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    Chapter 1 - Arrival


    This was so bloody exciting, I couldn't believe I was actually here! I, Samantha Prudence Roth, had somehow been accepted into the New York Academy of Art on a full scholarship!


    I remembered when the acceptance letter came. I must have squealed like a bloody git for ten minutes when I read it. It was one of the few times I had ever seen Mumsy cry. Most people don't think she is very emotional, but they don't know her. Underneath that stoic exterior swirls, more emotion than most people could possibly bear.


    The look of awe that twinkled in her eyes was all I need to know that she was proud of me for accomplishing such a feat on my own merits. If I had just asked my parents they would have paid for the college of my choice, but I was determined to make my own way and prove to myself I could do it with my own abilities rather than just simply because we could afford it.


    The campus was smaller than others, but arguably, some of the most artistic people of our age have spawned from this prestigious art institute. I think I read somewhere that there were less than fifteen hundred students here with no plans of ever expanding.


    I found out that my acceptance came down to the sketch study I had done of the homeless people of Seattle. My aunt Sandra... well she isn't really my aunt, I don't have any real aunts, except maybe one, but there is a select group of women that my parents know, that I love as my aunts. Anyway, Sandra runs the Callahan Foundation. Yes, THAT Callahan Foundation. She's brill and is probably the most selfless person I know.


    She brought me around the city throughout my senior year in high school, introducing me to some of the most fascinating people I have ever met. In most cases, it was a tragedy, the circumstances that had landed them on the streets. But some, like a man named Leo, were almost regal and selfless to a fault. He says he does more good living on the streets now than he ever did patrolling them back when he was a police officer.


    I had sketched the people as I saw them, not as the public sees them. I bound my sketches and presented them to the committee. I was late in my submission because I just had to finish my sketch of Leo to include it in the study. At first, they said they would consider me for next year's enrollment since they had already filled all the seats for the year, and the competition for enrollment was greater than normal this year.


    I was all set to go to the art program at the University of Washington for my freshman year, I had a scholarship offer there. It was my second choice so I could still live at home. But one of the recipients in New York had deferred since they got an offer at the Regency Art College in France. I don't blame the guy, it was a great opportunity. So the acceptance committee had reached out to me!


    Most of the other students had already arrived last week to get settled in before classes start tomorrow. But since I just received an acceptance letter three days ago, I didn't have that luxury. My parents helped me get everything together and take care of everything I needed to with the University of Washington and the scholarship I had there, then I was almost physically thrown onto a plane this morning so I could start this new exciting chapter of my life.


    So now, here I stood, in the large courtyard looking at the campus, with my luggage beside me. I looked at my almost antique suitcase lovingly, Mum called it 'Clunky' but she has never told me why. I get the impression it has something to do with that Karaoke Queen competition from all those years ago. Uncle Tim always smiles when he looks at it too. Fine, he's not really my uncle. Mum says she'll ship the rest of the stuff I'll need in the next couple days.


    The cool breeze on the early morning September air felt refreshing. There were some booths set up on the lawn for freshman check-in, and others for various clubs and extra curricular activities; There was even a military recruiting booth set up. It had a picture of that spectacular bad-ass soldier on the front of their booth, what was her bloody name? The one that has won so many medals for her heroism? McKenzie Meyers! That was it.


    There wasn't a queue, most of the students had already been here close to a week. A bloke stumbled backwards like he was pushed, almost right into me. A strong feminine alto voice rang out, “Now get the fuck out of my sight!”


    The guy hissed, “Bitch!” back at her and made his way quickly from the scene. Then the girl turned to a couple other blokes who were watching and took a single, lunging, menacing step toward them. They left quickly, as well.


    Finally, she turned to look at a fourth boy and tilted her head, almost like it was a question, her eyes not as hard. He just nodded at her with a look of relief on his face. She had an almost evil grin on her face as she turned to walk away. She hesitated a moment as her eyes swept past me.


    By all that was holy, if she wasn't so much of an apparent bitch, she would have taken my bloody breath away. She had an unconventional and hard beauty, not a girly girl femininity that so many others have.


    She was tall, possibly five foot ten or eleven. Few women were as tall as Mumsy. This girl had a striking mane of straight brown hair. The things that stunned me most were her amber eyes. So light they almost glowed with an orange tint, all I could think was that they looked like a cat's eyes.


    I felt the collywobbles fluttering around in my stomach as I took in her feminine but slightly rugged appearance. She had a slight figure with not much in the breast department, but they still gave her a feminine curve under her band t-shirt. I almost snorted, it was a vintage Satin Thunder shirt. Her torn jeans looked almost painted onto her shapely legs, with her black converse sneakers that completed the look.


    Her face... it was one of those faces that made you smile and not even know why. Like a cute girl next door combined with some dangerous and seductive quality.


    She started moving again and I realized I was staring at her as she left. Leave it to me to find such an abrasive bully attractive. I put her on my 'avoid' list. I prefer to hang around with kind, intelligent people.


    I stepped up to the freshman booth and smiled at the cute boy there. Well hello there! His name tag said Brent, he had some startlingly pretty green eyes. Must have come with that red mop of hair he was blessed with. He was a gangly fellow, but I prefer that sort of character over traditional looks. He was a little older than me, probably a junior or senior.


    I smiled at him and he gave a lopsided smile back. Then I said. “I'm supposed to pick up my new student welcome and orientation packet at the pavilions on the green. I'm assuming that this is the place?” I brushed my pink lock of hair out of my face and over my shoulder with my mass of blonde hair. I knew I should have worn a ponytail today.


    He grinned. “This is the place.” He looked at the few packets left on the table. “What was the name?”


    I felt like a git. “Oh, yes, terribly sorry, my name. Samantha Roth.”


    He blushed a little and responded, “Oh don't worry about it. I love your accent.” He grabbed a welcome packet with my name on it and handed it to me. It never ceases to amaze me how many people say that to me. They feel I have a British accent when I speak, but in London we just call it talking. We moved to Seattle a little after my parents retired from the music business. But I was old enough that my accent sort of stuck. I like that because a lot of people say I sound like Mum.


    I took a sly page out of her book and replied. “Thank you... and I don't have an accent, you do.”


    He snorted cutely and blushed at that. I grinned, he was a shy one, that just compounded his cuteness to me. Then he sat up straight like he had forgotten something. “Oh! You are in Schubert Hall, room 301, it is on the packet there. Would you like a student ambassador senior to show you there and give you a tour of the campus?”


    I smiled at him, “That would be brill, Brent.”


    He looked down at his name tag then back at me and his grin doubled, then he motioned to a group of young men and women who were chatting nearby. A cute brunette almost bounded over to us with an awesome smile on her face.


    Brent blushed at her. The shy ones are always so endearing! Then he said to her, “This is Samantha Roth. She just arrived and needs an ambassador to get her situated.”


    The young woman winked at him playfully, I'm sure just to get him to blush more. I like this wicked woman! “You got it Red.” Then she turned to me and put her hand out. “Pleased to meet you, Samantha. I'm June Harris-West. You can call me June or JW. What should I call you? Samantha, Sam, Sammie, Samster, the Samulater, Sam-a-lam-a-ding-dong, or just Hank?”


    I couldn't stop from laughing at the exuberant woman, who reminded me a lot of my Aunt Amber. She looked oddly familiar to me, especially that glint of keen intelligence sparkling in those chocolate brown eyes that seemed to be taking in everything at once. Brent spoke up, “Don't mind JW here. She gives everyone nicknames.”


    She just grinned at that and said, “Just a habit I picked up from my mother. Oh admit it, you're going to miss me around here after I graduate this year, Red.”


    I chuckled again and shook her hand and replied, “Well hi there June. Though I am quite fond of that Hank name, you can just call me Sam.”


    The way she held herself... reminded me so much of... oh! “June, you look so much like Mand...”


    She interrupted while rolling her eyes and holding a hand up as she nodded once. “Yes, yes, she's my mom. Enough of that Hank, lets show you the wonders of the Academy, or what passes for wonders here.”


    I chuckled again, this woman was hilarious. I do remember my parents telling me Mandy Harris had a daughter or two, but I had never met her on any of the trips we made down to Vancouver, Washington from Seattle. I started walking with her, then stopped and returned back quickly to the booth and said, “Thank you Brent. Maybe I'll see you around campus or at a party sometime?”


    His lopsided smile grew on his face and he just nodded and kept nodding as June grabbed my elbow and guided me away and toward Schubert Hall. She whispered through a chuckle, “Oh my, I think you just broke the poor boy, Sam.”


    I smiled back at her then said with a touch of mirth in my voice, “What? He's bloody cute don't you think?”


    She looked back and then at me with a conspiratorial grin. Then she said, “You and I are probably the only ones who would admit to that, but yeah, Red has something special. He'll make some girl a fine catch one day.”


    She looked me over again as if she were adjusting her opinion of me in some way, then she smiled and tilted her head and asked, “Anyone ever tell you that you have an infectious smile?”


    Now it was my turn to blush. I nodded in embarrassment and looked down and said, “A time or two.”


    Then she blurted, “Ah ha! You're just as blush-y as Red! You're almost too easy!”


    I retorted, “I am not!”


    She shook her head in victory with a sly smile. “Whatever Hank. Let's go see your personal slice of hell for the next four years of your life, shall we?”


    


    


    Chapter 2 – Infuriating


    June was nothing short of hilarious with her snarky, sarcastic humor, as she showed me to my room, which she called Cell Block B. After I stowed old Clunky, the overly entertaining tour of the campus began.


    I found out that after she graduates this year, June is going to work with her mother at Harmony Trax and design all the album covers and advertising as their in-house graphic artist until she has her own graphic arts studio.


    She invited me to a senior party this coming Friday night, with her and her boyfriend, as a welcome to the Academy. She said, “Shhhh... don't let on that you are a lowly frosh.” When she wasn't joking around, she was very intelligent and mature, but for some reason I liked the playful June better, probably because it was easy to see her intelligence hiding within her wit and sarcasm. She said I reminded her of her little sister Lizzie.


    She showed me a picture of her beau, William, on her mobile. He was a shaggy looking bloke, a little unorthodox, but a smile to die for. He looked to be the exact sort of fellow I could picture her with, offbeat, but cute.


    A couple times during the tour, I saw that other girl from earlier, confidently sashaying around the courtyard. Everyone seemed to be greeting her as they passed, and when she smiled, it lit up the green. Figures, the bloody bully is popular, how cliché. I caught myself staring at her each time. For some odd reason, she seemed so familiar to me but I couldn't quite place her face. One time I swear she was looking over at me, she better be careful, I'm nobody's victim, that is one lesson my parents have burned into my very being.


    Everyone June introduced me to seemed like good people, that is the kind of company I can thrive in.


    More often than not June had to get me to close my sketchbook, as I was capturing the interesting characters I was meeting, to get me to the next location. For as long as I can remember, since the day Mumsy handed me my first sketchpad, it has been a part of me. Like I am recording my life the way I see it; there is so much beauty all around us that most people don't take the time to actually see. My sketchpad is my journal, my diary, as much as Mumsy's is hers.


    At the end of the day, June sat with me in my dorm room to get to know me a bit, we ordered pizza in as we chatted. She informed me that my roommate would be starting classes two weeks late, so enjoy the privacy while I could.


    The next morning I was extremely nervous as I got ready for the day. My first day of college, these were supposed to be the times that define me, that help craft me into the person I will eventually become.


    I looked in the mirror before I headed out to my first class. I like dressing myself like I am creating something, like when I work on my sketches or other art. I guess it sounds weird, but it is a sign of my respect for others that I try hard to present myself well rather than be a slob.


    Mass of blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, check. Wavy lock of pink hair draped across face, check. Understated makeup, check. White low rise jeans, check. Robins egg blue belly shirt with a white blouse over it, tied loosely at my waist with just enough belly to give a peek of my abs, check. Sneakers and ankle socks, check.


    I turned sideways, as I looked at myself. Trying to figure out if I were pretty or not. It is odd how you can look at others and see instantly if you think they are attractive, but when you look at yourself, all you see are the imperfections. Hmmm... I guess I am passable. I can't listen to all my aunts and uncles when they say I'm pretty. They're just biased.


    If it were true, then why did Kevin dump me after high school graduation? I thought about it and looked at all the imperfections I saw in the mirror. I shrugged and sighed, then shook these thoughts out of my head as I grabbed my canvas book bag and my purse, and headed out the door to Art Theory 101. I could feel my nervousness and excitement building as I marched across the busy courtyard. Excitement was winning out over the nervousness.


    I felt my smile blooming on my lips as I made my way into the Academic Hall, there were people everywhere. I was glad that June had shown me around yesterday as I made a beeline toward my lecture hall. I passed that bully, leaning up against a wall chatting with a group of people. I made a point of not looking at her.


    OK, this is definitely not like high school. The room was about three times the size of a regular classroom, with tiered seating like a mini auditorium. There were maybe a hundred or so seats with those little fold down desktops beside each one. The professor had a desk and a podium at the bottom, with boards and projection screens set up. Music Theory 101 was written on the main board with Professor Duane McGill below it.


    I secreted myself away in the back row and started sketching what I saw. Most of the students crowded the front three rows. Someone sat across the aisle from me and I did a double take. There was the bully, she shot me a smile and I looked away and down at the professor, determined not to look at her. I wouldn't give her the satisfaction. Gawd that bloody smile is devastating!


    Then a lower door opened by the screens and a man who looked to be in his mid thirties walked in carrying some papers and envelopes. He was dressed in khakis and a nice, light green dress shirt with a darker green tie. Not at all what I would have thought a professor would look like. He was clean cut and looked like a model from some men's magazine with his sandy blonde hair. Were those highlights in it? I'm starting to see why June was saying this was the most popular class amongst the female students here.


    He set his burden down on his desk then walked to the podium and addressed the class. “OK, before we begin. I want to point out that this is Music Theory 101 and I am Professor Duane McGill, please address me as Professor McGill. If your student schedule has anything other than Music Theory 101 on it, please get up and leave now, there won't be much mocking, I promise.”


    A guy in the front row stood up, looking at a sheet of paper he was holding and rapidly made his way out of the room to some chuckling from the other students. I gave him an apologetic smile as he scurried past. I caught the girl across the aisle looking at me again. She was infuriating. I started drawing her with devil horns and a demon's tongue on my sketchpad.


    The professor continued, “There is always at least one.” Everyone chuckled again. Then he looked around at us. “Art Theory is an almost confusing topic as you will find out over this semester. It is only because art is a subjective and fluid thing. What one generation, or even individuals, find as art, others may find as trash. What I like in art, may not be what...” he looked at a piece of paper on the podium, “...Steve Hendricks thinks is art.” He looked around scanning the room until a guy raised his hand and the professor nodded.


    “This is what we are going to be exploring in Art Theory. Forget about the textbooks for now. These first couple weeks I want you all to get some insight into modern artists so we can explore the myriad of styles and concepts to punctuate the point we have already made about subjectivity in the appreciation for the arts. Whether it is through painting, music, the spoken word, or whatever medium the artists chose to share their creation.” He paused and a young woman stood from the first chair and grabbed the stack of envelopes off of his desk and handed them the next person in the first row.


    Professor McGill continued, “Thank you Jennifer. That by the way is my grad student assistant, Jennifer, everyone. Think of her as my enforcer, all papers go through her to get to me. All meetings with me go through her, and she wields the power of Zeus to smite you, so please be kind to her.” Everyone chuckled to her blushing.


    He looked at the first student. “I want everyone to take a random envelope from the stack and pass the rest on. Inside you will find the name of a contemporary artist. Between all the other assignments this semester, I want you to write a paper on the artist contained inside. It will be due at the end of the semester and will constitute half of your grade. I want you to spotlight the artist's life, their medium, and their style. What inspires them and also the types of people who enjoy their art. After this exercise concludes, we will compare that to all the others in class.”


    There was some mumbling and grumbling in the class as the envelopes were passed around. There were four envelopes left when they reached the sparsely populated back row, I took one then handed the others across the aisle to the other girl, not making eye contact. Those are cute leather boots she is wearing today. Damnit me!


    She passed the last two envelopes to her left as I opened my envelope. Heather Simms. She was a poet if I remember right. I'm not familiar with her work because it is pretty dark and edgy stuff. This could be interesting digging into why she writes so darkly.


    Then the girl beside me spoke up, “Umm... Professor, can I trade with someone? I got Mia Jacobs. You can't do this to me.” What the hell? Entitled much?


    The professor squinted at her then his eyes went wide. “Oh, you're Abbey?”


    She nodded then he grinned. “OK, I guess that is only fair.” He looked to think for a moment. “Why don't you and...” he pointed back at me.


    Oh! “Ummm... Samantha.”


    Then he nodded and continued. “Why don't you and Ummm Samantha switch.” My heart sank. I simply LOVED Mia Jacobs and her art. She had such a unique style of art that always had me mesmerized, no matter what medium she used. She had even helped out our family once when my Aunt Bobbie went missing in the mountains. I vaguely remember seeing her that time, but things were so hectic I don't remember much.


    But the thing is that she is almost a recluse and virtually nothing is known about her. It was going to be hell just to find bloody scraps of information for this assignment. I would rather have had any other name, and here this Abbey girl was pawning it off on me because she didn't want the difficult one.


    The professor must have read my face and said. “Abbey, I'm going to assign you as a resource for Samantha there, you know how little information there is out there on Mia Jacobs.”


    I glanced over and Abbey seemed pleased, almost excited as she nodded in agreement. She shot me a cute smile then looked at Heather Simms on the paper I traded with her. She mouthed “Sweet!” down at it before she glanced back at me. I had to i douse my own smile at her reaction to Heather's name. Remember Sammie, she's a bully!


    Her eyes seemed a little hurt and confused at my reaction, but she didn't stop smiling. I had to wonder why she would be assigned to me as a resource on Mia Jacobs.


    We spent the rest of the class meeting with Jennifer one at a time to plan one on one meet and greets with Professor McGill during the upcoming days and researching possible reference materials for our assignments on our iPads and laptops. I found only a few magazine articles that had nothing but scraps of info on them and one or two photos of her from art exhibits in Seattle.


    Hmm... I wonder if Mumsy or Aunt Bobbie could help with any information about Mia Jacobs. I shook my head in frustration then that wonderful alto voice from across the aisle said, “Not much out there on her huh? She doesn't really like the spotlight, but have no fear, Super Abbey is here to help.”


    That was too cute. I caught myself grinning despite my own convictions. She offered her hand. I hesitantly took it and shook. I made the mistake of looking up into those spectacular eyes, and I was lost. Oh bloody hell! I looked away. It wasn't until she gently tugged her hand away that I realized I was still grasping it.


    She handed me her mobile. “Digits, Samantha. I'll call Saturday to get your dorm room number or we can meet in the library.”


    I took her phone and hesitated, then I entered my contact info into her contact list. I handed it back then she was wiggling her fingers at me for my mobile. I rolled my eyes at her playfulness and handed her my cell. She entered her info into it then immediately handed it back with a self-satisfied smile as everyone started heading out of the room at the end of class. She grinned, “Sweet, we can start your project this weekend Samantha.”


    Why was she so nice to me? Did I misjudge her? Then I shook some sense into myself, no, she's just happy she didn't get saddled with an impossible job.


    The rest of the day was a blur. English Lit, lunch, Calculus, Graphic Arts, and Music. My Monday, Wednesday, Friday Schedule. The exciting classes were my Tuesday, Thursday schedule, I couldn't wait for those. Sculpture, Painting, Japanese Language, and Freestyle Art.


    Abbey was in my Music class She waved at me cutely from across the room as we listened to a boring lecture about all we would learn this year. I stopped myself in mid wave back to her. It took a couple of seconds longer to realize I was smiling and I put an end to that too. I started sketching during slow times during the class.


    I was embarrassed at the end of class when Professor Zimmerman, a portly older woman with thick glasses who seemed to always be looking any place other than where she was speaking, had each person sing through the scales so she could assign us in our sections for the vocal portion of the semester. The professor gushed about how my low contralto voice had perfect pitch and how, “You sound just like your mother!”


    There wasn't a place I could slink away to and hide in. I caught that infuriating Abbey watching me as I sang, but finally the day was over. I couldn’t believe how exhausted I was and this was just my first day. I collapsed onto my bed but then just sat back up and pulled out my evil, evil calculus book to get started on the assignment.


    After a bit, I pushed my homework away and grabbed my sketchbook and started adding my impressions of the day.


    


    


    Chapter 3 – Party Night


    The rest of the week went by in a blur. It was mostly orientation stuff and lectures about what to expect this semester and meeting one on one with the professors so they could put faces to names and to get a feel for each person. People are already starting to joke about how my sketchpad seems to be a part of me.


    I simply adore my sculpting class, I have never worked with any medium except pencils and pastels, and of course animation programs on my computers. My Aunt Kylee taught me how to animate my sketches. What? Fine, not my bloody aunt either. It is fun and different to work with my hands like that.


    Freestyle Art is like a dream come true. It is primarily a class open to your experimentation in any type of art, music, or spoken word. I'm working on animating my sketch study, showing each person as they are on the street and animating behind them, large as life, the way that I see them. Their pride and their stories, heartbreaks, and joys. I started at the end of my book with Leo. After Aunt Sandra shared his story with me, all I can see is the hero looming larger than life in his shadow.


    It is the only other class I have that Abbey girl in. I selected a workstation on the far end of the room from her. She was working with her headphones and an iPad in class. I think she may be doing some sort of spoken word project. I have to keep forcing myself to stop looking across the room at her, why the bloody hell did she have to be so... dishy? I got distracted from my project and sketched her as a monster pushing the guys from the courtyard around.


    There was one girl in the class that was amazing, Robin Hartford. She was capturing the essence of things with single swoops of some sort of blackened paste on her canvas, that she embellished with color afterward. The fact that she was blind didn't even register with me until much, much later. It was the simplicity of her artwork, and the complexity of the emotion it captured in that same simplicity, that had my attention.


    June and William hang out with me in the coffee shop across the street from the campus at lunches, comically named Campus Grounds. Friday, June put two and two together and figured out who I was. I asked her to put it on the down low. She nodded and blurted out as she laughed, “How many times have you been down to Vancouver and saw my mom, Hank?” William rolled his eyes at my nickname which only got a squishy eyed glare from his girl.


    I snickered at her and smiled as I responded with, “Well JW, probably two or three times, and I never once saw you or your little sister. My parents dealt with your mom mostly when I was younger and living in London.”


    She reached out and forced me to lower my sketchpad. Then her patented evil look crossed her face. “Remember, tonight is party night girl! It is just off campus so we don't have to worry about Academy rules except curfew.” She raised her hands and swayed and banged her head to some rock song that only she could hear.


    “Damn.” William said with a smile on his face. He was right, she made it look sexy. I had to chuckle at how cute of a couple they made.


    Then she squinted at me and nodded down to my sketchpad. “And leave that in your room girl.” I rolled my eyes playfully and set the pad down. I could take a hint... kind of.


    Then she looked across the cafe and moved her hands gracefully, signing to our favorite server, Kathleen. She was deaf, but had no problems reading lips and speaking to the customers here at Campus Grounds. I got a kick out of her sly humor that was more then a match for June's.


    I smiled softly at June, “I really need to learn how to sign, you make it look so effortless.”


    She shrugged, “Well, with my other mom being deaf, it is all I have ever known, so I have a lifetime of experience. I can teach you some. There is even an American Sign Language course here at the Academy. You get credit for foreign language with it.”


    I nodded. “That's brill! I think I'll sign up for it once I finish Japanese 101.”


    Kathleen motored over to our table with our bill. We rock paper scissored to see who got to pay. I won, ha, take that June. Then Kat asked in her slightly monotone, chopped voice. “So what are you hooligans up to tonight? No good I would assume, since JW is involved.”


    I chuckled as June gave her a playful, mocking look then spoke and signed, “We're hitting the Beta Psi party tonight. You coming?”


    She shook her head and said, “No, I told Rebecca I would cover her late shift tonight. I'm trying to pick up a few extra bucks.”


    I said, “Bummer. We'll miss you tonight.”


    She smiled and took my card with the bill. June bumped her shoulder with William's. He got the hint and dropped a five dollar tip on the table. Our unspoken code is that whoever doesn't pay, gets Kathleen's tip.


    After Kat returned and gave my debit card back we told her goodbye and headed to our various classes. June called back over her shoulder as she walked off, “Remember, eight sharp Hank!”


    I shook my head and laughed, “Yes Mum.” As I wandered off sketching my impression of Kat.


    The rest of the day shot by and I ate a light dinner and worked on my assignments. Before I knew it, it was seven o clock. Bugger! I prepped for my first college party. I had no clue what I was supposed to wear. Bloody hell!


    It was a senior party, there was no way I'd pass myself off as that old. So I settled for taking Mum's advice that she gave me whenever I wasn't sure what people expected of me. “When in doubt. Be yourself, then you can't lose.”


    I dressed in a cute yellow top with a white, open half jacket and a yellow skirt. White tights and some low white Mary Jane's. I looked in the mirror and did my makeup. Just slightly heavier than my normal understated style. I brushed out my hair and let it drape over my shoulders. I pulled some to the front to backdrop my wavy pink lock. Taa daa! Samantha, party version 1.0.


    I stared at the mirror, seeing every blemish, every imperfection. Hmmm... am I cute? I made some faces at myself then struck a silly pose. I guess I look OK, not like I could pick up a senior anyway. I'm just going for the experience and the fun.


    Then I grabbed my purse, stopped myself from picking up my sketchpad, then headed out the door and down to the courtyard. I was half way to the address of the party when I heard, “Hank, hold up woman!”


    I smiled and turned to see June and William motoring their way down the sidewalk on the other side of the street. They crossed and I got a good look at the two. Whoa, they were right brill! June was... wow. And William cleaned up quite nicely, I eyed him up and down and June playfully said. “Rein it in there Hank, this one's mine. But...” She was looking me up and down now. “...You looking all Miss Sweet and Innocent like that is almost enough to make me switch teams. You should let your hair down more often.”


    I could feel a blush burning across my cheeks and down my neck. I bumped hips with her to shut her up. Then I took the focus off of me by saying, “That looks like the place up ahead.”


    There were lots of people standing on the lawn of a large house with a Beta Phi sign hanging off of it. We made our way inside and June looked at William, “Could you muscle your way over and get me a cola please Will?” She looked over at me. “And a... beer, cola, water?”


    I looked at William. I would have been embarrassed if June hadn't just asked for a cola since I don't drink and don't think I will when I am twenty one either. “A cola please Will.”


    He saluted us both, “You got it, be right back ladies.” Then took off with a wink.


    I looked around, the music was loud and people were already in various stages of inebriation and not many people were dancing yet. William returned with the colas for us and two beers for himself.


    I was looking around at the people at the party. There was one dishy redhead girl just sort of swaying to the music as she spoke with a small group of people. She was petite and had the cutest nose covered in a heavy helping of freckles.


    I caught myself biting my lower lip and smiling as June bumped my hip lightly with hers. “Oooo, nice choice Hank. Didn't know you were a switch hitter. Marie there is a sweet gal. A junior. I wonder how she got in here.” June was nothing but smiles as I just blushed and shrugged and gave her a shy smile. Then some guy asked the redhead to dance, so I turned away and started looking around with a smile on my face. I was excited. My first college party!


    I saw someone familiar sitting upstairs by a railing looking down into the party. I tapped June on the shoulder and spoke loudly over the music. “I'll be right back. I saw someone I want to say hi to.” She nodded and then dragged William out to the dance floor.”


    I made my way past the throng of people then up the stairs where a few guys stood looking down. I walked up to the railing and bumped hips with the lanky redhead I had recognized. “Hi Brent!” I gave him what I hoped was a cute smile.


    He grinned and blushed. “Hi Samantha! You look... you look great!” Bloody hell he was cute. Then he asked, “How did you get in? This is a senior party, that's why us lower classmen in the frat have to stay up here.”


    I tilted my head. “You're not a senior?”


    He shook his head bashfully. “Nope, just a junior.”


    I shrugged and looked down upon the party with him. Then I realized I also recognized the small guy standing next to him. It was one of the guys that Abbey had bullied on my fist day here, he was the fourth guy. I put a hand on Brent's shoulder and looked past him to speak to the other bloke. “I saw what happened Sunday. That's just not right.”


    He shrugged, with what I am sure was years of practice of letting things roll off his back, and said, “No worries. I get used to the gay bashing. It comes with being out. Nash and his goons have it out for me already.”


    Now I was furious with Abbey, she was a bully AND a bigot? I can't really handle bigotry, I have seen how it can taint and strain relationships from my own family and my extended pool of aunts, most of who are gay, as well. I have experienced some of it in high school, being bi myself. I was going to lay into Abbey when I saw her tomorrow for our study session.


    I almost couldn't form coherent words. I took a deep breath. “That Abbey girl was gay bashing?”


