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Prologue
 
   I was still trying to figure out what I was doing there.
 
   So there I was, Kylee Nelson, aspiring filmmaker from Post Falls, Idaho, production intern at the Art in Motion studios in Seattle.  It was almost overwhelming.  The closest thing I have ever seen to a big city was across the border in Washington, a twenty five minute drive to Spokane.
 
   Spokane was tiny compared to Seattle!  There are so many people here, and all the cities are so packed together that I never knew when I left one and went into another.  I hear you can drive the entire length of Puget Sound and never leave the urban landscape.  I want to try that one day.  Going from a town of just over twenty five thousand people to this was a heck of a culture shock, but an exciting one!
 
   I'm pretty much a gamer girl geek who has enjoyed media of all kinds since I was little.  So I had big plans, I was going to make superhero and action movies that would entertain the world!  Ok, stop laughing, I was young.  But hey, film making has been my dream and it still hasn't changed.  Nobody bothered telling me the realities of how hard it was to break into the industry, let alone be allowed behind the camera to actually direct.
 
   But I was determined, after graduating high school I went directly into college and took every course imaginable that would apply to acquiring my dream.  Six grueling years later I got my masters in Fine Arts for Cinematography.  As a student I won five separate Indie Film awards for my short film projects for school.
 
   After a year of sending in applications to every studio I could find, while working at Millie's Espresso Barn, I had determined that maybe this wasn't the career for me.  Unless you had some prestigious college like the New York Film Academy on your resume, or knew the right people, you would never be able to break into the seemingly impenetrable field of film production.
 
   Then six months ago, just after my twenty seventh birthday, I got a letter from Art in Motion.  I was thrilled and tore the envelope open with excitement, just to deflate a moment later.  While they were offering me a position, it wasn't anything glamorous.  I stared at the word 'internship' in front of the 'production assistant'.  It wasn't even for the real position.  I had taken a deep breath and told myself.  Hey, at least it is a foot in the door!
 
   At least it was a paid internship, the stipend was barely above minimum wage but a housing allowance was included.  That was a plus since housing costs in Seattle are astronomical compared to Post Falls.
 
   So I psyched myself up and visited my mother in her extended stay convalescent home.  I really missed her and I HATE Alzheimer’s.  She was forty one when she had me.  She called me her miracle child.  By the time I graduated high school she was exhibiting symptoms.  By the time I graduated college, she had to be under constant supervision and was moved to the convalescent home.  I visited every day I had free time from school or work.  It is so painful to see someone you love being slowly taken away from you, being taken away from themselves.  My mom was more than just my mom, she was my best friend, my confidant.  She always pushed me to reach for my dream.
 
   The only drawback to having to move to Seattle was that I wouldn't be able to visit her as often as I would like, but there is no way we could afford to move her to a home here; the cost is almost triple.
 
   But it is only a five hour drive so I make a point of driving “home” every weekend, weather permitting, over the Cascade Mountains.  I always feel a small sense of security with a mountain range to my back.  It had been the Rocky Mountains my entire life, now it is the Cascades.
 
   I looked at myself as I got ready to go into work late Thursday night for some hush hush meeting.  I took off my Tardis t-shirt that said, “It's bigger on the inside” and stood in front of the mirror.  I shrugged as I looked at myself.  Same as always.  A little overweight... mom called it “curvy”. I call it chunky, but I really like my face.  It is pretty cute with a little bit of baby fat that I never quite grew out of, but it gave my smile a little extra oomph I thought.  My lips have a cute cupid's bow and my ice blue eyes are offset by my dark hair color.  I like to say burgundy, though everyone else says dark red.
 
   Mom says I look a lot like Denise Bidot.  If only.  Yeah, if she wasn't glamorous and had glasses, and was still a comic book geek in her late twenties.
 
   I giggled and struck a pose.  Then I rolled my eyes, pushed my glasses farther up the ridge of my my nose, and finished putting on a smart business suit. The gray skirt just touched my kneecaps.  I slid on the uncomfortable, professional flats.  Why can't someone invent a pair of professional shoes that are as comfortable as sneakers?  Or do they just want the torture to remind you that you are supposed to be professional?
 
   I did my makeup.  I like it to be understated and professional, so a touch of eye shadow, liner, and lip gloss.  All the other women in the studio try to look glamorous.  I guess that's easier when you are thinner.  But to me they look so plastic and fake.  But I guess that's why they are progressing up the ladder faster than me.
 
   You'd think with a title like, production assistant, I would be assisting the director or something, or providing input for the music videos we shoot here.  Nope, you'd be wrong.  I'm a glorified gopher.  I do coffee runs, locate props, pick up wardrobes around the city and bring them to the sets, and pretty much harp on the talent to get them to the shoots on time.  While plastic interns like Leanne who only have a bachelors degree and wouldn't know a Flash Frame from a Jump Cut if it reached up and bit them, are getting seats in the production meetings where their entire input is them saying, “make the scene sexier”.
 
   Leanne had even looked in my production notes once to my protests, and pitched one of my ideas for the composition of a scene that the director had already said no to.  He praised her for her insight and inventiveness and filmed “her” scene.  Fine, I'll say it.  She's a conniving bitch.
 
   But it was exciting to be able to meet all sorts of famous singers.  Though most of them are high maintenance.
 
   I decided that I looked passable.  I took one last look at my online games to see if I had any chat messages and to let my teammates know I wouldn't be able to do the dragon castle campaign with them tonight.  As I shut my computer down, I pondered the fact that just like in Idaho, most of my friends are online, I haven't really made any friends here in Seattle except for “Queen Destructo”, Reese Qualls.  If possible, she is even more of a gamer girl than I am.  Reese and her wife call me from time to time and will go out to lunch with me.  I love the tiny Daleks that Reese has painted on the red tubes of her wheelchair.  I met her in a chat room for Robo-Terror online.
 
   Her wife does this awesome fusion music with an electric violin and got signed at Harmony Trax recently!
 
   I made my way out of my little company hosted apartment and to the covered parking area.  After a couple tries I got my green 1970 AMC Gremlin to start.  I ignored the little blue plume of smoke that puffed out from the muffler.  Once old Baltar warmed up, he didn't burn that much oil.  I only had to put a quart in about once a week.  That's much better than my last car.  Win win!
 
   I made it to the private parking garage below the studio downtown and turned the key in the ignition and took it out.  Baltar still ran and puttered for a few seconds before he sputtered and died.  My mechanic calls it dieseling.  Then I hopped out and made my way quickly into the studio, flashing my ID to the scanner at the door.  It was odd there was only one security officer on duty at the desk in the lobby, but then again it was eight o’clock on a Thursday night.
 
   I got into the huge main conference room that was constructed like an auditorium with tiered levels,  and it was crowded!  Every single employee must have been there.  All the film crews, assistants, all the executives, producers, and directors.  I made my way to a good vantage point overlooking the main stage where the president of the company, Evan Green was standing by a microphone.  Someone bumped into me from behind and a smooth soprano voice said, “Oh, I'm terribly sorry, it's crowded in here.”
 
   I nodded without looking back, my eyes intent on the president and my iPad that I had out, ready to take notes.  I knew virtually nobody would and they would rely on me to do that.  “It's ok,”  I said cheerily over my shoulder.  “I wonder what all the secrecy is.”
 
   Before either of us could say anything more, Evan started speaking.  “Hello everyone, I'm sure you know me, Evan Green, president of Art in Motion.  I'm sure you are wondering why you were all called in here tonight.”  There was some murmuring in the affirmative. He nodded then continued, “Well Harmony Trax has contracted us to produce a series of special holiday videos featuring various artists to compliment their new holiday charity album.  The proceeds are all going to the Callahan Foundation here in Seattle and Anabella West's AWK projects in Vancouver.”
 
   As I typed I spoke over my shoulder, “Oh, I love the Callahan Foundation.  I met Sandra Callahan once.  I think she might possibly be the sweetest woman on the entire planet.”  I had met her when she joined Reese and I for lunch one day.  I have never met someone who so completely dedicated their lives to helping others like she has.
 
   The voice responded with a playful chuckle, “Me too!  And I agree, she is so sweet.”  This made me smile.
 
   I grinned and said,  “I remember the awesome charity album Harmony Trax put out last year to help launch the Callahan Foundation.  If this album is half as good it will go platinum overnight.”
 
    Evan continued.  He spoke about how we only had less than three weeks to pump out ten videos.  But they had to be released Thanksgiving day, since they would compliment the album.  This caused gasps and consternation over the short timetable.  He described how there would be teams set up with strict schedules and went on to lay them out.  I typed everything he said religiously as I had the mic on the iPad recording him as well in case I missed something.
 
   Then he added, “We will be assigning one assistant to each of the artists.  As usual, their confidentiality is paramount.  The assistants will be responsible for everything the artists may need during their time here in Seattle.”
 
   I snorted quietly.  “Ewww... who would want that job.  What if they get saddled with a diva that makes them like, get them bowls of only orange M&Ms or organic celery that comes only from the south face of mount Everest?”
 
   The voice behind me snorted and giggled.  “Oh gawd.  That would be awful wouldn't it?  But all of them aren't that bad are they?”
 
   I shook my as I smiled and kept typing.  “No.  I'm being unfair.  But there certainly are a large percentage that have come through here like that.  I'm sure you've seen a few.”
 
   She replied, “True.”
 
   I shrugged, “But I hear the Harmony Trax artists are down to Earth, so maybe the poor saps assigned to them won't have too bad a go of it.”
 
   Then Evan said, “Could we get the talent down here and we will get you paired up with your personal assistants?  Then they can get you situated in your hotels for the night.”
 
   Then the woman behind me said, “Oh.  Excuse me, I guess that's me.”
 
   I turned to offer my condolences that she might be hooked up with some diva singer and I actually choked on my words and went into a coughing fit as a smiling Amber LaLanie made her way past me with a sly grin on her face and bounced her way down the steps.  I watched her pink hair bobbing down to the stage area and blushed profusely.  Oh God, could I fit more than one foot in my big mouth?  I wanted to crawl away and die.  Holy crap was she hawt, girls like that make me jealous and oddly self conscious.
 
   I shook my head to snap out of it and went back to typing as I watched the pairings.  OMG!  Satin Thunder was here!  They retired like three years ago.  Then Miranda Keys... I just watched the procession like a who's who in the music world.  Then Amber stepped up to Evan.  He motioned Derick over.  But Amber leaned into Evan and pointed up toward me.
 
   He nodded and called Leanne down using the mic.  I rolled my eyes as the blonde who was standing next to me started making her way down.  Amber leaned into Evan again shaking her head almost angrily and fiercely pointed in my direction again.  He was shaking his head and said something to her and then she shook her head.  He shrugged and called on the mic, “Sorry, not you Leanne.  The redheaded intern...” He covered the mic and asked Derek something.  “Kylee, could you please come down here.”
 
   Shit!  I'm sure all the blood left my face, I felt light headed.  I'm going to get fired for my comments to Amber aren't I?  I walked the steps like it was a medieval death march.  Why the hell was she smiling at me?
 
   

Chapter 1 – Getting Settled In
 
   I hated that I was getting assigned a personal assistant.  I preferred my privacy.  I'd rather be singing than be ushered around by a glorified babysitter.  Maybe I can ditch them and sneak out to a Karaoke bar for some fun later.
 
   Evan was certainly a charmer with his confident manner and warm smile.  I glanced back up at that funny woman near the top of the room.  Huh.  She's looking a little green.  Where did that enchanting smile go?
 
   Evan said to me, “This here is Derick, he will be your personal assistant during your stay in Seattle. Anything you need just ask him.  He will take care of your schedule and make sure you get to shooting locations on time.  I looked at the twenty something guy with his slicked back look.  He was grinning like an idiot and hadn't made eye contact, yet he was looking me up and down.  I felt like I was on display or something.
 
   I shook my head and leaned into Evan and whispered, “I'm sorry Evan, I don't feel comfortable with a male assistant.  How about that hot woman up at the top there?”
 
   He looked up, scanning the upper level, and said, “She's not really a personal assistant, she is one of our production assistant interns here.”  I shrugged and pointed up at her.   He nodded then told Derick that his services wouldn't be needed, and spoke into the mic to get the pixie's attention.  “Leanne, could you please come down here for a minute.”
 
   Weird, she didn't look much like a Leanne to me.  Then I watched as a blonde stick figure Barbie type started making her way down the stairs.  Huh?  What?  I leaned back into Evan and whispered, “No, not her, the hot one.  The redhead there.”
 
   He looked up at the young woman who looked ready to hurl now, then back at me.  I nodded and he looked at Derrick. “What's that one's name?  The weird plus sized one that always has so many notes and facts put together?   You know, she gets the coffee.”
 
   Fut the wuck?  I was appalled at his terminology, she was fucking hot!  Not like all the unhealthy anorexic looking women hanging around in this room, she had some real curves.
 
   Derrick looked up and shrugged.  “The one that plays video games at lunch?  I think it's like Kylee or something like that.”  Yeah, she looked like a Kylee.  I smiled at that.
 
   Evan nodded.  “Yeah, that's it.  She's the one that keeps relentlessly submitting production ideas.”  He looked at me.  “She's just a production assistant intern too.  She may not be equipped to handle this assignment.”
 
   I glared at him. “I want...” I stabbed my finger toward Kylee again. “...HER!”
 
   He smiled and nodded and said into the mic.  “Sorry, not you Leanne.  The redheaded intern... Kylee, could you please come down here.”
 
   She turned a little paler and started down the stairs with her head hanging low.  Where did that awesome smile go?  I smiled at her as I watched her approach.  Gawd, she looked like a beaten puppy dog.  She was so confident and funny just a minute ago.  Did she think I'd be like the divas she joked about and dreaded the assignment?  I'm so frigging insecure, she probably just doesn't think she is equipped like Evan said.  But those blue eyes!  Settle down Amber Lee!  Be professional!
 
   When she reached us her eyes were darting toward the exit, was I that bad of an assignment?  Evan said to her, “Kylee, Amber has requested that you be her personal assistant for the duration of her stay here.  Turn in your notes and get with Monica.  She can give you Amber's schedule and hotel room assignments.”
 
   The imp seemed to release a huge sigh of relief over something and her smile was back.  Oh gawd, dimples!  She needs to register those things as lethal weapons!  I grinned back at her.  Then her smile faltered as she looked at Evan.  “Ummm... what do I do?”
 
   He replied, “Monica can fill you in on the basics.  But simply put, you do whatever Miss LaLanie needs, and get her to each location on time.”
 
   I replied, a small grin on my face spreading, “Like if I need my M&M's peeled and junk like that.”  She snorted and we shared a knowing chuckle that seemed to confuse Evan.  But if both of us were happy, he was happy.  Her startling ice blue eyes were sparkling in genuine mirth.
 
   She shrugged and said, “Ok.  Umm... this way Miss LaLanie.”
 
   I shook my head and rolled my eyes in fun at her and lilted out,  “Just Amber is fine as long as I can call you Kylee.”
 
   She nodded. “Deal.”  Then we were off in search of this mysterious Monica person.  Kylee looked back at me sheepishly.  “Sorry, I didn't know that was you up there.  I was too intent on taking notes.”
 
   Ohhhh... now I think I know why she looked so frightened earlier.  I shrugged.  “I figured the best way to punish you was to ask for you to be my keeper.  And this is where I insert my evil laugh.  I'm working with a vocal coach, strengthening the ahhhha.”
 
   She snorted.  “OMG, quoting Dr. Horrible?”
 
   Ok, I'm positive that I could get along with this woman now.  Recognition of obscure geek references.  Check.  Sense of humor.  Check.  Killer smile.  Check.  I shrugged with a sly grin.  Then we reached a smartly dressed middle aged woman by the door who looked a bit frazzled.
 
   Skylar, Kimi, and their keeper had just received their paperwork from the woman and Skylar had a giant beaming smile for me.  Kim's face was expressionless as usual like it was carved from stone.  I remembered thinking how weird that was when I met them back in the first Karaoke Queen competition ten years ago.  But now I see it as just part of what makes Kim such an awesome person.
 
   Skylar pulled me into a hug and said in her awesome British accent, “You're still a right fit bird Amber!  Sammie missed you at Christmas last year.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “I had promised the Raleigh Children's Hospital I would do a benefit for them.  You know me and kids.”  No child should ever feel forgotten.
 
   Skylar squeezed my shoulder gently.  Then I looked at Kim.  Any second now... wait for it... wait for it...  then her calm mask broke into a huge smile only this gorgeous Native American could give.  “Hi Pinky!  Glad you're doing this too.  Nice to see some artists more our age here.”  She towered over all of us and grabbed me in a hug that left my feet dangling off the ground.
 
   I squeaked then laughed as she set me back down.  “You make us sound like old ladies!”
 
   “You can't tell me that Conrad Chase over there doesn't look like he's twelve.”  She winked then her expression turned to stone again.
 
   I looked over at Conrad and I grinned, she did have a point.
 
   I turned to the hyperventilating redhead beside me.  “And this, ladies, is my lovely babysitter while I'm here.   Kylee...”  I left it as a prompt.
 
   She straightened up realizing I was talking about her.  “Umm...  Nelson, Kylee Nelson.”  They each shook her hand.
 
   Skylar whispered loudly at the back off her hand pretending to be stealthy.  “Well, maybe you can ditch her during your stay and visit with us at Bobbie's lodge.  Were thinking about finally getting a bloody place of our own now that we live in Seattle permanently.”  Then she added, “Or bring her along.  The more the merrier.”
 
   I nodded at them and we exchanged smiles as they were ushered away by their keeper, he seemed to be constantly looking at his watch.  Passive aggressive much?  Tool alert!  We got a packet from Monica and Kylee asked her, “So Mon, like, what am I supposed to do?  Evan told me you could fill me in.”
 
   The woman smiled  at the redhead.  “Just make sure she keeps the schedule.  Besides that, make sure that her every need is tended to.”
 
   Kylee snorted again and smiled.  She seemed to be a happy sort.  “Gee thanks Mon, I kinda had that much figured out.”
 
   The older woman waggled her eyebrows.  “That's what I'm here for hon.”
 
   We wandered out to the corridor and Kylee looked into the packet.  “Hmmm... OK, you're staying at the Seattle Royal.  Oh... umm apparently I am too, adjoining room.  I guess so I'm in proper 'babysitting' position.”  She grinned like a pixie again so I stuck my tongue out at her.  We shared a laugh.  Then she squinted.  “Umm... so, did they like, give you a car to use while you were here or are we using mine?”
 
   I replied, “Nope, no car so yours it is.”  She paused and looked nervous as she started leading the way down to the parking level as she fished her keys out of her purse.  She squinted one eye cutely again. “Ummm... maybe we should take a cab and I'll get the studio to rent a car for you in the morning.  Mine probably isn't what you are used to.”
 
   I shook my head with a reproving look like a mother chastising a child.  “I'm sure whatever you drive will be just fine.”
 
   Then she led me up to an old beat up, rusty green car with a white racing stripe down the hood and I started giggling as I blurted out, “Gremlin!  It's perfect!”
 
   This caused a grin to replace the nervous look on her face.  She opened the passenger seat and grabbed a bunch of fast food wrappers and papers from the front seat and floor and threw them in the back seat. “Sorry, I do a lot of road trips to see my mother every weekend in Idaho.  I eat in my car more than my apartment.”
 
   This woman was almost too cute.  I admit I was watching her nice full butt as she was leaned over cleaning out the front seat, you just want to reach out and...  AMBER LEE!
 
   Who gives a crap what her car was like as long as it gets us from point A to point B.  I hate the expectations of riding around in a town car or limo.  I'm just a girl from Iowa, people!  I put a hand on her shoulder as she was dusting the seat with her jacket.  “It's fine Ky.  Let's get to the hotel and then I'll try to ditch you when you aren't looking.”
 
   She chuckled at me.  “Sounds like a plan Amber.  But I play twitch games online so I'll notice any ditching movements you attempt, then I'll just wave goodbye at you as you sneak away.”
 
   I got into the car and she ran around to the driver's side and jumped in then pumped the gas pedal like ten times before she tried to turn the car over.  The engine cranked and groaned.  She patted the dash. “Come on Baltar.”  Then the engine roared to life.  OK fine, roared is too strong a word as it sputtered and choked its way to life.  It backfired and I saw a plume of blue smoke out of the back window.
 
   I snorted at the pleased chipmunk look she got on her face as she put, umm, Baltar into gear.  I just had to ask.  “New BSG or old?”
 
   She shot me smile that would have knocked me on my butt if I hadn't already been sitting.  “I'm a classic series girl.”  I nodded in approval then reached for the radio.  She shook her head.  “That's broke. Here...”  She handed me an iPod that was sitting on the dashboard.
 
   I grinned and thumbed through her music.  My god, is there any music this girl doesn't like?  I grinned as I passed by a few of my titles.  I settled on a fun one, Unleashed, by Miranda Keys.  I was surprised when the music blasted from the back seat.  I looked back to see a huge wireless speaker.  I smiled at her embarrassed look as she squished her head down to her shoulders as she drove.  “A girl needs her music.”  She shrugged.
 
   She was fun!  I started bouncing and singing with the music.  She got a silly smile on her face as her eyes went wide watching me.  I kept nudging her at the chorus.  Finally I got her to timidly join in.  She was so delightfully off key.  That coupled with that awesome smile had me encouraging her to go on.  She was simply having a blast!  That's what music is all about!  I let her mangle the last power note that got both of us laughing so hard my gut hurt.
 
   I wanted more!  So I cued up another song.  4Ever by the Veronicas.  She sang the whole thing with me, us bouncing and rocking to the music and just belting out the words.  If there was a moment she wasn't smiling when we were singing, I didn't see it.  People like her are who I write my music for. People who just let the music wash over them and they can have a good time, free of inhibitions.  We were giggling as I looked over at the end of the song.  She turned away quickly to watch the road.  Was she staring at my lips?
 
   Then we pulled into the parking structure next to the hotel.  She turned the car off.  But amusingly it was still coughing and sputtering like it was hanging onto the last thread of life.  She got out and I followed.  I shot her a questioning look and then the car finally died.  She shrugged and I laughed.
 
   Then she said,  “Let's get you checked in then I'll have to run home to get a few changes of clothes if I'm staying here too.  FYI... That's your chance to ditch me if ever there was one.”
 
   I chuckled out my reply,  “Nah I'll wait for you to return, I want to give you a fair chance to contain me.”
 
   She got a regal look on her face and said in a British accent, “Very sporting of you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and playfully bumped our hips.  I let her lead the way so I could watch her sway up to the desk.  I'm such a pervert!  She spoke with the man at the counter.  “You have two rooms for us.  One for...”  She checked the papers. “Oh come on...”  She looked back up at him sheepishly.  “Judy Jetson and the other for...” She rolled her eyes. “Cosmo Spacely.”  She looked over at me.  “The Jetson's really?  You'd think the studio could have been more generic.”
 
   The man, to his credit, didn't comment, he just slid the card keys to us and he looked at me and said, “Enjoy your stay 'Miss Jetson', and your level is tagged as double privacy for the duration of your stay, only other room occupants of that level are allowed in the corridor.”
 
   I nodded my thanks.  And the redheaded lady at my side said, “Let's get you to your room 'Judy'.”
 
   I winked at her.  “Sure thing Cosmo!”  I bumped her hip again and we made our way up to the rooms.  My luggage was waiting by my huge king size bed, it had been sent here straight from the airport as I was shuffled directly to the studio.
 
   Kylee popped through the adjoining door with a silly taa-daa kind of grin.  I rolled my eyes again at her and then she said,  “OK, I'll be back in like forty five minutes.  Think about where you want to go when you ditch me until then.”
 
   I crinkled my nose.  “Bring clubbing clothes, if I fail in my duty to lose you, we'll be doing some karaoke and dancing.”
 
   She paled at that.  “Umm... clubbing clothes?”  She started toward the door.  “Sure.”  Her voice trailed off, then she was gone and the silence of the room was deafening.
 
   I hated being alone.  But that was just me.  Even in a stadium full of fans, I was alone.  But I smiled to myself because the cute, geeky one would be back soon.  I sat in silence for a moment then walked over to the room's sound system and turned on the radio so the music could keep me company like it always did, then I decided to work on lyrics to a new song in my journal.  Hmmm... Deep Red.  I looked back at the door with a grin then started writing.
 
   I kept glancing at the time on my cellphone.  About forty minutes later there was a light knock at the connecting door to the other room.  I shut off the radio and called out, “Come on in Ky.”
 
   She shyly stuck her head in the door then smiled and came in as I sat up on the bed and closed my journal.  “Ok, I'm all set for the next couple weeks.”  Then she timidly put an envelope on the entry table.  “Is there anything you need before I go?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.  “Aren't you coming with me when I try to ditch you?  It will be fun I promise.”
 
   She shook her head sheepishly.  “No, I wouldn't want to drag you down.  But have fun tonight.” She gave me a smile.
 
   I stood and walked toward her before she could duck back into her room.  “Wait!  Ummm... there is something you can do for me, seeing as how you are all assistant-y and stuff.  You can accompany me out clubbing tonight.  It is late so we'd only have a couple hours, but I promise it will be fun, and... I need someone to... umm... oh!  To moderate my drinking.”
 
   She was staring at the ground now.  “Ok...”
 
   Sweet!  “Ok, Ky, go get yer clubbing gear on.  I'll throw something on myself.”
 
   She blushed cutely and said, “Alright.  I'll be right back.”  Then she slipped into her room.
 
   I was pleased with myself and turned toward my luggage, but the envelope caught my eye.  It just said, “Amber” on it.  I picked it up and opened it.  It was a birthday card!  I quickly looked at my cellphone for the date.  Holy crap, it was November eighth, it was my birthday!  It sort of snuck up on me.  I never do anything for it since I basically don't have anyone to share it with.
 
   I smiled at the connecting room door then at the card that had a familiar blue police box on it.  I grinned, she was such a geek, but then, so was I.  I thought the Tardis card was like a little piece of her.  I opened it but shut it quickly when music started blurting out of the card.  I giggled then opened it again and the Doctor Who theme song played as I read.  “You seem to be traveling through time as you find yourself another year older.  Happy birthday!”
 
   Then scrawled below it in smooth loopy script was a message from Kylee.  “Amber, I hope your birthday is full of excitement and wonder and is everything you could ever hope it to be.  – Kylee”
 
   I closed my eyes as I closed the card and held it to my forehead.  A sweet message from a sweet person.  It was so quiet in the room.  It felt so empty.  I didn't like the quiet so I turned on the radio again.  I brought everything I would need for the night into the bathroom with me.
 
   I locked the bathroom door and then stood in front of the mirror on the back of the door.  I took a deep breath then took off my signature pink wig.  I unpinned and shook out my real hair then cringed at it.  The parts that were a rich silky brown weren't bad.  It was the jagged splotchy stripes of white that I hated.  But that was part of my vitiligo.
 
   I took off my long sleeved shirt and tried not to look at myself.  The almost bleach white splotchy stripes across my left side and arm made me look like a leper. I dropped my pants and stepped out of them.  There was a matching blotchy white stripe on my leg.  I shrugged and removed the makeup from my face, reveling the signs of vitiligo present there on my left cheek too.
 
   I took my thyroid medicine that I'd forgotten this morning then reached in to start the shower.  I took one last look at myself, running my hand along my discolorations then dropped my undergarments and stepped into the shower.  I hated how I looked.  That's why I always hid it from the world.  They see this picture perfect pop princess that I project, when the truth is far from that.  I'm just a girl from Iowa who pretty much looks like a freak under all the makeup and concealer.
 
   I let the water run over me washing away my insecurities.  I needed to have fun tonight.  Music always makes me forget everything.  Music is life, love, fun, excitement, and energy.  I channel it and let myself become that fun, that's how I lose myself and not think about things.
 
   I sang while I showered, tinkering with the melody of the new song I had started tonight.  Then I stepped out, dried off, and donned my clubbing gear.  Tight black jeans and a long sleeved black blouse with shimmering black sequins down the right side in a wave.  The sleeves hid my condition.  I never wore dresses or skirts unless I had opaque leotards on my legs.
 
   Then I put on some black ankle socks and low black kitten heels.  Finally I put on my thick concealer on my face and powdered it to get my porcelain looking complexion.  I went extremely heavy on my eye makeup, using lots of dark colors and heavy eyeliner.
 
   I complemented the outfit with heavy silver chain necklaces and dangling silver earrings.  The final part of my transformation was pinning up my hair then securing the long black wig in place.  I looked at the rocker girl in the mirror that could never be mistaken for Amber LaLanie.  I could move about in the city without anyone knowing it was me.
 
   I heard Kylee calling out, “Knock knock.”  I grinned at her perfect timing.
 
   I grabbed the door knob and said loudly, “You ready for the unveiling?”
 
   I could hear her giggle then she replied, “Oh, by all means.”
 
   I opened the door and strutted out. “Taa daa!  Urban camouflage version 1.0.”
 
   She was just staring at me blankly, then she licked her lips quickly and looked away.  “You don't even look like you!  You look so...”  She trailed off, biting her lower lip, which did naughty things to my body.  “Rock and roll.”
 
   I squinted at her, taking her in as I shut of the radio.  She was wearing some jeans and some flats and more of a business like blouse than you'd go clubbing in. Her face was spectacular though, I don't know what it is about it but I find it extremely enticing.  She had on some heavier makeup than earlier and it just drew your eyes to her lips and her iceberg blues.
 
   I tilted my head and asked, “Is that what you go clubbing in?”
 
   She blushed a little and shrugged. “I'm more of a 'stay at home and play Robo Terror' kind of gal than a 'go shake your booty' kind of girl.  If I ever go out I wind up being that wallflower hiding in the corner.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “Well not tonight.  You are spectacular and we're going to show everyone.”  I pointed at my bathroom.  “In you go.”  Then I remembered something and stopped her before she obediently went in.  “You want to know a secret?”
 
   She nodded eagerly, I grinned at how cute it looked on her face.  “Mkay, just a sec.”  I ducked into the bathroom and then came back out with a hand behind my back.  The I said, “Taa Daa” as I pulled my pink wig out for her to see.
 
   She was staring at me then the wig.  Then finally spoke with a smile.  “So this is your real hair?” She pointed at my black wig.
 
   I giggled.  “Nope.  That is just my 'blending in' disguise.  No, years of dying my hair pink was damaging it so it is just easier to use a wig.
 
   She snorted.  “Blending in?  You stand out no matter what your hair color is Amber.  I wish I was as glamorous as you.”
 
   I quickly snapped back, maybe too sharply, “No you don't!”  I paused.  “Sorry.  It is just that this is all fake, it isn't me. It is just exactly what it is, a disguise.  I'd love to go out in the world and show people the real me like you can.  Now get your cute butt in the bathroom so I can 'glam' you up.”  I grinned and she blushed.
 
