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Chapter 1 – Flight
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Damn, this was going to be a wild ride!  I sat on the Boeing 777-200 going through the pre-flight flows.  I downloaded the charts and NOTAMs, or Notices to Airmen, and took a second to study them before downloading the latest weather and forecasts between New York and Belfast, Ireland.

There were a couple of storm cells over the Atlantic but we'd avoid them unless their projected path changed during the nine-hour flight.

Next?

PAX, cargo, fuel.  I looked out the window to see cargo and fuel being loaded while the passengers continued flowing in to fill the seats.

And last on the pre-flight flows before moving onto the pre-flight checklist, IVAO/VATSIM flight plan.  I pulled up the new software I had loaded last night and looked over the flight plan.  Then just to make sure all our bases were covered, I pulled up recent traffic patterns over both New York and Belfast to... huh?  Wha?  No no no, I'm not a pilot.  I guess I should introduce myself, the name is Finnegan Temperance McLeary-May, dog walker extraordinaire, at your service.  No really, at your service, you can hire me online in the Manhattan area at FinneganWalks.com.  Though there is a substantial waiting list.

I'd strike a pose for you but I'm currently trying to keep the rising panic attack of flying for the first time in my life from overwhelming me and putting me into a catatonic state.  Gah!  Humans were never meant to fly, if we were, we'd have wings!  I started to hyperventilate again like I had at the boarding gates.

My faithful sidekick, and second in command whined.  I looked down at my feet in the first class section to my adorable border collie service dog, Calvin, and gave him a strained smile.  I didn't need to stress the poor boy out with my irrational fears.

I exhaled slowly as I smoothed the skirt of my long sleeve, black sweater dress, trying to control my breathing and get the roiling knot tightening in my gut like a fist to relax as my wife, Jane, placed a hand on my arm.

She looked at me in concern and asked, “Are you sure you don't want a tranquilizer, Fin?  You're as white as a ghost.”

I leaned in and whispered, perhaps a tad too sharply, “I don't want to be drowsy or asleep if the plane spirals out of control over the Atlantic.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Love, statistically speaking...”

I gleeped out to her under my breath so the other passengers moving past to the coach seats couldn't hear, “I know, it is two thousand times more likely we would all die in a car accident than in this flying tin deathtrap which will be held up only by rushing air... something we cannot even see.  And that's another reason I prefer to walk everywhere back home.  So wipe that smug cop smirk off your jerk cop face, woman.”

She said haughtily, “Fine.”

I growled back, “Fine!”  Then she offered her hand to me and I took it in a white-knuckled grip as she kissed the top of my head.  Ok, that made me feel just a little bit better.

If someone would have told me just a year ago that I would willingly; well as willingly as I had been a few minutes ago; get on an airplane flying anywhere, let alone across the ocean, I would have laughed myself unconscious.  Then maybe giggled a bit while unconscious.  But here I was, and it was for the only reason under the sun for which I would do it.  Jane and I were heading to Ireland to meet Luce, the girl who might just become our daughter if all went well with the orphanage.

The process has been long and grueling and emotionally taxing.  And now we needed to spend some actual time with her, instead of on FaceTime and telephone or text conversations across an ocean.  My excitement for the possibility of becoming a mother just barely out-edged the sheer terror that was welling up inside of me at the thought of flying.

A little girl with a cute Irish accent called out from the aisle, “A doggie!”

I looked past Jane to see a little one, no older than about four or five years old, pulling at her mother's hand, trying to get to Calvin, who stood, his tail wagging as he cocked his head at the girl.  The man behind the woman and child said, “Abbey, that's a working dog, you can't just...”

I smiled at the young Irish family who was likely heading back home after a vacation in New York City.  “No, it's alright.  Calvin here loves children, and he's sort of off duty until we land.”

Not entirely true, I trained him as an emotional support dog originally so that he could ride public transportation with me and go into buildings that normally restricted animals, but irony caught up with me and he has truly become my emotional support when Jane or the girls weren't around.  And I was sure he was going to help me from becoming a gibbering mess on this flight.

The man softened at the excitement on his daughter's face and he sighed as they moved out of the way of other first-class passengers coming in.  “Just for a second.”  Then to me, as the mother let go of the girl who squealed as she almost tripped over Jane's feet and engulfed an excited Cal's neck in a hug, “She's got us wrapped around her pinky.”

I beamed a smile at him. “Of course, just look how adorable she is in her little green dress.”  Then I told Abbey as she started patting Calvin's head as his tongue lolled out the side of his mouth, “His full name is Sir Calvin Cornelius Fluffytoes.”

She tried to repeat it. “Sir Calvin Cornnell... corn.”

I offered, “Cal for short.”

She smiled since that was easier for a tiny one like her to say.

The mother put her hand out, grasping. “Ok, Abbs, let's get to our seats.”

The little girl started to reach for her mother's hand, then looked back at Calvin and launched back into a hug and then took her mom's hand as she said, “Goodbye Cal, I love you.”

The father mouthed, “Thank you,” to me and I winked as he led his girls toward their seats in the first class section.

I had to giggle when I heard an excited Abbey telling her parents like they hadn't just witnessed the whole thing, “I petted a doggie.  Cal is so big and so nice...”

Jane looked down to a pleased-looking Calvin, looking smart in his service dog bib.  He loved kids.  “Don't get full of yourself, buddy.  You gotta fit your head out the door when we land.”  Then belying her words, she reached over to give him some good scritches behind his ears.  She was such a soft touch for the detective they called the Ice Queen back at the precinct.

I whispered, “They're such a cute family.”

Jane's face softened and I could see her own hope in her eyes as she said, “We might come home a family too, pipsqueak.”  I laid my head on her arm and just thought about the excitement of it all.

If everything went well with the supervised and unsupervised visits, we could be flying home with Luce for the thirteen week trial placement period before the judge signs off on the adoption to make it final.  I don't know why nobody has adopted Luce before this.  She's so smart, sensible, organized, and cute as a button.

Originally we had been looking for orphaned toddlers or young ones from impoverished nations, none older than five.  Not once had we thought of adopting an older child like Luce, who is almost twelve now.  But then we got a call from the legal firm who was representing us in the adoption process, about this girl in Northern Ireland.  She's an eleven-year-old who has a few quirks, that among them is pronounced obsessive-compulsive behavior.  It isn't too severe, but is enough to scare off most prospective parents.

Most people looking to adopt, can't look past her quirks, as she is on the spectrum, signs of Asperger syndrome.  They say older children like her, especially with unusual quirks, are usually in the system until they age out of the system when they become adults, and never find a family of their own.

I know most people believe I'm on the spectrum too, with my borderline OCD, and need to organize and label everything... but that is just good sense.  Fine whatever, I may be on the spectrum but my parents never saw the need to get me tested.  So shut up and let me tell you the story.

I got lost in Jane's big, dark eyes, they had the slightest almond shape to them, indicating a dash of Asian heritage as she raised a hand to cup my cheek, the sun through the window glistening on her shiny black hair.  How in the seven canine lords of Nebula B had I gotten so lucky for her to have chosen me?

I squeaked in distress, almost jumping out of my seat in a panic when I heard the doors being closed and sealed on the plane.  By the swishing tail and lolling tongue, she had been distracting me!  The smirk on her face was all the confirmation I needed, the... the jerk!

She held me down, a hand on my shoulder as I started to rise, not knowing what to do as I found it hard to breathe in quick shallow breaths.  My eyes darted around and locked on the materials haphazardly stuffed into a slot by the large tv screen in front of us.  I reached out and pulled it all out and organized it in alphabetical order, placing the placard with the flight safety protocols, which I had already downloaded and memorized last night, up front.  Or should I have sorted by size?

I looked around and whispered in a shaky voice as adrenaline flooded my system, “It's so cramped in here... is it supposed to be so cramped?”

Jane chuckled fondly at me and assured me, “This is first class, love, the only seats with more space on the plane would be the two private first class cabins just behind the mess there.  Even such a petite woman like yourself would find there is no legroom in coach.”

Her brow furrowed as she prompted, “I'm afraid to ask how much these tickets set us back.”  

I had to smile at that.  It was the first time she had said 'us' when talking about finances since we got married.  I know she felt a little insecure at first, what with me making more money offering my dog walking services to the elite than she did as a detective with the NYPD.  Heck, even our handsome fuzzy boy made more than both of us combined with the fortune his prior mother left him before she was killed and I adopted him.

I felt awkward because she felt awkward, but after we sat down and combined our finances and disclosed all of our holdings to each other, she started to ease into how marriage worked.  It wasn't a competition or anything, as we both contributed to our happiness and security as a couple.  It is how a marriage, and soon, a family worked.

But of course, we agreed that she keep her old bank account, where she can stuff what she calls her 'mad money' into.  Why would money make you mad, unless you owed it to someone else?  Hey, don't look at me like that.

She knows how much I like planning.  I had printed out a checklist and laminated it for this trip to make sure we didn't forget anything or get surprised by anything unexpected.  So she had gladly allowed me to organize while she drank a beer from the refrigerator with the girls, from the crisper drawer I had labeled 'Jane's Contraband.'

I shrugged and shared, “Nothing.  I used the points we've accrued on the Central Park Tails business cards.  We split the points up between the employees as a sort of bonus.”

CPT was the dog rescue that Calvin and I owned just a block from Central Park.  We had used some of his inheritance to set it up and our stipend from the trust account.  The rent we get from the dog walkers who rent the little apartments above it, as well as the donations we receive as a nonprofit, are more than enough to run the shelter and give us emergency funding.  What monies are left over go into a few select charities which support worthy causes.

Jane's eyes widened.  “How many points did it cost for two first class international tickets?”

“One hundred and six thousand.”

Now she was blinking in shock. “And your share of the points covered that much?”

Again I shrugged. “The rescue is sitting on just over four million points now, so our share is just over one point three million.”

She stared at me gape-jawed for a moment, then shut her mouth as she took that in.  Then she seemed to shake herself out of the shock and smirked. “Just over one point three?  That's not very precise.”

I tried to fight it, but I blurted out quickly, “One point three three ad infinitum!”  I exhaled then said with a smirk of my own, “I just rounded down for your tiny little cop brain to understand.”

The smile she beamed at me made me weak in my knees and caused a heat to rush through me.  She enjoyed our arguments as much as I did.  I suspect she enjoys the makeup sex that usually follows as much as I did too.

She was the most stubborn, aggravating, grating, thoughtful, loving, intelligent woman I knew.  And she is mine.  Cue up swoon mode.  I sighed.

Then I almost leapt out of my seat again when a flight attendant standing in the aisle started saying over the intercom,  “Welcome to British Airways flight 405.  Before we are pushed back to taxi, I need to go over some safety...”

I listened as I dove onto the placard with the same safety procedures printed on it and read along, then checked my seatbelt five times, readjusting it each time.  I hesitated as the woman was finishing, and I narrowed an eye at the overly pleased looking copper beside me.  Hey... she had just been distracting me from my panic.  Ok... I loved her for that.

When the other passengers started moaning after I had asked a few questions for clarification on some procedures and asked about some of the redundant and backup safety systems this particular model of 777 was equipped with, I whined out to everyone, “What?  She asked if anyone had any questions.  Safety is nothing to be lax about and it is only prudent to establish...”

Jane's hand on my arm and an expectant look on her face made me zip my lips.  I sat back and pouted.  Then the attendant assured me, “I could ask the captain to come back and speak with you about the safety equipment once we get to cruising altitude if you wish ma'am.”

I paled and whispered out in shock, my eyes wide, “The pilot leaves the cockpit when the plane is in flight?”  I could feel all the blood drain from my face.

Jane assured the woman when she looked concerned as I started mumbling to myself, “It's her first time flying.  She has a touch of anxiety about it.”

The woman nodded, casting one last concerned look at me, before nodding once again and moving back to the intercom controls to do her greeting and introduction speech which followed the safety procedures.  I growled to myself, causing Calvin to look up from where he was laying down, as a passenger behind us complained about me, “This is going to be a long flight.”

Except for the little scream I had to smother with my hand a little later as we took off, I think it went well.  I may or may not have passed out for the first quarter of the flight across the Atlantic.  You weren't there so you can't prove a thing.
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Chapter 2 – Belfast International Airport
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When we landed early in the morning, Belfast time, I was totally convinced that I had been right about flying from the beginning.  It was everyone else that was nucking futs.

The whole time I could feel us moving through the air, but it was dark outside and no lights from below made it seem as though we were in a never-ending tunnel, and I couldn't tell if we were flying or falling.

The couple bouts of turbulence we experienced, had me cowering in my seat, holding a magazine above my head as if it could protect me from fiery doom.

I do admit though, as the sun rose and I could see the ocean below then the cities of Ireland passing beneath us as we flew into Belfast, that I was amazed.  Calvin and Jane?  Cool as cucumbers through the whole ordeal.  They may be sadists.

Jane had snored gently through the bulk of the trip.  How could she sleep when we could die at any moment?

Calvin even took the time to wrap the flight attendants around his fluffy paws, and he had to go back to visit little Abbey twice.

The moment I stepped out of that plane, I felt all the anxiety which had been suffocating me, just bleed away into excitement, knowing that we were in the city where Luce was waiting for us.  I hesitated as we made our way up to customs when a realization hit me.  I whispered to Jane, “We're in a different country.”

She nodded, knowing I had never really ventured far from the Liberty or Manhattan area my whole life.  Mostly because I had always refused to fly, but I had never even headed upstate to Buffalo and Niagara Falls to cross over into Canada.

I was vibrating with excitement, looking around but there were no windows in the international arrivals queue.  I wanted to see Ireland.  I did an internal pout and I'm sure the cartoonish chibi me in my head was doing just that as she crossed her arms over her chest obstinately.

I dragged my little carryon bag along on its wheels by the collapsible handle, while Jane just slung her rucksack she used as a carry on over her shoulder.  Calvin carried all of his own supplies for the trip in his little packs on his back like Batman or a secret agent.  He made quite a show when we went through TSA back in the States when they had him and I go through that full-body scanner after I acted nervous and shied away from the pat down.

I tried to explain that I just didn't like people touching me.  Well, that wasn't entirely true since once I get to know you and accept you into my group of friends or family, I was Huggy McHugsalot.  Not many people have made the cut in my life.

Then Calvin wouldn't stop wiggling in excitement at the grand new game of standing behind the screen while people watched on with interest.  They finally had me go back to him and calm him down so they could get their dang privacy destroying, invasive scan done.

Apparently, we weren't terrorists.  Though they did get a little twitchy at the strongbox with Jane's service weapon in it.  She had all the proper paperwork, and had attended the Law Enforcement Officers Flying Armed (LEOFA) program, and had special dispensation from the Irish government to carry her service weapon there.

In order for her to get leave on such short notice, even though she had accumulated over nine months of unused leave, she had agreed to or was blackmailed into agreeing to meet with the Belfast police to liaise with NYPD's counterpart there in Ireland for one day.  We were still working out the logistics of how that would work around the supervised and unsupervised socialization sessions with Luce.

Only Jane and the Air Marshal on the plane had the code to open her strongbox, and we wouldn't know who the Air Marshal was.  Well except for Jane pointing him out when he stepped out of coach and through first class to speak with an attendant for some inane reason like a pillow.

Ok fine, I would never had known, but Jane pointed out he had a bulge on his ankle, indicating a weapon, and they had locked eyes for a moment, sizing each other up as only predators did.  I would have thought he would have been wearing a suit like they always do on the action-adventure movies Jess and Kerry are addicted to.  But this man wore loose jeans, steel-toed work boots, and a flattering turtleneck sweater.

I had asked why she couldn't just carry her weapon concealed, and it had to do with the fact it was not a domestic flight, and the authorities would inspect and clear the weapon once we arrived.

Interesting fact... the only part of the United Kingdom where personal protection is accepted as a legitimate reason to obtain and own a firearm, is Northern Ireland.  And is the only part of the UK in which handguns are permitted for civilians.  Hey don't look at me like that, I like to research when I have questions.

When it was our turn at the customs counter, a pleasantly plump red-headed man who wore a neatly pressed uniform, and wore a shiny badge and nametag reading Sean Walsh, asked almost with no animation in his lilting Irish accent, telling me he likely asked the same questions a gazillion times a day, “Papers please.  Are ya here for business or pleasure?  And do ya have anythin' ta declare?”

I slid him my passport and said while he looked first at the passport then me and he brightened and straightened up a little as I gave him a silly little curtsey as I held a finger up and then crouched to pull a list out of Calvin's packs.  I handed him the list as I rushed out, “Dia duit. Conas atá tú? This is an itemized list of the contents of my carry on bag, Sean.  I triple checked and cross-referenced the items on the list of items that need to be declared upon entry.  I believe that I have none but printed the list just in case I misinterpreted any of the categories or items.”

The man smiled crookedly at me and asked, “Didja now?”  Then he cocked his brow and said to me like I didn't know, “It's laminated.”

I nodded in earnest and pointed at the top. “And labeled.”

Jane said from behind me, “Fin, I don't think he cares about the list, he's just looking for a simple...”

He held up a hand to her to stop her as he said, “No, not at all.  If'n she went through all the trouble ta make a list, it'd only be polite ta indulge her.”

Then he placed an elbow on his counter, propped his chin on a hand, then perused the list as I gave Jane a 'so there' look as he asked, “An bhfuil Gaeilge agat?”

I nodded and informed him, “Tá.  Just a little.  I studied for hours the common phrases and enunciation and pronunciation.”

He smiled as he handed the list back to me and then said, “It looks like ya certainly did yer research, and a fine job ya did.”

I beamed at him as I swung side to side, my skirt on my dress flaring a little.  Then I blurted, “Oh.  And our visit is for pleasure, we may be adopting the cutest little girl.”

He smiled and said, “Ah, do tell.  It's a fine reason ta be visitin' our beautiful country here.”

Then he looked over the counter and asked, “An' what about this handsome bloke?”

Oh!  I squeaked and placed the list he handed back to me in the pack and pulled out Cal's paperwork.  “I registered ahead, he should be in your system, and just in case of a computer error, here are the hardcopy forms as well as copies of all of his vaccination records.”

He looked amused but was such an engaging fellow.  The people behind us in line were grumbling and some were moving to one of the other two queues.  He read the papers and typed something in on his computer and asked, “Sir Calvin Cornelius Fluffytoes?  Now, why does that name ring a bell?”

Then he snapped his fingers and said as he stamped my passport and then Cal's papers.  “Finnegan May an' her wonder dog!  I thought I recognized yer name!  You two brought half o' New York City ta its knees.  Somethin' about catchin' a murderer.”

I blinked in shock.  He knew who I was?  

He shared, “It was all over the news.  The girl an' her dog who brought one o' the biggest cities in tha world ta a standstill.  Thousands of dog walkers and dogs blockin' all tha exits from tha city.”  

I blushed and started smoothing down my skirt then shoved the mass of my lightly curling locks over my shoulder.

He said as he shook his head, “Wait till I tell my wife I met ya.  She'll flip.”

Then he said, “Welcome ta Ireland Mrs. McLeary-May, and go n-éiri an bóthár leat!”

I beamed at him and did another silly curtsey and said, “Finnegan, and go raibh maith agat,” then added the blessing, “Sláinte is táinte Mr. Walsh!”

He chuckled, shaking his head as he asked, “Ya say ya studied just a couple hours?”  

I blushed and shrugged.  

Then the man turned back to his job and his tone got cool as he looked at Jane and said, “Next.”

She shook her head at me incredulously, and I shrugged and grinned.  Then he asked the same of her and she sighed, handing over her passport, her badge, and her strongbox including the entry paperwork for it.  He cocked an eyebrow and put a sign up on the counter saying to use the other queues, “Please come with me.  The inspectors will be wantin' ta clear ya.”

I sighed.  She had said this was likely since she was bringing a firearm in.  So I was supposed to go out and wait on the Northern Ireland side of the territory line for her.  I exhaled a long sigh and said, “Come on Cal, adventure awaits.”

We looked at the line painted on the floor that indicated we were stepping onto Irish soil and I was feeling silly so I hopped over it.  Calvin dashed with me, his tail swishing a mile a minute.  We found a bench to sit in the busy airport to wait for my errant wife who said she'd feel naked without her sidearm if she was going to represent the NYPD here.

And we waited, and we waited, and I turned on my cell while we continued to wait.  It almost immediately started buzzing the moment I powered it up.  I glanced at the screen and drew attention to myself when I actually squeed as I saw Luce's name blazing away on it.

I quickly answered the FaceTime request.  A pensive looking Luce was on the other end and I could see the counselor of Sydenham Home for Girls, Mrs. Doyle, hovering in the doorway behind her trying to act aloof.  Before I could say anything, Luce blurted, “Finnegan, it's you.”  She crowded the camera and whispered almost in a plea, “I thought you had changed your mind, your flight should have landed twenty-two and a half minutes ago, I didn't hear from you so I called twice.”

I had to smile at her as her panic and how her awkwardness in the call seemed somehow familiar to me.  I shared with all the confidence I had in me, “Of course we didn't change our minds, silly goose.  We had our phones off for the landing and I just got through customs.”

I heard murmuring behind her, and she pulled back away from the camera and looked over her shoulder. “I know you told me that you langer, and shouldn't ya be at least pretendin' ta give us some privacy you old...”

I snapped out, “Luce!”  Just as Mrs. Doyle chastised, “Keep a civil tongue, Miss O'Conner.”

Luce winced and then crowded the camera again and whispered, “Sorry,” before she pulled back and asked, “Is Sir Calvin with you?”

I nodded and tilted the camera toward him then said, “Just a sec.”  Then I activated the front camera as well so she could see all I could see at the airport.

Then she started wringing her hands as her eyes darted around and she said, “I don't see Jane.  Did she not...”

I assured her, “She's here, we're just waiting for customs to do some additional screening.”

She nodded sagely, guessing the reason.  “I told her she didn't need to bring her gun.  It would only be sensible to leave it behind as it would just likely cause delays.”

I nodded. “I told her the same but...”

Leaving it hanging she nodded too and supplied, “She's Jane.  A police hero.”  She said the last part with a deference that warmed my heart.  She saw Jane as larger than life.

Almost as if on cue, a door opened by Customs and Jane stepped out, shaking the hand of a uniformed police officer with Garda emblazoned on his windbreaker.  I sighed because I could see the telltale bulge of her shoulder holster under the loose white blouse she wore over her tight black tee as she slung her pack back over her shoulder and scanned the crowd.

Her eyes lit up in a way that warmed my heart when she saw me and she hustled over as I held the phone up for her to see.  She asked as she reached me, “Is that Luce?”

I turned the cell so she could see, and she waved. “Hey, lady.”

Luce answered prim and proper, “Good morning, Jane.”

I handed her the cell to talk to Luce as she nudged her head down the concourse toward the baggage return, and we started our way on the most exciting journey of our lives.
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Chapter 3 –  Settling In
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After Jane fished her single small suitcase and my multitude of large suitcases off the carousel, we hopped on a shuttle to our hotel at the curb.  The whole time we spoke with the quirky Irish girl who was rapidly stealing our hearts.

We had to say our goodbyes as we stood outside the elegant old structure of the Belfast Royale Hotel as a bellhop came rushing out with a luggage cart.  Luce said, “I'll see you at eleven?  I have drawn up an itinerary for the visit.”  She leaned in close and whispered as she gave Mrs. Doyle, who was hovering behind her, the stink eye, causing the woman to roll her eyes at the girl, “Are you really coming?”

Jane sighed and I said, “Of course we're coming, sweetie.  We'll be there before you know it.”

She nodded at us then held up a schedule with a bulleted list, pointing at the top, where she had a dog icon and said, “Not before eleven, I have to organize the mop closet at ten.”

Mrs. Doyle started to offer, “Miss O'Conner, how many times do we have to tell you that you don't need...”

Luce blurted, “If I don't who will?  I swear you invite chaos into the...”

I said patiently, “Luce...”

She crowded the camera and said, “Sorry.”  Then she pulled back and said, “Goodbye Finnegan, Jane, Sir Calvin.”

Jane said, “See you soon.”

Then we hung up.  Why was my heart beating so fast?  I couldn't wait for eleven o'clock to roll around.

Then we turned to the tall and gangly bellhop and smiled as he greeted us and started loading up the cart, “Good morning ladies, welcome to the Belfast Royale.”

I inclined my head as I gave him a smile as I looked at his name tag on his crisply pressed uniform. “It is a good morning, isn't it, Rory?”

He beamed at us.  I know how it can sometimes feel like people in the hospitality and service industries can seem invisible at times, just the background noise of a city.  As a dog walker, I am intimately familiar with it, so I try to go out of my way to acknowledge and befriend these ubiquitous people, these kindred spirits.  It is amazing what a doorman, elevator operator, newsstand owner, and even bellhops overhear when people speak freely around them, paying them as much mind as furniture.

The doorman tipped his cap and opened to door for us as Rory followed, the corner of Jane's lip quirked as I said while looking at his name tag as well, “Good morning, Adam, what's the craic?”

He touched the brim of his cap again and smiled widely as he said, “Mornin' to ya, ladies.  There's a storm brewin' so its best ta be inside tonight.”

Rory sped in front of us to the check-in desk as Jane shook her head at me, amusement twinkling in her eyes.  I whined, “What?  It's respectful to learn the customs of the places you visit.  It shows respect for...”

She pulled me to her and kissed the top of my head.  “Oh lord, don't break out the Suzy Homemaker book on me.  I think the extra effort you put in to put people at ease is sort of endearing.  I just wonder where it was the first time we met, you were positively combative.”

I growled but with a sly grin on my face. “You arrested me and accused me of murder, jerk.”

Her chuckle was smooth and dipped in honey as she countered, “You weren't under arrest and I was just asking a few questions.”

“In an interrogation room.”

She snorted. “I guess there was that.”

We both stopped our banter when we realized we were standing in front of the concierge, she and Rory were blinking at our conversation.  I absently said as I pushed my hair back over my shoulder self consciously, “She made up for arresting me by marrying me.”

Ok, now my smile threatened to split my face when Jane exploded into a quick burst of surprised laughter.  The hotel workers both looked more surprised at the fact we were married than the fact my aggravating spouse had arrested me.  Rory blinking and the woman cocking her eyebrow as she reappraised us appreciatively.

I was getting better at determining who played on the sapphic side of the fence, Kerry, and Jess, our roommates and best friends back home, call it gaydar.  They also mock me for not being able to see what they say is obvious.  And they say I'm firmly on the pansexual side of the sexuality spectrum.  Hey, I know what sexy is and it isn't dependent on gender.

