Mom and I had to go to Vancouver for something important.  I liked Vancouver. Grandma was there!  Grandma was so much fun, and she told funny stories about mom.  But we didn't go to her house.  Instead we went to a hospital.  Mom explained that Grandma was really sick.
 
   Grandma didn't look to good.  But she smiled when we got there.  I timidly walked up and handed her my stuffed kitty, Tiger.  “Mommy says you are sick.  Tiger always makes me feel better, you can have her.”
 
   That made grandma cry.  I kept on making people cry.  I didn't understand.  I was scared.  I didn't want to hurt anyone.  So I hugged mom's leg as she talked with her.  I didn't understand a lot of it and they were acting weird and looking at me before they'd say stuff like they were talking in code.  That was the last time I saw grandma before the angels took her.  She left me.  Everyone leaves.
 
   It took some time for me to figure out she was never coming back, just like dad.  Then I was so sad, not knowing what I did to make her leave too.  I realized I must be a really bad girl to make everyone leave forever.  So I just tried harder to be a good girl for my mom, so she wouldn't leave too.
 
   I started grade school that fall.  I made a great friend, Becky McDonald.  She was so much fun and we lived close to each other.  We played all the time and her mommy and mine would always bring us to the pool and to all the fun things in the city.
 
   At the end of the school year, Becky said her daddy had been re-deployed.  I didn't understand that, but I knew he was a soldier.  A hero that made the world safe, like in the cartoons.
 
   The next day she wasn't at school.  I thought she must have been sick so I walked to her house after school to see if I could help make her better.  She wasn't there and there were big orange and white trucks loading up all of their stuff.  I asked the big guys loading the truck where Becky was.  He said they were moving to Texas.
 
   I ran all the way home, not understanding exactly what was happening.  I was scared, that's all I knew.  I asked mom where Texas was and if she knew that the McDonald's were going there and when would they be back so I could play with Becky.
 
   She let me know that they wouldn't be coming back.  I ran to my room and hid under my bed and cried.  Becky left too.  She was my friend!  I knew in my heart that I was a bad person then.  I didn't want to be a bad person and make everyone go away.  Everyone leaves.
 
   My mom did all kinds of things with me that summer.  Every chance we got she was doing fun things.  It kept me from thinking about Becky.
 
   When school started up again, there were some kids I knew from kindergarten but new kids too.  A boy was picking on me and a tall blonde girl pushed him and said, “Leave her alone!”
 
   She was really pretty.  She smiled at me and said, “Hi!  I'm Gwendolyn, but you can call me Gwen.”
 
   I smiled at her, she was like a super hero, saving me and everything.  I replied, “I'm Reese, but you can call me... ummm... Reese.”  She giggled at that.
 
   Then just like that, we were the closest of friends.  There wasn't a tree we didn't climb, a bike we didn't ride, a park we didn't play in, a CD we didn't listen to.  In the back of my head I knew she would leave eventually. Everyone leaves.  But I made the best of the time we had together.
 
   Something different happened though.  She didn't leave.  I thought maybe I wasn't a bad person anymore.
 
   One day she saw the new girl sitting alone in the lunch room before recess, she was cute, she looked a lot like Gwen.  Gwen said, “She looks sad.  Let's see what is wrong.”  I grinned, Gwen was being a super hero again.
 
   After giving her lunch ticket to the lunch lady, she walked toward the new girl.  I was digging around in my pocket for my own lunch ticket.  As I caught up with Gwen at the back table she was giving the girl her chocolate milk.  Whoa!  That stuff was like gold, you could trade it for like some Twinkies or a candy bar and potato chips!
 
   The new girl smiled.  That was the first time I saw her smile since she showed up a couple days earlier.  I thought she should smile more, it looked pretty.
 
   I sat down next to Gwen and she said, “Reese this is Marcie.  Marcie, Reese.”  I smiled at her.
 
   We kind of became like the Three Musketeers after that.  Marcie was fun too.  It was a little wired because she kept trying to be exactly like Gwen.  But that was OK because who wouldn't?  Gwen was our private super hero.
 
   I held back a little with Marcie, because she didn't seem to want to play with me when Gwen wasn't around.  Also the little voice in my head always whispered to me that I was bad, and that if I got too close she would leave.  The only ones immune to me were Gwen and my mom.  I knew that everyone leaves.
 
   But then Marcie didn't leave either.  I was happy and had as much fun as I could, before... but now I was thinking I was wrong about everyone leaving.  Maybe it wasn't me.
 
   A couple years went by and I had all but forgotten my curse until mom brought me into her room one night with a concerned look on her face.  She told me that dad's father... grandpa Qualls. Had passed away.
 
   But... we had just seen him last summer when he visited like he always did.  He had told me all kinds of stories about Dad.  I had to hide under my bed again and cry.  I didn't know what I did to make him leave me too.  Mom couldn't get me out from under my bed.
 
   A little while later Gwen was crawling under my bed with Marcie.  They just laid there with me hugging me without saying anything.  Looking back, I can't believe that such young girls had that kind of empathy and knew exactly what to do.  Gwen was just being Gwen... my hero again.
 
   She was there for me at the worst times of my life, I don't know how I got so lucky to have two such good friends as Marcie and Gwen.
 
   But things changed in the sixth grade, we were eleven.  Marcie would be mean to me and make snide remarks all the time.  Was I pushing her away somehow?  Was it time for her to leave like all the rest?  Gwen would admonish her.
 
   I was taller than both of them now and I was starting to get little breasts.  People were treating me different.  That is when I had the worst day of my life.  Marcie had made a snide remark about me and Gwen... well... Gwen chimed in.  I ran home and bawled all night.
 
   The world was different after that.  Gwen was so mean to me, I didn't know what I did.  I probably deserved it, I still knew in my heart I must be bad.  They were both so mean to me.  I started avoiding them, maybe things would get better.  I wish I knew what I had done so I could apologize.  They would hunt me down in school to ridicule me.
 
   I just hid in my room when I wasn't in school.  I missed my friends so much.  But this must have been it, they were going to leave now.  That's how it worked with me right?  Everyone I care about leaves. Everyone leaves.
 
   I found that computer games and learning how to make web pages kept me focused away from the sadness.  I could make my own virtual world and wouldn't need to live in the real world anymore.
 
   Near the end of the school year, Gwen wasn't being so mean anymore though Marcie still was.  And puberty was hitting Gwen hard, she looked so much prettier now.  I stared at her a lot in class when she didn't know I was looking.
 
   She came up to me on the last day of school and handed me a letter and ran off.  I read it.  “I miss you.  Please come to my birthday party next month.  -G-”
 
   I can't tell you how much my heart soared at that.  I could fix things!  Whatever I did, I could get my best friend back.  I spent weeks trying to figure out the best gift for her.  I finally figured it out.  Mom helped me and then she drove me to Gwen's house.
 
   We never made it there.  I woke up in the hospital.  I couldn't move my legs.  The doctors told me my back was broken.  They wouldn't let me see my mom.  I was so scared, why wasn't she there? Didn't she love me anymore?   They sedated me as I screamed for her to come.
 
   I was in shock for a few days, and they kept making me go to sleep.  They wouldn't tell me when my legs would be fixed.
 
   They told me that mom was not in good shape, that just like me, she had to go through many painful surgeries.  I heard the nurses say in the hall that she was in excruciating pain.  I was so terrified, they wouldn't let me see her.
 
   It wasn't like the movies where a person dies instantly in a wreck.  It took eight days.  Eight days of torturous pain for my mom to die.  I never got to see her... to say goodbye.  I was just twelve then and how they told me was so cold.  A children's advocate social worker, Mrs. Green came into my room with the doctor.  He said the words that are burned into my brain.  “We tried everything we could, but your mother didn't make it.”  Then the fucking bastard just turned and walked out of the room.
 
   All I knew was rage and guilt.  I wanted so badly to cry forever but I forced myself not to.  It was my fault.  Everyone leaves.  They tried to get me to talk.  I wouldn't talk to any of them.  They brought in a grief counselor, I wouldn't talk to her.
 
   Mrs Green brought a doctor in and he explained that I would never walk again.  The nerve damage was too great.  Good.  I deserved what I got.  It was my fault that mom died.
 
   Then she explained that since I had no living relatives, I was a ward of the state.
 
   They sold off my home.  All I have of mom now is in a box in the bottom of my closet back at the apartment.  Everything I had, everything I knew was gone.
 
   Once they got me in a wheelchair and physical therapy,  Mrs. Green explained that I would be going to a foster family.  A trust was set up for when I turned eighteen that had the money from mom's estate.  That with it was also the fifty thousand dollars from mom's life insurance.
 
   That's the price of my mom's life.  Fifty thousand dollars.  It wouldn't bring her back, but apparently that is what she was worth.  That money is still in a separate account today.  I can't bring myself to touch it.
 
   Every day I had to fight off the tears, but I wouldn't cry.  I wouldn't talk.
 
   I was getting stronger and stronger each day and unfortunately getting good in the chair.  I found all my limitations.  I was angry all the time at them.  I needed a towel above the toilet on a shelf.  I couldn't reach it.  I raged for hours about that.
 
   I especially hated the way people treated me so different.  With pity and caution.  Like I would break.  Well sorry to tell you frigging people, I already am broken!  But pity was the worst, I'm still a person!
 
   They finally released me, it had been almost a month.  I put on my clothes like they had taught me and I got a little plastic bag with my belongings.  I looked through it.  I was panicking, where was it.  I could feel my heart pounding and rushing through my ears.  I was hyperventilating then I found it.  I grabbed the bloodstained green envelope and held it to my chest and allowed myself to calm down.
 
   I wheeled out with Mrs. Green to a car.  She opened the back door and looked at me and the chair, she obviously didn't know what to do now.  Neither did I.
 
   She started to lean down, and reach out with a look of pity on her face... I think she was going to try to lift me in.  I'm not fucking helpless!  I pushed her away.  I backed over and looked at the door, then decided to do it like they taught me to transfer to a chair.  It wound up being easier since I could use the handle inside the door too.  I scooted to the middle of the seat and reached out and folded my chair and pulled it inside with me.  Mrs. Green wordlessly closed the door.
 
   On our way to purgatory number one as I numbered my foster homes.  She explained that they found foster parents in my old area so I could stay in the same schools with my friends.  I almost laughed at that.  Friends?  I was about to fix that particular problem before all of this, now my chance at getting my only friends back was gone forever.
 