   I looked her rockin' body up and down.  Gawd she was cute, not like the Popsicle stick girls that are always vying for my attention.  She was a real woman with curves, with a slight layer of baby-fat.  I wouldn't call her overweight, though the Barbies might.  I'd say she was five foot four and about one hundred and forty pounds at the most.  Healthy.  I toyed with her silky red hair as I thought of a look for her.  I could run my fingers through this hair all day.  Then I said, “Hmm...  You got any t-shirts or tank tees?”
 
   She nodded and I grinned and prompted her to go with a wave of my hand. “Go grab a few and let's take a look.”  She darted off to her room leaving me in the silence.  I could hear all the silence crashing all around me.  I flinched with a start when the door opened again and she came walking through with some shirts.
 
   I looked at them and almost snorted.  They were so... her.  I loved them.  She had a bunch of geek t-shirts, a couple band shirts, and a couple solid color tanks.  I grabbed the black Leather and Heels shirt and her two tank tees, one black and the other white.
 
   I squinted at her...  “Are you emotionally attached to the black tank?”
 
   She looked at the shirt then me.  Then slowly shook her head and squinted comically, trying to figure out what I was up to.  I grinned as I grabbed a letter opener stamped with the hotel logo from the desk near the door, and went to work shredding the tank.  Her eyes were bulging.  I giggled.  “Off with your blouse.  Put on the t-shirt then the white tank.”
 
   I turned to give her privacy, gawd I wanted to watch.  I just might be a perv.  Then she stepped next to me and I grinned and handed her the black tank top.  She held it up with a silly look on her face and I said, “On with it.  Chop chop, fun awaits!”
 
   She put it on and it completed the chic look.  Then I pointed at the bathroom like a mother to her child.  She dropped her head playfully and stomped into the room.  She looked terrified as I attacked her face with dark makeup.  Black lipstick and heavy black eyeliner.  Then I pulled her hair back into a ponytail with a black scrunchie.  I nodded and turned her to the mirror.  She gasped and looked closer at herself.  Then she looked at me and smiled.  “I don't even look like me.”
 
   She did some air guitar and started giggling.  She went quiet after a second as she looked at me then at the ground.  It took a second for me to catch up... oh... I was staring at her.  I shouldn't freak her out like this.  “Sorry Ky, you just look hawt.  Let's hit the streets!  I hear there is a great karaoke club just a block east.”
 
   The newly minted rocker chick paled.  “Karaoke?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and grabbed her hand.  “Yes, karaoke.  Come now, you are my keeper after all.”
 
   I dragged my reluctant redhead out the hotel and down the street and looked at the Silver Chords Karaoke Club.  Not bad, almost as big as some of the ones in New York.
 
   We stood in the short line to get in and before you could say, “Super platypus swimming in the stream,” we were in.  She kept trying to give me ten bucks since I paid our cover charge.  I stuck my tongue out at her.  “No, I'm the one dragging you around.  Now lets get a table a row or two back from the stage.”
 
   I grinned at the guy on stage now, he couldn't carry a tune but he was having fun trying.  That's what music is for, to inspire people to have fun!  The crowd was cheering his attempt on as we made our way to a table close to the front.  The service there was good, as a waitress appeared to clear away the empty drink glasses from the previous occupants of the table, and take our drink orders.  I ordered a beer and Kylee ordered a cola.
 
   I grinned at her. “How is that going to loosen you up?  Nanny duty stopped the moment you walked through those doors back there.”
 
   She grinned and said, “I'm not really much of a drinker and I like my fun to be one hundred percent clear headed.”  I nodded in appreciation of her views.  Maybe I'll try that tonight too.
 
   
Chapter 2 – Fun
 
   After watching a couple other people go up and sing, we were having a blast just watching.  We bobbed our heads and swayed in our seats to the music.  I started prodding. “Come on Ky, you gotta go sing one.  I'll do one if you do.  Or we can go up there together.”
 
   She looked embarrassed as she held up her iPad toward me, recording the night.  I'm not even sure she was aware she was doing it, her filmmaker instincts just poking through.  She said, “No, you've heard me.  I can't carry a note.  This is your night.  Go ahead, you seem to embody the music when you sing, making it a part of you.  You seem to have so much fun.”
 
   I grinned.  “That's what music is.  The embodiment of fun and emotion.  It shares a connection between people that mere words can't do.  Just listening to the lyrics you can see, feel, taste the emotion of the artist who wrote the song.  We can all empathize, from our own experiences, with the words and make them our own.  That's the magic of music and why it will never get old for me.”
 
   She lowered her iPad a bit to look at me with something twinkling in her eyes, her smile was going to kill me.  Did she realize just how cute she was?  Then she shook her head and raised the iPad again.  “Show me.  Words are cheap Amber.”  She crinkled her nose at me.
 
   Gawd, how can someone resist that?  I stood with indignant playfulness as I dramatically brought the back of my hand to my forehead.  “Fine.  If I must...”  I winked as I stood and made my way to the stage and stood waiting for the couple singing Muskrat Love to finish.
 
   I walked up on stage and the DJ asked on his mic, “What's your name sweet thing?”
 
   I replied into my mic, “Judy.” I swear I could hear Kylee snort.
 
   The DJ asked, “So Judy, what can I queue up for you?”
 
   I thought for a second.  “Something fun and upbeat... how about Snowflakes by Satin Thunder?”
 
   He nodded and said, “OK everyone, put your hands together for Judy!”  There were some polite applause and the music started.  I LOVE this song!  You can feel Skylar just written all over it.  It is probably the most playful song that Kimi had ever written.
 
   I started bouncing all over the stage, having fun as I sang.  This was a song about finding beauty where most people never look.  The crowd was silent just watching me have a good time.  The dynamic trills were built for Skylar and the sustained power notes were built for Kimi.  Very few singers out there can execute them.  I'm one of those few.  This song demonstrates why their band name was Satin Thunder.  Skylar the satin and Kimi the thunder.
 
   I was almost vibrating with the fun beat, feeling the love in the words, the wonder in the instrumental.  I closed my eyes and jumped up and down during the transitions.  I skipped from one side of the stage to the other.  I watched the people dancing on the small dance floor off to the side of the tables.
 
   Then I singled out the red headed sprite in the crowd and sang the last verse to her as she was smiling and bobbing on her feet by our table like most of the bar was doing now.  She closed her eyes and swished her head side to side to the last measure of fun rapid fire notes before the “gift” at the end.  That is the only way to describe the final, suddenly restrained power note at the end of the song that goes on for over a full measure beyond the instrumental.  Almost like Kimi was making a promise to Skylar with it.  Gawd I loved those two women together!  I am so glad that we are friends.
 
   It was quiet in the bar for as few seconds as I put the mic back in its stand.  Then the crowd erupted in cheers.  The DJ spoke over the PA system,  “Let's hear it for Judy everyone!”  The applause doubled as I made my way back to Kylee.  She was nothing but smiles as she was recording me and the reaction of the crowd.
 
   I got up to her and she put her iPad down on the table then engulfed me in a hug that was almost vibrating in enthusiasm.  “Oh my god Amber!  That was awesome!”  She seemed to realize what she was doing and quickly released me and stepped back a step, looking down in embarrassment.  My body was buzzing, missing our contact as she said, “Sorry.  I didn't... I mean, that was so much fun!  You are amazing!”  She bit her lower lip shyly.  Gawd it was cute.  It was warming me up in all the right places.
 
   I grinned at her. “Like I said, that's what music is all about.”  Then I gave her a sly smile.  “Your turn.”
 
   She was shaking her head vehemently as I grabbed her hand and tried to drag her to the stage.  Holy crap she was strong!  I raised her hand and kissed the back of it and tilted my head in what I hoped was a cute gesture.  I blinked my eyes comically as I begged. “Please Ky?  For me?”
 
   She seemed to have lost all of her strength as she stared at me blankly as I dragged her to the stage. Her voice was tiny.  “O... Ok Amber.”  Her eyes were locked on mine then she tore them away and looked around, realizing where she was. “No no no no...”  She tried to run but I wouldn't let go of her hand.
 
   I pushed her up the steps.  “Too late Ky!”  She rolled her eyes then she walked up to the mic and took it like it would burst into flames at any moment.
 
   The DJ asked her, “And what is your name darlin'?”
 
   She put the mic almost on her lips and said, “Ummm... Kylee.”  She pulled the mic back a bit at the feedback.
 
   The DJ gave her a reassuring and encouraging smile.  “And what song you want me to queue up for ya?”
 
   She lowered the mic and walked up to him and whispered something in his ear.  He nodded and she walked back to the front of the stage.  I walked down and around in front of her to encourage her.
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me as the music started and I began laughing almost hysterically as one of my own songs, Live the Beat, started up.  I was actually floored when she duplicated all the moves from my video perfectly as she sang in her wonderfully off-key voice.  After a couple lines, she realized that nobody was going to boo her off the stage.  This was karaoke at its best.  Everyone here was simply here to have a blast and lose their inhibitions.  It was all about having a good time.
 
   I was belting out the words from below with her and dancing along as she finally caught the fun bug.  She suddenly lit up, and gawd, was she channeling the emotion of the song.  I was mesmerized watching her bouncing and skipping on the stage, hopping up and down.  The crowd was singing along and dancing around.  They applauded every time she mangled a power note.  She was the embodiment of the music, a pixie incarnate.  Only the single word I channeled into writing the song could be applied  here... fun.
 
   I swear to you, the applause she got was double what I got.  She was blushing profusely as she put the mic back in the stand.  She was giggling nervously as I met her with a huge smile on my face at the stairs as the DJ announced, “Kylee everyone!”  More applause erupted in response.
 
   I dragged her giggling self back to our table.  Her iPad was instantly up.  I grinned.  I knew now that it really was instinctual, she really didn't know she was doing it.  She grinned at me.  “Oh my god, Amber!  That was so much fun!  I was scared to death at first, but then I saw you having fun down there and everybody seemed to not care that I can't sing.”
 
   I winked at her. “I told you, it is all about the fun.  And Ky... you were so much goddamn fun up there!  That had to have been the best cover of any of my songs... ever!”  Then I bit my lower lip. “And girl, you got moves!”
 
   She blushed and looked down.  Then the next person got on stage and started a Max McDonald number.  I grabbed Kylee's iPad and put it on the table and grabbed her hand.  “I love this song!  Dance with me!”
 
   She let me drag her to the small dance floor and she nervously danced with me until she caught the beat.  Then there was no turning this imp off.  We had a blast dancing and belting out the words to the song along with the girl on stage.
 
   Then she giggled again and grabbed my hand.  The warmth was spreading up my arm as she dragged me back to the table.  We sat and started talking about things.  The topics were fluid.  I was finding everything about her so fascinating.  She had loved film making since she was a young girl.  She pried out of me that music was an escape for me.  I don't like talking about it but she was so easy to confide in.
 
   I got her to go up and sing a Thompson Twins title with me.  That was the highlight of the night for me.  We played off of each other so well on stage.  Her moves were just as good as mine, and I found myself craving her cracking voice on those power notes.  The imperfection was so welcome to me that it was perfection in itself.  We were there simply to have a good time.
 
   Before I knew it they were calling last call and everyone started streaming out the doors like rats abandoning a sinking ship.  I was kind of proud of myself that except for that first beer I hadn't drank.  I'd usually be staggering for a cab at the end of a night.  Ky inspired me though.  I had fun without the extra “help” of alcohol.
 
   I grabbed her arm and tucked it under mine as we walked back to the hotel.  “Thanks Kylee, I really needed to decompress a bit, I'm glad I tried to ditch you like this tonight.”
 
   She blushed a little.  “No, thank you.  I know I'm a drag to have around.  Like a glorified babysitter, but you made me not feel like a third wheel tonight.”
 
   I grinned at her and said, “Nonsense, I brought you along because I wanted to get to know you a little better.  You aren’t like other people, trying to hang out with me just for my fame.”
 
   She shrugged. “I like this version of you better than the famous Amber LaLanie.  You're more like a real person than a rock icon.”
 
   I snorted. “Well that's just it, Amber LaLanie is just a made up person I use to share my music with the world.  Sometimes I forget I am just Amber Lee.  I miss her sometimes you know.  Most alter egos are constructs of the record labels.  But Harmony Trax is not like that.  I created mine myself, because 'she' can share the fun, without people knowing who is behind the curtain.”
 
   She shook her head sadly.  “Well I think you are fooling yourself.  You ARE the fun you project. Amber LaLanie just gives you the confidence to share it with others.”  Then she blushed and looked away.
 
   I thought about what she had said.  Was she right?  No, Amber Lee LaLanie is just a girl from Iowa that nobody would listen to.  I shrugged.  “Don't say sweet things like that.  If it were true then I wouldn't be alone.”  Whoa, why am I suddenly on the defensive here?  She was just being nice.
 
   She shook her head. “People are breaking down the doors just to be with you.  Anyone would be stupid not to.  I'm sure your boyfriend or umm... girlfriend knows just how lucky they are.”  Hmmm... she isn't putting much stock into the paparazzi reports of my sexual preferences,  it is none of their damn business.
 
   I shook my head. “I have nobody, maybe I'm just too scared or stupid to let anyone in.”
 
   She squeezed my arm as we went into the hotel.  She was silent on the ride up to our floor but she never let go of my arm.  Then at my door she released me and whispered, “You should lower your armor.  You deserve to let people in.”  She just started toward her room and added in a normal tone.  “We need to be at the first group shoot at nine AM.  I'll get you at eight so we can snag some breakfast on the way.”
 
   I nodded at her back.  “OK.  Goodnight Ky.”  I watched her open her door.
 
   Then she looked over with a shy smile before she disappeared into her room. “G'night Amber Lee.”
 
   Gawd I could feel the burn of a blush as I entered my room.  I stood there for a minute in the deafening silence... alone.  I panicked and ran to the radio and turned it on so the music could keep me company.  I set my alarm for seven AM.  Less than five hours sleep, yuck, then stripped myself of my “disguise”, took a shower and put on my pajamas and slipped under the covers.  I was asleep before I knew it with a red headed sprite on my mind.
 
   

Chapter 3 – Group Shoot
 
   I woke to my alarm chiming over the music playing in the background.  The room was so empty, I let the music wrap around me and forced myself up. I had to be ready before Kylee came to collect me. I showered then put on my Amber LaLanie look.  I finished fastening my wig and looked at the time. Ten minutes to go... cool.
 
   I opened my journal and kept working on Deep Red.  After a few minutes I glanced at the time. She was almost five minutes late.  I could hear some sounds coming from the connecting door between the rooms.  I heard her making odd sounds and I knocked lightly.  After a few seconds I knocked a little louder and still no response so I opened the door and my jaw dropped.
 
   There by the desk by her bed with her ear buds in, rocking out with her back to me to some music piping in from her iPod clipped to her waistband of her skirt, was Kylee.  Whatever it was, it had to be fun.  She had one hand above her head fist pumping then she swung her hips side to side with her head swinging in counterpoint, making her hair into a red swishing wave around her shoulders.  She was uttering some stuff like, “Uhh huh.  Oh yeah!”
 
   I was mesmerized.  Then she started rapidly jumping on her toes around in a circle with her eyes closed and a huge smile plastered on her face.  Her hands rose to the sides of her head almost like she was trying to keep the music streaming into her ears from escaping as she swung her head side to side.
 
   Now this is how music is supposed to be enjoyed!  She slowly turned and her nose and eyes were scrunched up with joy as she sang the last three words, fist pumping the air. “Spread the cheer!”
 
   About ninety things happened all at once.  I was shocked that I knew those words, since they were mine, from the upcoming charity album.  It was my contribution to it.  Some sort of warmth hit me knowing that she enjoyed it so much.  I always have the hope that I can help people experience the music like I can feel it as I sing.
 
   Kylee's eyes had snapped wide, and she backpedaled and tripped over the chair and fell on her butt as she was clawing the ear buds out of her ears while she turned about three deep shades of red.  She stood up quickly and reached over to hit something on her iPad that cleared her screen.
 
   She grabbed her glasses off the desk using both hands and shoved them on her face then looked at me.  “Ummm... oh God... I'm so embarrassed.  How long...  I'm so sorry.”
 
   I was just grinning at the pixie standing there in her professional suit.  “No, no no... never apologize for having fun.  You were just late in collecting me and you weren't answering the door.  That was amazing Ky.  Where did you get a copy of my Holiday Cheer?”
 
   She looked shyly at the floor.  “Off the corporate server.  Along with the rest, so I could get a feel for production ideas and do some storyboards.  Though they'd never listen to me anyway.  I was just about to get you when I thought I'd listen to your track one last time.  I ummm... sorry?”  She glanced nervously at her iPad.
 
   I seriously did try to stop grinning, my cheeks were hurting a bit since I had been smiling for so long, but I couldn't stop. “Stop apologizing Ky.”
 
   She was a ball of nervous energy and the sheer terror on her face lessened a bit as she grabbed a bowl off her desk and thrust it toward me.  I tilted my head in question as I accepted it.  I stared in confusion, it looked like a bowl of chocolate drops. Then I noticed the huge empty bag of M&Ms on her desk with candy shell fragments all around the waste can and I started laughing hysterically at my peeled M&Ms.
 
   My knees almost gave out and I had to sit on the edge of the bed as I laughed.  She took the bowl from me with a silly grin before I could drop it.  She said innocently, “Just doing my keeper duty.”
 
   I almost couldn't breathe, I grabbed her hand and begged between bouts,  “Please... stop.  I can't breathe...”  She left me on the bed with a satisfied smile on her face as she gathered her stuff and let me catch my breath and come down from my laughing high.
 
   I dabbed at the corners of my eyes to get the tears out without smudging my makeup.  “Oh god.  I know I shouldn't have laughed that hard but gawd it felt good.  You Ky, are a mean spirited and infinitely humorous woman.”
 
   She grinned sheepishly.  “Anything to take the focus off of my embarrassing display.  Shall we? Breakfast awaits.”  She made an ushering motion toward the door.
 
   I smiled back and stood and followed her out, asking, “You downloaded the tracks, worked on production notes and story boards.  You peeled me some M&Ms...”  I had to force myself to not start laughing again.  “Did you sleep Ky?”
 
   She shrugged as we entered the elevator.  “I got a couple hours in, but this is just exciting and I had to start.  I had an idea for the group shoot that... oh... ummm... sorry.  I get carried away sometimes.  I usually bleed away the hyperactivity gaming online.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Dammit Kylee, stop apologizing.  It is nice to see someone who gets into their work.”
 
   She shrugged shyly and we made our way to her car, Baltar.  When he didn't start right away, she again pumped the gas a few times while cranking it over and the car sputtered to life, belching a blue plume behind us.
 
   She looked over at me with a triumphant grin.  “So where would you like to eat breakfast?  We'll have to move fast this morning.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Anyplace is fine, I'll eat just about anything.  Where do you usually eat?”
 
   She blushed a little and grabbed the yellow wrapper of a fast food breakfast sandwich from beside the parking brake and held it up as she shrugged again. I grinned at her like a woman possessed.  “That actually sounds divine!”
 
   She seemed to relax as we pulled out onto the road.  I asked, “So, we discussed me last night.  What about you.  Is this babysitting assignment keeping you from a boyfriend or girlfriend?”
 
   She snorted.  Then did a double take at me.  “Oh... you were serious?  Umm... nope.  Closest thing I do to dating is Robo-Terror.  Too much to do at work, then I visit mom every weekend.  If I ever get a permanent position somewhere then maybe I can think about stuff like that.  I'm kinda in the wrong field to meet people, they are all out of my league.”
 
   I really hated her putting herself down like that.  “Nonsense.  So... Kylee's dream date in twenty seconds or less... go!”
 
   She tilted her head thoughtfully and said,  “Don't really need twenty seconds.  Just some alone time with a guy or gal that makes me feel... special... pretty.  You know, like I matter.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.  Gender doesn't matter to her apparently.  I bit my lower lip.  Shit!  Down girl!  Just as I realized I was staring at her she blurted.  “Your turn.  Dream date for Amber Lee?  Go!”
 
   I realized mine was as simple as hers.  “Your question actually said it all.  Just being with someone who actually wanted to spend time with Amber Lee instead of Amber LaLanie.”
 
   She nodded in appreciation and we sat in silence for a few seconds.  I reached for her iPod to save us and started up some holiday music.  Bing Crosby...  she had everything on this.  I started scrolling through the songs.  Then I looked at her.  “How many songs do you have on this thing?”
 
   She shrugged and tilted her head as she drove.  “Maybe like twenty or thirty thousand.  I spend almost every spare penny I make on music and movies.  For research.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Impossible.”  I pulled up the usage.  “This is only an old sixteen gigabyte model.”
 
   She grinned like a cat who ate the canary.  “Well, most of it is pulled from cloud storage or my external wireless drive.”  She was digging in her purse with her right hand as she drove and tossed a little device to me.  I almost dropped it, juggling it with the iPod.  I looked at it and saw it was just some sort of USB device with an SD card slot.
 
   She clarified.  “That there is using a hundred twenty eight gigabyte SD card plus my cloud services. They all stream through my iPod or iPad.  That way my full library and all my work is always with me.  The only thing on local storage on my iPad are my current work files.”
 
   I shook my head.  “You and your work.  You need to relax a bit Ky.”
 
   She grinned.  “Creating things does relax me.  One day, I just know my stuff will be seen.”
 
   I smiled at the pixie as we pulled into the drive thru at the golden arches.  I know that one day she will be right, with the evident love she displays for her craft, that is rare in any field, it would be impossible for her to NOT be a success..
 
   After ordering our ham, egg, and cheese muffins and orange juice we were back on the road, jamming to music as we unceremoniously stuffed our faces.  Mmmm... sometimes you just gotta be bad like this.
 
   Kylee skillfully navigated us through downtown and into the parking structure at the studio.  What a total transformation.  From a creepy desolate looking garage last night to a packed organism bustling with activity.  She slowed at the elevator.  “You may want to get out here, I'm like the lowest of the low here and have to park at the far end during business hours.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and stayed put.  She grinned and brought me to the bowels of the parking structure and parked.  We comically stood by Baltar, waiting for him to die before turning to the long march back to the elevators.  I caught her eye and she shrugged with an embarrassed grin. “I cheated last night since it was after hours.  Interns don't get assigned spaces, we get to fight for the back ones with the janitorial staff.”
 
   I grinned at her need to justify her embarrassment.  I just thought it was cute.  We got into the building and she flashed her ID badge to a scanner at the front counter and walked us up to the security desk.  “I need a VIP pass for Miss LaLanie, please.”
 
   One of the men nodded and wordlessly typed something in on his console then scanned a VIP badge with a stock photo of me on it with and handed it over with a smile and a nod to us.  I put the lanyard around my neck then we went to the elevators again.
 
   She looked at the itinerary.  “OK, so you are supposed to be in room B205 in like ten minutes.  That's like a huge conference room.  Not like the auditorium, it just has a reeeaaaaly big conference table in it.  Says story boarding here, cool, they'll lay out the shoot for you there and ask for input.  The production types will make any needed tweaks before they send the talent... you, to location to lip-synch to the pre-recorded tracks you have already made at Harmony Trax.”
 
   She was lost in her own world as she started speaking faster,  “I cheated and pulled up the storyboards last night.  It is pretty bland and straight forward since there are so many assets, again you, to manage for the group number.  I came up with some tweaks that I think could have spectacular impact, I emailed the producers.  Not that they'd use them, but it keeps me practiced.  The shoot for the Rock the Angels number will be in the studio.  They will break off the soloists later, possibly Monday, again...”  She gave a silly grin.  “...you.”
 
   I smiled in mischief.  “There seems to be a whole lot of me in there.”
 
   She faked a British accent. “As it should be milady.”
 
   She walked me to the conference room.  “I'll be out here if you need me and to walk you to the studio afterward.”
 
   We peeked in and some of the other talent were already in their seats and their keepers were along the wall behind them.  I grinned and grabbed her arm to drag her inside with me. “Ha!  The others have their keepers so in you go.”  She seemed terrified as I shoved her through the door.  I saw a seat next to Skylar and rushed over to take it.  Then faked a snobbish voice to my red headed pixie.  “Stand along the wall with the other help.  There's a good girl.”
 
   She scrunched up her face as she joined the other keepers, waggling a fist at me.  “Watch it lady or you can peel your own M&Ms.”  Then she swung two fingers between her eyes and me.  We both cracked up.  But then she rushed forward and leaned in and whispered.  “Ummm... you need anything to drink?  Water? Coffee?”
 
   I grinned. “Coffee would be divine Ky.”  I winked as she ran off to the sideboard and poured me a cup and rushed back over, setting it down in front of me before she shrunk back into the wall.
 
   Skylar grinned at me.  “You've got yours well trained already, and she's a looker.  I have to keep Flower here from killing Edward and his watch there.”  She motioned her head back to her keeper.
 
   Kim leaned in.  “But I could make it look like an accident Sky.”  The two grinned at each other and Edward seemed unaffected by their bantering as he stood at the wall.  I had to smile at their antics. Kylee was doing an admirable job keeping a grin at bay.
 
   What I assumed was the production team came in and took their seats.  Evan Green was there, I assumed that meant he would be heading up the group shoot himself.  I glanced back to a now nervous looking Kylee.  Her iPad was up and she was already typing notes.  We waited for the seats to fill. Then finally the last seat was taken by Miranda Keys.  She looked just as thrilled as Kimi with her keeper as she shot an annoyed look over her shoulder at the woman who stood against the wall behind her.
 
   I noticed that besides Kylee, only one person on the production team even had a notepad though I didn't see a pen.  Evan got everyone's attention and clicked a button and a title screen came up on the large monitors that ringed the entire perimeter of the room and the length of the surface of the huge conference room table.
 
   With the music track playing in the background, he laid out the shooting sequence and we watched the storyboards as he described how we would be essentially set up as a holiday caroling choir for this one.  We all have individual songs on the album to highlight each artist so this group number can be more traditional with breakout scenes for each soloist.  I glanced back and Kylee didn't look happy but she dutifully took notes.  Most of us are veterans of video shoots so all of this was old hat to us.
 
   Then he opened the floor to input.  There were just a couple questions from some of the artists.  Some of the production assistants and interns brought up some ideas to make the video “sexier”.  I kept looking back at Kylee but she wouldn't meet my eyes.  I finally spoke up loudly.  “Kylee, didn't you have some suggestions?”
 
   She looked like I had just slapped her.  Then she looked around and shrugged.  Evan was looking at her expectantly.  She just said in a hoarse voice.  “I uhhh... already emailed my ideas to you sir.”
 
   He tilted his head to one of his crew and they quickly said, “The coffee girl.”
 
   Evan looked around and since everyone was looking at him he said.  “Please... Kylee.  By all means, what did you think of the layout?”
 
   She looked at me with daggers in her eyes then at Evan.  “It is... safe.  I mean, it isn't bad or anything, and I know why it is being done so traditionally since each artist has their own track on the album.  But there were a couple minor tweaks that would make a huge impact in keeping with the concept of the entire album.  Utilizing local assets so it wouldn't affect timing and shooting by more than a day.”
 
   She was nervously shifting from side to side, Evan rolled his hand impatiently urging her to just spit it out.  Then Kylee said, “Well this whole album is to benefit two awesome causes, the Callahan Foundation, and the AWK.  Those organizations have access to two huge talent assets.  I figured that since this album was to benefit people from those two groups, why not highlight them?”
 
   She hit something on her iPad and took control of all the screens and started her own storyboards with the music as she spoke.  “Each of the two people who run the organizations happens to be married to a rock icon.  The Callahan Foundation has Penny Franklin from Leather and Heels and the AWK has none other than Mandy Fay Harris, the woman responsible for this album.  Why not have them sing two of the five solos in this song.  That would only require minimum recording time for the solo since all solos are on on separate tracks and the talent here would still be the backup chorus like the original idea.”
 
   She looked around as a transition happened on her storyboards and an animation that looked like it was drawn in colored pencils started with Mandy Fay Harris singing the solo in Miranda's voice since it was her solo originally.  Then it transitioned to the choir again and she said, “Then using Sandra Callahan herself, locate some homeless people with vocal training and a child from the burn or cancer ward to sing the other three solos.  She could do it in a moment, she has a gift for knowing what each homeless person can do.  This album benefits those people on the streets and in the hospitals, shouldn't they be represented in some way?”
 
   The storyboards rapidly progressed, showing solos by a homeless man, a bald child, then a girl signing with her hands as she sang.  Then it ended with colored animated sketches of Penny Franklin dropping to her knees and arching her back and screaming out “Meeeeeeoooooowww!” And it cut instantly to black.”
 
   It was silent in the conference room.  She nervously babbled,  “It wouldn't take the focus off our talent here because each one will have a video of their own on the album.  It also illustrates that they are behind these causes.”
 
   I was nodding as were most of the other artists.  That would make this more about the people and less about us.  I thought it was amazing.  And she was right, everything would be the same except who sang the solos yet it changed everything about the concept and impact of the video.  Kimi and Skylar were grinning back at my imp who looked like she wanted to crawl into a hole and die.
 
   Evan nodded.  “Interesting, but we already have a solid plan here.  If there are no other questions, your helpers can show you to the group location.  Wardrobe, hair, and makeup will meet you up there and get you all situated.”
 
   He stood to indicate that the planning meeting was over and everyone started filing out.  A couple artists encouraged Kylee as they walked past her.  She was as pale as a ghost.  Kimi and Skylar both stopped to give her a grin.  After everyone else left I stepped next to her.  “You OK?”
 
   She nodded sheepishly.  “I guess.  Why did you do that?  I was so embarrassed.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Because everyone seemed to be offering suggestions except you and I knew you had stuff.  I just didn't know that your stuff was that cool.  You did that this morning?  Holy crap woman, you got skills.”
 
   She shrugged.  “I had already sent it to the production teams.  If they thought it was any good they would have brought it up here.  I send ideas all the time.”
 
   I tilted my head.  “How many do they use?  And how many do they dismiss out of hand like this one?”
 
   She frowned.  “They have never used any of my ideas except for the time Leanne stole one from me and presented it to them after they already shot it down from me.”
 
   I was shocked and pissed off at that revelation.  “What the hell Ky!?  Did you call her out on it?”
 
   She shook her head.  “No.  All I have to do is get through this internship and I'm hoping to get a real position somewhere.  The fewer waves I make before that happens, the safer I'll be.”
 
   I snapped.  “You were born to stand out and make waves!  You need to make them stand up and take notice. Your vision for this video was leaps and bounds better than what we are about to do.”
 
   Her bubbly self was missing as she hugged her iPad to her chest with her eyes down.  “We should get going and get you handed over to wardrobe, hair, and makeup.”  She started out of the room without me.  Crap, did I just put my foot in it?
 
   When we got to the shoot, there were people bustling everywhere around the set.  Before I knew it, a twenty something girl was grabbing my elbow and leading me toward a dressing room.  “Hi, I'm Taylor and I'll be helping you get ready for the set today Miss LaLanie.”
 
   I shot a look of mock terror toward Kylee, her face finally broke into a grin again as she mouthed “Sorry.” She hopped up on a studio chair to wait for my re-emergence.  I relaxed a bit, at least she is smiling again.
 