It took me a long while to figure that out about myself, but it all came into clear focus when I couldn't deny that I was undeniably attracted to Jane after I had just assumed I was straight my whole life.  It took that little nudge for me to look at how I have interacted with people my entire life.

I love to flirt because it makes people feel good about themselves, but what I had reasoned was being friendly to women was no different than the way I flirted with men.  It is sort of disconcerting when you learn something about yourself and coming to terms with it.  I actually feel like a weight I hadn't known I was carrying had been lifted off of me, and I can finally be me.

Speaking of, the concierge was only a year or two older than Jane and was an auburn haired cutie.  I blinked at her name tag then over to Rory and back.  I must have looked like a loon as I gave her a toothy grin and said in amusement, “Good morning Rory.”

She sighed and said in good humor, her accent heavier than the other two workers, “It's a source of endless teasin' from the staff.  They've taken ta callin' us tha Rorys.”  Then she straightened up, her mischievous grin never fading.  “And how can we be helpin' ya here at the Belfast Royale?  Checkin' in?”

Jane supplied, “McLeary-May.”


With a cocked eyebrow, Rory asked as she typed, “Americans?”

In a rare display of humor, her normally terse and rigid demeanor to people she didn't let into her inner circle of friends and family, Jane said, “If that's a good thing, then yes, otherwise Canadian.”

This got a double snort from the Rorys as the concierge confided in her, “We've no problems with American's here, just that ya have a very Irish name.”

Jane nudged her chin toward me and chuckled. “Grandfather was Irish and this one's name is Finnegan.”  This got a cocked eyebrow as I ground my heel into the floor as I smoothed out my skirt.

Rory inclined her head and said, “Then welcome to tha homeland.”  She looked over the counter to see Calvin, whose tail hadn't stopped wagging since we arrived.  “An' who's tha cutie?”


I beamed at her. “This is Calvin...”  I screwed up my face and added, “He's not Irish either,” causing the woman to chuckle.  She winked down at my boy.

She slid two card keys and an information packet to us as she looked at Rory Two. “Room 202.”  The bellhop went into motion, heading for the elevators as our host told us, “Second floor, directly across from the lift bank.  Is there anythin' else I can be helpin' ya with?”

We started to move and then I stopped and blurted, “Actually, we're meeting with an eleven-year-old girl later, I'd hate to show up empty-handed.  Is there anyplace nearby to pick something up?  By all that's fluffy and good in the world, what do tweens like?”

In my sudden self-doubt, I reached out and started sorting and straightening the various pamphlets and fliers on the counter.  Rory One studied me a moment, her brows pinched as I made sure the literature was lined up perfectly with the edge of the counter.

She placed her hand on the pamphlets to get my attention, and I looked up.  She looked from me to Jane then back again as she stepped around the counter to in front of me.  “I'm sure I can come up with some suggestions.  You two get settled in an' I'll ring yer room in a bit.”

Jane nodded, locking eyes with me, calming me and I nodded too as I turned to the earnest woman as Jane led the way to the elevators.  Rory leaned in and whispered in appreciation, “She's a tall drink of water, now isn't she?”

I beamed as I nodded in pride.  My wife always looked as if she stepped out of an issue of Bad Girl's Monthly, and she was mine.  I realized what Rory was doing and I sighed in appreciation.  She was an intuitive person and she was trying to put me at ease... it worked.  I nodded my thanks once then scurried off with Calvin to catch my errant wife.  “Hey wait for me!”

As the door of the elevator closed I said to nobody in particular, “She's good.”

Rory responded as my personal Detective nodded, “That one is scary.  She's a knack for the job, though she does keep threatening to have me fired because of my name, something about it being less confusing ta our guests.”

Grin?  Shit eating.  Then he added, “She switched out my name tag with Bob once.  I didn't notice for a week.”  He shrugged and asked us, “Suppose that's why I do what I do and she runs the place?”

I... really liked this place.  We grinned at the affable boy.

When we stepped out of the elevator, he moved the cart quickly across the hall to beside the door as he held a master key card against the lock and he held the door open for us to enter.  I dropped Cal's leash and he flowed past Rory and into the room beyond like liquid canine, his excitement evident.

We stepped in and he unloaded the cart, placing the bags beside the door.  Jane stepped up to him.  As tall and reed thin as the young man was, Jane was actually a hair taller as she shook his hand, “Thanks, Bob.”

He smirked then looked at his hand where I could see my girl had discreetly tipped him well.  He tipped his bellhop cap and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him. “Thank you, ladies.  Enjoy your stay.”  

I wiggled my fingers at him in a silly wave.


When the electronic lock clicked shut, I stepped to it to manually unlock and lock it a few times before I was satisfied it was locked.  I mean, it only makes good sense.  Shut up.

Jane started grabbing our bags and headed to the attached room as I spun around in place to take the room in.  Unlike most hotels I have been in, it wasn't just a large room with an attached bathroom.  This was a small suite.  The main sitting room with a large entertainment system along one wall, and then two doors leading into the bedroom and bathroom.  It was a little amusing that it was bigger than a lot of the studio apartments back in Manhattan.

One wall was floor to ceiling windows with heavy maroon drapes pulled across them at the moment.  I navigated around the seating area that was arranged like a family room around what looked like a gas fireplace, then peeked out a window to see a large lawn.

I grinned at poor Calvin, who had about levitated when he relieved himself by a little tree outside the airport after holding it for over ten hours.  “What do you say, boy?”  He cocked his head in question and I told Jane as she came out for the second load of luggage while I moved to the door, checking my shoulder bag.  “I'm taking Cal out to do his thing, be back in a jiffy.”

She smirked as she moved past, giving me a peck on the lips. “Oh, by all means, you two go out in the fresh air while I lug your entire closet into the bedroom.”

I pouted at her. “You keep growling at me every time I try to touch the bags.  You like taking care of me.”  I bounced on my toes playfully as I gave a satisfied smile.

She muttered to herself, “You're just lucky I love you, pipsqueak.”  

And it was true.  I was lucky.  I almost skipped out the door with Calvin, as we headed out for a little walk.
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Chapter 4 –  Sydenham Home for Girls
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When we returned, me dropping the little plastic bag with Calvin's offerings into a trash can outside, Rory One was waiting.

As she approached, I finished up with my texting of my ex, Rafiel Moretti of Rafiel's Canine Walkers, to make sure he was clear on my client's walking schedules for the next few days; I contracted with him whenever I was out of town and needed someone to cover for me for a bit.

He was a pain in the butt, always trying to poach my clients out from underneath me, but there was a reason people were standing in line to get a coveted slot in my rotations.  Where he approached dog walking with a commodity mindset, high volume for lower cost, I and the owners of my clients, saw the value in higher quality, personalized, hands-on service for their fuzzy babies.  That is why I could get three times the going rate of generic walk and dash services like his.

When he worked for me, he charged my going rate not his, so I expected him to dedicate himself to the care of my charges like I did, to the exclusion of all else and let one of his many walkers handle any extraneous work.  I warned in a text group which included him and my cousin, Polly, who was now dating the handsome Italian, “I don't want to find out you were leaving RCW swag in my client's houses again.  No poaching or you only get your rate, not mine.”

I grinned when Polly added, “You heard her, walker-boy!”

Then I sent a heart emoji. “Love you brats, see you when we get back.”

I gave Rory a tiny wave from my hip while Calvin rubbed up against her legs as she reached me.  She smiled and reached a hand down to scrub his ears.  She said as she held out a little boutique bag to me, “I spoke with yer missus while ya were out and about.  She said that time was short, so had me send out a messenger down the block ta retrieve a little somethin' fer yer little miss.”

I brightened, my eyes widening as I looked into the bag.  A second bag was in it accompanied by a tee shirt.  I pulled it out and looked at it, it was a band tee for Old Smoke 5.  I wracked my brains, it sounded familiar.  Then I got it.  It was that Irish rock band that London Harmony had signed a few months back.

If memory serves, in all the literature I studied on Belfast before we flew out, Old Smoke was a nickname for Belfast.  In the Victorian era, it had been just about the only industrialized city in an otherwise rural and agricultural country, excepting Dublin of course.  So people coming down into the city saw a haze of smoke from all the industry in it.

I looked at it, then her, and she explained, “Every self respectin' eleven-year-old in tha city has one.  It's tha in thing right now.”

I nodded.  Back when I followed my twin brother, Garrett and his friends around, I wanted to be like him, one of the cool kids.  So I wore a lot of his band tees, but after teasing and bullying from my classmates, saying I wanted to be a boy, I sort of went the extreme opposite and usually wear nothing but dresses.  Where it started out as one of what my mom calls my quirks, I now love being a girly girl and never outgrew my habit of dressing the part.


I have one band tee, that someone, I think it was Gar, had bought me as a joke, and I love it.  My Nine Inch Nails tee.  I like to wear it whenever I feel a little nostalgic about home back in Liberty, New York, just a couple hours outside of Manhattan.

Looking at the other bag and cocking an eyebrow as my heart skipped a beat, I saw it was from an office supply store.  Those places were like my toy store and I could spend hours perusing the organization aisles.  I kept my brow cocked at her as I reached in the bag and then pulled out...

A giggle squeak of excitement bubbled out of me.

It was a mini Bitech 301 children's manual embossing label maker, it was so small and came with a lanyard to wear around your neck.  If only I had one of these when I was younger.

I had had its much bigger cousin, the Bitech 10, which was called 'compact' back in the day, but was made for adults like all labelers at the time, so I always had to squeeze it with both hands.  It was the first labeler my mother got me.  She says there are days she regrets getting it for me, that it had been the catalyst which had started my addiction to labeling.

Hey, I don't have a problem, I can stop at any time.  Shut up.

I bit my lower lip then squeaked out, “It's perfect!  Thank you so much, Rory!”  I wanted to hug her but it just made my anxiety spike at the thought, so instead, I just beamed a smile at her as I swished side to side.

Rory winked and said, “Yer wife said that you an yer girl were odd platypuses.  You'd think it was made'a precious gems or somethin'.”

I shook my head and fished a hundred-pound note out of my partitioned travel currency wallet which has five of each denomination in each pocket.  I had all my travel spending cash converted to pounds sterling before we flew out.

I pressed it into her hand and said, “She is going to love this.  You're a lifesaver, now maybe I can get in a quick cat nap before we go to meet up with her.”

“My pleasure.  Di'n'ya get some sleep on the flight? Not a lot ta do when yer flyin' over tha water.”

My eyes widened as I looked back at her while we headed for the stairs next to the elevator, dropping Calvin's leash. “Sleep?  When we were seconds away from plummeting to our doom at any moment?”

She cocked her head, studying me as I went like she was trying to figure me out.  I get that a lot.  I may not be the most... conventional, person.  I skipped up the stairs after my furry boy and saw his tail slip into the door to our room, then Jane's head popped out and she smiled when I waved as I approached.

She did that thing she always did when I showed up somewhere or she got home.  You know the one where she looks me up and down, assessing me just to verify I was ok.  When her cop-stincts verified I hadn't lost a limb or anything, her eyes landed on the bag I was carrying.

She asked once she stole a quick kiss and I squeaked as I avoid her attempt to swat my butt when I slipped in the room past her, “It's here already?  Rory Prime doesn't mess around, does she?”

I shook my head as I gave her a crooked smile. “Rory Prime?  I've been thinking of her as Rory One and the bellhop as Rory Two.”

“Great minds, love.  Great minds.”  Then she lifted her head as she looked down toward the bag like she could see what was inside as I flopped into an overstuffed chair and exhaled.  I rolled my eyes and handed it over.

She dug around in the bag then snorted.  “Fitting.”

I closed my eyes, snuggled into the comfy chair as Cal hopped up to curl in beside me, and I feigned snoring.  Jane said in amusement, “I get it, Finny needs a little shuteye before we head out to the orphanage.”

“Girls Home.”  I grinned internally, my eyes still closed, because I always said orphanage in my head too, but it was so much fun to poke at the bear as it were.

“Girls Home.”  I could hear her smirk, knowing what I was doing, I'm sure my smile was giving me away.  “I'll wake you in two hours.  Our rental car should be here in a bit, and we can go meet up with Luce.”

I snuggled into my Cal as I yawned. “Ninety minutes please, I want to look good for her, and I'm too nervous and excited.”

“You could have slept on the flight.”

“You could sprout a second head too.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”  I yawned again then smiled when I felt her lips on top of my head as she kissed it on her way into the other room.

I don't even remember falling asleep, but Jane was gently rocking me. “Time to get up short stuff, we've a potential daughter to go meet.”

My eyes snapped open just to be engulfed by the deep brown pools of Jane's, as her face hovered mere inches from mine.  One of us sighed.  What?  Fine, I sighed, are you happy now?  Then my eyes widened. “By the seven canine lords of Nebula B!  We're going to meet her in person!”


I hopped up like I was on springs, Jane stumbling back to scramble out of my way as my panic set in.  I was almost running to the bedroom as I started stripping down.  I blinked at the empty suitcases then to the closet, barely registering that Jane had moved all my things into it.  She's always doing thoughtful things like that.

“What should I wear?  What if she meets us and doesn't like us?  What if...”

My snarky cop-faced wench cut me off.  “Well I know she'll like me.  You on the other hand...”

I growled and slugged her arm.  Noticing in appreciation just how dense her muscles were.  Heck, mine weren't half as solid even when I flexed.  “You're not as funny as you think you are.”

“Yes, I am.  Winnie says so.”

“Leave mom out of this, you jerk.  I'm serious, what if we fall in love with her but she just doesn't think we're a good fit?”

I leaned back into her warmth when her strong arms engulfed me from behind to hug me, “If we?  Love, I'm pretty sure we're both head over heels for the little scamp already.  And I'm pretty sure she feels the same, even if her emotional responses are a little... different.” 

She patted my butt and scooted me forward to choose from the multitude of sundresses, and emergency contingency dresses I had packed, just in case something happened to the others, hanging in the closet.  She always seemed so laid back about this whole thing, and her words confirmed it as I compared a lavender to a lilac dress, “I just see this as a done deal.  The way her eyes light up when she talks to us is all the confirmation I need.  So we're just going through the official motions right now before we can take our daughter home.”

“I wish I could be as confident.”

“It's not how you're wired, Finny.”

“I s'pose not.  What do you think of this one?”  I held up one I hadn't even been comparing.  It was a smoke grey dress that Jessie had brought home for me from where she worked at the City Kitty alternative attire boutique.

It had white lapels on it and would look smoldering on any of the amazons I lived with, with all their curves.  On me, it gave an almost professional secretarial or boardroom look.  And I wanted to look professional, as I didn't want the ladies at the Sydenham Home for Girls to have any reason to decline our adoption.

I asked Jane, “Maybe some black kitten heels and put my hair up in a bun?”

She purred out, “Only if you are trying to get me into bed.  The naughty librarian look might be over the...”

I growled and shoved her shoulder.  “Shut up, jerk.”

She chuckled and said, “Sorry, couldn't resist.  I swear you can make sweats look good, Fin, so you can't blame me for picturing it.  But yes, if you are going for glamour chic professional.”

I blushed profusely as I dragged my selections to the bathroom when I heard her muttering almost dreamily, “Now with some thick-rimmed glasses... rawr.”  I felt as though we were in a perpetual honeymoon phase, and I can't tell you how happy that made me.  And I do admit that I'm always having fantasies about her too like just then I was picturing her naughty librarian scenario and I shivered in delight.

I accessorized with a white purse, wide-brimmed hat, and belt.  When I emerged to see Jane brushing our Calvin's silky fur, she sighed, her eyes perusing every square inch of me.  I felt the burn of a blush on my cheeks as I twirled for her then smoothed out the skirt as she said, “Wow.”

Then she shook her head as if to clear her fantasies, and said, “Look, Calvin, you match.”

I giggled as I looked at my black and white and grey outfit.  We did match.  I beamed at my wife who had changed while I was in the bathroom.  She wore tight jeans and a black, loose turtleneck I had bought her months ago, but she never wore.  I sighed internally.  She looked so hip and current and posh.  But then again, you could put burlap on the copper and she couldn't hide her womanly assets.

She asked as she helped lay a black shawl over my shoulders, “Shall we my lady?  They dropped the keys off while you were getting ready.”

I bit back the anxiety and terror building and pushed it below the excitement as I nodded.  I clipped Calvin up and we headed out.  I barely remember the walk through the lobby then to the parking lot across the street.  But then snorted and snapped out of my emotional turmoil when Jane chuckled at me as I blinked at the steering wheel on the passenger side.

“The wheel is on the other side in the UK, lady... unless you're driving?”

I took the higher road... and stuck my tongue out at the overly amused woman and headed around to the other side.  I could barely drive safely back home, I'd probably have a nervous breakdown if I had to drive on the opposite side of the road and car.

The Sydenham Home For Girls was just over two miles from our hotel over the River Lagan and through Strandtown to Sydenham.  It was easy walking distance for us, but I didn't trust my legs not to give out as I was so full of adrenaline at the time, plus... heels.

I noted that Belfast was pretty much how I had imagined.  That it would be like London, a mix of ultra-modern buildings mixed in with architecture sometimes hundreds of years old.  It was so amazing to me to think that some of the mansions we passed near the water were older than our country was.

Entering a drive with heavy rustic iron gates, we pulled up to the old brick and stone building which looked to have been added onto a dozen times since the main Victorian structure had been built.  It was smaller than I had imagined, even though I had looked at photos online and even a satellite view on Google Maps.  It could have been a Victorian lodge once upon a time with the large stone chimneys on either side of it.

A dormitory-style addition to the back was more modern and I assumed that was where the girls were housed.  It was in a fairly congested area of the metropolis, but since it had been built so long ago, it had a small yard in front, behind a high wrought iron fence with a stone base, the whole thing overrun by ancient looking vines which gave it a grand and established feel.  And those colorful green and red vines also made their way up the stone and brickwork on the building, reaching toward the slate roof.

Jane asked me as we sat in the car looking up at the building, “How many girls did they say lived here?”

I supplied without having to look it up again.  “They have thirteen beds, but fourteen girls at the moment, since one... Brianne is going to age out of the system in less than six months.  And six staff live on the premises, two off.  They are a little understaffed and underfunded, in their prime fifty years back, they had ten staff, and two dormitory wings with twenty-two girls, but the north wing burned down thirty years ago and they haven't been able to get the funds needed to rebuild.”

We saw at least a dozen sets of eyes peeking through the blinds of the windows on the first and second floor.  And we looked at the small parking area by the turnaround which housed a stone fountain that was overgrown with those vines that were everywhere on the grounds, including winding up the tree trunks of two ancient looking oak trees near the stone stair entrance.

The water looked clean in the circular reflecting pool below the fountain, telling me they had a few funds for the upkeep of the grounds, including the meticulously trimmed little lawn.  I knew that a groundskeeper used to live in the tiny cottage we could see peeking out at the side of the main building, but it was deserted now.

I wished we could do more to help the orphanage... sorry, girls home, more.  We had discreetly started the ball rolling on setting up a non-profit charity to help this and homes like it with a budget for technology for the girls, like cell phones for the older children, or more modern computer systems for their offices and the classrooms.

Until the girls turn fifteen, they are schooled on the premises, then they were enrolled in the Ashfield Girl's High School a couple of blocks away so they could socialize with children their age before they joined the workforce as adults when they aged out of the system at eighteen.

I leaned in without tearing my gaze from the watching eyes and whispered, “What are they doing?”  I even saw a couple of women peeking out with the children.

Jane said in a hushed tone, “I don't know.  Maybe they're all curious.”  She indicated the parking area that was empty except for an old sedan and two fairly old vans with the Sydenham Home For Girls logo on them.  “Doesn't look like they get many visitors, and everyone is probably curious about a potential adoption.”

I nodded and whispered back, “Why are we whispering?”

She chuckled and said in her normal snarky tone, “I don't know pipsqueak, you started it.”

I snorted and that got Calvin to bark once as his tail swished back and forth when he interjected himself into the new game we were playing.

Jane reached for the handle, and then hesitated when I didn't move.  I sat wringing my hands and trying to breathe as she assured me, “Come on Finnegan, everything is going to be great, you'll see.  Let's go meet our future daughter face to face.”

I inhaled, steeled myself and put a nervous smile on.  “Do you think she'll...”

“Oh for fuck's sake Finny, let's get in there before she thinks we're changing our minds.”

I blinked in alarm and almost fell out of the car I opened the door so fast.  “She wouldn't think that would she?”  I gacked as Calvin flowed over me as I hung half out the door, to hop gracefully onto the ground.  I chastised him in a Brooklyn accent, “Hey!  I'm hangin' here!”

I pulled myself out and to my feet, straightened up my dress, smoothing the skirt, then put on my hat as I grabbed the little bag for Luce.  Jane joined me and gallantly offered her elbow.  I blushed, tucked some hair behind my ear, and placed my hand in the crook of her arm.  We looked up to the windows again, and all the blinds quickly closed.

Jane chuckled and started us up toward the steps.  I realized I wasn't the only one who was all nerves when I felt the muscles in her arm were so tight they were almost shaking, but you couldn't tell it from her cool and calm exterior.  It was a sort of armor she wore as a cop, having to be twice as hard, and twice as cool as the men in the precinct.  So I patted her arm and she shot me a smile I knew was just as nervous as mine probably looked.

What?  We were hopefully about to be parents.  How the ever lovin' fluffy heck were we remotely qualified to care for another human being?  But... we already loved Luce.

When we reached the top of the steps, we stood at the old eight-foot tall oak doors that had windows of thick, colored glass on the upper few inches of it.  The glass was so old it had the warp and run that old glass was wont to have.

You can see the effect in old colonial houses back in the States, or some of the rustic farmhouses in upstate New York.  The urban myth is that glass is a very slow moving liquid and thus sags and warps over time.  That has been disproven, and these sags and warps were just a result of the manufacturing method before modern methods gave us a more uniform glass.

The strap hinges told me these were likely the original doors on the structure and were in good repair.  Jane smashed her lips to one side and I pointed at a little doorbell button to the right which looked out of place, with a little brass placard that was embossed with “Visitors please ring.”

She reached over to press the glowing button when the doors started swinging in, and to my surprise, the hinges didn't creak one bit.  I was a little embarrassed at my first impressions.  Maybe the place wasn't as bad off as I was making it out to be in my head.

Two familiar faces greeted us.  Mrs. Johnston, the headmistress of the home, and Mrs. Doyle, the counselor for the girls and our primary contact throughout the adoption process with the home.

Before we could even say anything, Mrs. Doyle stepped up to us and said enthusiastically as she shook each of our hands vigorously, “Mrs. Mcleary-Mays, good morning.”

I couldn't help but smile.  She was taller than I thought she'd be, almost as tall as Jane.  It was hard to gauge someone's height over video conference.

She rushed out, “You know Mrs. Johnston.”


I nodded and dropped Calvin's leash when he whined,  “Of course.  And, Finnegan, please.”

Jane reached over to shake Mrs. Johnston's hand, “Jane.”

Calvin dashed past them into the hall beyond where we saw a few sets of little eyes peeking out of doorways.  I started, “Calvin!  You haven't been invited in yet, you goof!”

Mrs. Doyle waved it off and said, “I'm so glad you found the place.  Miss O'Conner here was worried you wouldn't...”  She started looking around like Luce was hiding behind her or something.

“Miss O'Conner?”  Then she raised her voice as the two women chuckled nervously, their eyes plastered on us. “Luce Caitlin O'Conner, get out here and greet your guests properly.”

We heard a little squeal. “Sir Calvin.  You really came.”  Then she was telling someone, “This is Sir Calvin Cornelius Fluffytoes, he's the smartest canis lupus familiaris ever.”

“Miss O'Conner!”

“I'm coming you old busybody!”  

My heart stopped when a familiar pre-teen girl stepped into the corridor, her curly burgundy hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, her face sprinkled with a heavy helping of freckles that looked way too adorable to me.

And... she was in a little white sundress that was in sharp contrast to her dark red curls.  And underneath, she wore well-worn hightop sneakers and knee-high rainbow striped socks that should have looked out of place with the outfit, but she seemed to somehow make it look natural on her.  Maybe it was the ironic, yet frightened and excited look in her fierce green eyes that told you she was her own person, no matter how people tried to get her to act otherwise.

She hesitantly moved up to us, Calvin leading her as she had one hand desperately clenching his fur in a fist, her legs moving mechanically.  She wouldn't make eye contact, but when she reached us she thrust something she was holding in her other hand at us, “Here.  The brain trust of nagging langards runnin' this place said I should make you something out of clay to demonstrate I'm just like a normal girl.”

I blurted, “Luce!”  As Mrs. Doyle said, “Be civil, Miss O'Conner.”

I looked at the gift, made by her own two hands, and smiled at it as Jane reached over to place a hand on it as we looked together.  It was... well it was a pottery ashtray... and in the center of it was a handprint, just a little smaller than mine.  And etched into the glazed finish, was Luce's name, in a tidy serifed font that looked so precise a machine could have done it, and yesterday's date.

Luce refused to make eye contact with the women and she got a sly smile on her lips, leaning forward into our personal space to whisper with wide eyes, “Sorry.”  Then she looked at the gift in my hands and furrowed her brow.  “I don't know why they think givin' ya an ashtray with my handprint will illustrate that I am just like any other dumb kid.  I told them neither of you smokes, what use is it to you?  It just...”

I stooped slightly, not as far as I would have thought as she was taller than I had made her out to be in my head, to put myself on eye level with her, and interrupted, saying, “I love it.”

Jane corrected. “We, love it.”

I nodded in earnest when her eyes widened in delight.  I assured her, “And I know just where we'll put it.  We've been wanting a special spot to put our keys by the entry door of the apartment.”

Luce nodded sagely. “That only makes good sense to have a dedicated place for them.”  Then she turned and told the women, in an about-face to her prior words, “See?  They like it.”

The smile on Mrs. Doyle's face was priceless as she nodded and said patiently, “Yes. We see.”  Then she asked with that same patience, “Now, would you like to give them a proper greeting before we move this inta the intake room?”

Luce looked to almost panic and she stood stiffly like a board was strapped to her back as she said, “Of course.  Finnegan, Jane, Sir Calvin, good morning.  Welcome to the Sydenham Home For Girls, please do come in.”

Then she leaned back into our personal space and said behind her hand like the others couldn't hear.  “They told me to say that.  Like saying hello like a normal person isn't good enough, the old...”

Mrs. Johnston cleared her throat. “We're right here, Miss O'Conner, we can hear you.”

As Luce avoided being touched on her shoulder to be led away, she blurted, “I know that you bloody langer, that's why I'm speakin' so loud.”