   The Lemonts treated me like I was simple since I didn't talk.  They would talk to me like I was four or something and speak loudly like I was hard of hearing.  I hated it there.  And they would always have things out of reach.  You would think they could do the old two plus two thing and have things in reach for me.  I wound up with an old back scratcher that I wrapped a thick rubber band around the end on.  I could snag things off of shelves and catch them.  I wasn't about to write a note asking the Lemonts for help.
 
   My hell gained so many new dimensions when I was forced to go to the first day of junior high.  It was bad enough the frigging short bus dropped me off.  I just wanted to wheel to school but the Lamonts wouldn't let me.
 
   So right away, everyone was already staring at me as the damn lift lowered me to the ground.  I was wheeling off as fast as I could when the driver grabbed my chair.  I can't tell you how much I hate when someone holds my chair.  Restraining me.  It would be like if I grabbed someone and stopped them from walking or dragged them somewhere they didn't wan to go.  It is the exact same thing.
 
   He friggin' wheeled me into the school past the students.  I was getting looks of horror, of pity and a couple sneers as we went past.
 
   The principal met us by the office.  “Miss Qualls.  Here is your schedule, we have some special classes in there for you.  Ms. Danner will be your helper while you go to school here.  What the hell? I looked at them all in horror.  Why do I need a helper, special classes?  I'm the same person I was before the chair!
 
   The driver left and Ms. Danner grabbed my chair and I yanked my handrims hard to yank my chair from her grip and shot her an 'eat shit and live' look.  She looked at me like I was three and spoke slowly.  “This way Miss Qualls.”
 
   I followed her to my math class.  I kept my eyes down, I didn't want to see the looks on people's faces as I passed by.  I glanced up once and saw Gwen and Marcie at the end of the hall.  Gwen seriously looked like she was going to throw up.  She was green.  Her eyes were tearing up and she had a look of terror on her face as she pulled Marcie into a room.
 
   I felt like crying but I will never cry!  We got to math class and Ms. Danner was going to go in with me.  I stopped and grabbed my little notepad and scribbled out.  “I don't need you, I'm not an idiot and can get to my classes alone.”
 
   She read it and said,  “I have been assigned to you by the principal.”
 
   My anger sustained me throughout that first day.  Everyone treated me differently.  Kids that I had gone through school with either avoided me or looked at me with that damn pity in their eyes.  Not a single teacher or student had said a word to me all day.  They even put me in some dumbass class that would teach me how to tell time and fold towels and crap.  What the hell?  There's nothing wrong with my frigging brain!  It is kind of on the other side of the body from my legs people!  I was so mad.
 
   Then something happened that I wasn't prepared for.  Sixth period... computer keyboarding.  As I was going into class someone pushed past me and a familiar voice chimed out, “Move it Wheels.  Your blocking the damn door you degenerate.”
 
   I looked up to see Gwen and Marcie moving through the door, Gwen looked smug and Marcie looked confused.  It caught me off guard for several reasons.  One, someone actually spoke to me like I was a person.  Two, Gwen was treating me exactly the same as she had last year.  Three, I realized that Gwen had gotten even more beautiful over the summer.  But most importantly, I finally had an outlet for my rage.”
 
   Ms. Danner grabbed Gwen's arm, “Come with me.  You're going to the office.”
 
   My first words since the accident spewed from my mouth, “Stop being a bitch Gwen!  Leave her alone Ms. Danner.”
 
   I wheeled past them all into class.  Ms. Danner eventually released Gwen and stood outside of the class to wait for it to be over.
 
   God that felt good.  That release lessened the tension in my muscles.  My anger dissipated.  I couldn't keep my eyes off of Gwen the whole class.  I don't know how she did it, but somehow she had come to my rescue once again.  A super hero in bitchy armor.  She didn't change.  Everything had been taken from me but Gwen.  She was exactly the same.  I had an anchor, a lifeline to my old life.
 
   I wheeled to the principal's office after school.  I wrote that I didn't need Ms. Danner nor the special education class they put me in.  He wouldn't listen.  “You need to be reintegrated.  Until we know your limitations we...”
 
   I cut him of when I blurted out “The only fucking limitations I have are you!  I'm not stupid, I didn't suffer brain damage.  I'm a person.  Just like all the other kids here!  I don't need hand holding or stupid special classes or remedial math!”
 
   He was on the phone dialing a number on a piece of paper in front of him.  “I'm going to overlook your foul mouth just this once.”  Who was he calling?  “Mr. Lemont?  This is Principal Harding.  Reese is acting up.  Could you please come collect her?  We also need to discuss her classes, perhaps we need to re-evaluate some of the placements.  No... no... she is quite, ummm, vocal.”
 
   I glared at him.  “Collect me?  I'm not a thing, I'm a person.  What the heck?  You'd give anyone else detention if they were 'acting up' as you say.  I'm out of here!”
 
   I wheeled out as fast as I could with Principal Harding and Ms. Danner in pursuit.  Heh, just try to catch me, that's the only good thing about this wheelchair, I'm quick.  I pushed open the doors to the courtyard and almost ran over Gwen and Marcie who were peeking in the window.  “Watch it Wheels!”  Gwen called out.
 
   “No time to fight.” I sputtered then took off down the sidewalk toward the Lemont house.
 
   She called out, “Whatever degenerate.”
 
   I looked back and Marcie and Gwen were holding the doors shut leaning their backs into them. Was there still some of my old best friends inside of them?
 
   That night was not fun let me tell you.  Now that Gwen had unlocked my speaking again, fountains of anger spewed out.  The Lemonts were not amused by 'my behavior' with the principal.  I vented on them about the treatment I was receiving there.  The stupid classes they put me in, Ms. Danner following me around.  They grounded me.  Umm OK, where the heck was I going to go?
 
   The next morning they brought me to school for a meeting between them, Mrs. Green and the principal.  I left the office an hour later much happier.  I would be able to pick an elective instead of the special education class and got put into algebra instead of remedial math.  And I would no longer 'require' a helper if I stayed out of trouble.
 
   I received a week of after school detention for my outbursts and running from the Principal.  Which I took happily, that's like a normal kid would get.
 
   The Lamonts had asked Mrs. Green to find another foster home as I was too 'trying' on them.  That day was just full of wins for me!
 
   In sixth period, Gwen and Marcie were rude to me and I smiled to myself.  Glad that I'm sorting out my 'after life' as I started calling it, with my old life.
 
   Then in detention I almost snorted.  Five kids besides me, two being Gwen and Marcie for helping me escape yesterday.  I swear I caught a hint of a smile from Gwen.
 
   I found out a couple days later that the court system believes that my mother's life was only worth three months in prison and three years of probation for vehicular manslaughter.  The court mandated the drunk pay a quarter million dollars restitution, which the man pays little chunks of monthly like clockwork, like it will earn my forgiveness.  That will never happen, I can't forgive myself for getting mom killed, how can I forgive him for the actual act?
 
   The next few years were filled with the same.  Switching foster homes every few months.  People treating me like the plague or with pity.  Gwen and Marcie being my bitchy rocks, my anchors, my ports in the storm, a vent for my anger.  The rest as they say, is history.  God I missed my friends.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Lifeline
 
   I was brought back to the present.  But I lost Marcie, and the things she said...  They don't make sense.  I wanted my friends back so badly but Gwen made sure they never changed... I didn't understand.  And... I'm gay.  But now Marcie is gone.  Everybody leaves.  And now the woman I'm damn sure I was too stupid to realize I had fallen in love with was going to leave me too.  Everyone leaves me.
 
   Except Gwen.  The bitch queen has been the only solid thing in my life, never changing, always there, being infuriating.  The one thing that brought stability to the chaos.  I hated her for so much. Especially now.  Sarah is my life now, but she was going to take her away from me too.   I need Sarah as much as I need breathing.  But as much as I hated Gwen.  I needed a lifeline or I would lose myself to the anger again.  I... needed her.  I needed my best friend back.  The old Gwen.
 
   That's it!  I'm going to fix everything.  I grabbed my purse and pulled out the green envelope.  This is why!  This is why I could never fix things!  I never gave this to her!  I can fix it now!  Everything was my fault.  Mom is dead because of me but I can fix this one thing.  I'm going to get my friend back and I'm not going to let Sarah leave me.  I sat up and proceeded to puke all over the bed.  God I'm drunk.
 
   I fell onto the floor again trying to get into my chair.  I dragged myself up into the seat after a couple tries, after realizing the wheel brakes weren't on.  I then pulled the bedspread off and crammed it into the hamper by the bathroom.  I rinsed my mouth out then went back to the little side table and looked at the keys in the can.  Damn it!  I can't touch them.  I put the entire can in my purse and made sure the green envelope was back in its place then called a cab.
 
   - - -
 
   Getting up the stairs was quite interesting.  I don't know how I got so broken that I drank.  I swore I would never drink.  I was rethinking my plan here.  What was I doing here?  I thought of Sarah.  I couldn't stop my smile.  Oh yeah.  That's what I'm doing.  After what seemed like an hour or so I finally made it up the steps and stopped as I was reaching for the door.   I heard voices inside.  Gwen, Marcie... my heart started beating faster, and Sarah!
 
   I leaned in close to listen at the door.
 
   Marcie was asking, “You never would say.  Why did we need to keep being mean to Reese after that summer?  You had said you wanted her back in the fold before the accident.  It didn't make sense.”
 
   Gwen hissed, “Because it is all my fault.  Her mom is dead because of me.  She's in that chair because of me.”
 
   Sarah's sweet voice was asking, “How was it your fault?  You aren't making any sense.”
 
   Gwen's tone sounded as though she thought it was obvious.  “I was such a self absorbed fool back then.  We were the best of friends the three of us.  I can truthfully say they were the happiest times of my life.  But then Reese started, ummm... developing before us and everyone's attention was swinging to her.  I was petty, and jealous that I wasn't the center of attention anymore.”
 
   She paused.  “I was so cruel... WE were so cruel to her.  I pushed her away.  My first true friend, and I pushed her away.  I could see she was hurting but I kept pushing.  But after a bit I realized I was hurting too, that I missed her so much.  My pettiness pushed away one of my two best friends.  I needed her back, I didn't care if she was more popular.  So I gave her a note, asking her to my birthday party that summer.”
 