   Taylor was smooth and professional but the outfit she was giving me was... “No!  Absolutely not. I'll wear long sleeved shirts and pants only.  No sexy elf skirts and barely there tops!  Harmony Trax should have sent instructions on my wardrobe.”
 
   She looked at her notes.  “They did, the producer was just hoping you'd reconsider, this would get more viewers.  With your body...”
 
   I shook my head and cut her off.  “Absolutely not.”
 
   She sighed in resignation and then rooted around on the racks for a moment then came up with a festive outfit that I knew I'd rock.  I nodded.  “Much better, and if we accessorize it right, this will be just as sexy as you wanted.”  I stared at her as she started reaching for my shirt.  “Whoa.  Did none of my instructions get to you?  Out with you.  I dress myself.”
 
   She looked at her notes again and nodded as she left the room.  Perhaps she should have done that BEFORE meeting with me.
 
   I listened to the screaming silence for a moment as I stood... alone.  I shook myself and started getting ready.  I was frustrated by my confrontation with Taylor and was being fast and careless.  As I pulled my shirt over my head the sequined fabric in the back caught in the pins in my wig.  “Ow!”
 
   I tugged a bit and it felt like I was going to rip my real hair out.  I tried to get to the offending pins but the shirt was twisted around two of them.  I pulled hard and steady so I didn't tear my hair out but it hurt too much. “Dammit!”  I looked in the mirror and the splotchy bleached stripe on my side and arm were painfully evident. What the hell could I do now?  Nobody could see me like this.  I tried pulling the shirt back down but that made me look even worse.
 
   Maybe I could get Kimi or Skylar in here, they wouldn't judge me.  I wouldn't trust anyone else to see the real me... except...
 
   I walked to the door and called out. “Taylor?”
 
   She answered quickly.  “Yes Miss LaLanie?”
 
   I paused a second.  “I'm in a bit of a mess here.  Could you please send Kylee in here to help? NOBODY else.”
 
   She responded, “Just a moment Miss LaLanie.”
 
   A few seconds later there was a light knocking at the door.  I turned my discolored skin away from the door, like it would hide it.  “Kylee?”
 
   She replied, “Yes Amber. Is everything OK in there?”
 
   I sighed, trying to gather the courage to show someone, besides the Roths, my vitiligo for the first time since high school.  “No.  It isn't.  I seem to have got myself in an embarrassing mess and need your help.  Please come in.”  My voice cracked and my eyes were tearing up.
 
   A concerned looking Kylee popped in and shut the door quickly behind her and she looked at me. She tilted her head as I tugged on my shirt.  “It got all tangled up in the pins fastening the wig.  Please don't tell anyone about what you see here.”
 
   She was shaking her head.  I know she already saw my skin discolorations but she didn't say a single word.  She went to work trying to twist the shirt for better access to the pins.  “Wow.  You really did a number up here.  I don't know if I can get to them without cutting your...”
 
   I cut her off.  “No!  No cutting.”  I took a deep breath and calmed down.  “I'm sorry Ky.”
 
   She shrugged and put a warm hand on my shoulder with a smile.  “No problem.  The wig is just in the way.”
 
   I took two shuddering breaths and sat in the chair in front of the mirror.  Then whispered, “Then take it off.”  A tear rolled down my cheek as I tried to be brave.
 
   She went to work removing all the pins fastening the wig to my scalp.  Then she pulled the wig back and was able to get to the two offending pins that were weighted down by the shirt.   I felt the pressure on my scalp release as the wig came away and she untangled the shirt from it and my hair fell down around my shoulders.
 
   She looked at me with a huge grin.  “Taa daa! ...Jesus!”  She gasped and her eyes went wide as I shrank back in embarrassment.  She pushed my hair back, the contact of her fingers on my scalp felt heavenly.  Her smile doubled as she looked at my shame.  “You're fracking gorgeous Amber!  Your hair is amazing!”
 
   She wasn't looking at me in pity or disgust?  She was just smiling, her hand moved haltingly toward my side, toward the blotches then it stopped.  She locked eyes with me.  Her smile got cute and lopsided.  I quickly grabbed the shirt that Taylor had supplied and pulled it over my head.
 
   I blurted, “I can do it from here.”
 
   She got a sad look on her face.  “OK.  Why do you... can I ask...  is it... why do you hide it?  It is beautiful.  It's a shame you keep yourself hidden away all the time.”
 
   I closed my eyes and didn't say anything.  I heard the door close behind her.  What in the hell was she seeing that I wasn't?  I looked in the mirror at my brown and blotchy white striped hair.  I pulled the shirt up a bit and ran my fingers along my vitiligo, the source of so my ridicule in the locker rooms in school.  The bane of my entire existence.  I refused to be “Amber Lee, Leper of District Three” anymore.  If nobody could see it, I could pretend it didn't exist.
 
   I put the rest of my wardrobe on then went about fastidiously putting my hair up and fastening my pink wig.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath then I looked up to the mirror and opened my eyes. “There she is,” I whispered.  Amber LaLanie had come out to play again.  I smiled at myself, much better.
 
   I looked at the door while I fought off the silence booming all around me.  What must Kylee think of me?  Now that she has seen the real me?  I stepped over then opened the door.  Taylor came in immediately and started fussing about with the outfit and two others followed her in.  They were the hair and makeup people.  “Umm... I do my own hair and makeup.”  Gawd, I sounded like one of those high maintenance divas that Kylee had joked about.
 
   They stuck around and gave me “pointers” as I did my own.  But, they didn't need to know what I was hiding under my foundation and they certainly didn't need to know I wore a wig.  I could see Kylee sitting out in the hall, cute as ever, with her iPad up and a grin on her face.  I couldn't look her in the eye.
 
   Finally, Kylee looked at the time then stood and motioned her head to me that it was time to get on the set.  I excused myself from the ladies and joined her in the hall.  She snickered.  “They were like hover-drones in there.”
 
   I snorted, against my will, and glanced at her.  Her eyes were trained on me.  Those damn dimples were threatening to kill me.  Finally I broke and smiled back, locking our eyes.  “I'm pretty sure they think I have a diva complex.”
 
   She grinned a self satisfied grin and said to nobody in particular. “DI-VA.”
 
   “Hey now traitor.” I bumped her hip playfully as we walked to the group standing on the stage.
 
   She smiled nervously and said, “I'll be right over there if you need anything.  Good luck Amber.” Then she shuffled off to one of the chairs off to the side of the set, filming the whole time with her iPad.  So I stuck my tongue out at her and she scrunched her nose at me in retaliation.
 
   Skylar and Kimi stepped up to me.  Sky greeted me with, “Hey Amber.” Kimi with her emotionless mask added, “Hi Pinkie.”  I grinned at them both as the other talent all congregated.
 
   They were wearing Victorian dresses from the nineteenth century.  I whispered, “What no sexy elf outfits like they tried to get me into?”
 
   Kim snorted and Skylar laughed.  “Oh no, they tried.  My wife here had a little something to say about it.”  I grinned at that.
 
   The producer and director spoke about this set a bit.  It was basically a background choir shot that would have many camera angles, dolly shots, and sky cams that they would edit for transitions later. They would pipe in the track for us to sing along to for more realistic takes than straight lip synching.  They would take separate close ups near the end of the shoot.  Soloists would be shot on Monday.
 
   They also informed us that there would be a production meeting with each artist on Monday to present storyboards and schedules for our individual number video shoots afterward.  That would lay out our time line for the next couple weeks.   Oh joy, two weeks or so of doing absolutely nothing, with like two days of actual shooting.
 
   They positioned us in the virtual winter wonderland with the green screen backdrop that would have a winter shot of a little town down in a snowy valley inserted in post production.  I got to stand next to a cute little snowman.  Go me!
 
   Before I knew it, fake snow was falling and they were calling action as the music played.  We had an awesome time singing the background choir.  We all played off of each other and had a general blast.  Three takes later they filmed us kicking snow and having mock snowball fights with each other, or tossing brightly wrapped presents back and forth. Then we sang portions of the song again, this time with cameras shoved into each of our faces.
 
   Then it was lunch time and the director was calling a wrap for the day and thanking all of us.  He reminded me that I had a solo on Monday.  I nodded and assured him my keeper was very efficient and stormtrooper-like and she wouldn't let me forget.  Ky shot cute little daggers at me with her eyes.
 
   

Chapter 4 – Lunch
 
   Miranda Keys looked around at everyone with mischief-filled eyes.  “Ladies... and teenaged looking gentlemen.”   Conrad Chase and Max McDonald, being the only male talent on the album, feigned hurt.  But they did, they looked like kids to me!  Gawd I feel old.  She grinned at them apologetically then continued speaking to the group, “Let's go cause a scene?  Lunch out in public?”
 
   It was comical, all of us artists were nodding with glee.  This would kick up a crap-storm of paparazzi and fans.  Just what the studio didn't want as this shoot was supposed to be secret.  The keepers were trying to talk them down.  All except Kylee who was grinning at the whole spectacle and standing next to me now, filming the whole thing with her iPad.
 
   I grinned at her.  “Aren't you going to try to stop me?”
 
   She smiled and nodded as she took my arm in hers.  “Yes by all means, I shall try to stop you over lunch Amber Lee.”
 
   I snorted and Skylar spoke to the back of her hand like she was being stealthy.  “This one's a keeper.”  We all laughed at the pun.
 
   Miranda Keys, always the joker, looked at her own keeper and pointed back then said, “Here comes Evan!”  Then she started comically running for the door when the woman looked back.  The woman shook her head in frustration and followed her as all of the talent and their keepers streamed off the set.
 
   Without the cover of the parking garage our procession made our way out the front doors and we started walking down the sidewalk in search of grub.  The couple entertainment news reporters with the chops to perpetually wait there in case someone famous walked out of the studios were shouting questions and following us snapping pictures and sending out the alarm to the masses.  I'm sure they were shocked as hell at the sheer number of stars in our group.
 
   I looked back.  Kylee and the other keepers were doing an admirable job of keeping them off of us. People on the street started realizing who we were and started following and snapping pictures and video with their cellphones too.
 
   Three blocks later we arrived at a nice little corner cafe, aptly named Cafe on the Corner.  Now we had a full ration of paparazzi and people surrounding us as we went inside.  Our keepers ran interference, I realized Kylee was at the door with her arms held wide barring everyone from following us in.  I giggled then reached out and grabbed her hand and dragged her in.  God I didn't want to let go, so I didn't.  The staff was incredibly efficient and blocked others from entry once our group made it inside.
 
   One paparazzi somehow made it past and shouted, “What brings you all together in Seattle?”
 
   A waitress was shoving him toward the door when Miranda winked at me and yelled as she pointed at Kylee.  “Babette Stevenson there has cast us in a SciFi movie.  Where music and love are the only things that can battle the invading fleet of aliens.”
 
   Kylee had a dead serious look on her face when the man looked at her.  “Yes.  They are space vampires.  Music paralyzes their nervous systems and love melts their hearts.  The working title is Heartsong Warriors.”  Damn she's quick!  I tried hard not to lose it.
 
   The man was writing on his notepad frantically as the waitress finally got him out the door and she locked it and flipped the sign to “closed”.
 
   All of us except the keepers started cracking up.  “Well done Babette.” I snorted and Kylee smiled and looked down shyly and blushed, warming me up a bit.
 
   We looked around as the wait staff was pushing tables around to form a large sitting area for us.  The few customers that were already eating had all stopped and were looking at us in disbelief.  Miranda shrugged her shoulders at them.  “What?  We heard they had good sandwiches here.”  Causing another round of chuckles from us.
 
   Once we were finally settled in our seats and the keepers were situated at another table, we all sort of deflated and relaxed as menus were handed around.  There was a spare seat next to me.  I looked back at Kylee and nodded my head down toward the chair.  She shook her head and blushed profusely. I took it out of her hands.  “Does anyone object if Kylee, or 'Babette', joins us?”
 
   There were murmurings of, “By all means.” and “Of course not.”
 
   She nervously stood and walked over then playfully slapped my arm as she sat.  “Gawd Amber.  I'm going to die of embarrassment.  I shouldn't be sitting here.”
 
   I grinned cheesily with my teeth showing.  “Too bad.  Diva here, remember?  I win.”
 
   She rolled her eyes playfully then timidly sat between me and Max McDonald.
 
   We all ordered “bad” choices.  Kylee and I ordered French Dips with endless steak fries.  We were pushed together a bit as the waitress was passing out plates and our legs accidentally touched.  I felt Ky stiffen but oddly, and to my silent glee, she didn't move away.  We just ate with her silent and staring ahead, our legs touching.  Was she blushing?
 
   I have to tell you, that lunch was possibly the most fun I have had at a meal in a very long time. Everyone was loquacious and we had a great time sharing stories and laughing.  There is just something cathartic about sharing your experiences with like-minded individuals.
 
   Some of the others commented on how they loved Kylee's idea in the morning brainstorming meeting, causing her to blush again.
 
   Most of us “old-schoolers” laughed until we cried when Conrad Chase shared his first “crazed fan” story.  The laughing doubled when Miranda asked what Kylee thought of his “traumatic experience” and she replied, “Aww... he's so cute, like a puppy.”
 
   He placed the back of his hand on his forehead dramatically and said, “Babette, you cut me to the quick.”  Causing more howling laughter.  Was the kid flirting with Kylee?  I pushed my leg in tighter against hers.  Kid?  I'm not THAT old.
 
   I stole a fry from Kylee's plate.  She playfully slapped at my hand before offering me another one.  Her shy smile almost ended me right there.  What was it about her that I found so... so Kylee?
 
   Most of the other patrons had already left by the time things wound down.  I glanced at the windows that all had their shades drawn for our privacy but could see bustling motion and the shadows of the throngs of people gathered around outside.  It didn't phase me much anymore.  In the early years it was almost terrifying that those people were there to see me.  Now I enjoyed seeing the impact I make on my fans.  I wasn't a fan of the paparazzi in any way shape nor form though.
 
   I had to hand it to this cafe.  Their staff was completely professional and the way they catered to our privacy, without even being asked, was top rate.  I pulled out a twenty and put it under my glass for a tip. They deserved it.  Everyone at the table except Kylee followed suit.  She seemed to empty her wallet, a five and three ones.
 
   But then she snagged the bill when the waitress brought it.  She pulled out a platinum Visa and waggled her eyebrows.  “This 'business' lunch is on Art in Motion.  Though to make it legit we have to mention business.  Golly, what an interesting day on the set today.”
 
   Miranda was fist to chirp out like a bird with a sly grin, “Oh my yes.  I can't wait for the next shoot.”  The others mumbled similar nothings.  I just grinned as the red headed imp handed the card and the bill to the server and also nodded her head toward the table of keepers.  The waitress efficiently whisked away the card and the two bills.
 
   I tilted my head at Ky, shooting an unspoken question to her.  She blushed and looked down and said,  “Since my masters degree apparently qualifies me to get coffee for the staff and pick up wardrobe and props, they sorta gave me a corporate card.”  She shrugged and I just grinned at her, though I was a little put off by the fact that they used someone with her obvious artistic skill set for gopher activities.  They seem to defer more to the stick figure Barbie type women at the studio instead.
 
   Then it was time to face the maelstrom outside.  Skylar comically asked, “Sacrifice the fresh meat?” Max, Conrad, and Elise Tran all grinned at us and headed toward the door with their keepers.  As they pushed through the front doors the rest of us thanked the staff at the cafe and headed out the back alley.
 
   Miranda pressed the back of her hand against her forehead dramatically, mimicking Conrad's earlier display.  “The poor teenyboppers, we knew them well.”
 
   Kimi snorted and I grinned broadly.  I saw Kylee shaking her head at our antics.  “The press will eat them alive,” she said to our laughter.
 
   I grinned. “That's why it is so funny.  They have to pay their dues.”  She rolled her eyes at us but I caught her cheeks dimpling in a barely restrained grin.
 
   We made it back to the studio parking structure without incident and the young ones showed up a few minutes later with grins on their faces and the paparazzi at the parking garage gates.  We all applauded them and they took a bow.  Max grinned. “So did we pass?  Do we get into the veteran club?”
 
   I giggled. “Not enough battle scars, but that helped a bit.”
 
   Conrad grinned.  “It wasn't all that bad.  But, don't those guys have a life?”
 
   Kimi deadpanned. “No.”  We all laughed and started heading to our respective cars.  Skylar and Kimi stayed by my side.
 
   Then Kim said, “So, how about it Pinkie.  We are all sprung until Monday, come visit with Sky and me?  Bobbie and Blake are going to be heading out to camp this weekend so we will have the lodge to ourselves tonight.”
 
   Then she looked over at my keeper who was trying to be unobtrusive.  “You are welcome to come too Kylee... or should I call you Babette?”  A silly smile bloomed on Kim's normally stoic face.  I grinned at that, she must really like Ky if she was offering up a smile to her.
 
   The red headed woman looked to be on the verge of a panic attack as her eyes darted around to the exits before she locked eyes with me and tilted her head cutely in question.  I grinned and nodded.  She stuttered out, “O... Ok.”
 
   Then Kim turned with her emotionless mask on and looked at her keeper who was again checking his watch. “But you Edward, are not invited.  We will see you on Monday morning.”
 
   He looked undignified as he argued, “I'm supposed to...”
 
   Kim took a step toward him with fire in her eyes, cutting him off.  Damn.  That was intimidating.  Edward looked away.  “Fine, but I'll come to collect you at eight AM on Monday.”
 
   Skylar grinned at him and said with her divine British accent,  “Then by all means, collect away.” She waved the tips of her fingers to him in a toodle-loo gesture.  We all watched him get into the rental town car and drive away before we all broke out into fits of laughter.
 
   Then Skylar stopped suddenly.  “Oh bloody hell Flower...”  Kim looked at her as Sky continued. “He was our ride.”  She finished with a grin.  Kimi turned to me and comically put her thumb out toward me like she was hitchhiking with that unreadable look on her face.  That had to have been the funniest thing I had ever seen Kimi do in the ten years I have known her.
 
   I giggled.  “I'm sure we can find room for you in old Baltar.”  This caused the color to drain from Kylee's face and looks of confusion from the girls.
 
   

Chapter 5 – Visiting
 
   I was on the verge of hyperventilating as Amber said, “I'm sure we can find room for you in old Baltar.” to Satin Thunder.  Oh my gawd, oh my gawd, oh my gawd...  I was knocked out of my panic by a warm hand on my arm.  I turned and looked into Amber's sparkling grey eyes, they were enough to make me hyperventilate as well.
 
   She asked, “Are you ok Ky?”
 
   I was shaking my head.  “You... Satin Thunder... my car... no...”
 
   Amber wiggled her eyebrows playfully.  “Well since you can't form a complete sentence, I'll put you at ease.”  She winked and my knees went wobbly a bit.  “They are just Kim and Skylar, just like I'm just Amber Lee.  They won't care about your car, they aren't like that.  So let's get this party on the road.”
 
   I glanced over and Skylar was just nodding in support.  I couldn't read Kimi at all, she seemed to have zero emotion on her face but her brown eyes were sparkling, she seemed to be studying me and taking in everything around her at the same instant.
 
   I wordlessly led the way to the dark depths of the parking structure, I was embarrassed that I had to park near the Hellmouth, but not as embarrassed as showing one of the most successful bands in history my car.
 
   I got up to Baltar and quickly opened the door and pushed the seat forward and started bailing out the back seat.  I heard Kimi snort and Skylar utter, “It is exactly the car I would picture for you Kylee. Unique and cute with nostalgic flare.”
 
   If I thought I was blushing enough to die at that point, Amber had to go and add,  “I know right?  It is perfect!” I could feel even more heat on my face and neck.
 
   Kimi placed a hand on my shoulder and said softly.  “It is fine Kylee.  We're real people and don't care whether your car is messy or not.  Just let us get in.”
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath then nodded and opened my eyes.  Kimi had to be close to six feet tall and she just folded herself in and over the speaker to sit on the passenger side.  She giggled a little as she pulled some papers out from under her and put them on the floorboard in front of her.
 
   Skylar winked at me as she slid into the back seat and pulled the drivers seat back upright.  OMG! Skylar fracking Roth just winked at me!  This is too unreal.  It was impossible enough at lunch when my legs touched Amber LaLanie's, gawd I was terrified to move, I was heating up in all the embarrassing places.  But now this?
 
   Amber was comically knocking on the passenger side window.  Oh.  “Oh!”  I hopped in and reached over and unlocked her door.  She shot me a grin that had me thanking God I was sitting or else I would have been knocked on my butt by it.  Every time I looked at her all I could see was that sexy mane of brown and white hair she was hiding away beneath that pink wig.
 
   I pumped the gas and turned the engine over.  He wouldn't catch.  So I pumped a few more times and the engine groaned as the starter tried to work its magic.  I stopped trying and put my head on the steering wheel in embarrassment as I reached for the hood release.  I took a quick breath and grabbed the can of starter fluid from beside the parking brake.
 
   I looked at Amber quickly.  “Hang on a sec.  I got this.”  Then I jumped out and raised the hood and unscrewed the wing nut from the air cleaner and lifted the cover and shot a good amount of starter fluid directly into the barrels of the carburetor and ran around to the drivers seat and cranked the engine over and Baltar sputtered to life.
 
   I shot a weak smile to the women and ran back out and fastened the air cleaner cover and slammed the hood.  I wordlessly got into the driver's seat and shut my door.  I put the starter fluid back in it's spot and took a deep breath as I put on my seatbelt.
 
   Skylar spoke with that damn sultry British accent, “I simply LOVE this car!”
 
   I glanced around and the other two were smiling and nodding.  I let out the breath I was holding and allowed myself to smile sheepishly at them.  Then Skylar said, “Issaquah if you would my good woman.”
 
   I started driving toward the garage entrance and I saw Kimi going through some of the trash in the back seat.  Gawd, can I die now?  She asked, “These storyboards back here... did you do these?  These are some awesome ideas for some well known videos.  These would have improved them greatly.”
 
   I blushed again and nodded.  Amber was reaching back and Kimi handed her some.  Then she agreed.  “Wow, you have a great eye Ky.  These play directly to the artist's strengths.”
 
   I reached over and grabbed the papers from her and stuffed them between the seats.  “Not good enough to have the producers use them.”  I paused.  “Maybe if I was one of the plastic Barbies they would notice me.”
 
   Kimi sounded mad at me for some reason.  “Bullshit.  Why would you want to be a fake Popsicle stick yes-girl?  You stand out Kylee!  This is good stuff, it's the producer's problem if they can see it.”
 
   I just wanted them to drop it.  I quickly slid the iPod toward Amber.  She looked at me then took pity and cued up some songs to save me.  I gotta tell you, there is nothing more surreal than having three rock legends singing in your car and having a great time.  Amber kept bumping my arm at the chorus' of the songs.  Soon Skylar was bumping the back of my seat at them too.
 
   I finally started singing with them to Untouched by the Veronicas.  They were all grinning as I mangled the notes.  But they seemed to be having a great time.  Oh good gawd, did Amber just lick her lips?  I had to look away, she was warming me up again.  I stared at the road and belted the next song out with them.  It was so frigging fun!  None of them made fun of my singing, I may have invented some new sour notes.  By the time I was taking us down the exit into Issaquah, we were laughing and having a great time.
 
   Amber put her hand on my shoulder and gushed, “You are too much fun Ky.”  She left her hand there for a second or two longer than absolutely necessary.  She keeps making physical contact with me... it is killing me!  Am I just imagining this stuff?  No way she could possibly be interested in me.  I could hear my pulse pounding in my ears.
 
   I followed Kimi's directions through the streets that with splotchy snow and ice.  We were just at the base of the snowline of the Cascade range.  We pulled into a long driveway through the trees.  The snow was deeper here since it was shaded by the trees and the driveway was packed snow.  I saw a huge mountain man looking guy on a four wheeler that had a blade on it, moving the snow off the parking lot that we emerged into.
 
   I gasped as I saw a beautiful log construction lodge that seemed to be growing out of the snow and the mountainside.  It had the forest and Cascade Mountains as a backdrop.  Valentine's Cascade Experience, the rustic sign by the entrance read.  Why did I know that name?  Wait, was this Bobby lady they were talking about Roberta Valentine?  She was like a flipping legend around here, what was the name she went by?  Oh, Silent Bob!  This was her lodge!?
 
   We parked in a “reserved” spot near the front of the huge packed parking lot.  A young blonde teenaged girl came running out to greet us.  She was beautiful!  Her twinkling eyes looked exactly like Skylar's and she had a curly lock of pink hair on her left side.  You couldn't stop yourself from smiling back at the positively infectious smile on her face.
 
   We disembarked from the car and the girl was instantly hugging Skylar.  “Hi mumsy.”  She said with an accent that matched her mother's.  Then she turned and hugged Kimi, “Hi mum.”
 
   The young girl turned her sparkling blues on Amber.  They squealed like a couple school girls and hugged.  “Amber!  Mum said she'd try to get you out here.”
 
   Amber grinned and looked the girl up and down almost like a parent would, and nodded.  “It is so good to come visiting.  I missed you at Christmas.”
 
   Then The girl turned to me and cocked her head cutely.  Kimi spoke up, “Samantha, this is Amber's keeper, Kylee.  Kylee this exuberant, bouncing young lady is our daughter, Sammie.”
 
   I put my hand out and she grinned and hugged me instead.  She giggled then said,  “Nice to meet you Kylee.  It's about bloody time.  Aunt Amber has needed someone to keep an eye on her mischievous butt for quite some time.”
 
   Amber laughed. “Hey!  I'm not that bad... well... fine.  I am... but hey!  Watch it little lady!”
 
   Sammie just rolled her eyes playfully and led the way up the stairs to the covered, wrap around porch, bypassing the lower retail area that looked packed to the gills.  We entered into a large open space that had a little cafe in it.  I glanced over to see a glass elevator beside a huge staircase.  The timber framed interior of the lodge was just as rustic and spectacular as the outside.  We all walked up the stairs to the third level and Sammie led us into a gorgeous living area.
 
   Amber grabbed my hand and dragged me to the sunken seating area by the roaring fire in the freestanding fireplace.  We sat and the others joined us.  Before anyone could speak I heard some tapping and clicking and clacking coming down the hall.
 
   A woman with beautiful black hair was coming down the hall with a loaded backpack slung over one shoulder.  She had leg braces on both legs and a single cuff crutch.  Her right leg seemed to be spasming to the side as she approached us with a huge smile on her face.
 
   A sweet voice, with probably the thickest Australian accent I have ever heard said,  “Amber! I'm so glad the girls got you to come!”
 
   Amber jumped up and gave the woman a big hug.  “Hi Bobby!  They were quite persuasive.  Where is your beautiful bride?”
 
   Almost on cue I heard more creaking and clacking coming down the hall.  A exotic looking tall woman, also with a leg brace, came walking out with another huge backpack slung over her shoulder.  Amber released Bobbie and pulled the smiling newcomer into a hug.  “How's it going Blake?  Looks like you two are ready to head out to the mountain.”
 
   Blake nodded with a grin as they disengaged from their hug.  “Can't keep old Silent Bob inside for too long, she get's antsy.  Ro and I are just camping for the weekend.  I sure hope you are going to come around to visit after that.  I hear you are stuck here for a couple weeks still.”
 
   Amber grinned and nodded then turned to me. “Blake, Bobbie, I'd like you to meet Kylee.  She's my evil keeper while I'm here in the Emerald City.”
 
   They both shook my hand, Bobbie held on as she met my eyes.  “You must be something special if Amber didn't ditch you and brought you along.”
 
   I grinned and said, “Oh she tried, but all I had to do was follow the trail of destruction in the china shop.”
 
   Bobbie snorted as Amber tried to defend herself. “Hey!  Is this pick on Amber day?”
 
   Blake laughed.  “Every day is pick on Amber day woman!”
 
   Amber comically squished up her face in thought.  “Hmmm... You're right!”
 
   The two women winked at me then started toward the door.  Bobbie called back, “Well ladies, we best be off if we want to get above the ridge before dark.  And Kylee, it was a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   I gave a tiny wave.  I don't know why I was blushing so much.  I found it odd that I had absolutely zero doubt in my head that those two would have no problems in the wilderness, it seemed to radiate off of them, and their braces wouldn't slow them down one bit.  I guess that is part of the legend of Silent Bob.
 
   Then Amber sat back down beside me and Sammie sat down on her other side with a sketchpad.  Skylar joined us as Kimi called out.  “Beer?  Soft drink?  Water?”
 
   Amber opened her mouth then shut it again as she looked at me then said with a smile, “Cola would be great Kim.”
 
   Then she looked at me.  I squeaked out, “Cola please.”
 
   Sammie looked back with a grin.  “Beer.”  It was comical, Kim's face didn't change nor move a muscle as Samantha laughed and said, “Cola please mum.”  Then Kim smiled.  She came back with a beer for herself and colas for Skylar and the rest of us.  Kim picked up a sketchbook of her own.
 
   Amber put her drink on the table and reached up and started removing the pins in her wig.  “Let me get this thing off before I start sweating by the fire.”
 
   Kim and Skylar's eyes swung toward her and Sammie was suddenly standing and whispering, “Aunt Amber...”  She was tilting her head toward me.
 
   Amber chuckled.  “Oh its fine ladies.  I had a... malfunction... today and Kylee had to rescue me. She... knows.  She hasn't uttered a single word to anyone and didn't go running off in terror.”
 
   Sam sat back down with an unreadable smile on her face and she said, “Oh good.  I don't know why you are so sensitive over it anyway.  I like it.”
 
   Amber smiled at me then pulled the wig off and threw it on the table then let her frigging gorgeous mane of hair fall around her shoulders.  She fluffed her hair up with her fingers then grabbed her drink and leaned back in the cushion to take a sip.
 
   I swear to God I was almost drooling as I stared at her.  Damn, is it hot in here?  Why the hell did she hide it away?  It was fricking beautiful, like a snow leopard.  I heard my name and realized someone was speaking to me.  I pulled my eyes away from Amber who was staring right back at me with a shy grin.  I turned to Kimi.  “Huh?”
 
   Skylar laughed a bit as Kimi repeated.  “I was asking what exactly you do at Art in Motion.  I mean, artist babysitter doesn't seem to be in your wheelhouse.”
 
   Oh gawd.  I shrugged. “Ummm... well I am a production assistant intern.  After getting my masters in Fine Arts for Cinematography I found out the hard way how hard it is to break into the film business. This was the only place that even looked at me.  But when you got interns that look like Leanne who came from the New York Film Academy, a normal girl like me... well... I get the coffee.”
 
   Then I glanced around.  “Not that I'm complaining.  I know I have to start somewhere.  I'm just hoping to get a real production assistant placement once I finish the internship.  I keep sending them ideas and keeping notes at all the meetings so they can see I'm serious.”  I shrugged again.
 