“Luce!” I warned.

She leaned in again with a grin that split her face. “Sorry.”

Mrs. Doyle looked overly worried as she studied Jane and my reactions like she was concerned we were going to dash off at any moment.  We knew that a lot of Luce's random and unorthodox behavior was a result of her being on the spectrum, her Aspergers, and the girls back home say that Luce and I are cut from the same cloth, but I don't see it, I'm totally...

Shut up.

I just wanted more than anything at that moment to hug the girl we had flown across the Atlantic to meet, but I knew her aversion to being touched was much more pronounced than mine.  I hear it is common for people with OCD, and since I'm just a slight touch OCD-ish myself... shut up again... I understand.  So instead I offered her a pinky.

I knew from our teleconferences, that she and fellow resident, Bri, would often link pinkies because of Luce's aversion.  They even called each other pinky sisters.  Bri was her best friend, sisters in all but blood, and a moderating influence on her, much the way Kerry was to me growing up. Luce looked at me then back at the expectant women, as if looking for permission, then she smiled such a genuine smile it made her light up like a thousand-watt bulb as she linked pinkies with me.

My heart melted when Luce blushed profusely as Jane just offered a fist, and the girls fist bumped.  Jane had this way of connecting with people that either put them at ease like this or made them want to kill her and bury her body in a shallow grave in the forest... like when we first met.


I whispered to the young Irish girl, “We're so very glad to finally meet you in person, lady.”  

Luce bit her lower lip again and her cheeks reddened as she started almost violently rubbing the back of her hand across her jaw in an almost involuntary motion.

We followed the women down the corridor after they closed the doors, and Luce just struck up a conversation with our fuzzy boy as we walked, like he could respond, “I didn't think they would really come.  I thought it was just an elaborate joke.  But you're all here.”

My heart broke a little as we followed.
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Chapter 5 – Rules
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We sat in a sort of all-purpose meeting room beside the offices on the first floor.  As Mrs. Johnston excused herself to get some paperwork for us to sign, I looked at my hands and then blurted, “Oh!”

I slid the gifts for Luce across the table said with a squeak, “These are for you.”

Jane rolled her eyes at how smooth I was.  Not.  I scrunch-faced her into submission.


I had to smile when I noted Cal had followed Luce in and sat beside her on the other side of the table, and Luce had fisted her hand in his long fur again.  He has a knack for seeking out the most anxious person in the room.

She rocked a little as she just stared at the bag for a moment before releasing Calvin and looking over at Mrs. Doyle, eyes wide.  The woman rolled her eyes and nudged her chin and Luce about dove on the bag.

She pulled the shirt out, her brows furrowed.  “This is like something Bri wears to fit in at the high school.  All the girls get weird about boy bands.”

Jane said with a crooked grin, “That one's from me.”

Luce blinked and asked, “Do you like boy bands?”

My wife nodded and said, “I like good music.  Even Finny here has a band tee, it is like a rite of passage.”

The adorable redheaded girl furrowed her brow again like she was trying to assimilate the information as Jane reached out a hand. “We can get you something else if...”

Luce hugged the shirt to her and shook her head.  “I didn't say I didn't want it.”  She looked down at the sundress she was wearing and said, “I'd put it on but it would look odd with a dress.  Dresses are sensible you know.”

I nodded and assured her, “They certainly are, and they're fun too.”

She cocked her head and looked down at herself, considering my words.  Then she nodded to herself and peeked back in the bag and let out a squeak of excitement as she pulled out the little label maker.

Luce showed Calvin, who sniffed it, “Look Sir Calvin, my own label maker.  I love it!”  Then she held it in Mrs. Doyle's face enthusiastically, “Look!”

“I see, Miss O'Conner.”

“Now I don't have to borrow the one from the...”

Mrs. Johnston called in from the office area, “Miss O'Conner, where are the supervised...”

Luce blurted out without looking over her shoulder, “Top shelf third bin, right where it is labeled you old...”

I chirped out in warning, trying not to laugh, “Luce.”

She scrunched her head to her shoulders, looked side to side then stretched halfway across the table to us and whispered, “Sorry.”

Mrs. Johnston stated, “Right.  Thank you, and where are...”

Luce finished for her as she rolled her eyes. “Unsupervised Visitation forms are on the first shelf, first bin.”  Then she whispered to us, “They wouldn't be able to find their arses around here without...”

“Luce!”  

“Miss O'Conner!”


“Sorry.”

Mrs. Johnston came walking in with a clipboard with some paperwork and a file folder, which looked moments away from bursting there were so many forms in it.  I started looking around, needing to organize something or clean something up when I realized it was Luce's adoption folder, and all those forms likely represented all of the other couples over the past ten years who had looked at the possibility of adopting Luce, but backed out when they couldn't handle her little idiosyncrasies and unique randomness.  But the place was impeccable... I sensed Luce might have had something to do with that.

Mrs. Johnston said to her as she sat down, and looked at the death grip the young tween had on the label maker in one hand and her other hand fisted in Calvin's fur again, “Really child, why aren't the two visitation forms next to each other?”

When the woman called her child, I saw the first emotion I had seen Luce turned toward the women since we arrived that wasn't one of frustrated resignation.  She looked almost like a mother who was trying to impart wisdom in her children. “All of the forms on the first shelf pertain to external activities of residents outside the supervision of staff.  The other two shelves in between should be self-explanatory, and the upper shelf deal with external activities of residents under the supervision of staff.”

She went on before they could ask, “And why is Unsupervised in the first bin when it begins with a U?  Because it is form AUX-43... they are alphabetical in each grouping.”

Mrs. Doyle gave a sly smile. “Then why would the unsupervised be at the bottom and supervised at the top?”

Luce was about to answer but I got it, I was nodding, it was an elegant system she had apparently set up for them, but everyone has a signature, a bit of flair and artistry to make a system theirs, and I stated the obvious.  “Because there are more people in a supervised visit...” I held a hand high, palm down. “...and less in an unsupervised.”  I held my hand low.

It was simple math and I knew for a fact that Luce enjoyed the structure of math.  The first drawing she had drawn for us wasn't a bunch of stick figures by a tree, it was a Mandelbrot fractal that was all about a set of complex numbers for which the function does not diverge when iterated from.

Luce pointed her label maker my way and gave them a 'See?' look as I said, “It only makes good sense and has a sort of mathematical beauty to it.”

The women just stared between Luce and me who was just staring at the two women, well three when I include my wife whose eyebrow has been cocked at us for an inordinately long time.  We beamed at the room as Luce said accusingly, “Exactly!  I told you Finnegan knew things.”

My heart warmed at the way she said that.  And I noted her hands had unfisted, the label maker on the long table in front of her and her hand was now absently petting Calvin's head.  He was such a good and patient boy, as he made no effort to move away from her.

Finally, Mrs. Doyle smiled hugely and assured the girl, “Yes, Miss O'Conner, you did.”

The two women exchanged pleased as punch looks before the dreaded, “Now we'll have to go through some things it is difficult to do over the phone or online.  Some rules for this next phase in the...”

A woman's voice called in from the office area, “Luce?  Where's the requisition form for classroom supplies?  I've used the last one in my classroom.”

With a sigh, our Luce called over her shoulder while staring straight at the wall behind me, “I told you last week, Miss DeLancy, that I moved that one onto the network server to save unnecessary paperwork.  That way you can see what is in the supply cupboard while filling out the form.  I swear you are all feckin' Luddites, to the one.  Get with the last century so you can catch up with this one.”

I almost snapped at her for being rude again, but the woman called back, “That's right, thank you, Luce, you're a treasure dear one.”  I forced myself not to grin at the sly but satisfied look on our girl's face.

We all sort of snapped out of it when Jane asked, an impressed look on her face, “You're sure you're only eleven, Luce?”  This made the girl almost visibly shrink, getting bashful as she started rubbing her jaw harshly with the back of her hand until Cal whined once.  It broke her out of the anxiety cycle I was about to join, and she looked down at my dapper boy and smiled at him and started patting him with a vengeance.

Then Mrs. Johnston cleared her throat and asked us all, “Shall we begin?”

As we went through all the quirks of the Irish adoption system and the rules for the one supervised and two unsupervised full day visits with Luce, Jane had been going over the papers in Luce's file when she prompted with her chin at the headmistress.  The woman only hesitated a couple of seconds before obliging.

Jane's eyes kept getting darker and darker, and she stopped at one set of paperwork that had a pink form attached.  The casual outside observer wouldn't have noticed any change in her or her demeanor, but I spoke fluent Jane, and something had her incensed.

There was one surprise that our adoption lawyers hadn't spelled out for us yet.  A quirk of the Irish adoption system.  While they didn't discriminate against same-sex couples adopting, only one person of the couple is allowed to adopt the child.

So if this progressed the way we wanted, and we took Luce with us back to the States for the required thirteen-week trial placement period, god it sounded like we were shopping for a car, then only one of us would be her parent when the judge signed off.  But then it was a simple non-contested adoption filing in the States for the other one of us to become her other mother by law.

Jane made the decision for us. “If all parties are agreeable after our time here in Belfast is done, Finnegan will be the first to adopt, and I'll just have to wait a few weeks more back home.”

I sighed and looked at her.  She didn't need to be making unilateral decisions like that at the cost of her own happiness.  I still loved the overbearing jerk for it.  Then I got it, I looked better on paper with my income and the whole 'not being in danger every time I went to work' thing.

Luce started rocking in her seat a little as she started to rub her chin again.  She blurted as we were all discussing the logistics of the visits along with Jane's requirement to meet with the local law enforcement individuals Sunday, “It's noon.  The printed itinerary states lunch is from noon to one o'clock in the commissary.”

She was getting quite agitated but the women stood. “We can continue this after lunch.  If you would follow us.”

I knew that Luce wouldn't always be able to have things in her life structured perfectly at all times, that there was randomness in the world, unfortunately.  I know that Jane, Jessie, and Kerry had introduced a large helping of randomness in my otherwise structured world and I have adapted.  So I blurted, “Why don't we go out somewhere, the five of us?  My treat.  I'd like to see a little of Belfast, we really haven't seen much beyond the hotel.”

Then I said to Mrs. Doyle who cocked a brow at me, “Yes, I know, it wouldn't count as a supervised visit, you wicked woman.”

I studied Luce who looked to be building up to panic and I stepped around the table to her and squatted to her eye level to say, “Things are sometimes unpredictable, making a mess of our plans.  But a smart woman told me once that it was sometimes good to throw away the rules and create some new ones with new people.”

I felt Jane's hand on my back and I didn't have to look back to know she had her jerk cop smirk on her face.  I'll never live it down calling her smart.  I asked, “Do you understand that?  You don't have to like it, just accept it as our lives are always changing before our eyes.”

She calmed a little and leaned into my personal space and whispered loudly, “I understand, it's like when the brain trust here upsets my schedule for nonsensical things.”

“Luce...”

“Miss O'Conner.”

“Sorry.”

I nodded and then whispered, “Besides, doing something random and unexpected like this can make you feel like you are being sneaky and tricksy.”

She nodded and said thoughtfully, “It would be bad, wouldn't it?  Not keeping to schedule?”

I nodded back and offered a pinky. “Yes, it would.  Let's go be outlaws, shall we?”

She hooked my pinky and gave one last staunch nod.  I turned and cocked a brow at the two women who were just blinking dumbly at me, then they regained their composure and went into motion.  Jane said smugly, “Great, I'll drive.  Shall we ladies?”

Luce pried Calvin's leash from my fingers as we all filed out of the building, a dozen sets of eyes spying on us.  She didn't miss any details as she slid her hand through the loop on the leash first.  That was a dog walker's trick to prevent a dog from pulling the leash from your hand.  She remembered from the copious amount of questions she had asked whenever we chatted.

Luce whispered to me as we all piled into the car after she ran to her room for a shoulder bag, “We can print up a new itinerary when we get back, right?”  I nodded and then beamed at her when she added, “I've access to the office laminator now.”

A girl after my own heart, how in the name of all that was good and fluffy had no couples already snapped this gem up?
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Chapter 6 – Supervised Visit
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We had a great time at a little diner in an old stone building close to a more modern strip mall.  We heard about a lot of Luce's exploits since she was placed at the girl's home, much to her chagrin.  And we asked the embarrassed young girl about her impressions of events.  But as we learned, what comes around goes around, and we spent most of the time answering questions about the minutia of New York City for the inquisitive Irish girl.

It was pretty dingy out when we stepped back outside.  It looked as though Adam, the doorman, knew what he was talking about this morning.

I told the ladies, “Calvin needs to do his thing, I'll be just a moment, there's a little park just there.”  I pointed across the road.

Luce was up on her tip toes, in Mrs. Doyle's personal space as she whispered loudly, “Can I go too?”  The woman chuckled and said, “Of course.”  Then before I could blink, Cal's leash was out of my hand and in hers again.  Our girl was certainly enthusiastic about my fuzzy boy.

After exchanging a grin, I said, “Be back in a flash.”  Then I told Luce as we looked both ways then crossed the road, “This isn't anything glamorous, in fact, it is the one thing that took me a long time to get over about my business.  I'm... well I'm a little fastidious, so having to curb the dogs made me almost queasy at first, but you get used to it.”

She cocked her head as we stepped onto the lush green lawn of the little park, “Curb?”

I reached into my bag and pulled out a roll of little plastic bags and made an 'eww' face as I looked at her expectantly.  Then she almost recoiled when she got it, and voiced my thoughts for me, “Eww!”

Nodding I told her, “It would not only be uncleanly, but irresponsible if a dog owner or walker were to leave it behind where others could step in it or worse, track it everywhere.”

Her repulsion got an added look of resigned understanding and she said in a faraway voice, “I suppose it only makes good sense.”

“It does.”  I nudged my chin. “Go ahead an unclip him, let him wander a bit, then we'll police his gifts when he's done.”

She looked frightened at the concept of unclipping him for a moment but then relaxed a bit as she reasoned while she let our boy loose to explore.  “Sir Calvin is very intelligent, and must know things, else he wouldn't have been knighted.  He wouldn't run away even if he were unleashed outside.”

Her eyes widened a bit when Cal started to run toward a tree.  I told her to ease her anxiety, “He's just going to water that tree.”  A moment later she was ewwing again.  And I told her, “And yes, Cal is very intelligent, Border Collies are among the smartest breeds.”

She nodded, knowingly, as I knew she had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of dogs, but no practical experience.  Calvin was likely the first dog she had ever met in person.  Though there are those dreams of an Irish Wolfhound she keeps having when she hears her mother singing a lullaby in her sleep.  Those dreams are why she studies canines so thoroughly.  Perhaps her family had a dog before the accident?  She was only two at the time, so she doesn't remember anything before the girls home.

Now she was learning more than just the technical and clinical side of owning a dog.  I told her as she looked nervous when Cal was walking along, sniffing the lawn as he moved toward the road, “He's very street smart, he lives in one of the busiest cities in the world.  He won't wander into the road.  But if you worry, watch this.”

I stomped my heel in the ground, Calvin's head snapped over to gaze at us, then he moved within twenty feet and snuffled the ground some more.  I shared, “He responds to not just verbal, but visual commands as well.  Stomping your foot gets his attention, then I give him this hand sign.”  I made a looping motion with my finger.  “This tells him the same as the verbal command, 'Stay close,' without bothering the people around us.”

Nudging my chin toward Cal who was trotting toward a couple who just entered the park, “Give it a try.”

She stomped her foot and her eyes went wide when Cal stopped to look back, she swirled her finger and he trotted closer to us then got distracted by a smell, and haunched.  Luce and I shared a look and an “Eww.”  Then she whispered in wonder, “He listened to me.”  I nodded, proud of her and him.

I sighed as we walked to him as he finished up and told her, “Now the unpleasant part.”  I showed her a baggie and turned it inside out.  “This way you can just pick it up, like wearing a glove, and turn the bag right-side out and seal it.”  I sealed the ziplock and looked around before pointing at a trash can, “And then we just dispose of it.”

She said in appreciation, “Efficient and ingenious.”

Then the rains started.  Cal ran around, his tail swishing madly as he barked at the rain and tried biting drops from the air.  He was always such a happy guy.  I said as she dug in her little shoulder bag as I did mine, “Over here, I've an umbrell....”

Ok, I was smiling hugely as she popped open a little clear umbrella that had little cartoon dogs on the perimeter.  I opened my large vibrant pink umbrella as she looked at hers.  “I'm not a baby.  This is the brolly the home got me for my last birthday because it has canis lupus familiaris on it.  I hate it.”

I told her emphatically, “I think it looks great.”

She grinned and moved close under my umbrella, dragging hers on the ground as she whispered with a twinkle in her eyes, “I really don't hate it, I love it.  Don't tell them or they'll lord it over me.”  I winked in silent agreement, holding a finger to my lip.  Then I told her, “Just tell Cal to heel, then let's get the soggy boy clipped up and to the girls, they look drenched.”

Luce nodded at that with a triumphant look on her face. “It's because they don't have the good sense to be prepared for contingencies.”

Looking over at my drenched wife, I snorted and whispered, “Agreed.”  What?  It does pay to be prepared so stop looking at me like that.

Luce called out trepidatiously like she wasn't sure it would work, “Sir Calvin, heel.”

Her eyes widened when he came bounding over and sat at her left.  She was beaming as she clipped him up, and the silly opportunistic boy gave her a wet doggy slurp right up her cheek.  She fell back on her butt, on the rapidly moistening grass, dropping the umbrella as she giggled and held both arms to her cheek as she wiped away the Cal lovin'.

I held my umbrella over her as she regained her composure and explained to Calvin as she retrieved her umbrella and his leash.  “You shouldn't lick other people, Sir Calvin.  You never know how clean they are.  Well, I'm clean.  There are all sorts of germs and worse that can be transmitted...”  She trailed off and looked up at me, then gave me a silly toothy grin as she smoothed down her now wet dress.  It was the first time I saw her actually being silly and it caused me to shoot a matching grin right back.

Then she stood on her tiptoes, a little too close again, whispering, “I love him.  He's so smart.”

“We are in agreement, Cal is one of a kind.  Now let's get back to the drowned rats.”

I burst out into a giggle fit when we joined the ladies, and Jane sighed out, “Of course you two were carrying umbrellas.”

My giddiness got Luce giggling too and explaining, “I'll have to teach you some sense if you're going to be my parent.  Like Finnegan.”

I slipped past Jane and whispered, “Yeah, like Finnegan,” and I stole a quick kiss from her as I opened the car door to move inside, out of the rain, closing my umbrella outside after I sat.

Luce followed my lead as I heard my erstwhile detective telling the women from the home, “Dear lord, there's two of them now.”  The chuckles were contagious.

When we arrived back at the girls home, between Luce and I, we kept most everyone dry in the mad rush up the steps into the building.  Luce was fussing over her dirty shoes and the dirt on her dress from her tumble in the park.

They were steering us back toward the offices and I kept looking at our little redhead as her anxiety started spiking as she started pulling at her hair hard.  I prompted, “Umm... why don't we let Luce get cleaned up before we go on?”

Mrs. Doyle's eyes widened and she swung her eyes to Luce, then rushed out, “Of course.  Why don't we start again in a half hour?  That should give everyone a chance to dry out a little.”

I looked at a relieved looking young lady and prompted, “You haven't shown us your room yet.”

Mrs. Johnston said, “What a great idea.  We'll see you ladies in a bit then.”

We followed Luce as she passed what looked like classrooms, peeking in like she was making sure that everyone in the building wasn't spying on us like before.  We moved back into what we assumed was the dormitory wing, and saw a nurse's station we saw earlier, but then she slowed and looked back at us.

I was about to ask when she held a finger to her lips and went through some doors down the hall from the stairs and elevator.  She whispered too loudly, “Want to see something?”

She stopped at a door marked 'Nursery' and made a sneaking motion as she slipped in, Calvin at her side.  I shrugged at Jane and we followed.  In the room were four bassinets, one had a sleeping baby girl in it, swaddled in yellow, and in the corner was a dark-haired woman in a lavender nurses smock, bottle feeding an older baby, who looked almost a year old.

Luce whispered loudly again, “The babies live here until they are old enough to be moved into one of the two dorm rooms upstairs.”  She nudged a thumb toward the smiling nurse, “That's Miss McDougal.  The overbearing nurse assigned to torture us with her needles and endless prattle about how too much hand sanitizer can be as detrimental to a growing child as none.”

I was going to chastise her except the look of almost awe on her face as she looked at the baby in the bassinet caused me to hesitate.  Then she said in an exaggerated low voice, “The babies don't know much.  You can talk to them but they mostly just cry or gurgle and want to hold your finger.  It's ok though because they are really clean.  I tell them all the rules here so they know when they get older not to be like the other girls who seem to thrive in chaos.  It never works.”

The nurse said in a normal, slightly amused tone, “Miss O'Conner sneaks down here all the time to see the babies.  You must be the McLeary-May's.  You're a miracle, and everyone is talking about you two here.”

Luce straightened, eyes wide as she blurted, “Proprieties!”  Then she rushed out, “This is Finnegan and Jane McLeary-May, and Sir Calvin... he's a Border Collie, the smartest of all canis lupus familiaris.  See how his ears perk up when you say his name?”

The woman stood and walked over as she kept feeding the hungry bundle in her arms.  “I can see that, Miss O'Connor.”  Then to us. “It is a true pleasure to meet you.”

I was about to burst into rainbows and glitter looking at the little baby girl in her arms.  Then Luce was there, tucking a loose corner of the blanket around the child, chastising, “She can catch a chill in this old drafty building, you plonker.”

“Luce!”

“Sorry.”

Then the woman chuckled. “You'll have to tell us how you get her to apologize.  Don't let her demeanor put you off, Luce here has the gentlest heart but has a problem processing and exhibiting it.”

“I'm right here you old fuss-bucket.”

She put the bottle down and burped the baby as she chuckled. “Yes, you are.  Would you put Sarah to bed?”  She offered the bundle to Luce who started to reach for the baby then looked at her hands and almost blanched and she ran off to the door.  Before I could ask, she was pulling out a half dozen sterile wipes to clean her hands and fingers meticulously.

Then she almost ran back and accepted the baby like it were the most precious thing in the world.  She bent down awkwardly a bit and said, “This is Sarah Mattis, Sir Calvin.  She's no family currently, so we're her family until she gets one of her own.  She doesn't say anything.  I don't remember being a baby, so I don't know if it is normal, or when I decided to talk.  The other girls waited till they were two or three before they did.”

Cal sniffed the baby and sneezed like he did whenever he sniffed Alyx back home, I think it is the baby powder.

This got a smile from Luce and then she showed the baby off to us.  The nurse smirked a little as she shared, “Miss O'Conner has helped us raise almost every girl here today, and the dozens in between, except Miss Fitzgerald.  She doesn't think we're qualified.”  The woman winked at us as Luce set the baby in a bassinet, gave her a pacifier then took an inordinate amount of time arranging the blanket perfectly around her.

She turned and asked the woman, “And what would you know about being a child?  Things have changed since the dark ages.”

The woman just gave her a warm smile. “I love you too, young lady.  Now, are you supposed to be in here?  I heard through the grapevine you were doing orientation today with your prospective mothers.”

The defiant look on Luce's face faded and she got into my personal space and whispered, “She's ok.  I like her, even if she is stingy with the hand sanitizer for the rest of us anywhere but the loos.”

I shared as I offered a hand, “I like her too, Luce.”

The woman winked again then shook my hand then Jane's, who said, “It was a pleasure.”

This got Nurse McDougal to incline her head and said to the three of us, “Good luck.”  She crossed her fingers and I did the same as we left the nursery.

Luce shared in a somber tone, “I was like the babies when I was brought here, just a little older.  There wasn't anyone to tell me the things I needed to know.  But Bri made sure to share the rules of being a child when I was old enough to understand.”

I was building a picture of how Luce processed things.  Mrs. Doyle shared with us once that Luce doesn't always process visual and emotional cues correctly sometimes, but I don't think that is entirely accurate.  I think she is feeling so much all the time, additional input shuts her down, confuses her a bit, so she isn't entirely sure how she is expected to respond, and that just amplifies things in a never-ending loop.  I felt that way after dad died, and was so overwhelmed by it that I was effectively emotionally paralyzed.

And Luce's unique mental process makes it that much harder for her, and it is structure, information, and rules that help her organize her thoughts.  It is how she copes and I can completely relate.

She brought us back to the stairs and up to the second floor.  Then into the second door on the right.  I recognized the space from our video chats.  This was her dorm room which she shared with five other girls.  The room across the hall was no doubt a mirror image of this one and the rest of the girls were housed there.  There were a couple more rooms down the hall which had probably been filled in the home's heyday.

We looked around the space, six beds in it with six nightstands.  There weren't any other girls there, they must have been in class. 

It was a typical room of little girls, messy and chaotic while still being organized in a rudimentary manner.  Except for a space in the corner which was impeccably tidy, almost antiseptically so.  It was such a calm space in the middle of that chaos, and it relaxed me just looking at it.

One thing we hadn't seen in the videos because of the angle was the outside wall of the room which had lots of arch-topped windows along it, and a decorative round one with stained glass inlays at Luce's space, which cast multiple colors and rainbow starbursts across her things.

She saw me looking and shared, “I've been here the longest, so I get first choice of beds.  I chose this one because the colors... they're happy... so they can make you forget where you are sometimes.”  She moved her hand through the light coming in the window and watched the colors play across her skin.

Then Luce told us, “You can sit on my bed if you want, and I've a little library just there if you want to read.  Bri brings me books from the city when they let her go in with her new friends from the high school on weekends.”

Then she dashed toward a closet by the door and said, “I'll be right back.”  She rummaged through the closet, and I saw it was partitioned into six small sections.  She grabbed some clothes and then dashed out of the room.  Cal wandered around the room, sniffing everything as Jane sat on the corner of the bed with a wistful smile on her face.

I sat next to her, being sure not to mess up the impeccably made bed.  “What?”

She shook her head and said, “God I love that little girl already.  She's got more depth and facets than people give her credit for.  She just can't work out how to express it.”

I sighed and melted into her side with a smile on my lips as I laid my head on her shoulder. “She is pretty wonderful, isn't she?  How could any couple pass her up?  Idiots to the one.”

She stiffened almost imperceptibly, and I glanced up to see anger hiding deep down in her.  I had struck some sort of nerve, and only someone who knew her like I did, an extension of my soul, would have caught it.  “What?”

She shook her head then kissed the top of my head. “Not here.”

What did she know that I didn't?  I thought back about our earlier talks with the ladies of the home.  The only thing she did that I hadn't was... “What was in Luce's file?”