    He looked confused for a minute. “Huh?” Then his eyes went wide and he asked, “Oh, that tough girl that stepped in? No, she grabbed my backpack back from those three. Then laid into them for picking on someone smaller than them with three to one odds. She dared them to try it with her, Nash tried and she almost knocked him on his ass with a really cool move.” The guy was grinning now.


    Oh god. Had I misjudged her so badly? I just jumped to conclusions. She took on three guys? I caught myself smiling. That sounded like something my mum or Aunt Blake would do. I felt myself blushing again. “I feel like a bloody git. I thought she was bullying you and the others. I misread the whole situation.”


    Then I realized how rude I had been and offered the hand I had rested on Brent's shoulder. “Samantha. Samantha Roth.” Then I paused and looked up at a blushing Brent. “You may want to breathe at some point you silly boy.” I giggled as he exhaled the breath he had been holding since I put my hand on his shoulder.


    The other bloke shook my hand. “Pleased to meet you Samantha. I'm Rigel.” I smiled and nodded at him, then I looked between the boys and then down at the party. “So men, anything interesting happen down there yet?”


    I spent a few minutes up there chatting with them, then I noticed Abbey walk in. What was she doing here? She was a freshman too. Then June answered that question when she moved off the dance floor to greet her then pointed back to the drinks at the far wall. I couldn't keep my eyes off of her, but I felt odd. I was relived that she wasn't a bigot or bully, but that didn't explain the way she pawned off her assignment in class. But good lord was she dishy!


    I shook myself out of my thoughts and grabbed Brent's hand when Who Me?, by Miranda Keys started blasting from the speakers. OMG, I love this song! “Come on stretch, were dancing!”


    He tried to protest that he wasn't allowed, but I wasn't having any of that. I pulled him down the stairs and into the middle of the dancing throng and started dancing, it didn't take much more prodding by me before we were dancing and having a great time to the music.


    Someone bumped into me from behind, I looked back to see a super smiley June. “You're going to break the poor boy again.” Then she yelled over to Brent. “Red! Breathe!” She left with a giggle. The wicked woman! I grinned at Brent and finished our dance.


    I almost tripped walking off the dance floor when I saw Abbey leaning against a wall with a can of cola, smiling as she watched me. Oh gawd. I was blushing now. Brent made his way back up the stairs.


    I started moving through the room and then I saw the cute redhead again. Oh lord, I'm so bad. I walked up to her. “Hi. Marie is it? I'm Sam, I ummm... was wondering if you'd like to dance?”


    Her smile was genuine and her blue eyes twinkled when she said. “Gawd you're cute. Freshman? – I truly am flattered Sam, but I'm not gay. But I will dance with ya.”


    I tilted my head in acknowledgment and giggled when she grabbed my hand and playfully dragged me to the dance floor. She was pointing out a girl or two around the room who were gay as we danced. She also pointed out a couple people to stay away from because they were harsh bigots.


    I glanced up to see Brent blushing profusely as he watched us from the railing above. I waved up at him and he nervously waved back. Marie chuckled. “Equal opportunity I see.” I just grinned at her and she snorted and continued to dance sexily with me. Bloody hell, the woman is a tease! I shrugged, “What? He's cute!”


    Close to the end of the song I saw Abbey over by the wall again. Was she staring at us? The song ended and Marie grabbed my hand and gave it a friendly squeeze then released it as she said cheerily, “Thanks Sam, it was fun. I'll probably see you around campus.”


    I smiled back and nodded as I replied, “Thanks for the dance Marie.” Then I made my way through the crowd toward where I saw Abbey. Once I got to where she had been standing, she was gone.


    I looked around and saw her arguing in the back hall with the big guy from the other day. What was his name? Nash? I saw June and made my way over and tugged on her sleeve then pointed at the back hall. She nodded and pulled William along with us as we made our way back. They had exited the back door and we followed a minute later.


    I caught the tail end of the jackass's tirade. “...fucking dyke like you. You and your kind need to get the fuck out of the academy.” I looked around, his two buddies were on either side of Abbey as she glared at the guy.


    It was bloody intimidating and I noticed the way she was standing was a bit strange too, with one foot back. It reminded me of people telling me how intimidating Mumsy can be. I have never seen it, she has been nothing but loving toward me. Maybe it is her height or her exotic Native American features. I've always thought they made her look like a mythical Amazon.


    Abbey's voice was cold as ice as she hissed. “And who is going to make me, hater? You and these little boys?” Oh lord woman, don't egg them on! I found myself afraid for her, but she didn't seem to have any fear at all. I could hear someone behind me on their mobile, calling the police.


    I covered my mouth as the big guy lunged at her. William was starting to move forward to defend Abbey, but it was immediately apparent he wouldn't be needed. Faster than I could follow, Abbey had sidestepped the clumsy blow and tugged hard on Nash's jacket sending him unceremoniously crashing face first into the side of the frat house under his own momentum. I was shocked that the guy would even try to hit a girl, isn't that like, against the guy code or something?


    She turned and stomped once toward a second guy with her foot, he took one step back and held his hands up. She started to look toward the third when Nash charged at her back. She sort of quickly leaned down toward the side in a three point stance and the big guy tripped over her extended leg and face planted in the dirt.


    She quickly stood and took one graceful step and put her foot on the side of his head, grinding his face into the ground. I could hear sirens approaching. She hissed down at the guy, “Now you and your bigoted assholes need to clear out before I let the police haul your ass in for assaulting me!” She gave his head one last bit of pressure with her foot then stepped back. The other two guys picked him up and they all ran off as the police cars were arriving out front.


    Her eyes were nothing but rage as she looked around. But when her eyes swept past me, they softened as she froze for a second and looked... ashamed? Frightened... of me? Then she said in a hoarse voice, “Sorry.” I watched as she ran off into the night.


    I went to follow, but June had a firm hand on my arm. I looked at her and she was shaking her head. “Let her go. She needs a cool down time.” I nodded, but I was staring back into the dark as the police came out the back door. I was grinning with pride for some reason and I don't know why. I caught myself biting my lower lip.


    The police started asking questions. I followed everybody's lead when they described the three guys to a T but gave no names and completely bogus description of the victim, the 'girl that kicked their asses.' It was sort of sexy. Bloody hell, what is wrong with me? Perspective Sammie, perspective!


    Later that night I asked June why nobody told them about Abbey, she was just defending herself and doing it in quite a handy manner. Maybe they could get the guys thrown in jail or expelled from the Academy.


    She simply said, “Because we only saw the tail end of what happened. It would be their word against hers except the self defense part, we all saw it. But the Academy is zero tolerance and if her name came up, she'd get expelled too. Everyone was protecting her. AJ is a pretty kick ass woman.”


    I'm not sure if any of that made sense. Why would the college punish her for what those plonkers did? But I didn't argue. I found myself wondering if Abbey was OK. I hope she isn't alone right now.


    I sketched a bit then went to sleep, replaying the fight, or lack there of, in my head. I realized she hadn't landed a single blow. It was basically the big tosser beating himself up. She just made sure she wasn't where his fists were. For some reason, this made me smile. She never hit him once. I sighed and let my exhaustion claim me.


    


    


    Chapter 4 – Distractions


    Saturday I made my way to the library to study, I found myself too distracted in my dorm room thinking about last night. First the revelation that I was completely wrong about Abbey being a bully, then her confrontation with those boys. I was wondering if I was also wrong about her reasons for sloughing off the Mia Jacobs assignment on me.


    I found a workstation by a window with a good view of the Academy courtyard. I worked on my calculus and Japanese. I got distracted and found myself sketching. I forced myself back to my studies. I wound up taking out my iPad because I couldn't concentrate. So I searched 'Mia Jacobs' for the hundredth time. Maybe I can get a good start on the project before I meet with Abbey tonight.


    Just like before, I found the same ten news and magazine articles that had short 'ambush' interviews with her, and the same three grainy photos. I did find an old news article that I hadn't found before because I accidentally misspelled her name. It was about her surviving some sort of hate crime while protecting a friend. It was from almost two decades ago, back when she was younger, in college, before she took the world by storm.


    My eyes widened when I read it. This was new and bloody exciting information, not the attack, but the fact that she was gay. I have never heard that about her before! My respect-o-meter just went up for her again if that is possible. I cringed when I saw the picture of her in a hospital bed. Her face was not recognizable through the bruises, cuts and bandages. How could human beings do that to another person?


    Then there were thousands of articles about her artwork and the remote viewing style she shook the artistic world with, the Jacobs Effect. Most were based on supposition and conjecture. The two words that came up most frequently about her were 'reclusive' and 'visionary.' All of her work looked like a patchwork of objects up close until you stepped back from the pieces then suddenly it would all snap into focus, revealing spectacular photo-realistic scenes.


    I absently paged through the hundreds of various works she had created. I smiled. I had seen some of them firsthand in the museums and art galleries in Seattle and London with my parents. Aunt Bobbie had even commissioned a carving of hers for Aunt Jane. Words do not do the Jacobs Effect justice. When you see it you seriously forget to breathe, not wanting to break the spell of the amazing impossibility of how clearly you can see what she wants to show you.


    I looked outside as I wondered what to do. My first assignment in college and I was going to fail. Wait! I had an epiphany, and did a public records search. Only three records came up. Hmm... she had a lake house in the Seattle area. I knew that. Oh, a marriage certificate! She's married to a woman named Valhalla! I just learned something about the artist! But I felt kind of like a creeper running a search like this. I closed the browser before I looked at the last record, a birth certificate. She had a child and I really felt almost like a bloody stalker now. I didn't need to get into her personal life without her permission like this.


    Maybe I could send her a message and interview her. Yeah right Sammie, just like all the other people who have requested interviews and been denied. The few out there that succeeded had ambushed her at gallery openings. I thought briefly of asking my parents or Aunt Bobbie to contact her to ask for me, but I wanted to do this on my own, I don't need to use them as a crutch.


    I turned away from the workstation in frustration and my breath hitched as I saw Abbey confidently striding across the courtyard through the window. Just about everyone was smiling, waving, or speaking to her. I caught myself smiling, as well. She was a popular bird wasn't she? And not for the nefarious reasons I originally thought. I wondered why so many people seemed to know her.


    I looked down at my assignments. I took a deep breath and made a decision. I started gathering my things and looked back into the courtyard then stopped. Where did she go? I sighed and settled back in and opened my calculus book again. Either I will defeat these numbers or they will be my downfall.


    Around noon my mobile buzzed. I looked at the screen and stopped a snort. I received a text from June. “Yo, Hank. At the coffee house, where you be?”


    I responded with, “Bloody assignments are holding me hostage in library, I will barter for my freedom and be there in a minute.”


    She immediately responded with, “Weirdo.” This time I did snort, loudly, then quickly covered my mouth and looked around the library. Whew, nobody heard... except the bloke over there... and that girl by the front desk... and that group by the... bloody hell! I rushed out of the library with the burn of a blush on my cheeks.


    Before I knew it I was walking into Campus Grounds. June was sitting with William and Kathleen. Kat had become one of our inner circle and joined us here on her days off. I gave them a little wave as I scurried over to our U shaped booth. Kat playfully bounced on the seat toward June to make room for me. I slid in and spoke to them, making sure my head was turned enough for Kathleen to see my lips as I spoke, “Sorry, I was doing battle with those number things in the library. Digits will be my end, I just know it.”


    This got some chuckles and eye rolling from the group. June crooked an eyebrow accusingly and said as she signed with her hands. “Rumor has it you are a four point student.”


    I lowered my head. And June chuckled and teased as she signed, “And apparently a drama queen.”


    I tried to defend myself. “Hey JW that's not... well... it's sorta... fine, whatever you evil woman.” This got more chuckles.


    We all ordered sandwiches and coffee and started discussing current events and embarrassing moments in our childhoods. It was obvious that the party last night was off limits in our discussions.


    I glanced over and saw Marie getting a coffee then heading for the door. She glance over at us and smiled and walked over. “Hey JW, Will, Sam...”


    She paused to look at Kat who grinned and said and signed, “Kathleen.”


    Marie nodded once. “Marie.” Then she looked around. “You all look like you are up to no good.”


    June was bumping Williams hip and we all got the message and started scooting around the table. June said, “Join us. We could use your wicked sense of humor.”


    She smiled and sat next to me, still cute as ever. Damn you June! Marie looked at me. “So did you hear about all the excitement at the party after our little lesbian tryst?”


    June looked at me and cocked an eyebrow with an evil grin. I sputtered out, “I just asked her to dance, get your mind out of the gutter JW.”


    She grinned like she had won some sort of battle. “Whatever you say Hank.” She exchanged teasing grins with Marie.


    I shook my head with a small smile. “What is this? Pick on Sam day?”


    Without missing a beat, Marie nodded and said, “Pretty much. But blushing like that just makes you a target.”


    Kat was nodding as if she were in thought. “It's true.” I shot a death ray from my eyes, but nobody keeled over. Sigh. So I just giggled at their playfulness instead.


    June mentioned that the party topic was off the table and we folded Marie into our 'most embarrassing moments' conversation. I sat back and smiled, looking around the table. I had only been here a week and I was thrilled with the pool of friends I was accumulating. I was positive it was just my association with June. Now if only Brent and... Abbey... were in the group.


    I shook my head to clear my thoughts and started sketching the group as we laughed and talked. It was feeling more like home now. Tension I hadn't realized I felt this past week was relaxing its hold on me.


    After lunch, I retired back to the library. For hours, I tried to concentrate on my schoolwork but I kept getting distracted. More often than not, I caught myself sketching on my pad. Come on Sammie, hunker down and get serious. You can't slack off, this is college.


    I took a deep breath and redoubled my efforts. For what it was worth, I did get through my Japanese. I nodded to myself in satisfaction and packed my stuff up since it was late afternoon and headed back to my dorm room. I promised myself I'd work on my math there.


    


    


    Chapter 5 – Abbey Friggin Jacobs!


    I was laying on my bed doing my calculus with my iPad playing my music over my Bluetooth speakers. Math and I are not friends and I do not ever plan on asking math to come to my Christmas party or even over just to hang out. I chuckled at my inner voice and started doing the problems at the end of chapter one when my mobile buzzed. I looked down and 'Super Abbey' was displayed on caller ID. I snorted with a smile in spite of myself, and answered, “Hello? Yes, hi. OK, Schubert Hall, room 301. Really? Oh, that would be brill Abbey. OK, see you in a few then.” I had a goofy grin on my face after I rang off with her. Then I hunkered in to try to understand these bizarre torture devices they call 'numbers' until she arrived.


    I was ready to throw my calculus book out the window into the courtyard below, and let the villagers with their pitchforks and torches have at the monster, when there was a light knocking on the door. I called out, “Come in, it's open.”


    Abbey walked in with a smile on her face and the bag of Chinese takeout she had said she'd bring. I noticed she didn't have any research materials or even a computer with her. How was she supposed to help me on my project? Wasn't she taking this seriously?


    She veered off and set the bag on the long, multipurpose, counter along one wall of the room that doubled as desk and work space. “Hi.” She called over her shoulder as she started taking all the little boxes of food out of the bag.


    I replied, with my own, “Hi.” as I watched with curiosity as she meticulously placed each box on the counter in line with the others. She lined up the napkins carefully and laid the chopsticks and forks on each napkin tilting her head and making sure each was perfectly straight. Then she took out the two cans of cola from the bags and placed them directly above the napkins, looking side to side to be sure they were perfectly in line. Then she turned to me with a smile.


    “Dinner is...” She paused looking at the curious look on my face then back at the food. She blushed slightly, and I will not admit how good that looked on her face before she explained, “Sorry, I'm so used to doing it I don't even realize it anymore. My mom has OCD and everything has to be aligned perfectly or it agitates her. I'm just used to making things perfect for her so she doesn't have to do it...”


    She paused then hastily added, “Don't get me wrong or take that out of context. She is one of the most loving people in the universe, and I love her more than anything. I just hate to see her uncomfortable.” She was talking really fast. It was so odd, all of her confidence seemed to be gone. Was I making her nervous?


    I chuckled to put her at ease. “I just thought it was interesting. You don't need to justify it to me or anyone. I see an almost grid pattern there.”


    Her confident look was back. “Good eye there Samantha. It is almost second nature to me now. Maybe I'm a little OCD by proxy now.” I tilted my head at her. I could tell she was pretending last night never happened. If she wasn't going to bring it up then neither was I. She grinned, “Let's eat before we start. I haven't eaten all day.”


    I caught myself smiling at her and quickly pushed the thought away and said, “Sounds good to me Abbey.” We discussed our classes as we ate. I found her really guarded and hesitant, but the moments her humor and her smile poked through the shell, it was all I could do to stop grinning at her. I loved those peeks at the real Abbey.


    I stole a shrimp from the box of sweet and sour shrimp that she was hogging. We had a chopstick war and then after I lost she cutely nudged another shrimp over to the side of the box for me. She wouldn't make eye contact, but her silly shy grin made me smile at the offer. Why is she so shy around me? She's the awesome one.


    She got me talking about England. She said she had always wanted to visit London. She looked a little sad at that revelation. I tilted my head in question. She waved me off with a smile. “Sorry, that just got me thinking about my godmother, Victoria Davenport. I can't remember her, she moved to London when I was a baby and I have never really met her.”


    I grinned as Oceans of Blue started playing over my speakers. I looked at Abbey. “June's mom is awesome. I love her later stuff as Mandy Fay Harris. Too bad it is all live and she never recorded any of it but Oceans of Blue here.”


    Abbey nodded and listened intently. “I think it is the emotion in the music. She was brought to the breaking point and I think the new music was an anchor, a lifeline she used to pull herself back from the brink.”


    I tilted my head at her. “That's a beautiful sentiment.”


    She shrugged and then pushed an empty container from her then said, “That was good! So shall we start on your project?” I grinned and nodded at her. She really didn't know how to take a compliment.


    The brunette looked around and started cleaning up our mess. Throwing the empties into my trash can and the others into my little mini fridge. I watched in rapt fascination as she reorganized my fridge, neatly rearranging things by size in descending order. She slowed down then stopped, staring into the fridge and took a deep breath before she turned a dazzling smile on me. “I'm doing it again, aren't I?”


    I bit my lower lip and scrunched up my nose and nodded, I hoped cutely. She just closed the fridge and hopped up to sit on the end of my bed. She regarded me for a minute then said, “So show me what you got so far. Remember we have plenty of time, it isn't due until the end of the semester.”


    I grabbed my work and sat beside her and showed her the copious amounts of nothing I had amassed. I didn't share the records search I did, I was still embarrassed that I had stooped to that level. She grinned as she looked through the now familiar dearth of articles. She ran her fingers across the screen, almost lovingly, when the grainy photos of Mia popped up. I looked at her soft smile. Then she turned her amazing cat's eyes to me. “So where do you want to start?”


    I realized she had asked the question after a few seconds. I was mesmerized by the orange flecks that seemed to swirl in her amber pools. “Oh... umm... probably with her life since that is a major part of what will have influenced her art. But I've checked everywhere, it is almost like she is a bloody ghost that creates these brilliant masterpieces. I'm thinking maybe we can contact her college, maybe there might still be an instructor there that had her all those years ago that could help out.”


    She had a tight lipped, almost satisfied smile on her face as she responded. “Yeah, she's pretty reclusive. The spotlight makes her nervous and she figures that people can learn everything there is to know about her if they can see her art. The only one still there is her old psychology teacher, he wouldn't be able to help much. They didn't know each other well. She refers to him as 'kind'.”


    My pen was tapping nervously on my notepad. She seemed to know this as a fact. “Hmmm... OK. I have looked at almost everything she has ever created. I simply LOVE her work, it's brill! But I don't see the insight you are speaking of. I mean, most of it is tranquil, for a while some looked more emotional then sad.”


    She nodded almost sadly now. “Yeah. That down period is after she lost her wife, Valla. But that is the point. Every single one of her pieces shares one of her memories. There are points in her life that she has burned into her memory and she can see every single detail in her mind's eye. It's the same as you and that sketchpad you walk around with.” She grinned. I blushed a little that she noticed that, or even anything about me.


    I tilted my head. I had a lot of questions about how she knew this stuff but I knew I needed to concentrate on the project. I looked down at my iPad she was holding and at the grainy picture of Mia on it. Like the other two public pictures, it was a photo from behind. She had a shapely figure in her evening dress and her dark hair almost reached down to her waist.


    The one thing I noticed was that as a bizarre counterpoint to her feminine look, she wore some sort of army boots. I remembered that one night I had met her when Aunt Bobbie was missing. I was young, but that was the one thing I actually remember about her. I noticed those same boots.


    I glanced at Abbey then opened my mouth to ask a question. She wouldn’t know anything about that. So I thought of another question instead. But she spoke first, “What?” her smile cajoled the question out of me.


    I couldn't stop my own shy smile in return as I said, “Oh, it's nothing. You wouldn't know what I was talking about.” She cocked an eyebrow in challenge. I rose to it. “Fine. I was just looking at the combat boots in the photos of her. They have been mentioned in other articles too, there is speculation ranging from her being in the military at one point, to a simple eccentricity. Do you know anything about them?”


    The sadness in her eyes made me wish I hadn't asked. She took a deep breath then gave me a crooked smile. “They were her wife's. The love of her life. Valla, who wore them everywhere, and after fucking cystic fibrosis took her from this world... Mom wears them to remember Mother, so she can feel her strength and her love always, to help her through the tough times.”


    Oh my god. That was so sad and almost... inspiring? Come on Sammie, get it together, you're not going to cry over some boots! Then my eyes suddenly snapped to Abbey, “Wait, Mom? Mother?”


    Abbey looked at me oddly. Then in surprise and said, “Oh. I'm sorry Samantha, didn't you know who I am? My full name is Abbey Victoria Jacobs.”


    I gasped remembering the birth certificate from the records search that I didn't look at and blurted out, “Bloody hell! You're Abbey friggin Jacobs?! You're Mia Jacobs' daughter?” I felt like a bloody git! Now it was crystal clear why she didn't want to have Mia as her assignment AND why she was assigned to me as a resource on Mia.


    She giggled. Not laughed, but giggled and it melted my heart. Gawd it was endearing. Then she said. “Ummm... yup.” Then she spread her arms with her fingers spread wide. “Taa daa?”


    I giggled back. “Well, that explains a lot. I thought... never mind.”


    We laid down on our bellies on the bed facing each other, with our feet up behind us and the project notes and iPad between us and started one of the must surreal study sessions of my life. Her eyes kept distracting me, almost as much as her shiny lips.


    She kept catching me staring at her, which just made me blush and redouble my efforts on the project. At one point we both reached for my notepad at the same time and her hand landed on top of mine. I stopped breathing, it was electric. For a long lingering moment she left her hand there before timidly pulling it back. Was she blushing too? Lord, why did my study mate have to be so dishy?


    At one point that night, some of my Satin Thunder songs played over the speakers. She squinted one eye cutely in confusion and looked at the speaker. Then I absently started singing along, this was my favorite, Snowflakes. This caused her to slowly turn from the speaker to me. She opened her mouth to speak but snapped it shut.


    I stopped singing when I realized what I was doing. Then she crinkled her nose. “Ummm... where did you get these extended tracks? And some of the words are different... I have never heard them before and I'm probably the biggest Satin Thunder fan on the planet. And why do you sound EXACTLY like Skylar Roth?”


    Before I could say anything she was saying, “Samantha 'Roth'. O-M-G, Kimi and Skylar Roth are your parents?!”


    I could feel the heat of a deep blush on my face and neck, and I could hear the blood rushing in my ears. Why was I so embarrassed? I shyly looked at her and mimicked her previous move in a tiny scale and stretched out just my hands, “Taa daa?”


    She grinned, “Two things. One, Jesus that was cute. And two, your parents are Satin freaking Thunder?!”


    I nodded. “Yup. I don't like people to know it. I'm trying to make a name for myself.” Then I looked over at the speaker. “Yeah, you wouldn't have heard any of the tracks I have. I get one for each birthday from my mums, but this song is my favorite. After she married Mum and adopted me, Kimi wrote Snowflakes for me and Mum. When I was tiny, she had showed me how beautiful and unique each snowflake is with a magnifying glass...”


    I dug my keys out of my pocket and held up the little magnifying glass on them that matched hers. “And how Mum's burn scars held that exact same beauty. I was too young to understand back then, but now it almost brings me to tears, that lesson she taught me. That there is beauty hidden where most don't even think to look, you simply need to open your eyes and let it in. Then as Satin Thunder's first song, they gifted me Snowflakes. I can hear the wonder, love, and emotion in the song she has for Mum.”


    I looked at Abbey and the warm, almost compassionate smile on her face as she watched me was heating me up. “Wow. That's awesome Sammie.” I bit my lower lip, that was the first time she had used one of my nicknames and it melted me a little. Why did she have to be so... alluring?


    We were so off topic now, just sharing our common thread of growing up in the shadow of our famous parents. At one point I had asked what her other mother did before that evil disease took her. Her cryptic response of, “Oh, she just dabbled a little in poetry.” and the sad look on her face told me that I should never bring it up again.


    She shared with me how much she looked like her mother Valla, and how it was both a blessing and a curse. She loved that when she looked at herself in the mirror, she shared something with the mother she could not remember. On the flip side, everyone who had had the good fortune to have known Valla, got spooked when looking at her... the resemblance was uncanny.


    Our talk evolved into probably the most intimate discussion of my life. We started just talking about everything, the topics were fluid and the ease in which I found myself sharing with her was unparalleled in my life. I felt safe with her and knew I could share anything with her without worry.


    I looked back at her, I hadn't even realized when I had picked up my sketchpad, but I captured the evening with a smile then closed the sketchpad and looked at the time. “Bloody hell, it's one in the morning. I'm so sorry we got so far off track.”


    She tilted her head with an almost thoughtful smile. “I'd derail with you anytime Sammie. This was... different. I really enjoyed it.”


    Those eyes! They captured me and wouldn't let me go. But then again, why would someone ever want them to? I know I was blushing as I nodded. She was absently straightening up the papers on my bed in neat stacks that were all aligned perfectly with each other and the edge of the bed. I smiled warmly at her, she didn't even realize what she was doing.


    She grabbed her purse and stood up and said, “Same thing tomorrow night? We sort of were a tiny bit off topic and there is a lot to share about my mom.” I nodded with a grin. Anything to spend more time with this lovely creature.


    Then she almost blurted out, “June invited me to brunch tomorrow morning. Are you going to be there?”


    I giggled at her sudden shyness and replied, “You mean her traditional Sunday brunch?” She nodded and I grinned. “The tradition that will begin tomorrow? I mean how is it a tradition if we haven't done it yet? The silly bird.” She nodded again, this time with a silly grin and I nodded and said, “Yes. I'll be there.”


    She exhaled a breath I didn't know she was holding. I was aware of the fact that I had followed her to the door and with her height, she loomed sexily over me. She shot me a knee buckling smile and said, “Good! I'll see you in like six hours then.” I rolled my eyes at yet another night with virtually no sleep.


    I blushed. “OK. See you then. And Abs, tonight was so much fun for me. You have no idea.” She nodded her agreement and we both leaned in and shared the most awkward hug of my life. I usually hand them out like candy to everyone I know, but with her, I just wanted to latch on and never let go. I didn't want to make her uncomfortable though, and wasn't sure how long my hugs usually lasted. So I gave her one last squeeze and released her. Lord that blush on her face was adorable on such a confident woman.


    She mumbled, “Bye.” I watched as she darted out the door. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her.


    I moved my papers off the bed and got ready for the night. Once I slipped under the blankets I was asleep in minutes with Abbey friggin Jacobs on my mind and a smile on my face.


    


    


    Chapter 6 – Samantha Friggin Roth


    I woke up like I always do, I was instantly wide awake and ready to start the day. I think I get it from my mom, she would always laugh at me and say, “You can't inherit anything from me Abbey. I was just the oven, the bun was all Valla's... and she was the laziest waker-upper in the galaxy. So it is all you baby girl.”


    I haven't been able to get this silly smile off my face since last night. I mean, Samantha finally looked at me and smiled. This past week I've been trying to figure out why she looked at me with such indifference. I still don't understand why it has been so important to me that she liked me. She is so far out of my league it isn't funny, especially now that I know who her parents are.


    I smiled at that thought. Besides June and me, I didn't know anyone else with two moms. But Sammie's parents were Satin Thunder! Probably the greatest band since the Beatles. It almost pained me that people were calling their music 'classic rock' now. Come on, it's only been like ten years since they retired! Their stuff is still being played on top forty stations.


    The most shocking thing about the revelation is how... real... so down to earth Samantha is. She hasn't let her parents fame go to her head. I know it has crossed her mind a time or two to use their influence to contact mom to get the information she needs for her paper. Especially because my mom says she knows them and respects them, so I'm sure she'd allow it.