   Amber perked up.  “Your stuff is creative and insightful from what I have seen of it so far Ky.  Can we see your idea for the group shoot again?”
 
   I blushed and fished my iPad out of my bag and pulled up my storyboards then I pulled up the “Rock the Angels” file.  I wanted to shrink away as the presentation played.  Everyone was leaning in to watch.  Both Kimi and Sammie seemed extremely interested in parts of it.
 
   Then Amber asked, “Do you have the original presentation?”  I nodded and started it up and watched the plain Jane group shoot.  I mean don't get me wrong, it was good, but it lacked something.  There needs to be something that just sticks in your head and defines the video in a sea of music videos. Something to make it memorable.
 
   Then Sammie asked if she could see mine again.  I played it again and both Sammie and Kimi paused it at points and looked at my sketches then continued on.  Kimi spoke first,  “Your idea definitely packs more of a punch.  I agree with you, what we are doing now is the 'safe' route.  But let me ask you, how long did you work on this, I mean there is a hell of a lot of effort put into that.”
 
   I shrugged and Amber spoke up.  “She did it last night.  She couldn't sleep after I brought her out for Karaoke.”  Was that pride in her voice?  I just wanted to shrink away into nothing I was blushing so much.
 
   Samantha asked, “You did those sketches and animations last night?”
 
   I shrugged again. “I didn't have much time to flesh it out, but I think it conveyed my intent ok.”
 
   Kimi grinned.  “Ok?  I think you missed Sammie's point Kylee.  That is a hell of a lot to draw in one night let alone animate it like that.  I should know.  It is amazing.”  She held up her sketchpad and showed me the picture she was working on.  It was a sketch of me without my glasses and I looked... pretty.  Sam held her's up too.  It was a group sketch of us all playing twister.  I snorted a little and she grinned like an imp.  Both of their work was freakin' fantastic!  Wow... just wow.
 
   Then Skylar spoke softly,  “I'd prefer to do your video than the one they are making now.  With such minor tweaks you created something memorable.”  Amber and Kimi nodded in agreement.
 
   I nervously pushed my glasses further back on my nose and I whispered,  “Can we change the subject please?”
 
   We all kicked back and started talking about all sorts of topics.  Work and music seemed like taboo topics amongst the women so I made sure to steer clear of that too.  I caught myself on more than one occasion forgetting they were famous people and was drawn into their personal world and marveled at how “real” they really were.  They were so easy to talk to especially Amber.  Damn, her spectacular grey eyes are killing me!
 
   Sammie and I played some muti-player online games with each other, I learned that her pink lock of hair was inspired by her fist meeting with Amber when Sam was three.  Then she had me show her the application I used for sketching on my iPad and also the animation program that automatically animated my sketches.  All I had to do was sketch two pictures for every second of animation and map the “hard points” and the program drew the twenty eight other frames in between for me.  Kimi was looking over our shoulders with great interest at that point.
 
   We slipped back into conversations about embarrassing times of our lives.  Skylar had disconnected her prosthetic foot and curled into Kimi on one of the couches.  Kimi absently massaged her stump for her, I swear to Cthulhu that Skylar was purring.  I caught myself more than once sneaking a peek at the colorful tattoos covering all of her scars on the right side of her body, beautiful is not a strong enough word for them.  They seemed almost organic, like they were a part of her.
 
   At some point Amber had wound up laying down on the couch with her legs over Sam's lap and her head in my lap.  I found myself absently stroking my fingers through her hair as we spoke and laughed at everyone's stories.  I froze up when I realized what I was doing, but Amber cutely pushed her head into my fingers to get me to continue.  Gawd she is gorgeous!  I wish that one day some guy or gal as hawt as her would notice me; her scent was driving me crazy.
 
   Before I knew it, it was six and Kimi switched on the TV for the news. No, not Kimi, Kim since... “For the love of God Ky, call me Kim!”  I giggled at my inner monologue and Amber tilted her head up to look at me.  I just rolled my eyes and she grinned and we turned our attention to the news.  Her hair is so soft!
 
   After the national news and weather, the local stories began and I almost spewed the soda I was sipping.  There was some “breaking news”.
 
   On the screen was our group surrounded by people entering the Cafe on the Corner.  I watched as I and the other keepers were making a shield around our artists.  Then Amber reached out the door and grabbed my hand and dragged me in.  I remember how the heat was spreading up from our contact when she didn't let go until we all went to sit.
 
   The news anchor was saying.  “In breaking news today, some of the most recognizable names in music, congregated at Cafe on the Corner in what was apparently an impromptu meeting with screenwriter Babette Stevenson about casting for the upcoming film, Heartsong Warriors.  The big questions are, who is Babette Stevenson and how did she get such big name talent for her production?  Conrad Chase was able to shed some light on these questions and more.”
 
   They cut to the outside of the cafe where Conrad, Max, and Elise squeezed out the door into the crowd and waiting paparazzi.  One asked Conrad, “Is it true you are all going to star in Heartsong Warriors?”
 
   Conrad was smooth as silk, smiling for the cameras.  “Yes.  When I read the screenplay by Babette, I was almost brought to tears.  It was so poignantly written.  The emotions just built through the entire story.”
 
   One reporter asked over all the others clamoring around with questions, “What part will you play?  And why are you working with an unknown like Babette?”
 
   He looked taken aback.  “Well I'll be Lieutenant Fischer.  Armed with my music and my love.  But Babette and unknown?  Come on, you've got to be kidding me.  Surely you know there are few recent blockbusters that don't have her ghostwriting hands all over them.  The woman is a genius.”
 
   We were all laughing so hard it actually hurt.  Amber was in uncontrollable giggle mode, it was cute as hell.
 
   A question was shouted to Elise.  “Elise, will you be playing the female lead?”
 
   The camera swung to her, and she had a mischievous grin on her face and she didn't hesitate and said, “No, I don't have the emotional depth to properly portray Captain Amelia Masters.  Babette is going to be hard pressed to find the perfect actress to cast for the role.  The story deserves the best.” Max was beside her nodding thoughtfully in agreement.
 
   How the hell were they keeping such straight faces?  I was actually gasping for air now and Amber was crying, I don't think she could breathe either.  She shot me a smile as the story continued.  I realized I was still running my fingers through her hair.
 
   They cut back to the newsroom and the anchor.  He was nodding in thought.  “There you have it, an KGDM exclusive.  With Babette Stevenson at the helm this will undoubtedly be a blockbuster.  We will try to get in contact with Ms. Stevenson to find out who she has in mind for the role of  Captain Amelia Masters.”
 
   We all started wiping our eyes and slowing down to a simple giggle-fest again.  Samantha was looking at the four of us like we were crazy or something.
 
   Then two pictures were put up behind him.  First a picture of Amber pulling me into the Cafe then a closeup of our hands together with our fingers laced from that same frame.  The female anchor spoke now.  “We will also investigate allegations that Babette is Amber LaLanie's new love interest.  They have been seen arm in arm in the lobby of the Seattle Royal and now at the Cafe on the Corner though none of the staff at the cafe would comment on whether they appeared to be together or not.”
 
   Love interest?
 
   All of our laughing stopped.  Amber was looking up at me, I looked around and all eyes were on me as Amber spoke,  “Oh God.  I'm sorry Ky.  You don't need to get dragged into stupid scandals like this.  Why the hell do they always have to pry into our personal lives?”  She sat up and away from me a bit, looking... afraid?
 
   I shrugged and said with confidence I didn't have.  “At least they have me shacking up with someone hot.”  I grinned shyly.
 
   Amber seemed to exhale a breath she was holding, the fear seemed to leave her eyes and she laid back down and snuggled her head back into my lap with an impish grin.  “That comment goes both ways.”
 
   Kim and Skylar grinned at the two of us then Kim deadpanned with her stoic expression, “Well damn.  Looks like we'll have to let the kids into the veteran's club after that performance.”
 
   We all started laughing again while Sammie just shook her head at us.  “Somebody is going to have to explain all of this to me.”
 
   Amber grabbed one of my hands and comically put it on top of her head then grabbed my other with both hands and started playing with my fingers as she laid it all out to Samantha while Skylar got on the phone and ordered pizza.  OMG... doesn't Amber know what she is doing to me?  Can a person die from blushing too much?
 
   When the well exaggerated and hilariously acted out story, with input from the rest of us, was completed, Sam grinned.  “That is pretty funny.  I thought you all were going bloody mad for a minute.  Isn't anyone going to call them and set them straight.”
 
   I snorted at the chuckles from the other ladies.  Amber said cutely, “Not so much.  Let them expend time and effort chasing a ghost.  We think of it as payback to the paparazzi and news stations who can't be bothered to check the facts before they report.  The only downside is the fans will be disappointed when it finally comes to light.  I swear Miranda is an evil genius at times.”
 
   We all nodded at that.  These women were positively wicked, and fun, we mustn’t forget the fun. I'm curling my toes now while Amber plays with my hand, tracing the lines on my palm.  If I don't move, maybe she won't stop.  Why the hell am I so scared right now?
 
   “Earth to Babette.”  Sammie was calling.
 
   Oh!  “Huh?”
 
   Sam snickered and Skylar and Kim were grinning.  Sammie said, “We lost you there again.  I was asking what your goals in life were.”
 
   I looked down at Amber who looked like a satisfied cat as I ran my fingers through her white streaked locks.  I tried hard not to grin.  Then I looked back up.  “Well as you probably guessed.  I want to make my own films or videos one day.  That has been my dream my entire life and my mother has supported my dream.  I want to make something of myself for her...”  I trailed off and looked at the floor.
 
   Amber glanced up then her face creased in concern.  “What is it Ky?  You always drift off when you mention your mom.  She sounds like a wonderful woman.”
 
   I looked around.  Why did I feel so panicky?  I shrugged but wouldn't meet anyone's eyes.  “She is. She's been my biggest supporter and best friend my entire life.  She always used to encourage me to embrace my dreams and make a name for myself in the world.  It always felt possible when she said it to me.”
 
   Skylar spoke first, “Used to?”
 
   I took a deep shuddering breath then looked around with a weak smile.  “Yeah.  Fucking Alzheimers took her away from me.  It chipped away at her, one memory at a time.”  I looked at the window and saw the lights of Issaquah below in the valley in the darkness.  “It is the worst feeling of hopelessness watching someone you love lose themselves and be powerless to help them.”
 
   Amber was looking at me with sad eyes and she kissed the back of my hand.  I looked down at her and took another breath.  “I try to go back home and visit her every weekend until I have the money to move her out here.”  I smiled a little.  “She has good days sometimes when she remembers me.  Where she is lucid.  Though she's confused as to where she is.  I live for days like that.”
 
   I looked around again at the sad smiles.  Shit.  I ruined the night.  I wish I could open a time/space vortex and escape.  Kim's stoic expression cracked into a soft smile.  “She sounds like a wonderful person.”
 
   I nodded and Skylar skillfully moved the topic away from me.  “So, Amber, you silly bird.  You still haven't let us know if you are planning to have Thanksgiving with us after this music video stuff is behind us.  We love having you around.”
 
   Amber grinned.  “You're just bored livin' the retired life.”  She winked at them then continued. “Well I was planning on singing at a children's hospital in Maine, but I haven't heard back from them yet.”
 
   Sammie chimed in.  “You're not getting out of it that easily Auntie Amber.  I can have Sandra on speed dial and have you singing at a bloody local ward faster than your head can spin.  I missed you last Christmas.  We want to steal you away for all the rest of the holidays this year.”
 
   Amber giggled then looked at the other two women in the room.  “Shame on you for using a child to guilt me into it.  Then, pulling the Sandra card on top of it?”
 
   Sam stuck her tongue out at Amber.  “It's settled then.  We win.  I'll call Sandra in the morning and get it all situated.”
 
   Amber looked up at me with a look of mock helplessness.  “A lot of good you are.  I was outnumbered three to one just now.  Where were you?”
 
   I grinned down at her and slapped her shoulder playfully.  “You deserve what you get for trying to ditch your friends on the holidays.”
 
   She squinted an eye cutely.  “Evil woman.  You're on their side aren't you?”
 
   I nodded with a grin and she just sighed and snuggled her head into my hand.  I got the hint and started running my fingers through her hair again.  I don't know why I feel so friggin' happy right now.
 
   The pizza came and Kim paid and brought it down to the seating area and we all dug in.  How do they stay so thin with the way they eat?  This is how I eat all the time.  The three Roth's fought over the remote and Sammie cued up a chick flick and we just sat in a comfortable camaraderie, almost like family, and watched as we munched.
 
   The movie was almost over when I excused myself to the restroom.  On the way back, the spectacular view through the windows sidetracked me.  Skylar had put her foot back on and was cleaning up the pizza-y evidence and throwing away the box in the trash in the kitchen area.  She wandered over and bumped hips with me and quietly said,  “It's a right beautiful view.”
 
   I nodded and she tilted her head.  “I can't quite figure you out yet Ky.  It took seven years for Amber to trust us enough to reveal her vitiligo to us.  She is so paranoid about it, I still don't know why she hides it, I think it is brill.  But she just met you and she let you in.  You are good for her.”
 
   I looked quickly over at her, she was just looking out the window.  I whispered, “I'm just her keeper.  She is way out of my league.”
 
   She turned to me.  “You don't really believe that do you?  You've met her, she is just Amber Lee from Iowa, not Amber LaLanie... and give yourself some credit.  She is one of the most frightened and insecure women I have ever met.  She is one of my oldest friends and I love her like a sister.  She thinks the fun she projects comes from the Amber LaLanie persona.  It doesn't... she doesn't realize that SHE is that fun.”
 
   I glanced at her then the window again.  “She's not insecure.  She's like the most put together woman I have ever met.”  A small smile flirted with the corners of my mouth.
 
   Skylar laid a hand on my shoulder then turned and said softly,  “She doesn't think we know, that we can't see it.  But ask her.  Ask her where home is.  Ask her why she can't be alone without music playing.”  She squeezed my shoulder and left to join the girls again with a huge smile on her face.
 
   I got to the couch and Amber was laying on it with Sammie playing with her socks as they watched the movie.  She grinned up at me and raised her head so I could slip back in.  She just grabbed my hand and held it to her as we watched the last few minutes of the film.
 
   I nervously laced my fingers in hers.  She didn't pull back, she simply adjusted easily and started rubbing her thumb against mine.  Achievement Unlocked:  Holding hands with Amber Lee!  It felt so... right.  Oh gawd it was getting hot in there.  She glanced up shyly then quickly back at the television.  I glanced around.  Why the hell are they all looking at us with those silly grins?
 
   When the end credits were scrolling Amber sat up, though she didn't release my hand and she stretched cutely.  “Well ladies.  It is about time to be heading back to the hotel before we turn back into pumpkins.  Thank you for such a fun evening.”
 
   Sammie was first to speak.  “You are here for a couple more weeks then Thanksgiving.  Don't use the hotel excuse too much and come visit as often as possible while you are here Auntie Amber.”
 
   Kim said, “Yeah, what she said Pinkie.”
 
   Skylar nodded and waggled her eyebrows at us.  I snorted at the display and Amber chuckled at them.  “Message received.  I love you girls.”
 
   We all stood and she finally let go of my hand and re-fastened her pink wig.  I was sad to see her gorgeous hair get hidden away.
 
   Then hugs were given all around.  I blushed like hell and needed to escape.  Scotty, beam me up! Skylar said to both of us, “If we don't see you ladies this weekend, we'll see you Monday at Art in Motion since you and Flower have solos Amber.”  We made our way out of the living space and looked down the stairs to the darkened cafe level below.  Valentine's had closed shop around six or seven.  I looked at the time on my cell.  It was almost ten now, we had lost track of time since we were having such a good time.
 
   

Chapter 6 – Amber Lee
 
   Amber almost skipped down the stairs, I had to suppress a giggle at her playfulness.  After some cussing at him and sweet talking, Baltar sputtered to life and we were on our way back to the hotel.  I chanced a glance over at her.  She was looking at me.  I said, “You could have stayed with them you know.  I could have picked you up on Monday morning.”
 
   She waved that away with a hand and said, “But then I wouldn't get to spend time with you.”  Her self satisfied grin made me smile back through the blush that was trying to consume me like a fire wyvern.
 
   After we got back on the freeway heading into Seattle.  She inched her hand over to mine that was just resting on the center console then playfully captured mine and laced our fingers without a word.  I was going to die, she was heating me up in all the right places as we drove in silence.  After a bit we exited into downtown Seattle and she finally spoke, raising our hands a bit.  “You don't mind do you?”
 
   I tried to speak but it was more of a squeak that embarrassed me farther.  “No.”
 
   She gave me a cheesy grin. “Good.”
 
   And that was that.  We parked in the hotel garage and walked into the lobby with me on her arm again.  Right smack dab into an ambush.  A guy reading a paper in the lobby jumped up and started snapping pictures of us.  Amber's eyes flared in fury and she released my arm and guided me toward the elevator between the man and me.  Hotel security was swarming out of a side door to usher the man outside.
 
   It all happened so fast I was getting whiplash, but I understood.  Amber wouldn't want to be seen with someone like me.  When we got into the elevator Amber had a look of distress and... compassion? As she blurted out, “Oh God.  I'm so sorry about that Ky.  You don't need to be subjected to that kind of crap because of me.”
 
   I looked down.  I don't know what I was feeling, but it felt like shame and embarrassment.  “No... I understand.  Why would someone like you want to be seen with someone like me?”
 
   She looked frustrated.  “No... what?  You think...  Damn it Ky!”  Then her lips were on mine.  I don't know if my stomach was fluttering because of the heat spreading through me or the elevator coming to a stop on our floor.
 
   She broke the kiss, I gasped for air, and she looked into my eyes.  Gawd I could get lost in hers so easily.  “Does that feel like I wouldn't want to be seen with you?  You are frigging spectacular!”  Then she was gone.  The elevator doors started closing.  I shot my hand out to stop them.
 
   My knees were weak.  Amber LaLanie just kissed me!  OMG... Level up!  I wobbled my way to my door.  She had already gone into her room.  I heard music start up as I passed her door.
 
   I straightened up a bit remembering what Skylar had told me... “Ask her why she can't be alone without music playing.”
 
   I brought my finger to my lips, I could still taste her, feel her lips on mine.  Then I entered my room and dramatically collapsed on my bed.  I couldn't get her out of my head, so I grabbed my iPad and started working.  I'd normally be online in moments to play Robo-Terror, but I was too preoccupied trying to figure out what had just happened.  If I concentrate on these presentations, I can keep my mind occupied enough I can't think about other things.
 
   I don't know how long I was working when I heard the music in her room suddenly stop.  Then there was a light knocking at the connecting door.  I looked at it in fear and longing and hoarsely said, “Come in.”
 
   She walked in shyly.  Good God she was spectacular in her night clothes.  Her hair and those marvelous random white blotches on her side.  She had all her makeup off.  I tilted my head and noticed she had one of the marks on her face.  Wow was the only word that came to mind.  More than ever my snow leopard analogy came to mind.
 
   I realized suddenly what I was working on and quickly cleared the screen on my iPad and sat it down.
 
   She said softly, not making eye contact,  “I'm sorry Ky, I shouldn't have...”
 
   I cut her off.  Why did I suddenly feel like crying, or screaming, or both?  I was tearing up as I rasped out, “Don't you dare Amber.  Don't you dare apologize for that kiss.  It was possibly the most perfect moment in my life.  I'd like to think you meant it.”
 
   She looked at me then my iPad then locked her gaze on me.  She sat beside me on the bed.  “Ok... but I did mean it.”  She laid her hand on my cheek and I leaned into the soft warmth, craving the contact.
 
   She motioned up and down at herself in shy embarrassment.  “Taa daa... this... this is me.”
 
   I smiled at this wondrous woman and whispered,  “So beautiful.”  All I wanted to do was kiss her again.
 
   We stared at each other in silence for a moment then she looked away with a cheerful smile.  “So whatcha doin' there?  You always clear your screen when I walk in.”
 
   I grinned and shrugged.  “Just some production ideas.”
 
   She let me off the hook and just nodded.  I turned to her.  “Amber... you don't talk about it ever. Where do you call home?  Iowa somewhere?”
 
   She looked down then at me.  She seemed to be studying me.  Then it looked like she had made a decision and tilted her head and grinned slyly.  “Wherever the wind takes me.”
 
   I tilted my head and squished my face up in confusion.  She shrugged and flopped back on the bed dramatically with her arms spread wide.  “Whatever hotel I happen to be close to.  I don't really have a home per se.  I am always on tour, in the recording studio, or doing benefits for children across the nation for the Callahan Foundation.”
 
   I squinted at her, she was being evasive.  What was it Skylar thought was so important I know? “But on your own time, you know between gigs.  Do you have a place in Iowa?  Do you stay with your parents?”
 
   She paled a little and looked at the ceiling.  I sat down next to her and put a hand on her arm.  She looked at my hand and smiled a little then she stared back off into space. Her voice was a million miles away.  “I don't know why I'm telling you this... I just met you.  But... I trust you Ky.  I've never told anyone.  I don't have a home anymore.  I have seriously lived out of my suitcase for the past ten years. Whenever I stay with Kim, Sky, and Sammie, that is the closest I have to having a home... a family.”
 
   She paused and I silently stroked her arm gently with my thumb.  Letting her get her bearings. Then I asked,  “What about your parents?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Mom was a single mother.  Wasn't around much.  I doubt she even realized I had gone for weeks after I left when I turned eighteen.”
 
   She was silent again.  I didn't want to push.  She grinned suddenly and yanked my arm and I fell onto my back on the bed beside her and we both stared at the ceiling.  I looked back at the connecting door as I absently played with her silky hair.  “Whenever you are in your room you are playing music, you play it all night while you sleep.  Is it research or do you just like music that much?”
 
   She looked over at me and she looked almost hurt.  “Ky don't.”
 
   I tilted my head at her, then looked back at the ceiling.  It was quiet for a few seconds.  I decided to change the topic but she started talking in a whisper.  “Can you keep a secret?”  Then she turned her head to look nervously at me.  She gave a sad smile.  “Of course you can...”
 
   She took a deep breath.  “I have to have the noise or the silence will come crashing down around me and remind me I am alone.  I know... I sound pathetic.  I'm sure a shrink would have a great time sifting around in my head.”
 
   I shook my head and snuck my hand into hers and laced our fingers.  I gave her hand a little squeeze. “Not at all.  But... why?”
 
   She took a breath and shot another quick glance at me.  I could tell this was hard for her and I couldn't believe she felt comfortable confiding in me.  Her lips were pressed into a straight line on her face then she started speaking again,  “It sort of all goes back to my mom again.”
 
   I turned my head and watched her as she spoke.  “She always had to work two or three jobs to make ends meet.  She was never around.  I can't blame her, she was just doing the best she could and raising a child on her own on top of it.  She was always mad, always yelling at me.  The neighbor lady would watch me while she was working, but when I started first grade, Mrs. Heath had moved away.”
 
   Her eyes looked almost haunted.  “Mom couldn't afford a sitter, so when I wasn't at school I stayed in our apartment alone, her anger had doubled by then.  There were two rules... so that we could stay together.  When I got home from school I had to go into the apartment and lock the doors right away.  And more importantly, I had to be as quiet as a mouse.  Not make a sound so the the downstairs neighbors wouldn't know I was home alone.”
 
   Her eyes looked watery as she continued.  “It was always so silent all the time, I was constantly scared to death to make any noise until mom came home late at night.  I was so alone and that silence was deafening, screaming in all around me.  Then mom would be gone in the morning to work with cereal waiting on the table for me to eat before the school bus came.”
 
   She closed her eyes, she looked so... broken?  “But one day when I was twelve, a new neighbor moved in downstairs.  My silence was broken by the music they would always play.  I craved that music.  I wanted to live in the lyrics and let them wrap around me and hold me so I didn't have to live in my isolation.  I didn't have any friends at school because they all made fun of my vitiligo.  I became Amber Lee, Leper of District Three for the rest of my school days.  But that music from downstairs became my friend.  Whenever it wasn't playing, that deafening silence would attack, leaving me feeling so alone, on the verge of panic.”
 
   She took a deep breath and her face took on a certain look of resolve and she turned to me.  “So I became the music, and I want to share that music with everyone.  I know how it can engulf you and share the emotion in the words and make you forget about everything.”
 
   She ended in a shrug and an embarrassed smile with those watery eyes.  I hurt so much for her, I wished there was something I could do to take that pain in her eyes away.  I reached my hand down from her hair and laced my fingers with hers.  I stared at the ceiling.  “Tell me about Amber Lee.  I want to know everything.”
 
   I could feel her turn her head then she looked back at the ceiling.  “There isn't much to tell, but I'll answer each question you have but you have to answer a question from me for each.”
 
   I squeezed her hand.  “Deal.”
 
   Then we spent hours just lying there talking about ourselves, about life, about our dreams.  Truth be told, I could have shared with this fascinating woman forever.  I have never in my life felt so comfortable sharing all the embarrassing details of my life with another person.  I told her things I never told my mother and I have always rearguard my mother as my best friend, my confidant.  But around three in the morning we were both exhausted, it was hard keeping my eyes open but I wanted to know more about this spectacular person.  She is more... real?  Than I would ever had guessed.
 
   She finally said, “Let's take a little break Ky.  Can we just lie here for a little while?”
 
   I just nodded and whispered, “OK.  And Amber... you really shouldn't hide yourself away.  You are amazing.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Road trip!
 
   The next thing I knew I was waking up with the sun shining in the window, warming me.  I looked down at the weight on my chest and Amber was curled up with her head on my chest.  Her incredible hair was messy, and she was drooling a bit and it was quite possibly the most adorable thing I had ever seen.
 
   Since she was still asleep I took the moment to look at her.  Then I gently kissed the top of her head and slowly squirmed my way out from under her and laid her head on a pillow and pulled a blanket over her.  I softly padded over to the desk beside the bed and started working.  There was a dull ache in my heart because I wouldn't be able to visit mom this weekend, but at least I can get some things done.
 
   Being 'stuck' with Amber is not the torture I would have imagined.  If anything I wanted to know even more about her.  She had some of the same anxiety I had about life.  Our stories are different but there was this underlying thread of loneliness that tied us together.  My heart already ached in anticipation of her imminent departure from my life in a couple weeks.
 
   I was adding a few frames to one of my projects when I heard the sound of a kitten mewing.  I looked over and the sounds were coming from Amber as she stretched on the bed, arching her back. She glanced over to see me at the desk, and she waved cutely and indignantly blew an errant lock of hair from her face.
 
   I couldn't help giggling at her.  She was in “Set phasers on 'cute'” mode and I had no defense.  I quickly cleared the screen on my iPad.
 
   She squinted an eye at the device.  “Don't make me hit you with this pillow Ky!  Why do you keep doing that?  Clearing your screen?  What are you working on?”
 
   I looked at her then the iPad then shrugged.  “I don't know.  I just did some work this morning on ideas for the video shoots, then I was working on...”
 
   She tilted her head, gawd her bed head was insanely cute.  “On what?”
 
   I closed my eyes and moved over and sat down beside her.  I kept the screen away from her and pulled up my presentation application and unloaded her video and loaded my incomplete work for my mother.  It will never be finished...
 
   Then I sat the iPad on my lap and trepidatiously turned it down for her to see.  “This is for my mom.  I'm saving her memories for her.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to slow my heart.  “I have been building it for years, one day I'd like to feel I can show it to her on one of her lucid days.  So she can remember all the good things before they are taken away from her again.”
 
   I felt the tears welling in my eyes, and suddenly Amber was hugging me to her and asking barely above a whisper,  “You ok?”
 
   I nodded, feeling like an idiot and sat up straight as she released me.  I smiled at her and bit the inside of my bottom lip in resolve and hit play.  I watched the clips of me with my mother as they went by, interspersed with me narrating and filling in any gaps.  Always letting mom know that I love her. Some memories I have with her that I had no pictures I sketched and animated.  All of these were the best of times I had with my mom, my best friend... it was essentially the story of our lives.
 
   I was trying really hard to stop the tears from coming, my heart ached so bad.  Then I did lose it when I looked over, and Amber was watching in rapt attention as tears gently flowed down her cheeks. Amber pulled me into a hug and let me sob on her shoulder.  I tried to draw on her strength, then I sat up and wiped my tears on the back of my arm and smiled.  “Sorry.”
 
   She grinned and scrunched up her nose.  “It's ok Ky, we all need to release it sometimes.  This...” she motioned toward the presentation that was over now.  “Was phenomenal, not to mention the quality of the production.  Your mother will love it. You NEED to show it to her.”
 
   I shook my head slowly, dropping my eyes.  “No, it isn't good enough yet.”
 
   Amber just responded humorously with a cocky grin. “Bullshit.  But I won't press the issue.” Then she looked a little afraid.  “So.  Ummm... you said you visit her every weekend.  Are you going this weekend?”
 
   It was my turn to grin.  “No.  I'm supposed to be with you for the duration.  Then I can go see mom. She won't remember I missed a couple weekends.”  Saying that was like shoving a shadow sword into my own heart without having a respawn point.
 
   She stood pulling me up.  “I pull my previous 'bullshit' from the discard pile and offer it up once again lady, though it is slightly used now.  You're going to go see your mom.”
 
   I hesitantly raised a hand to her cheek and she closed her eyes and leaned in.  Oh gawd, it is going to melt me if she keeps doing stuff like that. “No Amber, I need this internship and if they find I abandoned you for the weekend, there will be hell to pay.”
 
   She bounced on her toes cutely.  “Then take me with you.  If you'll have me that is.”  Before I could protest she was heading for her room yelling, “Road trip!” melodically.
 
   She glanced back with exaggerated drama as my mouth was still hanging open to protest and she said playfully,  “Gimme like thirty minutes to get ready and take my thyroid medication then lets hit the road to... where was it you lived?  Potato-ville, Idaho or some such?”  I threw a pillow at her as I chuckled, but she escaped my fluffy, wrath filled, projectile and disappeared into her room.
 
   I heard her say, “Too slow.  And you brag about your potatoes on your license plates!” And then though the door I heard her snort.  I felt a pang of sad emotion when I heard her radio switch on.
 
   Wait, what the heck just happened?  The fracking bouncy imp!  That was just like one of those intermissions in a video game, where you can't escape it, you just have to watch it unfold.  Crap...  I'm taking Amber LaLanie to Idaho to see my mom!?  I started packing in a daze.  A happy daze.  An Amber Lee daze. Gawd I was going to miss her when she leaves in two weeks.  How the hell had she ensconced herself into my life like this?
 
   I heard her call out through the door. “Pink or black?”
 
   I called back, “Gorgeous snow leopard!”
 
   She blew a raspberry and said, “Pink it is then.  I'll bring the other in case we need to slip under the radar.  Do they like, have Karaoke in Idaho or is it all cowboy bars?”
 
   I yelled, “Hey!  You're making us sound like we are out in the sticks or something!  Watch it woman!  And hey!  You're from Iowa!”  This just got hysterical laughing and I made my way to the shower.
 