She again said, “Not here.”  Then she changed the subject as she leaned over to see the eclectic book collection that was fastidiously arranged.  It ranged from children's books to dog breed encyclopedias, to the thickest English dictionary I had ever seen, to... I had to smile that she did have books other than educational or informational.  There were some sci-fi and fantasy books, and even a romance.


Jane pointed at that section. “I'll lay odds that she didn't pick that group out, and it was her friend.”

I nodded. “It's the sort of thing Kerry would do when we were young, so I won't take that bet.”  Everyone needed a friend like Kerry who pushed you out of your comfort zone, then would catch you if you stumbled out there.  You know what I'm talking about, I see you nodding.

I reached out to pick up a book on philosophy, and thumbed through the book and got engrossed in Plato.  One of my favorites.  Fifteen or twenty minutes later, Luce returned looking fresh and clean in a tie-dyed tee and the coveralls we first saw her in from our first video conference with her.  It must be her favorite outfit.

She looked at her hands as she came up to us. “I've only the one dress.  It's Bri's from when she was little.  I get all her hand me downs...”  She motioned at her current garb.  “Sorry.”

Was she wearing the dress because I preferred them?  Did she wear it just to gain my favor?  I growled out as Calvin flowed around her, rubbing up against her legs, making her smile, “You don't need to wear dresses because of me.  We love you just the way you are, sweetie.”

She looked to be processing as she started smoothing out the wrinkles from her bed when we stood. Then she nodded to herself and finally met our eyes.  “They are expecting us in two minutes, we should go.”

She grabbed a fist full of Calvin's fur and led us back down to the offices, to where the women were waiting.  She stopped in front of the open door and looked at the clock on the wall.  Jane opened her mouth but I held up a halting hand as I glanced up at the clock.  I counted down three, two, one... and the second hand reached the top of the clock and Luce stepped into the room.

Mrs. Johnston said, “Punctual, as usual, Miss O'Conner.”  This pleased the little redhead, and she reached up to touch her wet hair that smelled like lavender now that she had showered.

Luce said simply as she took her seat, “It shows respect for yourself and others, to be when and where you ought.”

We looked back to the office when Miss DeLancy poked her head in, her eyes creased in worry as she said, “I'm sorry, I don't mean to interrupt, but Luce, where are the emergency intake forms?”

All the color drained out of Luce's face when she looked at the woman, aghast, as she asked hoarsely, “How old?”  She started rocking in her seat and rubbing the back of her hand violently across her jaw.

The woman said apologetically, “Two.”

Luce's rocking started getting violent as well and she started pulling her own hair again, “I was two when I got here...”

When I stood to rush around the table to Luce, I caught sight of an older teen girl with wet dripping auburn brown hair covering one side of her face, stepping past the offices in the corridor.  She froze and looked past Miss DeLancy to Luce.  Then she dropped her backpack in the hall and came rushing into the room as Luce said in a faraway voice, “First shelf, third bin.”

The girl pushed past me before I could get to Luce and said, “I've got her.  What is it, Luce?”

She was holding up a pinky as she locked her one good eye on our girl, the other eye we could barely see under the mass of hair covering that side of her face was milky white.  Luce looked at her finger, then the girl, and asked, “Bri?”

Brianne smiled and nodded.  “What's going on?”

“Emergency intake... two years old.”

Bri sat next to her as Luce locked her pinky around her friend's in a death grip.  “It's ok Luce-Goose it's an emergency intake.  They just need ta find a livin' relative and they will be back with family in two shakes.”

“That's only happened once.”

Bri nodded and smirked. “See?  It can happen.”

This broad stroke logic non-logic seemed to be doing the trick as Bri made a show of taking one deep breath after another and Luce followed her lead.  Then once our girl gathered her wits and nodded to the other girl, Bri let go of her pinky then realized there was a room full of people watching.  She looked away from us and self consciously raked her wet hair out to cover more of the left side of her face to hide the heavy scarring there.  “Sorry.  I shouldn't be interruptin'.  I know this is important stuff.”

She made an attempt to leave but Luce grabbed her by the arm then released her quickly and then put her hand under her armpit, looking sheepish.  “Bri, you know the McLeary-Mays... and Sir Calvin.”  She motioned a hand down to the dog who was looking up at the newcomer, tail swishing.”

The girl said almost bashfully, “Of course... umm... hello.”

Then Luce reminded us like we didn't recognize the cute older teen, “This is Brianne Fitzgerald, we're pinky sisters.  I've been here thirteen days longer than her, but she's older than me.”

The look on Luce's face was almost pleading when she finished like she was seeking our approval or something.  I just beamed at the girl and said, “It is a pleasure to finally meet face to face.  Luce is quite fond of you.”

The girl smirked, looking suddenly full of mischief as she shrugged.  “What's not ta like?”

Luce slapped her shoulder, then leaned in too close to her and whispered, “Bri, behave.  This might be my last chance.”  My heart broke, and I saw the light in Jane's eyes dim too.

But then I smiled internally, Bri was a moderating force on Luce, and she reminded me so much of Jessie and Kerry's cocky mannerisms when she wasn't concerned with people seeing her injuries.  “Bri?  Why don't you join us?”  Then I looked at Mrs. Doyle and Johnston.

Mrs. Johnston nodded as she started moving toward the door. “What a splendid idea.  I have to go tend to this emergency.  I'll leave you in Mrs. Doyle's capable hands.  We're just about done anyway.”

Then she added, “I hope to see you again soon, ladies.”  She couldn't see that we'd take Luce home with us right then if it wasn't for their rules?  I could still see some skepticism in her eyes and I again wondered what was in the files Jane had read.  I'll have to look myself.

She stepped out, then popped her head back in, brow furrowed and said to Mrs. Doyle in an about-face from what they said earlier that day, “I think we can count our little outing today as a supervised visit can't we?”

Then she was gone.
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Chapter 7 – Bed Time
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It wasn't long before we were being dragged around the home, Luce and Bri giving us the grand tour.  It had stopped raining by supper time, so they showed us the grounds too.  There was a little area fenced in out back with an old school play-set and monkey bars for the children, and the girls exchanged a look before Luce leaned into Jane and whispered, “Want to see the secret Quiet Place, where we go when the world gets too big?”

Jane nodded and we followed them to the back of the groundskeeper's cottage.  Bri looked around then reached up above the door frame and pulled down an old brass key and unlocked it, then put her finger to her lips when she looked at us.

We slipped inside to see it was a cute little one-room space with a stone fireplace, and a door to what I assumed was a bathroom to one side.  The place looked not lived in for quite some time, with sheets over all the furniture, except for the conspicuous lack of dust.  I glanced at Luce, suspecting her hand in it.

We saw a blanket on the floor with pillows to sit on and a box that had all sorts of knickknacks in it, and a box of crackers.  Luce explained, “The girls before us and the ones before them knew about this place.  They all leave something in the box for the next girls.  And little notes about their time here at the home.”

Then Luce leaned into me and whispered, “We make sure all the new girls know how to get in so they can share with the next ones once Bri and I age out of the system.”  

I winced at the words, wondering if she still thought she would age out, instead of us taking her home.

She stepped back as Brianne explained, “This is the Quiet Place, where you can go to be alone to think and decompress.  Luce reads here all the time when she isn't herding the little ruffians around.  But we daren't let the headmistress know or they will change the locks, everyone knows the caretaker's cottage is off limits.”

Luce brought a finger to her lips, her eyes twinkling with the mischief of being a rebel in her super structured world. I winked at her and mimicked the motion.  Jane was just smirking in amusement. “It's a great space, like a secret fort.  All girls need a place of their own, I had a little tree fort when I was a girl.”

Luce's eyes went wide and she whispered, “You did?”  

Jane nodded with her own rebellious twinkle in her eye.

I squished my lips to one side and admitted lamely, “My safe place was under my bed.”

Luce nodded sagely. “If I can't come here, that's where I go.  It can block out a lot of the outside that tries to force its way in.”  Exactly, it always gave a false sense of isolation that helped to calm me.  This girl understood what a lot of others couldn't about growing up being... not quite made with the same cookie-cutter as most.  Hey, pipe down or I'll 'special' you right upside the head, now shush and let me tell the story.

We went back inside the main building after the girls locked and carefully re-hid the key.  Kids were running through the hall and Luce started speaking loudly. “Slow down or someone is goin' ta get hurt you savages.”

One girl, maybe five years old stopped and turned to look at her, looking like a kid caught doing something they weren't supposed to, “Yes, Sissy.”  Another girl chimed in, “Yes, Sissy.”

The Bri said, “Scoot upstairs and wash up, it's supper time.”

The girl nodded enthusiastically and headed up the stairs at a sedate pace, the moment they were out of view the squealing started again, and it sounded like a herd of wild beasts charging down the hall.

Luce huffed and muttered to herself, “No sense at all, that lot.”

Then she looked at us. “Supper in the commissary in five minutes.  There's another washroom down here by the nurse's station.”

Bri left us saying, “I'll make sure the mongrels are actually cleaning up Luce, I have to change out of my school uniform anyway, see you at the table.”

Luce waited until Bri disappeared up the stairs then said behind her hand to us, “That one has her uses.  Though I'm quite sure she's the source of most shenanigans here.”

I grinned and said, “And she's your bestie.”

Luce tried to hide her grin as she ground a heel on the floor and tugged at her hair as she admitted, “And she's my bestie.  Don't tell the wretched beast that or it'll go to her head.  She's incorrigible.”

Jane cocked a brow and snorted once and said in a tone full of mischief, “You sound just like someone else I know.”  She had the common decency not to grunt as I stomped her toe.

Then Luce added as she looked down. “She's always been here.  She protects me when I don't understand even though I've technically been here longer.  But she's older so she's seen things, and knows things.  I just wish she'd keep her space cleaner, I keep organizing it for her but a few minutes later it looks as if a bomb went off there.”

It was my turn to snort and shoot an accusing look at my loving wife.  She squinted an eye at me in fun.

Then I looked around and said, “Well we shouldn't intrude on the home's supper.  We should be going, and we'll see you first thing tomorrow for our Saturday unsupervised visit.  We can draw up an itinerary and make it a touristy day in Belfast.”

She looked disappointed, but Mrs. Doyle stepped into the hall. “Nonsense, you're welcome to join us.  All the girls have been curious about you all day.  You don't have any other plans tonight do you?”

I looked at Jane with pleading eyes, I wanted to spend as much time with Luce as we could.  She sighed with an expectant look. “Of course, you don't need my permission, pipsqueak.”

Yay!  I grinned.

Jane said, “We'd be happy to join the children for supper.”

Mrs. Doyle was already heading down the hall to the commissary. “Grand.  See you there.”

After we got washed up and went into the little cafeteria with Luce, we saw all the children were gathered.  Most were around four or five but there were two who looked to be older, but no older than about seven, eight or so.  They all grabbed trays and Luce grabbed some for us as Bri stepped in like she owned the place, full of confidence until she saw us and raked her hair farther over her scars.

She nudged Luce with her hip when she handed her a tray, and Luce nudged her back, which started a nudge war and I beamed at it, seeing Luce being playful.  She muttered, “Best you leave off, woman, lest my tray collects a Bri shaped dent in it.”

Bri wiggled her free hand. “Oooo, I'm scared.”

Luce pointed at her when she looked at us, saying, “See what I have to deal with all the time?”

Bri sighed exaggeratedly and said, “Alas, then who am I gonna' give tha new book in my backpack ta?”  

Luce's eyes widened in anticipation and excitement and promptly zipped her lip.

Our girl whispered as the line started moving to the rolling, stainless steel serving table, “Everyone is staring at us.”

I shrugged and smiled. “Let them stare.”  

She furrowed her brow then looked around, glaring at everyone before she lifted her chin and moved a couple of inches closer to me.

Once our trays were loaded up, and I got the cook to ladle some of the chipped beef in gravy into a bowl for Calvin, we made our way to one of the little tables.  No sooner had Luce put the bowl down for Cal, then she motored off to the two tables with the youngest girls and I just watched in fascination as she placed napkins on the laps of the girls, then organized their silverware for them.  Then bumped forearms with each before moving to the next.

I caught Bri studying Jane and me as we watched. “She looks out fer tha young ones.  Wants them ta learn manners since they, after tha babies, are most likely ta get adopted.  She doesn't want prospective parents ta have any reason not ta follow through on an adoption.”

Then she smirked as Luce finished up before heading our way.  “Today has ta be killin' her, not keepin' ta her schedule.  It's good fer her.”

Once everyone was seated, Mrs. Johnston in the table next to ours, clapped to get everyone's attention. “Please lower your heads.”

I blinked and realized they were going to do a prayer.  I wasn't the most religious girl and wasn't sure which of the many religions would be right for me if I believed.  I went to a Christian church back home occasionally, when the Cardinal coaxes me into it.  I certainly hoped there was something after this life, but I don't begrudge anyone for their beliefs since someone has to be right, right?

I remembered that the home here was originally founded by a Catholic group, so this must be a carryover.  I lowered my head and the headmistress said a simple prayer of thanks and everyone said, “Amen,” when it was over, and then the place exploded into chaos as just about every girl started talking as they dug into their meal.  I tapped my toe on the bowl Cal had been drooling over as he waited patiently.  He wolfed it down.  I poured some of my glass of water into the bowl and he lapped at it.

I was quite aware that Calvin was getting as many stares as we were, I nudged my chin at him and he started wandering the tables, not so discreetly introducing himself.  I saw all the tidbits the girls snuck him off their trays as they giggled in glee as he acted like a super handsome goofball.  He was certainly a hit and he was going to have to go on a diet when we went back home.

I had asked why the home didn't have pets for the children before we came, and it was quite sensible really.  In case any of the children were allergic.  There had been some over the years, and one deathly allergic.  We had made sure that none of the current girls were before bringing Cal with us.  And they all just lit up at his goofy antics.  He was eating up all the attention.

Then when the meal was over and all the girls neatly stacked their trays by the garbage can by the door, the headmistress called out, “One hour until lights out girls.”

They all scattered, squealing and giggling and chasing each other.

Luce calling after them, “Slow down, be civil you little hellions.”

She just shook her head at them then almost fell when Bri tapped the back of her knees with hers,  “Let them burn off some of that energy, Luce-Goose.  Girls will be girls.”

Our little redhead looked to Jane and me for confirmation, I nodded and she relaxed and said, “I guess you're right.”  Then before the smirk finished blooming on Bri's face Luce added, “There's a first time for everythin' I s'pose.”

The grin on Luce's face was of the shit-eating category seven when her best friend gasped and smiled at the slight.  Then Bri said to the air, “Just where oh where could I find someone else who would appreciate a new book?”

Luce stabbed a finger at her. “Dirty pool, that.”

They shared a look only best friends could.  You know the type that can communicate entire conversations between two like-minded individuals in a moment, then they both giggled as Luce shoved her erstwhile companion and asked us, “Come up and talk some more where I can keep an eye on the feral beasts?  I want ta know more about New York City.  I've not been anywhere before and I like to go through the travel books the unruly one here gets for me.”

I looked at Jane who said, “Of course.”

We followed them up and we all sat on Luce's bed, Calvin hopping up to drape across our legs as we talked about our home.  Time just shot by and before I could blink, a crackling hissing filled the room and Mrs. Johnston's voice came out over the old intercom system.  “Lights out in ten minutes girls.”

I sighed heavily as the girls all started filing to the closet to pull out pajamas or nightshirts and headed down to the bathroom.

Jane and I stood, then Bri said quietly when she stayed behind after Luce joined the procession, “You'll want ta hang around a bit.  Then ya can see what tha other couples never bothered ta see.”  She locked her eye on us like she was trying to tell us something.  I just nodded slowly and she hesitated a moment then went skipping off calling, “Wait up ya insufferable runt!”

I figured that it was our cue to go at lights out, but Bri obviously wanted us to see something.  We saw the workers in the hall when we poked our heads out then went to wait by Luce's bed.

Girls started filing in with their nightclothes and I blinked when girls other than the ones from this room wandered in, yawning and stretching.  Dragging blankets with them or stuffed animals.  And they all started sitting on the floor around Luce's bed when she rejoined us.  Calvin was in pup heaven as he went to lay down with the young ones and got the adoration he thought was his due.

As we leaned casually against the wall, Luce just sat regally on her bed with her long-sleeved nightshirt on, Bri laying down across the bed.  The youngest girl, what was her name, Nancy?  Nancy crawled up on the bed and sat on Luce's lap, and Luce pulled her sleeves over her hands and hugged the little one to her without touching her.

Then the intercom crackled again, “Lights out.  Sweet dreams girls.”  With that, the lights except for some night lights over the doors went out.

With a click, Bri turned on a big night watchman style metal flashlight.  And handed a book to Luce who was looking around as she started to open the book.  “Now where were we?”

A little chorus of, “Neverland, Sissy,” rang out.

She nodded.  “Of course.”

Then the little one said, “We're like da lost boys.  We gots no family too.”

Luce nodded and then placed her chin on top of the little girl's head and said, “You'll need ta help turn tha pages.”  

Nancy nodded.

Jane hugged me back to her and we just stood there, mesmerized as Luce read in the light of the flashlight to the girls who seemed spellbound by the fantastical tale.  Luce closed the book after reading with all the hope in the world as she read the line, “Dreams do come true, if only we wish hard enough.”

She looked around to see a couple of the girls asleep, using Calvin as a living pillow on the floor.  “That's it for tonight.  Time for bed.”

This got some half-hearted, “Aww,”s but they were all yawning and stretching.  Luce stood with Nancy cradled in her arms, sound asleep.  Brianne stood and scooped the two waking girls up to carry over her shoulders like sacks of giggling potatoes, “You heard, Sissy, everyone.  Bedtime for ya ruffians.”

Other children followed them out as the ones who slept in this room moved to their beds.  We poked our heads out the door again to see the staff was still standing there silently in the halls that were only lit by dimly glowing sconces, pretending to look the other way.

They glanced back and shared a knowing smile with us, and I asked the closest, “Why do they all call her Sissy?”


The woman whispered as we heard Luce telling each girl goodnight in the other room.  “They all see Luce as their big sister since they haven't one of their own.  For how brash the girl is, she's tha biggest heart.”  The woman smirked at a little girl's giggling until she squealed out, “Ok ok, I'll go ta bed.”  And she whispered to us, “And Bri is her enforcer.  Those two are thick as thieves.”

I smiled wistfully at that as the girls snuck back into the hall and put hands next to their faces as they scurried past the workers like they wouldn't see them that way.  I snorted then winked at the woman and we followed Luce back into the room.

We watched as she tucked each girl in, kissed the tops of their heads, then sighed like it took a herculean effort to finish out the night.  Bri smiled at us, waved, then slipped into her own bed and we followed Luce to hers.

She slipped under her covers and I sat on the edge of the bed and said, “G'night little goose.  We'll be back tomorrow.”  It hurt a little that she looked so skeptical as she nodded slowly.  I bent and kissed the top of her head as I tucked her in.  “Sleep tight.  We've a big day in front of us tomorrow.”

She smiled sleepily, and Jane just held out a fist, and Luce beamed as she gave it a fist bump.  I stood and said, “Love you, lady, see ya soon.”

She yawned and said in a groggy voice, “Love you Finnegan, Jane, Sir Calvin.”  She yawned hugely and I'm pretty sure she was out before her head hit the pillow.
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Chapter 8 – Mortal Enemies
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Morning couldn't come fast enough for me.  I'm pretty sure my detective was wondering about the best way to smother me with my pillow and make it look like some sort of freak accidental marshmallow inhalation death, since I kept babbling about Luce, and Bri.  I kept pointing out how they had structured their own ever-changing family unit with the other girls as some were adopted.

She had nodded with her coppish smirk again, relaying that, “Yes, I was there, pipsqueak.”

“You're trying to figure out the best way to silence me so you can sleep and leave no evidence, aren't you?”

Jane chuckled and said as she pulled me into the little spoon position to try to lull me to sleep with snuggles as Cal snored where he lay across our feet on the bed.  “No, I just have never seen you so... animated about anything that didn't involve leashes before, and I happen to agree.”  She added as she kissed the top of my head, “And I could totally stage it as an accident.”

I nodded then I sighed and deflated a little as I thought of what we had witnessed, she said, “What is it?”

That got me muttering, “Oh no, did someone call the cops?  I feel an interrogation in the works.”

She snorted and twapped the top of my head with a flick of her fingers. “No, I just know your distressed sounds, and they sound like that.”

I shrugged and snuggle my back in closer to her and pulled the hand around my waist tighter.  “Is it wrong that I feel a little guilty?  I mean, I want this more than about anything, but is it selfish?  She has built a system and family around her, and I think as much as she wants to have parents, it could be devastating to her to be pulled away from Bri and the others.  Are we doing the right thing?”

“Stop overanalyzing everything, love.  Change is a part of life, and it is coming to her faster than she realizes even without us.  Her one constant, the girl she sees as a sister is just months from aging out of the system.  She'd have to adjust and adapt to that like anything else, then she herself will age out in a few years.”

I twisted back so I could see her face as she continued, “She'll be without her best friend and without a family she can call her own then.  We can give her a family, a seriously weird-ass family with Jess and Ker in the picture, but a happy family surrounded by people who love her.  So I think that we are her best shot at longterm happiness, and I have to admit that I kind of love the little one even more today than just the day before.”

My heart fluttered and I nodded, and pushed my hair from my face, then furrowed my brow. “What had upset you today?  I know you think you can hide your emotions away like you do on the job, but when you try to fool my Findar, you pretty much suck.”

She beamed at that and repeated, “Findar?”  Then sighed herself and said, “You'll find out yourself when you go through her file like I know you will.”  Ok, she was starting to worry me as she pursed her lips into a thin line and exhaled through her nose before continuing, “We aren't the first.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Not the first?  Not the first to meet with her?  I know that there were around three dozen over the ten years she has been there.  Those short-sighted people couldn't see the rare gem that is Luce O'Conner.  We can see how that has scarred her, the way even now she has to push aside the skepticism I can see in her eyes.”

Jane studied me and started stroking her thumb on the back of my hand where she gripped it around my waist.  “No... we're not the first to decide to adopt her.  Two years ago there was a couple, the Kavanaghs, an upper-class couple who were looking to adopt.”

She growled out, “From the sounds of the side notes scribbled on the case it sounds as if Sydenham suspected they were wanting to adopt a 'troubled child' to show how magnanimous their hearts were to gain more status in the upper crust.  They went through the entire process and had taken Luce home for the thirteen-week trial placement period... just to back out and return her to the girls home twelve weeks later when the realities of taking care of a child as special as Luce hit them.”

I heard the hoarse rasp in her tone when she said as my eyes widened in horror, “They returned her like unwanted pair of shoes back to where they got them.  Just a week before Luce thought she would finally have a family of her own...  parents who loved her.”

I could feel my horror morphing into something I don't like, something I avoid, it stuck in my gut like a stone... hot anger and hate.  Something like that would be enough to break someone like Luce, who had a hard time trusting and processing emotions, especially her own.  To have hope and think you were finally wanted, just to be tossed out.


I couldn't let the anger consume me, so I just hugged her arm to me tighter as I nodded, then finally forced myself to sleep after I consoled myself with her whispered, “That sort of thing is frowned upon by the Adoption Authority of Ireland and can be irreparably emotionally traumatic to a child.  The file indicated that the Kavanaghs were blacklisted in the system.”

A few hours later and I was hopping up and down on the bed in the morning, Calvin doing the same as he yipped in joy at my silliness as I was chirping out to Jane who had a pillow pulled tightly over her head, “Get up, get up, get up!  It's morning and time for a new Luce adventure!  Come on, Luce is waiting, copper!”

I gleeped when a blanket wing caught me and pulled me down to her as she smirked from under the pillow as I squealed while she tickled me.  I squirmed to try to get away, but alas, my wife is too strong and too tricksy for me.  Calvin, the traitor, helped her, by corn nibbling my back, adding to the tickle torture.

I was gasping out, “Stop... stop... I'm gonna pee.”

She stopped and said, “Good, that's what you get for being so chipper in the morning, runt.”

I... took the high road and simply stuck my tongue out at her, which she mock snapped at before lightly biting it between her teeth, turning it into a sigh-worthy good morning kiss.  Then I gleeped when she gave my butt a spank.  “If you're this awake, then you best get ready and take poor Cal out for his walk before he bursts, so we can go have a day of fun with our future daughter.”

She checked her cell and sighed as I nodded and rolled off the bed to get into action.  The faster I got ready, the faster we could go see Luce.  I groaned when I looked at my cell on the way to the bathroom, like a gajillion text messages from everyone, asking how it was going.

I got an idea and set up a facetime conference for noon our time.  If the impatient McImpatients really wanted an update, they could hear it from Luce herself while we were out about town.  I gave the phone an evil grin knowing seven AM their time was going to kill my two besties on a weekend.  They usually didn't surface until at least noon since they generally went out dancing on Friday nights.

I had to snort at pictures Jess and Ker they sent, of themselves back home eating fast food in the living room.  How did they even survive before me if all they ate was junk before I started making their meals and making sure they ate right?

My left eye started twitching when I noted a french fry on the throw rug under the coffee table.  The snots likely placed it there strategically and made sure it was in the picture so I would start obsessing over it.  But the joke is on them.  I'm not that OCD, so ha.

Oh, by the swishing tail and lolling tongue!  I broke and sent a quick death threat stating if that french fry was still there when we got back or if there were crumbs on the couch, there would be hell to pay.  Shut up.

I added three heart emojis to let them know I still loved their slobbish asses.

When Cal and I got back from our walk after I got ready, Jane was STILL on the phone.  She held a finger up when we stepped in and she was nodding and grunting affirmative platitudes.  Then said, “Great, I'll be there.  Thank you.  Bye.”  She hung up and sighed.

I read into Jane’s mood. “Got the liaison visit set up?”

She nodded and made grabby motions in the air at me.  I'm not stupid when a sexy woman who looks like she just stepped out of an action thriller wants hugs, I hug her.  I inhaled deeply as she gave me a silly side to side hug.  Her intoxicating scent always did so many naughty things to me, leather, lilacs, and gun oil.  It was so... Jane.  Le sigh.

“Yup, looks like it is going to be all you tomorrow with Luce.  Their Commander has a whole tour set up of the Belfast branch of the Northern Ireland Police Service.  Then they want me to do a talk on police procedures in the States.  So I won't be able to rejoin you two until later that afternoon.”

I shrugged and rose my chin and said regally, “Fine, we'll just take Bri with us tomorrow.  She's less likely to arrest me than you anyway.”