   She sounded far away.  “Reese dropped off a note at my house that night and ran away before I got to the door.  She promised to be there!  I was so excited.  You remember Marcie.  You told me to shut up about it whenever I talked about it and said she promised.  We could fix it.  Get our friend back.”
 
   Then her voice was a little hoarse.  “But my birthday came.  I kept telling mom not to start the party that Reese had promised she would be there.  God I cried so hard that night when she never showed up. It was too late to fix all the damage I had done.  I was poison.  I tried calling.   I called for days and left countless voice-mail messages, countless emails.  Not a single one was returned.  She was ignoring me.  She didn't think I was worth it.  I was so sad, and that turned to anger.  How dare she promise, then not show up.  She did it just to be a bitch!  I was angry at her the whole summer.”
 
   I think she was crying now.  “Then half my soul was torn away that first day of junior high when she came through the doors in that wheelchair.  I swear I was on the brink of a breakdown.  I had to find out what was going on.  We went to the computer lab and did what I should have done weeks before.  I Googled Reese Qualls.”
 
   I heard her suck in a deep breath.  “They were two blocks from my house when that drunk driver hit them.  She was coming just like she promised.  Her whole life was taken from her because she was coming to MY birthday party like she promised.  She lost her mom, she lost her legs, she lost her home. Everything was gone.  I hated myself so much in that instant.  Here I was was angry at her perceived indiscretion when I had taken her whole life away.  For what?  A fucking party?  It was all my fault, if I hadn't have pushed her away before, none of this would ever have happened.”
 
   She blamed herself?  It was all my fault not hers.  She sounded so broken.  Sarah started to talk but Gwen broke her off.  “You don't understand what I took from her.  It wasn't just her mom, her legs, her home.  I took the world from her.  Her infinite possibilities, her universe shrunk down to five feet or less.  That's how far she can reach in that godforsaken chair.  Five feet.  Anything beyond that may as well be a million miles away.  Think about that.  If you can't reach something, you just jump or grab a stool or a ladder.  You get something stuck in a tree, you climb it to get it.”
 
   She sucked in another breath.  I was fighting back a panic attack as I listened.  “I took all that from her.  If it is above five feet it may as well not exist to her.  I make sure anything she could ever need is below that mark here.  Our apartment, her little world that she hides in.  If a bulb goes out, I change it before she sees.  If I see her have problems reaching something, I make sure to put it lower the next time.  She deserves a real life, not what I confined her to.  I don't want her to ever have to think about what is above five feet... ever.  So the world just needs to come down to her.”
 
   She... she did that?  That's why I never felt handicapped at home?
 
   She paused for a few seconds.  “But anyway, once I found out and I saw how appalled and scared she was with the way people were treating her now.  How differently... I resolved to make sure there was one thing, just one single thing in her life that hadn't changed.  I missed my friend so much, I wanted her back so badly, but I couldn't change.  She needed a lifeline.  So I kept on being a bitch to her, though it eats away at what is left of my soul every time I do it.  She lost her world but I could be the same for her, unchanging.  We, Marcie, could be the same for her.  I came up with that name that tastes like acid every time I say it... Wheels.”
 
   She WAS my lifeline.  She did that for me?  She sounded so pained, I should leave, I've caused her too much pain already.
 
   But I froze when she continued.  “At school, I don't know how many days of detention or suspensions I went through for protecting her from the teasing and cruelty of the other students. The word spread quickly that Marce and I would kick the asses of anyone who even looked at her cockeyed.  Just ask Kimberly Jones.”  Someone snorted, I think it was Marcie.
 
   She sounded reflective.  “Then graduation came.  I had a chance to protect her still.  Marcie and I found a place that we could entice her to live with us at.  I knew we could, I had an ace up my sleeve.  I knew she was gay long before she did.  I still don't think she realizes it.  She had a mega-crush on me.  All I had to do was make her look at me and I can just smile and get her to do anything.”
 
   That's how she has played me for so long... I know that she is right though.  I'm so frigging in love with Sarah I have to be gay.
 
   She took a deep breath.  “Marcie, I'm so sorry.  You wanted to stop our act for so long, but I just couldn't change.  I had to be the same... for her.  It cost us our friendship and I'm so sorry Marce.  I couldn't handle seeing Reese just wasting away in the apartment and never meeting anyone.  I came up with the scatterbrained idea to be... WITH Reese, to give her a relationship that it looked like she would never have.  I'm so sorry I convinced you to sleep with me to see if I was capable of doing it for Reese. I couldn't, I'm not wired that way it seems.  And I'm sorry that was the final straw.  I wish I could fix us too, but I am poison.”
 
   God I was getting dizzy, was it the alcohol or just my brain trying to process everything she was saying.  Her voice lost all emotion.  “Then you showed up Sarah.  I didn't know what your game was with Reese at first.  But I found quickly that you really loved her.  Reese didn't understand her own feelings.  I finally realized that you are the best thing in her life.  That's when I went over to your place to threaten you to never hurt her.  That was my warped way of giving you my blessing.  But now it doesn't matter.  Because of me and all my lies, Reese somehow found out.  I chased her away.  I just want my old friend back.  I know she can never forgive me for getting her mom killed and getting her stuck in that chair, but I still just want my friend back.”
 
   She... wasn't taking Sarah away?  She was giving her blessing?  Then why did I run?  Oh God I am so stupid!  She was sobbing now.  Sarah was consoling her.  “None of that was your fault.  It was the drunk driver.  Not you!  Is that why you started cutting yourself?  You think it is your fault?”
 
   Marcie almost shrieked, “What!?  You're cutting?  Gwen!”
 
   That shocked me so much I backed away from the door.  Too far.  Then I was tumbling and crashing down the stairs.  I was in and out of consciousness as I heard many doors opening and people running down stairs.  There were lots of voices, I could pick out Sarah, Gwen and Marcie from the group.
 
   Something like.  “She's drunk.”  “Mr. Underman, grab the chair, I got her.”  “Is she OK?”  “Just bumps and bruises.”
 
   Everything came back into focus as someone was carrying me into the apartment.  I looked into these amazing green eyes that were filled with tears.  I smiled stupidly, “Gawd you're pretty Sarah.”
 
   She giggled nervously as she laid me on the couch.  “And you're drunk Ree.  I thought you didn't drink.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I was confused.  It was today you know.”
 
   She nodded.  “I know.”
 
   The other girls were there.  Sarah sat and rested my head in her lap and a crying Gwen held my legs up then sat and draped them over her and Marcie's lap.  Sarah was stroking my hair as I drifted off.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – The Envelope
 
   I don't know how long I slept but I woke up and my head hurt, a lot, I was still slightly tipsy.  On top of that, my 'everything' hurt.  I guess tumbling down some stairs strapped into a wheelchair will do that to you.
 
   I looked up into the smiling face of the red headed sprite that always takes my breath away.  I glanced down.  Gwen and Marcie were asleep.  It was dark outside.  I could feel the blush on my face, I was so embarrassed.  I squeaked out in a tiny voice, “Hi?”
 
   She started stroking my hair again.  “Don't you 'hi' me Ree.  I'm mad at you!  You scared the hell out of me... TWICE!”  But she grinned and relaxed.  “Oh hell... hi.”
 
   I reached a hand up and rested it on her cheek.  She leaned in as the girls stirred.  Marcie smiled, “Welcome back to the land of the living, lush.”
 
   Oh God, why can't I shrink away into nothingness?  Since I couldn't escape that way or with my awesome mind powers, I just grinned sheepishly and gave her and Gwen a tiny wave.
 
   Gwen looked down with stress and fear on her face.  “How long were you out there?  How much did you hear?”
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep cleansing breath.  “Everything.  I came back to get my friends back and to make sure I didn't lose Sarah.  But it sounds like my friends – never left.  I...”
 
   Sarah was interrupting, “Where were you?  Why didn't you call?  Why would you do that to us?”
 
   I felt even worse now.  I was so stupid, so selfish.  I squinted at the lamp on the side table, it hurt to look at it.  “I... I was just confused.  Marcie said... but you called.  I thought Gwen was going to... I don't know.  I thought you were going to leave.  Everybody leaves.  The only thing of my past that never changes is Gwen... my anchor... even Marcie left.  I went to a motel to think.  I just freaked out this morning... today was the day.  Why are the lights so loud?”
 
   Sarah was stroking my hair.  As she almost whispered.  “I'm not going anywhere Ree.  And you deserve that hangover.  What were you doing drinking?”  Marcie nodded in agreement.
 
   I shrugged.  “People keep saying that alcohol dulls the pain.  They lie.”
 
   I quickly looked at Gwen and looked down as I admitted, “Why do you blame yourself?  It was all me.  Mom is dead because of me.  I deserve to be in my chair.”
 
   In unison all three girls were shaking their heads.  I spoke quietly in case the universe was listening. “You don't understand.”  I hurt so bad inside, I wish I could cry.
 
   Sarah turned my head and locked eyes with me.  Gawd her eyes were stunning.  I pursed my lips for a second and confessed all.  “I missed my best friends so much back then.  I didn't know what I had done wrong to turn them against me in the sixth grade but I would have done anything to get them back.”
 
   I looked at Gwen and Marcie then closed my eyes and laid my head back in Sarah's lap.  “Then on the last day of school, it was like someone had been listening to my prayers and Gwen asked me to her birthday party.  I can't tell you how elated I was.  There was a chance.  A chance I could fix whatever it was that I did.  A chance to get them back.  I wracked my brain trying to figure out the perfect gift.  I finally got it, but  I had to wait until they went on sale... the day of the party.”
 
   I took a deep shuttering breath.  “I begged mom to drive me and for money to get the gift.  She gave in to my relentless nagging with a smile.  We were going to be late to the party, but I needed to wrap the gift.  I decided to put it in a card.  But it needed to be in a green envelope.  Gwen's favorite color is green you know.”
 
   I glanced at her and her eyes were wide and Marcie was nodding.  “We hit three stores on the way to Gwen's house but none had green envelopes.  Mom told me just to pick one.  She didn't understand. It had to be perfect.  To win my friend back.  I begged her and we tried another out of the way store. She smiled and told me it would be the last place we stopped.  That's why we were coming from the other direction to the party.  Because I just had to have a fucking green envelope.”
 
   I hurt so bad.  My emotions were everywhere but I promised I wouldn't cry.  “Then we got hit. That's why mom is dead.  That's why I'm in that chair.  That's why I lost my friends... my home... my freedom.  Because I coerced mom into helping me get a god damned green envelope!  I deserve everything I got.”
 