    Sammie wants to do this on her own and I admire that. I'm attempting the same thing here at the Academy. I may never be the poet my other mom was, but I'm hoping that one day, my spoken words can inspire a new generation as hers did.


    Can you believe it? That blonde angel is Samantha friggin Roth!? I couldn't stop my smile from getting even larger on my face as I got ready for the day. As I showered I thought about how easy it was to speak with her last night. I found myself sharing secrets I haven't even shared with my mom.


    I got dressed and checked my understated makeup. I didn't usually wear makeup, but I wanted to look good for Sammie. I don't know why.


    I looked at my wavy locks and smiled sadly and went about straightening my hair with a flat iron. When I was done I looked in the mirror and smiled, I saw me now, not the ghost of a mother I do not remember but wish I did.


    I smiled again as I made my way out the dorm room door, glancing over at my sleeping dark haired roommate, Genevieve. I swear that girl could sleep through an earthquake. I almost laughed when I saw her drooling on her pillow. I swear I have only seen her like thirty minutes since I moved in. She is always out partying, I wonder when she studies.


    I left quietly and made my way down to the bus stop, excited to see Sammie again at brunch... I mean, to go to brunch with the gang.


    I really needed to get a car if I was going to be here for four years. I really can't handle riding the bus like this. I'm pro public transit, but I like the freedom of going anywhere at any time more, and taxis can bankrupt you quickly here in New York. I haven't tried out the subways yet. I'm sure they will be old hat to me soon.


    I turned with a smile on my face to a superbly low, feminine voice with a heavenly British accent behind me saying, “Fancy meeting you here.”


    I looked down at Sammie and those sparkling ice blue eyes locked onto mine again. I may have stopped breathing. I seem to do that a lot around her, I don't know why, I'm usually the one taking control of situations. But she's just so... I remembered to breathe again.


    I cocked an eyebrow at her and asked, “No vehicle either?”


    She was just shaking her head but not breaking eye contact as she replied, “No... but I aim to correct that soon.”


    I nodded and my smile grew. “Me too!” I almost jumped out of my skin at the sound of the air brakes from the bus that I hadn't realized had pulled up to the stop. I caught my breath and tore my eyes from hers. I stopped at the door and waited for her to board. Gawd that pink lock of hair was way too friggin cute. Mmmm... I smelled berries as she passed, she used some sort of berry shampoo, I smelled it last night too.


    I joined her in one of the bench seats. Then looked over at her with a smile. “Ummm... long time no see.”


    She gave a toothy smile back. “Quite.” We shared a chuckle. I was extremely nervous and acutely aware of her proximity. Damn it, where had all my confidence gone?


    The silence was awkward so I asked, “So have you been to this brunch place, Staufferman's, with June before?”


    She shook her head with a sly grin and said, “I've only known the girl for seven days, you silly bird.”


    I grinned at her slang and nodded and said in a mock thoughtful tone, “So, I've been friends with her for twice as long as you, that makes you the tag along.”


    She stuck her tongue out at me cutely as she crinkled her nose. Wow! Wait, what just happened? I feel like she just won. I smiled at her antics. Then we both leaned to look out the window at the wonders of New York City. It reminded me a lot of Seattle, but it was huge! I really haven't been anywhere except the Seattle area my entire life so New York was new and exciting to me. I smiled, wondering what mom would think of this. I really wish she would get out more.


    I murmured, “I've gotta get out there to explore.” The blonde haired angel with that cute strip of pink hair was nodding absently beside me.


    We arrived at our stop and disembarked from the bus then looked around. I heard her say, “Hmm...” and I echoed it, “Hmm...”


    She snorted and shot me a dazzling grin. I looked down at her and she was pulling up her cell. She pointed south! “That way!” Then she paused and comically turned one hundred and eighty degrees and pointed the other way and said sheepishly. “Umm... that way!”


    I couldn't stop chuckling at her, that damn smile of hers was infectious. A block later we wound up at Staufferman's Buffet. June was leaning against the building when we arrived. “Bout time you slackers.”


    I rolled my eyes at the woman and said, “Not all of us are blessed with our own transportation JW.”


    She laughed evilly and replied, “Well all you had to do was ask for a ride. I swear freshmen would forget their own heads in the morning if they weren't attached. Good thing too or we'd have like all theses headless frosh in class and people would be all, 'hey, he's got no head' and their friends would say...”


    A giggling Sammie broke her off. “Point made oh wise-ass one. We'll ask for a ride next time.”


    June nodded once in satisfaction and said, “Good, that's more like it Hank. Now let's brunch it up. I have ol' Willie, Kat, and Marie is in there holding us a table, this place is insanely busy on Sunday.”


    We joined the rest of our motley crew inside. I have to say, in an odd way, William is the exact sort of guy I would imagine for June. With her looks, her brains, and her humor, she has half the student body drooling over her. William reminds me of the scarecrow from the Wizard of OZ or even more apt, Shaggy from Scooby Doo. But he is intelligent and funny. June puts more weight on the personality than any other aspect of people. I respect her immensely for that.


    I got distracted when I slid into the booth seat beside Sam. I caught her scent again, gawd it was so... I don't know. There were three of us on this side of the booth, Kat, Sammie, and myself. Quarters were tight and my leg was touching Sam's. Just this simple contact was causing butterflies to well up in my stomach. Crap, I'm smiling again.


    I snapped my eyes across the table when someone was saying my name. June had a lopsided smile on her face. She and William had already stood with their plates. With the plate under her arm, she signed as she spoke, “Earth to the AJ. You gonna let the rest out to the buffet or what? Oh, and you might want to breathe.” She wandered off giggling something about the frosh.


    I blushed profusely and grabbed my plate and slid out of the booth, oh, and the breathing thing was good advice. I don't know how long I had been holding my breath. I whispered “Sorry.” Back to Sam and Kat. Sammie looked as embarrassed as me, but Kathleen and Marie were grinning from ear to ear. What are they smiling about?


    It was easy to see why this place was so popular, I must have gone up for thirds. I wasn't alone.


    We all just discussed life, hope, dreams, fears, the future. We were a tight knit group already with the school year just starting. I was afraid that Kat might be treated as an outsider since she was the only one in the group not attending the Academy. I didn't need to worry one bit. She fit in perfectly and has a wicked sense of humor. I was noticing a pattern. June surrounded herself with amazing people. I found myself wondering how I rated to be in their company.


    More often than not I got distracted by the feisty blonde one beside me. June kept tilting her head and looking at us as though she were contemplating something.


    I had to laugh, each one of Sammie's stories started with a different aunt or uncle. She had already shared with us that she didn't really have any real aunts or uncles, except maybe her Aunt Bobbie, she still wasn't sure about that one, but she loved them all as if they were. It was such a Sam thing to say.


    At one point, a guy accidentally bumped into another man near our table. The other guy was twice the first guy's size and got verbally abusive and pushed the first man. I started to stand. Nobody has the right to bully anyone! But a soft, warm hand on mine caused me to pause. I looked over to see Sammie with an almost pleading look on her face as the manager materialized and quickly diffused the situation and asked the larger man to leave, giving him a couple free meal vouchers for a future visit. She whispered, “You can't save everyone.”


    I squinted at Sam, why did she hold me back? Nobody should get away with bullying. Then she leaned in and whispered in my ear, “If the bloody Academy finds out you had been fighting they'd kick you to the curb. I've sort of... gotten used to having you around... and it would be a shame if you weren't there anymore. Besides, I saw the manager reacting as fast as you.”


    I could feel a blush burning on my face. What was wrong with me? She only said she'd gotten used to me. I nodded and replied quietly, “Sorry, I just have a thing against any form of bullying.” I hissed internally, remembering the stories of mother's attack from so long ago. It is the main reason I learned Aikido.


    She smiled and the butterflies started up again. What the hell did I find so... so... Sam, about her? I've dated plenty of guys and gals, but I've never been this nervous around a girl before. I felt like running really fast in tiny circles when I was around her.


    Before she moved back and continued eating while looking around the table at everyone she whispered, “And I love that fact about you.” Why were they all staring at us, smiling?


    At one point, Marie asked Samantha if it would be OK if she asked Brent out. Sam just grinned ear to ear and said, “See? Cute! I have no problem with it.” Was that the boy she had danced with the other night?


    After the meal, June offered us a ride back to campus after we all bid Kat and Marie goodbye. I looked down the street to see Central Park peeking between the buildings a block away, teasing me. I smiled and said, “Thanks June, but I think I might get in a little tourist action. I've never really been away from the Seattle area before and this looks like an adventure just waiting to happen here.”


    Sammie looped her arm in mine and said, “That sounds like fun, mind if I tag along? I've been to New York a few times when my moms were on tour, but I was young and don't remember much.”


    I just nodded, speech was beyond me at the moment as heat spread from our contact. June gave us a sly smile and a wink and said, “OK ladies, I'll see you back in the trenches tomorrow then.”


    We gave her hugs and bid Will farewell and the giddy blondie attached to my arm asked, “This is brill Abs, where to first?”


    Her face lit up as I said, “Ummm... Central Park?”


    


    


    Chapter 7 – New York


    We walked to the park, I was afraid to say anything or she might let go of my arm so we walked in silence. She finally glanced at me and asked, “You're so quiet, was I too presumptuous in inviting myself? I act like a bloody git sometimes.”


    Crap. I didn't mean to make her feel like that. I blurted out, “No. No, it's fine. I'm just thinking. I really enjoy hanging out with you. You are easy to talk to. I'm just not really good at the social arts.”


    She giggled and said cutely, “Oh, the social arts is it? Well, I think you do just fine and I personally find you fascinating, and not just because your mother happens to be my favorite artist of all time.” I couldn't stop my smile.


    She stopped me on the sidewalk after we had crossed over to the park. Her sketchpad was up and her pencil was flying across the paper. She smiled shyly at me. “Mom described her first impressions of Central Park to me once. About the impossibility of it in the middle of the concrete jungle. I totally didn't get exactly what she was trying to tell me until this moment. Just look at it.”


    She pointed behind us at the city and she breathed out in wonder as she continued, “All the motion and bustle, it is almost a physical manifestation of chaos and anxiety. But it also holds excitement and wonder.” Her smile caused mine to grow bigger as she swung around to the park and said, “Then you have the serenity and beauty of nature to strike a resounding counterpoint to the city. It truly is a contradiction.”


    I caught a glimpse of her sketch, oh my god, it was like an impression of a huge city blending into a fairytale forest. It was phenomenal. It just made me wonder what else that book contained. She noticed me staring at it then she quickly closed it with a blush on her face and said quietly, “Sorry, didn't realize I was drawing.”


    I shook my head and replied, “No. It was good. I'd love to see more.”


    Now she shook her head and dropped her eyes, and said shyly, “They really aren't for anyone to see. This is basically just my diary.”


    I nodded in understanding then grinned at her and said with as much cheer as I could muster, “Let's get going. I want to find that big fountain that is in here somewhere. I see it in every movie about New York!”


    She chuckled and chirped out, “You mean Bethesda Fountain on the Bethesda Terrace?”


    I stuck my tongue out at her and said with mock dismissal, “Whatever, showoff.”


    She grinned and grabbed my hand and started dragging me down a random path in the park. Then she asked, “Didn't you look up all the stuff you wanted to visit while going to school here?”


    I crooked an eyebrow down at her, gawd I loved how short she was, than asked, “Like any normal person would do that rather than be spontaneous?”


    She mocked hurt. “Hey! I looked it up.”


    I nodded trying to fight back a smile as I said, “I rest my case.”


    She opened her mouth in smiling surprise and bumped her shoulder into my arm then teased, “You my lady, are no lady.”


    I chuckled with her as she dragged me through the park. I figured I had four years to explore anyway. You really could almost forget that you were in the middle of one of the biggest cities in the world wandering through all the grass, trees, and nature. Our path brought us under a stone arch bridge that seemed to be straight out of a fairytale book.


    She noticed my interest as we passed under it and smiled at me and said, “This is the Ramble Arch Bridge. It is one of the many bridges in the park, I read that the design is reminiscent of the cobble bridges in the Canterbury area in England. It is also the narrowest arch in the park at only five feet.” She stopped and blushed then said, “Sorry, I sound like I'm giving a lecture. This just happens to be my favorite little bridge in the park after I saw it online I just knew I had to see it. I want to sketch it one day.”


    I shook my head, she looked so innocent, the way she was taking in the wonders around her. I murmured, “No, don't apologize, I find it fascinating. You really should draw it. We can sit down on the grass there and you can go for it.”


    She looked back at the arch behind us then nodded with an excited grin. We sat on the lawn and she opened her sketchbook. She tilted her head at the bridge cutely then took a deep breath, almost in trepidation then nodded once and put her pencil to the paper. Her hand flew as if on automatic as she stared at the arch over the path, barely looking down at the paper. What I saw... her concentration... the beauty and fluid motions of her hand... her total immersion into capturing the scene was... gawd, I was heating up in all the interesting places.


    I could watch her get lost in her own world forever. Then suddenly she shut the book and grinned at me and said, “Got it. Let's get you to the fountain before you turn into a pumpkin.” I chuckled at her playfulness and we stood. Before I knew it she was dragging me through the park once again like a little blonde on a mission.


    A minute later she brought me through some arches into a tunnel under a bridge, leading to the Terrace at the Bethesda Fountain. She froze when we were half way through the tunnel and looked up. I followed her eyes. I gasped at the colorful tiles under the arches. Then I grinned at her. I never would have thought to look up. She seems to find the beauty in everything, where most people fail to look.


    I couldn't stop my smile as she dragged me out of the tunnel, and there was the fountain! It was just like on television and the movies. I laughed and ran up to it. I turned and leaned back against it to take in the terrace. It was just as I had imagined. I grinned at her as she was just staring at me. I asked shyly, “What?”


    She looked away with a little blush and said quietly, “Nothing, you just look so bloody happy.” I hopped up and grabbed her hand and pulled her beside the fountain then stepped back and pulled up my cell phone then took a picture. It was hard for me to tell which was prettier, her or the fountain.


    After a few minutes we moved on, we spent most of the day in the park, discovering one wonder after another. Blondie was pointing out the variety of bridges in the park and saying, “I think most were constructed to add an organic and almost artistic feel to the intricate network of paths here. Each one holds a beauty of its own.” I smiled. Sure, I had noticed one or two but I was more intent on the destination than the journey and failed to notice a lot of them until she pointed them out.


    She really had an eye for finding the beauty around her without even trying, like she was constantly searching it out. Oh gawd, she just locked those ice blues on me again! Get it together Abbey! She tilted her head with a smile and asked sweetly, “What's up Abs?”


    I shrugged and replied, “Nothing, I just think it is cool how you seem to see that kind of thing.”


    She grinned and responded with, “A gift from my mumsy.” Then she timidly grabbed my hand and tugged me down a path. I looked down at her and she shyly looked up at me and asked, “Zoo?”


    I nodded once with a smile and affirmed, “Zoo!”


    It was dusk by the time we had torn ourselves away from the park. We both vowed to visit it as often as possible while we attended the Academy. We decided to walk the two miles back. She never let go of my arm, didn't she know what that was doing to me? Gawd it was tempting to just lean down and kiss her.


    We passed a little bistro close to campus, Sammie looked up at me with an impish look, and said almost like a chipmunk, “Sustenance?” I rolled my eyes with a chuckle and we went in and ordered some french dips and salads to go. She wanted to get back to the dorms and mine my brain for info on Mom for her project. I wasn't about to argue if it meant hanging around with her more.


    We got into her room and sat cross-legged across from each other on her bed and ate as we discussed the day. She was smiling at me and I realized I had unpacked the meal for us and aligned everything perfectly like I would for Mom. I blushed profusely as she bit her lower lip.


    She was so full of excitement and wonder I wished there was some way I could capture it. Hmmm... I started coming up with lines for my new spoken word project as I watched her. This would take it in an unexpected and exciting direction that I think I liked immensely!


    After the meal, she pulled out her papers and started going through them then inquired, “Her art style seems so realistic but I keep detecting some sort of structure to it. She can seemingly adapt it to any medium fluidly. How is she able to do that with so many materials?”


    I looked at her, brimming with pride for my mother, and explained, “Mom can see patterns and breaks it all down mathematically in her head. Couple that with her OCD and she can duplicate any picture she sees in her head in a pattern across any medium.” I thought for a moment wondering how much Mom would want me to share.


    Then I said quietly, as if someone might overhear us, “Off the record, she sees the entire world in mathematical grids. She simply calculates the grid in her head against the time constraint and the amount of material she has available to come up with a solution that utilizes all of them to the fullest, while portraying the image she wishes to share with the world.”


    Her eyes got wide as she asked, “You mean she completely constructs each piece in her head before she even begins?”


    I nodded with a proud grin. Sammie's smile blossomed on her face and she said softly, “That's incredible.” Then she frowned a little and continued, “But you said off the record, so we can't share that.”


    Dammit, I don't like to see her disappointed, so I said, “I'm just not sure how much Mom would like for me to share. I have to fly back to Seattle Friday night because Mom wants me at a gallery showing Saturday. She says I calm her when she is out in public. Just a sec.”


    I held up a finger and pulled out my cell and dialed Mom. I grinned as she answered on the third ring. She always answers on the third ring and never before and never after. If she misses the third ring then she lets it go to voice mail and calls right back. Some people think her OCD is strange, I think it is endearing and I'd never want her any other way... She's my mom! I put her on speaker.


    Mom answered and gushed, “Hi baby girl! I miss you so much, how are things at school?”


    I grinned and said, “Hi mom! I have you on speakerphone here with my friend, Samantha Roth.”


    Mom got nervous and her stuttering started, “Y-you have me on sp-speakerphone?”


    I smiled and looked at an amazed looking Sammie and replied, “Yes Mom, but don't get nervous, she says she met you once when she was a little girl. Back when Silent Bob went missing.”


    Mom was quiet a moment then said, “I-I remember that. H-hello Samantha.”


    Sammie grinned at the phone and said, “Hello Mrs. Jacobs.” I winced, she hated being called Mrs. Jacobs, it always reminded her of losing Mother.


    Mom paused for a moment then said softly, “Please Samantha, call me Mia.”


    I took charge and explained, “The reason I'm calling you Mom, is that Sammie is doing a paper on you but, of course, can't find any info. I was just wondering if she could speak to you sometime to gain some insight into you and your art.” Sam's eyes went wide. I knew what I was asking. Nobody and I mean nobody, has ever interviewed Mom with her permission.


    Mom answered carefully, “Well, OK baby girl. But only because she is your friend.” I opened my mouth to reply, but she continued, “Actually, why don't you bring her along when you come next weekend for the exhibit opening? D-does that sound OK Samantha?”


    Samantha had a huge grin on her face and she appeared to be hyperventilating. I grinned and laid a hand on her shoulder to reassure her that it was OK with a smile of my own. She just kept nodding at my phone. I chuckled and said, “She can't hear you nodding, you silly woman.”


    Sammie stuck her tongue out at me cutely then said, “That would be brill Mia.”


    Mom chuckled, she must feel comfortable with Sam already. For some reason, that was really important to me. I nodded once and said, “Great, then it is settled. We'll see you Friday night mom.”


    My mother replied, “Great! I'll see you girls then. I'm sorry to rush off, but I have seventeen minutes and forty three seconds to finish my current project. I love you Abbey, I can't wait to see you.”


    Sammie and I said our goodbyes and we hung up, just to be tackle hugged by a giggling blonde who was saying, “OMG! This is so amazing! You are amazing!” She paused a second then released me quickly with probably the cutest blush I had ever seen on her face. It was warming my cheeks too.


    We spent the rest of the night just talking about everything but school. I wanted to learn as much as possible about this girl that seemed to get through all my defenses like they weren't even there. I can't remember a time in my life where I could speak so freely with another person. I was sharing things with her that only my mom knew abut me. In exchange, she was sharing precious secrets about her own life with me.


    By the end of the night, I felt I knew her parents and her 'aunts.' I didn't see Satin Thunder as these women who were larger than life. Instead, I saw them as loving mothers to this intriguing woman in front of me. She made them seem so... real... like everyday people. Most of the people I know have some sort of problem with their families. Not that they don't love them, but there is usually some friction. But all I saw from Sam for her mother and her adoptive mother was love and adoration.


    I couldn't stop myself from smiling every time she spoke of them. I took note that even though Kimi Solomon, well Roth now, was not her biological mother, but had adopted her when she married Skylar, she loved her fiercely. It sounded as though it was the same where Kimi was involved.


    I reluctantly said my goodnight. We had classes in the morning. But she made me promise to be at Campus Grounds for lunch with June at noon. I wouldn't miss it for the world.


    


    


    Chapter 8 – Mia Friggin Jacobs!


    I woke up with a bloody smile on my face and Abbey on my mind. I hugged myself when I thought of her. Damn if she wasn't a right fit bird!


    I took the time last night before I went to bed to let my parents know that I'd be visiting next weekend and that I'd be speaking with Mia Jacobs. Mumsy's voice got far away, like it did when she spoke of heroes, when I mentioned it. I giggled. Mumsy loves her heroes.


    They were excited and I had to remind them that I hadn't even been away from home two weeks. This got Mum saying humorously, “Our little girl is all grown up now and doesn't need us anymore Flower.”


    Which got the teasing response, “It was bound to happen Sky.”


    I shook my head at their antics. I said with a grin, “Oh shush you. I swear I raised you two better than this.” This got chuckling all around. I loved how playful my parents were. I don't understand why so many people are surprised that 'Kimi Solomon' was so emotional and fun, they seem to be under some misguided notion that she is stoic and unfeeling. I ended the call with my promise to spend at least some of my time with them when I was back in Seattle.


    The week crawled by so slowly, only my time with Abbey seemed to rocket by. I could never get enough of her. Her strength, sarcastic humor, and her need to champion everyone had me wanting more. I was seeing one of those bloody heroes mom always spoke of in Abbey, and... I liked it.


    June was acting weird whenever she saw the two of us together, she seemed to get this goofy lopsided grin. I wonder what the silly bird is on about. Both of them were constantly having me put my sketchpad down when we spoke, I never realize I am sketching anymore, I have done it as long as I can remember.


    Marie and Brent had started dating, much to my satisfaction. They were too cute together. We had to constantly remind the poor redheaded bloke to breathe. June, of course, has started referring to them as 'The Reds.'


    Abbey was a permanent part of our lunch group and we were both permanent fixtures in each other's dorm rooms in the scant spare time we had between classes and studying. On Thursday, I finally met her roommate Genevieve when she wasn't passed out from partying. That girl is hilarious. But the weird thing is, she doesn't seem to ever study and she is in the top of the freshman class with Abs and I. She's just getting the partying out of her system. Gen said, “That's what freshman year is for right?”


    The only blemish during the week was when my sketchpad disappeared from my bag in my Freestyle Art class on Thursday. I had left to use the bog and it was gone when I returned. I reported it to the professor and I cried about it that night, so many memories lost, almost three months worth in that sketchbook. Abbey and June consoled me. Gawd I loved those women. Abs had said, “Then we'll all have to help make new memories with you.”


    We had agreed to take an earlier flight on Friday so we would have more time to visit at home. We spoke with our professors or their aids to get our assignments for Friday. I really liked the freedom we had in the college environment.


    When I woke up Friday morning, I was full of energy and felt like bouncing around. I was going to meet with Mia Jacobs today, can you bloody believe it?! I prepped for the day in a rush and snagged my carry on suitcase, Clunky, which I had packed last night. Then I was out the door to Abbey's room in the other dorm.


    I tapped lightly on the door and got the familiar sleepy grunt from Genevieve which I have learned means, “Why good morning Sammie. Splendid day out today. Please, won't you come in and make yourself at home?”


    I grinned and entered the room and Gen opened one eye from where she lay on her bed and grunted again and closed her eye to get back to sleep. I could hear Abbey in the cottage humming.


    I smiled at Gen and said playfully to her, “And a good morning to you too sleepyhead.” She grinned without opening her eyes and snuggled into her pillow, the silly bird.


    Abbey stepped one foot out of the cottage and she looked phenomenal, her usually straight hair was a wavy flood around her shoulders. I caught myself staring and almost drooling as she started running her flat iron across it, straightening the gorgeous waves. Oh, she's talking to me. I snapped myself out of it and said eloquently, “Huh?”


    She chuckled and said slowly like she was dealing with a git, “I said hi, Sam.”


    I responded equally slowly. “Good morning Abs.” She crinkled her nose at me and went to step back into the cottage.


    I blurted, “Why iz you be straightenin' dat spectacular hair?” Then gave a silly toothy grin as I tilted my head in question.


    She paused a second then smiled, almost sadly. Did I say something wrong? She replied, “It is just my way of differentiating myself from my other mother. We have... similar looks.”


    I nodded, not quite understanding but said, “A shame, it is bloody gorgeous.” She blushed and disappeared into the cottage.


    I sat on her bed and idly looked around. There was an old fashioned photo album sitting on her side table. I picked it up and smiled, does anyone use these things anymore in an age of electronics and the internet?


    I opened to a random page and saw Abbey with a beautiful dark haired girl. They looked so happy together. To my shame I found myself getting a little jealous of the girl with Abbey. I touched Abbey's face in the picture as she came walking out of the bog and looked at the book in my hands.


    I shrugged at her in apology then looked down at the picture again and said wistfully, “You two look so happy in this picture. Was she your girlfriend?”


    Her nose crinkled in pure amusement as she shook her head in mirth. “One, ewwwww. And two, the reason for my straight hair.” She was grinning like the Cheshire Cat now.


    I squinted an eye in confusion then looked at the picture again. Wait, there were some subtle differences between Abby and... “Bloody hell! Your mothers?” She was nodding quickly, she looked almost ready to burst out laughing but was somehow able to contain herself.


    I looked at the picture then her again, the similarities were almost spooky but I saw some definite differences now. Then I pointed at the other girl and asked the obvious now, “Mia?” She nodded. I smiled at her and said, “Well... I still liked your wavy hair.”


    She crinkled her nose at me again then grabbed the bag she must have packed last night and prompted. “Shall we be off?” I nodded and we made our way out to the bus stop.


    By the time we were in the air I was knackered, I had been up most of the night, I was too excited about meeting Mia and seeing my parents again. I know, pathetic, just two weeks away from home and I already missed it.


    I woke up with my head on Abbey's shoulder as the captain was announcing our final descent. Her scent was relaxing to me. I peered up into her amber orbs, not wanting to move but grudgingly sitting up and said quietly, “Terribly sorry. I have to be the worst traveling companion ever.”


    I couldn't read her smile as she bit her lower lip and said in a husky voice, “No complaints here.” I don't think it would be possible to blush any more than I did at that moment.


    After we touched down and taxied to the terminal, Abbey grabbed our bags from the overhead and we made our way out. Abbey paused for a moment while we were making our way out of the security area in the terminal. “Mom is a little... eccentric...”


    I stopped her before she could continue. “Don't you dare finish that thought. It will be brill.” She nodded and gave me a cute smile and we continued out to the common area.


    We hadn't gone more than ten feet when this gorgeous middle aged woman, who had absolutely no right looking as good as she did, stepped through the crowd while avoiding contact with everyone and going directly up to Abbey and reached up and engulfed my tall companion in a warm embrace. I heard her whisper, “Baby girl.”


    Abbey comically picked her up and swung her side to side in the hug, the other woman's combat boots dangling off the floor as Abs said, “I missed you Mom.” Then she set her down and turned toward me and introduced us. “Mom, this is my best friend at the Academy, Samantha Roth.” I blushed, was I really her best friend? Well, I guess the same was true of her.


    The woman looked at me in a way that was almost unnerving. Like she wasn't just looking at me, but taking in everything that I was, analyzing it, categorizing it. I could see a fierce intelligence in those eyes and something almost dangerous. Oh. I understood it when her eyes flickered between me and Abbey. It was almost tangible, her love for her daughter and her need to protect her.


    All of that happened in the blink of an eye, but it felt like it had gone on forever. I saw her body visibly relax and a smile that could only be described as a gift from heaven bloomed on her face as she said, “I-it's good to be able to p-put a face to the name. I'm pleased to meet you... again, S-Samantha.” She shook my hand, but I could tell she wasn't really big on people touching her. Probably influenced by her OCD.


    I was so relieved, I don't know why her acceptance of me meant so much but it did. I started breathing again and shot her a nose crinkled smile and I blurted out, “No, the pleasure is all mine Mia. I wish I could remember more about our first meeting. I was so young and I was worried about Aunt Bobbie.”


    She smiled back at me and replied, “Let's get out of here. There are too many people. Lunch ladies? Then you can tell me about your impressions of college so far.”


    Abbey looped her arm in her mom's and said, “That sounds wonderful.” They took maybe three steps, dragging Abbey's suitcase behind them when Abbey turned back and asked slyly, “You coming Sammie?”