   As I showered I couldn't get the stupid smile off my face.  She was Amber LaLanie, but she was going to Post Falls with me so I could see my mom.  She had absolutely no reason to do this except that she truly wanted me to spend the time with my mom that she knows I cherish.  I started singing, badly,  Forever Do as I washed up.  My own cracking voice was making me chuckle.  How I wish I could sing like Amber.
 
   After I got done and dressed I was suddenly nervous as heck.  Any hit from a Dark Elf now and my health meter would bottom out.  What?  Sorry, I get geeky when I'm nervous.
 
   I grabbed my bag, and right on cue I heard the music in the other room stop and there was a light knocking on the connecting door between suites. “Knock knock?”
 
   I grinned at myself.  “Who's there?”
 
   The door opened and Amber came strutting through it with an amused look on her face and rolling her eyes.  “You ready lady?”  She was carrying a small suitcase.  She was stunning with a white, long sleeve shirt that shimmered silver in the lights, and matching white jeans and sneakers.  She reminded me of that old comic book character in the disco era, Dazzler.  Oh hey, she was a singer too!
 
   I pushed my glasses farther up on my nose then held up my bag.  “You really sure you want to do this.  The ride is boring as heck, Washington sort of looks like Tatooine in the middle once you get past the mountains until you get closer to Spokane and to Idaho. Then it is pretty again.  If it weren't for irrigation, all the massive farms would be dried up pseudo-desert too.”
 
   She stared at me like I was speaking Swahili.  “Your lips are moving and sound is coming out but all I hear are excuses.  Let's hit the road!  It has been way too long since I did something like this.  To Baltar, potato lover!”  She pointed at the wall, then looked around and comically turned a little and pointed at the correct wall toward the parking garage.
 
   I couldn't stop myself from snorting.  “OK, let's get this caravan rolling, corn fed.  You are so bad.”
 
   She nodded in agreement as we went out into the hallway, I picked up the magazine and newspaper that were on the floor at the door, then she hooked her free hand in the crook of my arm as we made our way to the elevator.
 
   She leaned in.  “Umm... Ky, you want me to go first then you can follow a minute later?  In case there are pap?”
 
   I shook my head.  “God no.  Then they'll really think we have something goin' on if we do that.  Imagine the headlines.”
 
   She froze as she looked down.  She whispered,  “Like that?”  I glanced down and then felt the blood drain from my face.  The Seattle Tattler magazine that came with the newspaper had a picture of Amber and me, arm in arm, in the hotel lobby.  The headline read “Babette Stevenson caught in love nest with Amber LaLanie?”
 
   I murmured, “Shit.  I'm so sorry Amber.”  Just what I needed to do, get this wonderful lady stuck in a scandal.
 
   She chuckled.  “For what?  I should be apologizing to you.  I guess it doesn't matter now.”  The elevator doors opened and she whispered, “Chin up Babette.”  Then the minx winked at me... she flippin' winked at me!  Now I'm blushing!  She held my arm tight as I raised my chin and she marched us right out into the lobby.
 
   A bellhop was there almost instantly offering to take our bags.  The concierge was moving toward us with stress creasing his face.  “I'm sorry Ms. Jetson, Ms. Spacely.”  His eyes dropped to the magazine I was holding.  “I hope this isn't why you are cutting your stay short.”  It was more a question than a statement.
 
   Amber chuckled.  “Oh, we're not checking out...”  She looked at his name tag.  “...Sylvester.  Just a quick road trip, we'll be back tomorrow.  Keep our rooms warm for us.” She gave him a goofy grin that put him at ease.
 
   He straightened up.  “Of course ma'am.”
 
   Then she turned her head dramatically to me with a lopsided grin. “Babette?”  I snorted at her playful antics and lead the way to the entrance to the parking garage.
 
   Once we got to Baltar we put the bags in the back seat then coaxed him to life.  Amber bubbled in glee when the backfire and plume of blue smoke made her squeak, and we were on our way.  “So Miss Potato, we need like really bad junk food snacks for the road.”
 
   I growled at her, trying not to break out in a grin.  “Yes Miss Cornfed, we'll hit a gas station in Issaquah on the way to the mountains for some.  Never buy gas in the city if you can help it, the prices are terrible.  But first... a fast food drive thru awaits us for breakfast.”
 
   She sat with her eyes wide in anticipation and that silly 'Amber' grin on her face.  She walked her fingers over to the iPod like they were sneaking up on it and cued up some playful hits for us to sing to.
 
   I was a little shocked at the crowd by the garage exit on the sidewalk.  More reporters.  Like a smart ass, Amber was doing a royalty wave with a lopsided grin at the people as hotel security plowed the road for us and opened a path to the street as I inched along.  Then a minute later we were heading down the road toward the golden arches, singing like fiends and bopping our heads to the beat.
 
   After grabbing our drive thru offerings, we munched on the calorie filled ham egg and cheese muffins as we made our way to the nearest freeway on ramp.  I kept stealing glances over at her.  It was flippin' adorable how she nibbled on her food like a happy chipmunk.  I was entranced by her lips, I could still feel the ghost of them on my lips from yesterday.  How I longed for her to do that again.
 
   The silly woman beside me tilted her head as we exited at Issaquah.  “So like if we read right to left, this would be Hauqassi.  Good thing we read left to right huh Eelyk?”
 
   I rolled my eyes as I pulled into the gas station across the hard packed snowy street from the off ramp.  “Whatever you say Rebma.”
 
   She gave me a toothy grin with wigging eyebrows.  “Oooo the lady is quick!”
 
   I squinted one eye and shook my fist playfully at her as we piled out.  She made a beeline for the convenience store in the gas station while I waited for Baltar to die and scanned my debit card then pumped gas.
 
   She was on her way out with a couple plastic bags full of God knows what deliciously unhealthy junk food, when I finished up.
 
   I reached under the driver's seat and pulled out a quart of oil and a can of lead additive for the old engine.  Hmm, last one, I'll need to pick some more up on the next fill up.  I learned the hard way that you can destroy an old “regular gas” engine pretty quickly running unleaded gas because it burns so much hotter, so the lead additive helps to minimize that problem.
 
   I dumped the additive into the gas tank then popped the hood and checked the dipstick and poured the oil in.  I checked the stick one last time, nodded to myself in satisfaction, and looked over.   Amber had come over to watch me.
 
   She was fanning her face like a southern belle.  “You have no idea how hawt it is that you can do all of this.”
 
   My cheeks felt like they were on fire as I pushed my glasses further up on my nose.  “You have to stop teasing me like that.”  I sounded like a whining kid to myself.
 
   She shrugged and wandered off to get into the passenger seat saying, “You keep thinking I am kidding. Newsflash Potato, I'm not.”
 
   Gawd, I was going to die of embarrassment right then and there.  I called out, “Watch it Cornfed!”  She had no idea what she was doing to me!  I slammed the hood down to make sure it latched and discarded my trash and hopped in.  I grinned at her and coaxed Baltar to life.  “So what booty ya get fer us Amber?”
 
   She grinned and started sifting through the bags.  “Chips, string cheese, jerky, some sort of danishes, water, cola, and...”  She held up two apples like she was proud of herself.  “We can pretend that we are being healthy!”  She locked her grin and eyes on silly mode and I snorted at her, shaking my head.  Then she glanced back at the store with an mischievous grin.  “I think I gave the poor clerk in there a heart attack.  He'll have something to tell his friends tonight.”
 
   I snickered at her evil playfulness as we pulled out onto the road and turned up onto the on ramp.  Once we were out of town, she looked nervously around and asked,  “So like how long before we need gas again?”
 
   I grinned at her.  “Well, a little known fact about Gremlins, their oversized twenty one gallon gas tank allows you to travel around five hundred miles between fill ups.  So we can drive straight through, barring any potty breaks at rest stops along the way.  So around five hours.  I usually stop off at the half way point in Vantage before I cross the Columbia River to relieve myself.”
 
   She grinned.  “Good.”  She unzipped her coat to get comfortable.  Then she reached up and unpinned her wig and hair.  Then she let her hair down, running her fingers through it to fluff it up.  Gawd she was distracting me with that gorgeous mane, I needed to concentrate on the road.
 
   Then she suddenly looked at me shyly and spoke way too sexily at me, “I can't tell you how good it is to relax and just be me around you Ky.”
 
   I could feel my blush returning.  “I have some news for you Amber.  This big difference you 'think' that exists between Amber Lee LaLanie and 'Amber LaLanie', doesn't exist.  You ARE the fun that you think your supposed alter ego embodies.  I wish you could see that and not hide away from everyone.”
 
   She quietly looked away and to the road.  Then she glanced back, finally smiling a little, and started the music back up.  But this time she didn't sing.  She somehow snuck her hand into the hand I had resting on the automatic gearshift between us.  I tried not to move or even breath for fear of her pulling away.  I'm sure I had a silly smile on my face as we drove into the snow covered Cascade Mountains in a comfortable silence.
 
   We started playing the alphabet game, you know, you try to find a sign as you drive that has a word that starts with the letter A then the letter B and so on.  Once we crested the mountains over Snoqualmie Pass, we munched a little on our snacks.  Amber was looking around holding her string cheese wrapper.  “You got a trash bag or something?”
 
   I grinned and rolled my eyes then much to my own embarrassment, I snagged the wrapper from her and flung it into the back seat.  The startled high pitched giggle she uttered took me by surprise as she slapped her hands over her mouth.  Then she went about combining our snack bags and using one for an impromptu trash bag and started grabbing wrappers from the floor and the ones she could reach in the back seat and put them in it.  Then with a comical mothering tone she said, “We'll get you all trained up yet Ky.”
 
   I put a look of mock hurt on my face. “Hey lady, I was going to clean Baltar out soon!”
 
   She raised a skeptical eyebrow and snagged a fast food receipt from the back seat and looked at it then mumbled, “Three months old.”  Then looked at me as she put a shit eating grin on her face and said in that same mothering tone, “Whatever you say dear.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at her, because, hey, that's what you do when a certified rock star is mocking you... right?
 
   We both chuckled and continued our letter search.  I glanced over at her.  “So tell me more about Amber Lee.”  She smiled and we started a round of 'I tell you something you tell me something'.  I loved every detail of her life she shared, some of it fascinating and surprising and some embarrassing. I found myself blushing on more than one occasion at the stuff I was sharing with her about myself.
 
   We had left the mountains behind and had been crossing the desert-like tundra that was punctuated with farms.  Freshly tilled fields and brown husks from crops that had been harvested a couple months before.  I actually didn't mind this area during the growing season as it was all lush green corn fields and amber wheat fields then.
 
   We had just passed Ellensburg and I almost jumped out of my skin when she cut our talk short and blurted out excitedly, “Q!  Quincy!”
 
   I glanced at the Vantage twenty five miles, Quincy fifty two miles, information sign and started chuckling.  “Yup, that is always a great standby sign for the Q in the alphabet game.  And going the other way to Seattle, the triple X Root Beer sign in Issaquah is a lifesaver when you are stuck on X.”
 
   She paused and tilted her head in thought.  “This would be a boring game by yourself.  I take it you did this with your friends or your mom?”
 
   I nodded in the bitter sweet memories.  “Yeah... mom and I would play it every time we went anywhere.  Sometimes we could actually get through it in the short drive from Post Falls to Spokane. You have to get really lucky on the Q, X and Z though.”  I smiled a little.  “I remember mom cussing when the Zippy Stop gas station on the fringes of Spokane had gone out of business years ago.  We hit the city limits with the final letter beating us.  So frustrating.”  I smiled at the memory.
 
   She squeezed my hand.  Hey!  When had the minx grabbed my hand again without me noticing? Truth be told, I'm sort of getting used to this rock diva holding my hand.  It felt, right.  A sharp pang of sadness hit me at the realization that in two weeks, she'd be out of my life forever and my hand will miss hers in it for that same forever.  So I took a moment to bask in the warmth radiating from our contact.
 
   She tilted her head again, and her smile was replaced with a questioning look.  Her sparkling eyes earnest in their inquiry.  I gave a sad smile as I glanced between her and the road then shrugged and raised our hands a little, scared that she would pull her hand back when I said, “Sorry, I was just thinking about how I like this.”
 
   That cute shy look was back on her face.  What does she have to be shy about?  She's Amber LaLanie!  I'm just her assigned keeper for a couple weeks.  She bit her lower lip and just nodded cutely. Frack!  I was warming up in all the right places again.
 
   I broke the silence that had settled in the car.  “You need a break to relive yourself or stretch your legs?  We are almost at Vantage, the half way point, after that we cross the Columbia and climb back up out of the canyon and get into the home stretch.”  She nodded wordlessly and grabbed her pink wig and started arranging her hair.  Crap, did I blow the moment?  Achievement unlocked: boneheaded maneuver.
 
   She must be a mind reader, she gave a reassuring smile as she was finishing pinning up her wig using the rear-view mirror she had commandeered from me.  Her smile turned into a silly grin as she said, “Taa daa!  And Amber is back!”
 
   I let go of her hand to playfully slap her shoulder.  “She never left, you weirdo.”
 
   She wiggled her eyebrows.  “Says you Potato.”
 
   I waggled my fist at her.  “Watch it Cornfed.”
 
   Her giggling chuckle was infectious, and I found myself joining in as we took the exit ramp into the tiny, lazy town of Vantage.  I swear if it wasn't for the three gas stations in the group of like twenty five buildings in the town, Vantage wouldn't exist and nobody would ever visit.  But it is the most convenient refueling point for people making the trip to Seattle.
 
   I drove past the gas stations and turned onto Ginkgo Avenue which is almost out of town.  Amber's voice sounded comical as she said, “Oh God.  You're going to bury me in the desert aren't you?  Or worse, make me pee in the desert.”
 
   I winked at her and pushed my glasses father up on my nose.  “Don't tempt me lady.”  Then I turned into the parking lot of the Ginkgo Gem Shop near the entrance to the Ginkgo Petrified Forest State Park.
 
   I grinned at her.  “They have a restroom inside.  I thought you might find this interesting.  Most people don't even realize this place is here.”  I zipped up my jacket, preparing for the bone chilling wind and cooler temperatures I knew were waiting for us out there, she did the same.  Then with one last glance at the alluring creature in the passenger seat, I blushed and got out into the cold.
 
   Amber squeaked, “O-M-G Ky!  That wind is biting!”  She snorted when she saw the life sized dinosaurs in the parking lot then she rushed over and looped her arm in the crook of mine.  I led her into the shop.  I swear I heard her sigh in relief when we the heat of the room hit us.
 
   I grinned at her and nudged my head and we perused the shop.  I don't know why, maybe just to make conversation, but I shared with her.  “Mom showed me this place back when I was like twelve when we were going to Seattle.  I never knew that there was a petrified forest in Washington, let alone a national park dedicated to it.”
 
   She acted all innocent as she asked,  “Petrified forest?  I wonder what it is so afraid of.”
 
   I barely stopped myself from snorting at the terrible joke.  “Ha ha, lady.  Fine, I won't share.”
 
   She looked almost concerned at that, I put her at ease by continuing.  “She always did stuff like this, showing me the things most people didn't even know were there or didn't take the time to see.  I blame my insatiable curiosity on her.”
 
   She hugged my arm that hers was still looped in.  “That's actually pretty cool Ky.”
 
   I shrugged.  Then I gave her a brief history of the park, like my mother had with me.  Then I added, “It's a little too cold to go visit it today, it is best to visit in late spring or early fall.  I just... I don't know... wanted to share it with you for some reason.  Stupid I know, but...”  I shrugged and called the elderly woman from behind the counter to us.
 
   Amber whispered, “I'm glad you did.”
 
   The smiling woman came up to us and said, “How can I help you?  You two make such a cute couple.”  This surprised me for a couple reasons.  First that she thought we were a couple, yeah, I wish. But second was the fact that most people that I know over forty have a problem with the fact that I really have no sexual preference.
 
   I know I shouldn't stereotype like that, but it made me like this woman.  I guess that makes me just as bad as people who insist on labels like 'lesbian'.  I smiled back at the woman with my cheeks burning.  I opened my mouth to let her know we were just friends when Amber chirped out, “Why thank you ma'am, and I agree.”  She smiled at me and I melted, I think I forgot to speak for a second.  I really wish she wouldn't tease like that.
 
   The woman's eyes were smiling when she replied, “You can see the spark from miles away ladies.”
 
   I blushed deeper then pointed in the case.  “May I please see that necklace with the little piece of polished petrified wood there?”
 
   The woman smiled and took the necklace out of the case.  Amber released my arm as I examined it.  I really liked it, it was on a slim, dark leather string instead of a chain.  The rich chocolates streaked with the white minerals of the petrified wood complimented it well.  The tag read, fifteen dollars.  I let Amber look at it.  She grinned.  “It's so pretty.”
 
   I nodded and took the tag off of it and handed the tag to the woman.  I held it out toward Amber who looked shocked and bowed her head a bit.  As I slipped it over her head I whispered with my lips almost against her ear,  “It is pretty, it reminds me of your beautiful hair.”
 
   I turned to the register before I could embarrass myself further.  Once I paid I turned around to see Amber hadn't moved.  She was looking at me with an unreadable face.  Then she smiled softly and her cute shy expression returned.  I pointed to the restrooms.  “Last chance until Idaho.”
 
   She spun and walked into the restroom and I started breathing again.  I did a quick mental calculation.  Gas, breakfast, necklace.  So I was down to about a hundred dollars in the bank.  Payday was Tuesday.  About sixty would fill the gas tank for the return visit, so forty for food for tonight and part of tomorrow until we return to Seattle.  I nodded to myself, doable.
 
   Amber popped back out of the restroom and before I went in the woman behind the counter spoke, “Wait, you are Amber LaLanie, and that new sensation... ummm... Babette Stevenson aren't you?”
 
   It was a simple question, her calm demeanor stopped me from panicking.  I nodded.  She just smiled and said, “I thought so.  It is a shame how they are throwing your personal lives all over the news.  You're such a nice couple and don't deserve that.”  She gave us another smile then went back to cleaning the shop.
 
   I wanted to find a point singularity to hide in just about then, instead I went to the restroom to relive myself and blush in peace.  After washing up I went back out and Amber was buying a book about the Petrified Forest, from Maribel, I overheard her telling Amber.
 
   Amber looked at me standing by the restroom door as she started toward the exit.  “Coming Potato?”
 
   I squinted an eye and shook my fist at her.  “Watch it Cornfed!”  Her eyes were twinkling with mischief as I got to the door and she looped her arm with mine.  We waved at a smiling Maribel then we exited into the cold and biting wind.
 
   We rushed over to the car and jumped in.  She grinned.  “Holy frickin' wind!”
 
   I shook my head at her and smiled fondly.  “You're from the mid-west lady, you should be used to this.  Just what are you like in the middle of winter?”
 
   She gave me an evil smirk. “I'm warm.  In my hotel room.  As God intended.”
 
   I chuckled. “Wimp,” I  said as I slowly coaxed Baltar to life.
 
   She said in an overly dramatic voice, “He's alive!”
 
   I slapped her shoulder playfully then put the car in gear and backed up.  Moments later we were driving back into Vantage.  The instant we were back on the freeway, her hand snaked into mine and she laced our fingers.  I took a chance to glance over and saw her just staring down the road and absently rubbing the necklace I had bought her between her fingers with a small smile on her face.
 
   I pointed out the billowing windsocks on the bridge over the mighty Columbia River.  Even at this point, a thousand miles from its point of origin, it was still a huge and awe inspiring site.  She was looking between the windsocks that looked ready to tear off their mounts and the majesty of the river so powerful they wrote the Roll On Columbia song about it.
 
   Then we were rising up from the canyon, I pulled over at the scenic view area and pointed to the ridge.  “See the wild stallion sculptures up there along the ridge?”  She was smiling and nodding as I continued while smiling at the childlike amazement on her face.  “The monument is called 'Grandfather Cuts Loose the Ponies'.  It represents a Native American tale about the Great Spirit releasing a herd of wild horses above the Columbia.”
 
   She stared at the silhouettes for a moment then turned to me smiling.  “This is like an episode of The Secrets of Washington with Babette Stevenson.”  She chuckled at her own humor and then smiled. “But really, this stuff is cool.  And here I thought it was going to be a boring ride.”
 
   I shrugged and blushed as I backed out and we were on our way again.
 
   We started talking about everything again, the topics were flowing smoothly for about an hour.  She broke out some drinks for us and we munched on the apples.  I had to keep reminding myself to watch the road, not her lips.  We were up to V on the alphabet game now.
 
   She cued up some music and we sang.  I don't think I have laughed like this in years.  We had just crested the hill above the valley that hid the large city of Spokane, Washington when a thud, whump whump, whump sound came from the rear passenger side.  I muttered, “Crap, a flat.” I pulled over into the shoulder.
 
   We zipped up then got out for a look.  Sure enough, the friggin' tire was flat.  I shook my head and glanced at the pink haired imp with her scrunched up face.  She said, “Call triple A?”
 
   I don't know where the confidence came from but I winked at her with a cocky smile and said, “Sure thing.  Why don't you get inside where it is warm.”  She did and then I popped the hatch back and dug around under the carpet with Amber shooting a confused look at me over the seats.
 
   I pulled out the spare tire and wiggled my eyebrows at her and then the jack and tire iron.  I got to work changing the tire.  Amber was looking back watching me the whole time.  Holy crap Batman!  Who tightened these lug nuts?  The Hulk?  I finally got the lug nuts loose by almost standing on the tire iron and jacked the car up until the tire just cleared the ground, then took the lug nuts off and removed the flat.
 
   I slid the spare in its place and hand tightened the lug nuts and lowered the jack until the ground just pushed against the tire.  Then I tightened each lug nut a half turn, alternating side to side like my high school auto shop teacher taught me.  Then I let the jack down the rest of the way and then tightened the lug nuts as much as I could, pulling up so that I could use the ground for more counter force.
 
   Moments later I was putting the flat tire and the tools back into place in the back and I rejoined Amber in the front seat.  I grabbed a napkin and started wiping the dirt from my hands.  She was just staring at me.
 
   She licked her lips.  “Is is wrong that I want to take you right here and now Ky?  That was so hawt!”
 
   I think I eeped, I'm not sure because my pulse was roaring in my ears and my face heated up in a blush.  I whispered, “Please don't tease.”
 
   She looked away, breathing deeply.  “Why do you always think I am teasing.  I already told you I'm not.”
 
   I sat there for a few long seconds trying to get my breathing under control and spoke more to myself as I coaxed Baltar to start.  “I wish.”
 
   I swear she raised one eyebrow before Baltar backfired and she squeaked in surprise and started giggling like a woman possessed again.  I grinned.  She gets so much pleasure out of Baltar.
 
   I kept stealing quick glances at her as we continued our journey.  The silence was threatening to swallow me whole... hmmm... I wonder if this is how Amber feels in the silence.  So I started babbling about stuff.  I pointed at downtown Spokane looming up at us as we traveled down into the city. “Spokane doesn't look very large from here but it is really a sprawling city.  It is the second largest city in Washington, second only to Seattle.  The city proper has just a couple hundred thousand people, but the metropolitan area has over a half million.  I know that's small compared to Seattle and the like but when you come from a town of twenty thousand, it is downright huge.”
 
   She was tilting her head at me in concern as I babbled at warp speed.  Then her hand was in mine, calming me.  “Ky.  You never have to be nervous around me.  You can slow down and breathe.”
 
   I glanced over and nodded.  I swallowed and turned back to the road.  She said in a thoughtful tone, “I actually didn't know that about Spokane.  And I played here once like four years back.  I heard about a park I wanted to see but didn't get a chance since we were on a tight schedule.  Seven cities in seven days.”
 
   I chanced speaking again and found I could control myself now with her hand in mine.  “Riverfront Park or Manito Park?  Both of them are gems in the city.”
 
   She shrugged.  “I don't know.  It was supposedly a few blocks from the hotel.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “That would be Riverfront Park then.  Cool story there.  It used to be a super industrialized train yard until Spokane won its bid to host the World's Fair, Expo '74. The city had cleared out the train yard and all of the support structure and buildings except the clock tower.  Then they built a spectacular park to host the World's Fair in.  After the Expo, they kept the park and revitalized the downtown area using the gem of the park as a centerpiece.”
 
   She was grinning at me and listening intently.  I felt like an idiot, like I was giving a lecture.  I blushed a little then nudged my glasses farther up on my nose and continued.  “They even have one of the oldest carousels in the country there, the Looff Carousel.  All hand carved horses.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Sorry.  All stuff my mom once told me.  I have visited that park hundreds of times during my life.”
 
   She shook her head.  “Don't apologize.  I think it is amazing how much you know about things that most people wouldn't bother learning.  I can also see your mom's love for you each time you bring these things up.”
 
   I took a deep breath.  She looked alarmed.  “Umm... so this other park... Manito?  You have 'A Dummie's guide to Washington' facts on that one too?”
 
   I grinned then stuck my tongue out at her.  “Yes.  I just happen to.  It is possibly more beautiful than Riverfront Park.  It used to house a small zoo.  But now it has sunken rose gardens, rock arch bridges, duck ponds and one of the most spectacular Japanese Gardens you will ever see.  It is in one of the richest and oldest areas of town, the South Hill.  Most people that drive past it aren't even aware of how old the park is or that they pass historical things right by the road like the oldest water trough for horses in the city.”
 
   We smiled at each other as we passed through the city.  I was about to break the silence when she blurted, “V!  Valley!” as we passed a sign announcing we were leaving Spokane and entering Spokane Valley.
 
   I started laughing to suppress the giggle that was threatening.  She waggled her eyebrows and started up some music.  “How much longer?”
 
   I smiled.  “Well we are almost to the State Line, about twenty minutes to Post Falls.”
 
   She smiled back and mouthed “Hi.” way to cutely then asked,  “So are there waterfalls and stuff there?  I mean your town has Falls in the name.”
 
   I shook my head, I couldn't get the smile off my face.  “Not so much.  A long time ago they figured that it was a good place to build a dam.  So, no falls anymore.  But we have a spectacular view of the Rocky Mountains on the horizon if that helps.”
 
   She nodded staunchly.  “Yes it does.  I mean waterfalls and mountains are basically the same thing right?”  She rolled her eyes.
 
   I shook my head with a grin.  “Ok, Miss Sarcastic.”
 
   She squeezed my hand and started singing with the music.  What the heck, why not?  I joined in sounding like a wounded seal on the beach.
 
   A few minutes later we were exiting the freeway and down into my home.  Hmmm... that doesn't sound right anymore.  Seattle is my home now.  The only thing left for me here is that wonderful woman who raised me.  I smiled fondly at the thought of seeing mom again.  Last week seems like a lifetime ago.
 
   I glanced over at the pink haired beauty.  “Lunch first, or visit first?”
 
   She said cutely, “Visit.  It is why we are here after all.”
 
   I grinned the imp beside me and said,  “Let's go see mom.”  
 
   She looked genuinely eager and a little... nervous?  “Yes, by all means!”
 
   

Chapter 8 – Mrs. Nelson
 
   Ky navigated the roads and up to the Terrace Ridge Nursing Home.  I kept glancing over at her as she drove, gawd her neck was so graceful... I just wanted to leave a trail of kisses along it.  I reveled in the heat coming from our clasped hands.  How is it we have known each other for such a short time when it feels so natural to do this?
 
   We pulled into a parking spot and she turned off the car.  Though Baltar didn't agree with that line of action as he sputtered, trying to cling to life.  He died in a backfire.  God help me but it caused me to burst out in a fit of giggles... again.  I simply LOVE her car!
 
   She shot me one of her lopsided grins with a squinted eye then broke out into a genuine smile as she grabbed her bag, making sure her iPad was in it.  Then she made a show of zipping up her jacket and exited.
 
   I opened the door thinking, how cold could it possibly... Jesus!  I quickly zipped up my coat and watched my breath fog in the air.  I guess that answered that question.  “You didn't tell me you lived in the Arctic Ky!”
 
   She grinned and made some odd reference.  “Suck it up, Buttercup.”  I rolled my eyes then looked around, it was gorgeous. We were surrounded by an evergreen forest and towering mountains off to the east.  The nursing home looked to be a large one story four wing building.  There looked to be about fifteen rooms per wing if the number of window air conditioning units on this wing was any indication. It was well kept and looked almost inviting.  I bumped hips with the read headed pixie as we went into the building.
 
   She waved at the silver haired woman in a pretty plum blouse and matching professional skirt as we unzipped our coats.  The woman grinned and said, “Hello Kylee, she's in the rec-room watching her stories.  We miss seeing you around here the past few months.  But I'm glad you still make the weekend visits.  It means the world to her on her lucid days.”
 
   Kylee's face looked both grateful and sad as she nodded and pushed her glasses up farther in that adorable habit.  “Thanks Wanda.  Oh, and this is my friend, Amber Lee.”
 
   The woman shook my hand and I saw a glint of recognition in them but she just smiled and stayed professional.  “Pleased to meet you Amber Lee.”
 
   I smiled back.  “Likewise Wanda.”
 
   She turned back to her desk and grabbed some paperwork off the desk and walked off, giving us another smile.
 
   I was watching her depart when I was suddenly jerked down the hall with Kylee's voice full of mirth as she dragged me with her.  “Come along, Cornfed.”
 
   I had to suppress a laugh.  I took a page out of her book and squinted an eye and waggled my other hand in a fist at her as I mimicked her voice. “Watch it Potato!”  Gawd I loved to watch her blush.  I think I'll make a habit of it.  Settle down Amber Lee!
 
   She navigated the halls with ease and brought us into a large recreation room.  There were various people sitting about in the mega clean but inviting space.  I think they tried to make it feel like a giant living room.  I liked that.  I'd hate to feel like I was spending my last days in a clinical, hospital environment.
 
   There were some old men playing chess near the entrance that looked up and gave us a smile.  The bald one waved at Kylee and the silver haired, liver spotted man just went back to the game.  A nurse was standing with a woman using a walker by one of the huge bay windows looking out to the forest. She looked to be reading a note written on pink paper to her.  The woman was just smiling off into the distance as she listened.  Others looked to be visiting with family.
 
   Ky stopped and seemed to shake for a second.  Then she inhaled deeply and stood up straighter and took a deep breath in resolve.  Her patented 'Kylee' smile came up on her face though her eyes looked haunted as she dragged me to a woman who was watching television on a couch.
 
   Two things struck me instantly about the woman.  One, that she wasn't as old as most of the people in the room, and two, her dark red hair with it's heavy silver streaks looked so much like Kylee's and two, her iceberg blue eyes were almost identical to Ky's.  There was absolutely no mistaking that this beautiful older woman with the faraway look in her eyes was Kylee's mother.
 
   She only looked to be sixty or so.  I hated Alzheimer’s before I had even met someone with it, but I was hating it with a seething passion now... seeing the pained, scared but hopeful look in Kylee's eyes as she stood in front of the woman on the overstuffed couch.  “Mom?”
 
   The woman looked up and the fog seemed to lift from her eyes as she answered,  “Kylee?  Why are you so... old?”
 