   Gwen and Marcie were crying and stroking my legs.  I so wanted to cry, but I don't deserve to.  I looked around frantically.  “But I can fix it... I can... where's my purse?”  I started panicking.   “I came back to fix it.  And to keep Sarah from leaving.  I can.  I know I can.  I need my purse.  I need my best friend back.”  I was babbling and sitting up, looking around frantically, where was my chair my purse?
 
   Sarah put a hand on my shoulder, calming me instantly as she reached down on the ground and retrieved my purse.  I snatched it from her.  I dug around in my purse and pulled out the can with my keys in it and handed it to Gwen and Marcie who looked into it.  I shrugged, “I took a cab.”  They smiled a little when they realized what they were holding.
 
   I looked around, they all had worried looks on their faces.  No no no... no worries... I can fix this.  Where is it?  I found the old, wrinkled, bloodstained green envelope and thrust it at Gwen.  I blurted out, “Happy birthday!  I miss my friend.”
 
   She took it like it would burst into flames.  Was that a look of horror?  No!  This is supposed to make everything alright!  She timidly opened it.  And pulled out the Hello Kitty card, she loved Hello Kitty back then.  The three tickets to the Mandy Harris concert fell out.  She looked at them and was starting to hyperventilate.  That was the last conversation we had before I made the girls mad at me somehow.  She had raved about how much she'd love to see Mandy Harris in concert.
 
   She opened the card and started to read it out loud.  I knew what I wrote in there by heart.  “Gwen, I have missed you so much these past few months.  I'm so very sorry for whatever I did to make you mad at me.  I will do anything I can to make it up to you, just say the word.  You have always been there for me, my own personal super hero.  Just let me know what I can do to fix us, how I can be there for you.  You made me so happy when you invited me to your party.  Happy Birthday.  I love you and I want my best friend back.  Will you take me back?  -Reese-”
 
   She had stopped breathing and put a hand across her mouth with more tears silently falling... Marcie was wiping away tears on her own face.  I was looking at Gwen expectantly, waiting for her answer as Sarah continued to stroke my hair, I could feel her ragged breathing.
 
   Gwen suddenly stopped crying and put a look of determination on her face as she lifted my legs to slide out an stand right in front of me on the couch. Then bent down and lifted me from Sarah's lap into a sitting position and hugged me desperately.  Whispering, “Of course.  I missed you so much too Reese.”
 
   That is the first time she said my name to me since the accident.  I finally started crying uncontrollably.  But I wasn't sad.  I was happy.  It turned into a four way hug fest as we finally settled down.
 
   I then suddenly stiffened at a memory and shot an admonishing look at Gwen.  “Show me!”
 
   She looked confused for a second then understood, she looked so ashamed as she rolled down her waistband to show a bandage and lots of little straight scars on her hip.  I pulled her into a hug.
 
   Sarah finally spoke for the first time in quite a few minutes. “Gwen, you need to get help.”  Then she looked at me.  “Both of you need to get help.  Promise me.  I'll be there for both of you, you are not alone!”
 
   Marcie chimed in, “Me too.”
 
   Sarah reinforced it.  “Promise!”
 
   I glanced at Gwen and we locked eyes, then we both sheepishly nodded.
 
   Sarah then spoke firmly to us like a mother chastising her children, “That accident was nobody's fault but the drunk driver!  Gwen, you invited Reese to your party to try to get your friend back... for love.  Reese, you wanted to get your friends back.  You wanted everything to be perfect... for love.  Your mother drove you around to help you on your quest to win your friend back.  Like any good mother would do... for love!  Love is NEVER a bad thing.  It was all that damn idiot who got behind the wheel when he had been drinking that is at fault.  You all did the right thing, he did the wrong thing. But even after the tragedy, none of you are broken because he couldn't take away the one important thing... the love.”
 
   We were all silent for a minute after that.  She was right.  Sarah is smarter than any of us.  It felt like the elephant that had been sitting on my chest for nine years was gone.
 
   I looked up into Sarah's eyes, I could live in those emerald gems forever.  Then I said.  “I need to tell you something important.  But not like this.  Tomorrow.”
 
   She was nodding at me and kissed my cheek.  This time I knew there was some lip contact at the corner.  My heart felt like a hummingbird's, going a million miles a second.  Then she friggin' smiled at me and I melted into a puddle right there on the couch.
 
   Marcie grabbed Gwen's shoulders and walked her to their room.  I hope Marcie comes back to us. Sarah stood and pulled my banged up chair around from the back of the couch and just started walking toward my room.  I transferred to my chair then wheeled after her.
 
   I didn't question her, we didn't talk.  She turned her back as I got into bed and changed into my night clothes then she joined me in bed and just held me until sleep claimed me again.  I felt so safe in her arms.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Look You in the Eyes
 
   I woke up feeling less hungover and extremely warm.  Mmmm... I could smell chocolate.  Sarah was still behind me holding me possessively.  I snuggled in.  I would soak this in for as long as she was aslee... my thought was interrupted by her sweet voice.  “There she is.”
 
   I turned back and grinned at her.  “I thought you were asleep.”
 
   She grinned back then released my waist and sat up with her back to the wall.  “I was having too much fun watching you snore.”
 
   I rolled my eyes playfully.  “Sorry for not calling.  Not...  I don't know.  I was just so... I'm sorry.”
 
   She put a finger on my lips to quiet me, I wanted so bad to kiss it as she said.  “It's all in the past.  Let's just concentrate on you and Gwen getting better.”  I nodded.
 
   I scooted to the edge of the bed and transferred to my chair.  “I need to get cleaned up.  I reek.  Will you stay?  I know you have to work, but I need to talk to you... to ask you something.”
 
   She just nodded and wandered out to the living room as I grabbed some clothing and wheeled into the bathroom.
 
   I took the time to look at myself and examine my chair.  Just a couple dings and some scraped paint.  I looked a mess.  My head hurt.  Gawd I was never going to even look at alcohol again.
 
   I showered and dressed in an outfit much like the one I met her mother in.  Jeans are a pain to put on, but I needed them for this.  I did my hair and put on some light makeup then wheeled quickly to my room.
 
   I could smell fresh coffee and hear all the girls talking.  I grinned, that means Sarah has met zombie Gwen and zombie Marcie.
 
   I stared at my closet door with trepidation.  I made up my mind and opened the door and dug out the bundle wrapped in an old sheet from the back and put it on the bed.
 
   Then I unrolled the bundle, revealing the godforsaken locking leg braces and cuff crutches that I swore to my physical therapist that I would never use.  These spawns of Satan.
 
   It took almost twenty minutes to get the braces on then I straightened my legs and locked the knees in place.  My legs were stiff as boards now.
 
   I took three deep cleansing breaths then called out, “Sarah?  Could you come in here please?”
 
   A moment later Sarah was in the room and the girls were peeking in the door.  My green eyed sprite looked at me and at my legs.  I thrust forward and up like my therapist taught me and I swayed as my arms took my weight and I pivoted up by my hips to a pseudo-standing position.  I could feel the stops on the belt click, holding my legs from over extending.
 
   I was at eye level with her now, our faces just inches apart.  She had a hand covering her mouth and her watery eyes were twinkling.  I whispered, “I wanted to be able to be at your level and look you in the eyes when I ask this Sarah.  I'm so scared about this, I don't want to lose our friendship.  But... I'm pretty damn sure I fell in love with you at the Ballyhoo.  I... I'd like to be your girlfriend if you'd have me.  Would you like to... date me?”
 
   I took a huge, deep breath.  There I said it... it was out in the universe.  Now it could do its worst to me.  Her hand dropped from her mouth and she had that comical squishy face, crinkle nosed look on her that I positively can't live without now.  “I thought that's what we were doing.  I... I'm in love with you too Ree.  I just never had the courage to do this.”
 
   Then she leaned in and kissed me so passionately I know I was hovering above the ground.  My whole body was on fire and I swayed on the crutches.  She held me steady and we broke the kiss, giggling with misty eyes.  We whispered “I love you” to each other.
 
   I glanced over at the door and both Gwen and Marcie looked like they would burst into tears at any second.  I looked back and dropped the crutches and let myself fall backwards onto the bed.  Blurting out, “Now help me get these god damned demon spawns off my legs!”  She was laughing as she started helping me with the straps as the girls disappeared from the doorway.  I could put these damn things away for another few years now.
 
   Once I was mobile and wheelie-ing and spinning in my chair again.  We joined the girls out in the living room where Marcie informed us she would be moving back in.  We all agreed never to call me Wheels again... well most of us.  Sarah just cutely shook her head and refused to promise.
 
   Then Sarah spoke, “I have to get home and cleaned up.  I'm getting a little ripe myself.  Dinner at my place at six girls?  We all have a lot to talk about.  Future plans to be made.   And we have to celebrate Gwen's birthday properly!”
 
   We all agreed then I was once again floating close to heaven as she was kissing me again.  The minx got a little tongue action in on that one.  My body was buzzing as she skipped off toward the door, laughing as I blurted out “Tease!” before she shut it behind her.
 
   I rolled into the kitchen and did something I had never done in our apartment.  I asked for help. “Gwen, can you please grab another coffee cup down for me.  I think we're going to need four of them low now.  I'm hoping Sarah will be around here a lot more often.”
 
   I had never seen Gwen so happy as when she said, “Sure thing Reese.”, and she hurried in and grabbed another mug from the upper cabinet and put it down by the coffee maker.  “We only got a few minutes before we have to get to work.”
 
   As she was walking back to sit in front of the news that Marcie had switched on, I asked seriously, “Why didn't you ever tell me I was gay?”
 
   She snickered, “Cuz you didn't seem to realize it and it was way too much fun getting you to do things for me, all flustered, without knowing why.”
 
   I teased, “Bitch.”
 
   She snorted, “That's what I hear.”
 
   A few minutes later Gwen grabbed her keys from the coffee can and the girls were off to work and I was alone in the apartment within my virtual world that I felt I didn't need anymore.  I looked around.
 
   Hmmm... I didn't have any work to do for my clients as I had caught up on all my programming.  I wouldn't be able to see Sarah until six tonight.  I was bored.  I sent her a quick text [miss u already].  Seconds later I got a [me 2 cant w8 til 6].
 