    I shook myself and smiled, hurrying after them. OMG, I'm going to eat with a legend! Mia friggin Jacobs! I dragged Clunky behind me as we made our way into the parking garage and to an ancient looking yellow SUV that looked as though it had just rolled off the showroom floor. It was awesome! I glanced down at Mia's boots then at the car. I couldn't suppress a smile as we loaded our suitcases into the vehicle then piled in.


    I hopped into the back seat. Abbey looked torn between joining her mom up front or sitting in the back with me. I shot her what I hoped was a puppy dog look and she grinned and hopped in the back seat. Mia wiped her hands with a moist towelette, then wiped the steering wheel, and adjusted her mirror so she could see us as she drove.


    We chatted about our experiences so far in school. Mia asked me as many questions as she did her daughter, keeping me engaged in the conversation. We wound up at Pike Place Market and I was about to suggest The Pike Bakery when the ladies just automatically started steering us in that direction. Apparently they knew of Mrs. Z and her culinary artistry. I grinned at that.


    When we arrived Mrs. Zatta looked over and waved as we were assaulted by the mouthwatering smell of fresh baked bread. The ladies bypassed the little expanded metal tables and brought us back outside and sat at one of the tables near the street performers. I looked a question to Abbey and she smiled softly at her mother. “Rectangular tables out here, round in there. These are easier to organize things and align them to the table edge on.”


    Mia looked shocked that her daughter was explaining to me but relaxed as I just nodded and said, “Cool, I can see that.”


    Then Abbey said, “You want me to get you a menu Sammie? Mrs. Z knows us here.”


    I giggled out, “Noooo, that's OK, she knows what I like. Which is pretty much anything she makes.”


    Mia smiled at that. Either because she agreed or because I knew Mrs. Z too. Any self respecting Seattle resident would know this place. The food that Mrs. Zatta made was nothing short of ambrosia.


    A couple minutes later an older woman came out with a tray and set the food, drinks, and utensils down. I waited as Mia and Abbey straightened their forks and knives on their napkins and arranged the table. Mia kept poking at her utensils with her finger until they were aligned. Abbey winked at me and reached over and aligned my fork and knife for me. I saw Mia visibly relax at that. I had to smile.


    We all sliced off a bit of the heavenly smelling ham and cheese bakes. The bread was steaming and the aroma was seriously making me drool. After we all moaned in delight at the taste, Mrs. Z smiled and trundled off, back into her little cafe bakery.


    Gawd I loved these. She always put just the right amount of onion and peppers in these lunch bakes to punctuate the other tastes and textures. I swear she is an artist in her own right. I'd normally pick it up and eat it as a hoagie, but the ladies were using knives and forks so I followed suit.


    We continued to fill Mia in on school and she shared the similarities from when she had come to college. I was fascinated whenever Mia would put her fork down to take a sip of her cola. She would nudge the fork with her finger until it was perfectly straight on her napkin and aligned with the edge of the table. She absently straightened mine once, as well. I thought it was kind of cool, as a signature Mia thing I can even remember from the one time I met her as a small child. I started making sure I set my fork down straight whenever I grabbed my cola. She seemed to relax a bit when I did.


    Halfway through the meal, Abbey grinned at her mother and said, “Sorry mom, it just has to be done.” Then grabbed her lunch bake in her hand and hoisted it up to take a huge bite with a cheesy grin.


    I actually snorted as Abbey nudged her head toward mine. I grabbed mine and shot a sorry to Mia with my eyes then grabbed mine and took a big bite too with an equally cheesy grin. The elder Jacobs looked back and forth at us and placed her fork down, arranging it just so, then shook her head at us then said comically, “Oh hell.” Then she followed our lead. After her first bite she admonished Abbey, “Honestly girl, I didn't want her thinking we were a couple of animals.”


    I giggled and said, “Too bloody late, I go to school with Abs, remember?”


    This got a chuckle from Mia and Abbey said, “Hey! Well... fine. But still... hey!” I happily munched the rest of my meal with a victorious look on my face. Which only got a playful squinting of her eye, promising much pain.


    After the meal, it took almost ten minutes of Mia arguing with Mrs. Z to take our money, we were back in the yellow SUV that I learned is called a FJ Cruiser and heading north. This excited me a bit because that brought me closer to home too.


    Mia drove us across Lake Washington at Evergreen Point and over to Yarrow Bay. We pulled into the long driveway of a gorgeous lake house. Everything was bloody immaculate, as a show house. The lawn was almost manicured and the rows of flowers were perfectly aligned. My eyes darted from one small bed of flowers to another, then I squinted as I realized each had ten flowers in them with low lying mossy flowers beneath. There were an even number of beds with even numbers of flowers. I grinned... Mia's doing.


    The house was in such good repair if I hadn't known that Abbey had grown up here I would have believed it had just been built. I started wondering just how severe a case of OCD Mia had. But it made her even more fascinating to me, like daughter like mother, I guess. I grinned.


    The house was all tan and brown and I could see through the front window how the modest front was almost an architectural illusion as the house seemed sprawling inside. The bright green door seemed to beckon at you. The attached garage was bloody huge.


    The matching green garage door opened and Mia drove confidently into the farthest bay. We piled out of the car and I stopped breathing. A hand shot up to my mouth as I looked around. The space was predictable, immaculately clean.


    There were breathtaking photos on two walls, the predominate theme was a beautiful woman who looked like Abbey holding a baby. I realized they weren't photos, but preeminent examples of the Jacobs Effect. These were at a level beyond the works Mia displayed in any of the museums or galleries. It was obvious the love that was poured into them. I knew I was looking at Mia's wife holding baby Abbey.


    I pulled my eyes from them with a tear in the corner of my eye. It was so emotional and I don't know why. I took in the rest of the garage and realized I was standing in Mia Jacobs' studio. Mia friggin Jacobs' studio! This was where she created all those works of art that I could stare at forever.


    I noted some beautiful leather bound books lining a shelf above a workbench.


    On her easel in the exact center of the space was a photo... no, a Jacobs Effect, of a view of the back side of Pike Place, I knew the building we were looking at, as I could clearly see the chrome hubcap mural of “Beauty in Sunlight” on the wall. It was a woman staring up into the sun. I gasped as I realized why Abbey looked familiar to me on my first day at the academy. She looked like the woman in the mural I spent hours looking at as I grew up. This was again Abbey's mother. Looking up at the mural were that woman and a small blonde woman I did not recognize. It was evoking an emotion I didn't understand.


    I turned back to the girls as they were just silently watching me. Mia was rubbing her thumb on a tiny white teddy bear in her hand. A tear rolled down my cheek and I hastily wiped it with the back of my sleeve. “Oh. Terribly sorry, it's just...” I looked back at the studio then smiled and turned back and hustled to grab Clunky from the back before I made more of a git of myself.


    They both seemed to be silently studying me then Abbey went in motion with a smile and retrieved her suitcase. Mia was smiling now as she led the way through the door into the house. I paused a moment at the easel to stare in shock. The medium she chose seemed to be tiny squares of cardboard glued onto the canvas. I chuckled as I saw cereal boxes with chunks taken out of them stacked neatly in the trash can beside the easel.


    I hurried to catch up with Abbey. I whispered to her, “She's bloody brill!” The proud look on her face told me volumes about how she felt about her mother.


    I left Clunky by the door as I'd be staying at home while we visited this weekend. I glanced around, the place was beautiful. I wondered if Mia came from money since Abbey said she had this place before she was famous. Oh, that would be a question for the interview.


    A glass wall at the end of the common space looked out to a beautiful lawn and a dock stretching out into the lake. The huge stone fireplace drew your attention to the sitting area. It kind of reminded me of the arrangement in Aunt Bobbie's lodge.


    Before I knew it Mia was dragging both Abbey and me by the hands to the super comfy looking couches. “Sit relax a bit. I'll go make some coffee and we can start my first official interview.” She stuck her tongue out playfully in distaste. I could tell she didn't like discussing herself, but she was going to do it for her daughter.


    I just sat dumbly, still not sure this was really happening. I was sitting here beside a beautiful creature who was causing my pulse to race because of her proximity on the couch, about to interview one of my heroes of the art world. It was beyond surreal. I absently grabbed Abbey's hand. And before I realized I was doing it and started to pull back, she laced our fingers.


    I swear I stopped breathing until I almost jumped out of my skin when I was startled by Mia returning with three cups of coffee. Bloody hell!


    


    


    Chapter 9 – Interview


    Mia had a way of relaxing people. I realized that she hadn’t stuttered since the airport. Hmmm... must only be when she is nervous. All of these little quirks made her a more and more fascinating person to me. I enjoy the differences in people, they are what make us so unique and beautiful.


    She chatted with us for a couple minutes before we started the interview. I wound up digging in my bag and retrieving my brand new, empty sketchbook, and absently sketched the scene as we spoke. Abbey leaned in to see and I pulled it to my chest. She grinned and leaned back.


    Finally, I pulled out my iPad and grinned at the ladies and said, “Shall we?”


    I waggled my eyebrows to the chuckling of Abs and the playful sigh from Mia as she responded, “If we must.” She grinned.


    I started with her youth and was shocked to find it was closer to my Mum's in England than coming from money like I had surmised. She was an orphan who went from foster home to foster home. She was basically penniless until her art took off. This house was her wife's inheritance. She says she still isn't used to living like this and having possessions since her whole childhood she was taught to not have more possessions than can be carried in the trunk of a car, since you never knew when the state was going to assign you to another foster home.


    She shared her impressions of the world back then and how she discovered that the art could calm her. That got us onto the subject of the Jacobs Effect. She blushed every time I used the term. Then she whispered, “Do you want to know a secret?”


    I grinned and nodded. She seemed to sink into the cushions and said softly like she was lost in thought, “It isn't art at all. It is math. All math and patterns. My brain sees the world as math and patterns. I'm always counting, always perceiving things in a three dimensional grid in my head. It is how I make sense of things. So all I am doing, no matter what medium I am working with, is just reproducing that pattern, that grid.”


    She paused a second then shrugged and continued, “I simply calculate the angle of viewing with the canvas to determine the optimal way to utilize the materials at hand with the time constraint imposed on the project. Then I simply share a memory with the viewers of the piece. The variables play through my head like a symphony.”


    I smiled at that, she says math, but it takes an artistic mind turning that math into, as she puts it, sharing a memory. I stated, “So all of your works, are different memories of your own life.”


    She nodded and said thoughtfully, “That is a good way to put it. Each one is a happy memory from my life that I can never forget. They loop through my thoughts always. They make me feel happy... loved. And I just want to share those feelings.”


    I stopped typing and looked at her, then said wistfully, “And they do. My mothers and I go to all your showings and exhibits. They are always the highlight of our visits to the MAC.


    She grinned at this and said softly, “Skylar and Kimi are such nice ladies.” She turned to her daughter and added with a wry smile, “That Kimi has the most wicked sense of humor. You have to watch out for it because it comes right out of nowhere. I swear she needs to carry a 'snort warning' sign with her.” That almost got me to snort in response as I nodded. Mumsy has this way of deadpanning a delivery that takes you completely by surprise.


    Then she finished almost sadly, “It is a shame I have only met them a couple of times.” Then she winked at me, which caught me by surprise, then Mia said slyly, “But that will be remedied in three hundred and thirty seven minutes and seventeen seconds.”


    I cocked an eyebrow at her and she looked at her daughter then me and said, “Well, I asked them over for dinner before they whisk you away tonight.” I may have squeaked in excitement. Fine, whatever, I squeaked... are you happy now? I glanced over and Abbey had gone pale.


    I tilted my head and asked in earnest, “Are you OK Abs?” as I grabbed her hand.


    She mechanically nodded and sputtered, “Satin Thunder... my house... I...”


    A grinning Mia had a look of triumph on her face as she reached over with a hand and gently closed her daughter's mouth then said with a little smirk, “Oh, did I fail to inform you that mothers scheme too?”


    I couldn't stop my smile as I was realizing that my idol was just a normal lady like the rest of us. For some reason, this just lifted her up higher in my book.


    I was acutely aware that I still hadn't released Abbey's hand and she slowly laced our fingers again. Bloody hell it was getting hot in that room. Does she realize she was doing it? Does she understand what it was doing to me? I decided not to move or say anything about it for fear that she would let go.


    I saw the signs of a hidden smile ticking at the corner of Mia's mouth as she looked at us with those calculating eyes of her's.


    Then we continued with the interview. The more we delved into her life and her artistic influences, the more I realized she couldn't see it. What she thought was just cold calculations to efficiently recreate a snapshot of a point in her life, were actually intense and complex emotions woven into a tapestry that conveyed those same emotions and more. I was able to break it down to a self evident truth, she was trying to convey the love that existed in each of the moments she shared.


    Oh bloody hell, I was on the verge of crying again at my revelation, and again I didn't know why. I seemed to be confused about a lot lately. A warm squeeze of our clasped hands from Abbey and I started feeling better.


    We started drifting off topic as we spoke of both Abby and my childhoods. Then about the difficulties we had when coming out to our friends. For the most part, we were accepted by our friends immediately, but there was the expected bigotry and bullying from those outside our trusted circles.


    The parallels were eerie, but Abbey and I veered off on different tangents at that point. I took the 'kill them with kindness' approach of dealing with people’s negativity. Abbey just takes them head on and dares them not to flinch first. She has been taking Akido for five years now, learning to defend herself without fighting. Mia sighed and informed me that just like her Valla, Abbey unfortunately, won't back away from anything.


    At one point, Mia excused herself to go order food to be delivered later since she didn't feel like cooking, saying, “I'd much rather visit with you girls while I have the chance.”


    Things devolved further over the next hour or so and at one point I came to the realization that I was the one being interviewed by Mia. How had she managed that? I grinned at her. The stinker was a tricky one. She grinned like a kid who nicked a cookie when she saw my realization. I stopped and said, “You Mia, are one tricky bird.”


    She shrugged with a decidedly evil grin and then said to nobody in particular, “Two minutes, if they are punctual.” I realized she was talking about my parents. She hadn't even looked at a clock, I looked around. In fact, I only saw the clock in the kitchen on the stove behind her, showing two minutes to six.


    I looked at both of the women and opened my mouth to ask when Abbey said with pride, “You'll get used to it. Mom's internal timer is more accurate than most clocks. She's always counting.” I smiled, that was yet another amazing thing about Abbey's mother.


    And yes please, I'd love to hang around you Abbey, so much that I get used to it. I grinned at my inner monologue. I had decided to tell myself the truth and acknowledge the fact that I really, really liked Abbey. She was so fascinating, so, dangerous, so... sexy. She wasn't like anyone I have ever met and that was so exciting to me... just like those catlike eyes. Bloody hell, they've trapped me again! I blushed as I looked into that amber and orange pools.


    I was startled out of my unladylike drooling by the soft chiming of the doorbell. Mia hopped up spryly with a smile on her face and headed to the door, murmuring something about blessed punctuality.


    I looked back over the couch as she opened the door and smiled, “H-h-hello ladies, p-please come in.” My parents walked in and my heart swelled as I jumped up off the couch with a squeal, dragging the tall brunette attached to my hand with me.


    I let go of Abbey as I reached Mum and grabbed her into a hug, making sure not to get over-exuberant and overextend her prosthetic foot. Then I turned to Mumsy and she engulfed me into a bear hug that left my feet dangling off the ground. “Hi baby.” She said in her soprano voice.


    Then she set me down and both my parent's eyes were on Abbey. Wonder Twin protective powers activate! I almost giggled as I turned to Abbey who looked like she was about to pass out. I said, “Abbey, I'd like for you to meet my parents, Skylar and Kimi Roth.” She stared at Mum's outstretched hand. I may have snorted when I had to reach out and grab Abby's hand and raise it to shake Mum's hand. I was grinning, she seemed to be at eye level with Mumsy, not many girls are that tall.


    She regained her wits and blurted out, “It is a pleasure to meet you.”


    Then Mumsy smiled and offered her hand. As she shook the offered hand, Abbey's jaw hung slightly open as she was looking back over at Mum and looking up and down, staring at her scars. Then she dropped her hand and snapped her eye's back to Mum's. “Oh, I'm sorry. That was rude of me. It's just, I didn't know they were so much more... beautiful in person.”


    Mum beamed, she was quite proud of the colorful tattoos that covered her burn scars down her right side. They were my other mother's artwork. She simply said, “I know, right?” with a huge smile. Then she turned and smiled at Mia and pulled her into a hug, “It is so good to see you again Mia. We haven't seen you since Roberta's accident. How long has it been now? Ten years?”


    Mia looked embarrassed and started to tell her how many days, hours, and minutes, but she was interrupted my Mumsy bending down and giving her a bear hug too. She shot her one of her rare smiles and said, “Good to see you haven't lost any accuracy over the years Mia.


    The elder Jacobs gave a sly grin and retorted, “Hey now Kim, you're making us sound old!”


    Then Mumsy's face went blank again as she deadpanned, “Our children are in college Mia.” A moment later we all chuckled.


    We were all ushered to the seating area again. I giggled so hard it hurt when Abbey whispered to me, “Satin Thunder is in my living room!”


    When I could breathe again, I corrected her with a smile as I whispered back, “No. Skylar and Kim, my parents, are in your living room.” She nodded then excitedly grabbed my hand. I shot Mumsy a pleading look to not embarrass me when her always scanning eyes landed on our clasped hands.


    As stoic as most people seem to think she is, one thing Kimi Solomon Roth can never be accused of is subtlety. I swear she was mentally sticking her tongue out at me as she made a show of deliberately grabbing mums hand and clasped their fingers too. Mum is too quick and too sharp and she looked up with a grin and chastised, “Now Flower, be nice. Don't embarrass the girls now.”


    Mumsy broke into a smile and sighed dramatically, saying, “Fine. But it is so much fun Sky.”


    Mia nodded and added, “It is isn't it?” There were so much mirth and mischief sparkling around in her eyes.


    It all turned into a “Let's Pick on Abbey and Samantha” fest. Embarrassing childhood story after story was told. I was getting the distinct impression that this was a ritual parents just had to go through whenever they met. Abs and I took turns blushing as we weathered the storm. I will not admit to laughing a time or two. Some of the stories were adorable and made me feel that much closer to Abbey.


    Then Mia stood up suddenly and walked to the door. She opened it, and a shocked delivery boy was standing there with his hand poised to knock. Mia looked embarrassed and paid the lad and retrieved two bags from him then closed the door as he left.


    She held up the bags and nudged her head toward the large dining room table over by the kitchen in the huge common area by the glass wall. She asked, “Chinese?”


    We all walked to the dining area and sat and patiently waited as Mia and Abbey laid out the meal in a grid pattern, with everything perfectly aligned. Then laid out plates, napkins, chopsticks, and forks similarly. My parents watched in silent fascination as Mia nudged items with her finger until they were perfectly aligned.


    Then a pot of coffee was started and they brought out water and sodas for everyone and a beer for Mumsy. Did Mia really remember that mother preferred beer from that one night so long ago?


    I hadn't even realized that the room had sat in silence while this well choreographed dance had progressed. I was amazed, I could have watched that all day, it was like artwork to me.


    Then we started passing the boxes around so we could dish up as we talked and joked and got to know each other all over again as we ate. The Jacobs women were bloody easy to like. This always struck me as something that came naturally to my parents, they accepted everyone and pulled them in as a family. Like an irresistible force like gravity.


    During the meal, Mia kept straightening things absently. Abbey even once sneakily straightened my fork for me. We all caught on quickly and were careful to align things neatly whenever we moved them, I could see the anxiety bleed off of Mia as we did so. I was happy about that.


    As the meal wound down, Mia invited my parents back to the couches and left the 'young uns' to clean up. Once we were done, Abbey glanced over at the parents and then at me and got a cute conspiratorial grin on her face as she grabbed both of my hands and dragged me over to a door and into a large bedroom. There were band posters and posters of male and female actors everywhere. I giggled at the preponderance of vintage Satin Thunder posters. I took note that this room was a counterpoint to the fastidiously clean and organized house. It was an almost organized chaos. I could still see the undercurrents of a possible case of mild OCD influencing the room.


    There was no doubt, this was Abbey's lair. The bedroom she grew up in. I looked around like I was on an archaeological dig. Every little thing was giving me insight into this woman who held me so captivated. I noticed she had her own walk in closet and cottage too.


    We sat and just spoke about anything that came to mind, like we were mining each other for information. I found myself not caring that I was sharing my private secrets and dreams, I wanted her to know everything. I kept getting distracted by her scent, it permeated her room and was giving me a euphoric rush.


    She was in mid sentence, telling me about the one time she skipped class in her senior year to attend a reading by one of her favorite poets when it happened. My lips were on hers, I couldn't hold back anymore. To my extreme delight, she responded as fervently as me.


    I've kissed a lot of people in my dating life, but absolutely none of them compared to this. I felt detached from reality in some way, just floating where nothing existed except our contact. I reveled in it, my body was heating up and buzzing like nothing I had ever felt. I was so lost in the moment that I almost jumped out of my skin and hit the ceiling when someone cleared their throat from the doorway. Bloody hell!


    We broke apart quickly, gasping for air and I'm sure it would have been a tossup which one of us was blushing more at Mia standing at the door with a sly grin on her face. Oh lord, take me now! I was so embarrassed and there was nowhere to hide. Abbey's shock bled away into a silly smile as she looked at her mother and asked, “What's up Mom?”


    Mia snorted with a grin then said, “I was just coming to let you girls know that it is getting late and the Roth's are ready to get going. So unless you simply can't pry your lips off of each other, they wanted me to collect Sammie for them.”


    I was still blushing and biting my lower lip as I looked back and forth between the two women, but most of my mind was preoccupied replaying that kiss. I nodded then mouthed to Abbey, “Sorry.”


    She giggled as we hopped off her bed, saying, “What the heck for? That was...” I blushed again and pushed my pink lock over my shoulder and scooted back out to the great room. I caught Mia playfully bumping hips with Abs as we went out to my waiting parents.


    One look at the blush on my face and Mumsy's blank face bloomed into a knowing smile. She said with humor coloring her voice, “Ooooo I see there is much teasing to be had on the ride home!”


    Mum slapped her shoulder playfully and said, “Flower, you are so bad!” And everyone but me chuckled. But playing over and over in my head was the fact that I had kissed Abbey Jacobs and she kissed back! So I could endure any amount of teasing my parents could dish out. Bloody hell, I'm staring at her lips again.


    We said our goodnights with promises of visiting tomorrow, and Abbey followed us out to the Jeep. She gave me the warmest hug, which I never wanted to end, then I got in the car and gave her a tiny wave as we pulled out of their long driveway.


    Then Mumsy said with her perfect comical timing, “Soooo is she a good kisser Sam? That's an important thing you know.”


    But then Mum came to my rescue and said quietly, “Now Flower, be nice.” She paused then said with her own perfect comical timing, “So Sammie is she a good kisser? You two look so cute together.” Traitor!


    Mumsy actually snorted at the betrayal as I blushed, and she said appreciatively, “Nice Sky!”


    I held my head high in defiance and then melted and gushed out, “OMG! Yes!” Which just got mirthful chuckles from my evil, evil parents.


    By the time we got back home in Issaquah, I had been sufficiently embarrassed and the topics had turned to my experiences in college so far. They were genuinely excited to hear about my impressions. Both were saddened by the loss of one of my sketchpads, Mumsy more-so than Mum, as she has the same obsession with them that I do.


    It was almost midnight when we got home. I dragged Clunky into my bedroom and looked around, it was just as it always was. It was funny how similar my room was to Abbey's, but without the undercurrent of order. With band posters and actors but interspersed with hundreds of my sketches pulled out of my sketchbooks covering the walls. I ran my fingers along some of them as they called to mind distinct memories. They chronicled my life thus far. I lovingly ran my eyes across the hundred or so sketchbooks lined up on the shelf above my bed. Oh, the memories they contain.


    I got myself ready for bed, then went out and hugged my parents and told them goodnight before returning to my room and flopping face first onto my bed. I screamed into my pillow in glee as I kicked my feet in the air. I had kissed Abbey Jacobs!


    Then I got under the covers and was out before my head hit the pillow. I dreamed of Abbey's lips.


    


    


    Chapter 10 – Progeny


    The next morning, Mum was tapping at my door and stepped partially in and said, “Honey? Time to get up. Flower just got a call from Mia. She wanted to know if we wanted to go to her art opening at the Midtown Gallery this morning. Something about not being able to shut Abbey up about inviting you... I mean us.”


    I grinned at her evil ribbing and said sarcastically, “Gee thanks mum.” I threw my pillow at her as she retreated back to the safety of the hall with an almost schoolgirl giggle.


    I smiled. You know what? I really love my parents, they are far too much fun to be around. I shook my head and hopped out of bed to prepare for the day. Oh lord, I had no clue what I was going to wear! I wanted to look good for Abbey! Something elegant for an art opening? Or something trendy... I had... oh bloody hell... ummm... “MUM!? I need help!”


    A minute later my Mum came in with a crooked grin on her face as she sat on my bed. She tilted her head at me as she adjusted her receiving cup on her prosthetic foot. I blurted out, “What am I going to wear to the opening?”


    She started chuckling as we heard Mumsy down the hall calling out, “She really has it bad doesn't she Sky?”


    Mum, being the evil traitor that she is, replied, “Truly, Flower.”


    I reached for my pillow to defend my honor, but I forgot I was out of ammunition. I looked at my pillow laying on the floor by the door and giggled out, “We're just friends mum!”


    She stood and spoke with a perfect Valley Girl accent, “What-evah Sammie.” Then she laid a hand on my arm and her tone softened, “Let's see if we can find you something nice to wear that Abbey will like. We're partial to her as well.”


    I sighed in relief. I had no clue what would be appropriate... I mean I didn't want Abbey to think I was uncivilized. I had to get out of my own mind, so I grabbed my sketchpad and started drawing as Mum sang while she rooted through my closet.


    She came out with an elegant black and charcoal grey dress I had worn to Uncle Remmy's funeral last year. He wasn't really my uncle, but it sure felt like it when we lost him. He was a spry ninety five years old and as sharp as a tack. He passed in his sleep. Some people say he was a cantankerous and grumpy old bloke, but those people never got to see the caring man that hid behind that act. We all saw him as Aunt Bobbie's surrogate grandfather. There isn't a man that knew the Cascade Mountains like he did. Which made him invaluable for Bobbie's outdoor outfitter's business.


    My breath hitched a moment at the memory of the funeral. A soft, consoling look from Mum put me back on track. It certainly was a pretty dress. I smiled and nodded, saying, “It'll do.”


    Mum rolled her eyes with a chuckle and laid the dress out on the bed and started out the door, speaking over her shoulder, “Hurry up now. You only have a couple hours to get ready before we go.”


    She squeaked then giggled as she was struck from behind by my stuffed rabbit, Mr. Floppy that was expertly thrown by yours truly. I grinned in vindication and looked at the dress then went about getting ready.


    After my shower, shaving my legs, and drying my hair, I got dressed then looked in the mirror. I guess I'm passable, I could see every flaw about me, then went about curling my hair and doing my makeup. Then I topped it off by putting in the delicate silver drop chain earrings and matching chain necklace my parents got me for my sweet sixteen birthday.


    I slipped on some low black heels. I couldn't get the fact that I loved how Abbey towered over me out of my head. So inch and a half heels are all I wanted to wear. Oh bloody hell, my parents are right! I've got it bad! I giggled at the thought of my first impression of Abs. Even though I had completely misjudged her, I had to admit that I was attracted to her right from the start, and... we had made out last night!


    I smiled at the memory and checked myself in the mirror one final time. I nodded. It will have to do. Then I grabbed my bag and sketchbook and walked out to where my parents were mock-patiently waiting. I had to smile when I saw them. I truly hope I can look as good as them when I'm middle aged. I really believe they still look as good as they did the day they retired from the music industry all those years ago.


    With a huge smile, Mum looked at me then up to Mumsy who had this odd look glittering in her eyes. Was it pride? I blushed and asked, “What are you two on about now?”


    Mum shook her head and said with a smile, “You look brill Sammie. Did you want a bite before we go? I don't know if there will be refreshments.”


    I nodded and then helped her in the kitchen to make a light breakfast. We ate then talked a bit as Mumsy and I sketched. Time was going so slow. It was the longest fifteen minutes of my life! Then finally the traitorous clock decided to move again... and what do my bloody parents find so funny? I need to create some sort of list so I can put them on it!


    We piled into the Jeep and drove to the Midtown Gallery. Wow, the lot was packed! But then again, it was a Mia Jacobs showing, so it made sense. I smiled at that, I still couldn't believe I actually knew Mia Jacobs now! She was so full of emotion. As we spoke yesterday, I saw below it all... an undercurrent of... unimaginable pain? Coupled with a determination to weather it and concentrate on the happy memories and building new memories. I don't know how to categorize what I saw, but it felt like incredible strength of character... like her daughter had.