   A tear ran down Kylee's cheek as she bent and engulfed her mother in a hug.  “Never mind that mom.  I dropped by for a visit.  And this is my friend Amber Lee.  Amber this is my mom, Marilyn.”  She motioned to me.  The woman smiled at me then looked afraid for a second and looked back and forth between me and Kylee, who was quick to add, “This is her first visit to Post Falls.  She wanted to meet you.”
 
   There was a look of strained relief on her face.  God!  It must be terrifying not knowing if you should know someone or not.  She smiled as I offered my hand but she pulled me down into a quick hug.  “Kylee is such a loner, she never brings people by the house.”  Then she looked around and added, “Or... ummm... here?”
 
   I looked over at my friend as she avoided the confused question and sat down beside her mother. She reached up and grabbed my hand with a smile and pulled me down beside her onto the couch.
 
   Then they started chatting about all sorts of things.  Just from listening to their fun banter back and forth, I could tell that Kylee steered clear of anything that had to do with the past unless Marilyn brought it up.  You could see her mother get confused sometimes when she couldn't remember details about things or lost track of what she was saying altogether.  I could see the fear in her eyes and the pain in Kylee's.  I was on the verge of tears, but kept a smile on my face and joined in whenever either woman prompted me.
 
   One thing that was unmistakeable was that these two loved each other.  Their secret language of sarcasm and fun punctuated the conversation.  I could see where my imp gets it from now.  We spoke for a couple hours and Marilyn seemed to be getting a little tired.
 
   Then things started to go wrong.  Marilyn seemed to drift and get confused in mid sentence a couple times.  Then she mentioned to us, “I have the most adorable baby girl, Kylee.  I think you girls would like her.”
 
   Kylee's eyes were misting up but her smile stayed plastered on her face.  “I'm sure we would.”  My heart was breaking.  Her pain was obvious to anyone looking.
 
   One of the orderlies or nurses that patrolled the room noticed Marilyn's mild aphasia and stepped in with a smile for us all.  “I'm sorry ladies but it is time for Marilyn to take her medication.”  She helped Mrs. Nelson gently up and started moving her toward the rooms down the hall.  The woman turned back as they went.  “I'm glad you got her on a good day Kylee.  We'll see you tomorrow?”
 
   Ky was nodding and  Marilyn said to us, “Kylee?  That's my daughter's name too.  She wants to be a filmmaker one day.  She is so full of wonderful dreams.”  Then she seemed to get confused and the nurse led her off, offering an apologetic smile.  Something in that sad smile set off my antenna.  I really don't think it was time for Marilyn's medication.  I think this is something the staff does to keep family members from hurting too much, saving them some pain.  I think I really like this place.
 
   As soon as they were out of sight Kylee was dragging me down the hall away from the recreation room and then broke down.  I pulled her head onto my shoulder and stroked her hair.  A few seconds later she pulled away and looked embarrassed.  She gave a weak smile as she wiped her eyes on her sleeve.  “Sorry.  It is just hard sometimes.”
 
   I returned the smile.  “Never apologize to me Ky.  I really like your mom.  She's funny.  I can see where you get your humor from.”
 
   This brought back the patent pending proud Kylee smile I loved so much.  She zipped up her coat and bumped our hips and started for the door.  Calling back to me she asked,  “You coming?”
 
   I zipped up my jacket and hurried past her, giggling. “On your left!  Too slow, Potato.” As I passed her and out into the cold outside.
 
   She caught up laughing and predictably warned me. “Watch it, Cornfed.”  Why the hell do I find that so damn funny?
 
   

Chapter 9 – Syncopated Rhythm
 
   We got into Baltar and once she got the beast running we had to sit for a couple minutes to wait for the windows to defrost a bit.  I turned to her thoughtfully.  “Why didn't you show her the memories you compiled?  You've been working on it for years.”
 
   She shook her head.  “It isn't finished, it never will be.  It isn't good enough.”
 
   I decided shock therapy was required here.  I blurted loudly.  “Bullshit!” 
 
   Her eyes snapped to me and I continued.  “It is spectacular and it would bring a smile to her face. You put too much on yourself.  You carry way too much weight on your mind.  Share it with her.  It will do both of you so much good.”
 
   She was shaking her head with a scared look on her face. Then she just put the car in gear and started us back down the road.  “Lunch.  I gotta get you fed before you get cranky.”
 
   I rolled my eyes then slapped her shoulder lightly before I grabbed her hand.  “Fine... but you didn't win.”
 
   With perfect comical timing after an awkward silence, she mumbled, “Yes I did.”  She was grinning slyly as she watched the road.  She pushed her glasses back then she spoke up, “So, whatcha wanna eat?  It is kind of almost dinner time now.  I'm sorry it is so late.”
 
   I shrugged.  “This is your trip, I'm just the plus one.  What do you usually do?”
 
   She blushed and kept staring at the road.  “Ummm... fast food.  It's all my budget can handle on these trips.  Over half my income goes into gas and food on the weekends, visiting here.”
 
   I tilted my head, half her income?  How little are they paying the interns there?  Peanuts?  I shrugged at her as I cued up some music with my free hand.  No way in heck am I letting go of her hand with my other.  I loved the warm tingly feeling I got from our contact.  “That sounds good to me. Lead on Macbeth.”
 
   Her playful eye roll was followed by a shy glance at me.  She seemed to be recovering from the emotional visit with her mom.  I'll just keep her mind off of it.  I started singing with the music, squeezing her hand to get her to join in with that sinfully delicious imperfect voice of hers.
 
   We reached the main drag in the little town and hit the drive thru at a burger joint.  I tilted my head at her and she just drove silently.  We drove for ten minutes, up into the forest to a great view of a river below. “That's the Spokane River.”  She prompted and we ate silently.  Both of us shooting glances at each other.  Gawd she was sexy.
 
   When we finished, I tilted my head.  “Well, shall we go relax?  Where's your house?  I can't wait to see where Babette Stevenson grew up.”
 
   She suddenly froze and uttered under her breath.  “Frack!”
 
   I glanced at her in alarm.  “What is it Ky?”
 
   She looked extremely embarrassed when she replied, “I didn't even think of it until just now.  I had to sell the house to help pay for my mother's care.  I have a couple blankets in the back, I just usually sleep in Baltar whenever I visit.”
 
   I chuckled playfully.  “Well, you know THAT'S not gonna happen.  Just get us to the nearest hotel or motel Potato.”
 
   “I can't let you...”
 
   I interrupted her, “You, shush... now drive woman.”  Then I winked at her with a huge smile on my face.
 
   She sighed then started driving back toward the town again.  I gave a toothy grin.  “I win.”  She squinted an eye and released my hand and waggled a fist at me.  I slapped her shoulder and retrieved what was rightfully mine... her hand.
 
   Minutes later it was starting to get dark as we were pulling into the Post Falls Resort Motel.  Ummm?  Where's the resort?  This place is like a parking lot and a building.  I pointed at the sign in confusion.  She grinned like the Cheshire cat and explained,  “I think it is because they have an outdoor pool to swim in in the summer.”
 
   I nodded and pretended to understand.  I mumbled, “Livin' in the sticks.”
 
   She nodded satisfactorily and stole my thunder away.  “Precisely.”  Dang, she's fun!
 
   We grabbed our bags, once Baltar finally had the decency to die, and we went to check in at the office.  James, his name tag read, was going all bug eyed looking at me.  Damn I forgot I was in my Amber LaLanie persona.  I really should have wore the black wig today.  I sighed in resignation and said, “James we will be needing...”
 
   I turned to Kylee, “One room or two?”
 
   She shrugged and I said, a room with two beds please.  He couldn't keep his eyes off me as he charged my card and gave us a key.  I turned back as we were exiting, “And James.  I'd appreciate it if you kept this just between us.  You can be a good man and do that for us can't you?”
 
   He nodded and I gave him what I hoped was a winning smile and we made our way outside and up the outside steps to room 2B.  As soon as we got into the room Kylee burst into laughter.  “Oh my gawd he was about to explode!  But I understand.  I feel that way every time you are next to me.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.  “I'll take that as a compliment.”
 
   She chuckled.  “As well you should.”
 
   She hopped up on a bed and smiled at me as I got on the other and turned on the television to catch the news.  She laid back on a pillow and pulled out her iPad and started working again.  Doesn't she know how to relax?
 
   I scowled playfully at her and her iPad then hopped off the bed and onto hers, I had her raise her head and I replaced her pillow with my lap.  “You work too much,” I mumbled as I watched the news and ran my fingers through her deep red hair.  That reminded me, I needed to finish that song. She felt stiff as a board, and...  “Umm... Ky?”
 
   She looked back at me with a question in her eyes.  I smiled softly at her.  “I'm pretty sure you're going to have to breath at some point or another.”
 
   She nodded and exhaled and took another deep breath.  “I just didn't want to ruin the moment.  You really shouldn't tease me like this, you don't know...”
 
   I shut her up with an upside down kiss.  Gawd I felt like I was going to explode, I wanted to kiss her like this forever.  Her lips were so soft, so... hungry.  I broke the kiss and left her panting and blushing in my lap as I turned my attention to the television with a smug look on my face and a fire inside.  I murmured at her as I watched the news, “Smitten.  That's what I am.  Look the word up, Potato.  Now shush, I gotta get my news fix.”
 
   She must have been staring at me for thirty seconds before her brain caught up with her.  I blushed over the fact I could have that effect on her.  It is the same effect she has on me.  She seemed to snuggle her head into my lap with a dreamy smile on her face.  Her voice was tiny as she went back to work on her presentations.  “Ok Amber.”  My body was on fire and I was curling my toes into little balls.
 
   As I watched the international news I unpinned my wig, tossed it over to my bed and let my hair down.  It still amazed me that I didn't seem to mind doing that around her.  I felt like hugging myself remembering when she called me a snow leopard.  I don't think she realizes, but I'd be just about anything for her.  She scares me and excites me, I just need to gain some courage, she thinks I'm only playing when I kiss her.
 
   I glanced down every once in a while.  She was reworking the storyboards for Max McDonald's video on the project like it was nothing to her.  From what I saw, she was turning something that was a little generic but had promise into something tailored to Max's personality.  But the shocking thing was that she was only making minor tweaks to the project to pull it off.  I was amazed.
 
   I got caught up in it, and I was so lost in what Ky was doing that I lost track of the news until a story in the entertainment portion of the news snapped both of our attention to the screen.
 
   She pushed her glasses back on her nose and we watched as the news anchor said,  “Babette Stevenson and Amber LaLanie were caught sneaking out of their hotel today.  They had day bags with them.  This is leading to speculation of a love getaway.  But the concierge vehemently denied it and responded with, 'The hotel has no comment, we value the privacy of our guests.' when pressed.”
 
   I nodded with respect for Sylvester... good man.
 
   The reporter continued.  “We were able to get access to Conrad Chase to see if he could corroborate the reports.”
 
   The camera switched to Conrad outside of his hotel.  “What?  Are you kidding me?  In a word... no. Babette and Amber are actually meeting with perspective actresses for the Captain Amelia Masters role in the film. You really should stop making stuff up and reading more into things than there is.”  Then he pushed his way through the reporters to his waiting car.
 
   The report concluded with the anchor promising that the station was doing all it could to secure an interview with the mysterious and elusive Babette Stevenson.
 
   We didn't hear much of that as we were laughing so hard we were crying at the time.  Conrad has definitely earned an honorary “veterans” seat, it was pure artistry, the misdirection and spin he was putting on absolutely nothing.
 
   It was also so awesome watching Ky laugh, though those dimples threatened to make me swoon.  I tried to talk but it sounded more like a giggle. “With... with that... I'm going to get more comfortable.” She was just nodding, trying to calm down as I turned off the television and grabbed my night clothes then headed to the bathroom.
 
   As I showered I sang Deep Red quietly to myself, coming up with a new lyric or two to add to it. It put a huge smile on my face as I sang.  After getting into my night clothes and drying my hair and brushing it out I looked into the mirror.  I looked at myself,  I gave a sad smile at the young girl, Amber Lee I could just barely recognize in my reflection.  I tried not to look at the mottled splotches on my face and neck, and the stripes in my hair.
 
   But then I tilted my head and really took a look at myself through new eyes, through Kylee's eyes.  What was she seeing?  All I could see was Amber Lee, not Amber LaLanie.  I tilted my head the other way.  Was that it?  She was seeing... me?  My lips twitched into a smile as I looked toward the door.
 
   I grabbed my stuff and grabbed the door handle and paused and took a deep breath and put on my smile and walked out.
 
   She was working again!  But she looked up from her iPad and cleared the screen as she stared at me with a huge smile on her face.  “There she is,” she said cutely, nudging her glasses up.  Then mouthed, “Wow!”  Dammit!  I bit my lower lip.  How can she make me feel so bashful with a simple smile?
 
   I squinted an eye at her and said, “Oh shush you.  I'll call for pizza or Chinese while you get more comfortable.”
 
   She put her iPad down and dug around in her bag and pulled out some shorts and a t-shirt.  Then headed toward the bathroom.  She stopped on the way past me, staring at my hair and timidly raising her hand to run her fingers through my hair.  I heard her murmur, “Gorgeous.” to herself as she closed the door behind her.
 
   I was just full of energy.  I sat on the bed and grabbed the phone book.  Sheesh, only like three places deliver in this town.  I ordered up a variety of Chinese dishes and they took my payment info over the phone.
 
   Then I hung up and sat there.  It was so quiet.  Too quiet.  I could feel it wrapping around me, constricting.  The sound of it was roaring in my ears.  I was grabbing at the television remote when the sound of Kylee's voice comming through the door separating us stopped me.  She was singing in the shower.  A huge smile bloomed on my face as she sang Forever Do.  She seems to favor that song.  I squinted one eye in mock pain as she mangled a power note.  Why did I relish that so much?
 
   By the time the shower stopped I realized I hadn't turned on the TV or radio to keep me company.  I thought about that for a fraction of a second as I started putting on my black wig and pulled on my long sleeved robe.  Right on time there was a knock on the door.
 
   I grabbed a five from my purse and went to the door.  The delivery guy was a young man who kept glancing at my splotchy face.  I turned that side of my face away from him as I grabbed the food and gave him his tip.
 
   As soon as he left and I was setting the food on the nightstand between the beds and removing my wig and robe, Kylee came out, shoving her glasses on her face.  Her Tardis shirt with “It's bigger on the inside.” was awesome.  I had to look away with a shy smile when I saw her shorts and those amazing long legs she was showing off.  Settle down Amber Lee!  Settle!  Damn.
 
   She pushed her hair off her shoulders and then blushed cutely.  “Whaaaaat?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Nuttin, Potato.”
 
   She looked at the food and dragged me to a bed.  “Come on Cornfed, let's eat.”
 
   We switched on the TV and found a sweet chick flick.  Die Hard.  Hey, don't judge, we both agreed that Bruce Willis is sexy when he is blowing things up.
 
   Kylee was laying diagonal on the bed, picking some sweet and sour chicken out of a container and I was laying back into her with my head resting on her chest as I shoveled some pork fried rice into my maw.
 
   We only half watched the show and just talked about a lot of nothing.  After the show was over I couldn't stop staring at her lips.  Remembering how they felt on mine.  Oh hey, she's looking at me.  Oh crap she caught me staring.
 
   She looked away.  “Don't play with me.”
 
   I reached up and dragged her down to me.  “Dammit Ky. For the last time...”  I reached up and pulled off her glasses and kissed her again, this time with passion.  She answered with the same.  Oh my gawd, I was in heaven!  We slowed down and we gently made out for a minute, I tentatively probed with my tongue and she let me in.  She was so timid at first, letting me take the lead, then she started getting more aggressive.  But suddenly she pulled away.
 
   “What  is it?” I asked, afraid I had just blown it.
 
   She was shaking her head.  “I can't do this.  I'm supposed to be your keeper.  I... can't.  I need this job.  I can't let anyone think I was...”
 
   I put a finger on her lips.  Her eyes looked pained and conflicted.  I tilted my head to one side.  “Can I just ask one thing Ky?”
 
   She nodded and I took my finger from her silky lips.  I took a deep breath and channeled Amber LaLanie's strength, then asked,  “If you weren't my keeper?  After this shoot is over.  Would you... would you be interested in dating a simple girl from Iowa?”
 
   She looked truly shocked then tilted her head, I could tell she was trying to figure out if I was serious.  I nodded then slowly, a bashful smile spread on her face as she looked down shyly as she started nodding slowly and then more rapidly.
 
   I grinned and let out the breath I was holding.  I couldn’t believe how relived and... happy, I felt.  I just wanted to kiss her again but stopped myself.  I bit my lower lip then said, “Good.  Then prepare for me to date the hell out of you after this video nonsense is done.”  I brushed her hair to one side and whispered,  “Oh my God, I can't believe you said yes.” 
 
   She grabbed the food container from me and set her's and mine on the nightstand with her glasses and shut the light off.  She looked at me with an almost pleading, questioning look as she pulled me to her and laid her head down on the pillow.  I laid my head on her chest.  She was silent, I didn't know what to say.  Then she softly said, “Is this real?  You... you're Amber LaLanie... and I'm just...”
 
   I snuggled in to shut her up.  I listened to the syncopated rhythm of her heart speeding up as I did that.  I noticed that the other night too and I find myself already becoming addicted to it.  The sound reassured me and held the silence at bay.  Hmm... another line for Deep Red.
 
   We just cuddled for a few minutes in a comfortable silence.  One of her arms around my waist protectively and her other hand running through my hair.  The feel of my bare legs on hers was almost seductive, but somehow comforting.  I sighed happily, I had never taken the chance and let anyone in so completely like this before.  I was getting sleepy, so I snuggled in one last time and started drifting off, listening to her heart and her gentle breathing.
 
   

Chapter 10 – Memories
 
   The next morning I woke with my head on her chest.  I smiled and inhaled her scent deeply.  I didn't dream this.  Oh God.  Again I marveled that I've never let anyone in like this.  But nobody has held a candle to this beautiful imp.  She was moving and I craned my head back.  She was working again!  Didn't she ever stop?
 
   She noticed my movement, and she looked down with a smile that would have knocked me over if I hadn't been laying down.  She, of course, cleared her iPad screen.  THAT was driving me crazy.  What was she working on?  She nudged her glasses up then cutely said, “Hi.”
 
   I returned the smile.  Her bed-head was adorable.  I could feel myself blushing, the heat on my cheeks was traveling down my neck.  I came up with a well thought out and articulated response.  “Hi.”
 
   We just stared at each other smiling.  Then before I blushed myself to death I asked,  “So what's the plan today?”
 
   She placed the iPad into her bag.  “Well, if you don't mind, I'd like to see mom again this morning before we head back to the Emerald City.  Visiting hours start at ten.”
 
   I nodded then tilted my head.  I reached up and asked permission with my eyes and she didn't protest as I removed her glasses.  I took in her iceberg blue eyes, they were so sharp and sparkled with emotion.  “You ever think of contacts?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Never really thought about it.  I'm fine with my glasses, and I've never had anybody to really impress before.”  She looked down shyly when she said before.
 
   I grinned.  Now she does.  I asked, “How bad is your vision?”
 
   She shrugged. “Well you are the prettiest snow leopard blur I ever did see.”  Her grin was playful. “I feel like I'm blind as a bat without my glasses.  Everything is blurry unless it is far away.  I can't read a thing at arm's length but I can read the motel phone number off the 'Do not disturb.' sign hanging on the door handle across the room way over there.”
 
   I nodded.  I slid her glasses back on her and she reached up and nudged them up farther.  I just smiled at her.  She changed the topic.  “So... we should get up and get moving if we want breakfast before visiting mom.”
 
   I laid my head back on her chest.  “Awww.  But I love listening to your heart.”
 
   Her hand was almost instantly on my head, running her fingers through my hair.  I could let her do that all day, it was a soothing and slightly erotic feeling.  Then she removed her hand and started poking my ribs.  “Come on Cornfed.  Up, up, up!”
 
   I'm waaaay too ticklish and I giggled as I pulled away from the red headed imp.  “Ok, ok, Potato!  I'm up, I'm up!”  I hopped off the bed and made my way to my suitcase to get ready for the day.  I looked over my shoulder at her as I grabbed some clothes from my bag.  “Pink or black?”
 
   I should know better than to ask someone who is biased toward Amber Lee.  She shot back, “Snow leopard.”  I weighed my responses before coming up with the only logical one.  I threw a pillow at her then retreated quickly to the bathroom with my pink wig before she could counter attack.
 
   I snorted as I heard her warn, “Watch it lady!”
 
   When we were both ready, she looked at me.  “Did you take your thyroid meds?”
 
   I snickered. “Yes mother.”
 
   She grinned and we went down to the office and checked out.  The poor guy at the desk still couldn't speak.  I grabbed a notepad and wrote on it. “Thanks for being such a great guy James, I appreciate it. Amber LaLanie”  He looked to be about to pass out when I handed it to him.  I had no doubt the autograph would make him popular with his friends.  I shot him a playful wink then left on the arm of a snickering Kylee.
 
   As we got into the Gremlin, she had a silly lopsided grin on her face.  “Were you serious last night?”  I just grinned and nodded and she seemed to sigh in relief.  Then she cocked her head.  I raised an eyebrow at her in question, and she said,  “Is it just a coincidence that you dress like Dazzler?”
 
   I seriously laughed out loud at that.  After I got myself under control I replied, “O-M-G Ky, nobody has ever made the connection before.  Dazzler was such an obscure comic book.  On my fifth birthday, mom had got a box of dolls from a garage sale for me.  At the bottom of the box were a couple worn and tattered Dazzler comic books.  I loved the character so much, and I swore to myself that one day I'd sing like her.  I kind of patterned my Amber LaLanie persona after her.”
 
   Kylee snorted. “There you go again thinking there is a difference between Amber Lee LaLanie and Amber LaLanie.  The difference lady... is just the clothing.  I really wish you wouldn't hide yourself away.  Let people know this is who you really are and show it with pride.”
 
   I could feel my blush burning as I looked down shyly and said quietly, “You almost make it seem possible.”
 
   She coaxed the engine into a sputtering, gasping start then grabbed something from under her seat and held up an ice scraper as she waggled her eyebrows.  “Be right back.”  She hopped out and scraped the frost off the windows.  By the time she was back inside, the heater and defroster had defogged the inside windows and it was getting more comfortable.
 
   “Where you wanna eat?” She asked.
 
   I shrugged.  “Your trip remember?  I'm just a fly on the wall.”
 
   She murmured under her breath with a sly smile, something that sounded suspiciously like, “Yeah, a sexy fly.”
 
   Predictably we wound up at the golden arches.  I whined that I wanted to sit down to eat so we avoided the drive thru and went inside.  We unzipped our coats, it was quite toasty in there.  This is the second time on the trip I kicked myself for not going with the black wig.  After a minute standing in line, people started noticing us.  Teenagers and young adults started shyly asking for my autograph.  I had to stop myself from giggling in glee when one teenaged girl said, “Wait!  That's Babette Stevenson!”
 
   Suddenly Kylee, with a terrified look on her face, was signing autographs of her make believe identity right beside me.  The manager finally made an appearance and politely asked everyone to let us order and eat in peace.  I had to battle my pixie on who was paying for the meal.  I won as I slapped my debit card on the counter.  Go me!
 
   When we got to the table, she whispered in a shaky voice,  “So that's what it's like to be you?”
 
   I nodded with a sly, evil grin.  “Yup.  Better get used to it if I'm gonna be dating you soon.”
 
   She grabbed my hand and I gave hers a squeeze.  I was caught up in her eyes when the meal was ruined by a roughneck looking guy at a table close to us loudly speaking to his friends.  “Couple of fuckin' dykes.  Damaged goods.”  His buddies chuckled.
 
   The manager was already on his way over when Kylee surprised the hell out of me and stood and walked directly up to the man.  She looked pissed!  She spoke in a calm, dangerous voice that promised bad things to come.  “I couldn’t give a shit what you think of me.  But don't ever disparage Amber LaLanie.  Is that understood?”
 
   The man pushed his chair back and stood.  She didn't flinch or back down and the manager arrived with a couple customers behind him.  “Sir, I'm sorry but I'm going to have to ask you and your friends to leave. Verbal abuse is not allowed on the premises.  This is a family restaurant.”
 
   The guy just looked around then at his friends.  “Let's get out of this shit hole.  The food was crap anyway.”  He leaned down toward Kylee in a menacing fashion before storming off.  Again, she didn't even flinch!
 
   Then the manager apologized to us as Ky sat back down with me.  I tilted my head at her and she just started eating again without a word.  I saw her hands were shaking but she still didn't say a thing.  Finally she couldn't stand the silence anymore and just said, “That was Chad.  I got enough of that crap from him in high school.  You don't need to be subjected to it.  I hate bigots and bullies.”
 
   I grinned.  “My hero.  Gawd I'd take you right here on the table if I could.”  She blushed and threw a tiny piece of her hashbrowns at me.  She was smiling now and I was happy to see her hands weren't shaking anymore.
 
   Then I added with comical delivery.  “I blame your red haired temper.”  She actually snorted at that.  I grinned in satisfaction and continued to eat.  Though I did notice that one table of people moved away from us.  The mother was looking at us with a trace of disdain on her face.
 
   We finished up and dumped our trash then made our way back out to the car, waving at the manager and mouthing “Thank you.” as we left.
 
   We got into the car and she sat and looked at me for a second then started pumping the gas in preparation to start the Gremlin.  “Zoom?”
 
   I nodded with a cheesy grin and agreed.  “Zoom.”
 
   With an awesome backfire and plume of blue smoke the engine labored to life.  I still have no clue why it amuses me so much.  Maybe because it reminds me of the playful redhead beside me... it is just... so uniquely her.
 
   Minutes later we had arrived at the Terrace Ridge.  She grabbed her bag and we exited Baltar.  She paused and looked at him then squinted an eye then kicked his back tire and the engine finally died.  I chuckled and she bumped our hips before she hurried past me.  She called back, “Watch it, Cornfed.”
 
   I waggled a fist at her and called out,  “Why I oughta!”  Then ran to catch up with the smugly smiling imp.
 
   Her mother was in the rec room again.  So we found her in the same spot as yesterday, on the couch, watching TV.  Another lady, sitting beside her, saw us making a beeline for Marilyn.  The woman smiled and stood and walked to another part of the room, by some people playing some sort of card game.
 
   Ky stood in front of her mother who looked up and Kylee said, “Hi mom.”
 
   Marilyn smiled but looked confused.  She was studying her daughter's face.  “You look like my daughter... Kylee.”
 
   My redhead was nodding, keeping her smile on like armor.  “Yes, mom, it's me.”  She glanced at me and continued.  “Amber and I wanted to visit again before we had to go back to Seattle.”
 
   Her mother looked at me, I could tell that she was trying to place me.  But then a shimmer of recognition came to her face.  I thought she recognized me from yesterday.  “You're that singer girl that my Kylee has a crush on!  She has a poster of you in her room.  Wait until I tell her I met you...”  She trailed off looking around like she didn't recognize where she was, “...here?”
 
   Ky just sat beside her and took her hand, I sat beside them.  Kylee said, “Yes mom.  This is Amber LaLanie.  She's much cuter in person than on a poster.”
 
   I could see Marilyn's eyes sharpen.  Then she looked between the two of us. “Kylee?”  My redhead was grinning and nodding.
 
   We all spoke for a few minutes then Marilyn whispered a confession to us,  “I'm so scared knowing I'm losing my memories.  Losing myself.”
 
   They hugged and I looked at Kylee's bag.  “Ummm... Ky, why don't you share some of her memories?”
 
   She shook her head and her voice was hoarse, “It isn't finished... It will never be good enough.”
 
   Her mom spoke up,  “Nonsense.  You were always such a perfectionist Ky-Ky.  I just know one day you will go to college and become a filmmaker like you dream of.”
 
   Kylee's eyes were watering and I grabbed her iPad out of her bag and she took it with a shaky hand. She pulled up the presentation and started it up then handed the tablet to her mother to watch.
 
   Marilyn watched it with rapt attention.  There were times she brought her hand to her mouth as she was reminded of things.  A tear would escape her eye from time to time.  As emotional as I thought the presentation was, it was nothing compared to watching Marilyn's reactions.  At one point she looked up at Ky.  “You did it?  You got your degree?”
 
   Kylee nodded and her mother hugged her.  “I'm so proud of you Ky-Ky.”  A tear finally rolled down my redhead's cheek.  We sat back and watched as her mother finished watching the presentation.
 
   When it was over, the elder Nelson turned to her daughter.  “I remember a lot of that.  Some I didn't... I'm so glad you shared this with me.  Reminding me of... of me.”
 
   She stayed fairly lucid for the rest of our visit, sometimes getting confused or afraid.  But her sharp wit and their sarcastic banter were a treat to watch.  I sometimes wonder about my mother.  Did she even miss me?  I know I shouldn't be so hard on her, she really was doing the best she could.  But that isolation still haunts me today.  I also wonder if I'll ever be able to sit in silence without feeling the terror of being alone.
 
   We left with Kylee in much better spirits than she left with yesterday.  She stopped at the door and held up the iPad before stowing it in her bag and said softly, “Thanks.”
 
   I nodded with a smile.  “Anytime, Potato.  Just think, you can keep adding to it and show her each time.  Remind her of who she is.”
 
   We zipped up our jackets and headed out into the cold.
 
   We stopped at a convenience store to fill up.  She came in with me to grab some more oil and some sort of fuel additive.  Minutes later we were back on the freeway heading back toward Seattle.
 
   It was almost a mirror image of our trip here, though the alphabet game was much easier heading west for some reason.  We decided to forgo lunch and just snacked on our junk food and drove straight through, our bladders be damned.  It was a little past six and dark outside when we pulled into the hotel parking garage.  There were only a couple of reporters there so it wasn't a battle to get in this time.
 
   When we emerged into the lobby we looked over and Sylvester was over by the front desk.  Was he always working like Ky?  We gave him a little wave and he smiled and inclined his head to us a bit in acknowledgment and we headed up to our suites.
 
   I smiled when I got to my door.  “Room service, your room, thirty minutes?”
 
   She shyly nodded and scooted off the her room.  We looked at each other, and smiled then entered our rooms simultaneously.
 
   I put my suitcase by my bed and stretched and removed my wig.  The silence was screaming at me, I felt so alone.  I switched the radio on before I went to get ready for the night. But a soft voice called out from the connecting door.  “You don't need that.  I'm right here.  I'm not going anywhere Amber Lee.”
 
   Then she started humming one of my songs.  I grinned and reached for the radio.  I took a deep, shuddering breath and switched it off.  I grinned and went into the bathroom, leaving the door open so I could hear her humming.  It was odd but I was just fine with that.  I cleaned off my makeup and concealer and showered.  I hummed Deep Red to myself and was happy to hear her still humming at the door when I got out.  I could feel a blush burning on my cheeks.
 