Her cocky smirk spoke volumes and I rolled my eyes at her and gave her a quick peck on the lips.  “Shall we?”

“We shall.”

I giggled when my cell buzzed and I saw a message from Luce.  “You're still coming, right?  Eight o'clock.  I'll forward the itinerary again in case you lost it.”

Shaking my head and grinning, I just sent a silly dog emoji and a heart emoji along with.  “Of course, goose.  We're on our way now.  Calvin is biting at the bit to see you again.”

She sent back, “Sir Calvin is so smart.”  

True dat.  What?  Fine, I'll never say that again.

I struck a pose for my wife, and she snorted.  “You look great, love.  Ready for your closeup.”  What?  I loved the white sundress with all the little red hearts she had bought me before we were married.  I generally prefer solid colors, but... Jane bought this for me.  I jammed a matching sun hat on, put a light, unbuttoned sweater over it and said, “Beep beep.  All aboard the Sydenham Express.”

I really treasure when I can coax a genuine smile from my girl like that.  I straightened her black blouse as we headed to the door.  “We really need to introduce more color in your wardrobe, love.”

She smirked at the familiar topic. “I have plenty of color in my wardrobe, Finny.”

I sighed. “Black, olive drab, and khaki is not a color palate, action Barbie.”  I grinned internally since I secretly loved the whole Mercenaries Monthly vibe she projected, knowing that this badass Amazon was mine.

When we turned onto the road the girls home was on, Calvin's ears pricked up.  He recognized where we were heading, either by sight or by the smells in the air  And he squished me in the passenger seat as he crawled on my lap to look expectantly out the windshield, me gacking and fighting off his tail which was swishing in excitement in my face.

It warmed my heart, seeing him this excited to see Luce again.  The fuzzy boy had impeccable taste.

We had barely had time to park and open the car doors before he was bounding up the steps to the door.  Someone must have been watching because the doors opened a crack so he could slip in as Jane and I just shared incredulous looks back at the car.  I muttered, “The fuzzy traitor.”

Jane pointed out as we headed up the stairs to the doors. “He does love children.”

“Of course he loves children, they spoil him all the time.  All the treats they sneak him don't hurt either.”

She gave a crooked smile, then pointed out, “He's really good with Luce.  I think he can sense her anxiety.”

I nodded, then squinted an eye at the doors.  Hey, why did they open the doors for Cal and not us?  I was feeling a double standard here.  I smoothed my skirt then pressed the doorbell button.  Inside we could hear a series of chimes and I was pleasantly surprised that they sounded like real metal pipe chimes and not electronic.

The doors opened almost immediately, a smiling Mrs. Doyle was standing there with a mischievous smirk. “Finnegan, Jane, what a surprise, it's good ta see ya.”

I pointed accusingly at Calvin, who was in on his back making gruffing sounds, with his tongue lolling to the side as he made playful lunges back and forth as he squirmed, trying to catch the little hands that were petting his belly from all directions as the girls made squealing escapes from him.  He was in pup heaven.

The counselor shrugged and played it off. “Oh, him?  He's with you?”  

Jane snorted and shoved the woman's shoulder playfully.  I noted it seemed the entire home was in the entry corridor as I looked beyond the terrible actress.

And I also noted that our Luce was hiding behind the woman, clutching the sleeves of the taller woman's smartly pressed blouse.  I said as I cocked my head, “Hello, Luce.”

She poked her head out under Mrs. Doyle's arm. “Good Morning, Finnegan, Jane.  You are six minutes early.”

Jane held a fist out. “Runt,” and Luce bumped it with a little smile on her lips.

I looked from them to all the girls gathered in the hall, most with jackets on.  I went to ask about it but my random brain had me blurting instead, “I noted that you and Mrs. Johnston are Mrs, not Miss nor Ms.”

She blinked like I had just derailed her and her blinking reboot let her catch up as she chuckled out, “Yes.  I married in college, I've a house just there.”  She pointed at the door indicating she likely lived just across the road. “And Wendy lives just up the next block.  The rest of the staff lives on premise.  Though my husband, Clay, always teases that I married the job, not him.”

I nodded and then asked what I had meant to when this randomness occurred, “Looks like something is happening?”

She looked from me to the girls then to Jane. “I'm getting whiplash.”

My traitorous wife said with a wink, “Imagine living with it twenty-four seven.”

The woman looked down at the hands on her sleeves and went to touch Luce's hands, causing the girl to let go and back off to avoid contact, the woman was wickedly evil knowing just that would happen as she said, “I can imagine.”

Then she looked at me as I squinted my eyes at the two jokey jesting jerks, causing her to chuckle out the answer to my question. “We figured that since you and Luce were going on an adventure, that we would take the girls out on an outing as well.  It's been a few weeks, so we decided a trip to the museum and a little street fair by the docks would be fun for the girls.”


Luce leaned in to explain. “The langards call it socializing, but how is it socializing when we travel in the same group of...”

She saw Mrs. Doyle's cocked, expectant brow, and she said to me behind her hand as she leaned up closer, “Sorry.”

I told both of them, “Well I think that sounds wonderful.”

Luce considered it then leaned toward Jane as she tugged her own hair. “I guess it is fun... as long as these busybodies aren't prattling on the whole time.”

The counselor pointed out, “I'm right here, Miss O'Conner, I can hear you.”

“Why do ya think I'm talkin' so loud  you old...”

“Luce!”

“Miss O'Conner!”

“Sorry.”

I was starting to see this behavior amused Mrs. Doyle on some level because her eyes were twinkling in mischief at the familiar back and forth.  I think it was sort of their way of acknowledging each other on Luce's level.

Luce gleeped and swung left, then squeaked and moved right, then took two quick steps forward as a grinning Brianne came up behind her and started poking her ribs.  Luce squeaked out, “Bri!  You know that I'm ticklish!  I've asked a zillion times for you to stop doing that.”

Bri nodded sagely. “Yet here I am, still doin' it.”

Our girl nodded and echoed her, “Yet here you are, still doin' it.”

The older girl shrugged. “You were in my way, what better way ta get ya to move yer little arse outa tha way?”  Then she said to us, “Mrs. McLeary-Mays, a glorious mornin' isn't it?”  Then she shoved Luce's shoulder back without looking after Luce shoved hers.

Luce muttered, “Animals, they're all animals with no sense.”

Again, Bri didn't even look back, she just held a hand behind her, pinky out.  Luce tried to keep her indignant glare but exhaled and broke as she grinned when she linked her pinky with her elder pseudo-sister.

Jane supplied, “Yes it is, and how are you doing today?”

The girl looked at Mrs. Doyle and then affected a heavy tweedle dee accent, elongating her vowels, “Grand, seein' as how tha powers that be are seein' fit ta whisk me to tha museum when I should be studyin' fer a test on Monday.”  She crinkled her nose fiercely... fine, cutely at the unaffected counselor.

This girl?  She was funny as hell.  My smile faded a little when she combed more of her hair over the left side of her face.  Didn't she know she didn't need to do that?  Especially around us.  I was of the opinion that scars just show the world just how badass someone is, that they suffered through something and survived, coming out stronger on the other side.  Not to mention that this girl, scars or not, was adorable, and going to be a heartbreaker when she was an adult.

Luce side kicked her ankle, and she returned the favor, both did it without looking.  Again I noted that they were as tight as Kerry and I had been when we were kids.

If she was going out anyway... I opened my mouth to invite her along with us instead, but Jane beat me to it. “Well if you're doomed to have fun today instead of studying...”  She looked at Mrs. Doyle for permission as she finished, “...Why don't you tag along with Luce and us?  We're going to be shameless tourists today in Belfast.”

A few things passed over Mrs. Doyle's expression before she gave us an inscrutable look then said to Bri, “If you'd like, Miss Fitzgerald.”

She let go of Luce's pinky and took a half step back. “I couldn't, this is Luce's day with...”

Our little redhead blurted, “Come on Bri, it will be fun.”  Then she started rubbing her jaw with the back of her hand, saying, “We may not have many more days together.”

I nodded and assured her enthusiastically, “We'd love to have you along.”

The girl had looked as though Luce had just slapped her as we saw the realization in her eyes.  I don't think she had really contemplated just what it would mean if Luce were adopted.  Both of them had been passed by dozens of times so this situation probably never came to mind before... well except that once.

She just nodded dumbly as she looked at the younger girl, saying absently, “Yeah, ok.  I'd be delighted ta come.”

Why did my heart hurt so much?  I shared a look with Jane and she just offered a hand that I took as Cal slipped up beside Luce, who jammed her fingers into his fur and fisted some in her hand as she started to calm a little.  I loved my fuzzy boy, he was like some sort of anxiety whirlpool that drained the negative emotions away.

Mrs. Doyle said, “Alright then, just a moment, I'll need you ta sign a form.”

Luce called after her as the woman turned back to asks something, “First shelf, fifth bin.”

The woman just waved her off over her shoulder then said to the girls and staff that were gathered, “Alright girls, start loading up in the vans, we have to be on the road in ten minutes.”

Luce went into motion, Bri at her back like the enforcer we keep imagining her as.  Our girl was telling the smaller girls as she made sure each one had their jackets zipped up.  “Now be sure ta use your manners.  Stay with tha group and stay in twos.  If ya get lost, go to the nearest shop and ask an adult who works there ta call the home, don't ask strangers.  Be on yer best behavior as it reflects on tha home.”  She pulled a little plastic folding poncho from one girl's pocket before sliding it back in.  “If it starts ta rain, put on yer slickers.  No need ta get sick.”

She kissed the top of each of their heads as she went, to a chorus of, “Yes, Sissy,” after each instruction.  Bri followed behind her giving exploding fist bumps as the staff watched with big smiles on their faces which probably matched mine.

When she rejoined us, she winged a thumb at the staff who were starting to usher the girls out, “I gotta do that 'cause this lot is pretty useless.  Someone has ta teach the wee ones some sense.”

She smirked when she dodged one woman's finger poke as they moved past.  She knew exactly what she was doing and it just reinforced my belief that this is how she interacted with them, and her words pretty much were the opposite of what she was thinking and the emotions she was trying to convey.  They've had ten years to adapt to her unorthodox mannerisms and I could see they all loved her too.

Mrs. Doyle caught up with us and hesitated, then she had us sign some papers to take Brianne off the premises.  She beamed at us then walked us out and the cook from the commissary locked the doors behind us all.  The home counselor then beamed at us and said, “Have fun ladies.  The girls need to be back by seven o'clock.”  Then she was gone, herding the wild kittens into the vans.

I asked the girls, “Why is she suddenly so chipper?”

Bri shrugged and Luce offered, “Advanced age Dementia?”

Jane pointed a finger at her. “Hey now, she can't be more than thirty-five or forty, half-pint.  Be nice.”

Luce looked amused as she almost got in my face to whisper, “Sorry.”

We piled into the car, and Calvin was happy to sit between the girls in the back seat, as Luce hugged him around the neck.

I asked, “Let's go be silly shall we?”  I got one enthusiastic nod and a thoughtful and almost questioning nod in return.

Jane said, “First stop, Belfast Castle, buckle up ladies.”  Then we were off.

Luce was explaining to Calvin, like he could understand. “I've not seen the castle yet.  We only get out of the home on field trips like the young ones are doin' today.  So I've only seen a few things.  I bet you've seen a lot of things in New York.  When we get ta be fifteen at the home, then we are allowed ta go out on our own in the neighborhood ta visit with the kids from the High School and do school activities.  You get a day pass every couple weeks ta go into the city.  Bri brings me books when she goes.”

Brianne mentioned, “Maybe we'll find some obscure book on growin' corn or somethin' fer yer library while we're out, Luce-Goose.”

The younger girl glared at her. “You act as if learning new things is anathema to fun, you feckin' eejit.  And what would be wrong with a book on horticulture?  I'm sure I could find one with few words an' lots of pictures for you ta understand, like the funnies yer always readin'.”

Then she leaned between our seats to whisper loudly, “Sorry,” before we could chastise her for language.

Bri grinned as she reached across Cal to shove Luce's shoulder. “They're graphic novels an' ya know it, ya little snot.  An' don't go disparigin' them or ya won't get ta read the newest Battle Angel manga.”

Luce gave her 'the look' that dared the girl to follow through on her threat.  She sighed in resignation then smiled and whispered into Calvin's ear, “Ok, Battle Angel may be my guilty pleasure, but don't let the smug one there know.”  Then she looked purposefully away from her best friend, the corners of her mouth ticking in a smile she was trying not to show.

I exchanged a look with Jane, then we started cracking up.  The girls looked at us like we were a few spoons short of a symphony, then the mood spread to them, and it was a joy to watch Luce giggling.  I glanced back and Bri was trying hard to stop laughing, and that just got me giggling all the more.

She wiped happy tears from her eyes, exposing her face in the process, having to push back her hair.  I saw the scars clearly now on the left side of her face, they were angry puckered slashes she got in the boat accident that killed her parents when she was only seven.  Mrs. Doyle had told us about it when I had asked in curiosity before we had come to Ireland.

A larger vessel, a fishing trawler, had collided with theirs when the captain had looked away for a minute to look at navigation charts, splintering their hull and actually dragging the boat under it before the larger vessel could finally stop.  It was a complete miracle that Bri had survived, she had been thrown from the boat as it was pulled under, and she had apparently bounced along the underside of the ship and was struck by the propellers.  Her life vest was ripped from her and the blades scored her face and chest as she was flung past.

When she came floating to the surface in the wake of the fishing boat, crew-members saw her and dove into the water with a life preserver.  The hospital didn't give her a good prognosis, thinking she wouldn't last the night.  But the scrappy girl proved them all wrong, and a few weeks later was released into the care of the Sydenham Home For Girls when they found she had no living relatives.

Bri caught me looking at her, smiling, I thought she looked amazing, and the scars were just part of her and to me, just gave her a more intriguing look.  She quickly pulled her hair back over the left side of her face.  I gave her a patient look then turned back to the front.

Jane asked to pass the time, “Have you two been pinky sisters since you arrived at the home?”

Luce snorted and Bri giggled out, “She was tha most annoyin' little brat when we first met, and I was wonderin' if murder was really such a bad thing.  I mean, if tha judge had ever met tha poison pill, they'd understand an' just let me walk.”

Belying her words she absently offered a pinky to Luce who seemed unphased by her words and just linked pinkies as she looked out the window with a touch of excitement and awe as the city rolled past.

Brianne shared, “My first couple o' years at Sydenham, I was in a dark place.  My entire world had been taken from me, and I was disfigured an' half blind.  Then they stuck me in an orphanage ta top it all off.  I di'n't want ta talk ta anyone, interact with anyone.  It was torture going ta classes with the other orphan girls and having ta eat with them.  I spent all my free time hidin' in the shadows on my bed.”

She snorted lightly to herself. “But then one day, a four-year-old I had seen around the home was moved from the nursery wing inta the dorms.  I had heard the other girls talking about her, that they thought somethin' was wrong with her because she didn't act like the others, and she was reading advanced books and of all things, a dictionary.”

“They said they liked to tease by reachin' out ta touch the girl because she hated ta be touched and would almost throw herself down tha stairs ta avoid it.  I was sort of glad I wasn't tha only freak there.”

She smiled over at Luce, who was apparently not listening as she traced what looked like the outlines of buildings on the fog her breath was making on the window.  “I had been given tha worst bed in tha dorm when I got there, the one nobody wanted since tha stained glass window di'n't open like tha others.  It was a seniority thing.  But I liked it because it was darker an' I could hide better.  So when girls were adopted, an' I could choose tha open beds, I stayed where I was.”

She rolled her eyes in fun. “But when Mrs. Doyle asked this newcomer which of tha two open beds she wanted, Luce just pointed at my space, her eyes on tha window.  To my surprise Mrs. Doyle walked over an' said, 'Miss Fitzgerald, I'm sorry, but you know the rules, Miss O'Conner has seniority.'  How did this new girl have seniority over me?  I'd been there two years.  But Mrs. Doyle insisted, she was apologetic, but I was seethin'.  Now my bed was bein' taken from me like everything else.  An' this little girl didn't seem ta care.”

“I moved ta one of the open beds, right in the middle of everythin', where I couldn't hide away, an' I spent, my time tryin' ta burn holes in this odd Luce girl with my good eye.  It didna work.”

Bri's brow furrowed. “When I didn't join the others fer activities an' tha like.  Luce would come over an' sit on tha corner of my bed an' explain what they were doin' an' the rules for participatin' in tha activities like I were some sort of slow-minded eejit.  An' when girls had birthdays down in tha commissary, this bed stealin' girl would bring up pieces o' cake ta me on a plate.  Explainin' ta me about birthdays.  I came ta the conclusion that she wasn't right in tha head.”

“I lashed out at her all tha time, yellin' at her to get out of my space, throwin' the cake on tha floor.  But she wouldn't blink.  She'd just get on her knees and start cleanin' every single crumb away, explainin' ta me how it wasn't cleanly nor polite ta be breakin' plates and getting' cake on tha ground.  She described all tha germs and tha like as she got cleanin' supplies ta scrub tha floor while pullin' at her own hair.”

“I would yell at her, scream at her, an' she never flinched.  Reach out ta push her and she would fall onto tha floor ta avoid my touch.”

The girl smiled. “An' she started readin' to tha girls at night, even tha older girls would come ta listen after a while, even though they teased her relentlessly.  The younger ones her age started callin' her Sissy.  And I secretly found myself looking forward ta it every night.”

Then she shrugged.  “One night I was cryin', I don't even remember why.  I think it was tha third anniversary of my parent's death.  But I heard little footsteps approach an' then Luce, my mortal enemy, crawled inta my bed.  An' this girl who I hated that past year, who wasn't right in tha head... she put a blanket over my shoulders, pulled her sleeves over her hands, and hugged onto me an' simply just said, 'I know... I'm scared too.  Sometimes tha world is too big, but it's going ta be ok, you'll see.'  An' it broke me, and I sobbed with that odd little girl as she held me, hummin' a lullaby.”

I wiped a tear from my cheek and swallowed, my throat was closing up as I worried the hem of my skirt.  She yanked their linked fingers. “That was it fer me I guess.  She encouraged me ta get involved more an' more and as she got more comfortable with me, she insulted me more an' more and I saw that that was just her way.”

Then she wiggled their pinkies again to get Luce's attention, and when she looked over Bri said, “Now I can't get rid of tha overbearing, bossy little twit.”

They shared toothy grins and Luce shared, “And I still can't get this one trained up.  She's no sense at all, and Calvin is smarter.”

Bri smirked as she stated, “Love ya, pinky sis.”

For the first time, Luce made a self-deprecating joke. “And to my shame, I love you too, pinky sis.  Even if you prattle on all the time about nonsense.  I should get my head examined, what was I thinking?”

Jane had been splitting her attention between the road and the rearview mirror as she watched the girls intently.  Then she said, “And here we are, Belfast Castle.”
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Chapter 9 – Hound
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I don't think I've ever had so much fun as I did that day with Jane and the girls.  We were shameless tourists in the girls' city.  The two uncivilized ruffians with Luce and I, rolled their eyes at us every time Luce and I would stop to read the plaques or histories of the exhibits at the various stops while they rushed to the next sights.

Impatient duo if ever there was.  But I watched Jane and Bri closely as they seemed to bond, blathered on about pirates and whatnot near a cannon in a park, feigning a sword fight with each other.  Luce was whispering to me, “No sense whatsoever.”  I winked at her and we watched the two overgrown kids play out the fantasy rolling around in their heads.  It did look sort of fun.  Calvin was Blackbeard in their delusions as he bounded around them, barking happily, making me smile.

I called out, “Ok, you two, we should stop for lunch before hitting the Botanic Gardens.”

Luce brightened at that and pointed at her best friend, “See?  This is where a book on horticulture would come in handy.  I told you.”  

Bri just whirled her finger in a whoop-dee-doo gesture as she grinned like a fool.

Then she nodded more seriously when Luce started saying in a tone laced in excitement, “The Botanic Gardens were designed in the nineteenth century by Sir Charles Lanyon, who also designed parts of Queen’s University.  It is home to a rare hornbeam-leafed oak which was planted there in the late eighteen hundreds.”

She looked up at me, wide-eyed, as she held her cell in my face. “I looked some stuff up on the internet this morning to prepare.”

I nodded and winked. “I did too.”

Jane whispered something to Bri, who giggled and said, “Aren't they just?”  I noted how she was more lax about keeping her face covered the more we interacted with her.  One day she was going to realize it just didn't matter and her smile was going to win over everyone she met.

When we stopped for lunch at a really cute outdoor cafe near the Museum of Arts and Culture, and after we ordered I checked the time and smirked at our group.  “Ok ladies, arm yourselves.”  I held up my cell and they all furrowed their brows as I turned it back on and dialed.  Then they were all digging their phones out and looked at me funny as they turned theirs back on too, and a moment later they accepted my Facetime Request.

Luce shoved her phone at my face and whispered behind her hand, “I'm right here, Finnegan, you don't need to...”  She trailed off when first Jane then Bri joined the group chat and then mom with Jess, Kerry, Garrett, Becky in the background... Alyx on mom's hip as she called out, “There you all are.”

Luce pulled her cell to her face like she was trying to peer into the camera lens itself as she asked in surprise, “Mrs. May.”  Then she quickly added, “Jessie, Kerry.  I don't know you or you or you.”  She pointed at her screen like they could tell who she was pointing at.

I made the introductions. “The tall suave looking guy is my twin brother, Garrett, and that is his wife, Rebecca, and my super niece extraordinaire, Alyx, is on mom's hip there.”

She nodded and said, “Good morning... afternoon... this is problematic, what is the greeting for noontime?”  She continued, “Garrett, Rebecca, and Alyx.”

I shared, “Gar, Bek, this is Luce, and the other girl on your screen is her best friend at the girls home, Bri.”

My brother waved like a loon and Becky gushed, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you Luce, and hello Bri, Fin has told us all about you.”

Brianne looked out of place as she shrugged and said, “Hello everyone, I don't know why I'm intruding on this call.”

Jane said to her, “Deal with it, lady.”  She gave Bri a silly face and the girl just smiled and tried to make herself small on the screen as Luce pointed at a still waving Gar and asked me in a loud whisper, “Is the man slow?  Are you sure he's your brother?”

I snorted out loud and had to cover my mouth in embarrassment.  “No, he's usually the cool one in the room, but he doesn't know how to act around girls.  It's a wonder he has a wife.”

My brother stopped waving and grumped at me, “Hey, watch it, Flea.”

Then we played let's ask Luce a million questions, international version.  She would take time out of some answers to explain things to Alyx.  And I watched everyone's faces carefully... our girl had a habit of explaining things to babies, toddlers, and canines who wouldn't understand her like they were adults.  Nobody blinked, though I was sure mom was just on the cusp of exploding into rainbows, glitter, and unicorns at any moment.

I gave a super toothy grin when she stopped at one point to chastise, “Is this the proper time to be kissing?  Jessie?  Kerry?  You do know that we can see you... hasn't Finnegan taught you any sense?”  Jane's grin was possibly toothier than mine as she prompted, “Yeah, hasn't she?”  I've never seen Kerry turn that particular shade of red, nor Jess look more embarrassed as she buried her face in Ker's back.

My anxiety was spiking as the conversation went on until our food arrived, I couldn't tell what everyone thought of the red-headed spitfire I hoped to call my daughter soon, and it had me organizing everything on the table and straightening out the tablecloth and smoothing down my skirt.  But mom seemed to hang on every word she said, and like us, tried to include Brianne at every juncture so she didn't feel like a third wheel or ninth wheel in this case.

I had to smirk at one point when Bri laid down some grade A snark and Jessie perked up. “You, I like!  You're positively wicked, lady.”

I told everyone, “We have to scoot, our food has arrived and I did my civic duty to get out of all your nagging... love you and see you when we get home.”

Luce said goodbye to each and every person and told Alyx to, “Try not to pick up on the bad habits of the incorrigible and inappropriate twosome back there,” about my best friends.

Brianne shared as we turned to the food, “Your family is quite entertaining, ladies.  I'm a little confused, is Jess or Kerry one of your sisters or something?”

Luce shared, “Finnegan says they are strays she took in off the street.  They live with Jane and Finnegan on the lower level of their apartment.”

I sighed and tried not to smile. “I may have exaggerated a bit.  Kerry is my oldest friend, she sort of protected me when I was a kid, and Jess is my current best friend, who coincidentally used to date, Jane.  Don't ask, it is a long story.  But they're my sisters in all but blood.”

Luce nodded sagely. “I understand.”  Then she turned to Bri. “Like pinky sisters.  And you can't kick pinky sisters out, even if they lack anything resembling common sense.”

Bri squinted one eye at her and said, “No, you can't.  I don't know if you were slamming them or me.”

And I giggled when Luce deadpanned, “Yes.”  It was the second actual joke I had heard her say, and she was funny as heck.

The girls kept bumping each other's shoulders until Jane cleared her throat and said, “Shall we eat?”

They nodded and Luce lowered her head, and Bri followed.  I exchanged a look with Jane and we did as well.  Our girl said, “We give thanks for this meal and bless Finnegan, Jane, and Sir Calvin... even this lout.”  She winged a thumb at a smug-looking Bri.

We all said amen when she didn't add anything else, and Jane and Brianne dug in.  Luce studied me intently as I placed some of my pasta and sliced sausage links on a small bread plate and set it down for Cal to dive on.  The fuzzy boy was barely eating his kibble at the hotel since we and everyone else was spoiling him.  Shameless.

She followed my lead and put another bread plate down and poured some water in it for the big guy with the bandit's mask and waggy tail.  I thought on that a moment as we ate.  Was she trying to emulate me?  The dress, taking care of Cal...?

When we finished our meal I made a show of pulling out the list Luce and me had compiled and asked almost coyly as I bounced in my seat. “Zoo?”

As Luce and Jane nodded, Luce deadpanned as she held up her hand to hide her face from Bri as she pointed at her, “We bringin' this one back to where she belongs?”  Then she was gleeping as she almost laid across the table to avoid the poking fingers of her best friend who retaliated with tickles.  Cal ran in a circle, tail swishing, tongue lolling as he gave a single bark.

Bri relented and pointed out, “You've a sharp tongue there, for such a shortie.”

I was trying to remember the last time I smiled so much.  Was it my wedding day, or the day out at the paintball range?  This was definitely up in the top three on my list.

By the end of the day, the girls were exhausted, Calvin and I were ready for more adventures, and Jane... she was Jane.  All coppish and cool, but I'm sure she had to have been getting a bit tired too.  By my estimation, we had walked at least eight miles that day.  A drop in the bucket for me and my fuzzy lieutenant on any given day.