    We exited the vehicle and smoothed our dresses and I practically had to drag my parents to the door. There was a man there taking invitations from guests. Oh, this was a private showing? I looked at my parents and they didn't have an invitation. The stout man didn’t look up but put his hand out to us as he read his list, expecting an invitation. When one didn't materialize he looked up and recognition spread instantly on his face.


    He had a huge smile on his chubby face as he said professionally, “The Roths Mrs., plus one. Please go right in, Mrs. Jacobs is expecting you.” Then he checked something off on a list on his clipboard and opened the door for us. We thanked him as we passed through and into the gallery.


    Abbey was just inside the door greeting people as they came in. My heart stopped. She was a vision! I had never seen her wear anything but jeans and t-shirts or blouses at school. But now, in a white sundress with her wavy hair flowing back over her shoulders, bangle bracelets and three inch open toe heels, she was the definition of femininity.


    She blushed and looked uncertain suddenly when she looked at me staring at her gape mouthed. She nervously asked, “What? Is it that bad? Oh god... I told mom.”


    I was shaking my head and Mum reached over and gently closed my mouth for me. I finally remembered two things. One, I needed oxygen at some point, so I exhaled and took a deep breath. And two, how that talking thing works. You know, your mouth moves and words come out. I blurted out, “No...it's... you look... You're bloody beautiful Abbey!”


    A smile bloomed on her face. Her eyes had never left me the whole time as she scanned me up and down. Then she shyly said, “Thank you. And you've never looked so... I mean... that dress.”


    We were interrupted by my parents chuckling. We looked at them and simultaneously blushed at their mocking of us. Abbey went on the defensive with a smile for me and a squinty look for them as she handed us our programs and said in a professional manner, “There are refreshments by the back wall. The art will be unveiled at eleven. Now shoo, the whole lot of you.”


    Mum grinned and chuckled out, “OK OK, we get the hint. You do look lovely though Abbey.” Mumsy nodded in agreement and gave her one of her rare smiles.


    Then Abbey stopped me with a hand placed lightly on my forearm and whispered. “You really do look beautiful Sammie. I'll see you in a few minutes?”


    I nodded, it was easier than that talking thing, which I still didn't have down since I saw her like this. Oh, I know, maybe I can try some letters! I squeaked out in a shy voice, “OK.” But before I hurried off to catch up with my parents with a blush burning on my cheeks, I added, “I really love your hair like that.” Then I made my escape as she raised a hand to her hair and twisted a lock in her fingers cutely.


    I approached my parents at the refreshment table and grabbed a grape juice. I looked around the gallery. I hadn't been to this one before, I loved art and decided I was going to look around before the event started. I realized my parents hadn't spoken yet. I looked back at them and they were holding hands and were looking at me with silly grins.


    I blurted out, “What?”


    Mum dragged Mumsy off in a different direction while shaking her head singing in her low musical voice, “Abbey and Sammie sitting in a tree.”


    I was mortified, and it only doubled when Mumsy finished for her as they walked away, “K I S S I N G.” But then I smiled proudly, I HAD kissed Abbey hadn't I? I happily wandered around the gallery, I still hadn't caught a glimpse of Mia. I started looking at some of the amazing art pieces and absently sketched my impression of the event so far. But a tall angel in a white dress seemed to wind up in all my sketches.


    I closed my book and pondered a bit about how I was acting, like a bloody schoolgirl with a crush. I mean, I've dated plenty of people, but no guy nor girl had ever had this effect on me. I needed to talk to Abbey. I had never wanted to ask someone out more than I did that very moment. But what if she says no? Bloody hell Sammie, no need to borrow trouble! I gathered my nerves and decided that I would today.


    When the antique grandfather clock in the lobby chimed eleven, the curator of the gallery stood over by the covered works at the Jacobs exhibit and said, “May I have your attention please?” I made my way over with the crowd and found my parents. I stood beside them and we exchanged little smiles then looked at the curator.


    When he had everyone's attention he continued, “Thank you all for coming today. Most of you know me, Herbert Reins, the curator of the Midtown Gallery. Now we have something special for you today. We have the extreme pleasure to have one of the most influential artists of our time here to display some of her extraordinary works. This woman needs no introduction, but I'll do it anyway. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Mia Jacobs.”


    Applause erupted from the crowd, it sounded like a Satin Thunder concert to me! Then from a little side door, and extremely embarrassed looking Mia walked out to stand next to Herbert. The cheers doubled. She looked stunning in a flowing black dress. I can't tell you why, but the combat boots on her feet had a tear welling in my eye.


    She was rubbing that tiny teddy bear in her hand again. She seemed to be drawing strength through it or something.


    Then she closed her eyes, and I saw her finger twitching... was she counting? At an apparent ten count, the shy and embarrassed Mia was replaced by a strong, confident woman with her head held high as she said, “Th-th-thank you Herbert.” He nodded and took a step back. She smiled and looked around at the gathered crowd and continued, “And thank y-you all for being here today. I'd like to share with you a grouping of pieces that I hold close to my heart.”


    She held her hand out in a beckoning gesture and my angel stepped up next to her. She towered over Mia and looked quite embarrassed. Then Mia finished with, “I call this exhibit, Progeny.” Then she tugged a string and all of the covers simultaneously fell off of the collected works. There were five canvases and a sculpture centerpiece. I couldn't get close to see them. I saw Mia fade back against the wall with Abbey. I pushed my way through the crowd to them.


    I leaned against the wall beside them and said with a grin, “This is so exciting. I've never been to one of your openings before Mia, I love your art. It doesn’t look like I'll get to see these works until the crowd thins a bit. Don't they know they shouldn't crowd the pieces? All of your stuff is best viewed from a distance.”


    Mia gave me a sparkling smile and said, “I know, right? I've never understood these events.”


    Abbey cut in, “It is so they can celebrate your mom, and you know it.”


    Mia shook her head and replied, “I know baby girl, but the focus should be on the memories I am sharing instead.”


    I smiled at the two then stopped breathing again, I'm going to have to see a doctor about that, it isn't natural is it? Oh, never mind, it's just Abbey's hand in mine. She laced our fingers and I froze. I didn't want her to let go. Mia chuckled and walked off, she said to me as she walked past, “Breathe Sammie.” So I did. Hey, she's a smart lady!


    Abbey grinned down at me and whispered, “Don't mind her, she has been teasing me all morning.”


    I snorted then covered my mouth then said, “It can't be any bloody worse than both my mums have subjected me to this morning. I'm quite sure that all parents believe it is their duty to embarrass their children.”


    She smiled softly then looked over toward the exhibit and murmured, “You don't know the half of it.”


    I looked at her and locked my eyes on her amber orbs... the orange flecks were mesmerizing. I squeezed her hand. I breathed out, “So... about last night.”


    She cocked her head and blushed. “I'm so...”


    I cut her off, “It was amazing!” She seemed to relax and her confidence had returned instantly. I continued, “I was sort of wondering if, maybe, you'd want to...”


    A dark haired bloke around our age interrupted. “So Abbey, I was wondering if you might reconsider. I think we were a good match and...”


    She cut him off. “Good God Kenny! Can't you see I'm talking with someone here? And besides, it was you that broke things off with me. So no, I'm not interested. Can you, please leave me and my girl alone here?” He looked at the two of us with an odd look on his face, then wandered off back into the crowd.


    I blushed. My girl? I take it this plonker made the colossal blunder of breaking up with this magnificent woman. Was he just trying to ask her out? Why was I feeling jealous suddenly? Oh gawd, now I was going to sound pathetic, like him showing up prompted me to ask her out.


    Abbey caught my eyes again, she looked embarrassed. But that turned to excitement as she asked, “You were saying?”


    I shook my head with a sad smile. “It's nothing, we can talk later.”


    She seemed to deflate a little but then smiled and started dragging me forward and speaking with a tinge of disappointment in her voice, “The crowd has thinned, now you can see my eternal embarrassment.”


    We stood about twenty feet away from the exhibit at the red dots on the floor in front of each piece of artwork. I had seen enough of Mia's artwork that I knew these dots were placed for people in the know. They indicated the optimal viewing distance to get the full Jacobs Effect of each piece.


    I couldn't stop my smile as the first canvas practically jumped out at me, it looked like a black and white photo of a very cute little girl, probably five or six years old. There was absolutely no mistaking the smile on her face. Bloody hell! It was Abbey! Then it hit me, the exhibit name, Progeny. This was a celebration of Abbey.


    My eyes leapt from canvas to canvas, I watched Abbey grow up through the art, the story was incredible and the emotions they conveyed were almost tangible... and now that I understood Mia, I could see each of these as a precious memory that she held close to her heart.


    One was a collage of little squares cut out of magazines and glued to the canvas, but the tints were carefully selected so it gave the appearance of a photograph when viewed at a distance. The black and white image seemed to be made with grains of rice dyed in various shades of grey. It seemed like she could use any material she happened to have lying around to create these inspiring works.


    I was so taken by the art that I had let go of Abbey's hand and walked around the sculpture in the middle of the exhibit on the little red arrows on the floor about ten feet away. As I walked around it, following the arrows, the almost geometric structure seemed to flow like waves or wisps of smoke until I made my way around to the front and had to gasp as I could see that it was clearly now the face of Abbey with a graduation cap on. She was looking up with pride and confidence that caused a tear to trickle down my cheek. Up close, the sculpture appeared to be nothing more than random shapes and angles.


    I looked back at Abbey and smiled. She stepped up to me and brushed her thumb across my cheek, wiping a tear away. I tilted my head and said excitedly, “It... it's brill! The story of you.” She smiled and shrugged shyly. I made a production of grabbing her hand and placing it firmly into mine and clasping our fingers. I didn't look up at her, I just smiled and dragged her through the crowd toward a stairway, saying, “Your mother is beyond genius you know.”


    I glanced up and she was smiling down at me and nodding her head. We sat on the steps and I just leaned against her with my head on her shoulder and pulled out my sketchpad and started drawing. I was acutely aware of the rise and fall of her chest as I soaked in the comfort and safety I felt with her.


    I drew a series of sketches that echoed the exhibit. But I placed Mia in each scene, sharing the happy memories she displayed with each work. I finished with a sketch of my hand clasping Abbey's. Then I closed the book and looked up at Abbey who had remained completely silent. We had to have been sitting there about an hour as I drew.


    She had a look on her face I couldn't possibly describe. Was it awe? I almost asked, but she started speaking as she looked down at my sketchpad, “That was... it was almost like watching music being born. A manifestation of a symphony.” Then she locked her gaze with me. I felt like melting into her as she said, “You are amazing you know that Sam?”


    I couldn’t help it. Her lips were right there, I mean, it wasn't my fault right? I kissed her lips gently then snuggled in with her without a word to watch the people bustling about below. We just sat soaking in each other's presence.


    Abbey suddenly sat up a little straighter and I looked at her and then followed her gaze. Mia appeared to be cornered by some people, looking uncomfortable. I looked at Abbey and smiled and whispered, “Go.” That's all she needed, then she was off to rescue her mother. I knew Mia was uncomfortable around people, which is why she tried to keep moving during the showing so that she couldn’t be cornered like this and answer too many questions.


    I watched as Abbey, with practiced ease, and a smile to the people speaking with her mother, spirited her away with an apologetic look to them. I grinned. Always the hero, that one. Mumsy had somehow materialized beside me. I looked up. She really was pretty with her Native American features. She was looking down at the scene below, I caught the smile at the corners of her mouth that was so subtle that most people would have missed it altogether. She said one word to me and then walked off, “Heroes.” I had to stop myself from snorting, that was such a Mumsy thing to say.


    I was really enjoying just observing the people below, Abbey had joined me again on the stair behind mine and I was using her as a backrest. A really comfy backrest. Her scent was enveloping me. Far too soon for my tastes, Mia and my parents came up the steps.


    Mrs. Jacobs grinned at us and said in a conspiratorial tone, “The warden has sprung me. Shall we go ladies?” She looked at Abbey. “The Roth's have invited us to lunch.”


    Abbey grinned and replied, “Sounds great to me.” Then she tilted her head. “So, any interest generated?”


    Abbey nodded and responded almost sadly, “The curator received three offers already. I may just pull the exhibit... it is too... personal.”


    Abbey shook her head and almost whispered, “No mom. Your artwork needs to be out there. Were the offers OK?”


    Mia shrugged and said, “One into the seven figures, but you know it isn't about the money baby girl.”


    Abbey laid a hand gently on her mother's shoulder and said softly, as a prompt, “There is always the Callahan Foundation.”


    This caused the elder Jacobs to straighten up, smile, and nod. “You're right Abbey. I'll be right back, I need to tell the curator to accept the highest offer at the end of the month and forward all the proceeds to Sandra over at the Callahan Foundation. It can help a lot of people.”


    I saw the pride in Abbey's eyes as she watched her mother motor off in search of the curator. Mum had a similar look on her face. I was stunned, Abbey was just giving away over a million dollars like it was nothing. I couldn't stop the smile on my face. Aunt Sandra could do so much for the homeless and the kids in the children wards of the hospitals with that money.


    My mum was watching Abbey and I and she stepped up and said, “Hmmm... why don't you girls take our Jeep and explore the city the rest of the day. Flower and I will hitch a ride and lunch with Mia.” Mumsy stepped beside her and was already taking her Jeep key off her ring and handing it to me with a conspiratorial grin to Mum.


    Then, just to embarrass me, she said flatly, “Don't do anything we wouldn't do Sammie.” As I tried to blush a hole in the fabric of space, my evil, evil parents wandered off in search of Mia with a chuckle.


    I took a deep breath then looked up sheepishly to a blushing Abbey. “I am so sorry for them. They are worse than a couple bloody kids!” But then I grinned and held up the car key. “Shall we blow this Popsicle stand?” I've never understood that phrase, but mum says it all the time. I was rewarded with Abbey's dazzling smile and her grabbing my hand and dragging me out of the gallery. I'd seriously let her drag me anywhere.


    


    


    Chapter 11 – Unorthodox Pseudo Family


    I felt like a kid again, sneaking off for an adventure when my parents weren't looking, as Abbey and I ran out to the Jeep and jumped in and took off down the road. We kept trying not to laugh as we glanced at the silly looks on each of our faces. We really did look like a couple little girls nicking some biscuits out of the cookie jar.


    Then after a couple minutes of driving aimlessly I asked, “Umm so, Abs, lunch?”


    She grinned and nodded and replied, “That would be great. Where to?”


    Hmmm, where to eat? I had an epiphany. “Want to meet some of my aunts?” She squinted an eye at me then nodded carefully, it was cute. I had to chuckle at her as I turned onto the freeway and pointed us toward Issaquah. I was excited for some reason to be introducing her to part of my unorthodox pseudo-family.


    On autopilot I drove, stealing glances at the tall beauty beside me. I whispered, “I really do love your hair like that.” She didn't say anything, she just smiled and nodded bashfully.


    I took the off ramp, down into the gorgeous little town that I call home, at the base of the Cascade Mountains. I navigated deftly up into the mountains, there was a chill in the air that meant snow was mere weeks away. I turned onto a long gravel driveway and was excited to see the lodge that I saw as my second home, seemingly growing out of the mountain. Valentine's Cascade Experience!


    I saw Vernon fixing the railing on the wrap around porch on the building. He looked like a huge mountain man, but Uncle Vernon was really just a big teddy bear. He was the handyman here but was really more like family to us and Aunt Bobbie. I waved at him and he smiled and waved back. I parked us in the reserved spot up front. It was Mumsy's private parking space for all of the time.


    Aunt Bobbie, the owner here, was her big sister. I think. This has always been a fuzzy area for me. Whenever we spoke of it, all of the adults always change the topic or are cryptic about it with secret smiles. The only thing that casts doubt in my eyes is the fact that Aunt Bobbie is Australian and Mumsy is Native American, but they do have similar looks.


    I glanced at Abbey then back up at Vernon. He had vanished with all his tools. How does he do that? Then I looked back at Abs. Her wavy brown locks were heating me up. I waggled my eyebrows and hopped out of the Jeep. She followed suit and I walked around to stand by her. I opened my arms wide at the huge log structure and said, “My second home.”


    I grabbed her hand and dragged her up the steps to the second level and the wraparound porch. I saw her looking down at the retail space as we climbed the stairs. That was the outdoor outfitter portion of Valentine's.


    We popped into the huge rustic doors that I loved so much, and into a large open space that had a little cafe in it. I glanced over and had to grin... she was here! I had to pull the girl who was gawking at the rustic space, up to the counter. The squeal from Aunt Sandra startled Abbey.


    The tiny blonde came running around the counter and gave me a crushing hug. “Sammie! I heard you were in town!” She always had a genuine smile for me.


    She turned her smile to Abbey, then back to me with a questioning grin. I couldn't help but smile back as I said, “Aunt Sandra, I'd like you to meet my best friend at the Academy, Abbey Jacobs. Abbey, this is my Aunt Sandra Callahan.”


    Abbey's eyes went wide. “Sandra Callahan! From the Callahan Foundation? But... why are you working here?” I understood her shock. If you didn't understand Sandra, it was hard to believe why the heiress to the Callahan Shipping empire and the head of the Callahan charitable foundation was working in a little coffee shop cafe. But her reasons always fill me with pride when I see her.


    San giggled, “It's just one of my day jobs. It is nice to meet you Abbey.” Then she pulled her into one of her signature, patent pending, Sandra hugs. When she released her huggable victim, Abbey was grinning down at her. I had to smile, that's the effect Sandra has on anyone who meets her. Then San said to me with a wicked grin, tilting her head toward Abbey, and saying, “You did good Sammie.” Which just caused both Abbey and me to blush.


    Then she got all serious and ran around the counter and said in as serious a voice as she could muster, as she fought the silly smile from her lips as she asked, “What can I get for you girls?”


    Abbey chuckled at her antics then looked over at me and asked, “I don't know, what's good here Sam?”


    I looked at her and tore my eyes from hers to address Sandra. “How bout two coffees, black, and a couple ham and cheese, and some crisps?” Sandra grinned at me and started making our meal.


    I turned with another smile as I heard a familiar tapity creak clack coming from the office area beside the cafe. A female voice with the thickest Australian accent came calling out, “What's all the commotion out here?” Then as she popped her head out of the door, a smile bloomed on Bobbie's face as she blurted out, “Sammie!”


    She came hustling over as fast as her two leg braces and forearm crutch allowed her. Her right leg was spasming out to the side as she walked. Gawd I loved Aunt Bobbie. Aunt Blake followed behind her with her own leg brace creaking. We hugged and then Aunt Blake cocked an eyebrow at Abbey. I smiled as I made the introductions. “Aunt Bobbie, Aunt Blake, I'd like you to meet Abbey Jacobs.”


    They all shook hands. Abbey was studying Bobbie's leg braces intently with great curiosity, her eyebrow rose in question as her smile grew and she put two and two together... “Silent Bob?” Then she looked at me, “Good god woman, is everyone you know a friggin' legend?”


    I blushed and replied, “Well I know you so... yes.” This got a matching blush on her. There, take that you evil bird. Wait, stop smiling. Oh gawd, she bloody won.


    I spoke quickly to push aside my utter defeat, “We were in search of lunch and I thought the cafe here at the lodge would be perfect. Then Abbey could meet you.”


    Aunt Blake, who was as tall as Abbey, shot us an evil grin, “Ooooo... bringing the girlfriend around to meet the family?”


    I sputtered, “Aunt Blake!”


    Bobbie came to my rescue by softly saying, “Now Blakester be nice. My question is... has she met the folks yet?” The evil, teasing grin she shot us showed that she was terrible at rescue operations.


    I sputtered again, “Aunt Bobbie!” I shook my head and mused out loud, “This was a bad idea, I'm sorry about these evil women Abs.”


    Abbey was just grinning and giggling as Blake nodded as she looked at her wife, adding, “Fair point Ro.”


    I sighed heavily and slumped my shoulders in defeat, murmuring, “I should have known better, you lot are no better than a bunch of kids. Join us for lunch?” I swung my head over to Aunt Sandra to let her know she was included in the invitation. They all agreed and Sandra made more sandwiches.


    I sat back and watched the Spanish Inquisition begin as three of my favorite people grilled Abbey about herself as we ate. More often than not we were all laughing and just having a grand time. I marveled over how easy Abbey made it look... getting people to like her. Well it is a gift, I know it worked on me.


    At points, Abbey comically beseeched me for help. I just grinned and watched her tread water with an evil grin on my face, to which she promptly stuck her tongue out at me. She somehow got things turned around and had us talking about my aunts. She had mentioned how she remembered when she was younger that her mother had come to this lodge when Silent Bob had gone missing in the mountains all those years ago.


    It still brings a tear to my eye when I remember how traumatic and stressful it was when Aunt Bobbie went missing. What she must have endured on that ledge in the mountains until my family found her. But here she was, strong as ever, her injuries not slowing her down nor ever used as an excuse.


    Sandra had to keep getting up to take care of customers at the counter.


    The conversation circled around to Aunt Blake, then Aunt Sandra. I noticed that Abbey seemed to take a great interest in Sandra. Most people think that San is a little simple... until they get to know her, and they see the fierce intelligence that burns inside of her. I think she is one of the smartest people I know. But it was like Abbey saw that right away, like she instinctively looked where most people don't even bother. Abs kept coaxing things out of her that just punctuated San's brilliance, letting her shine like a star.


    I can't tell you how much I wanted Abbey right then and there. She kept showing me the depth of her character and it was so bloody arousing to me.


    All too soon, Aunt Bobbie stood and said, “Well, ladies, as fun as this has been, there is work for me to do before Blakester and I can go out camping.” Aunt Blake stood with a smile as Sandra started clearing the table. Bobbie continued in her heavy Aussie accent, “Abbey, it was indeed a pleasure. You and Sammie have to come out hiking with Blake and me on one of your three day weekends.”


    Abbey grinned and blurted, “I would love to! It was so nice to meet some of Sammie's endless supply of aunts.” Everyone chuckled at my embarrassment.


    I mocked hurt and said, “Hey! I can't help it I love you all.”


    This just got me happy hugs from my three aunts. I kissed them all on the cheeks and we said our goodbyes. I dragged a giggling Abbey up the stairs to Aunt Bobbie's living quarters and past the sunken seating area around the fireplace to the glass doors at the veranda and stood outside with her.


    “This is my favorite view. From this deck. You can see the mountains and Issaquah all tucked in at their base, like a lover's embrace.” I was sketching before I knew it. Looking at Abbey and the mountains behind her. She just watched me with an unreadable smile until I finished and closed the book, realizing what I was doing. “Oh, sorry.” She just smiled larger, then I said, “You up for some adventure?”


    She tilted her head and said with mischief twinkling around in those amber eyes, “I thought we were already on an adventure.”


    I nodded and bumped my hip against her leg and said, “Fine. Some more adventure?” She nodded.


    I stood on my tiptoes and gave her a quick peck on the lips. Oh, gawd how I want to do more. Then I was leading a giggling Abs out of the apartment, explaining how it was my home in the States until we got a home of our own. Bobbie still keeps our room here for us in case we ever need to “come home.”


    We waved at Sandra as we rode the glass elevator down to the retail space. Then we were out the door and piling back into the Jeep. As I started us down the driveway, Abbey murmured, “Oh my god Sammie, they are so much fun.”


    I nodded once with a satisfied grin and giggled out, “Yes. Yes they are.”


    She looked at me shyly, “What next?”


    I gave her a small smile and said softly, “Well, as Aunt Crystal says... I want to gift you the horizon.” She tilted her head at me, silently prodding for more information which I wasn't about to give... yet, as I drove us through town and under the freeway. I turned into a parking lot at the little airstrip on the edge of town and parked. Then looked at the confused brunette beside me. I just smiled like a Cheshire cat and hopped out, she followed.


    She squinted at me and asked, “So, what's up Sam?”


    I shook my head at her and shushed her, saying, “No questions, just follow me.”


    She gave me a cute squished up face and followed to the gates. The guard smiled and said, “Hi Sammie.”


    I gave him a tiny wave. “Hi Zach, they in?” He nodded and gave a grand ushering gesture as he pressed a button and the gates opened.


    I grabbed Abbey's hand and dragged her through the gate. She looked at Zach with a silly look on her face and said meekly, “Help me?”


    Zach comically replied, “Sorry. It's too late for you now. Sammie's a little nuts.”


     “Hey! Well... fine... fair enough.” I shot back to their chuckling.


    We walked into the second hangar with Abbey looking around in interest. We walked past two small Cessna planes. I ran my fingers along the wings of them, first the one with purple tips then the one with red as we made our way to the office.


    I giggled at the scene in front of me. Sitting on the ancient, god awful, orange vinyl couch and singing playfully to the music on the radio was Aunt Crystal. I snorted when I saw Aunt Jane reading one of those twenty year old hot rod magazines that she hated so much, from the coffee table in front of the couch. I noted Abbey's smile when she saw some of her mother's artwork hanging on the wall.


    The ladies looked up at the sound of my snort and looked relieved that I was interrupting their boredom. They chimed out together, “Sammie!” Then I got engulfed in a couple hugs. Jane looked at Abbey and then at me.


    My eyes went wide and I said hurriedly, “Oh! Where are my bloody manners? Aunt Jane, Aunt Crystal, I'd like you to meet my best friend at the Academy, Abbey Jacobs.”


    They each shook Abbey's hand. My brunette beauty looked at Crystal and grinned hugely and said, “Oh wow, I just love your heterochromia iridium!”


    Aunt Crystal blushed then grinned, “Not many people know that term for my dual colored eyes. I'm impressed.” Which just caused Abbey to blush too.


    Jane looked between us and inquired, “I didn't know you were visiting this weekend, what an awesome surprise. What brings you ladies out here?”


    I blushed and replied, “I was just sorta, well... wondering if you could...” I glanced over at Aunt Crystal then down at my foot. “...help me gift Abbey the horizon.”


    Crystal clasped her hands together in front of her mouth as Jane's smile threatened to split her face as she said, “Of course!” She was already hopping on her tablet, I knew she was filing a flight plan as Crystal started ushering us out to the hangar.


    Abbey looked like a leaf caught in a hurricane as she was dragged along by our clasped hands. I helped Aunt Crystal do the pre-flight on Violet. And she was yelling back toward the office, “Come on Riley! The sky awaits!” Then she hopped into the co-pilot's seat.


    I giggled and Abbey tilted her head down to me and prompted, “Riley? Let me guess one of your 'uncles'?” She did air quotes with her fingers when she said uncles.


    I just smiled as I was pushing her into the back seat in the plane. I explained, “No, that's Jane's real name. Only Crystal can call her that.” Abbey nodded in interest.


    A moment later Jane popped out of the office and hopped up into the pilot’s seat with a huge grin back to us. They checked the door latches as they put on their headphones. I handed Abbey a set as I donned mine. Jane spoke into the mic, “These are so you can hear us and the tower better.”


    Abs smiled and nodded enthusiastically. I could see she was getting more excited by the second as Violet's engine roared to life and, after getting cleared, we taxied to the end of the runway. A minute later we were screaming down the runway then that sudden weightless feeling the moment the wheels left the ground hit me. I loved that feeling. It felt like freedom. You can't get this feeling on a huge commercial jetliner.


    A warm hand snaked into mine and our fingers laced. Abs shot me a cute smile then she looked out the window in excitement.


    Crystal kept pointing out things as Jane flew us through the mountains, swooping into the valleys and playfully spiraling around peaks. I loved the look of amazement on Abbey's face. Then my pulse quickened as we veered off toward Puget Sound. I loved what was coming next.


    We flew over downtown and I pointed at the Space Needle as we passed. Then Jane brought us to within a hundred feet or so of the ocean and headed north until all we could see was water around us in the Straight. She turned us around and headed toward land.


    I looked at Abbey and said the words that Aunt Crystal shared with me, just as we could see the land peeking up on the edge of the sea where it met the sky. “The horizon is our gift, see how the land seems to grow right out of it as we approach? That's just for us, it is greeting us, opening its arms to us, excited to show us the wonders it holds. Aunt Crystal gifted this to me once, now I gift it to you Abbey.”


    She watched in wonder as the land approached. There was a tear glittering around in her hypnotic orange eyes. Her grip on my hand tightened then she leaned over and we were kissing again. Bloody hell! I thought I was flying before, now I didn't need the plane. A throat clearing over the headphones made us break apart, gasping and giggling. I sheepishly said, “Sorry.” My grinning Aunts were looking back with evil mischief in their eyes.


    I don't remember much of the flight back to the airstrip, the brown haired goddess beside me had me captivated with her eyes. After thanking my aunts, we made our way back out to the Jeep. Before we got in, she pulled me into a warm hug and whispered into my ear, “Thank you.” I held on for dear life. I'd gift this woman the entire world if I could.