   I donned my night clothes and walked up to the door timidly then said,  “Knock knock.”  The humming stopped and I opened the door and just about tripped over Kylee.  She was grinning up at me from where she sat with her back to the door frame.  She cleared the screen on her iPad and jumped up to her feet.  “Sorry.”
 
   I just grinned at her and flopped back on her bed dramatically with my arms spread wide.  “No problem at all, and Ky?”  She tilted her head and I continued.  “Thanks.”
 
   She looked down shyly.  “What are... ummm... whatever we are, for?”
 
   I gave a silly lopsided grin.  “Colleagues...”  I paused for effect.  “...until Thanksgiving.  Then hopefully, much, much more.”
 
   She grabbed her night clothes then scurried off into the bathroom without a word.  I called after her, “I'll ring room service.  Pasta?”
 
   “Yum,” she said from behind the bathroom door.
 
   The food arrived just before Ky was finished.  Then we ate.  I swear it was a contest over who could take the most seductive bite.  I was heating up everywhere.  Gawd I wanted her.  I finally broke. “FINE!  You win.  Now stop that, it isn't fair if we can't do anything about it.”
 
   She smiled in satisfaction though she looked a little flushed too.  “You're just a lightweight, Cornfed.”
 
   I waggled a fist at her as I scrunched up my face.
 
   After the meal I found a news station on the TV as I laid back on my favorite Kylee shaped pillow as she worked on her storyboards.  We both said nothing as a story that featured a video that has been going viral online was shown.  The title of the video was 'Babette vs the Douche'.  Someone this morning had taped the whole encounter with Chad on their cellphone.  Holy bejesus!  One point four million hits already.  Then the news anchor announced some information on 'Babette'.  A woman from Post Falls was being interviewed.  She was saying.  “I went to school with Babette Stevenson.  Only she was Kylee Nelson back then.  She was always an odd duck, but really nice.  She would always stare at the cute guys and the cheerleaders.  I heard she had gotten into film making but I never knew she had become so famous.”
 
   I murmured, “Shit.”  Kylee was pale as a ghost.  I shrugged apologeticly. “Again... welcome to hanging out with me.  I'm sorry you're getting caught up in this mess. I'll have Chase come clean.”
 
   But then she surprised me with a wry grin.  “No.  Don't.  Now that they know my real name... no publicity is bad publicity.  Maybe people will know my name when my internship is over and give me a chance.  Odds are nobody has seen it though.”
 
   I nodded in appreciation.  We talked into the night and at some point we dozed off, me listening to the beating of her heart.
 
   

Chapter 11 – The World Falls Apart
 
   In the morning she was up early chattering about getting me to the pre-shoot 'creative' meeting.  I snorted when she reminded me to take my thyroid medication as I left her to go get ready.  Again, she was humming through the door for me.  Gawd she was such an awesome person.  I felt so stupid that it was actually calming me.
 
   I kept staring at her iPad when it was her turn to get ready.  What did she keep hiding from me?
 
   When we were pulling out of the parking garage, the mob was back.  I could hear my name being shouted and 'Babette'.  Both of our heads swiveled when we heard one reporter yelling, “Kylee, can we ask a question!?”  We inched through to the road with the help of hotel security then we were on the way to Art in Motion.
 
   We pulled into the parking structure at the studio, there were quite a few paparazzi there too taking pictures as we entered.  We spiraled to the bowels of hell again to park Baltar.  He was extremely resistant to dying this time.  Kylee crossed her arms with a look on her face like a mother chastising a misbehaving child.  A few seconds later he sputtered to a stop.
 
   She shot a silly grin at me.  I looped my arm into the crook of hers as she led the way inside.  She scanned her ID badge and I scanned my VIP badge and went up to the same meeting room as last week. That Popsicle stick blonde girl... what was her name?  Leanne blocked Kylee from the door by leaning against the frame.
 
   She almost sneered as she looked Kylee up and down.  “I can't believe how far you'd go for this assignment.”
 
   Then she called back to me as she pushed past Ky.  “Amber, if you ever want to upgrade from chubby chasing and trade up to a real woman, I could be gay.  I'll let Evan know you are here.”
 
   I was shocked.  Kylee was just staring at the ground in embarrassment and hugging her iPad and purse to her chest as she wordlessly went into the room and sat at the conference table, still looking down.
 
   I whispered,  “What a skank.”  Not even that coaxed a smile from her.
 
   I didn't know what to say.  Leanne is the definition of the word bitch.  Before I could come up with anything, Evan and his entourage entered the room with Leanne in tow.
 
   Ky was on autopilot as she pulled up some sort of word processor for note taking and some sort of audio recording application.
 
   Evan looked at me then at Kylee.  He laid down some news articles and magazines with various headlines like “Who is Babette Stevenson”  and “Amber LaLanie and Babette Stevenson Caught in Love Nest”.  Kylee wouldn't look up at him.
 
   Then he turned to me after glancing back at Leanne.  “Ms. LaLanie, it is not for us to judge, but when we assigned Ms. Nelson to you we didn't mean... we don't run THAT kind of business.  After today, we will be assigning you a new personal assistant.”  He paused and turned slightly to the blonde bitch queen.  “Leanne.  She will attend to your professional schedule for the remainder of the shoot.”
 
   I don't think Kylee was even breathing now.  What the fuck did they think they were doing.  I opened my mouth but a quick pleading glance from Ky made me snap it shut again.
 
   Leanne was reaching over the conference table to shake my hand.  I ignored it and hissed at Evan. “Let's just get this over with.”
 
   Leanne looked hurt that I was ignoring her.  Tough, bitch.  Then Evan handed out storyboards and pulled them up on the conference room monitors.  I noticed that not a single person was taking notes except Kylee, as their team tweaked the parameters of the shoot a bit.  They were professional enough but I saw their weak links.
 
   When they walked through the concept.  Kylee looked down again.  I could tell she wanted to offer some input.  I thought it was OK, but as Ky said about the other shoot, it was 'safe'.  Didn't we want these videos to pack a punch?
 
   Then Evan opened the floor to questions or comments.  When nobody said anything I saw Ky shaking her head.  Evan caught it.  “You have something to add Ms. Nelson?”  He was deliberately not using her first name.
 
   She looked up nervously.  “Well, it is an ok arrangement.  But it doesn't really fit the person.  I mean, the video should fit her personality, play to her strengths.  With a few minor tweaks, it could resonate the fun that she embodies and make it memorable.  If we just...”
 
   Evan cut her off.  “We'll go with what we have.  Ms. LaLanie will do just fine.  Our plan is solid.” He was just dismissing her out of hand.  I wanted to hear more from her.
 
   But then Kylee's head snapped up.  I saw something in her eyes.  A strength that I hadn't seen her show here at her job before.  She said in strong unwavering voice,  “No.  I'm done being ignored here.  You want to settle for safe and mediocre music videos?  If you individualize each of these videos and play to the strengths and personalities of the artists, they would be ten times more successful!  Not just Amber's, but all of them.”
 
   Evan stood.  His voice was forceful now.  “Ms. Nelson.  Your services are no longer required at Art in Motion!  Turn in your badge at the front desk and vacate the premises!”
 
   She stood, tears welling up in her eyes and ran out the door, leaving her iPad behind.  I stood and yelled at Even,  “What the fuck have you done?  Are you mental?  Are you that insecure that you can't listen to valid ideas or arguments?”  I grabbed Kylee's iPad and left the room in search of her.  Leanne was following me.  Was that a smug look on her face?
 
   I spun on her.  “Get the fuck away from me!”  She looked confused as I walked off.
 
   I took the elevator to the lobby and didn't see Ky anywhere.  I went up to the security desk.  “Did Kylee Nelson come this way?”
 
   The tall muscular guy nodded and held up Kylee's badge.  “She just turned this in.  She was crying but wouldn't say what was wrong.  I hope she is ok.”  Me too.
 
   I thanked the man and exited into the parking structure.  I got down to where she parks but her car was gone.  “SHIT!”  I yelled to nobody in particular.
 
   I went back in to the security desk.  “Excuse me...”  I looked at his badge.  “Lemar, could you please arrange for a cab for me.  I need to get back to the Seattle Royal.”
 
   The man smiled sympathetically and shook his head.  “I can just call for a car from our motor pool. That would be faster and a little more... ummm... discreet.”
 
   I nodded.  “Thanks Lemar.  You are a good man.”
 
   He smiled and got on the phone.  A couple minutes later he looked at me.  “Miss LaLanie, the car is just right outside the door in the parking structure there.  The driver will take you wherever you need to go.”
 
   I thanked him and rushed through the door.  The driver rushed me to the hotel and I made my way up to our suites as fast as I could.  I entered my room then knocked on the connecting door.  “Ky... are you there?”  There was no answer.  The sense of urgency was tying my stomach in knots.  I opened the door and looked around.  I had missed her, everything was gone.  I was crying now.  It was hard to breath.  The silence was crashing in all around me.  I felt like I was being choked.
 
   I straightened in resolve.  I wouldn't fuck up her life like this!  I wiped my eyes and made my way back to the parking structure.  I had the driver bring me back to Art in Motion.  Inside I spoke with the main office.  They wouldn't give me Kylee's address.  It was 'privileged' information, even for 'ex' employees.
 
   I went back o the hotel, I was alone...  I turned on the radio full blast to keep the silence at bay. Then I grabbed the phone directory and looked her up.  She hadn't even lived here a year so she wasn't listed in it.  I called information and paid the damn three dollars for the listing only to find that she was unlisted.  I stared at my cell phone.  We had never exchanged numbers.  Shit.  How do I find her?  Think Amber Lee.
 
   I suddenly grabbed my cell again as I shut the radio off.  I was dialing the most level headed person I knew.  “Hi Kim?  Yeah it's me... Amber.  Umm... the fricking studio fired Kylee.  They implied improprieties then when she argued to make our videos better, the asshat fired her!  Yes... yes... I know!  Ok, I don't know how to locate her.  I thought maybe you'd... oh.  Frank Davenport!  Yes, why didn't I think of that.  Thanks Kim, I'll call him, you are a life saver.  Bye.”
 
   I nodded.  Level heads win the day.  I took a moment to calm down.  I took a deep breath then called my lawyer.  Mandy has always said he had a knack for finding people.  After laying it all out for him.  He promised he'd have something for me by the morning.  I thanked him then sat on the bed. Something hit my leg and I looked down.  It was her iPad.
 
   

Chapter 12 – Speechless
 
   I stared at her iPad for the longest time.  I didn't even realize I didn't have the radio on.  I shook my head and put the tablet on the nightstand then retrieved my netbook from my luggage.  I powered it up and tethered it to the personal hotspot on my iPhone.  I figured I didn't have the resources that Frank Davenport had, but I could do some investigation of my own.
 
   I searched for “Kylee Nelson.” How many could there possibly be?  Apparently the answer to that was “a ton”.  I went through the first few pages of results.  Most tied into Babette Stevenson stories.  But others to social media pages for Kylee Nelsons of all ages, shapes, and sizes.  Did I really expect it to be easy?
 
   Then I added “film” to the search.  Bingo!  Holy crap!  Apparently Ky is the queen of Indie short films. She won five separate awards in consecutive years at the Indie Film Festival in her last five years of college.
 
   There was a link to the first one, “Take Me As I Am”.  It was a retrospective spotlighting some kids growing up and the challenges, bigotry, and hate they faced when they came out as gay or bisexual to their friends and families.
 
   You really connected with the characters and the pacing of the film kept you engaged and invested in their lives as they struggled their way though to find their path in life.  A lot of it resonated with me.  The score was inspired and helped evoke the raw emotions being portrayed on the screen.  I found myself crying for one character, Paulina, when she decided taking her own life would be less painful than living with the disgust of her parents and the bullying at school.
 
   The film dedication came up before the credits ran.  “Dedicated to my best friend, Geri, who took her own life in the ninth grade.  Bullying and hate must end.”
 
   I quickly looked up the other four.  They weren't available online.  But I found three of them in the Indie Film section of iTunes and quickly bought them and downloaded them.
 
   One, “Survival”, was just as soul wrenching.  It focused on a young boy beside a house, idly kicking a ball against the garage.  The music was somber and understated.  He kept glancing back at the door of the house.  His clothes were faded and worn out and the house was in disrepair.  The other kids in the neighborhood were playing kickball in the cul de sac, but he never looked at them, his attention was on the front door.  One of his friends stopped on the sidewalk and looked at him pleadingly, but the first boy turned away, kicking his ball against the garage.  The second boy dropped his head and joined the other kids in their game.
 
   Finally the front door opened and an overweight, greasy looking man, came out zipping up his pants and tucking in his shirt. A woman who had a haunted look on her face, like she had given up on life, stood in the doorway and the man threw some cash at her and walked off to his car.  The woman crouched and picked the money up off the ground with shame in her eyes.  Then she spoke the first words in the film.  I almost jumped at the sound.  I hadn't even realized that nobody had spoken throughout the film until that moment.  “You can come back inside now Donny.”  The boy grabbed his ball and murmured, “Yes momma.”  As it faded to black into that deafening silence.
 
   I hadn't realized I was crying until I wiped my eyes on my sleeve.  The dedication was more of a plea for people not to judge what someone may do to survive in this world.
 
   I was almost afraid to look at the third one.  The last two had twisted me up inside.  I don't know why but I had expected her films to be geeky with scif-and-wizardy elements and the like.  But she was harnessing raw emotion.  It was so dark.  I thought of continuing my search but I couldn't stop looking at the last two short films, mocking me on the screen.  I clicked...
 
   This one was titled, “Redemption”.  A teenaged girl, Angela, was shunned by the other kids in school, called a bookworm and a geek.  One sickly looking girl, Rae, kept encouraging her though.  Angela kept her nose in the books and her studies.
 
   Then a time lapse collage sequence began.  To my surprise, with one of my more inspirational songs, Aspire, playing.  I swallowed hard.  She had used one of my songs.  My heart sped up.
 
   The scenes went back and forth between the two girls as they grew up.  The sequences with Angela followed her through school and graduation, then into med school.  While Rae's scenes showed her getting progressively sicker.  Angela would go visit Rae from time to time as the years ticked by in the film.
 
   We see Angela become a successful surgeon.  And Rae is eventually admitted to the hospital.  I was expecting to see her on her death bed, but instead she is informed that they are ready to repair her congenital heart defect.  She is wheeled in for surgery.
 
   After the surgery, the surgeon takes off her mask and we see that it is Angela with a tear running down her cheek.
 
   As the credits rolled, including the licensing information on my song, we see the time lapse continue as Angela and Rae become more than friends.  The scene ends in a retirement home with both women well into their seventies.  They are holding hands, their wedding bands touching.  It fades to black with them kissing.  A simple message is displayed on the black screen before it too fades.  “Never underestimate the power of friendship.”
 
   Dammit!  Now I'm crying for a different reason!  How can Ky capture and share these emotions so easily?
 
   Now I was hungry for the final film.  I eagerly clicked.  This one was titled “Work in Progress”.  This one was a documentary about Kylee herself.  Following her through her college years in her quest to live her dream of becoming a filmmaker.  I kept forgetting it was her while I was watching as she overcame hurdles in her way, no obstacle seemed to stop her for long.  It was so fun and interesting I kept rooting for her.  It was punctuated with her quirky personality and her geek princess ways.  This was a very upbeat film and the instrumental was inspired.   It suddenly hit me.  This was electric violin music by Sarah Kreitz-Qualls!
 
   It ended with Ky looking directly into the camera with her dimpled smile.  She was excited.  “OK, now I just need to edit this together and submit it as my final.  Wish me luck everyone, my adventure is just beginning!  I'll let you all know when I have made it!  That's me, Kylee Nelson, a work in progress.”  She comically tilted her head and opened her mouth with her tongue hanging out the side.  I found myself grinning as the credits rolled.  This was a fun Auto-Biographical piece and she shared the excitement of her dreams with the audience.
 
   I reflected on the films then just shook my head.  She has even more depth and layers that I had already discovered.  I was left wondering about what the fifth film was about.  But my happiness was suddenly dampened as I remembered the current situation. Her dream is crumbling because of me.
 
   I caught myself glancing at her iPad from time to time.  I wasn’t getting anywhere anyway.  I checked the time, it was way past lunch and approaching dinnertime.  I called for room service then glanced at her tablet again.  I shook myself then went back to researching her online.
 
   My willpower finally broke.  I timidly picked up her iPad and looked at it like it were something sacred.  I sat back on the bed staring at it.  I hit the home button and the screen sprang to life.  I sighed in relief, she didn't use a pass code.
 
   I was about to start looking around on the tablet when I was startled by a knock at the door.  Jesus! I dropped the iPad quickly on the bed like it was on fire, then made my way to the door.  I took the tray and tipped the man.  Then chuckled at myself for my jumpiness, once I sat back on the bed.
 
   I munched on the chef's salad I had ordered and kept looking at her tablet.  I finished eating then purposely ignored her tablet and grabbed the TV remote.  It was almost time for the news.  I turned on the TV and went to a local channel and took off my wig to let down my hair and let my scalp breathe.
 
   With a certain degree of silliness, I flopped back onto the bed and my head hit the pillow... with a crinkle?  I sat up and pulled the bedspread down to reveal a note on my pillow with Kylee's signature at the bottom.
 
   I swear my heart forgot how to beat.  For some reason I was terrified as to what the note might contain.  I didn't want her to think that 'we' were a bad idea.  I stilled myself and gathered the courage, then started to read.
 
   [Amber Lee, I'm so sorry that the shadow of improprieties has tarnished your name with Art in Motion.  I hope you can forgive me.  You are such a wonderful, smart, exciting, funny, and intelligent woman.  I know there are great things in store for you in the future.  But please, do one thing for me, do not be afraid to be yourself.  To show the world who you are and stand proudly.  I know you cannot see it, but Amber Lee is the person you were destined to be.  The one I hold dear in my heart.  You just need to show the world, Cornfed.  Your friend and keeper, Kylee Marilyn Nelson]
 
   My eyes were welling up.  I must have read the note ten times before I held it to my forehead, took a deep breath, then folded it gently and slid it into my purse.
 
   Suddenly I was mad and I couldn't tell you why.  I didn't understand half the emotions that were swirling around inside me.  I looked at her iPad and snatched it up and hit the home button and looked for the applications she used for her work.
 
   I sifted through the folders and found one for the charity album.  I looked at all the titles, there were two for every artist and two for the group number.  The first being the original storyboards and the second being her tweaks.  I noticed that my name was conspicuously absent from the folder.
 
   I clicked on the group presentation and watched the original concept, then I watched her concept right after it.  I got a unique point of view this time, as her personal notes were displayed on a layer on top of the presentation.  I saw an icon that looked like a sticky note and experimentally clicked it and her notes vanished and I clicked it again and they were back.
 
   I went back to the original and played it with her notes visible.  For each cutaway to individual artists, she had notes like “Max is a country boy at heart, we should lose the modern wardrobe and substitute a more down home feeling outfit.”  or  “Miranda is a trickster with a wicked sense of humor, she should start the mock snowball fight.”  Her personal notes on each of us were spot on with our personalities.  I smiled a little, she had a knack for seeing into the heart of people.
 
   I totally forgot about the news.  Instead I kicked off my shoes and curled into a comfortable sitting position and started to watch every presentation and Kylee's tweaks in marathon style.
 
   My god!  It absolutely floored me how she was taking these average music video ideas and with minor modifications that played to the strengths and personalities of each artist, turning each one into a memorable and emotional work of art.  There was no doubt in my mind that she had what it took to make her dream a reality.
 
   When I finished, my heart ached a little because she had done nothing with the concept for my video.  I poked around in some of the other folders, one was marked “rejected”.  I opened it and saw some of the past projects she had made modifications to and submitted to the producers.  I watched every presentation.  With few exceptions, I liked Ky's ideas better than what was shot.
 
   Then I hesitated on a folder marked 'Personal'.  I looked around like I was checking to make sure nobody was watching.  I know, stupid, but I really felt bad snooping around like this.  But everything I saw just made me understand that marvelous red headed imp better.  She was amazing!  I closed my eyes as I tapped the icon for the folder.
 
   There were a few files on personal projects and potential screenplays, and one labeled 'Mom' and one 'Private – My Eyes Only'.  I smiled knowing what was in the 'Mom' folder.  I tapped it and there was the presentation and all sorts of assets.  I was curious and looked through the photos.  I stopped at one I had to giggle at.  It must have been Ky's bedroom, she looked like a teenager, maybe seventeen.
 
   Her back was to the camera and she was apparently singing into a hairbrush.  Her mother must have shot this candid pic.  A lump formed in my throat when I noticed a poster on her wall.  It was me, the year of the Karaoke Queen competition.  Mandy Fay Harris had pulled me aside after the competition and told me she loved the fun and excitement I put into my singing and even though I didn't win the competition, she wanted to produce an album with me.  That's kind of where “Amber LaLanie” was born.
 
   Mandy was scary insightful like Kylee is.  She had told me on many occasions not to hide myself away, that our scars make us beautiful.  That woman is a certifiable force of nature.
 
   I looked through all the photos, more often than not, I caught myself smiling.  Then I went back and stared at the 'Private – My Eyes Only' folder.  I spoke out loud to myself, “Sorry Potato, but I've already dug this deep.”  I tapped the folder and the conceptual presentations for my video for the charity album were there and tons of assets.  Dozens of photos and video clips, hundreds of audio clips of me.
 
   I watched the original concept for my video.  It was decent, this one, like the others had notes.  But unlike the others that had a dozen or so notes, mine had hundreds!  They were literally everywhere. “No, no, no!  Get rid of the risque wardrobe.  Amber is not selling her body here she is sharing the fun and emotion she can evoke from the words of the song!”  Or, “Don't they even pay attention to her personality?  This scene is too harsh, Amber should be bouncing on her tiptoes here as the lyrics hit crescendo.”  One hit hard, “This portion needs to focus on her eyes.  There is a pain down inside of them that she heals with the playfulness of the music.  Capture that!”
 
   I put a hand over my mouth.  Dammit.  I'm tearing up again.  When it was over I hovered my finger over her conceptual file I saw the 'For Me Only' appended to the file name.
 
   I clicked it and found myself speechless.  I listened to my own voice speaking, repeating words I had only shared with her, over the intro.  The entire thing was animated like I was watching an actual music video.  What I saw brought happy memories rushing back into my mind.  My God, that was the fun dance I caught her doing the other day!  I was crying now, and it wasn't because of the video itself but because of how I was drawn throughout it.  It was Amber Lee there taking center stage, not Amber LaLanie.
 
   I shut the iPad off and took a deep breath in determination.  I WAS NOT going to be the cause of her not realizing her dreams.  I could do one thing for her, and I knew exactly what to do, and there was only one person with the power to help me do what needed to be done.
 
   I grabbed my cell and hit speed dial two.  A moment later I said, “Hi, Mandy?”
 
   

Chapter 13 – This is My Life Now
 
   “Kylee?  Can you clear the tables while I man the line?”  Millie asked sweetly.  I smiled at her and nodded.  She was such an awesome lady, she didn't even ask any questions when I had asked for my job back at Millie's Espresso Barn.  She just said, “Of course sweetie.” She added my name to the schedule while I was sitting there.  I have always liked her, she reminds me a lot of mom.
 
   I had packed up my belongings from the company funded apartment the day I was fired.  The day all my dreams came crumbling down around me.  There was a hole in my heart where Amber belonged, but I was already tarnishing her reputation, I didn't need to drag her down with me.  She deserved better.  I left my keys and the company credit card on the counter as I left.
 
   I didn't know where I was going I just drove on auto pilot.  Of course I wasn't surprised to find myself back in Post Falls around two in the morning.  Where else would I go?  But I didn't even have a home here and I had no money.  I slept in Baltar and in the morning, after visiting with Mom, I headed into Spokane and sold a bunch of my comic books and collectibles.
 
   I couldn't live in a car, but until I had enough money for first month's rent and a damage deposit, I didn't really have a choice.  At least now I had money for food and gas and a motel room for a couple days.  I met with Millie that night and she gave my old job back.
 
   With a heavy heart I put a for sale sign on my Gremlin while I worked my first shift.  Even beat to crap and barely running, he was worth a minimum of three grand, So I was asking twenty five hundred for a quick sale.  Funny that one of the two most mocked cars in US history is now considered a “classic” and now in demand.  But hey, at least Baltar wasn't a Pacer.
 
   I wound up trading his pink slip to a guy later that day for two thousand cash.  Frigging cheapskate knew I was desperate for money and took advantage of me.
 
   The next day I rented a room on the outskirts of town closest to Terrace Ridge.  It was just a quarter mile walk to there or to work so it was ideally situated though it was pretty run down, but it was what I could afford on my salary and tips.  It was a pain in the butt hauling my belongings one box at a time between the motel and the apartment.  Millie had let me take the afternoon off to move in.
 
   These had been the toughest two weeks of my life.  That thought snapped me back to the present as I wiped down the tables and cleared away the cups.
 
   Tomorrow was Thanksgiving.  I smiled a little knowing Amber wouldn't be alone for it, Sammie would make sure of that.  It all just seemed like a dream to me now.  Meeting and befriending all those famous people.  But that's really all it was, a dream, an illusion, I didn't belong in their world.
 
   I got back to the counter and took over for Millie taking coffee orders.  I almost snorted at myself since this was the farthest I progressed in my film career, too, 'coffee girl'.  I shrugged to myself and took the next order.  I glanced back at Millie. “I can work the open to close shift tomorrow, I have no place to be.  We close at noon tomorrow anyway.”
 
   She gave me a sad smile and said, “Thanks hon.” I turned back to finish making an espresso for my customer.
 
   A little later that afternoon a man came in and was staring at me from the doorway for a minute.  He was looking at something on his phone then at me, like he was comparing something.  Then he smiled and walked up to the counter.  I gave my 'service' smile.  “What can I get for you sir?”
 
   He said, “Ah good, it is you.”  He pulled out a recorder and asked, “Babette, I was wondering if I could ask a few questions about...”
 
   I cut him off.  Damn.  This is the second reporter to have found me since I was fired.  I didn't need them screwing up my life any further.  “I'm sorry sir, but if you aren't going to order something, I'm going to have to ask you to leave.  I have other customers waiting to order.”
 
   He started up again but Millie had seen this unfolding and came chugging over like a freight train. “Kylee, could you get some napkins for me from the back?  I'll help this customer.”  Her voice could have frozen the sun as she said 'this customer'.  Oooo that sounds like a Doctor Who episode.
 
   I shot her a look of thanks and escaped to the back room.  Tears were threatening.  No, I won't be a victim of my own life!  I decide who can make me feel bad, not them!  I grabbed a package of napkins and marched right back out.  I defiantly restocked the napkin holders, shooting daggers from my eyes at the reporter while Millie escorted him to the door.
 
   She tilted her head at me and snorted.  “Easy there warrior princess.  We need those things in working order.”  She winked as I realized I was just jamming the napkins into the holders.  I blushed and she took over and I went to help the next customer.  I looked back at her, grinning at her Xena reference.
 
   We closed down at seven and before I left, Millie said, “Oh wait Kylee, this came here today but it was addressed to you.”  She handed me an envelope and I froze.  The return address was to Mandy Fay Harris with Harmony Trax.  Dammit.  Just what I need is to have her pissed at me too.
 
   I smiled a smile I didn't feel.  “Thank Mil.  You have a good time with your family tomorrow. Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   She reached over and placed a hand on my arm and gave it a little squeeze.  “Will do.  I'll see you on Friday hon.”  I nodded with a smile I did feel this time, and bundled up for the walk to my apartment.
 
   Once I got home and into some more comfortable night clothes, I sat cross legged on the floor of my empty apartment and tethered my laptop to my hotspot then jumped online for a little gaming to keep my mind off Amber.  This would be the first time since I played with Sammie.
 
   The moment I logged onto Robo-Terror, Queen Destructo was pinging me for a chat.  I smiled, at least I still have one friend.  I put on my headset and entered the game and pulled up the chat on the side.  “Sup girl?”  I said into the mic.
 
   She sputtered out in a worried and annoyed voice.  “Where the hell have you been Kylee? Everyone has been looking for you for a couple weeks.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a second and took a deep breath.  I opened them again and took advantage of her distraction and fired a plasma cannon point blank into her battle bot, shredding its left arm and dropping her health meter to fifty percent.  She snarled and said, “Hey!  Cheap shot!”
 
   I chuckled and said, “I really don't want to talk about it yet, Reese.  Sorry.”
 
   She was silent a moment as her robot dropped into a crouch and spun, taking the legs out from under mine and destroying my stabilization gyros, my health meter almost bottomed out.  Damn. There's a reason she calls herself Queen Destructo.  “Not a problem lady.  Just promise you will talk with someone at some point.”
 
   I nodded to myself.  “I promise.”
 
   She replied, “Good.  Oh, and I'm also sorry.”
 
   I tilted my head and asked, “For what?”
 
   She laughed maniacally. “For this!” Her robot sprang back up and did a roundhouse kick, severing my robot's head from its body.
 
   I actually giggled.  “Damn girl!”  She kept me company for an hour as we played, and she didn't pry. Then I thanked her and logged off.  She had taken me five wins to one in melees.  But then we teamed up and slaughtered everyone in the city battlefield.  Level up!
 
   I looked around.  I didn't even have a TV.  I was bored.  I wish I knew what I had done with my iPad.  Once I save up a little money, that will be my first purchase.  Even though it is pointless now, I just HAD to work on my personal film projects.  It was almost a compulsion.  Hmmm... that reminds me.  I think I should change my login info on my online accounts since my iPad has access to all my files.
 
   I betrayed my own convictions to forget about everything from the past few weeks, and move on, as I cued up one of Amber's albums on my iPod.  I sat back and pulled up a word processor on my laptop, with a tear in my eye and an ache in my heart, then started a new screenplay that would never see the light of day.  I snorted when I decided on what to write.
 
   All night, that envelope from Mandy Harris sat on the milk crate I was using as a table, mocking me.  Hmmm, I'm going to need at least a chair and a bed in here.  Maybe I'll use some of my limited funds at the thrift store Friday.
 
   I took a moment to look around.  Well, this is my life now.  Then I started writing like a woman possessed.  The story seemed to flow out of me as I pictured the characters in my head.  I didn't care that nobody would see this, I just had to write it, it was so different than everything else I had ever made.
 
   I don't even know when I had fallen asleep on the floor.
 
   

Chapter 14 – Thanksgiving
 
   I woke up to my five o clock alarm.  My laptop had gone into sleep mode to conserve battery.  I hooked it up to the charger and unplugged my iPhone from its charger.  I groaned.  I better hurry, I had to open the Espresso Barn at six.  I was quick to shower and get dressed including the uniform blouse for the Barn with my little Kylee name tag with a Tardis drawn behind my name.  I grabbed my purse on the way out, stuffing Mandy's envelope in it.
 