   I couldn't get into my games.  I just kept feeling like everything had changed.  That a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.  I was so full of energy I needed to do something.  I made a decision, I was going out into the world for no reason.  Just to be outside.  I could wheel to Bessie two miles away to get her back home.  Maybe stop at the park that I used to play with Gwen and Marcie in.
 
   I grabbed my keys from the little can that didn't seem to have a force field around it anymore then threw the can in the trash and grabbed my purse.  I had to stop myself from checking for the green envelope.  I almost cried right there on the spot, I don't know what emotion that was.  But instead I smiled and voluntarily wheeled out of the apartment.
 
   As I was locking the door I heard a noise at the end of the hall.  I was shocked to see there were men working on the freight elevator.  Everything is changing and I think I like it.
 
   I was half way down the stairs and saw Mr. Underman mopping the lobby.  He looked up and I smiled at him.  He sputtered, “What!?  It is cheaper than buying a god damn paint store to keep cleaning up after you banging up the damn walls Qualls!”
 
   I almost giggled.  “Well if you weren't such a cheap-ass to begin with you'd already be ahead by now Mr. Underman!”
 
   He followed me to the door and paused before he opened it for me and looked down with compassion in his eyes, “But seriously... you OK Reese?”
 
   I took a deep breath and thought about that, I nodded.  “Yeah... yeah, for the first time in a long time, I think I am Ezekiel. Thanks.”  He just nodded with a smile and opened the door and I rolled out.
 
   I was a couple blocks from home and my iPod started ringing.  I looked at it, besides the forty three messages flashing that I dreaded to listen to, was Crystal name under incoming call.  I thought for a second, did I have some unfinished programming for her?  No.  She might have more work for me then.  I answered, “Hello?”
 
   Crystal was frantic on the other end.  I assured her I was OK.  She read me the riot act, that her whole network had been looking for me and to never worry her like that again.  She said something about it being just like when Silent Bob went missing.  I didn't understand that.  I apologized and was sufficiently embarrassed as I wheeled along the sidewalk.  I thought about that.  Was she my friend too?  Not just a client?  I really do like her.  Did I have more friends than I thought?
 
   I looked at all of the flashing voice-mails.  Gawd... I could expect more of the same.
 
   As I passed the park I took some time to wheel through the grass to the old play-set.  It was exactly how I remembered it. We had had so much fun here as kids.
 
   My wheels had problems in the sand under the play-set but I mucked through then transferred into a swing.  Boy was that tricky with the chains moving all over the place.  Then I looked down.  I hadn't thought of that, I couldn't pump to swing.  I tried just moving my torso and hands and succeeded in just wiggling in the seat and barley swaying.  Oh well.  I just looked out over the park and a little voice came from beside me.  “You wants me to push you wady?”  A grinning little freckle faced boy with a tooth missing asked. He couldn't have been more than four.  I glanced around, his mother was sitting on a bench smiling at us.
 
   Normally I hate people touching me but he was way too adorable.  I grinned at him.  “That would be wonderful.  My name is Reese, what's yours?”
 
   He smiled and pushed on me with all his tiny might and almost fell over but got me gently swinging and he jumped up onto the other swing.  “Hi Weese.  I'm Jack!”
 
   He got his tiny legs pumping and matched my gentle swing.  I got lost in the memories of Gwen, Marcie and me playing here.  It seems like a whole lifetime ago.  I finally slowed to a stop and grinned over at the little boy.  “Thanks so much for the swing Jack.  I gotta get going.  This was fun.  You be good now.”
 
   I transferred back to my chair and waved at Jack who gave the cutest wave back.  “Bye Weese.”  He didn't care I was in a chair, he had just had fun swinging with another person... I hope he never changes.
 
   I forced the chair through the sand, then wheeled past the woman watching Jack.  I smiled at her, “He's adorable.  Have a wonderful day.”
 
   She smiled broadly at me and replied, “You too.”  Then I was off, wheeling toward the motel.  I don't normally take the time to look around when I am out.  Usually I just go where I need to then go home right after.  But I forgot just how much I love Seattle.  I loved having the soaring mountains on one side and the ocean on the other.
 
   I noticed a little plane flying lazily from Puget Sound up to the mountains.  It was quite distinctive with its purple wingtips and purple swoop on the sides.  I grinned.  That would be Jane, Crystal’s wife. That plane has been flying the area for years, it is sort of a fixture around here.
 
   Before I knew it I was wheeling past Bessie to the motel office.  I checked out and squared up with them and sheepishly apologized for the mess on the bedspread, leaving a big tip for the cleaning crew.  Then I rolled back out to Bessie.  My dependable red van.  You know, I really think it is time to get her that foldout ramp.  She never lets me down, she needs something special, the ramp will give her a little bling to show off.
 
   On my way home I thought of something I had to do.  It was so long overdue.  I stopped at a florist and bought some lilies, they were her favorite after all.  Mine too.  Then I drove to the cemetery I had never visited, I had never thought I deserved to.
 
   I stopped at the office at the front gates to ask for directions then slowly wheeled down the paths. After a while I turned into the indicated row and started counting.  Sixteenth down.  I stopped in front of the little marker engraved with Evangeline Rene Qualls, Loving Mother.  Silent tears started flowing unbidden.  I laid the lilies on the marker.  I'll have to do something about this stone, she deserves more than this.
 
   Everything was blurry through my watery eyes.  “I'm sorry it took so long for me to come mom.  I really believed it was my fault I lost you.  I think some part of me still does.  But I miss you so much and love you more than anything.”
 
   I wiped my eyes but the tears kept coming.  “I did it mom.  I fixed it.  I gave her the card.  I got Gwen and Marcie back.  You never doubted I would.”
 
   I kept wiping the tears away, this emotional release was coupled with a huge sense of relief.  I finally got ahead of the tears and smiled a little and whispered, “I met a girl mom.  You'd really like her. Sarah.  She makes everything better just with a smile.  I think... I think she might be the one.  I'm pretty much in love with her.  She's smart, funny, insightful, strong...  everything I want to be.  She makes it all feel possible.  I'll bring her by to see you sometime.”
 
   I sat in silence for a few minutes, I really did miss her so much.  Finally I said, “I better get going, I have dinner with her tonight.  I love you mom and I promise I'll be back often.”  I wheeled off back to the van.  This wasn't as terrifying as I thought it would be.  I felt a certain amount of closure for some of the conflicting feelings that burned in my heart.
 
   I stopped at the mall of all places.  I try to avoid this place like the plague.  It didn't take long to find what I had been looking for.  I even got it gift wrapped with a little card in a green envelope.  Then I had it stuffed in a black bag and minutes later Bessie and I were heading back home.
 
   I thought about mom, Sarah, the girls, Crystal, and a few others on the way back... it seems I never have been alone like I had always thought I was.  I quickly made my way into the lobby and there was a red ribbon and bow across the freight elevator at the end of the hall with a sign taped to it “Qualls the Destructor”.  I think I snorted.  No, I take that back, I didn't snort.  You can't prove it since nobody heard it!
 
   I opened the gate on the freight elevator and wheeled inside and pulled the gates shut and hit the button for the second floor.  Groaning and grinding and squeaking I was swiftly raised to my floor and I pulled the gates open and Rolled out into the hall.  Easier, but not necessarily quieter.
 
   I chuckled.  Then I went inside our apartment to wait for the girls to get off work.  I missed Sarah by my side... I hope they hurry.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – Thar Be Whales!
 
   I took an hour to listen to all the frantic voice mails from Gwen, Sarah, Crystal, Roberta, Maggie, the police?  And a host of other people.  I felt so embarrassed but I called all of the people back that didn't know I had returned.  Each one chastised me like a mother would have a child.  I was sufficiently shamed.
 
   I snacked then went about cleaning.  I'm so used to my routine.  I looked closer at my wheelchair, it had more dings and dents than I originally thought. One of the  push-handles had paint stripped off and half the rubber torn away, it was bent down a little bit.  It wouldn't budge when I tried pulling on it.  I'll have to get it worked on.  For now I wrapped black electrical tape around the rubber grip so it didn't fall off.
 
   Before long Gwen showed up.  “Hey Whe...” She stopped and quickly corrected, “Reese.”
 
   I grinned, it will take a while to get used to her using my name again.  “Hey right back at you, Gwen.  You need to hurry and get ready for tonight.  I don't want you looking like a ragamuffin at my... ummm... girlfriend's place.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and trudged off to her room.  “Yes mother.”
 
   I grinned then went to the couch to watch the evening news and a few minutes later Marcie came in and comically called out, “Hi honeys, I'm hooome.”  I didn't look back I just raised a hand over the top of the couch and waved.  
 
   Is it weird that I felt weird?  Not that I'll miss the bitchiness... but I'm just so used to it now.  I finally craned my head back and Marcie put a package on the counter then was heading to their room. She was humorously mumbling something about moving her stuff back in and how much of a pain we were.  My iPod chimed the arrival of a text message.  I had to fight back a snort.  Sarah sent [u still comin right?  u no like go poof again?].  I snickered and replied, [dunno what in it 4 me?].  That'll teach me to tease, she sent back [me].  If I could curl my toes, they'd be curling right now!  I couldn't stop smiling as I sent [omg deal! b there soon!].
 
   Just as the news was ending and I was going to prompt the girls that we needed to get going.  They strutted out decked in Gwen's clubbing gear and O-M-G!  By all that is holy, or maybe unholy, my roommates were hot!  I just watched them saunter over and grab their purses and Marcie grabbed the package she had put on the counter.
 
   They were both looking at me expectantly.  Gwen rolled her eyes and looked at Marcie.  “Allow me.”  She walked over to where I was sitting on the couch gawking at them and she brought a hand up and closed my mouth.  “You're drooling, Reese.  Let's get to your girlfriend's, you perve.”
 
   That snapped me out of it.  I could feel an intense blush burning my face and neck.  And murmured like a petulant kid, “I wasn't drooling.”  Both the ladies laughed.  I transferred to my chair shaking my head and started wheeling toward the door, grabbing my keys and purse.  I mentally stopped myself again from checking for the green envelope.
 
     In the hall the girls looked at me then the elevator as I just popped a wheelie and started down the steps, chuckling before I said, “Down is easy, up is hard.”
 
   Once we got to the lobby door I paused for a second.  There was a paper killer whale taped to the door.  Odd...  that wasn't there earlier today.
 
   We loaded up into my van, the girls fought over shotgun until I chastised them, “If you two can't behave then you both get in back.”  A quick rock-paper-scissors battle later and Marcie was sitting smugly beside me as I brought Bessie to life.
 