    I drove her to my place, I didn't want to surrender her for the day and she seemed to be just fine with that. I drove our private road to the huge A-frame cabin overlooking the town and stopped the car. I took a deep breath and gathered all of my courage and blurted out in a rush, “Would you... I mean. If I asked... like, together... eat... ummm... dinner... when we get back... Friday... as a couple?”


    She looked to be about to giggle and she laid a warm hand on my cheek and kissed me gently on the lips then whispered, “I'd love to go out on a date with you when we get back to New York Sam.”


    I let out a huge sigh of relief. There, I had said it, well... kind of. Bloody hell!


    Then we talked into the night until our parents all arrived and Mia whisked my orange eyed companion away.


    


    


    Chapter 12 – The World Was Falling Apart


    The next morning we were spirited away to the airport by our respective parents from our respective houses. We shared happy smiles when we met up. Tearful goodbyes were shared with our mothers. Silly I know, but I really love them and even just running off to college I miss them. Abbey looked to be the same with Mia.


    While we were waiting for people to board, I took the time to email my final paper on Mia to the instructor. I know I had a whole semester to do it, but there was nothing else I could do on it. I knew it meant I was most likely going to fail the class but maybe I could do some extra credit or an alternative assignment.


    Abbey was acting all cute on the plane ride back. I finally broke, “What you silly bird?”


    She leaned in and whispered hotly into my ear, “I have a date on Friday.”


    After my arousal ebbed and the goosebumps from her hot breath on my neck faded, I giggled out with a broad smile on my face, “Me too.” Gawd we were silly.


    After we landed and navigated the bustling airport out to the taxis, we seemed to decompress during the cab ride. I never realized how stuffy and hectic airports can be, most of my flying is with the relative soaring freedom of my aunt's small planes. I smiled at the memory of Abbey kissing me in Violet.


    When we got back to campus, we heard someone yell “Dykes” from across the courtyard. Abbey's hands automatically curled into fists and I laid a hand on her arm and she relaxed. We saw the offender going into the library. It was Nash, go figure. The plonker.


    We were almost to the dorm when the aggravation and venom in our ruined moods were suddenly replaced with the warm feeling of family as we heard a familiar voice ring out, “Hey Hank, AJ, wait up!” We turned and June engulfed me in a playful hug and spun me around.


    Then she turned to Abs and tried the same with her but couldn't lift her so had to settle for rocking back and forth. Then she chimed out, “So ladies, how was the trip? Did... OMG! Something happened! Spill!” She was looking back and forth between us, how the bloody hell was she so perceptive?


    I was trying to shush our over exuberant friend as Abbey just grinned hugely as we dragged her to my dorm room. We sat down and I exhaled and said, “Don't make a big deal out of this JW. I asked Abbey here out on... I asked her... well... Friday...”


    Abbey chuckled and said, “Well she sort of asked. She got tongue tied like this when she tried. But, we're going out on a date Friday.”


    June coked an eyebrow with a smug look and blurted out, “It's about time! You two are so into each other!”


    I just shrugged and scrunched up my nose and stuck my tongue out at her. She snorted and added, “You frosh, I swear we have to give you a road map for the obvious at times.”


    Abbey feigned hurt and sputtered out, “Hey!” Then we all seemed to exhale as we sat on the bed. It was silent for a moment as we looked out into the twilight outside.


    June broke the comfortable silence and asked, “Pizza?”


    In unison, Abbey and I replied, “Pizza.” We all laughed and I hopped on my mobile and rang up a couple pizzas.


    I unpacked Clunky as June relayed the happenings around campus the past couple of days. Then the pizza arrived. June and I sat and watched Abbey arrange things perfectly on the desk and we promptly messed it all up as we dove on our pepperoni and sausage laden prey.


    In mid bite, June was looking at Abbey, and spoke with the pizza slice still in her mouth, “You know AJ, your hair really looks great like that.”


    I nodded in agreement and said, “I know, right?” I was rewarded by a blush from my brunette obsession and she grabbed my hand as we ate.


    We talked about life and family as we ate. June has a way of steering things and getting more information from you than you intend to give. Her additions to the conversation seemed sage-like and beyond her years. But that's part of what makes June so cool. One moment she is so mature and the next... “Dibs on the last slice!” She dove comically off the bed and to the empty pizza boxes for the last slice before Abbey could get there.


    Abs giggled out at her, “You're such a little piggy.”


    June grinned and said, “Oink.” And offered Abbey a bite.


    We wound up talking into the night. June could have been our big sister, we were all so comfortable. It was a safe feeling. Like we knew that everything we shared would go no farther than the confines of the room. I caught myself sketching on more than one occasion.


    It was getting late, June reluctantly got up from where she was draped across Abbey and my laps, using us for “Lumpy pillows” as she puts it. She said softly, “Well chicky-doos. This pumpkin needs to get her beauty sleep before she turns into a princess. Wait... I think I got that wrong... no... it's right.”


    I snorted and covered my mouth trying to stuff the snort back in. Then the ladies could un-hear it. It didn't work as Abbey gave me an adorable scrunched nose smile as she stood too, saying, “I have to get to my room too, the suitcase won't unpack itself.”


    I stood and walked them into the hall and gave June a quick hug then I looked bashfully at Abbey. I quickly stood on my tiptoes and gave her a quick peck on the lips and quickly escaped into my room, closing the door to hide my blush. There was a pause then a giggle as June teased, “Awwwww! The frosh are sooo cute. Like puppies!”


    Abbey laughed then said through the door, “And a good night to you too Sammie.” I broke out in a huge grin with my back to the door. I ran to my bed and screamed into my pillow in glee again.


    Five minutes later it seemed so quiet as I relaxed and got ready for bed. Just as I was sliding under the covers, my mobile, charging on the nightstand, buzzed. I looked at the text from Abbey, “G'night S” I quickly typed back, “G'night A.” I don't know why such a simple act had me smiling like a complete git.


    I sighed and quickly fell asleep with that amber eyed woman on my mind.


    ***


    I woke up to a crashing in the room. Sunlight was just peeking over the horizon through the window. It was still heavily shadowed in the room, so I snapped on my bedside lamp to see my door open and a black haired girl laying on the floor with four suitcases in disarray around her. She looked up at me with a cute, embarrassed grin. “Ow?”


    My roommate had finally arrived.


    I giggled at myself for being Captain Obvious and hopped off my bed to help her untangle herself from the mayhem. I helped her up and shut the door and helped her drag her luggage to her bed. This stuff was heavy! How did this girl carry it all up here herself?


    The ebony haired disaster smoothed out her black skirt and stood almost regally and took a deep breath. I took a second to assess her. She seemed young for the Academy, but as I know, looks can be deceiving. She was a little taller than me but really skinny with slight breasts. She was dressed all in black, with a distinct emo goth flair. Her hair was black with a blood red shock that reminded me of the pink lock in mine.


    She had a young face that she hid behind her heavy makeup. Black lipstick and heavy black eyeliner. She was trying so hard to look tough I think. It backfired with a vengeance. She was... the only word that would fit, cute. She had the feel of everybody's little sister.


    I finally stood in front of her now that we had her situated. I grinned at her and asked the obvious, “I take it you're my new roommate?” I offered my hand. “Samantha Roth.”


    She grinned like a loon and grabbed me into a hug as she blurted, “You're British! Zilrita Marx. It is so nice to meet you. You can call me Zil, or Rita, or Zilrita! We're roommates after all! I can tell we're gonna be great friends.”


    I was giggling while trying to extricate myself from this enthusiastic emo's grasp when the door swung open and Abbey was standing in the doorway with some papers in her hand in a death grip. Her eyes looked like she had been crying. She was already talking, “Is it true Sa...” She stopped dead when she saw us in a hug.


    She threw the papers on the floor and ran out the door. What the bloody hell was going on? I removed myself from Zil and ran out into the hall, Abbey was already gone. I stepped back into the room and grabbed the papers from the floor and my heart stopped.


    They were copies of some of my sketches from my missing sketchpad. The ones of Abbey as a monster and devil. From when I had thought she was a bully. That was bad enough, but below each was printed. “This is what Samantha Roth really thinks of that lesbo Abbey Jacobs. She is just using her to get an A on her assignment about Abbey's mother.”


    I was starting to hyperventilate. I ran to my mobile to call her and looked out the window. I could see these same papers stapled to every tree in the courtyard. Bloody Hell! I rang Abbey as Zilrita was asking, “What's wrong Samantha?” She had concern creasing her brow.


    It went to voice mail. “Abbey, it isn't what you think. Please call me!” I tried texting too but no response. I didn't know what to do, the world was falling apart all around me. I quickly got out of my nightshirt and threw some clothes on and ran out the door, leaving a confused Zilrita behind me.


    I ran through the courtyard to Abbey's dorm. I knocked and knocked and Genevieve opened the door. I blurted, “I need to talk with Abbey!”


    She shook her head, “She left to class like thirty minutes ago, something about surprising you. Hey... did something happen on your little trip finally?”


    I shook my head and asked, “Please if you see her can you have her call me? It is important!” She nodded in confusion and I turned and walked back out of the dorm.


    I was crying now, what could I do? I needed a clear head. June! She'd know what to do. I dialed June as I walked through the courtyard, tearing my sketches from the trees and from other student's hands on the green as I went. She answered with her usual upbeat, “Go for June!”


    I almost replied when I heard a commotion over by the library, through the gathering crowd I saw Abbey facing off with Nash. I almost yelled into the phone, “I'll call you back!” Then went running toward Abbey as she sidestepped the oaf and yanked his jacket, sending him tumbling into a tree.


    He stood and almost growled as he wiped the blood from his nose. He charged her and she ducked and weaved and bobbed under a flurry of blows. She somehow wound up back to back with him and she grabbed the bottom of his shirt and jacket as she turned and twisted and lifted. The result was them facing each other again with his shirt and coat pulled up and over his head from behind as she yanked it again. His face met the tree again.


    Campus security was pouring out of the building as I reached her and put a hand on her wrist. She looked at me with... hate? ...in her eyes and yanked her arm away and disappeared into the crowd. Then security arrived.


    One man looked around the crowd that was dispersing quickly and asked as he was helping Nash to his feet. “Who did this?”, he asked as he looked around. Oh god, they would expel Abbey for this. I noticed Nash trying to pick up his backpack on the ground with hundreds of the fliers of my sketches dropping out of it, and my missing sketchpad! It was him! The bloody bastard!


    I couldn't let Abbey ruin her future over this, it was all my fault. I stepped up and bent down to grab my sketchpad and said firmly, “It was me.”


    


    


    Chapter 13 – Hole In My Heart


    I still couldn't believe it. Sammie had betrayed me. Used me. Made me... care for her. All to gain access to my mother? I would not have believed it for a second, until I saw her sketches... She saw me as a monster? Worse, I caught her with her girlfriend in her dorm room!


    I have never met anyone like her. When she was around she made it hard to speak rationally. But I should have known better, thinking someone like her would be interested in someone like me. She was obviously so far out of my league.


    She had me believing her. Her kisses... they felt so real and I was surrendering to them more easily than I could ever have imagined. Then she placed the dagger so firmly into my heart without me even knowing it. My emotions were everywhere.


    She kept calling and texting, but I ignored them all. I wanted so badly to answer, but I knew she'd just suck me right back in. I had to be strong.


    It had started as such a great morning. I couldn't wait to see Sammie in Art Theory, I was missing her smile already. I had left my room early so I could get a bite to eat in the cafeteria in the common's building.


    As I was walking across the green, I saw some sort of fliers plastered all over the bulletin boards and the trees around the entire campus. I walked up to a tree to take a look and my blood ran cold. There were two sketches that were unmistakably Sammie's. A demon in the courtyard with my face, and a devil in the hallways of the Academy with my face, as well. What the hell?


    The caption read, “This is what Samantha Roth really thinks of that lesbo Abbey Jacobs. She is just using her to get an A on her assignment about Abbey's mother.”


    Oh my god, it couldn't be true. Did she put these up? I tore them from the tree and ran to her dorm. I didn't even slow when I reached her door and flung it open asking, “Is it true Sa...” The words died in my throat as I saw the object of my affection, the obsession of my heart, in the arms of another woman.


    There is only so much a person can take before they break. This was my breaking point. I had not wanted to believe Sammie was capable of this sort of deception. But I had the proof in my hands and standing right in front of me. God I was such a fool to believe I could find someone who could actually love me for me.


    I couldn't breathe, I had to get out of there. To think. I threw the fliers on the floor and ran. My body hurt everywhere, I knew I had to breathe. I got outside and gasped for air and started sobbing. People all around were looking at me. I tried to slow my breathing, it felt like I had a hole in my heart where Samantha should be.


    I started back to my dorm, then I saw that asshat Nash putting up more of those sketches on the green. He was involved in this too? I finally picked an emotion... rage. He saw me coming, weaving through the early morning crowd, and he had a shit eating grin on his face.


    He said smugly, “Oooo it seems you saw my public service announcement. How's it feel to be the joke of the Academy?”


    I tore the fliers and staple-gun from his hand and threw them on the ground. He sneered at me. “You won't use those cheap tricks on me again. This time I'm ready bitch!” He swung at me and I moved my head slightly to the right, allowing him to strike empty air. I ducked under his outstretched arm and tugged his jacket as I stepped past his guard. He went tumbling to the ground.


    People were gathering all around us. I knew this would get me expelled but right now I didn't care. I just wanted revenge. I wanted this hurt in my soul to go away. He stood up and shrugged off his backpack and advanced again. Doesn’t he ever take the time to think?


    I let my arms drop to my sides, giving him a target. He tried to land a haymaker I saw him plant his feet for it and I was already sidestepping before his swing started. As his arm went harmlessly past me I yanked his jacket twice as hard this time. I could hear the thud as his face met the tree behind me.


    I turned to face him as he put his hand to his face then looked at the blood on his hand. He was enraged now. Good that will make him twice as stupid. He started swinging wildly, trying to connect, telegraphing his punches, making it easy for me to avoid.


    I had had enough of this idiot. It was time to end this. I ducked under a right hook and spun behind him with my back to his and grabbed the hem of his shirt and spun back to his front while lifting his shirt and coat over his head. He was helpless like this and I yanked hard. Sending him into the tree again.


    I clasped my hand into a fist for the first time in my life to punch the asshole when a warm hand rested on my wrist. I knew before I turned that it was her. It promised tranquility, but I wouldn't fall for it again. This was all Sam's doing. I glared at her and then ran off as I saw campus security coming. I had to think. Oh, god what did I do? I just ruined my future. Mom was going to be so disappointed in me.


    I waited in my dorm room... waited for the knock on the door. Gen must have already gone to class because our room was empty. So I sat, waiting to be brought to the Dean's office for my expulsion. This was a zero tolerance campus, fighting meant immediate expulsion. But the knock never came. I just sat there crying. No, I was nobody's victim! I was not going to let this destroy me.


    I stood up and gathered my things as I wiped my tears away. This is what mom would do! I took a deep breath and made my way to my first class of the day. My only hesitation would be that Sammie would be there, mocking me for my stupidity.


    I reached the door of my Art Theory class and took another cleansing deep breath, put a look of confidence on my face that I didn't feel, and stepped through the door. I walked past where I normally sat beside Sammie on my way to the front. She wasn't there and the class was about to start. She was probably afraid to face me I thought as I sat in the second row from the front.


    All through class I kept glancing back to her empty chair. Near the end of class, my cell kept incessantly buzzing in my purse. I reached in and tilted the screen toward me discreetly, leaving it in my purse. It was her. I shut my phone off and tried to pay attention to the professor.


    When class was over I made my way to my Spanish class. I couldn't concentrate on the instructor. I was trying hard not to feel... anything. No, I wasn't going to let her keep doing this to me. It was over. I wouldn't allow her to hurt me anymore. Just move on Abbey. What would mom say? I could hear it now, “Abbey, don't let this define you. Define yourself!” I smiled, even in my head, mom was the strongest person I knew.


    That was it. I decided I was going to take that imaginary advice and define myself. I silently wrote Sammie off. Though a traitorous piece of my heart, still held on. It was good enough for now. I could work on that last bit later.


    At lunch, I went to the commons to eat instead of Campus Grounds. I still couldn't face Samantha there. I'd talk to June later. Oh god, what if June knew? Now stop it Abbey, there was no conspiracy, June is good people. I nodded to myself and brushed an errant tear from my cheek and forced a smile on my face.


    Inside I was dreading Freestyle Art at the end of the day as I worked on the assignment in my Contemporary Poetry class. I smiled hugely, the pain in my heart washing away as I was reading a poem by Vee Jacobs, my other mother. How I wish I could have gotten to know her before the angels took her home.


    The poem, Counting, warmed my heart. But then I suddenly closed the book as it brought up visions of Sammie's smiling face. Dammit! She can't take this from me too! I re-opened the book and continued reading. I relaxed when I moved on to Rebecca Brahms poem, Beginnings.


    All too soon class was over and I made my way trepidatiously to Freestyle. I realized that not only was she going to be there, but my spoken word project revolved around her too. I had been obsessed with her smile since I first saw it that day in the courtyard, when she had first arrived. It wasn't too late for me to change the topic of my project. We still had a lot of time left in the semester.


    My mind was blank in class, I couldn't come up with a new topic. I wrote it off to the stress and emotion of the day. Hmm... the emotion of the day. Maybe I could work with that.


    I kept glancing over to Sammie's empty workstation. I wonder how long it would be before she could face me again. I caught myself glancing again. Come on Abbey, focus! I turned back to my project.


    I was startled out of a daydream about a single lock of pink hair in an ocean of gold as people started leaving the classroom. My own mind betrays me! I grabbed my things and made my way outside. I needed to just keep moving, not allow myself to think. So I started walking.


    I have no clue how long I had been walking... hours, but I found myself at Bethesda Terrace in Central Park. Then I found myself looking up at the colorful tiles in the tunnel there. Why had she even showed me this? She was always finding hidden beauty. It made no sense to me unless her entire personality was a ruse. But to what end? For an assignment? But the evidence pointed that way. The final nail in the coffin was catching her with that other woman. Maybe that was what stung the most.


    I shook the thoughts out of my head and made my way down the path and wound up at the Ramble Arch. I laid down on the grass and started working on my spoken word project again. I didn't get very far in the couple hours before sunset. It was like I had used up all of my emotions during the day. I felt like an empty shell. I felt a tear on my cheek, belying that thought. I wiped it away and stood up.


    I took a deep breath and turned back toward the campus. I wound up in the library instead of my room. The books could keep me company in my sorrow. I pulled out my books and started working on my assignments. Then next thing I knew, I was waking up at three in the morning in a puddle of drool on my workspace in the library.


    I felt better as I wiped the drool off my cheek. Better, but with an ache in my gut. I gathered my things and headed to my dorm room. I'd have to sneak in since it was past the two AM curfew. At the last moment, as an epiphany hit, I quickly jotted down “Hole in my Heart.” That could be my new topic.


    I went in the back door of the dorm, that some girls had taped the latch open on, and snuck up to my room. Gen was snoring in her bed. I grinned, she was such a bizarre girl and the snores fit her personality perfectly.


    I pulled off my boots, I was too beat to get undressed, and I fell asleep before I could take three breaths. I had a fitful sleep, dreaming of Sammie standing with her back turned to me.


    


    


    Chapter 14 – Revelations


    I woke up to the sound of the door closing. Genevieve must have left to class. Light was streaming into the window. I sat up quickly and looked at the time. “Dammit!” I uttered as I realized I had just a few minutes before class. I rushed into the bathroom and showered.


    I dressed quickly and looked at my wavy hair. I had stopped straightening it for... her. Though it might have made me late, I grabbed my flat iron and straightened my hair. Bringing back the Abbey I knew in the mirror, the one who was sure of herself. Now if only I actually felt that way.


    At least I didn't have her in any of my Tuesday/Thursday classes. I could move past this and get on with my life. Again there was that traitorous twinge in my heart that refused to let go.


    I moved through my day as a robot, just going through the motions. At lunch I again went to the commons, I needed more time to compose myself before I could even look at her again, June would understand that it had nothing to do with her.


    I felt a twinge of guilt, at least I can call her. Besides, I needed to talk to her, June was one of the smartest people I knew, she'd know what to do. I grabbed my phone and looked at the blank screen. Oh yeah, I had turned it off yesterday. I powered it up and was shocked. There were over forty text messages and thirty voice mails.


    Most were from Samantha. I glanced at a couple of the texts, they were all the same. “Please call me, we need to talk!” I deleted them all... and her twenty voice mails without listening to them. Just cut the cord... pull the bandage off and get on with my life.


    The rest of the texts were from June along the lines of, “Where are you?”, “Call me!”, and “What are we going to do about this?” Ahhh, so she had heard. Did Sammie brag about it to her at lunch yesterday?


    I was about to listen to the voice mails when the phone started ringing. Caller ID showed June's name, blazing away. I hit accept and said, “Hello.”


    June instantly responded with urgency, “Oh, thank God. Where have you been? What are we going to do about getting our girl back?”


    I was confused and asked, “What do you mean?”


    She sputtered out, “Good God woman. Just get over to Campus Grounds now!” Then she hung up. Cryptic much JW? I didn't want to see Sammie yet, but June seemed stressed. I could just suck it up and be an adult about it. I didn't want to alienate June and my other friends too. I took a deep, cleansing breath, steeled my nerves, and started walking toward the coffee house.


    I could see June, Marie, Brent, and Kat through the window. Part of me was massively relieved Sam wasn't there, but that traitorous part of me was disappointed. June saw me standing outside and motioned me in with a mothering look on her face. Confusing much, oh sage of the campus?


    I walked in and hesitantly sat, looking around in case... she was here. She was nowhere to be seen. Then immediately June was asking and signing, “So what's the plan? How are we getting Hank back at the Academy?” OK, now I am two hundred percent confused.


    I squinted at her and asked, “Back at the Academy? What are you talking about?”


    She opened her mouth, then looked at me and sighed then asked, “You don't know?” She tilted her head and then began again. “Where have you been the last twenty four hours? After you made Nash beat himself to a bloody pulp, Sammie stepped up and took the heat for you. They expelled her AJ! She packed up and left yesterday.”


    Two things happened at that revelation. One, my confusion doubled yet again, why would she do that after she used me? And two, that little part of me was yelling, “See I told you!” from that sealed off portion of my heart.


    My voice echoed my confusion, “But... she was just using me. Why... what made her do that?”


    June looked at me in shock and voiced it, “Oh my God, you believed it? I swear to God all you frosh need someone to hold your hand at all times!” She shook her head and continued in a matter of fact tone, “Earth to Abbey, that was all Nash. Hank has got it bad for you!”


    I looked around and the others at the table were just nodding like it was the most obvious thing in the universe. My heart sped up, but then I blurted out, “But the... pictures. And... I.. caught her in another girl's arms in her room!” I was shaking my head as I spoke.


    Marie spoke now, “Abs, that was her roommate, Zilrita, she finally showed up yesterday. She's just a really huggy girl, for an emo goth.” Kat grinned and nodded in agreement.


    June's eyes were sparkling with a look that said, “I know a secret.”


    I was three quarters of the way to hyperventilating now. Did I read everything wrong? But... the sketches. It was obvious June knew something. “Spill wench!” I said as I squinted at her.


    This got a snort and giggle from the smiling senior as she said, “You are so dense. Both of you. If I weren't here to spell things out for you, you'd wander around bumping into walls.” She rolled her eyes. “The things I have to spell out to my poor frosh.”


    I could feel hope gathering inside me. For some reason, my sense of humor was returning. I caught myself smiling at her even though I felt the distinct feeling hovering over me saying, “You really fucked up, lady.”


    June must have seen this as she shot a look of pity to me and said, “Do you know when she drew those two? It was just after she saw you in the courtyard making an ass out of Nash and his minions. She took it out of context and thought you were bullying them.”


    I was going to say something, but June just held up a finger, silencing me, and she continued, “But even then, she was attracted to you. She was punishing herself for liking a bully when she drew those.” Then she tilted her head. “Nash stole her sketchbook and found those and did what Nash does. He harnessed all the powers of asshole-dom and used them to try to make a fool of you and break you two up. For revenge. It appears he half succeeded... you fell for it.”


    Then Kat joined in. “Did you really think Sammie was capable of something so despicable Abbey?”


    I looked down in shame and said, “Part of me didn't want to believe it.”


    Brent shook his head and said, “Good, listen to that part. The two of you have it so bad for each other, I'm sure the crew on the International Space Station can see it from space.”


    I blushed as everyone else nodded with shit eating grins. Then June added, “And she just sacrificed her college career for you. Would she do that if she was just looking for a good grade on an assignment?” How could I be so stupid? How could I let myself be deceived by Nash like that? Oh God... what have I done?


    June reached into her bag and pulled out something familiar, it was one of Abbey's sketchbooks. “She accidentally left this in my dorm room when she came to say goodbye. You may want to look through it.”


    The group just sat and watched me as I thumbed through the pages. There were sketches of all her friends here at the Academy. Of the park and the campus. They were phenomenal. But the majority of the sketches were of me. I felt myself silently crying. I looked... beautiful. Like I had never seen myself. She pictured me as an angel, a warrior, as something... pure? These pictures... they felt like... love?


    June was hugging my head to her shoulder as I silently sobbed. The others just offered soft smiles when I composed myself again and looked around. Nobody was judging. God I had such wonderful friends! I hugged the sketchbook to my chest then slid it into my bag. I raised an eyebrow to JW and she just nodded.


    We moved the conversation to June's dorm room to strategize, William joined us there. There had to be something we could do. We blew off our classes for the rest of the day. Echoing in my head was the hundred thousand dollar question. “How do you get someone un-expelled?” June told me to call her, but I shook my head. Not until I have an answer to this mess. A little voice in my head was telling me I could never be forgiven for abandoning her in her time of need.


    At the end of the night, Brent had mentioned, “If only we could use misdirection like we did at the senior party.”


    That was it! I blurted out, echoing my thought, “That's it! Brent I need you to contact Rigel and everyone else you know at the Academy.” I looked around at the group. “All of you too!” Then I went about laying out my plan to the grins, chuckles, and nodding of everyone.


    I returned to my dorm with a smile. In the morning, Operation Tangled Web would commence. I almost felt sorry for the Dean. Almost.


    


    


    Chapter 15 – Falling Deeper


    In the morning, I filled Gen in on the plan to which she readily agreed to with an evil grin. I made a call to the Dean's office and made an appointment for after lunch. Then got online and booked a flight for this afternoon. One way or another, I was going to make this right. I only prayed I hadn't already blown it.


    June called. When I answered she said, “I'm goin' in, wish me luck.” I did and she giggled. “Oh the things I do for my frosh.” She hung up. I smiled warmly. June was such a good friend, better than any I had ever had.


    I made my way to my first class with Sammie on my mind and a smile in my heart. I sat in my usual place beside her empty chair. Professor McGill stood and walked to his podium as Jennifer started handing out some papers to pass around.


    I absently took one and passed the others on as the professor started talking. “I received this from a former student this weekend. It is her paper on the contemporary artist she was assigned. Now it is extremely unusual for someone to hand their paper in so early in the semester, but I wanted to share this with you all.”


    He looked around then continued, “Art is subjective as we have already discussed. But rarely have I had the pleasure of receiving a paper that in and of itself is a work of art. Were this student still here, she would have revived a perfect grade on this paper even though it doesn't conform to the norm, but that is what made this art. That and her disregard for the consequences of not giving her instructor what he wanted.”


    I just thought that it sounded like something Sammie would do when he said, “So, please, take a moment to read Miss Samantha Roth's paper on Mia Jacobs, and we can discuss it in a bit.” He finished and went to sit at his desk.


    My heart was beating double time. This was Sam's paper about mom. She sent it to him this weekend? Before I got stupid? I ran a hand lovingly across the cover sheet that only said, “Who is Mia Jacobs? by Samantha Roth” on it. Then I turned the page to the only other page of the paper. It was just a single sheet? Then I read.


    [This was supposed to be a paper about Mia Jacobs. About her life and choices that brought about the inspiration for her artwork. About the technical aspects of her style and the Jacobs Effect. But after having the extreme pleasure of actually meeting her, my own personal hero... and learning the startling truth behind it all, I refuse to lay bare her life only for a grade.


    But I will say this. What we think is her art, is not. It goes beyond that. All that we need to know about Mia Jacobs is in the pieces she shares with the world. She has laid bare her soul for all of us to see, sharing her defining memories.


    Her medium is not painting, nor clay, nor metal, nor any of the other materials these pieces are constructed from. The medium she works with... that she shares with us all... is the one thing that defines her as a woman, as an artist, as a mother. It is what drives her. That medium is love.]


