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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Epilogue
 
   As I'm sitting here in front of the mirror, in the restroom of city hall, checking to make sure my hair and makeup are OK.  I find it hard to believe that everything that happened with Bella and I, was just three months ago.  I sigh at the memories with a happy look playing across my features, as the door behind me opens.
 
   Sarina smiles at me in the mirror. “Hey, lil sis, let's get this done.  Ana only has an hour for this little side-trip before she gets sworn in as councilwoman in the chamber.  Oh my gosh, you look amazing!  If you weren't taken, and I wasn't married, I'd be tempted.” She winks.
 
   I giggle. “I had the same thought when we first met, right up until the moment I opened that sound-room door and saw an angel.”  We bump hips giggling, and wander out the door into the hall.
 
   I'm nervous, what if I'm not good enough for Bella?  What if she changes her mind when she sees me? “Is this dress OK?  I mean, I want to look good for her.”  She rolls her eyes “You look fantastic, and it's not like she's going to leave it on you very long after she gets sworn in.” I blush, slapping her shoulder as she unsuccessfully dodges. “Sar!”
 
   I smile mischievously at the woman I truly look to as a sister, biting my lower lip and whisper, “She wants more children.” Sarina performs her patented shoulders up, nose crinkled, head scrunching smile of mirth.
 
   We turn in the corridor and into the chapel, and I stop dead.  Anabella is standing by the minister, looking stunning in her matching pure white sundress, our eyes lock.  My knees go weak.  I don't even notice all of our friends and family sitting in the pews.  The gurgling and cooing of Eve and June sitting with Tams barely registers.  I can only see Bella's sparkling blue eyes as I walk up beside her.
 
   I think the minister is saying stuff, but I'm not sure, just being close to her is having an effect on me.  My heart is beating double-time and I can feel the warmth radiating off of her.  She says “I do,” with meaning beyond the words glistening in her eyes.  I get lost in them again until I hear the minister clearing his throat.  Oh. “Oh, yeah, I most certainly do.” I nod my head vigorously with a silly grin on my face.
 
   Stifled laughs come from the peanut gallery.  The minister says something about us preparing short vows or some such nonsense, I'm not really listening, my attention is solely on the oceans of blue before me.  The love of my life looks deeper into my eyes and speaks. “I promise to always support you, and give you a lifeline to keep you sailing into the wind.  To love you completely, with all my soul.” She slips a simple platinum ring with daisies etched on it onto my finger.  Our smiles are one.
 
   A few seconds later the minister is clearing his throat again and people are snickering yet again. Oh right!  I snap out of it, then start speaking and signing as I practiced “I promise to never run.  To let our scars make us stronger.  To always face any adversity with you head on, by your side.  To always let you know you are truly loved.” I slip a matching band on the finger of the most beautiful creature in the world.  Still amazed that she chose me.
 
   Our lips quickly meet in a tender passion, we just resonate our love through it as it becomes more urgent.  I sort of hear the minister mumble something like “Well, ummm, I guess you can kiss the bride.” There is cheering on the peripheral of my hearing, I'm lost in happiness.  We continue our lip lock and someone yells “Get a room!”  Immediately followed by the Rand's and Tams yelling “Wait! No!” in unison, causing a wave of laughter.
 
   Tammy by the way, did wind up getting herself de-wenched by Nick.  Their wedding is in April.  I told you he was throwing those googly eyes at her.
 
   We break off our kiss, giggling.  I say to Bella, “Hey MRS. West, we have to get you to the swearing in ceremony down the hall.  Wow!  Councilwoman West!  I'm so proud of you.” She grins lovingly back at me and says, “Why MRS. West, I thought you'd never ask.”
 
   I offer her my elbow. “Shall we?”  She takes it with both hands, our eyes never leaving each other's gaze. “We shall!”
 
   

Other 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
 
  cover.jpeg
 The rock world's bad girl

“has lost herself, and turns

. her back on music. She
discovers love & forgiveness
in the most unlikely places.