We were just a few blocks from the girls home when Jane's arm slung out across my chest as she slammed on the brakes when a huge dog pranced across the road with what looked like a big bone in its mouth.  I spun back to look at the girls to make sure they were ok.  I saw that Luce's lightning-fast reflexes had saved Calvin from bumps and bruises, as she had a death grip on him.

Her eyes were wide but were trained on the dog outside who was disappearing between two houses.  She whispered in awe “Canis lupus familiaris, Irish Wolfhound, sighthound...”


Jane and I asked at the same time as Jane pulled over to the side of the road, “Is everyone alright?”

Bri gave an affirmative, and Luce just kept staring in the direction the dog went.  I prompted, “Luce?”  She tore her eyes from the window and looked at me before nodding.

Jane was getting out of the car as she said, “That thing was as big as a horse.  It had to be bigger than Tinkerbell.”

I chuckled as the rest of us piled out to get a look at where the dog went.  “Irish Wolfhounds are the tallest dog breed.  Great Danes may out-mass them, but it is rare for a Dane to be taller, though it happens on rare occasions.”

We saw on a hill behind the houses, the dog trotting up between another row of houses.  And I looked down at Luce when I realized she was holding onto the hem of my skirt as she whispered, “That's the color of Irish Wolfhound I see in my dream.”

I looked back to where the dog had disappeared again, to see if I could catch sight of the mottled brown coat with dark streaks again.  Luce was talking about the dream where she can hear her mother singing a lullaby to her, and she says she keeps seeing flashes of a Wolfhound during it.  I kissed the top of her head and asked, “Brindle?  That's the rarest in the breed.”

She nodded and Jane said, “It's long gone.  We need to get going.  I know your instinct is to catch it and get it safely back to its owner, Fin, but we'd be driving the maze of streets long after the girls are supposed to get home.”

I stuck my tongue out at her.  It was like she was reading my mind.  I sighed heavily and smiled when Luce followed my lead and did the same.  We loaded up and drove the last few blocks to the home.  Luce's and my attention was on the back window most of the ride.

When we returned the girls, I reiterated what they all knew, “Tomorrow it will just be me.  Jane has business with the local police.”  I hesitated then prompted, “You're more than welcome to tag along Bri.  You're a joy to have around and I'm sure Luce wouldn't mind having another familiar face along.”

Bri looked from me to Luce, to a devious looking Mrs. Doyle.  What was she on about?  When she nodded Brianne brightened and then tried Jess-ing out, acting all cool though she was obviously excited. “Sure, I guess.”

Some redhead we all knew deadpanned, “A ringing endorsement.”  Then she was pulling back in avoidance of being touched, squealing and hiding behind me when Bri made a show of reaching out to grab her face.  Jane just rolled her eyes, but her little half-smirk betrayed her amusement.

I nodded then said, “Tomorrow then?”  And we said our goodbyes.

My heart ached a little leaving Luce behind, and I was deep in thought all the way to the hotel.  Jane was silent the whole trip, indicating she had something on her mind too.
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Chapter 10 – Adventure
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It was a rough night, I was tossing and turning, guilt plaguing me.  I remember how devastated I was when Kerry's father had been given a new duty station half a country away and separated me from my best friend.  And here I was going to be the instrument of separating two young friends in the same manner.

I woke to Jane watching me as I lay on her arm.  She gave a sad smile. “Bad night?  You were all over the place, even Calvin abandoned us for the fluffy rug at the end of the bed.”

I nodded as she pulled me to her, Calvin rejoining us at the mention of his name.  He whined once and laid across my feet.  I smiled at him and reached down to scrub his ears in apology.  “Are we... are we doing the right thing?  I mean, pulling Luce away from... well.  I don't know.”

She sighed, and proved she must be paying rent in my headspace by responding with, “Bri?”  Then she chuckled and prompted, “She isn't Kerry, you know that don't you Fin?”

I grumped at her, “I know that.  I mean, I just remember how it tore out my heart when she moved away.  Do we have a right to put Luce through that kind of trauma.”

She said quickly, “You don't want...”


I snapped before she could finish the thought. “I want to adopt Luce more than anything.  I'm just... worried about her and Bri too.  Brianne reminds me more of Jess than Kerry, and I know she is strong as heck.  I'm worried about what effect separating the two will have on Luce, losing her best friend.  God, I love them both already.”

Jane turned me to face her and said slowly and carefully, enunciating her words, “I love them both too.  Do you remember what you did when Kerry moved away?  Did it scar you emotionally for life?”

I shook my head and shared, “At first it sure felt that way, but we promised each other we would stay in touch.”

I looked at my hands as I started wringing them in guilt. “At first we did, we wrote back and forth every week.  And as the pain of separation faded, so did our contact... by all that's fluffy and good in the world, I was such a bad friend... we started growing apart, by not seeing each other every day.  Eventually, it was just cards on birthdays and Christmas... then less than that.”

She nodded and said, “But when she showed up at your mom's after all those years apart?”

I smiled fondly, remembering the surprise of my old friend moving back to New York and I admitted, “It was like we had never been apart.”

She nodded and said, “So it was emotionally trying, but it hadn't scarred you for life, you found other best friends.  Like my wayward ex... just how the hell had you two become such good friends still baffles me.  Well, I guess I can see it since you have a habit of either endearing yourself to someone or making them want to kill you, there's no in-between with you.”

She booped my nose to keep me from blurting out a defense and made her point. “So, what do you think is worse, and could emotionally scar Luce more?  Us bringing her into a loving, and admittedly strange and unorthodox family, or rejecting her again like that other couple did, making her feel like nobody wants her?”

I grumped out, “You've made your point Smarty Pants Kenobi.  God, I wish we could just take them both home with us then neither of them would get hurt.”

She was oddly silent at that, as she seemed to study me intently, her brow slightly furrowed.  Then she started tickling me.  I squealed and rolled to get away and promptly remembered how gravity works when I thudded onto the floor.  “Time to get up and get ready, pipsqueak.  Just drop me at police headquarters, then pick me up after your visit is over with the girls.”

I mumbled into the carpet as I held a hand up in the air while Calvin snuffled the side of my face and gave it a wet slurp like the opportunistic boy he is, “Oh no, I'm not driving in bass ackward cars on bass ackward roads.  I've got a good walking and public transit itinerary.  Just drop me off at the home and get me when you are done doing all that coppish stuff.”

She snorted as she grabbed my hand while she walked past and hauled me to my feet without any effort... damn do I loves me her muscles.  “Of course you do.  Fine, I won't force you outside your comfort zone... this time.”

Then she smiled back over her shoulder as she headed to the bathroom. “This is better anyway, I can say hi to the girls before I go make nice with local law enforcement.  And did you almost cuss earlier?”

I groused out, “Fuck you,” to her amusement.  Then she shrugged, smiled, and lowered her eyes almost coyly as she slid her robe off to expose a bare shoulder before letting the robe drop to the floor to reveal she was sublimely naked under it.

Momma didn't raise her a stupid child.  The next moment I was almost running to the bathroom stripping out of my nightclothes as I heard the shower start.  This woman was going to be the death of me... but what a way to go.

I was feeling all sorts of refreshed, satisfied, and giggly a bit later when we were in the car, heading to the orphanage.  When we arrived, we parked next to a new green SUV we hadn't seen there before.

I knew they said that the girls from the dorm rooms who wanted to, were escorted to a church a block away on Sundays.  But we arrived into chaos.  Everyone was crowding the main corridor, palpable excitement in the air after the eight-year-old from Luce's room opened the door for us when we rang before she disappeared into the mass of girls all talking over each other.

Mrs. Johnston went scurrying out of the office and down the hall, catching sight of us and smiling and holding up a finger as she mouthed that she'd be with us in a moment.  Bri materialized out of the crowd and stepped up to us, her smile huge.

I asked as Calvin greeted her with tail swishing enthusiasm, “What's going on here?”

She beamed at us. “The wee one that was taken in the day you arrived?  The emergency intake?”  We nodded and she blurted, “They've found an aunt!”

I looked around at all the excited faces, all these girls were celebrating that the two-year-old had a real home, a real family, and again I found my heart aching for all of them.  The mass of girls and staff started parting as I saw Mrs. Johnston's head bobbing toward the main office.

Bri grabbed our hands and dragged us behind her to the office door, just as Mrs. Johnston stepped in with Luce right behind her, a toddler on her hip with dark curls and active brown eyes.  Luce hadn't even noticed us as she kept talking to the little girl.  “It'll be an adjustment, without yer ma and pa, but these people are family.  It'll all be ok, you'll see.”

We watched as Luce stepped up to the middle-aged woman and well-groomed man standing there in nervous anticipation beside Mrs. Doyle, who was holding a boatload of paperwork and documents.  Luce kissed the top of the toddler's head as she handed her off to the woman, saying, “This is Bridget, she doesn't talk much and you'll have to teach her things.  The little ones need you to explain the rules, but they don't listen well so you might have to tell her repeatedly.”

The woman was looking at Luce oddly but turned her attention to the little girl and a sad smile bloomed as she told Mrs. Johnston, “She looks just like Emma, my little sis, her mum.”  I could hear the sob she cut off for the loss of her sister.  She hugged the girl to her and kissed the top of her head.

The man said, “We can't thank you enough.  Kira here was frantic when we got word in Dublin, worried about Bridget.”

Then he stood taller and took in a deep breath and offered his hand to Mrs. Doyle then Mrs. Johnston.  “We're going to have to get going if we're to get back to Dublin before noon.  Again we appreciate everything you've done for our niece.”

Mrs. Doyle waved that off with a sad smile and handed him a folder of papers.  And tugged out a pink one a bit, “This is the temporary guardianship form that the judge will need to see to grant you permanent guardianship.  And these,” she pointed at a stapled group of papers beside it, “Are for familial adoption if you decide to go that way.”

The man nodded as they were led to the corridor where the girls all parted to let them to the main doors.  Luce looked so proud then blinked when she realized we were there.  She glommed onto Calvin's neck for a hug as she said to us with urgency, “Hurry, it's tradition.”

We turned as she ran to the door ahead of the couple and heaved it open for them.  All the girls were all saying goodbye, reaching out to touch the toddler as the couple left.  Luce told the child as the people passed outside, “Sometimes the world can get too big but don't be scared, it'll all be ok, I promise.”

All the girls streamed outside to stand on the steps and watched as the girl was placed in a child seat in the back, the woman joining her.  Then they all waved at the couple as they drove off with their precious cargo.  Then the girls all cheered.

Mrs. Johnston clapped loudly three times. “Ok, ladies, anyone going to church, line up, the rest get back inside.”  Everyone went into motion as Luce said to us with wide eyes as she leaned in close, “You came!”  It hurt every time she thought we wouldn't.

I inhaled sharply and exhaled slowly as I offered a pinky and a grin. “Of course we came, goose.”  Then I reached out and took Bri's hand to give it a welcoming squeeze while Jane did an exploding fist bump with both girls.

I looked around and said, “Looks like you girls have already had an exciting morning.”


Luce nodded with enthusiasm, “Last night they located Bridget's aunt and uncle.  This has only happened one other time since I can remember things here.  It's terribly exciting, she has a family!”

I beamed at her and shared, “That's wonderful.  It truly is.”  Jane just nodded her agreement.  Then I said as I swished my skirt back and forth with a mischievous smile, “Are you ready for adventure girls?  It's just the three of us today.”

They nodded and Bri tapped the back of Luce's knee as she moved past her toward the stairs, making her stumble. “We'll just get our jackets.  Come on, Luce-Goose.”

We chuckled as the little redhead chased after the older girl, informing her, “You're just a big brute, I thought I taught ya more sense.  Hey, stop runnin', it isn't safe.”

I snorted when we heard Bri calling back, “Make me, ya wee little runt.”

I glanced up and did a double-take at the wistful smile on my wife's face.  I bumped her hip and gave a questioning look.  She shrugged. “It's nothing.  It's just... she's going to be our daughter.”  I nodded and followed her gaze to the stairs.

My smile was deafening.  What?  Oh shush.

When they came back down Jane said her goodbyes, giving Bri a silly side to side hug and fist-exploding Luce.  She nudged her chin at me.  “See you back here at five, love.”

I nodded then felt my cheeks burning when she stole a quick kiss and Bri said, “Daww.”  Jane pointed an accusing finger at the auburn-haired teen and winked before she walked off.

Brianne whispered to Luce, “Jaysus, yer future mother is hot.”

Luce furrowed her brow and said, “But, you're always goin' on about the boys in the school next to the girl's school.”

Bri nodded and said, “Doesn't mean I don't know what's hot.”

Luce shook her head and told me, “I don't think I'll ever understand sex.”  As I just stared wide-eyed at the two of them at the topic.  Were young girls supposed to be... well I guess Bri was old enough but... did I need to have the sex talk with Luce?  It was the most awkward talk I ever had in my life when my mother brought it up in high school.

I squeaked out, “That's my wife you're talking about.”

Bri said with an unapologetic grin, “Ya did good Finnegan.”

I 'fish out of water' lipped and was saved by Mrs. Doyle stepping up to me.  “Sign, here, and here, and here.  Blah blah blah... speech about unsupervised visit, blah blah back before five on Sundays.”

After signing on autopilot my mind caught up with me and I looked at the woman and said, “Of course.”  Then I looked at the girls and beamed at them as I prompted, “Phones off, ladies.”  I made a show of turning mine off.  “And let's go on an adventure, shall we?”

I rocked side to side, my hands behind my back as my skirt swished.  Luce stole the leash from me and Calvin fell back to her side as I winked at Mrs. Doyle and marched after the girls when Luce said, “Come along Sir Calvin.”

Bri looked around in curiosity as we moved down the steps.  “Where's yer car?”

Grinning I snapped out a bus schedule that unfolded in front of me. “We'll be bussing and walking today.”

Luce sighed heavily and asked her pseudo-sister, “Did you even look at today's itinerary?  I printed it up for you when I got the email from Finnegan.”

“That was tha laminated thing ya gave me?  I used it as a bookmark in my geometry book.  Seriously, Luce-Goose, who laminates a schedule?”  I slowly raised my hand as I felt another burn on my cheeks.  Bri gave us a sideways smirky smile and said, “Ah.”

I grumped, “Ah, yourself you surly leprechaun.”  I grinned at her explosive burst of laughter.  Luce was just looking back and forth at us as we bantered and she looked somehow smug even though her face was emotionless.  I squinted an eye at her and was amused when she did the same right back at me.  I was getting more positive by the day that the cute redhead was emulating me.

When we reached the main road a block down, I was a little excited to see the bus heading down the road toward the bus stop was a double-decker!  I told them, “This is going to be the best day ever!”

Luce spoke behind her hand as she leaned into Bri's personal space, “You'd think she's never seen a bus before.”  I poked her rib and she squeaked and hid behind her enforcer as Cal barked and spun in a circle, his tail whipping us all.
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Chapter 11 – Oh Fin
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I arrived at the Belfast police headquarters, wondering what fun things Finnegan had lined up for the girls as I parked.  I really wish I could have been with them today, but I had this fucking liaison duty to perform.  How did I get blackmailed into doing this again?

God, I loved Luce already.  If you would have told me two years ago that I'd be married now and adopting an amazing little Irish tween, I'd have had you committed to the psych ward for observation.  But I really stood no chance against that argumentative dog walker, Finnegan May.  She stole my heart and I don't want it back for as long as she'll hold it for me.

I never thought I'd want children, my childhood wasn't the best.  Fine, whatever, that's a lie.  It was pretty good up until the day I came out, my father pretty much shut down and refused to let me in anymore after that.  And I'd never want to raise a child in a hostile environment like that.

But Fin?

The little pipsqueak has this way of making you feel... safe... emotionally.  And she has built this little umbrella of those she views as family that makes you feel that way.  I'm supposed to be the one protecting her.  Maybe I contribute to physical safety and she handles the emotional, like an annoying conscience chirping in your ear and looking sinfully good in those dresses of hers.

I've never been into girly girls but the moment I saw her, I said mentally, “Damn.  Too bad she's a suspect in this murder.”  And then she opened her mouth, she was so... odd.  And everything she said was contrary, and she called me on my bullshit and wasn't intimidated even though she seemed terrified of being held at the precinct.

I knew after about ten seconds that she had nothing to do with the murder, and had actually been thinking about her all day after we released her.  Imagine my surprise when I answered a room for rent ad, and when the door to the apartment opened, she was there in all her snarky glory... and her little dog too.

I had just gone through a painful breakup with my ex, Jessie.  I was trying to tell myself my attraction to this cartoon character with birds chirping and mice swarming around to sew up her dresses was just because of the hole in my heart from losing the woman I thought I was going to marry.

But before I knew it, Finnegan had gotten her claws deep into my heart, and I was almost in shock when I realized I had fallen hard for the irascible girl.  She constantly challenges me and we argue all the time, and it is so refreshing to find she won't let me take myself so seriously.

I admit that before we were officially a couple, I would invade her personal space frequently to catch her scent of gladiolas and honey.  Well that and the humorous way she reacted when I did.

Imagine my surprise, coming back to the apartment one day, to find that not only were Fin and Jess not mortal enemies, at each other's throats, but Finnegan had somehow gotten through Jessie's own armor and the two of them became the best of friends.  I don't know how she does it, it has to be one of her superpowers.  But Jess is more like a sister to her, to us, now.

Now we're about to grow our family once more, and I find myself thrilled about it.  I just wish, like Fin, that we wouldn't be the instrument of the inevitable heartbreak of splitting up two girls as close as sisters.  I know I try to act like the calm, cool and collected version of myself I have to project in my job, but it does make my heart ache a bit for not only Luce but Bri too.  That girl has been dealt a raw deal and has come out the other end a badass who reminds me a lot of Ker and Jess.  I like her.  A lot.

As I was getting out of the rental, a short but somehow still gangly young man in uniform, with fine, flyaway reddish-orange hair under his uniform cap, came jogging up.  He held up a finger as he bent, placing his hands on his knees as he caught his breath. “Detective, McLeary?  From tha New York Police?”  He panted as I inclined my head.  I noted his eyes were on the shoulder holster with my service weapon and the shiny detective's badge on my belt.

Once he finally caught his breath, he said with his voice squeaking, but somehow sounding more regal than his appearance, in his Irish lilt, “The watch commander sent me ta escort ya ta his office.”

I made an ushering motion as I looked at the name-tag above the badge on his uniform. “Officer Foley?”

He nodded and looked down at his chest. “Rodney.  My, you've long legs now don't'cha?”  

I noted he was almost jogging beside me and I slowed for the man.

“Sorry, Rodney.”  

He just beamed at me.  

I think he found it amusing which just made me like the man if he didn't take himself seriously.

We went into the nondescript one-story building which looked like nineteen sixties or seventies architecture.  It wasn't really laid out like the stations back home, and seemed, I don't know cleaner?  Then I got it.  It was quieter and spotless, and even the officers working at their desks when I was brought past the intake lobby and the Sergeant at the desk, were more... sedate?  No... professional?  I smirked to myself picturing the chaos of our squad-room and bullpen and settled on 'civilized' as the descriptor.

I heard someone whisper my name, and 'New York' as Rodney asked while he led me to an office, “Is it true you've tha record for closing cases in yer precinct?”

I nodded, and stated facts, hoping it didn't sound like bragging, “Ninety-seven percent.”

He whistled, nodding in appreciation as he poked his head into the door and knocked on the glass with 'Commander Murphy' stenciled on it.  “Sir, tha American is here.  Detective McLeary.”

The slightly heavyset man with the bushy mustache behind the outdated desk stood and motored around to us as he offered a hand.  He had to have been six foot four or five.  “Of course, come in, come in, detective.  I trust your flight was uneventful?”


I shook his hand and was happy it was firm and he didn't try to give me the 'girl shake' that some did.  I inclined my head. “Jane, please.  The flight was fine, but I had to stop my wife from permanently embedding her fingers in her seat armrests.”

He chuckled.  “Commander Ian Murphy.  Ian.  Not a flier is she?”  

I noted he wasn't phased by my casual mention of a wife, though Rodney's eyes widened for the barest of instants.  But I was sure neither had a problem with it.

One of my shortcomings is that I have a tendency of judging a person's character based on their reactions to learning my sexuality, and I was sure neither of these men had a problem with it.  So... I liked them.  I know Fin would call me out on that character flaw of mine, and I am working on it.

I sat in the offered chair as I said, “Not in the least, she even seemed surprised that we arrived and were still alive.”

We talked a bit about this and that before we got into the reason for my visit.  The commander started with a tour of their station, introducing me to just about everyone, and I knew I wouldn't be able to keep all the names and faces straight.  To my surprise, they didn't have the disparity in numbers of male and female officers and inspectors that we had in the states.  If anything, I think there were more women than men in their ranks.

Then we sat and discussed the differences between law enforcement in Northern Ireland and the States.  In general, there were a lot more similarities than differences.  Though I noted that they didn't have that same feeling of being prepared for all-out war at any moment that we had in the NYPD.  But the disparity between our violent crime rates would account for that.

We had a small army, over thirty thousand officers in the NYPD which was more than the total officers in all of Northern Ireland to address the number of violent crimes in one of the biggest cities in the world.  I would use some of these as speaking points later when they had me do my talk this afternoon.

Over lunch Commander Murphy, his lead investigator, Molly Lynch, and even Foley were laughing when I shared with them some of Fin's exploits back in Manhattan since they had, unfortunately, seen her on the international news the day Tanya McKnight tried to escape the city when the entire NYPD was out looking for her.  Fin and that damn Broken Leash she had called out over the dog-walking network had caused utter chaos in Manhattan by causing traffic gridlock on the island.

Molly, the British transplant was saying about another story, “No, you're pulling our legs right?  No bloody way.”

I nodded and pulled up my cell to show my wallpaper. “I'm dead serious, I have two sets of her mugshots on our bedside table.  Here's the latest, see the defiant but embarrassed look on her face?  That's the look I get every time she calls me on my bullshit.”

She chuckled and said, “That little thing?  She's adorable.”  

I showed the guys and they nodded appreciatively.

The commander said, “If I ever arrested my wife, I'd be tossed out in tha gutter on my fat arse faster than you could blink.  Or more likely she'd kill me in my sleep.  She still lets ya sleep in tha bed after that?”

I defended, “She's never really been arrested... technically, well except this one time I had to bring her in for stomping a kidnapper's toe.”

They cracked up, laughing wholeheartedly.  Molly gasping out, “You didn't?”

I smirked and nodded. “I did.  That's where I got the first set of mugshots.  I may or may not have gotten the cold shoulder after that for a bit.”  

They snorted and sniggered as my grin grew.

Rodney said as he held his coffee cup up in salute, “You've a huge pair of brass balls on ya detective.  She sounds like a keeper.”

We all saluted with our cups, and I sighed out, “I seriously don't know how I got so lucky.  Now here we are across the ocean adopting a daughter.”

They all raised their cups again, and the conversation shifted to each of our most embarrassing moments as rookies.  If it weren't for all the interesting accents, it was just like hanging out back in the precinct back home, shooting the shit to decompress from tough cases.

I learned that Rodney had just finished his year of probation as a rookie and was assigned as the driver and assistant to the commander.

And his shining moment was apparently picking up two shitfaced men brawling at a pub one night, and realizing he had locked them into the cruiser with the keys still in the vehicle.

He had to wash out the vomit and piss covering the back seat the next morning when the carpool called him out to do it.  It had taken him almost an hour of indecision before he left the car unattended to go back into the pub to use the phone to get the carpool guys out to unlock the car for him.  Unfortunately, they were all in bed so it took almost another hour before they arrived.

Much spewage had occurred in that time and he had almost added to the vomit from the smell as he drove the drunks to the station to sleep it off.  He still finds car air fresheners on his desk on a regular basis.

I did a quick ride-along with Inspector Lynch, as she went to get a statement from a business owner in an embezzlement case she was working on.  I found the whole process, almost polite and accommodating, compared to the almost open hostility our officers receive even from those we are sworn to serve and protect.  It was like a different world over here for some aspects of the job.

Later that afternoon we were in a good mood as we went to prep for my lecture in the bullpen.  As we were passing the radio room I slid to a stop in the hall as a call came in.  Apparently, a petite woman had stepped into traffic and stopped a bus, preventing a large dog from getting hit.  The woman ran off with two girls and another dog in tow between some houses.

I blinked.  No, it couldn't be.  Not here.

The Commander had joined us and asked, “What is it, McLeary?  You look like you've seen a ghost.”

I opened my mouth when another call came over the radio, about dogs and girls running through people's back yards and private property.  I slapped my forehead and dragged my fingers down my face as I almost whined, “Oh, Fin!  What have you done now?”

I looked at the three faces looking at me expectantly, I asked sheepishly, “Care to take a ride?  I know who's behind all these disturbances being called in.”

Molly's eyes widened in amusement when she got there, then the Commander chuckled. “No?  Are you sure?”

“Girls and dogs running through traffic and people's yards?  I'll eat Rodney's hat if it isn't her.”  As they exchanged thoroughly amused looks I muttered as I pulled out my cell, “You're going to have a story to talk about in the bullpen for months now.” 

The woman in dispatch was listening from the radio room and she poked her head out. “Should I dispatch cars and animal control, sir?”

She held up a finger and listened in her headset for a moment before repeating, “A near-miss of a large dog in traffic heading to the edge of town sir.”

I felt a familiar pang of panic, that Fin might be hurt running through traffic like that in her single-minded pursuit of a dog.  But it was magnified exponentially knowing the girls were with her and they might get hurt too.  God, was this what being a mother felt like?  It was almost irrational.

I hung up my cell, and growled, “Of course, she and the girls turned their cells off so that there were no distractions on their day out together, since it's all about bonding.”

The Commander said to dispatch, an eye on me, “No, actually, send a cruiser, not animal control, an' sign Foley an' me out on tha call with our visiting detective here.  It seems her wife has shenanigans afoot.”

I gave him a sardonic look. “Gee thanks, Commander.”

He chuckled and slapped my back.  “Let's go see if we can't find yer errant wife, shall we?”

I rolled my eyes and followed him and Rodney out to a large SUV that was the Commander's car... Rodney drove.

We spent the next hour following the sightings, but they had been cutting through neighborhoods on a zigzag course through Sydenham and weren't predictable.  As they got near the edge of town where the houses started to bleed into more farming and agricultural areas, we lost them.