    That was it. I was crying again. I smiled and wiped a tear away and looked up. The professor was staring up at me with a soft smile. He nodded at me and I nodded back. I sat back with pride for Sammie and pride for my mother as the class discussed the paper. I didn't think it possible, but here I was, falling deeper for the object of my affection. Sam was willing to let her grade tank than share what she had learned about mom. If only I could get her to forgive me. Then I sobered, and she let herself get expelled to protect me. Not on my watch!


    I checked my cell discretely, a dozen or more had texted me that Operation Tangled Web was proceeding as planned. I grinned and spent the last of the class daydreaming about Sam's lips and her pink lock of hair.


    My next class went slowly, time was barely ticking by. I received more messages from various people that they had done their parts of the plan. I grinned to myself. The students here were good people. Well, most of them anyway. The only bright spot of this whole mess was that Nash had got expelled too.


    Class was finally over. This is it, time to see the Dean. I gathered my stuff and smiled to myself and made my way over to the administration building. The lobby by his office which usually looked deserted was standing room only. I grinned and exchanged knowing nods to other students as I checked in with the secretary and got thumbs up from others. She shook her head at me and said wearily, “Dean Long will be with you momentarily Miss Jacobs.” I nodded and found a place against the wall to lean.


    A minute later a big burly guy that I recognized from my Trig class came walking out with Dean Long behind him, looking just as weary as his secretary. People cheered the guy.


    The Dean called out into the room, “Abbey Jacobs?” I started walking and as I passed a guy who just came out of the office he raised his hand and I high fived him on my way to the office.


    Dean Long almost chuckled at the display and then shook his head sadly as I entered and he closed the door behind me. He motioned for me to sit and he didn't even bother going around to his seat, he just sat on the corner of the carved mahogany monstrosity of a desk that dominated the room.


    He took a deep breath then seemed to hold it and asked with a tinge of humor in his voice, “So what can I do for you today Miss Jacobs?” I smiled apologetically at the tall beanpole of a middle aged man in his well pressed suit. I'm sure some of the greying hair at his temples and in his beard are from today. His suit coat was on his chair and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows indicating how hectic things must be today.


    I sat up straight and said in a strong voice. “Well Dean Long, I'm here to turn myself in. Samantha Roth was trying to protect me when she admitted to fighting with Nash Santiago.”


    He let out a long and weary sigh as he slowly shook his head.


    


    


    Chapter 16 – The Stuff of Heroes


    Mums was calling from the other room, “Sammie, dinner is ready.” I took a deep cleansing breath. Is it right for my chest to hurt so much? I think all the crying I have done lately has worked muscles I didn't know I had. I wondered when the heart ache would go away, or when the image of betrayal on Abbey's face would fade from my memories. All I wanted to do was be with her, but instead I only hurt her, bloody hell.


    I called out, “Be right there Mum.” I stared at my mobile again. I had stopped calling and texting Abbey when it became clear that she was never going to answer a call from me, but I was so tempted to try again.


    My mobile rang an hour ago, the caller ID showed it was the Academy, but I wasn't ready to deal with all the expulsion bollocks they probably needed to share with me. It was humiliating enough when I was hauled into the Dean's office with the entire board there and have them inform me of my expulsion for fighting. Reiterating that the campus had a zero tolerance policy. I just let it go to voice mail.


    The Dean had begged with me not to do this, he knew there was no way a tiny thing like me could have bloodied Nash up like that. He pleaded with me to tell him who was really involved. When I refused and said that I had provoked Nash because he had stolen my sketchbook and used my pictures to hurt another student, he had no choice but to accept my confession and enter the expulsion into my record.


    I glanced at my bedroom door and steeled myself, putting on a fake smile for my parents. I loved them so much and they didn't need to worry about me. I was so very ashamed when they met me at the airport Monday evening, but neither of them said anything about the expulsion. Instead, they offered me the one thing they have my entire life. Their love.


    I'm sure I had embarrassed and disappointed them, but you wouldn't have been able to tell, by the way they acted as it was just any other day. I know they were waiting for me to broach the subject and talk about it with them. I know I owe it to them, but the past three days I have felt like half my heart was missing. Nobody had ever effected me in such a way before. I haven't been able to sketch since she stormed out of my dorm room.


    I decided that I'd open up to my parents, they deserved to know what was going on. I smiled at them as I sat. Mum had a fryup ready, she knew breakfast for dinner was my favorite, and let me tell you, that woman cook. My first bite was loaded on my fork and headed to my mouth when I paused then set it back down. I looked at my two mums. I turned to my adoptive mum, I'm sure she would take this the hardest, for such a strong woman, her emotions were always hiding just below that stoic mask she wore. She has always held me high on a pedestal, that I never deserved.


    I finally whispered out to them, “I'm so sorry.” Then I started to cry.


    Mum stood quickly and she was suddenly engulfing me in a hug, Mumsy joined in. I looked into mum's spectacular eyes on her beautiful Native American face as she said, “You have nothing to be sorry about.”


    I sniffled and said in a husky voice, heavy with tears, “I got expelled. I know I've disappointed you two. I ruined my future.”


    Mum gave a soft smile and said, “One, it would be impossible for you to ever disappoint me...” she looked to Mumsy, “...us. Two, I'm sure there was a good reason, you’re not one to go off half cocked. Three, as Mia Jacobs would tell you, your future isn't ruined, that silly expulsion doesn't define you... define yourself Sammie.”


    Then Mum looked at Mumsy with mischief twinkling around in her blue eyes. “Besides, Flower here has her fair share of expulsions on her school record.” This was news to me and somehow not shocking as Mumsy winked at her then stuck her tongue out at her.


    Even though I was feeling like my life was over, I couldn't suppress a giggle at both the news and their antics. I hope that when I finally settle down with someone, that I would still be just as playful after almost twenty years together. This made me think of Abbey for some reason and the ache in my heart intensified.


    They hugged me tight again then returned to their seats. I took a deep breath and explained everything that happened. Right down to the look of betrayal on Abbey's face and the pseudo-fight in the Academy courtyard. Then to me taking the blame and getting expelled.


    Mumsy's stoic mask broke and she grinned hugely. “She did that without hitting the guy even once?” I nodded and she grinned again. “I knew I liked that girl!”


    Mum shot her a reproving glance but couldn't keep the slight smile off her lips, saying,. “Now Flower, don't go encouraging that kind of thing.” Then she turned to me. “So, you are saying that you took the blame to protect Abbey? And that you think we would be disappointed in you?”


    I nodded and she giggled, her alto voice sounded almost musical when she said, “So you did this for... love. And you think we'd frown at that? Samantha, you are the most caring and wonderful person. I tell you now, it may not have been what I would have done, but you did the right thing. Love is always the right thing.”


    I looked between my parents in shock. Love? Did I love Abbey? I haven't known her long enough have I? Then I heard the words coming from the mouth of Kimi Tup Ceqayseb Solomon Roth that I will hold in my heart forever, “I'm so very proud of you Sammie.” Mum nodded in agreement. I reached out and ran my fingers lovingly down the burn scars on her face as a tear rolled down my own cheek.


    I was crying again. I choked out, “Oh, bloody hell. I didn't think I had any more tears in me. I love you two so much.” They just grinned back at me like bloody muppets.


    We finished our meal then moved to the living room and discussed my future. There was the University of Washington, they had a great art program and had offered me a scholarship before, so maybe that was the best avenue to pursue.


    After a bit, the doorbell rang. I hopped up to get it. When I opened the door, my heart stopped beating as I looked up. There was a scared looking Abbey Jacobs standing there with June restraining her like she was attempting to run away in panic.


    I opened my mouth, not knowing what to say. She seemed to be caught in the same headlights as me. June rolled her eyes and comically mumbled, “Frosh.” Then said in rapid fire fashion, “Hank, meet Abbey. AJ meet Sammie. Abbey is stupid and makes assumptions. Sammie is stupid and takes the blame for others. Each of your hearts goes pitter patter for each other.”


    She paused and pushed Abbey toward me, saying, “There. Now kiss and make up. And for God's sake, invite us in, it is chilly our here Hank!” She was mumbling something about things never getting done if she didn't do them herself. I'm not quite sure because I was looking hopefully into Abbey's eyes.


    She broke, “I'm so sorry Sammie, I... I didn't know. I jumped to conclusions... I... forgive me?” I just wanted the bloody woman to shut up and kiss me so I shut her up with a kiss of my own. Her lips were where heaven started and ended for me, that is the only way I can describe it.


    One of my mums was clearing her throat from the living room. Oh! “Oh, come in ladies, please.” I saw Abbey reach hesitantly for my hand and pause as I led them in. Was she scared of me? I grabbed hers and laced our fingers with a shy smile. Then that thousand watt smile that I craved so much, bloomed on her face and her confidence returned to her teary eyes. Oh bloody hell, I just wanted her beside me always. Was I finally thinking again, after three days of hell?


    When we walked into the living room, my parents stood with shocked smiles on their faces when they saw Abbey. Then they noticed June and smiled in recognition. Well of course they'd know her, they spent enough time at Harmony Trax back in the day.


    Mum snagged her arm and pulled her into a playful hug. “June! Last time we saw you, you were like twelve; look at you now!”


    Mumsy stepped up to her and then gave her one of her rare smiles. “Little Junebug all grown up.” She bent down and hugged her.


    June was blushing as she said, “Gawd ladies. You make me sound like a little kid. Like these frosh here.” This got chuckles from my parents as they moved over to hug Abbey.


    Then I blurted, “Why are you here? I mean... it's brill that you are here. I just...”


    June looked at my parents and chuckled out, “It's like you gotta nudge them before they can complete a full sentence huh?” They grinned back and nodded.


    I glared at her and she shook her head and said slowly like I was three, “We are here to take you back to school.” Then she added offhandedly, “ Oh and Abbey can't live without you, or some such nonsense like that.” Abbey looked both embarrassed and shocked at June as my parents chuckled and sat down in their loveseat. They motioned toward one of our two couches for us all to sit in. I couldn't help feeling warm inside, so I gave Abbey's hand a little squeeze as we sat down.


    I looked at June and the gorgeous orange eyed woman beside me. “What are you talking about? I was... expelled.”


    June took on the tone of a mother explaining something to a small child. It would have been hilarious if it weren't pointed at me. “Well, things change. Your expulsion has been rescinded. Didn't the Academy call you?”


    I pulled out my phone in shock and looked at the voice mail from the Academy blazing away on the screen. “I thought... I... I didn't listen to it yet.” Then one word came from me in my daze, “How?”


    June sat up tall as my parents cocked their heads in interest. Then she said with an air of pride, “It was your girl, AJ, here, Hank. You should have seen it, it was epic! The stuff of heroes.” This perked up Mumsy's ears. I smiled, her and her thing about heroes.


    


    


    Chapter 17 – Legendary


    June started her explanation, “After we pounded some sense into Abster here and made her open her eyes to the truth, and told her how you took the heat for her and got expelled... we needed to figure out how to get you back at the academy.” Then she added mischievously, “And I couldn't shut Abbey up about promising to go on a date with Sammie on Friday like she promised.”


    I was heating up, I could feel the heat of a blush on my face that must have matched the one on Abbey's face. She tried to defend herself to the chuckles of the other women. “Hey, I always keep my word!”


    I rose my head in defiance of the mocking women and proceeded to snuggle into Abbey a bit as a show of solidarity. Well that and oh my gawd, her scent was driving me crazy.


    Then June continued, “Abbey came up with a brilliant strategy. Shock and awe have nothing over confusion and misdirection. Let me tell you, the Dean is probably still reeling, not knowing which way is up.”


    Mumsy said in her clear soprano as June just grinned, “Please regale us of this brilliant plan.”' Mum playfully swatted her shoulder and we all turned and stared at June in rapt attention as Abbey tried to shrink away into the couch cushions. I just wanted June to tell the bloody story! She does have a flair for the dramatic.


    She just grinned at us and said, “It was so simple it was elegant. I must be rubbing off on her.” She shot a silly grin, her head bobbing around like a bobble-head. “She called it Operation Tangled Web. She had everyone we knew organize and get meetings with the Dean.”


    I was getting frustrated at the silly bird. She looked around at us then sighed and said, “Fine you impatient lot.” She crinkled her nose then continued, “It seems that this morning twenty five students went into the Dean's office to confess to being the one who made Nash beat himself up.”


    She paused for effect to let the shock sink in then added, “Plus the fifteen 'witnesses' who insisted it was a large bald guy, and of course Brent insisted it was aliens.” Mumsy snorted and June winked at me. “It seems everyone had signed confessions or affidavits for the Dean.”


    She smiled, “The frosting on the cake came when Abbey herself, the real perpetrator, marched into the Dean's office and turned herself in to take responsibility for her actions.” She looked at Abbey proudly and prompted, “And how did that turn out AJ?”


    Abs looked around bashfully then said, “Well I had gone into his office and said. 'Well Dean Long, I'm here to turn myself in. Samantha Roth was trying to protect me when she admitted to fighting with Nash Santiago.' The man just sighed at me and said 'Not you too Miss Jacobs. A couple dozen others have already been in here saying the same thing. I don't suppose you have a bald man costume in your closet?' It was so hard to keep a straight face.”


    She leaned into me a bit, I savored the warmth and was amazed what she had done for me.


    June took over and said, “Well it seems that with all the confessions and descriptions of alternate combatants, and the line of others outside of his office and down the hall ready to confess... the Dean didn't think it would be prudent to expel twenty percent of the student population.”


    Then she got a wicked grin. “The cherry on top was when they asked Nash again if it was tiny little Sammie Roth or a large bald man that had reduced his face to a pulp. It seems with the choice he was presented, and he was expelled regardless, it was less embarrassing for him to say it was the imaginary man.”


    Then she shrugged and chirped out, “The rest, as they say it, is history. Dean Long was forced to rescind Sammie's expulsion.” Then she put that proud look on her face again as she looked at Abbey and finished, “It was legendary!”


    I was speechless. She had really done that for me? Mum spoke in a mothering tone, “Abbey, first, we appreciate what you did. I don't know if we should be proud or upset at the deception.” She was fighting a smile I could tell as she looked between us and said, “You girls have to promise never to do something like that again.”


    We all looked down. Then she added, “And Abbey. You are so full of passion, you shouldn't let that draw you into physical conflict. You can't save everyone.”


    Abbey nodded with her eyes cast downward and said almost in a whisper, “But I can try.”


    Mumsy snorted and got a backhand to her shoulder from Mum and a reprimand. “Flower, you aren't helping.”


    Which just got a chuckled reply, “Sorry Sky, but I like it. The girl's got moxie.” Which got another playfully admonishing look from Mum. So Mumsy straightened up and tried not to laugh as she said, “Yes, what Skylar said, Abbey.”


    This got us all laughing and Mum shaking her head and saying comically, “You are bloody worse than these kids Flower.” Then she jabbed a finger in her ribs to our chuckling.


    Then we all started discussing anything but the debacle at the Academy as the night progressed. Mum, as efficient as ever, had already booked six AM tickets on a flight back to New York for the three of us 'kids.' Then she made a call to Mia Jacobs who joined us twenty minutes later, with a tearful hug for her daughter.


    I took a moment to listen to the voice mail from the Academy. Just like the girls said, they were rescinding my expulsion if I wished to resume my studies with them.


    I finally got the object of my obsession alone outside, on the deck on the second floor. I looked at her with longing and whispered, “I'm sorry. Forgive me? Those pictures were from before I...”


    She cut me off with a kiss that I surrendered my soul into. When we finally broke it off, gasping for air, she whispered back, “We can spend the night begging each other for forgiveness in a never ending cycle, or we can kiss. It's up to...” I cut her off this time, with a giggling kiss of my own.


    After a satisfying snogging session that left me burning in all the proper places, and wanting so much more, we joined the others before they realized we were gone. June shot us a satisfied wink, the bloody minx.


    Then before we knew it was time to turn in since we had to be awake so early to catch the plane. June joined us in my room as we all discussed the future until the three of us fell asleep on my bed.


    


    


    Chapter 18 – Date Night


    The next morning, a grinning Abbey and I pushed a snoring June off of us and onto the floor after my alarm went off. Which got us a blurted, “Hey! You frosh are mean! And to think I helped you two!”


    I grinned at her and scrunched my nose. She comically added, “OK fine, I forgive you Hank. But AJ, not so much.”


    Abbey squinted at me and said, “Suck up.”


    I grinned in triumph with my succinct reply, “Indeed.” Then I suddenly made a run for my bathroom to get ready before the other two even knew what was happening. I heard their protests through the door as I giggled and got ready. “Too slow ladies,” I chimed out to their chuckles.


    Once we were all prepped for the day, my parents loaded us into the Jeep and dropped us at the airport. I don't think Abbey let go of my hand the entire time... or was it me that never let go of hers? I smiled at myself, either way it was great.


    The plane ride was spent recapping what had gone on at campus and how Abbey had met Zilrita and her death squid hugs. Seriously, nobody could figure out how an emo goth was so happy and huggy all the time. June shrugged like it was no big deal, but we chuckled knowing the senior was a hug junkie.


    Once we arrived, June bid us farewell and left the airport with the waiting William. It took us a moment to realize she had abandoned us, most likely on purpose, with no transportation and laughed as we caught a cab.


    I was squished by Zil when I walked into the room, and Abbey suffered a similar fate a moment later.


    I put Clunky beside my bed and looked at the girls. “Well, I best be off to the bloody admin building.” Then I took a cleansing breath and smiled. “It's good to be home.”


    I looked at the time then at Abbey and said, “You still have one class today Abs. I'll be done probably around the same time. If you... want to hang out or something later... I mean...” She stopped me with a barely there kiss. My body was buzzing and I couldn't have dropped my silly grin if you had paid me.


    Zil's eyes went wide as she asked, “So you two are like, a thing?” I nodded, and braced myself. This could go one of two ways; I mentally crossed my fingers. Zil struck me as good people. Then she nodded slowly with a soft smile spreading on her lips. “Wow. That's so cool. You look happy together. I've never had any lesbian friends before.” I could see a lot of things going through her head as she absorbed the information, I could tell it wasn't something she was used to, but her smile and words were genuine.


    Before I could sigh in relief we were sneak attack squid hugged by the goth, then she grabbed her bag from the multipurpose counter and said, “I got English Lit this afternoon myself. So should I like umm find something to do tonight... or do we have like, a sock on the doorknob signal or sumpin?”


    I blushed into the netherworld as Abbey came to the rescue. “We haven't even dated yet Zil. That's Friday.” When as I was getting over my embarrassment, Abbey looped her arm in Zil's and marched out the door with her, shooting a wink over her shoulder to me and added, “But yeah, you two might need a sock signal.”


    Oh, bloody hell! I could have died right there. By the time I composed my smiling self and left the room to go to admin, the girls were nowhere to be seen. Abbey was so going to pay for that!


    The rest of the day was soooooo boring. There was so much paperwork to fill out pertaining to my reinstatement, mostly because of the scholarship. Then I had to get with my professors, or their aids, to get my assignments that I had missed the past three days.


    But it was all worth it when I got back to the dorm and Abbey was sitting on the floor in the hall, with her back to my door, doing her assignments. She shot me a cute grin and I reached over her and opened the door, then stepped over her with a smug grin. I said offhandedly, “It's always open Abs. You don't need to sit out here.”


    She stood and shrugged and deadpanned, “But then I wouldn't get to watch you walking down the hallway.” I gleeped at her playfulness and crinkled my nose at her. We had just sat down on my bed so I could sort through all the paperwork and assignments, when Zil came walking in. She waved cutely at us and collapsed on her bed and started working on her own assignments.


    Pizza was ordered and we made it a study night. It was nice to get the time to get to know Zilrita. She looked young because she WAS young. Sixteen and in college, wow. “Seventeen in October!” Her grades weren't stellar, but weren't anything to sneeze at either as they were good enough to get her accepted here.


    She had been advanced a grade in elementary school and then again in junior high because she has a bad habit of reading ahead and then getting bored in classes and acting out. The teachers kept advancing her until the coursework was almost too much for her. That brought her hyperactivity down to manageable levels for the instructors.


    The goth thing was just an experiment. She was trying to “find herself,” or something like that. But she decided she liked the look even though it was a contradiction to her personality.


    My favorite part of the night though was that the entire time, Abbey was at my side. All of her innocent touches were my guilty pleasure, though I'm quite positive they weren't so innocent. I stole a quick kiss or two from her now and then. It was sooo hard to say goodnight to her.


    I had a sense that things were how they were meant to be after that. I was so excited by the time Friday rolled around. Abbey had texted that she had a surprise for our date that night. I could barely contain myself during my classes.


    Then I almost had a nervous breakdown trying to figure out what to wear back in the dorm room. Zil was absolutely no help, she was just giggling at my antics. Then I knew what to do. I hit speed dial two on my mobile. June answered, “What's up Hank?”


    I comically blurted, “Help!”


    She was laughing as she said, “I'll be right over. You frosh are so helpless without me.” I blew her a raspberry and hung up.


    A few minutes later June walked in. She waved at Zil who grinned at her and rolled her eyes as she nudged her head toward me. I looked at June helplessly and croaked out, “What am I going to wear!?”


    June shook her head and hung it in resignation and sighed out, “Oh Hank.” Then went about assembling an outfit for me. She kept checking her mobile as she helped me get ready for Abbey. What was she on about now?


    She was finally happy with her Frankenstein monster and turned me to the mirror. “Taa daa. Hank version 1.0, no upgrades necessary.”


    It was brill! Wait, it was... me. I smiled at my reflection. She had just dressed me in my yellow sundress, and white calf socks with yellow flats. My hair was down in lazy curls and it cascaded over my shoulders and down my back. She had put a tiny pink bow on my lock of pink hair.


    My makeup was done slightly more heavily than I normally do, bringing the focus to my lips and my eyes. I looked at June and then the mirror then back again with a lopsided smile. She nudged my shoulder with hers and said softly, “You're perfect the way you are Sammie.”


    I smiled at her again and said, “Thank you.” Then I looked in the mirror again. I think Abbey will like this.


    Then June looked at her mobile again and straightened up with a sly grin. “It's seven. Go out to student parking, lot C, your girl is waiting.” Then she got silly. “Don't do anything I wouldn't do.”


    I squinted at her and scrunched up my nose. “Thanks JW.”


    She nodded as I threw on a white wrap to guard against the cold and grabbed my purse. As I headed out the door, June was comically leaning her head on Zil's shoulder saying, “They grow up so fast.” I started plotting their doom as I walked out and headed toward lot C. That's where June parks, so I was assuming we were borrowing her car for the night.


    When I got there I covered my mouth. There was a smiling Abbey looking breathtaking in a little black dress with her wavy hair done up in a bun with a lock draping enticingly down her face. She was leaning against a rugged looking Range Rover with Washington plates.


    I hugged her quickly and stretched up on my toes and kissed her cheek, then wiped my lip gloss off her cheek with my thumb. Then I whispered, “You look gorgeous tonight Abs.” It was so sexy how she towered over me.


    She blushed and then looked at me. “You're perfect.”


    I could feel my cheeks burning. I needed to get the attention off of me so I tilted my head toward the vehicle with a question on my face. She grinned and said. “Now we have wheels. Mom had my car shipped here. The car transporters dropped it off this afternoon.” She dangled the keys from her hand.


    I smiled and replied, “That's brill Abs!” I still hadn't even had a chance to look for a vehicle here in New York. She opened the passenger door and helped me into my seat, then ran around to the driver's side and hopped in. She looked me over again with a sparkle in her eyes then brought her beast to life.


    We drove through the city, taking in the transformation New York City goes through at night. From a hectic bustling metropolis into an almost magical land of wonder and entertainment. It was a comfortable silence we sat in and I started singing my private version of Snowflakes. I looked around and took everything in, in amazement. As I finished I realized Abbey was paying as much attention to me as the road. I asked shyly, “What?”


    She shook her head and said, “Nothing. Do you have any idea how much you sing like your mother. It is almost spooky.” I blushed.


    I was saved from my embarrassment when she pulled us into the parking lot beside Alfonso's on Broadway! My eyes bugged out, I had heard that there was at least a three month waiting list to get in here. She was grinning in mischief as she helped me out of the car then I hugged her arm to me as she led me... past Alfonso's? It was quite comical, the look she shot my, most likely confused, face.


    We turned the corner and there was a little diner that was made up to look like an old time soda shop. I grinned in amusement at her deception as she held the door open for me. She giggled, “Alfonso's is what you deserve, but this is all I can afford right now.”


    I stood on my tiptoes and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “It's bloody brill Abs!” I grinned at the place. A waitress met us at the front and brought us to a back booth and handed us menus. I slid in on the same side as Abbey.


    She looked at me sheepishly as we looked at the menus. “Really? It's OK?”


    I gave her a Cheshire cat grin as I responded, “It is better than OK, I could seriously go for a double cheese burger and a strawberry shake about now.”


    Her eyes lit up and her mouth formed an “oooooo.” We chuckled at each other and ordered our guilty pleasures when the waitress, Mindy, returned. I bit my lower lip as I watched Abbey absently straighten everything up on the table. I don't remember much of my meal, I was lost in Abbey's eyes and her unique scent was enveloping me, making it hard to think.


    She cutely shared my strawberry shake, with its two straws in it, with me. I really did prefer this over Alfonso's. It was more... us? The conversation over the meal was more... I don't know, intimate? Than any of our other discussions. I shared my deepest inner secrets and insecurities, and she bared her soul to me. I was so very confused. Why was this so much different than anyone else I had dated? Why could I share so much with her and feel so safe? Why was she so different than anyone I have ever met?


    Oh, stop bloody babbling like a git in your head Sammie! There are some glistening lips sitting right in front of you, ripe for the taking! I made a good argument, so I claimed them for my own. The kiss was the most magical thing I had ever experienced. The only thing that existed in my universe at the time was this magnificent woman and the heat in my body. I broke the kiss and blurted out, “Be my girlfriend?” She was simply nodding and grinning. I smiled in embarrassment for blurting it out like that, but was flooded in relief that she agreed. Best date ever!


    When we finished, we walked around exploring the area a bit. It was chilly so I hugged her arm to me again, pulling her close as we walked. I spoke wistfully, “So, this has been a hell of a first quarter. But you know, I don't regret a moment of it.”


    She tilted her head to rest it on the top of mine then kissed my head before saying, “As odd as it sounds, neither do I. I think it... woke us up?” I pondered on that then just smiled in agreement.


    I said, “Brr...” and she altered our course, angling us back toward the car.


    When we got back to the dorms, she walked me to my room. Then we both stood awkwardly at the door. Finally, she chuckled and said, “Oh hell.” Then kissed me so hotly that I surrendered all that I am into it. Then she left me buzzing as she walked off saying, “G'night Sammie.”


    I waved into empty air in my happy buzzing fog and squeaked, “G'night Abs.”


    I stepped into the room and leaned with my back to the door with a huge smile on my face. Zil looked up and a matching smile bloomed on her face as she asked, “That good huh?”


    I nodded rapidly like a git and whispered, “That good...”


    I jumped at a sudden incessant knocking at the door. I pushed away from it and opened it just to see a grinning June. She grabbed my hand on the way in and dragged me to Zilrita's bed and said, “So? Spill girl! Don't leave anything out!”


    They listened in rapt attention as I told them of the best date I had ever had.


    


    


    Chapter 19 – Every Day is a Gift


    The next morning Abbey was at my place early to drive Zil and me to our traditional June brunch. We were sufficiently teased by the group about our night. I took the time to look around at our inner circle. Little did I know that this would be exactly that.


    Our unbreakable inner circle here at the Academy became legend among the students. Later in life I heard that stories were still told of the things we did and the things we accomplished. We were called “June's Eight.”


    I looked around the table as we ate, Abbey sitting so close to me our legs were touching under the table, to my extreme guilty pleasure.


    June and William, I knew we'd lose them to the real world at the end of the school year, but I took consolation in the fact that she would be just a two hour drive away in Vancouver, after I graduated.


    Marie and Brent, who have already become inseparable would go fourth to forge their own way in the world the following year. It was fun to listen to their plans for the future, as they already included each other.


    Zil would be in it for the long haul with us, as she was a freshman as well. But I could already tell, that no matter where life took her or us, she was going to be one of those friends you called late at night to share the amazing things in your life as they happened.


    Then there was Kat, she would always be part of us, an immovable fixture around the campus. She would usher future misfit groups through the trials and tribulations of college life long after we graduated and moved on in our lives.


    A hand was waving in front of my face and a silly voice calling out, “Earth to Hank! Hello? You in there?”


    I snapped out of my musings and giggled. “Sorry, I was waxing poetic about our group. I love you guys.”


    This got me some, “Aaaw”s and some “Love you too”s. And a quick sneak attack peck on my lips from the object of my desire.


    She whispered, “Would you like to go out again tonight?” I just nodded with a silly grin on my face.


    As usual our “brunch” didn't break up until well after noon. I spent the entire afternoon trying to figure out what to wear for Abbey on our second date.