   I checked the hand controls then as I was putting her in gear, I noticed another paper whale stapled to the telephone pole on the sidewalk.  Marcie followed my gaze.  I pulled away from the curb and all the way down the block there was another orca on each telephone pole.
 
   This continued all the way to Sarah's house.  As I slowly realized what was happening, I could feel a million emotions battling to spill out from inside me.  My eyes were a little watery by the time we pulled up to Sarah's place.
 
   She was there on the porch swing waving at us.  We disembarked and I grabbed the black bag with the gift in it and hung it off the push-handles behind me and popped the curb and went up the ramp to the porch.
 
   Sarah was drooling as she looked at Marcie and Gwen.  She was mouthing “O-M-G”.  I know the feeling.  Then she pulled her eyes from them and looked at me and gave a cute shy wave with a paper killer whale taped to a Popsicle stick.
 
   I rolled right up to her and looked at the whale.  She gave one of her patented squished up comical faces with the crinkled nose that does wonderful things to parts of my anatomy, then she said shyly, as she waved the whale again,  “Now you know everything is going to be OK.”
 
   I felt a single tear flow down my cheek as I grabbed her and quickly kissed her then pulled her into a tight hug.  She knows the exact right things to do and say.  She is such a spectacular person!
 
   We all went inside and to the dining room table.  I almost snorted.  I gotta reign that in.  With fine china and formal place settings, in the middle of the table sat Chinese takeout and a two liter bottle of cola.  The place setting next to the chair that Sarah stood behind had no chair.  I had to smile internally.
 
   They all sat and then Sarah said, “Oh crap, I forgot.  Ree, could you run and grab some glasses for the drinks?”
 
   I nodded and started wheeling off, I noticed her stop Marcie from standing to help with a sly smile.  What was that about?  I got to the kitchen and saw the cute Hello Kitty birthday cake on the counter, but the glasses and plates she normally stacked on the counter for me were missing. I called out, “Where are they hiding?”
 
   She replied, “Upper cupboard to the right of the sink.”
 
   What the hell?  Upper cupboard?  Umm... I wheeled over and reached up and flicked the door open and looked up and almost laughed.  Oh my God!  I reached up and grabbed the handle that was there and tugged it and the shelves in the cabinet hinged and swung down to within my reach.  I had always wanted to do this at our apartment but found that I never needed to go high.  Which I know the reason for now.
 
   I caught myself happily humming as I put four glasses in my lap then pushed the shelves back up and closed the cupboard door.  I wheeled back out to the table with a Cheshire cat grin on my face as I passed out the glasses. “Sarah, when did you do that?  That is so cool!  You've gotta stop doing stuff like that, it is expensive, you don't have the money for that!”
 
   She was giggling as Gwen and Marcie were shooting us “Huh?” looks.  Sarah spoke slyly, “Well, I had them installing them on the day you ghosted.  But don't blame me, well not too much.  I'm pretty sure I'm competing with mom for your affection.  She simply adores you and set it all up, like the ramp. She says it just adds resale value to the house.”
 
   As I passed by her I gave her a little peck on the lips before sliding into my spot.  She rewarded me with a 'lets get Reese all hot and bothered' smile.  I looked over at my confused roommates and cheerfully explained, “She put in handicap accessible upper cupboard pull-downs.”
 
   Marcie beat Gwen to the punch. “Reese, if you don't take her, I just might have to.  That is so frigging sweet.”
 
   I grabbed the hand of the profusely blushing redheaded sprite and gave it a squeeze.  I just cutely stated, “Mine.”
 
   Sarah playfully added. “I don't know Ree, I mean, have you seen her tonight?”  I playfully slapped her arm.
 
   We all chatted and joked and laughed through our 'gourmet' Chinese diner.  This was the most fun I had had with Marcie and Gwen since we were little.  I was so happy to have them back the way we were meant to be.  Sarah, was a sharp, witty, intelligent conversationalist who kept us all engaged during the meal.
 
   When we were done, I helped Sarah clean up the table while the girls went to the living room to sit. While we were in the kitchen Sarah looked out to the girls then leaned in and hovered her lips an inch away from mine.  I caught her scent and could feel her hot breath on my face.  OMG the tease! I closed the gap and gave her the tenderest of kisses.
 
   After a few seconds she broke the kiss with a satisfactorily dreamy look on her face.  She whispered, “I've been wanting to do that all throughout dinner.”
 
   I grinned and nodded in emphatic agreement.  “Me too!”
 
   She lit a match then lit the single candle on the the birthday cake and stated toward the living room with it. The girls turned and we started singing happy birthday to a sufficiently embarrassed and grinning Gwen.
 
   She closed her eyes for a second with excitement on her face then opened them and blew the candle out.  “God.  I feel ten again.   You trying to fatten me up?” She chuckled looking at the cake as Sarah set it on the coffee table as I put paper plates and plastic forks beside it.  Marci beat me to the cake knife and started slicing the pink and white frosted creation and hoisting pieces onto the plates.
 
   Sarah grabbed a little box, wrapped in green paper and handed it to Gwen.  “Happy birthday, Gwen.”
 
   Gwen's eyes were sparkling as she carefully unwrapped the box half way then got silly and tore the wrapping away in one swoop.  As she opened the box, I started thinking about how we had never celebrated anyone's birthday in our apartment since we moved in together, the exception being the girls getting massively smashed on their twenty first birthdays.  Was... the accident the reason?  Oh Gwen.
 
   She pulled out a gorgeous emerald green shirt with forest green lace holding one side together and a swoop of forest green sequins along the other side.  It was simply phenomenal.  Gwen pulled Sarah into a hug.  “Thank you, it is beautiful.”  Sarah just wiggled her eyebrows comically.  Gawd I loved her expressive face.
 
   Marcie licked some frosting off her finger and handed over her present to Gwen.  Gwen listened, I'm assuming for ticking.  Then shot Marce a silly grin and opened the box and started laughing hard. Marcie was all grins as Gwen pulled out a designer bag that had a Hello Kitty bow on it.
 
   Wait!  I remember that bag!  At the beginning of the sixth grade, Gwen watched that Leather and Heels music video.  You know, the one with Penny pretending to go to a catholic school, where she winds up getting them all to rebel?  Well this is the same bag she had in that video and Gwen had raved about it back then.
 
   My roommates hugged it out.  I was so happy they weren't fighting anymore.  I know there is still a long road ahead of us to heal.  And Gwen and I promised Sarah we would get professional help.  But I couldn't help the warm feeling I got as I watched.  Everything is really going to be OK, isn't it?
 
   Then I timidly pulled my gift out of the black bag hanging off my chair and handed it to the birthday blondie.  I realized that I had rolled back to hide behind Sarah a bit and she looked down at me and dragged me back beside her.  Traitor!
 
   Gwen started to unwrap the box then hesitated and looked at me.  She got a look of determination on her face then opened it up and slid the gift out.  An engraved silver frame that said “Gwen, Marcie and Reese.  BFF.”  in it was the only photo I had of the three of us.  We must have been nine or ten at the time, playing on that swing set in the park.  We all looked so happy in it.  I kept this photo hiding in my nightstand drawer and would look at it whenever I was missing my friends or things got tough.
 
   This started the tear-fest again.  Gawd we were all such girls.  Hugs were handed out like lifelines all around.  Then through happy tears Gwen whispered, “It's perfect Reese.”
 
   We devoured our cake and kicked back on the couch and loveseat to watch a video.  Gwen and Marcie taking the loveseat and letting me lay down on the couch with my head in Sarah's lap with our fingers laced.
 
   I found her much more fascinating than the chick flick we were watching.  I memorized every line of her face, the curve of her neck.  Gawd I wanted to kiss that neck.  I could see a smile slowly forming on her lips as she tried hard to watch the show and not notice me watching her.  Epic fail my red headed sprite!
 
   She scrunched up her face with a grin and looked at me and motioned her eyes to the TV,  I whispered, “Fine you party pooper.”  She snickered quietly and we tried to pay attention to the movie. 'Tried' being the operative word.  Impossible with her fingers lightly tracing my side.
 
   As the movie ended, Gwen and Marce looked at us then each other.  Then with acting worthy of an Academy Award Marcie awkwardly yawned and stretched.  “It's getting late and I'm tired and have work in the morning.”
 
   Gwen mimicked her.  “Me too.  Umm... Sarah, can you give Reese a ride home when you two are done ummm... talking?”
 
   Sarah was nodding but stopped at the frown suddenly on Marcie's face.  “Uh.  Never mind.  Neither of us can drive Bessie.”
 
   I seriously believe that I snorted at the speed in which Sarah snagged her purse off the coffee table and was tossing the keys to her car at Marcie.  Everyone chuckled as the girls said their good nights.
 
   We waved in the doorway as they pulled away in Sarah's car.  I turned and my breath caught at the look of pure lust and hunger in Sarah's eyes.  She shut the front door then pushed my chair backwards into the wall and straddled my lap and laid such an erotically delicious kiss on me that I almost orgasmed right there on the spot.  She certainly had the full attention of all the interesting parts of my body at that moment.
 
   She grinned at me and stood, grabbing both of my hands and dragging me and my chair to the couch.  After transferring to the couch, we had a heated make out session.  The more of her I got the more I wanted.  Our hands were exploring each others bodies.  I was in heaven, but then she stopped as her hand was moving down from my stomach.
 
   She looked down at her hand then into my eyes.  She timidly spoke, “Umm... you've never spoke about the extent of your injuries, and I never pried.  Can you feel... uh... does everything...  can you...” I shut her up with a desperate kiss.  Why is she talking?  We need to be kissing!  Our tongues did the waltzed in the battle for dominance.  I lost.  Yay!
 
   When we pulled apart to gasp for air I whispered, “Everything works.”  This was apparently the right thing to say as she redoubled her efforts with her magical hands.  She brought me to climax just from her ministrations over my clothing.
 
   As I tried to reciprocate, she stood and urgently coaxed me to my chair.  Once I transferred she was quickly pushing me to her bedroom.
 
   I looked at the goddess standing in front of the bed an nervously reached out and grabbed the hem of her shirt and started to lift, she bent to assist the removal of the garment blocking me from access to her creamy soft skin.  I gasped at the black lace bra that could barely hold the treasure contained within them in.  I bit my lower lip.  I'm so gay!  I was almost drooling.
 