   It was fairly busy for the first hour as everyone was heading to relatives for the holiday dinner.  But then it was just trickle in customers.  I was so bored by eleven that I was already doing all the closing prep.  I'd just leave one espresso machine active.  At eleven fifty I took a chance that there would be no more customers.  I was cleaning the second machine and bringing the utensils to the back room to put in the commercial dishwasher when I heard the entry chime.
 
   Darn.  I called out, “Be right there!”  I heard a mumbled response.
 
   I washed my hands quickly and straightened my apron as I made my way back up front chiming, “What can I get for you today?”
 
   I passed to the front, nudged my glasses up the ridge of my nose, and stopped dead as a young smiling blonde teen with a shock of pink hair said,  “How about an order of Auntie Kylee to go?”  Her grin doubled at her own joke.  Standing behind Sammie with similar evil grins were Skylar and Kimi Roth!
 
   I was still in shock and waited for my brain to re-route the circuit between my speech center and my mouth. Finally I broke out into a huge smile.  “What are you guys doing here?”
 
   I ran around the counter and hugged each of them.  Sammie playfully hung on and shook me side to side before releasing me.
 
   Kim cocked an eyebrow at me, her face may as well have been carved from stone, but it suddenly broke into a mirthful smile again.  “Well, it seems that we are being used as messengers.  We're supposed to get you to Terrace Ridge to see your mother by two o clock.  Or Mandy Harris will...  what was it Sky?”
 
    “End us.  I believe that was the term she used, Flower,” Skylar said.
 
   Kim nodded.  “Yes that was it, or Mandy Harris will end us.  Soooo, we thought it would be prudent to do her bidding.”
 
   Sammie looked around.  “So, it looks pretty bloody dead around here.  When can we jailbreak you?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Shouldn't you be having Thanksgiving with family and loved ones?”
 
   Skylar rolled her eyes, “That's what we are doing you silly bird, duh.”
 
   I blushed and looked at the women.   “Well I was actually just finishing up the cleanup.  We close at noon today.  What is going on?”
 
   Kim cocked an eyebrow again.  “Didn't you get Mandy's letter?”
 
   I looked at her blankly.  “Oh... yes, I got something yesterday, it was sent here, but I was afraid to read it.  It is in my purse now.”
 
   I looked around, it was a couple minutes early but I didn't think Millie would mind.  “We can go now if you like.”  They nodded and I brought the last of the implements back to the dishwasher and started it, then hung up my apron.
 
   The girls were waiting at the door, I shut off the lights and flipped on the 'closed' sign.  We all bundled up except Kim, her light jacket was unzipped as we stepped out into the cold and I locked up.
 
   They all sort of looked at me as we stood there while I waited for them to lead the way to their car.  It was a little awkward.  Skylar finally spoke up, “Ummm... so, where's your car Kylee?  It's getting bloody cold out here.  We took a horrendously expensive cab here from the little airstrip in Spokane that Jane and Crystal dumped us at.”
 
   I blushed and looked away in shame, pushing my glasses up.  “I... I had to sell Baltar.  For rent money.  The guy ripped me off.  I'm on foot now.”
 
   Kim's stoic expression changed suddenly to something that resembled rage as her eyes narrowed.  I didn't miss Skylar's hand instinctively slipping into hers, instantly calming her.  Kim shook her head. “That's not right. Something is going to have to be done about that.”
 
   She turned to me. “Well then, please lead the way to Terrace Ridge if you would be so kind 'Babette'.  I'm quite fond of being NOT-ended.”  It was like her anger never existed suddenly.  She was so hard to get a read on, but I think I really liked that fact about her.  Her unpredictability made her... predictable, if that makes any sense.
 
   As we walked and chatted, I noticed two things.   One, they steered clear of the past two weeks in the conversation.  And two, the cold didn't seem to affect Kim in the slightest.  If anything she seemed to look a little uncomfortable in her coat, always shrugging and pulling at it like she was overheating.
 
   I caught myself in mid sentence a couple times about to ask about Amber, but I was too afraid about what they would say.  They would all look at me with a strange expectant expression every time I did that.
 
   Before long we were walking up to the entrance at Terrace Ridge.  When we entered, Wanda was there and seemed to be holding her breath in anticipation.  “Oh good, you're here.”  She didn't seem surprised nor phased at the presence of Satin Thunder.
 
   We unzipped our jackets and Wanda said, “She is in the rec room with the rest of the residents that are able.”
 
   I looked between her and the girls in confusion.  Wanda covered her mouth.  “Oh, you haven't told her.  Sorry.”  Skylar shot her a wink and Wanda led us into the recreation room.  It was crowded with patients, their family members, and staff.  There was a long table on one side with turkey sandwiches, drinks, and snacks.  What was going on here?
 
   It wasn't a very good day for mom, she didn't recognize me.  That always hurts the worst.  You always hope that your connection is strong enough that your loved ones will remember, that damn disease takes that hope from you.  But she always has a smile for me never the less.  She likes to hold hands, I think for the human contact, giving her an anchor.
 
   I sat with her on the big couch that she favored, and Sammie sat on my other side with a plate of sandwiches for us and three cups of cola for us to share.  Skylar smiled at mom and me.  “We'll be just a moment.  Wanda wrangled us into something.”
 
   Mom looked at me.  “This is so exciting.  It is Thanksgiving you know.  I have a daughter, she may visit.”
 
   I smiled at her fondly.  At least she knows she has a daughter.  “That would be great mom.”  I squeezed her hand.
 
   A minute later Kim and Skylar came out with a couple wireless microphones and an acoustic guitar. I could hear mild hissing on the intercom.  This must be the Home's PA equipment.  Wanda borrowed a microphone.  “Could I get everyone's attention please?”
 
   There was some murmuring and everyone quieted down and turned toward her.  She grinned.  “We have a special treat today, to help us celebrate Thanksgiving.  With some begging and pleading on my part, I got Skylar and Kimi Roth to agree to play a song or two for us.  So please welcome, Satin Thunder.”  Everyone clapped enthusiastically.  I don't know why but I was as excited as I would have been at a live concert.
 
   Skylar, always the front woman for their band before they retired, took the lead.  “Hi!  How's everyone doing this afternoon?”  There was some positive murmuring.  She smiled.  “Brill! Well I'm American only by marriage so I never celebrated Thanksgiving before I met my Flower, but we're bloody excited to be able to share the day with you all.  Every single one of you is beautiful and unique in your own way, so with that in mind, we'd like to start out with Snowflakes.”
 
   She put the mic in the stand as Kimi started strumming a familiar tune.  I should know, this has always been one of my favorites of theirs!  Skylar started singing, and let me tell you, retirement has done nothing to dull the emotion her voice can magically evoke.  She and Kim seemed to play with each other throughout the song and tinkered with the melody on the fly.  Sky surrendered all the power notes to Kim.
 
   I've heard it said many times, that Skylar is the Satin and Kimi is the Thunder.  This song punctuated that, and more.  It was almost magical watching them together and how perfectly they meshed.  It was amazing how fluidly Sky was dancing around on her artificial foot.
 
   I did a double take when a voice that sounded virtually identical to Skylar's joined in the song. My smile doubled as Sammie sang with her parents from the couch.  I don't even think she realized she was doing it.
 
   I was impressed by the cheering at the end, especially because of the average age of the people here.  There were smiles everywhere.  Then they started singing Mirrored Souls.  That was one of their later hits that became one of the most requested songs at weddings for years.  You can feel Skylar's hand in that one, it is so emotional and full of love.
 
   They finished, staring into each others eyes, their faces inches away from each other.  They whispered to each other,  “I love you Flower.”  “I love you Sky.”  The applause was even louder.
 
   Then Skylar spoke into the mic, “Thanks for putting up with us today everyone.  This was quite a pleasure.”  There were more applause then Kim dragged Skylar over and pulled her down onto her lap on the arm of the couch.  Sammie hopped up and ran to get them some drinks as Kim reached for a turkey sandwich.
 
   Kim suddenly smiled at us.  “That was fun.”
 
   I grinned at her and Sky.  “OMG, I still have goosebumps.  You two are still beyond amazing.”
 
   Mom looked at them and tilted her head and spoke under her breath, “Are you two... a couple?”  They nodded and mom fanned her face with a mischievous smile. “Oh my.”  Then she looked around and whispered conspiratorially, “I think my Ky-Ky might be gay too.”
 
   I bumped her shoulder playfully.  “Moooom.  I came out to you in high school.  And I'm bi.”
 
   She looked at me in confusion.  “Kylee?”  I nodded.  Then she added, “You did?”  I grabbed her hand and squeezed when I saw that familiar fear she got when she couldn't remember something.  That seemed to relax her.
 
   I nodded. “You had a tough time with it at first, but you accepted it.  I think you were afraid of how people would treat me.”  I could see here trying to form the memories, but then she just surrendered and squeezed my hand back.  She gave Sam a huge smile when she returned and handed her parents some cola.
 
   I turned to the Roths.  “So, really, why are you here?”
 
   Kim shrugged.  “We told you, we're here because Mandy threatened us with bodily harm if we didn't have you here by two pm and we are here for family.  Sammie is convinced you are one of her endless supply of aunts... so, family.  Thanksgiving, yay.”
 
   Sammie was comically nodding in agreement.  Gawd she was cute, she was going to make someone a fine catch when she grows up.
 
   Skylar was scrunching up her face.  “But no American Football right?  You promised, Flower.”
 
   Kim shook her head and rolled her eyes.  “No.  No football Sky.  That was just one time!  I only made you watch a game one time because Seattle was playing.  You're never going to let me live that down.” Skylar winked at her and everyone laughed.
 
   It was comical really, as we all chatted about various flowing topics, I would catch either one of the Roths or Wanda glancing up at the clock.  What was really going on here? Then at five minutes to two Wanda got on the mic again, “Could I get everyone's attention please?”  We all looked at her and she smiled at the room.
 
   She continued.  “In honor of having Satin Thunder here with us today, we thought we'd give everyone a treat and share the special project they and other talented people have been working on this month.  Today a new holiday album that benefits two local charities was released, and with that release, special music videos were made to help promote sales to farther the reach of the help that can be given to people in need.”
 
   I was getting nervous and shifted around in my seat.  I saw where this was going as they lowered the movie screen at the far end of the room and the projector was starting up with the music channel playing.  I didn't want to be reminded of the project and the job I got kicked off of.  It was too fresh, too painful.  I stood quickly to escape only to be blocked by a semi circle of Roths, like they knew I'd try to bolt.  Kim raised an eyebrow.  “No you don't Kylee.  Sit.”  Sammie grabbed my hand and dragged me back down to the couch.
 
   Jimmy Blaine, the host of 'The Hit List' started announcing a special holiday treat.  “With the release of the Callahan Foundation and the AWK's holiday benefit album with record sales that have already soared off the charts, we'd like to play a marathon of the music videos that had a simultaneous release.  Available as digital downloads.  Critics are raving over the compilations!  So without farther ado, here's Rock the Angels!”
 
   The music started up as the camera was panning across the snowy valley.  Tears were welling up in my eyes.  I can't do this.  I stood to bolt again but froze as a powerful, clear, and perfect voice rang out as the first soloist sang.  I stopped my first stuttering step and my eyes snapped to the screen to see someone who had not stepped inside a recording booth since she retired, owned the screen, strutting trough the falling snow.  Mandy Fay Harris was smiling as she sang that song of hope, just like in my presentation.
 
   I couldn't move.  My eyes flicked from the screen to the smiling faces of the Roths, whose eyes were locked on me.  The camera did a cross fade to the choir of all the artists I had come to know.  I had heard the song many times on my iPad, but seeing it on the screen with the love and hope they all shared was emotional.  The next soloist, a young, bald girl in a hospital gown holding on to her IV tree who looked sick and slightly bloated sang out in an angel's voice.
 
   I  felt tears flowing down my cheeks as I watched the song progress, using every suggestion I had pitched.  At the crescendo as the last power note of the choir was ringing out the camera went wide angle and Penny Franklin was there beside them, she arched her back and her trademark “Meeeooowwww!” punctuated the end of the number.  Then the screen instantly cut to black with the song, album, and production company names displayed in the lower left corner.
 
   My hands flashed to cover my mouth as I saw Wanda standing beside the screen and pointing out the fourth line.  “Video Concept by Kylee Nelson”  People were turning to look at me and clap.
 
   Mom looked back and fourth between the screen and me as I collapsed on the couch beside her again.  She held my hand and said, “You did it baby.  You realized your dreams.  I'm so proud.”  I wiped my tears on my sleeve then tried hard not to break down.
 
   I glanced over at Skylar.  “How? ...”
 
   She brought a finger to her lips.  “Shhh... just relax and watch.”
 
   Then I watched as each video from the various artists progressed.  My hands were shaking.  I was getting more and more confused as each one ended with my name credited for the concepts.  They were using ALL of my ideas but I had never shown any of my individual artist presentations.  Where did they get them?  MY iPad!  Oh shit, there were things I would never want Art in Motion to see!
 
   Then my worst fear was realized when the final video was announced.   Holiday Cheer by Amber Lee LaLanie.  Amber Lee?  I buried my head in my hands, I think I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.  But then my head snapped up when the music intro started playing and a voice started speaking over it.  Amber's face was on the screen, repeating those words she spoke to me before.
 
   “That's what music is.  The embodiment of fun and emotion.  It shares a connection between people that mere words can't do.  Just listening to the lyrics you can see, feel, taste the emotion of the artist who wrote the song.  We can all empathize, from our own experiences, with the words and make them our own.  That's the magic of music and why it will never get old for me.”  As she was speaking, she was unpinning her pink wig just like in my private video I had made of her.  She flung the wig aside and let her snow leopard hair down and fluffed it up with her fingers.  Then she started removing the makeup from her face.  When she was done with the monologue, she lifted her head, her eyes were glittering and she had a huge smile on her face.  “I'm tired of hiding.  Let's have some fun!”
 
   Then the camera cut to Amber Lee... not Amber LaLanie.. strutting in a holiday wonderland.  Her vitiligo on proud display and that gorgeous mane of hers that I longed to run my fingers through, flowing behind her.
 
   She projected pure fun and seemed to become the music she was singing.  Her joyful movements mirrored the dance I had envisioned.  I was crying again.  My smile almost hurt as she hit that playful rhythm in the middle, closing her eyes and bouncing on her toes in a circle.  It ended with her fist pumping and yelling, “Spread the cheer!”
 
   Her voice spoke as the screen faded to black displaying the music video information.  “Someone I care about shared a simple truth with me recently.  'Show the world who you are and stand proudly.'  I want to share that same truth with you.”  Gawd she was spectacular.  I missed her so much but I was so very proud of her.  I realized I was still smiling in shock.
 
   Then the host was back on announcing the top forty countdown as Wanda turned off the A/V projector.
 
   People were clapping in my direction, including mom and the Roths.  I was blushing profusely.  I looked pleadingly at Kim and Sky as I nudged my glasses farther up.  “How?  When?  Is she ok?”
 
   Before she could reply a guitar started strumming in a playful tune and a voice that I craved rang out singing an upbeat song of treasures found and wonders to be seen and discovered.  Amber Lee was sitting on a stool where Satin Thunder had just played earlier.  Her twinkling eyes were locked on me and her smile was contagious.  I just watched with a hand covering my smiling mouth.
 
   I didn't recognize the song but it dragged us all along for a merry ride.  This was one of the best numbers I had heard her sing.  I was mesmerized by the splotches on her face, neck and arm, they made her look so exotic so... gawd I was getting aroused.  How sexy can one woman be?  Then it hit me, not only was she letting people see her real hair but she was wearing short sleeves!
 
   On the second chorus I thought I was going to blush into the nether realm when I realized this Deep Red she was singing about was me.  I stood on wobbly legs, a grinning Sammie helped me stand.  I made my way quickly to her as she finished to the room clapping at her.
 
   She put the guitar down just in time as I grabbed her into a tight hug.  I realized what I was doing and released her and stepped back quickly looking at the floor.  “Sorry.  I didn't mean...”
 
   She reached out and tilted my head up so our eyes met.  She was smiling.  “Never apologize to me. I sure hope you meant the hug.  Otherwise my plan of coming to date the hell out of you after all that video business was done like I promised, would be ruined.”  I realized the room was silent.
 
   I looked around and leaned in and whispered,  “But you're Amber LaLanie...”
 
   She cut me off with a whisper of her own, “No.  I'm Amber Lee.  A simple girl from Iowa, standing in front of the amazing woman that I hope I can call my girlfriend.”
 
   I was crying happy tears and nodding like a fool.  But nothing mattered but the lips that were now on mine.  I could die happy now.
 
   She was dragging me by my hand back to mom.  Sammie stood and let us sit.  Then the stories began.
 
   I couldn't let go of Amber's hand as Kim relayed how all of this came about.  She started by saying, “It was legendary.  The stuff of heroes.”  Her voice drifted and her eyes seemed far away when she said 'heroes'.
 
   Amber laughed at that and said, “I don't know about that.  Mandy was the hero in this piece.  After I called her when I couldn't find you Ky.  And I...”  She paused and pulled out my iPad from her purse and handed it to me shyly.  “And I saw the amazing ideas you had for the videos...”  She was blushing profusely.  “She almost made me spew the water I was drinking when she ended our conversation with 'Don't worry Amber.  I got this shit.' That woman has comedic timing.”
 
   Kim's stoic look broke as she added. “You should have seen ol' Evan when she showed up at Art in Motion with all of us artists in tow and asked... how did she put it Sky?”
 
   Skylar comically covered Sammie's ears.  “Well Flower, I believe it was 'What kind of a fucked up operation are you running here?'  Then she slid Kylee's iPad over to Evan and said 'I want THESE videos.  Make it happen or we are scrapping this million dollar project with you!'  It was brill.”
 
   Kim nodded with a sly grin.  “Yes, that was it.  Fucked up operation.  Thanks Sky.”  The two exchanged cheesy grins at their sarcastic banter.  Kimi continued.  “She had them sound booth then shoot her for her part that day then left Amber in charge of the project in her stead and she returned to her lovely wife Anabella down in Vancouver.”
 
   Sky smiled at me. “You would have been bloody proud of Amber, Kylee.  I swear there was fire in her eyes and I cried when she took off her bloody wig at Art in Motion and kicked ass and took names.  You are so good for her you know?”  Then she whispered to Amber's blushing embarrassment.  “She made that git, Leanne, fetch the coffee every day.”
 
   I snorted then just stared into Amber's eyes.  I got lost in them and tuned out for a bit.  She was almost giggling when she said more assertively, startling me out of my daydream of her lips on mine.  “Hey Potato?  You listening?”
 
   I squinted an eye and waggled a fist at her.  “Watch it Cornfed!”  To everyone's laughter.
 
   Then Wendy announced that it was now five pm and visiting time was over.  Everyone groaned in disappointment.  I turned to mom as a nurse came up to her.  I smiled.  “I love you so much mom.  I'll see you tomorrow.  Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   She looked confused as she asked, “Ky-Ky?”
 
   I nodded and hugged her again as she said, “I love you too.” Then my girls.  Heh, that sounds so odd.  My girls all gave her hugs and bid her goodbye too before she was led away to her room.
 
   I closed my eyes and just spoke to the universe, “I'm so happy right now.”
 
   Amber gave me a quick peck on the lips.  “Ok, Potato, lets load up Baltar and get to your place for a makeshift Thanksgiving!”
 
   I bit my lip and scrunched up my face,  “Ummm... there may be a slight problem with that, Cornfed.” We all zipped up and made our way outside.
 
   

Epilogue
 
   We pulled up to the little two story apartment building in Baltar and shut off the purring engine, which stopped immediately.  I still couldn't get used to Baltar looking and running like he had just rolled off the showroom floor.
 
   I went to nudge my glasses back into place then remembered I was wearing contacts.  I looked fondly at the extremely nervous woman who had asked me to marry her last week.  I still couldn't believe how lucky I was to have such a gorgeous snow leopard as my fiance.  We had only been together for six months but we both knew we were destined to be together forever.  When she was trying to ask me, it took a few tries because I was just interrupting her, repeating “yes” over and over again until she finally got the whole question out.  Then I comically replied with, “I'll think about it.”
 
   Which got me a, “Watch it Potato!”
 
   I smiled at that and said, “Of course I say yes.  I love your Cornfed ass.  Oh, and everything attached to it.”
 
   I'm really not too sure what happened after that.  It is kind of a haze of passion as she made it her sacred duty to make a woman out of me as many times that night as she could.  It was quite possibly the most beautiful, fun, sexy, and erotic experience of my entire life.
 
   Still in the back of my head is this little chibi me bouncing up and down in glee, screaming, “You're friggin' kissing Amber Lee LaLanie!” every time our lips meet.  Level up!  Achievement unlocked: True Love!
 
   That inspired this cross country road trip.  I suppressed a chuckle when I looked at the food wrappers adorning the back seat, which Amber will make me promptly clean up once we get back home in Seattle.  She's so fussy about keeping Baltar clean it is almost an obsession.
 
   I started to open my door but Amber just sat there, staring at the building.  She wouldn't look at me as she spoke.  “I can't do this Ky.  I changed my mind.”
 
   I shook my head with a sad smile and got out and walked around to the passenger side, opened the door, and squatted to look her directly in her 'deer in the headlights' eyes.  “You can do this baby.  You are the strongest woman I know.”
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep shuddering breath as I took her hand and she nodded and got out of the car.  I glanced at the pristine green paint job on Baltar as I shut the door.  I almost snorted again.  I don't really want to know what Kimi had said to the guy to have him give the title back to me in exchange for the girls paying him his two grand back.  But the man wouldn't look at me.
 
   I turned to look Amber in the eyes again.  I fed her my strength through our clasped hands.  I winked and she said, “Let's do this.  I love you, Potato.”
 
   I gave her a peck on the lips. “And I love you.”
 
   We walked up the outside steps to the second floor and up to apartment 204.  She raised her hand to knock but pulled back.  I put a hand on her shoulder and she nodded then knocked.  A few seconds later a slightly heavyset woman who looked to be around fifty or so, in a sharply pressed maid's uniform, opened the door.
 
   The woman's hand shot to her mouth in shock when Amber uttered, “Hi... Mom.”
 
   The woman started sobbing on the spot and pulled my girl into a tight hug.  “Amber Lee?  My baby!”
 
   I stood there with a happy tear in my eye as I watched the two Nelson's cry into each others shoulders.  I'm so glad I talked Amber into this.  She needed to forgive her mother.  She had simply done the best she could.  We should never judge someone for doing what they needed to to survive this world.
 
   I knew she loved her daughter.  That's why she worked so hard.  I knew it to be true.  But even if I hadn't, one simple thing that Amber had told me, proved it.  Every morning, when Amber woke up to an empty apartment because her mother had to go to work...  she had left a bowl of cereal on the counter for her daughter.  I know that sounds stupid, that it isn't much... but it was enough for me to know.
 
   I watched the reunion play out.  She invited us in and we sat on the old worn sofa as the two caught up.  My mind drifted to last Thanksgiving again.  When we had gotten back to my apartment, I was so embarrassed about the state I was living in.  I had assured everyone that I was getting furniture on my first paycheck.
 
   Skylar had pulled me aside in the bathroom like she was angry.  She said, “Don't you dare apologize for how you are living!  I've been there.  Hold your chin up woman.”  I had nodded and she wouldn't let me get back out to the others until I had a smile on my face again.  I didn't understand that, but I'm sure she'll explain one day since they practically live with us now, as we are either over at their new place or they are over at ours.  Or we are all over at Bobbie's.
 
   I opened the letter from Mandy Harris that night.  She was requesting that I handle the production of all music videos for Harmony Trax artists in the future.  She had seen my work on my iPad and my Indie films and was convinced she needed the best.  It was a multi-million dollar opportunity for me.
 
   I had the shock of my life at the end of the month when my bank balance had an extra half million in it.  I found it was from downloads of my Indie films from iTunes.  The Babette Stevenson coverage coupled with the record downloads of the holiday album videos caused international attention to me, and my films had had hundreds of thousands of purchases in just a few weeks.
 
   I wound up starting my own studio, Cornfed Potatoes Productions.  Starting small, with Harmony Trax work and then building quickly from there.
 
   I grinned when I thought about the production of my first full length Indie film which was going to start next week.  A tongue and cheek production of a campy and sarcastic space film, Heartsong Warriors.  I had already got all of the artists from the holiday album shoot to agree to appear in it.  I believe Miranda's exact words were, “Hells to the yeah!”  When I told her that it was her debacle so she would have to play it through.
 
   Amber's popularity has tripled, if that is even possible, now that she performs as God made her. Sometimes she will wear the pink wig for a number or two but she no longer hides herself away.
 
   She still can't be alone for long before she has to have sound all around her, but she is getting better. And the therapist I nagged her into seeing is helping.  She is the same shrink that Reese Qualls uses.
 
   I was knocked out of my memories by a warm hand grabbing mine.  Amber was looking between her mother and I with a fond smile she reserved just for me.  “Mom.  I want you to meet the woman I love.  This is my fiance, Kylee Marilyn Nelson.  She's a little odd and a certifiable geek but I love her anyway.”
 
   I squinted an eye and waggled a fist at Amber.  “Watch it Cornfed!”
 
   She just giggled and said, “You shush Potato.” Her mom ignored my offered hand and pulled me into a quick hug.
 
   I blushed and felt my heart speed up in a syncopated rhythm when Amber mouthed to me, “I love you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   So that's me, Kylee Nelson, work in progress. 
 
   Level up!
 
   
Books in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
 
    
 
   Music of the Soul
 
   A Deafening Whisper
 
   Dating Game
 
   Karaoke Queen
 
   Silent Bob
 
   Five Feet or Less
 
   Broken Song
 
   Syncopated Rhythm
 
    
 
   Short Stories in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker
 
    
 
   Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...
 
   Return of the Asgard
 
   Bloodlines
 
   Folkvangr
 
    
 
   Books in the Fracture series...
 
   Fracture: Divergence
 
    
 
   
 
 
   
Sample Chapter from the Drakon: Awakening 
 
   Prologue
 
   It was so exciting as I crested the peaks of the Rocky Mountains and saw the ocean of lights of Denver, spreading out before me, and twinkling to the horizon.  I may have squeaked a little in my excitement.  Here I was Myra O'Connell, going to Denver on my very first research grant.
 
   I still couldn't fathom the fact that at twenty six, I had my Doctorate in Mythological Studies now!  It was a hell of a thing, handing in my dissertation on the Dublin Fire Stone and then waiting.  The waiting was the worst.  Finally I was awarded my doctorate and I applied for a research grant to study shards of the Fire Stone and other associated scrolls and writings associated with medieval mythical creatures.
 
   Now if only I had a fecking place to live until the grant money came through at the end of the month.  Ma and Da would tell me to suck it up and do what I must.  I patted the steering wheel of dependable ol' Maggie, my white Toyota Prius, a gift from my parents on my first day of college eight years ago.  “Looks like it's gonna be you and me for a stretch, all close and intimate like.  Us bettys gotta stick together ya know?”
 
   I descended into the city and pulled my thick glasses down to the end of my nose and looked over them at the GPS on my smart phone.  The museum should be the third exit.  It was past eight, and they would be closed, but I wanted to familiarize myself with the area ahead of time.
 
   My unruly mass of curly red hair fell in front of my eyes as I looked back before getting onto the off ramp.  I indignantly tried to blow it off to the side but had to reach up and push it back over my shoulders.  Why couldn't I have straight hair like my Da?  'Twould be much easier to manage.  But noooo, it has to be this fiery mess like Ma.
 
   I drove slowly past the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, twas huge.  I noticed the reserved lot for staff, that would be where I would park.  I glanced over at the parking permit sitting on the top of the packet I had received from the museum last week.
 
   I smiled to myself, trying not to get excited again.  Come on Myra!  Get a hold of yourself you're supposed to be professional now, not a fecking archeology fan girl.  I snorted at the memory of the poster I had in the dorms in school, Indiana Jones.  He was what I envisioned myself to be, an adventurer sifting through the past and finding connections between myth and reality.  Plus ya know... yum!
 
   I pulled over and looked over my glasses at my phone again and pulled up the location of the nearest YWCA, at least I could get a shower there in the mornings until the money came through.  I had to really ration what I had for the next week.  I navigated the roads, which were surprisingly still quite busy as the rain started falling.
 
   Well Denver is such a huge city, so I guess that makes sense a lot bigger than the tiny in the pale coastal town of Wicklow in Ireland.  We had moved to from Seattle when I was seven.  Da was a tenured archeology professor at the University of Washington.  Ma used to run a bakery in Wicklow, and they fell for each other when he was in Ireland doing some research.  We'll that's Ma's story anyway, Da just agrees to keep her fire branded temper at ease. I grinned at that, besides my hair and the rake of freckles over my entire body, I got Ma's hair-trigger temper.
 
   I drove past the Y and nodded to myself as I continued on down the lane until I came upon a park. I pulled into the lot to the farthest corner from the road and settled in as the rain started sheeting.  I ate a few snacks from my travel bag and reclined the chair as I removed my heavy glasses and set my alarm on my phone.  I really hated being nearsighted.  Once my research is done here I think I'll get that laser eye surgery everyone is always babbling about.
 
   I took a minute to look over the packet the museum had sent and run my finger over the picture of the Fire Stone shard in their collection.  This was almost a dream come true for me to actually see a piece of it.  Literally, the stuff of legends.  The shard and some associated scrolls were on loan from Dublin to the Denver museum.
 
   It was unearthed in a dig near Dublin eighteen months ago.  A perfect orb of red crystal.  Some gobshite at the dig had dropped it, and it shattered into hundreds of pieces.  Analysis of the shards dated them to around 450 AD.  The most curious thing about them was that they glowed slightly at night, though compositional analysis showed them to have no impurities whatsoever.  They were pure silicate glass, there is no explanation as to how they glow or why they appear red when there is nothing in them that would cause the effect.  Nor was there any explanation as to how the glass was so pure when it was beyond anything the people had in the middle ages could produce.
 
   My research for my dissertation actually lead me to an obscure writing about Saint George the dragon slayer that mentioned the Fire Stone that allowed him to trick and destroy the last of the dragons.  It was described as a red orb of fire.  Most scholars discounted that writing because it was not mentioned in any of the other Saint George tales.  But the discovery of the Dublin Fire Stone changed all of that.  And suddenly, little  Myra O'Connell is the leading “expert” on the stone.  I snorted at that,  like I knew anything more than the poor eegit that broke it.  There were some Gaelic scrolls that were unearthed along with it, that needed restoration.  They might shed more light on the artifact.  Those scrolls were what had my knickers all damp.
 
   I grinned and looked into my rear view mirror.  I was knackered and weak as a kitten.  It was a very long drive.  My emerald eyes didn't have their normal sparkle.  They're my best feature if I didn't say so myself. I sighed and patted the steering wheel again.  “Well Mags, it's you 'n me now, ya'know.”  I locked the doors and let myself drift off, wondering what mysteries would be revealed on the scrolls.  It was surely going to be an exciting new chapter in my life.
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