    I sent an SOS text to June, who comically walked through the door literally three seconds after I sent it, saying, “I was waiting out there for the call.” I rolled my eyes as Zil almost giggled herself into a coma.


    I threw one of my pillows at the goth, blurting out, “It wasn't that funny.”


    She gasped for air and calmed herself a bit, saying, “Oh yes, it was.”


    I looked at June who was nodding with a serious look on her face, and affirmed, “Sorry Hank, but it was.”


    I pushed her shoulder with an embarrassed smile on my lips and surrendered. “Fine you bloody evil birds.” Then I got serious. “Thanks JW. I don't know what I'd do without you.”


    She looked to be in mock serious thought then said, “Probably flunk out and wind up on the streets. Pass out in an alley somewhere and wake up in some third world country where you don't speak the language. Then spend months making your way back to the States only to find that you don't have your passport and can't enter the country because of your British accent. Then get yer butt shipped off to England.”


    Both she and Zil were nodding at each other with those mock serious expressions. Zil said, “Yes. Most likely.”


    I presented each of them with their very own smacks with my other pillow. Then I thought for a second. “You're probably right.” Which just caused us all to explode into laughter.


    After we calmed down, June went about the task of making me look like... well, me... for my girl. I smiled at that thought and just wanted to hug myself as a reward for thinking of Abbey. I was supposed to dress casual tonight, so I wound up in some tight jeans and layered tanks and my leather jacket.


    I twirled for the girls and got their thumbs up. We sat and chatted until six thirty, when she was supposed to pick me up. Just like clockwork there was a light knock on the door. Zil called out, “It's always open Abs.”


    I smiled and almost skipped to the door and opened it. She was in some tight torn jeans and a cute top and a light jacket, with her wavy hair cascading over her shoulders. I mouthed, “Wow.” to her and got lost on those amber eyes, swirling with orange flecks.


    We finally broke our gaze when June cleared her throat. We grinned and looked at her. She again had her head resting on Zil's shoulder saying, “Don't be out too late girls. She has homework to do AJ.”


    Abbey grinned and pouted out, “Yes mother.”


    Zil added as we left, “Remember to use protection.” I blushed profusely at that and Abbey looked about to burst too. We hurried off to the sound of the two evil birds laughing behind the door.


    She whispered, “They are so evil.”


    I nodded. “Yeah... I love 'em.”


    She giggled out, “Me too!”


    Then we loaded up into the Range Rover and were driving through the city. I looked over at her and asked, “So where are we going?”


    She just grinned and refused to look at me, with a sly smile on her face and said, “You'll see. Now just sit back and enjoy the ride.”


    I shot her a nose crinkle then relaxed back in my seat and watched the city pass by. I'm positive my smile couldn't have gotten any bigger as she pulled into the parking lot at Coney Island. She helped me out of the car then dragged me giggling to the amusement park.


    Before we did any of the normal things one would do at Coney Island, she brought me to the multi-arts center and to a museum. I didn't know that Coney Island had a museum, and I had been to New York a lot when I was younger!


    She smiled at me sheepishly and shrugged when I looked at her with a smile. “I like museums,” she muttered.


    I nodded in agreement and said, “I'd live in them if I could!” We went through and looked at the creative exhibits. I had to grin when we came across some work by Robin from our school. I pointed it out to a grinning Abbey. I was enamored with her childlike delight at the art around us. It made me feel even closer to her if that was even possible.


    We sat on a bench in front of an impressionistic sculpture, as I sketched in my sketchbook. She looked at me with her twinkling eyes. “I just wanted this night to be special for you. I know it sounds stupid, but I really enjoy watching you experience things. It gives me a warm feeling inside.”


    I was entranced by her and whispered, “At the risk of sounding like a bloody git here... Abbey, every day is a gift, and I want to fill all my days with you.”


    She looked shocked for a moment then something unexpected happened. A tear... a single solitary tear, rolled down her cheek. She was smiling hugely now and stood with me. Lacing our fingers together with a look of mixed awe and pride on her face. What did I say? She shared the softest kiss with me then. A kiss that I know will be unrivaled my entire life. It was a kiss that conveyed a promise. A promise that I would hold dear in my heart forever.


    Then she led me to an amusement park and proceeded to share with me one of the most fun times of my life. I'm pretty sure our hands were inseparable that night. We shared something that I still to this day cannot explain. Except, I was positive of the impossible fact that I was in love with this woman. I had known her for three weeks and she was the most important thing to me already. I made a pact with myself, to give her as much happiness and joy as she gave to me. It was a pact I honor happily even today.


    When we got back to the dorm later that night with a huge stuffed platypus, that Abbey had won for me in the ring toss. She stubbornly spent almost an hour at it until she finally won a prize of her choice. She let me choose and snorted with the cutest smile when I squeaked out that I wanted the platypus.


    We walked in and Zil, Will, and June were munching on pizza and watching television. June smiled at us in mischief, but then her face went serious as she looked at us. She whispered, “Oh... So it's like that?” With a soft smile, she then grabbed William by the hand and dragged him out of the room with her. She shot us a knowing smile as they left.


    I snorted when the door reopened and June's hand reached in and grabbed Zil's hand and dragged her out with them.


    I blushed. I had never been so embarrassed in my life. I know what they were expecting. But let me tell you, we did something even more personal, more intimate than in their wildest imaginations.


    We turned out all the lights except the little lamp on my nightstand and sat on my bed facing each other, holding each other's hands and talked. We talked about everything and nothing. About the future and our dreams, about how we felt about each other. I believed I could see her soul as the night went on. Our voices a whisper in case the universe would hear and tell us this was just a dream.


    We were laying on the bed our heads on my pillows, facing each other and still talking when Zil poked her head back in the room around four in the morning. She had an odd look on her face when she saw us still talking. It turned to a soft smile as she got under her covers and turned away from us.


    We both smiled in her direction then kept talking until we fell asleep, facing each other, still holding hands.


    I kept my word. I filled every day with Abbey, because every day truly was a gift. She was my gift. A gift I would treasure always.


    Bloody hell. We were inseparable after that. We would travel home during every holiday, every break. By the end of the school year, I was already seeing Mia as a third mother. I loved her like my own parents. I spent Christmas with the Jacobs instead of my own family that year. It was so intimate, just the three of us. I almost cried realizing that they were all each other had before me. I understood their bond even more now. After that, I vowed that my family would invade their lives and make them feel included.


    I had to hide myself away and cry myself out after Abbey performed her spoken word project in front of the student body at the end of the semester. She spoke of hope. Of finding something new, something unexpected. Of the wonder of discovery. The emotion of it all hit everyone as a wall of heartache that changed to one of life, and love. She spoke of her heart, then she gave it a name. The final line in her reading. “My Sam.”


    My project was selected to travel in an international exhibit. People were awed by the invisible heroes on the streets. Aunt Sandra cried when she saw it and said, “I'm so very proud of you Sammie.” That was a very important and defining moment in my life, as well.


    That was the night Abbey chose for us to finally be... together. She had made a production of hanging a sock on the doorknob and pointing at it. Zil grinned hugely and left the room. We knew she was heading to her new boyfriend's place, another freshman named Roger Lightman. We approved of him, he treated Zilrita like a lady. She was quite taken by him.


    Abbey showed me what it was to be a woman that night. We both showed our love for each other in our actions, our words, our lips. It was the most beautiful night of my life. I have never felt so... loved, so... complete? Than that night with Abbey.


    Time marched on as it invariably does, and all too soon, it was the end of an era when June graduated with high honors at the end of the year. We had a final farewell brunch with our mentor, our guru, our friend, the leader of June's Eight.


    I was a little sad because June and William had agreed to go their separate ways after graduation since he lived in Georgia and her in Vancouver. I signed to her that I would miss her. My signing was getting acceptable after my first American Sign Language course. Something I would pursue my entire academic career.


    June kissed me on the cheek, “Chin up and smile Hank. This is the beginning of a new chapter, you'll be great, and I'm always a phone call away. God knows you two will always be 'my frosh.' Besides Sammie, you'll be seeing me back home in a couple days for summer break. I think it is time we all terrorize another city.”


    I nodded through tears as she moved to Abbey, “AJ.” She smiled hugely then her tone softened, “Abbey, you're everyone's hero, our warrior. Take care of Hank. She's kind of breakable. I'll see you in a couple days.” Then I saw a rare thing as Abbey cried as she nodded.


    I was sketching in a pad, capturing the moment, as June made the rounds to the others then grabbed William, saying in a hoarse voice, “Let's go before I friggin' cry Will. Drive me to the airport?”


    I pictured one of those old western movies that Mumsy likes so much as we watched June ride off into the sunset.


    


    


    Chapter 20 – She Distracted Me With A Kiss


    The years that followed felt to me like an adventure. An adventure I gladly experienced with the object of my affection by my side, leading the way into the future unflinchingly.


    June surprised us the first day of our sophomore year when she showed up at the dorm room I shared with Abbey. “Surprise!” She giggled out to us as we all hugged. We had just seen her a couple days a go at Harmony Trax but it was like seeing an old friend we thought never to see again here at the Academy.


    I sputtered out, “What are you doing here JW?”


    She gave us a conspiratorial look then replied, “Well, I knew you'd miss me too much to function...” she left that hanging and I swear I could hear crickets chirping before she continued, “Fine whatever. I'm doing my post grad work as an aid to Prof McGill, looks like you two are stuck with me another year.”


    They must have heard our bloody squeals of glee all the way back in Seattle. Now I know what people talk about when they say 'squeeing'. After our hugfest we made our way to Campus Grounds to share the good news with Kat, Zil, Marie, and Brent. Zil captured each of us in a giggly squid hug. That was the last year with all of us together. Seven of June's Eight. It was epic!


    More often than not, my family was over at Mia's place or they were at ours during our breaks. Mia took quite a shine to Aunt Amber and Kylee and started hanging out with them and my parents when we were away at school. I thought it was interesting since Mia, and Amber and Kylee were polar opposites. Then I grinned, that's how friendships sometimes work the best.


    The days flew by faster and faster, time only slowed down when Abbey was there. Sharing, a smile, a touch, a look, a kiss. I seriously couldn't imagine a time when she wasn't there now. Is it possible for your love to continually get stronger as time progressed?


    We finally lost June, Brent, and Marie for good at the Academy at the end of that year. We half expected June to pop up in our junior year. Though she did comically call us our first day, “You guys got this shit? Or do I need to come hold your hands?” We laughed until we realized we really would miss her there.


    June is a constant fixture in our lives back home. She is there to share everything during our breaks.


    During our senior year, she and Abbey kept sneaking off to discuss something. June even showed up on campus to steal Abbey away for a bit before Christmas break. When I asked what she was doing in New York she comically scrunched her nose and said, “I was just in the neighborhood Hank.” Abbey just grinned hugely at me and nodded. What are those two up to? With JW involved, it can’t be anything good. I threatened them with my stuffed platypus to no effect. Fat lot of good he does me if he can't intimidate them.


    We had brunch the next morning with the rest of our dwindling group. We all caught up with June then she had us drop her at the airport. She shared a conspiratorial grin with Abbey then kissed me on the cheek and said, “See you on winter break Hank. I love you ladies.” And she was gone like a bloody ghost.


    Abs kept getting more and more excited the closer it got to winter break. Then it finally arrived. She kept giving me such a loving look on the plane ride home. I marveled at how bloody lucky I was that she had chosen me. I looked at her lovingly and asked, “Abs?” She cocked an eyebrow cutely at me. I smiled and continued, “When did you know? I mean... that I was the one?”


    She didn't answer, but instead she distracted me by kissing me so passionately that I lost my train of thought. She easily defeated me in our tongues' battle for dominance. Gawd did I enjoy losing to her. Go me!


    I'm sure I had a dazed look and silly grin on my face the rest of the flight. My body was buzzing and it was frustrating that there wasn't anything I could bloody do about it. I caught myself entertaining the thought of joining the mile high club with Abbey in the restroom, when the 'fasten seatbelts' sign lit up. Bloody Hell! I crossed my legs in frustration.


    Mia met us at the airport. She was, as usual, against a far wall and avoiding contact with people. I gave her a tiny wave as we approached.


    First Abbey, then I were engulfed in a warm Mia hug. She looked us both up and down with an appraising look that only a mother could accomplish as she said, “I love you girls.” as she straightened our clothes a bit.


    We let her know we loved her too and we were off to their house on the lake. I was amazed how beautifully Mia always decorated around Christmas. Abbey had cryptically told me once that Christmas was one of the most important memories that her mother had and that everything had to be perfect.


    We sat around for about an hour chatting then Mia excused herself to her studio in the garage. “I'm sorry ladies but I have to finish up the exhibit early. They want it tonight instead of tomorrow for the Christmas showing. Can you please come in and get me at exactly six baby girl?” Abbey nodded with a smile.


    I spent the time chatting with my girl. Then Abbey checked her mobile and grinned. We went into the garage to see Mia standing by her finished artwork. I was distracted by the spectacular canvases while the two ladies bantered about the time.


    These were some of her best work, almost as good as the private ones on the wall.


    I smiled at the poems that overlapped the pictures of Abbey's deceased mother. They were some of my favorite poems. I looked at the Jacobs two and said quietly, “I know those poems. We read them in our contemporary American Literature class. They're by Vee A. Jacobs.”


    My eyes snapped wide. Vee A. JACOBS?! Like Abbey and Mia Jacobs? Mia's wife's name was Valla! Vee! How had I not seen this before? I saw Abbey's smile growing on her face at my realization. The minx had just confirmed the final secret she had kept from me.


    I blurted out, “Oh my God! Not only is your mother Mia friggin' Jacobs, but your other mom is Vee Jacobs?!? Why didn't either of you ever tell me?” Abbey bit her lower lip. Oh... OK, she's forgiven. I melted a bit.


    She shrugged with a mock innocent look on her face as I looked back at the canvases. “Well, it kinda never came up. I keep forgetting that my parents are famous, I just see them as, well, just my moms. I told you she dabbled in poetry.”


    I snorted. “Dabbled?” I re-examined the second canvas, that poem on it was my favorite Vee A. Jacobs poem. Hmm... A as in Abbey? That last line “A deafening whisper.”, has always struck me as so profound and powerful without even knowing why. I smiled and turned back to the two women, shaking my head in disbelief.


    Mia grabbed our hands and dragged us back into the house. I kept getting distracted by the shy smiles Abbey was shooting me.


    Mia wanted us to tell her of our new adventures at the Art Academy, but Abbey spoke up, “Well actually mother, can we do that a little later. There's a story I want you to share with Sammie first if that's OK. It is pretty important. Could you tell her the story about how you and mom met? It's pretty epic.” Abbey's eyes were twinkling as she grabbed my hand and laced our fingers.


    Mia smiled softly and seemed to settle deeper into the couch for the story, she seemed lost in the memory. “I never get tired of sharing the story of my Valla and I.” She looked over at us and smiled fondly at us as she began.


    It was a tale of happiness and loss, of overcoming the insurmountable, of friendship found, of strength and character, and above all, a story of a love so profound it will stand through the ages. My tears were flowing freely at the end of the story. I felt the loss of Valla as a physical blow to myself. I just wanted to hold Mia and let her know how strong she was. I now understood that undercurrent of extreme pain in the woman. I hoped that I'd be able to experience a love that strong one day. I glanced over at Abbey... maybe I have.


    Mia finished with a tear on her cheek. “So... incredibly long story short, that's the story of your Mother and I. Why did you want me to tell it?” She looked at her daughter curiously.


    Abbey wiped her own tears from her eyes and looked up with a decidedly mischievous look on her face and said, “Well Mom, I was wondering the exact moment you fell in love with Mother.”


    Mia smiled in memory again and replied, “That's easy. It was right after she slapped me and said, 'Every day is a gift! It's how you fill that gift that defines you.'... why do you want to know?”


    Abbey turned to me, biting her lower lip seductively in that way that warms all the naughty parts of me and said, “You remember on the plane ride over when you asked me when I knew you were the one? And I changed the subject?”


    I giggled at that and replied, “Well if you call sticking your tongue down my throat 'changing the subject', then yes I remember.”


    Abbey smiled warmly and continued, “Well before I answered I wanted you to hear that story.”


    Wait... oh my God! Bloody hell! Understanding was spreading across my face over the similarity, and I whispered, “No fucking way!”


    Abbey was nodding at me with a hungry look in her eyes as she said, “Yes. It was that night of our second date in our freshman year. Do you remember what you said to me?”


    I nodded in shocked amazement and almost whispered, “I said that every day is a gift, and that I wanted to fill all my days with you.”


    Abbey was nodding like a woman possessed as she said, “Yes. That was the moment that I knew you were the one.”


    Mia seemed stunned at this revelation as well. I was caught in a happy haze as Abbey kissed me. Then my hand shot up to my mouth when Abbey took a knee in front of me and opened a little box. She repeated the words her mother used to propose, “Samantha Prudence Roth... will you make me the happiest woman alive and marry me?”


    My eyes were welling up in tears and all I could do was nod like a bloody git.


    Abbey laughed gently and asked, “Is that a yes?”


    I dropped my hand from my mouth then pulled this bloody beautiful woman to her feet and kissed her passionately. Oh wait! Quick, before she changes her mind! I reached my hand out for the ring, wiggling my fingers for it as I blurted out, “Yes! A thousand times yes!”


    Abby slid the plain band etched with intertwining script S's and A's onto my finger. Then she clasped my hand, our fingers lacing as we turned to a smiling and crying Mia.


    “I love you girls so much!” she exclaimed and pulled us into a hug. I was, at that moment, the happiest and luckiest woman on the face of the planet.


    


    


    Epilogue – Legends of the Northwest


    Mom was calling through the door, “Abbey, baby girl. It's time.” I stared at my reflection again, I wanted to look good for Sammie. She deserved it. God, I looked terrible. I saw each and every flaw in myself. Mom knocked lightly then walked in. She looked spectacular in her turquoise dress and Mom's combat boots. She tilted her head at me. “What's wrong Abbey?”


    I shrugged. “What if... what if she changes her mind? What if I'm not good enough for her? I mean, look at me.” I turned to the mirror again. She stepped up behind me and pulled my wavy hair back over my shoulders to spill back over my white lace dress.


    She smiled. “I have never seen you look so beautiful, and Sammie is so completely in love with you baby girl. She has good taste.” I had to giggle at her silly grin, always the mother. I grinned over the fact that Sammie was already calling her Mummy. I took a deep breath and nodded. Mom grinned and said, “I've got to get back to Vicky, you'll be great Abbey. I'm so very proud of you and love you so much. You have four hundred and thirty six seconds.”


    I looked at her as she headed toward the door of my bedroom. I smiled, I was so happy that she finally found someone that made her happy after all these years alone. Vicky was proof that lightning could sometimes strike twice. I grinned knowing it was just a matter of time before the two of them were in the position I was in now. I was already more than ready to cross out the “god” from godmother with Vicky. She was awesome. Now if I could just get those two to admit it!


    I couldn't believe that Sammie and I had graduated only a month ago. The four happiest years of my life.


    I glanced at the clock confirming Mom's exact timing. That was one “gift” of mom's I wish I had. I swear that clocks are jealous of her ability to keep time.


    I heard the music start up, that was my cue. I took another deep breath then turned to the door in a mixture of excitement and terror. But I knew who was waiting out there, as a smile bloomed on my face as I thought of Sammie.


    I stepped out into the great room that had caterers scurrying all around the buffet tables and up to the glass door looking out to the lake. I looked out to the red carpet running across the lawn to the white arbor on the dock, seeing the object of my affection in her stunning white dress. And then I looked at the hundred chairs lining the corridor to her in rows.


    It still shocked me whom they were filled with. The news agencies, which were all denied access to the wedding were calling the people in attendance, the “Legends of the Northwest.” Police helicopters that were patrolling the lake were keeping the news choppers away.


    I stepped outside, and June, in her turquoise maid of honor dress, offered her elbow. I grinned, I won her in the coin toss! Go me! I took her elbow with a smile. It made me so happy that her and the rest of June's Eight were in attendance. We had a hell of a reunion party last night, the city may still be cringing.


    As she led me down the aisle, I looked at the people in attendance. Most still had me stunned. Among them were June's parents, Mandy Fay Harris-West and Congresswoman Anabella West, and June's little sister Lizzie. Then Sammie's endless stream of pseudo aunts. Roberta and Blake Valentine, I still couldn't believe Silent Bob was there! Jane and Crystal McKay. Reese and Sarah Qualls. Sandra and Penny Franklin-Callahan with their twins, and Missy Hannigan and her husband Steven. Kylee and Amber LaLaine. I grinned at Mrs. Zatta as I passed by. Then of course... I smiled at Sammie's parents, Satin friggin Thunder, and Sammie's grandmother. Then my mom and my godmother Vicky Davenport and her parents Frank and Maira Davenport.


    I couldn't suppress a grin as I noted Mom and Vicky's hands were clasped together. The butterflies in my stomach threatened to overwhelm me as I looked up to my little blonde angel standing under the arbor beside Zilrita and the preacher.


    I have never seen Sammie look so spectacularly beautiful. It literally took my breath away as my eye met her sparkling blues. As I took my place in front of her and June moved to the side all I could do is mouth, “Wow.”


    The music stopped though different music was playing in my head. I only had eyes for this beautiful creature in front of me. She had chosen me... can you believe that? I was the luckiest woman alive.


    The preacher started talking and June started signing what he was saying with her graceful hands. Sammie kept smiling or raising an eyebrow at me, keeping me mesmerized. There was a pause. Oh crap, that's my cue. What the hell was I supposed to... oh yeah. “I do.” I said smoothly, belying the excitement inside of me. She slid the platinum ring on my finger.


    Then the man started saying “And do you Samantha Prudence Roth...”


    “I do,” she blurted and gracefully signed with her hands, interrupting him.


    He said, “I haven't finished the question.” The guests chuckled a little.


    He started again, “Do you, Samantha Prudence Roth take Abbey Victoria Jacobs as...”


    “I do!” She blurted and signed again, causing the crowd to laugh.


    He shot her a chastising look. She was almost bouncing with energy and she shot him an apologetic smile. He started again, holding a finger up, stopping my angel from speaking. “Do you, Samantha Prudence Roth, take Abbey Victoria Jacobs as your lawfully wedded wife?”


    She squinted an eye at him, scrunching up her nose cutely and he nodded then she blurted and signed, “I do!” And just as I slid the ring on her finger, she pulled me down to her lips and I was in heaven. The preacher cleared his throat. Oh. We broke the kiss and looked at him in apologetic embarrassment. There was more chuckling from the spectators.


    He just winked at us and said, “I now pronounce you wife and wife. You may NOW, kiss the bride.”


    He didn't have to tell me twice. I bent down and gathered her up in my arms at her waist and lifted her up and we shared a kiss of promise. A kiss that warmed our shared soul. A kiss that finally made me understand the epic love that mom had with my other mother all those years ago. I belonged to Sammie, and she belonged to me.


    We finally broke the kiss, gasping for air to the cheering of the crowd. We ran down the aisle to the reception area set up in the house. We were of one mind... to get this over with quickly so we could run off together on our honeymoon and into the next exciting chapter of our lives.


    


    I whispered, “I love you Sammie.” She whispered back, “I love you too Abbey.”
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    Sample Chapter from the Valkyrie Chronicles: Seventy two Hours


    Prologue – Blaze of Glory


    My footsteps clanged and echoed on the grated decks of the Ragnarok generational spaceship as I ran through the corridors. Alarms were screeching and klaxons were blaring in a cacophony of sound and discord. Control panels and access tubes were exploding all around me as I ran through the smoke and sparks. My nano-lattice was flaring brightly as it absorbed energy and deflected shrapnel from the explosions.


    I could just make out father on coms over the deafening chaos around me. “Kara? Daught... ...ituation report. Are y... ...incoming...” Then static screeched as the coms went dead. I growled and took it out of my ear and threw it to the ground as I ran on. I shook my head sadly. I knew this was a one way mission when I volunteered for it, but there was no way I was letting Kat attempt this.


    An explosion from a wall panel threw me violently into the opposite corridor wall. My lattice absorbed most of the impact that would have crushed someone not protected with one. Even so, I felt a rib snap. My nanites started attacking the damage instantly as I jumped back to my feet and continued to run while they healed the injury.


    Lights were flickering with the power fluctuations, gravity was unstable between sections. The vessel heaved and I lost gravity altogether, my momentum keeping me moving forward in free fall until I smashed back down roughly onto the grating when I hit a high gravity pocket. I forced myself to my feet, it had to be two or more standard Ragnarok gravities. I forced myself forward a step at a time until I hit a normal, one gravity section and took a deep breath then started running again.


    I turned a corner and then I saw the Ragnarok commander, Intark, in his EVA suit just ahead of me, with his helmet sealed. I poured on the speed to catch him. I saw the last escape pod at the far end of the corridor.


    Time seemed to slow down and I swear to the Tree of Ages that I saw the energy blast bloom from the Frost Giant vessel off our port side though a viewport. I leapt at the commander and just barely snagged the handle at the back of his helmet, and yanked him back, as the end of the corridor and the escape pod ceased to exist in the torrent of energy that tore through the vessel. I was already taking a deep breath, knowing what was coming next.


    My lattice flared to twice its normal maximum, hardening my skin as the atmosphere rushed out of the ship with explosive decompression, sweeping me and the Intark out into space, he hit his head on the bulkhead on his way out. My shoulder slammed into the opening as I was torn out into the harsh environment beyond, but I managed to hold on to the commander's now limp body. I could feel my nanites straining, they were screaming in my head with the effort. All sound had ceased. We were battered by the debris that was blown out of the hull breach with us.


    I pulled the unconscious Ragnarok to me as I tried pulling up a shield like mother, Kat, and Arina can create to deflect the larger chunks. The shield I could generate was pathetic, I'm better suited for brute force and destruction, so I switched to the power of Thor to destroy the deadlier chunks as lightning lanced from my free hand. It had the desired effect as the pieces were torn asunder and passed on either side of us... but the counter force just sent us into an uncontrollable spin.


    We ricocheted off of a huge hull fragment floating past, with me cushioning Intark's body. I felt another rib snap. I gained my bearings and shot Thor's power blindly in the opposite direction of our spin, countering the force of our rapid, weightless spin, the compressed magnetic force lightning discharge slowed us to a gentle spiral.


    As we tumbled slowly in space I saw the gaping hole in the Frost Giant ship that we had enlarged after Kenatar's suicide run had breached their hull at an engine pod. That engine was dark now... dead, and the other two were damaged.


    My lips curled into a sneering smile as I saw the five mile long vessel heaving, as its damaged engines fought unsuccessfully to keep it from falling into the gravity well of the planet. I knew I was already dead but I took extreme satisfaction knowing that we took the enemy with us.


    I thought out to the universe... Know this Frost Giants, while the other women of Valhalla still stand, you will do no harm to the innocents of this galaxy or any other. I was but one, my sisters are many! I Kara the Wild One, Daughter of Odin, Daughter of Geiravor, was your death. I AM VALKYRIE!


    I shielded my eyes as a the antimatter containment bottles on the smaller, mile long Ragnarok ship failed. It was consumed in a great fireball in the silence of the vacuum of space, dealing more damage to the unshielded engines of the Frost Giant vessel. I wrapped my body around the commander's as the energy shockwave hit us.


    I silently screamed as the energy slammed into me, burning my flesh, even through the nano-lattice, causing me to lose the last of the oxygen in my lungs. We were flung down toward Folkvangr at breakneck speeds as I started gasping for non-existent air and my lungs felt as if they were on fire with need. My nanites and their nano-lattice were valiantly preventing the unforgiving vacuum of space from ravaging my body and lungs. I had nothing but pride for their valor.


    My nanites, my friends, my protectors, my Verr, refused to give up, even though I could feel that they knew it was futile. I stopped gasping, I knew that they were shutting down my system to try to preserve my body as long as they could. I started to feel the heat on my back as we began to hit the atmosphere of the planet.


    My Verr were consoling me in my mind. Sending me their love as flames started building up around my slowly failing lattice while we plummeted to the planet below like a meteor. I don't know why I kept protecting the commander with my body. It's not like I could save him. He was lucky he was unconscious so he wouldn't feel our fiery death.


    I reached out with my nanite link to my mate and my family. Kat, Arina, Inatra, and the children. I could barely feel them in my head as my body slowly died. I sent out to them in a calm tone, “I love you.” and “I'm sorry.”


    Then I screamed silently in pain as my lattice failed just as I was losing consciousness. It was the most excruciating pain I had ever experienced as my body started to burn up in the atmosphere.


    I smiled as the world went black when my heart stopped beating, knowing that I had died with honor, with great valor... protecting the innocents of the galaxy. I, Kara the Wild One, would pass to the ages in a blaze of glory!
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