   I unbuttoned her pants and slid them down her legs.  She stepped out of them, now only in her bra and matching black satin panties.  She was magnificent!  I could smell her arousal mixing with her chocolate scent.
 
   Before I could do anything, she was forcing me out of my chair and onto the bed, where she quickly had me in a similar state of undress.  I tried to focus, as she started kissing down my neck toward her goal.
 
   It all just blurred together after that into a haze of animalistic passion.  She exceeded each and every fantasy I had ever had, tenfold.  It was sexy, fun and completely erotic.  But I couldn't leave it at that, I wanted her.  All of her.  And I wanted to show her the extent of my love.  I proved it over and over again until we both collapsed in exhaustion in each others arms.  If there was any doubt that I was hers before, I'm now completely one hundred percent hers now.
 
   I smiled at her as we let sleep claim us, our faced inches apart.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   “Hey Ree!  Get your cute ass rolling, we're going to be late!”  Sarah yelled from the living room.
 
   I snickered as I replied, “We wouldn't be running late if you hadn't joined me in the shower woman! Gawd I'm still buzzing.”  I touched up my light makeup and grabbed my purse and keys and wheeled out of our bedroom.
 
   I got the reaction I was looking for as I wheeled past Sarah and reached up to lightly close her mouth as I passed to stop her from drooling.  I stopped at the door.  “You coming woman?”
 
   She mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like “Just about” as she joined me as we exited onto the porch.  The porch swing was lazily swinging in the wind.  I took a moment to look at the familiar professional black dress Sarah was wearing.  It really got my motor running every time she had one of these gigs.
 
   I especially loved busy days like today where she didn't have time to return home to change for the gig so she was forced to wear that detectible shimmering garment that just draped off her curves in all the right places all day.  She slapped my arm playfully to knock me out of my reverie.  “Hey, none of that now.  I can barely keep my hands off of you as it is without you adding in 'the look'.”
 
   I smiled at her genuinely and the words came unbidden from my lips. “I love you so much Sarah.”
 
   She matched my grin.  “Well you better, you married me after all!”
 
   I started wheeling down the ramp to Bessie as I called over my shoulder.  “I didn't know what I was doing.  You kept kissing me to keep me from forming coherent thoughts.  One 'I do' later and your trap was sprung.”
 
   My chair stopped all forward motion as she spun me around and kissed me so softly it left me wondering if we had kissed at all.  But the tingling in my body told me we had.  She whispered, “Was that a complaint?”
 
   I got lost in her eyes.  And there was that comical expression on her face I couldn't get enough of. “No.  Not at all.  Just an observation... a happy observation.”
 
   She giggled and grabbed my keys from my hand and hit the button.  The drivers slider opened and the ramp folded down as I snagged the keys from her hand and gave her a quick retaliatory peck on the lips before I wheelied off the curb in my new red, low profile chair and around the van and up the ramp into Bessie.
 
   Sarah was buckling into the passenger seat as I transferred into the driver's seat.  She was already folding my new chair which she had comically nicknamed 'Wheels' (to the hysterical laughing of Gwen and Marcie) as the ramp was swinging back up and the door closed itself.
 
   I could tell Bessie was proud of her bling.  After a quick check of the hand controls we were off to get the girls.
 
   When the Browns Building went condo last year, I had bought the old apartment for Gwen and Marcie to live in as long as they desired.  I just let my wife know it was a good future investment and she readily agreed.
 
   I still remember Sarah's shock when I logged into my... ummm... 'our' online bank for her to see after our honeymoon.  I made extremely good money with my tech consulting business, but I never went anywhere or bought anything more than movies or games after high school.  I had amassed a little over one point six million and that was now growing exponentially as I expanded into online sales of my fully functional templated eCommerce software.
 
   We pulled up and the girls were waiting for us, with Mark.  My old roommates looked hot in their dresses!
 
   I still don't know why Gwen hasn't street-ed Mark yet.  He's not too smart and is always doing annoying things.  But then again, she's not really looking for anyone she can really bond with, so maybe he's a good distraction for her.
 
   They started piling in the passenger slider and the bickering began.  I tried hard not to laugh at them.  Marcie was trying to sit behind me next to the folded ramp but Gwen wanted to sit there so Mark could sit next to her instead of in the cramped, far back bench.
 
   Marcie folded her arms defiantly.  “Then sit in the back with him.”
 
   Gwen shot back a rapid fire reply, “It's too cramped back there!”
 
   Marcie rolled her eyes.  “So you want me to sit back there?  Reese, can you talk to her?  She's impossible.”
 
   I chuckled as I turned back.  “Gwen, girls before squirrels.  Or whatever the female translation of bros before hos is.”
 
   Sarah was rolling her eyes now with a cute grin, mocking and whispering, “Girls before squirrels?  Really Ree?  That doesn’t even make sense.”
 
   I really had to try hard not to fall into a hysterical giggle fit.  This happened every time Mark went anywhere with us.  I was about to say something when Gwen shot me a pouty look then tilted her head and smiled and said sweetly, “Reese?”
 
   I blushed and started looking down shyly, nodding.  Sarah was suddenly laughing.  “We talked about this Ree.  Remember, be strong.”
 
   I nodded then looked back at Gwen and almost said something then looked back at Sarah with a pleading look, “But... she's so cute!”
 
   Sarah squished up her face comically and crinkled her nose as she crossed her arms across her chest with a cute reprimand sparkling around in her eyes.
 
   I sighed in defeat and turned back to Gwen.   “Ummm... no??   Uhhh... sorry Gwen, Sarah's cuter.”  Woohoo!  I said no to Gwen!  Well, sort of.
 
   Gwen grinned ear to ear then turned to Mark. “You heard her, back seat buckko!”
 
   Marcie victory pumped her fist in the air. “Yes!”
 
   I shook my head at the comical drama of just getting people in their seats then smiled as I pulled away from the curb.
 
   A few minutes later we hit our first stop.  Mark wandered off down to the Starbucks down the street as us girls went into the medical building.  Marcie gave Gwen's hand a little squeeze as she went into her therapist’s office for her half hour session.  Marcie sat in the waiting room as Sarah and I made it to the end of the hall.  I checked in and my therapist saw me right away for my session.
 
   I kissed Sarah as she sat in the waiting room chairs and I was wheelie-ing all the way into “Doc's” office.  I heard laughter behind me as I entered the office saying, “What's up, doc?”  Dr. Amanda Sharpe reeeealy hates it when I call her Doc, just like I hate it when she types on her damn iPad when we are talking without letting me see what she is writing.  Mutually assured destruction!  I giggled at myself.
 
   It was literally the day after the dinner at Sarah's... well our place now, that she reminded Gwen and I of our promise to get professional help.  She sat by us at the apartment when we set up our first sessions.  We had agreed to use separate therapists.  I tried to get out of it, but it is hard to think when your girlfriend is making you so aroused you can't think when she hands you the phone.
 
   Things have gone really well and over the past two years.  I have learned to accept the things I can't change, and to forgive and live with myself.  Gwen stopped cutting and has been such a joy to have around as she has slowly had to relearn to be herself instead of the bitch she pretended to be for so long that she forgot who she was.  I think she has her happiness back.
 
   I spend more time trading services with Doc now that actual therapy as I have upgraded her wireless and computer systems in her office.  We had just got done arguing about discussing my sex life when time was up.  In my most professional demeanor, I stuck my tongue out at her as the timer softly chimed.  “Sorry Doc, you lose, time's up.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and responded, “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Amanda, not Doc?”
 
   I grinned at her as I rolled out to meet my wife.  We joined the girls and went back out to Bessie. Mark was there drinking his coffee, waiting for us.
 
   Gwen was shouting “Shotgun!”
 
   Sarah, wiggled her eyebrows humorously at me.  I grinned and said, “Unless you are married to me and can withhold sex if I don't let you sit next to me, then sorry Gwen, Sarah get's shotgun in perpetuity.”
 
   Gwen laughed as we all mounted up and said,  “I can withhold sex from you.”
 
   I glanced over at Sarah who rescued me, pointing at her ring finger as she looked back at Gwen.  “Wedding ring.  I win.”
 
   Stop two, the cemetery.  We all piled out.  Mark again stayed behind.  We got up to the beautiful, large headstone with it's carved flowers and gorgeous engraving.  What better use for mom's life insurance money?  I spoke as the girls tidied up the grave-site a bit, picking up twigs and leaves. “Hi, mom.  I wish I could stay longer today but Sarah has another gig tonight!  You'd love to hear her music, she is getting quite a following now.  I just wanted to let you know.  I love you and I'll see you next week.”
 
   We all shared smiles then made our way back to the van.  We had just enough time for dinner then we had to get Sarah to the Steam Plant Club for her set.  I still can't believe she got booked on a Friday night!  She just keeps getting better and better!  In more ways than one.
 
   I didn't like rushed days like this, I liked taking my time.  But as I said before, the bonus was getting to see Sarah dressed like this longer.  I had a wild urge to be silly tonight so I pulled us into Burger Shack.  A little cafe that has expanded from Snoqualmie Falls, they serve nothing but burgers and fries.  They comically have a menu that just has Combo Meal #1 that says plainly,  “Burger and fries”.
 
   The ladies all rolled their eyes as they looked at our dresses.  We'll definitely stand out.  I used to hate standing out.  We had a good time joking and talking as we ate, Mark had nothing to add to our conversations.  It was starting to get dark outside as we finished.
 
   We finally loaded up for our last destination of the night,  the Plant.  Luckily it was early and we found a spot in the back near a sidewalk and we parked and unloaded.  The line was already building and we bypassed it.  I wheeled behind Sarah with her violin.  She showed her ID to the doorman and let him know the rest of us were on the list as we entered.  There was no band playing this early as Sara had her set first before the headliner cover band played, so they were just piping in some pop music.
 
   The girls bee lined for a table and sent Mark to get drinks.  I followed after handing Sarah her violin, foot pedal and a steamy kiss.  “Good luck.  I love you,” I whispered.
 
   The adoring look she gave me just made me fall all over for her again as she whispered back,  “I love you, too.”
 
   I rolled over the the girls with what I'm sure was a dreamy expression on my face.  Marcie chuckled. “Girl, you still got it bad after two years!”  I nodded vigorously in agreement as Gwen chuckled.
 