I took a deep breath and exhaled.  I checked the time for the hundredth time.  Fin had to have the girls back at the home by five. And we were just an hour and a half a from that now.  We couldn't afford to break the rules, or it could jeopardize our adoption.  I didn't want to be the one to tell Doyle and Johnston that Fin and the girls were lost out there somewhere chasing a dog.

Commander Murphy looked at me for a moment then suggested, “Rodney, why don't'cha bring us ta where tha first sightin' was reported?”

“On it, Commander.”

I nodded and sighed in thanks.  This we could do, in any investigation, starting at the beginning is the first step.  I appreciated his attempt to put me at ease by reintroducing some structure and familiarity in the chaos of the search.

To my surprise, we pulled up to a butcher's shop near the orphanage.  I stayed in the background as the commander and Rodney stepped into the shop.  Rodney stayed back with me when the Commander held a hand back.  He stepped up to the counter after a customer left with a white paper wrapped package.  The butcher straightened and asked, “How can I be helpin' tha police taday?”

Commander Murphy asked as he looked at his phone, “I'm lookin' fer a Gael Kane.”

“That'd be me.  Is this about the lady an' the dog?”

The tall police commander nodded. “It is.  Can ya tell us what ya saw?”

The man nodded as he removed his disposable plastic gloves and wiped his hands on a paper towel while he stepped around the counter to walk toward the windows.  He pointed at the street, which had a light flow of traffic.  Well, it would be light flow in Manhattan, I didn't know how busy the streets were here on a Sunday.

The man said, in Celtic Irish with a heavy brogue, “Bhí sé ina ifreann de rud.”  

In my head, the little devil on my shoulder whispered to me that Fin would probably understand what the man said.  She had spent hour upon hours non stop learning as much Irish as she could before we flew over.  That wouldn't mean much with most people, but my girl was something... special.  I almost smiled when I added, “Like Luce.”

The commander nodded and said, “English please if you would, we've a guest from tha States.” He indicated me.

The butcher tipped an imaginary hat to me as he said, “Sorry, beggin' yer pardon.  I was just sayin' Buttons had just left with her daily pork knucklebone.”

“Buttons?”

“Aye, tha wolfhound who comes every day fer a bone.  Least that's what the big tag on her collar calls her.”  He scratched his silver-streaked, reddish-brown beard. “Tha dog dropped tha bone in tha middle of the road an' as it stopped ta pick it back up, a wee lass in a bonny dress stepped inta traffic, in front of a bus of all things, an' she closed her eyes an' held a stoppin' hand up... tha bus stopped just short of smearin' her from here ta there.  That daft woman saved poor Buttons from steppin' off from this life.”

The commander looked over at me as I covered my face with a hand and just nodded.  That was my girl.  Afraid of nothing when it came to helping dogs.  I suppose I just needed to be afraid for her since as Luce would say, she's no sense of her own.

He asked, “What happened then?”

The butcher went back behind the counter and shrugged. “Then Buttons was off between tha houses just there, through old lady Walsh's prize flowerbed.  That wee lass an' two younger girls ran off after her, with another dog.  An' I called you lot, I was afraid the woman might get hurt, steppin' inta traffic like that.”

“Thank ya, Mr. Kane.  You've been a big help.”

“Not at all, happy ta help.  If'n ya ever need fresh meat, we've the best veal in all'a Belfast.”

Ian gave the man a nod, and Rodney tipped his cap to the man and I just inclined my head in thanks before we all turned and headed back out.  We all looked across the way to where an elderly lady looked to be working on a trampled flowerbed.

Murphy nodded thoughtfully as he informed us, “Well that was no help.”

Rodney was shaking his head as he said, “Not a lick.”


I snorted and said, “But we do know that it is Finnegan now.”

They furrowed their brows and the commander asked, “Because of tha two girls an' tha other dog chasin' tha hound?”

Shaking my head I shared, “Stopping traffic that way... it's sort of my wife's signature move.  Well, that and stomping suspects toes.”  I added at their questioning looks before they could ask. “She'd do pretty much anything to help out a dog, at the expense of her own safety.  It's sort of one of the things that won me over about her.”

They nodded and then Murphy said, “I don't have any other suggestions since the calls stopped coming in, and the other car has come up empty.  The next couple calls weren't far from here and we picked up just after that.”

I looked at the time, we had been burning daylight on our quest and I was worried sick about Fin and the girls. I was hoping that Bri would be the voice of reason, if not, Calvin was the only one who had any sense in their group.

I had to do the right thing as five o'clock was rapidly approaching.  I could see it now. “Oh hi ladies, you know how my wife has two of the girls from the home with her?  Yeah, they're lost in the city somewhere chasing a dog the size of a pony so... I wouldn't wait up.  Against the rules of an unsupervised visit?  A black mark on our record and we can't adopt from here now?  I see.”

It felt like someone was squeezing my heart.  In my mind, Luce was already my daughter, so I know how devastating it would be to Finny if this prevented it.  She's always thinking with her heart, not her head and it might cost us this time.

I sighed and asked, “Could I get you to drop me at the girls home.  I'm going to have to somehow explain this to them.”

Commander Murphy nodded. “Of course.  We'll keep a couple cars out searchin' an' I'll have Rodney here drive yer car ta tha' home for ya if ya give him yer keys.”  

I nodded absently, my mind on the consequences of Fin's latest misadventure.

We pulled up to the steps and sat there a moment, the commander looked back to me. “Want me ta come in with ya?”  I could see empathy in his eyes.

I prompted, “Do you have children, Ian?”

He nodded. “Two beautiful daughters, five an' eight, an' a son who is drivin' me 'round tha bend with his teen rebellion.”  His smile told me everything, he loved his kids with a passion.  That is the passion I wanted to feel, and I think it had already started to take anchor in my heart.

I just gave him a single nod and Murphy told Foley, “Why don't'cha call in ta tha station we need another car fer the search and have the other cars keep a lookout, and go retrieve tha detective's car.  I'm sure there's going ta be a lot of explaining ta be done here.”

Rodney gave a lazy two-finger salute off the brim of his cap and inclined his head at me as I handed him the keys to the rental.  As soon as we stepped out and the SUV drove off, I sighed and turned to the doors.

The commander clasped my shoulder with one of his big hands and gave a reassuring squeeze. “Chin up, McLeary.  I'm sure they'll be understandin'.  From the sounds of it, the girls were never in any danger, just yer impulsive wife, steppin' out inta traffic like that.  Sound's like she saved tha hound in doin' so.”

I nodded and gave him a weak grin as I shrugged. “She does that.” Then I glanced at my cell.  Four fifty-five.  We'd be breaking the home's rules in just five minutes, and I hoped to hell it didn't all fall apart.  I really liked Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. Doyle, they were firm yet lenient with all the girls in the home and they seemed well respected and loved by all of them.  I was hoping that same leniency would be extended to my misadventure prone wife.

We rang the bell and one of the other workers answered.  I smiled as her face bloomed in recognition and a smile of her own.  “Mrs. McLeary-May.  Come in, come in.  Your wife and the children... aren't... back...”  She trailed off when she saw the commander with me.


I inhaled and centered myself and said with a reassuring smile, “Could we please speak with Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. Doyle?  We've something to share with them.”

She looked almost on the verge of a curtsy as she turned and scurried off. “Of course.”

I noted all the little heads popping out from various rooms and the stairwell.  Curiosity is the mainstay of all children.  I gave them a wan smile.  Then the women entered the main corridor from the nursery wing a minute later.  They both hesitated at the sight of Commander Murphy again and came hustling up to us, worry painting their faces.

Mrs. Doyle spoke before I could as they reached us, “Has somethin' happened?  Are tha girls ok?”

I started. “As far as we...”

Then we all turned around at giggling at the door as it swung open, Finnegan telling the girls, “I swear that's how it happened.”

I just blinked as Finnegan sashayed in, the girls and Calvin following and they had a small woolly horse in tow.  The hound was immense.  Bri was holding its leash and she said excitedly, “I can't wait to show tha wee ones.”

They went scurrying past us and I dumbly fist-bumped the girls as they moved along, the dogs' tails swishing.  Fin practically skipped past and stole a quick peck on my lips, saying, “Something looks serious here, we'll leave you to it.  The girls want to show Buttons off to the others.  Come find us when you're done.”

I just blinked, a million questions on my mind, I opened my mouth to call out after her but Mrs. Doyle asked in concern, “What did ya need ta tell us?”  My eyes narrowed when the commander stated chuckling, covering his mouth to stifle it and hide the huge smile on his lips.

I punched his shoulder and assured him, “It's not funny in the least, buster.”

Hs shrugged and assured me, “I beg ta differ.”  Then he looked at the old worn watch on his wrist and pointed at it as he said, “If anythin', yer wife is punctual.”

Ok, the asswipe was funny.  I chuckled as the two women looked at us expectantly.  I exhaled and told them, “It's a long story.”  We heard squealing and giggling upstairs and I said, “First we better rescue the girls up there from that pony Finnegan brought with them.”  They nodded, catching the jubilant spirit of the sounds of celebration on the second level.

Fin had a lot of explaining to do.
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Chapter 12 – Quarry Road
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Bri informed me as we rode the bus back to Sydenham, “Finnegan, we don't need to go back to the home.  The little runt can suffer with a stain on her sleeve.  Accidents happen and Luce knows it.”

I squinted an eye at the teen.  I understood Luce's anxiety about it but knew it was a little more intense with her, being a little farther along the spectrum.  I informed her, “The whole point of today is for us all to have as much fun as we can.  And if she fixates on something else then she'll be distracted from the fun.  I understand the anxiety, and it won't hurt for us to get her a change of clothes before going back out.”

Luce kept wiping at the tomato sauce stain on her sleeve from our lunch.  She hadn't stopped wiping it since it occurred and it was spiking my own anxiety, not to mention I was starting to fixate on it too since Luce kept bringing attention to it.  She grumped out to us, “'She' is right here, you louts.  Stop talkin' like I'm not.”

I squinted an eye in apology to her and countered with a nose crinkle and it was adorable when she mimicked me.  I told her, “Sorry.”

She sighed but then brightened and leaned in close and said, “It's ok.  I do the same thing with Calvin sometimes.”

I reached out and stroked her hair.  I had learned that it doesn't spike her anxiety like touching her skin did.  I think she saw her hair like an insulating layer like clothing.  I had realized it earlier when I observed she never shied away whenever I kissed the top of her head.

Bri said, “Why don't we just stop at a shop and get her a new shirt or something?  I have a few pounds from working the commissary.  I usually use it fer books fer the little runt.”  She started digging in her bag, while she shoved Luce's shoulder with her other hand.

Luce shoved her back as I blinked.  “That, Bri, is a great idea, I should have thought of that.  And put away your purse, lady.  Today is still my treat.”

I noted the hint of worry in her good eye as she slapped at Luce's hand as she started rubbing the stain again.  Luce almost fell into my lap trying to avoid it.  It was plain to see that she really saw herself as the younger girl's big sister.  I felt a wave of guilt rising again.  I loved them both and it was tearing me up that I was going to be the cause of so much heartache for both of them tomorrow.

We rang the chime to get off at the next stop.  I almost chuckled, we were only a few blocks from the home, but I understood Brianne's desire to not return to the home if we didn't absolutely need to.

Cal really enjoyed the double-decker buses, probably because the circular staircases in them reminded him of home.  We made our way down and then out when the driver stopped the bus.  I waved at him as we exited and his bored, almost zombielike demeanor brightened as he smiled and waved back.  It was always satisfying to be seen when you have a job that makes you invisible to most but is a vital cog in the workings of the city around us all.

Bri shook her head at me, cocking her head slightly to look at me.  I squeaked, “What?”

She again shook her head as we looked around and spotted a clothing store just a ways down from a butcher shop.  Cal was keenly interested in the smells coming from it as we passed.  “You can't help it can you?”

“What are you talking about?”

She shrugged as we walked and mused, “You're always lookin' at name-tags and callin' everyone we meet by name, or just wavin' like you do.  Coaxin' smiles outa everyone.”

I opened my mouth to defend, but Luce poked her in the stomach. “There's no excuse for bad manners.  And thanking people for what they do for us by acknowledging their presence is only polite.  An uncivilized wretch like yourself wouldn't understand of course.”  Then she was screaming and hiding behind me as Bri smirked and lunged at her with tickle fingers wiggling.

Cal spun in place, his tail going a mile a minute as he pranced in play at their display.  I agreed, those two were a lot of fun together, and I saw it was actually a brilliant way Brianne chose to keep pushing Luce out of her comfort zone.

A few minutes later we were walking out, both girls looking at me in betrayal as I grinned at them, wearing matching and very touristy 'Belfast' tees with big green shamrocks on them.  I chuckled at their pouty faces. “Don't look at me like that girls, if you hadn't fought so much about the outfits, I wouldn't have stuck you with those as fitting punishment.”

Bri whined, “I understand doin' it to the annoyin' one, but why me?  I didn't have a stained shirt.”

Luce had an evil grin as she prompted, “Misery loves company?”

Ok, I snorted.  My girl was pretty funny at times like this.  I nodded and said, “You were the one egging her on by pointing out loose threads or clashing color pallets on all the other choices.  You knew exactly what you were doing.  So, as Luce says, you get to share in her misery and like it.”  I stuck my tongue out at the pouting girls.  I have to say, they looked so cute in matching shirts like that.

Bri affected the perfect teen as she rolled her eyes and stretched out, “What-ever.”  She couldn't fool me though, I was a pro at reading facial micro-expressions living with Jane.  And the little lines by her eye and almost imperceptible tick of her lips told me she was amused at the 'punishment'.

I called her on it with a smirk. “You're incorrigible.”  I sashayed past them, chin up to show we were done with their faux complaints, and promptly stumbled over a rogue air molecule, or perhaps nothing, causing them to chortle at my graceful manner.

Bri told her, “That's gonna be yer mum, better get used ta it.”  They shared a giggle as I chose to ignore them while I smiled.

That's when Luce whispered in awe as she pointed, “Canis lupus familiaris, Irish Wolfhound.”

We turned to see the huge fuzz-bucket trotting away from the butcher's shop with a large bone in its mouth.  It was the same one we saw the prior day with that amazing brindle color.  It actually slowed at the road and looked at the traffic.  It seemed very road-wise while it waited as I told the girls, “Wait right here, hold onto Cal,” when I pulled a spare, emergency lead from my bag and handed the bag to Bri.

I moved toward him, her, or whatever, and when there was a small break in the traffic, it started trotting across the lane.  But when it got halfway across, it lost its hold on the bone as it slipped from its jaw onto the street.  The big goofy animal stopped and then dropped its head to reacquire its prize.

I panicked when I saw the bus bearing down upon the dog, the driver was pointing at a map a rider had open next to him.  By the swishing tail and lolling tongue, he didn't see the poor dog!

I dashed into the street in front of the dog and brought my fingers to my lips and let out a shrill whistle as I squeezed my eyes closed and held my other hand out in front of me.  I clenched my eyes tighter shut as I heard the hissing of air brakes and screeching of tires.

After a moment, when I didn't feel squished, and could hear the bus settling over my pulse pounding in my ears, I peeked out of one eye to see the bus rocking back and forth just inches from my outstretched hand, the driver gripping the wheel in a white-knuckled death grip, half standing.

I exhaled the breath I was holding and blushed profusely as I noted all the traffic was at a standstill.  I gave a cheesy forced smile to the driver, who looked three seconds from a coronary as he hustled off the bus to check on me while I smoothed my skirt and pushed my loose curls back over my shoulder.

The girls ran up to me and Luce pointed as she squeaked out, “It's getting away!” at the same time Bri and the driver were asking me if I was ok.

Glancing from them to the dog as it dashed between two houses, trampling a flowerbed, I told the man as we started off after, “I'm fine, I'm terribly sorry sir.”

As we ran, avoiding doing any more damage to the flowerbed, Bri was calling out, “That... was... awesome!  You're a badass, Finnegan, you saved that dog's life.  Did you see that Luce?”

Luce just said flatly, “It is what Finnegan does, she knows things, she's the hero of dogs.”  Then she squeaked and pointed as we saw a tail disappear around the corner of another house on the next block, heading east.

I was a bit embarrassed when I told the girls, my cheeks heating, “I don't ever want to see you two doing anything as foolish as I just did.”

Bri asked as we jogged down another block, keeping our target in sight as it just leisurely trotted along faster than our jog as we poured on the speed.  “Then why did ya do it?  You were almost squished.”

I admitted sheepishly, “I couldn't let the poor dog get hit.”

Luce sounded proud as she lifted her chin and said, “See?  Hero.”

As we all leapt a low lying hedge, Calvin flying over it like he had feathers, I told Luce, “Just unclip Calvin, he can help us and it will keep your hands free.  This is like a Broken Leash back home.”

Brianne asked as she looked at the leash in my hands, “Why do you have a second leash in your bag?”

I snorted and said, “I've three and three harnesses of various sizes just in case of emergencies.”

“Does this sort'a thing happen often?”

I nodded as we veered right, into an alley that was paved in cobblestones. “More frequently than I'd like to admit.”

The Hound at some point realized that we were following it, and it seemed to actually wait for us from time to time so we could catch up, but not get close enough to catch it.  I panted out to the girls, who didn't even look winded, “It's playing with us!  The big stinker!”

I gasped and pulled out a water bottle and gulped some water down, offering it to the girls who waved it off and we were on the move again.  Through alleys, and yards.  Over hedges and rock fences.  Me apologizing to home and business owners as the chase went on.

We had gone a couple of miles, the housing started to get sparse and I could see huge estates or parks to the south and hills to the east that looked to be farmland.  The girls and Calvin were now panting as hard as me.

Bri gasped out, “Remind me, what are we doin' here an' what it is we hope ta accomplish?”

I said, “The dog is running around loose, and almost got killed in traffic.  We need to catch it to make sure it is safe and return it to its owner.  They're probably worried sick.  We don't want the dog catchers getting it and dragging it off to doggy jail.  Those places are horrible and terrifying for dogs.”

Luce nodded after drinking from a fresh bottle of water I had just for her as Bri, Cal, and I shared the other one.  The elder teen smirked and asked, “What else ya got in yer bottomless bag?”  I shoved her shoulder with a grin and we dashed off again, in hot pursuit.

Ok, maybe it wasn't such hot pursuit, since the wolfhound stopped at the next intersection, dropped its bone so it could crouch on its front legs, its hind end held high as its tail swished and it barked once in play.  Calvin whined and barked back as he became wiggly in excitement.

Just as we get within thirty feet of it, it made a cute gruffing sound and scooped up the bone and went loping off again, leaving us in the dust.

Someone was giggling at the playful wretch.  Fine whatever, it was me... shut up.  This got Bri giggling too, and Luce looking at us like we had just sprung a nut.  I could almost see her processing the situation to try to determine what was so funny, then I could almost see a light switch on in her as she smiled and giggled a little too.

We turned onto a lane that wasn't as well maintained, and only a few older houses and some stone cottages as we started moving into areas that looked more like farmland.  Before long it was just a dirt road and we stopped at a road sign, where another dirt road crossed the one we were on, to catch our breath and drink some water.

Luce started to tip back her bottle when her eyes widened, the bottle slipped from her fingers to bounce on the ground as she went pale as a ghost.  She dropped to the ground, rocking as she yanked roughly at her hair and rubbed the back of her hand across her jaw so violently it had my anxiety slam into me like a runaway freight train as I dove to her side.  “Luce!  Luce!  What is it?  Are you ok?”

She was just rocking, her eyes staring at the road sign as she just kept repeating in a whisper, “No no no no no no.”

I pulled her into my lap and she didn't even try to avoid being touched as she yanked and yanked at her hair.  Bri was there in our faces as Luce's anxiety seemed to resonate in me and compound it to panic as I swore I could feel the fear rolling off of the little redhead in waves.

“Fin!  Snap out of it!  She needs us!”  Brianne slapped my cheek lightly twice to get my attention, I looked at her with wide eyes and her good eye searched me out inside the fog of anxiety I was swimming in.  I nodded at her and pushed it away to focus on Luce.

Bri took the panicking girl's face in both hands and was forcefully turning her head from the road sign to look at her.  She smiled and said, “Hey, Luce-Goose.  It's going to be ok.  It can't hurt you.  Hey, I'm here.” She offered a pinky and Luce seemed to blink and then just nodded once and let go of her hair and linked pinkies like it was a lifeline as she droned out, “No no no.”

I asked as I cupped Luce's other hand in mine to stop her from rubbing her skin raw on her jaw, “What is it?  What's wrong?”

Brianne took a deep breath before looking at me again and then nudged her chin to the road sign.  “Quarry Road.  This is where her family car rolled over in tha ditch ta avoid a flock of sheep crossin' tha road.”

I looked at the sign in horror, then down at Luce and pulled her tight to me, and she grabbed on for dear life as I whispered to her, “You poor girl.  It's ok, baby, it's ok.  Shhh.  I'm here, Bri is here.  It can't hurt you.  It's just a road.”

She stopped chanting as Calvin whined and leaned against her.  She reached out a hand, fisted it in his fur, then started to cry as she pulled in tighter to me, then sniffled and nodded into my shoulder.  Bri said brightly, “Luce, look.”

We both looked up and she was pointing down the dirt road.  The wolfhound had circled back when it realized we weren't following anymore.  Bri said, squinting her eyes with a mischievous crooked smile, “It's just darin' us ta catch it.”

And that was all it took to distract Luce from her breakdown. She pushed away from me, stood as she wiped her eyes as she sniffed and said, “Its a langer if it thinks it can get away from Finnegan.  Come on, we have ta catch it.  The eejit doesn't know who's after it.”

She looked down and said, “Let's get it, Sir Calvin.”

Cal's butt was about to wiggle off in excitement when she said his name.  Then they were off like a shot.  I gleeped and bounced to my feet, scooping up her water bottle, then Bri and I dashed off to catch up.

The hound barked once, scooped up its bone, and the chase was back on.  I mouthed a thank you to Bri, and the girl just shrugged it off.  God, she was an amazing girl.
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Chapter 13 – Grand Dog Niece
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We found quickly that the chase was about over when the dog bounded over an old crumbled stone wall into a tilled field and trotted lazily beside that fence.  I smirked and said to the girls, “Ok, now we've got this.”

Then I said, “Cal, go get 'em!”  Calvin dashed off in a shot, bounding over the wall with a grace that showcased his agility, then I poured on the speed and caught up and paced the gently loping hound.

The girls were calling after me, trying to catch up.  I watched as a black and white blur rocketed past the silly Irish Wolfhound, and he stepped in front of it and crouched low on his front legs, his tail swishing high in a classic invitation to play.  The hound slowed just a step, and that was all I needed as I said in my best Snidely Whiplash voice, “I've got you now!”

I launched myself over the wall and landed on the huge dog, wrapping my arms around its neck when we rolled across the tilled field.  It wound back up on its feet and I held on for dear life until I could get a chance to gain my footing and loop the leash around it.  But the beast didn't even slow, dragging me along up to Calvin, it's long tail whipping and whooping through the air behind us.

I was making gleeping and glacking sounds as I commented, “Slow down, you big oaf.”

When it reached Cal, it stopped, allowing me to finally stand as it dropped the bone and nudged it toward my faithful lieutenant and it barked once, almost deafening me as my face was next to it as I struggled to get the leash around its neck.

Then I was dragged around in a circle as the two dogs introduced each other, circling around sniffing each other's butts, eww.  The girls caught up with us and Luce had wide eyes as she just stared at me.  Was that awe in her eyes?  I started to blush and Bri repeated her earlier words, “That... was... awesome!”

I squeaked out, “A little help here?”  Bri helped me bring the dog to a stop and it looked at us with its big goofy eyes then gave me a sloppy wet slurp on my cheek.  Eww, wet doggy lovin'.  I told Luce, “Can you get the large harness out of my bag, please.  I think Tinkerbell's should fit this...”  I dipped my head for a second to check the dog's undercarriage, “This silly girl.”

I realized the dog was excited to meet the girls and wasn't resisting anymore, not that she was really resisting before, she was just so powerful she was taking me along for the ride.  Bri was squatting and making baby talk with the big fuzzy girl, and the dog was over the moon as it snuffled her then licked her cheek.

I noted the big bone-shaped dog tag on its collar and looked at it, hoping it would tell us who its owner was.  But it only had one word etched on the metal.  I thumped her sides and scratched her back as I said, “Well hello there, Buttons.”

It took just a moment to get her harnessed up and clipped to the leash while Luce was right in Brianne's face asking, “Did you see?  Finnegan dove over the stones to tackle the wolfhound.  She's like a superhero.”

Bri chuckled at her, “Of course I saw, I was right here Luce-Goose.  And yes, it was amazing.”

I stood and exhaled, long and loud, then asked, “Right then, now that we have you, how do we find your parents?”

Brianne cleared her throat, looking like she was dipped in a mischief fountain with a dash of smug thrown in to complete the playful teen look.  I glanced at her as she said, “Oh, I don't think that'll be as hard as ya might think, Fin.”  She nudged her chin.

I turned to look behind us toward a farmhouse on the hill above the field and saw three or four Irish Wolfhounds milling around by it, as two particularly large ones bounded through the field toward us, tails swishing.

Giggling, I pronounced with all the authority I could muster, “We have successfully located your home, Buttons.  Another job, well done.”

Luce spoke behind her hand to Bri, “Do ya think Finnegan has lost it?”  The teen snorted.

The dogs arrived to bound around us in excitement, then started the introduction dance with Calvin, who wasn't the least bit intimidated by the oversized brutes who were definitely male... there wasn't any question this time with their dangly boy parts.

I glanced back up the hill and saw someone step out onto the covered porch, shielding their eyes from the sun as they looked our way.  I waved then said, “Ok, Buttons, let's get you to your mom.”  I lightly tugged the leash, and the dog looked up at me then scooped up her bone and just trotted at my side as our group made our way up the hill, being joined by more and more hounds along the way.

I counted eight total, nine with Buttons by the time we reached the elderly woman in a long summer dress at the porch, looking down the two steps at us with a quizzical expression as she recognized her baby.  “Good afternoon ta ya.  Has my Buttons, gotten herself inta trouble again?  I swear, that girl.”

I smiled at her and said, “Good afternoon, ma'am.  I'm Finnegan, and these are Luce, Bri, and the furry one who looks in doggy heaven is Calvin.  Buttons here almost got flattened by a bus in town and we thought she was a runaway.”

The woman chuckled as a stocky, muscular, elderly man stepped out onto the porch with an equally quizzical look on his face as his wife said, “That one's a handful.  She's always runnin' off and bringin' those bones fer her and the others ta gnaw on an' bury.  We've tried stakin' her on a lead, even those pet perimeter fences with tha shocking collars.  But hounds are too big an' strong fer their own good.  Nothin' works.”