   I saw Sarah setting up on stage and plunging into the amp.  There was a big commotion over by the bar but I was too low and couldn't see past people to see what it was.  Mark arrived and handed out shots and beers to the blondes and a cola to me as an announcer got on stage.  “Hi everyone!  Thanks for coming to the Plant tonight!  As is our custom, we love to showcase up and coming talent and some of the most sought after cover bands on the west coast.  Tonight is no exception.  Later tonight, we have Vortex performing!”
 
   People exploded into cheers.  Vortex was awesome!  The place was getting more and more crowded as the man continued. “But first we have a special treat, the musical stylings of Sarah Kreitz-Qualls!”  There was more moderate cheering except from our table.  If I could have stood as I was screaming and cheering I would have, but everyone else an our table made up for it by doing the same.
 
   Sarah walked up to the mic with a comical look on her smiling face.  She spoke into the mic, “This is for Reese.”  Then she immediately started some classical violin music.  People who had moved to the dance floor didn't know how to react until seconds later she hit her foot pedal and started rocking out on the violin, covering 'Snowflakes' by Satin Thunder, her voice soared with the eerily recognizable music she made at the same tempo as the previous classical music.
 
   Before she hit the bridge she hit the foot pedal again and went into a more complex classical piece before she was back to rock and singing like an angel, one of the Leather and Heels songs.  The mash-up went like that for her entire set.  People were having a blast on the dance floor now.  I went out there with Gwen and Marcie and we danced to the entrancing music my wife was creating and taking us all along for the amazing ride.  This was something new and exciting for everyone, they couldn't seem to get enough as she did two encores before surrendering the stage to Vortex.
 
   Sarah shyly sat down on my lap.  I kissed her excitedly.  I couldn't have been in more awe of her than I was tonight.  My golden voiced siren certainly stole my heart away again.
 
   The commotion by the bar grew as the music started again.  I looked back then had to do a double-take.  Gwen was in shock, she was just repeating “Oh my god” over and over again as none other than Mandy Fay Harris broke through the crowd and walked right up to our table.
 
   She motioned to the empty chair and yelled over the music,  “Mind if I sit?”  Everyone was shaking their heads  I think we all went mute.  She smiled at everyone at the table and sat.  She had one of the most commanding presences I had ever felt.  I can only hope that one day I can exude that kind of confidence!
 
   She put her hand out to Sarah.  “Hi Sarah.  I was wondering if you could do that with anything?  Is it just covers or can you do your own or original music like that?  I've heard many recordings of your work these last few months, I came up from Vancouver today just so I could hear you in person.”
 
   Sarah's mouth was hanging open.  I reached up with a giggle and gently closed it.  I looked over at Mandy.  “My wife can do it with anything.  She can see the rhythms and tempos in her head and match them to classical pieces.”  Sarah was just nodding as she tried to get her voice back.  I swear Gwen was two seconds from passing out and Marcie was trying to calm her down.  Mark looked uninterested, I could tell he had no clue who the music icon that was sitting here with us was.  What a tool.
 
   Mandy took two pieces of handwritten music from a sheath of papers she was holding protectively to her bosom. Can you do something with these.  She slid them in front of Sara who pivoted on my lap and looked at them.  Her eyes widened as she scanned them.  “My God!  These are phenomenal!  I can see so many transitions just here, here and here...”  She was pointing at places on the music.
 
   Mandy started smiling broadly.  “Good.  I want you to record a single for me at my studio in Vancouver using these.  And I want some original music too.  Can you do that?”
 
   Now I think Sarah was two seconds from passing out.  Then she nodded.  Mandy smiled at this. “Good!  It's settled then.”  She pulled out a business card and wrote a script M on the back of it and held it out to Sarah who looked to be hyperventilating.
 
   Mandy's deep brown eyes were sparking with mirth, she laughed a musical laugh and handed the card to me instead since I seemed to be the only one to be holding it together.  She smiled at me as she said, “Get her to Harmony Trax sometime next week and give this card to Nick Sebastian and NOBODY else.  Understood?”
 
   She was soooo frigging hot for someone around thirty.  I nodded.  “I'll get her there.”
 
   She smiled and stood then put her hand out. “And you are?”
 
   I shook her hand as I said with false bravery, “Reese, Reese Qualls.”
 
   She smiled genuinely at me then turned to Gwen and offered her hand.  Gwen squeaked out, “Mandy Fay Harris.”
 
   Mandy laughed in pure amusement.  “No hon, I'm Mandy Fay Harris.  What's your name?”
 
   Gwen straightened up a bit, looking embarrassed.  “Gwen.”  She smiled sheepishly.
 
   Mandy smiled at her then turned to Marcie who shook her hand vigorously.  “Marcie.”
 
   Mark had wandered off to the bar sometime before this, I guess he was bored.
 
   Mandy said to us all, “It was very nice to meet you all, now if you will excuse me, I have to get back down to Vancouver to my wife.”  She looked at Sarah who had finally gathered her wits.  “Thank you and I hope to see you soon.”  With that, rock and roll's queen of emotional rock strode confidently out.  Leaving me hugging Sarah,  trying to convey all of my love through it.
 
   I don't know why, but tears were gently rolling down my face, still amazed at this talented woman who chose me.
 
   Sarah looked around at all of us, shaking her head in disbelief.  “What just happened Ree?”
 
   I giggled.  “I think you just became a superstar love.  You are the one that taught me that my reach is infinite.  You saved me.”  I smiled lovingly at her as I drifted away in her sparkling emerald eyes.  “Now it is your turn to reach for the sky.”
 
   


  
 

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
 
    
 
   Short Stories in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker
 
   Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Super Spy
 
    
 
   Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...
 
   Return of the Asgard
 
   Bloodlines
 
    
 
   


  
 

Sample Chapter from my new series, Fracture: Divergence 
 
   (Coming in the winter of 2013)
 
   Prologue
 
   The bolt of negative energy streaked toward me as I dove behind the dumpster in this godforsaken alley.  “Shit!”  I exclaimed as half the dumpster dissolved into rot.  This bastard is no entry level alchemist!  What the hell has the Justice Coven got me into?  Those women told me he had broken some minor magi edicts.  I pulled a ward that I had charged on a lay line last week out of my shoulder pack.  If I could just get close enough to get an artifact of binding on him... I checked my pocket for the trinket I could use for the binding.  I could feel the pocket watch where it belonged.
 
   I dove to the other side of the alley and this time arcane energy of unraveling struck the stack of bricks I was behind and they sloughed down into the mud they were composed of.  I couldn't see what tools he was using to throw this many spells at me.  I had been chasing him for fifteen minutes and he hasn't stopped casting yet.  Only women can wield magic, us men have to charge tools on lay lines to capture the arcane magics to imbue the items with the power of the spells women of a coven cast upon them.
 
   I ran at the man, Mage Talbot, as he unleashed yet another bolt of arcane energy at me, green this time, acid.  I defected it with the group of bundled owl feathers and the spell on my ward dissipated.  Shit, he is powerful. The Justice Coven themselves spelled that ward for me!  And I saw this time, his spell had erupted from his hand like a witch!  That is impossible!  Only women can wield magic!
 
   I tackled the man and was reaching for my binding artifact and he hit me with a spell of confusion then slipped from my grasp.  I shook off the spell, I had been hit with a lot worse in my line of work.  I was the best mage investigator in New York.  Well at least that's what my business cards say, Alex King, Premier Mage Investigations.  The Justice Coven handed the case over to me to locate him and to bring him to the coven's conclave for judgment.  Talbot was good, it took weeks to track him down to the warehouse district.
 
   A moment later I was hit by a group of filled trash cans that had been pulled to me.  Damn that hurt!  And now I smell rancid like this alley.  This bastard is going down.  I reached into my trench-coat and pulled out a willow branch.  I sneered, I charge this one over lay lines whenever I am not on a case.  It has a couple years worth of power stored and I had an old girlfriend of mine imbue it with a spell of immobility.  This will rival the strength of anything this guy can throw at me.
 
   I pulled out another ward, crap, I'm running out.  This guy is dwindling my supply quickly, I'm down to my mirror wards now.  Well beggars can't be choosers.  I needed to finish this now, collect my bounty, and get back to my girlfriend, Jackie.
 
   I charged after Talbot, he had somehow jumped up to a fire escape landing about twelve feet up.  I leaped and grabbed the chain on the fire escape's ladder and pulled it down to the alleyway and started climbing quickly.  I smirked.  This was an old fire escape with a cast iron railing, his magic will be useless here as the cast iron will dissipate it.
 
   I got to the roof and ducked down as he disintegrated part of the ledge.  I dove over the top and rolled across the roof and came to my knees and was just able to get my ward up in time and his magic reflected back on him and my ward fell apart.  He got knocked back ten feet but was able to remain upright.
 
   For the first time, he looked frightened.  He took out a knife and sliced the air in front of him and it was like he tore a hole in space.  Was it a transport portal?  I raised my willow branch and chanted and purple energy shot toward him.  His movements were so fast, he must have had a haste charm.  He got his arm up and black energy raced to meet mine.
 
   The explosion of energy was incredible.  In an instant, his spell canceled out two years worth of charging on one of the most powerful lay lines in the state.  The release was immense and a crater was left in the roof and we were both blown backwards.  By luck, well maybe it was my rabbits foot charm, my left hand was able to catch the parapet as I was thrown off the roof.
 
   I quickly scrambled back onto the roof.  On the other side of the large smoking hole, Mage Talbot was staggering back to his feet.  I pulled out a haste charm and said the incantation.  Then in a blur I thrust my hand in my coat pocket and grabbed a handful of cast iron nails and threw them with all my might.  He had no defense against cast iron and at least three struck him and buried deep in his skin due to the immense speed at which they were thrown.
 
   Still hastened, I snarled and ran around the destruction and dove at him as he jumped into the tear in space.  I couldn't stop my momentum and fell into the void with him.  Shit!  I was falling through distortions, it was excruciating and felt like the flesh was peeling from my bones.  I could see him off to the left far below me.
 
   And then I saw a woman in a red trench-coat falling... up?  Directly toward me.  I started twisting my body to avoid an impact.  She was mirroring my moves exactly.  We were going to collide and at this speed... I could feel the blood drain from my face... we couldn't survive.
 
   I saw the same realization on her face at the same instant.  Then it was like time slowed.  I knew this was it.  The bastard had won, Talbot had killed me, and this woman. What kind of spell did he use?  The last thing I thought as we collided in that void was   “Huh, she's cute.  I'd do her.”  And everything went black as we struck each other.
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