I smiled at the woman, she seemed a sensible woman who loved her dogs and was trying to control her unruly one.  A bit of training would work wonders.  I went about taking the harness off the big lumbering girl.

The man muttered in good humor, his accent sounding like he came from the south in the States, “That one again?  I'm telling you, Joslyn, we should just saddle her and use her to plow the fields, then she'd be too tuckered to make trouble.”

He took a step down offering a hand, “Kyle, Kyle Verner, of Verner Hounds.  This is my wife, Joslyn.  I hope Buttons wasn't making too much trouble.”

I shook his heavily calloused hands and asked, “American?”

He nodded with a chuckle. “Haven't been for thirty years since this beauty stole my heart.”  He indicated his wife who rolled her eyes at him as he continued, “Still haven't lost the Georgia accent tho.”

I smiled and said, “Well we shouldn't take up any more of your time, we just wanted to make sure the big silly girl found her way home.”  Then I asked, “You're a breeder?”

He nodded. “Not by choice.”  He winked at us.  He indicated the fields around the house. “Started as barley and potato farmers.  Had a couple wolfhounds to tend the few chickens and goats we had.  Nature being nature, we wound up with more.  Now people come from all over Europe to breed with our lot.”

He shrugged and supplied, “So I thought, what the hell, and we started a very selective breeding business.  We only allow our bitches to litter once every couple years.”

I noted now that we were all standing there, Luce seemed entranced by Buttons.  Just standing there her fists bunched in her fur.  I got her attention, “Luce?”

She whispered without looking at me, “This one is just like in my dreams.”

Joslyn was smiling at her as she came down the steps to stand next to the girls and stroke Button's ears.  “Did you know that this brindle color is tha rarest in a Wolfhound?”  Luce's spell seemed to snap as she looked up at the woman and nodded enthusiastically.

The woman looked almost haunted as she gave the dog some attention. “This one has a sad history.”

I cocked my head and asked in genuine curiosity, “How so?”

The woman dropped her hand from the dog and stood straighter. “Where are my manners?  You returned our Buttons to us, you should at least come up for a lemonade and tea cakes.”

That seemed to excite the girls... well, sugar, duh.  I nodded and she led us up the steps.  Buttons and Calvin joining us as she motioned to the table on the porch.  “I'll be just a moment.”

We all sat, and Kyle stood behind one of the carved wood chairs with wicker seats and regarded our group then looked at the dogs.  “I hope she didn't cause any trouble.”

Brianne snorted when I squeaked out, “Oh, no trouble at all.”

The teen rolled her eyes. “If chasin' a wooly mammoth halfway across Ireland is no trouble.”

Luce chastised her. “Teasin' is not polite in tha company of strangers.  I swear I raised you better than that.”

The man chuckled then furrowed his brow. “Married an Irishman, did you?  Your daughters don't sound American.”

I giggled.  “They aren't my daughters... well Luce will be, we're adopting.  And I would have given birth at like ten or eleven to have had Brianne.”

She snorted. “Startin' young were ya... mum.”  I squinted an eye and brought my hand to my face to look over my warning finger at her.  She grinned and told Luce, “It's like a kitten threatenin' to cute ya ta death.”

I loved how playful Bri was, she reminded me of a mashup between Kerry and Jessie more and more.

Joslyn came out with a tray full of little cakes and tea and lemonade as promised.  She sat it in the middle of the table, and sat, then slapped the tip of Button's nose when the big girl leaned in to snuffle the tray.  She said, “That one thinks she's people.”  Then she told the fuzzy lady, “Shoo now, this is for tha girls here.”

She curled up on the porch and Cal went over and plopped down beside her.  I almost said, “Daww,” when she nosed her prized bone toward him.  And then they started gnawing it together.  Calvin has a girlfriend, Calvin has a... what?  Shut up.  It's cute and you know it.  Now let me tell the story.

As the girls dove on the tray I said, “Hey now, just one or it will ruin your supper.”  I took some tea as the girls poured lemonade.  Then I prompted, “You said Buttons had a sad history?”  I bit into a little iced pasty confection and groaned in pleasure.

She leaned back into her husband who took his place behind her, holding the top of her chair.  The woman sipped at her tea and then nudged her chin toward the dogs.  “That tag Buttons is wearing is from her... let's see, two generations back... her gran.”

She paused in her story when she turned to the girls. “For how big an' sweet these overgrown cuddle monsters are, they're cursed with a very short lifespan...”

Luce nodded and interrupted, “Six to ten years.”

The woman smiled and took another sip as she nodded.  “There was this sweet young couple who came calling, for a hound for their wee daughter.  It has to have been what...?”

She looked back to Kyle who supplied, “Has to be ten or eleven years ago now.”

The woman shook her head in disbelief and continued, “Ten years back.  Their little toddler was one of those who once they learned to walk, they were running and getting into all the trouble little ones are prone to.”  Her smile was wistful and sad as she shared, “That girl fell in love straight away with this one's grandmother.  A one-year-old brindle, she would just fist her hands in her fur an' let the dog walk her around.”

She patted her husband's hand on the back of her chair and said, “The mother was a dear, and she brought the collar and tag from the hound she said she had as a little girl.  Her Buttons.”

Kyle continued for her, at the look sadness in his wife's eyes, “They bought the brindle straight away for their daughter and put the collar on it.”  He looked toward the bottom of the fields by the road.

He said in painful memory, “We learned the next morning on the radio, that that young family had an accident, just down Quarry there.  Their car had turned over and the parents were killed.  The poor girl went to the local orphanage.”

Luce gasped, her hand grabbing her hair and she started to yank hard.  Bri pried her hand away and linked pinkies.

I whispered in shock, “That was Luce's family.”

The woman who had been looking distressed over Luce's reaction covered her mouth. “Oh, you poor dear.  We didn't mean to bring up painful memories.”  She reached over to touch Luce's shoulder but my girl pulled back.

The man studied us, a bit of shock in his own eyes.  He pointed at Buttons. “I was plowing the fields that morning and came upon Buttons.  She was in bad shape, broken ribs and a broken leg.  She must have been thrown from the vehicle in the wreck and she had dragged herself... back home.  They didn't find her at the accident site.”

Joslyn shrugged apologetically.  “The young couple had no family and we didn't know what to do with Buttons, so we kept her and nursed her back to health.  Her daughter is inside, a bit geriatric, arthritis and all.  And when she had a litter last year, we named the female Buttons and kept her, giving her the collar.”

Luce released Bri's pinky, her emotions sidetracked so easily, as she whispered, “Can I see her mom?”

The woman stood quickly. “Of course, sweetheart.  She's just inside.”

Bri went with her as I tried to absorb what had just happened.  The man watched them go then turned back to me shaking his head as he wondered aloud, “What a small world.”  Then added, “After all this time.”

He seemed to be making a decision so I left him to it and excused myself from the table to go peek in the door.  Mrs. Verner was standing there cocking her head at Luce's behavior as I watched the young girl, cradle the head of another brindle on her lap, stroking its fur as she explained, “So that'd make you my niece if Buttons was my sister.  You did good and must know things bein' so old.  Yer daughter is strong.  She can run forever, you must be proud.”

I don't know why, but tears were rolling down my cheeks as I watched the elderly dog lick her hand.

We noted the time after we visited for a while and I reluctantly said to everyone, “We best get moving if we're going to get back to the home on time.  Mr. and Mrs. Verner, it was a true pleasure.”

Bri called Luce over, who was having an in-depth conversation with the five dogs that surrounded her at the base of the steps.  I shook their hands then the man held up a finger.  “Just a second.”  He grabbed a woven leather leash hanging with a half dozen others on pegs by the door; I approve; and stepped over to where Buttons stood with Calvin.

He clipped the dog and offered the leash to Luce.  “Your parents bought the original Buttons from us, that makes this one yours.  She's your family.”

Luce's eyes were huge saucers as she stared at the offered leash.  Then she spun and looked at me with pleading eyes.  I didn't know how it would work out logistically, but I couldn't break my girl's heart again.  I nodded dumbly and she squeed and dove at me, she actually hugged me tight then turned back and took the leash from Kyle.

She did a sort of aborted curtsey and rushed out as she leaned into his personal space and said in a loud whisper, “Thank you, sir.”

Then she looked at me, holding the leash up in pride as she told me, “My grand dog niece!”

We said our thanks and goodbye's again and then set off down their driveway, Luce stopping every five or ten steps to turn back to wave at the old couple.  Joslyn had tears in her eyes.

I looked lovingly at the girls as we walked, Buttons happily trotting beside Luce, likely wondering what new game this was.  Then I blanched.  Luce had a dog the size of a pony... how was this going to work?  I sighed looking at the utter and complete joy on the tween's face, and I knew I really didn't give a fuzzy flip in space.  My girl was happy.

We walked back into Sydenham and realized we couldn't catch a bus since Buttons wasn't a service dog, so we sighed and walked the girls all the way back to the home.  We arrived with a couple minutes to spare as we headed up the steps.

Jane was there with an official police-y looking man, talking to Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. Doyle.  The shocked looks on all their faces when they saw us made me wince.  Yeahhhh the dog was going to take some explaining.  But they looked to be in the middle of something important so I just followed the girls up the stairs.  They fist-bumped a confused looking Jane, and I stole a quick kiss on my way past.  I told her, “Something looks serious here, we'll leave you to it.  The girls want to show Buttons off to the others.  Come find us when you're done.”

Now how was I going to explain to her and the ladies back home that we would have another fuzzy houseguest?

I was blinking a bit later after Jane had caught up to us and told us how worried she had been and how she and the police had been scouring the city for us once they got reports of disturbances involving dogs and girls.

Luce sighed heavily and pointed out like it was simply common sense, “Finnegan can take care of herself.  She's a hero.  She saved Buttons' life.”  I gave my wife a 'so there' look and stuck my tongue out at her... like any adult would.  Shut up.

Speaking of superheroes, I'm pretty sure the younger girls saw Luce as one as they all crowded around to see and pet, 'Sissy's big dog' as she explained all the technical details about the breed to the little ones.  Bri just stood there, hugging her own arms to her chest as she looked down with... pride?  I moved over to the teen and hugged her to me and said, “She really is something, isn't she?”

The girl just nodded sadly and whispered back, “You've really no idea.”  Then she sighed and smiled at me. “I'm really gonna miss her.”

Jane looked at me then Brianne and sighed heavily before saying to the girl, “Actually, about that.  You, me, and Finnegan need to talk.”

I cocked my head in confusion as Jane looked back at Luce one last time with a proud smile a mother would have for her daughter and said, “We need to speak to Mrs. Doyle before we take Luce home with us tomorrow.”

Ok, mysterious much, copper?
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Chapter 14 – Going Home
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The next morning we stood in Mrs. Doyle's office with her and Mrs. Johnston as we all peeked out the blinds on the window at the groundskeeper cottage as Luce and Bri snuck up to it and let themselves in with Buttons tagging along.

I asked them, “You know about the girls going in there?”

Mrs. Doyle shared a grin with the older woman and shrugged. “The 'Quiet Place'?  Of course.  Who do you think put the key above the door frame.”

Mrs. Johnston pointed out to the woman. “You were even more of a handful than Miss O'Conner is when I was the counselor here.”

I blinked and looked at the women then back out to the cottage.  Mrs. Doyle had been one of the girls here at the home?  I shared, “Luce is putting her stuffed dog in the box of 'artifacts' for future kids, along with a message for them, like the girls in the past have.”

They nodded and Mrs. Doyle asked, “Do you know what it says?”

I nodded and sighed, proud of the girl we were adopting.  “Yes, it says, 'If the world ever gets too big for you, don't be scared.  Everything will be ok, I promise.  And if you need to talk to someone about it, email me at SydenhamLuce@gmail.com and I can help.  Have a great future, Luce O'Conner.'”

Mrs. Doyle shook in an aborted sob as a tear trickled down her cheek while she nodded.  “That's Luce.”  The women here really loved my little redhead.  I placed a hand on her arm in support.  She patted my hand and nodded.

When the girls came back out and headed back inside, Mrs. Johnston asked as she handed over a large manila envelope that had the copious forms for the adoption and travel papers, “How did your family take the news?”

Jane said with a smile, “When we spoke with them and told them that we'd have another 'guest visiting for a bit' they were pretty happy.  I guess the few interactions they've had with Bri during Luce's facetime sessions with us back home had them impressed by the spitfire teen.”

The women both smirked at us and I rolled my eyes at them, pointing out, “Subtlety is not either of your fortes, so it's best you don't quit your day jobs.”  They chuckled at me so I savagely nose crinkled at them as I bounced on my toes.  Take that, evil woman-lings!

When the girls rejoined us, Jane asked coyly and leadingly like the cop she was, “So ladies, did you finish your task?”  They nodded, looking as sneaky as hell.  I wonder if that is what Garrett and I looked like every time we thought we were being sneaky.  No wonder mom always seemed to know when we had been getting into mischief.

I glanced ay my cell when it buzzed.  I snorted.  Mom was up this early?  It was only three in the morning back home, and she was excitedly asking if we were heading to the airport yet.  She was beyond thrilled to learn that we had completed all the requirements to be able to take Luce home with us for the placement trial, the last step in the adoption process before the adoption hearing.

She was acting just like she did when Becky was expecting with her first grandchild.  And... it warmed my heart that she saw adoption no different than pregnancy, we'd just have an already potty trained baby girl in the seventh grade in her eyes.

When we told her that Bri would be coming to stay with us 'for awhile', she got just as excited, babbling on about best friends and transitions.  Jess and Ker had very insightful and in-depth reactions to the news, I believe the well-articulated response had been, “Rock on.”  I loved my uncomplicated besties.

Jessie had assured us that they would have a spare bed set up in the rec-room outside of Luce's bedroom for Brianne when we arrived.  Her parents had a rollaway she could borrow.

I noted how nervous and excited the ladies sounded about everything.  Ker had gone silent for a bit before making the realization. “This is really happening, Tempe, you're going to be a mom.”  Then she got silly. “And I'm gonna be a godmother.”

Jess quipped, “Hey, lady, don't get ahead of yourself, Fin and Five-O already asked me to be godmother.”

Jane chuckled at the two twits and pointed out, “You two are married, Einstein.  We had asked both of you.”

She squished her lips to one side, making a Jess face and said succinctly, “Oh.”  Then a shoving match ensued.  I swear those two aren't any more mature than Luce and Bri.

I looked at the small suitcases each of the girls had sitting beside the door of the office, and it sort of hurt my heart a little knowing that besides Luce's little library upstairs it was all their worldly belongings.

We had offered to pay to have her books shipped but Luce had just said plainly, “No.  The next Sissy will need them to learn things, so she knows things, so she can teach the wee ones.”  She had only packed her encyclopedia of dogs and an extremely well-worn dictionary that had pages marked in it with little tattered strips of colored paper.

I had to grin at Buttons as Cal flowed around everyone's legs like liquid canine to go greet after being apart for five minutes.  That, was an ordeal, trying to figure out how to get Buttons home.  Since she wasn't a service animal, yet, she would have to fly in a kennel crate, but she and the crate couldn't exceed twenty pounds to fly in the cabin.  For a dog her size, the crate alone would exceed that weight so that meant that all the airlines required her to fly in the cargo hold.

There was no way in fluffy fuzzing hell I was going to allow that.  Not only would it be traumatic not knowing what was happening with all the noise of the plane's engines and the terror of turbulence, but some cargo holds, though pressurized, are not climate controlled and would be cold as an Alaskan Husky's big wet nose.

We found an online group that tracked charter jet company empty legs and set up a cost-sharing network which also accepted air miles if it was a Delta charter.  If we shared a flight with an executive and his three assistants back to New York and exhausted over a million air miles, then the cost was just a little more than if the four of us flew business class back home.  It was an unexpected expenditure, but we had emergency funds tucked away so we wouldn't have to touch the stipend Cal and I got from his inheritance.

The upside was that Buttons could fly in the cabin with Luce.  Bri tells us that our girl almost hasn't let go of the dog since we got back yesterday with her.  Luce has bonded with the dog, and is already explaining things to her, “All the feckin' time.”  I had to grin at the impatient acceptance in the teen's tone.

Jane looked at the time and said, “Ok girls, we ready to do this?”

They looked equal parts excited, apprehensive, and scared as they both nodded.  Bri took lead, “Come on Luce-Goose, we got this.”  Luce nodded, and I could almost feel her anxiety spike.  The tween swallowed and nodded and walked up to the bags.

Jane beat them to it and hoisted both bags with one hand as she poked her head out the office door, saying, “I've got these, it looks like someone is here to say goodbye.”

We all moved out to the corridor, which was packed.  All the girls and staff were crowding the hall.  Even Miss McDougal was there with a wide bassinet and the two babies.

Luce looked up to us in apprehension and excitement as she leaned into me and whispered loudly, “It's tradition.”

The girls said goodbye to each and every person and I just watched in amazement as Luce encouraged each one of them.  She started with the babies. “I know you know things even though you don't talk, but there's lots more to learn.  The others will tell you the rules, and rules are important or things slip into chaos, and nobody wants that.  Be strong, be kind, and I just know you'll get a forever family.”

Then she was telling the young girls something similar, and telling them that without her around, they'd have to listen to the eldest, the eight-year-old, Alice.  “And if you get scared, you can always call or email, even if you have questions or need help.  Alice has my contact information.  Be good, and I love you.”

There were so many tears as she moved along, with a message for each, a lot of those tears may or may not have been mine.  You weren't there so you can't prove a thing.  And I almost broke when the little four-year-olds hugged her tight and she didn't shy away from the contact.  All the girls loved their Sissy.

She stopped at the last girl. “Alice, you're Sissy now.  Make sure they learn the things they ought.  And read to them each night.  You've my bed now, you're the keeper of the library.  Be strong for them and show them that even without families, you have each other.  The old busybody Luddites who run the place mean well, and they know things, they've seen things, so listen to them.”

The girl just kept nodding like her head was on a swivel, as she stood taller and wiped her tears on her sleeve.  Luce assured her, “You're ready.  Love you.”

The girl said the first words I had heard her say since we first arrived the other day, “Love you too, Sissy.”  They bumped fists and then the girls looked at the staff and waved as we moved outside.  Mrs, Johnston and Mrs. Doyle joined us.

We turned to them and I went to shake their hands, but it seemed woefully inadequate, they were making me a mother and I owed them everything.  I gave each a hug then buried my face in Jane's shoulder.

Then I said, “Thank you so much for everything, you two are angels from heaven.  Oh, and our lawyers should be contacting you soon about the technology foundation funding.  And we...”

Jane interrupted and shook each of their hands in gratitude. “She'll go on forever if we don't get moving now.  Thank you for all you've done for us.”

Their eyes were brimming with unshed tears as they nodded, and Mrs. Johnston said, “It is our pleasure to place any of our girls.  And we can see just how great of parents you will be.  You have passion.”

Bri hugged each of them and Luce handed Buttons' leash to me as she took timid steps up to the women.  She said, “For a couple langer busybodies, you're ok.  I know things because of you, and I know that even though you're Luddites and the whole home might crumble without me organizin' things fer ya.  I'll actually miss ya.”

Then she looked at her hands and back up to Mrs. Doyle and then leaned into her personal space, “I don't really mean the mean things I say.  I always imagined that you were what it was like to have a mum.”

Then she said really fast as she actually hugged the crying woman, “Love you.”

Luce ran past me, grabbed the two leashes and headed to the car before we could stop her.  Bri scurried off after her, concern etching her face.

We looked at the home one last time as we waved at the women as all the girls came streaming outside.  We got in the car, and it was so overpacked with our luggage, two dogs and four people, it was sort of comical.  I was picturing a clown car in my head as Jane backed up and stopped us at the base of the steps.

Bri and Luce started waving like crazy as all the girls started cheering and waving as we began moving forward.  They were giggling and calling out goodbyes through the windows as they waved at the girls who were all waving and running after us until we left the home.  The girls all stood outside the gates, just watching and waving until we turned at the end of the road.

Then we pretended not to notice as Luce cried into Brianne's shoulder as both dogs whined.

It wasn't long before we were at the airfield, loading onto the charter jet.  Luce and I hyperventilating as Bri and Jane reassured us that flying was safer than driving again.  In a moment of clarity, Luce said to us before we took off, “I'm going somewhere.  I've not been to places before.”
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Epilogue
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We got into the small terminal building from the plane, Jane dragging our luggage behind her on a cart.  I thought it odd that we didn't have to go through customs when we arrived at the small airfield.  It was all done in the paperwork for the flight and I was assured that customs was well aware of the flight and its contents.

I grinned like a loon when we saw some familiar cars parked next to the terminal.  Our SUV, the Jess-mobile, and Gar and Beck's with a bunch of loons waving at us.  All the anxiety of the flight just bled away into giddiness.  Our whole family came out to pick us up.  We told them we'd need two cars so they bring them all instead?

The girls looked at each other, then us, and waved trepidatiously back at our family, wooden smiles as Luce whispered without moving her lips, “They may all be eejits.”

Jane snorted and covered her mouth, before saying, “You may be right girls.”

I muttered, “Hey, my mom's with them.”

Luce leaned in and said, “Sorry.  Mrs. May has seen things, she's not thick.”  

I smiled crookedly at that.  I loved how she broke down what she saw as intelligence as knowing or seeing things.

We made our way through the terminal, and again I felt odd not going through customs and not signing any forms.  It was only the international airports that had dedicated agents, and my entire experience flying, let alone internationally, consisted of our flight to Ireland, so it wasn't like I had anything to compare it to.

But with all the stress over immigration and smuggling in the news lately, it just seemed odd.  But Jane explained that we were pre-screened before our flight home.

Ok.

We stepped outside into the crowd of family and they were pretty still even though I could almost feel them all vibrating in excitement.  As Jane, Gar, and Kerry went into motion, carrying luggage to the waiting SUVs, Jane winking at mom as she passed by and mom reaching out to squeeze her arm in welcome as she passed by.

Mom's eyes locked onto Luce with laser intensity, her hands together in front of her mouth as I said, “Everyone, you've met our future daughter, Luce Caitlin O'Conner, soon to be McLeary-May if she'll have us.”

Mom squeed and opened her arms, then caught herself and offered up a pinky instead.  Luce looked between her and me then her uncertainty turned bashful as she stepped forward with Buttons and linked pinkies.  Mom melted then asked with wide eyes, “And who is this big guy?”

Luce animated with excitement at that. “This is my grand dog niece, Buttons.  She's an Irish Wolfhound, the tallest of the canis lupus familiaris breeds.  She can run forever.”  She beamed at everyone as mom scratched Buttons' ears.

Then mom turned to Brianne and opened her arms, wiggling her fingers, “Bri!”  They hugged, Bri blushing bashfully as she pulled more hair over her scars on her face.  I slapped her shoulder to stop it.

Mom sighed heavily and reached up with both hands to cup her cheeks then pushed Brianne's hair back and told her, “You don't have to hide around us, sweetie, you're beautiful and you just don't know it.”

I grinned since I never thought I'd see Bri speechless as she blushed.  And she really was a beauty, anyone with any sense would see past the scars.

Mom asked her as she released her face, “And how long will you be staying with Jane and Finnegan?”

I answered for her as Jess gave each of the girls exploding fist bumps, “I'd imagine until she goes away for college, but we'd expect her home on every break.”

Everyone went silent and still as Jane, Gar, and Kerry rejoined us, all eyes were on us as Jane shared, “Oh, we didn't tell you about the two for one deal the orphanage was throwing?  If she'll have us, Brianne is going to be our daughter as well after the trial placement.  We couldn't help it, we fell in love with both of them, and they may as well be sisters already.”

I had to cover my ears as all the squealing ensued and everyone started hugging a beaming Bri and fist-bumping Luce.  Calvin and Buttons were winding around everyone with their tails wagging as they caught the excitement.

As they celebrated, my mind went back to that moment back at the girls home. Jane had said, “Actually, about that.  You, me, and Finnegan need to talk.”  She looked at Luce. “Why don't you go show off your Hound some more, Luce?”  Our future daughter nodded happily.  She loved that dog already and was more than happy to talk to anyone and everyone about her.

Then Jane asked Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. Doyle to join us.  So there we were, in the office meeting room, all of us but Jane sitting.  She paced for a moment then said, “I guess there's no subtle way to ask this...  but Bri... what would you think about coming home with us too?  I mean you're practically sisters already, and I gotta say that you're smart, funny, and stole our hearts.  I couldn't bear to separate you and Luce.  We'd love to adopt you.”

My heart skipped a beat and I sucked in a breath, my eyes bulging in wonder in the room that was so silent that you could hear a pin drop.  Bri whispered, “But... I'm seventeen.”  Followed by, “Truly, do ya mean it?”

Jane nodded and said, “We don't care how old you are.  Because if you agree, you'll be our daughter forever, long after you are eighteen.  You can't age out of family and those who love you.”

Then Bri turned to the two people who would have any say in it and she deflated, I looked over then panic replaced the joy that was building in my heart at the pained looks on the two women's faces.

Mrs. Johnston said shook her head slowly and said, “Simultaneous adoption is frowned upon, except for cases where the children share a familial connection with each other, blood relatives.  You could start the process all over again once Luce's adoption is complete, but by that time, you won't have enough time before Miss Fitzgerald ages out of the system I'm afraid.”

Oh god.  Bri looked devastated after she had such hope just moments before and all I wanted to do was hold her and tell her it was all going to be ok.

Then I froze at the huge smirk on Jane's face as she shrugged.  What in the fuzzy heck was wrong with her?  She just crushed the poor girl's heart!

Then she said, “Can I offer a counterpoint to that assessment?”

Mrs. Doyle supplied, “I'm sorry, but Mrs. Johnston is correct.”

Jane shrugged again and asked, “But you're forgetting one thing now aren't you?”

I grabbed Bri's hand and squeezed as I pointed at my wayward wife and accused, “That's your smug cop face!  What do you know, woman?  Spit it out before I have Calvin attack.”

She tilted her head and blinked in innocence as she said, “My smartass little pipsqueak here and I are a same-sex couple, so according to Northern Ireland adoption regulation, only one of us can adopt Luce until the adoption is final, then we file an uncontested adoption request once Luce is hers, for me to become her parent too.  Soooo...”

Mrs. Doyle was first to catch on to what she was saying and started nodding as she added to the leading prompt, “So.”  She turned to me and said, “Finnegan McLeary-May, I wish you all the success and joy in the world in your solo adoption of Miss O'Conner.”

Then she prompted Mrs. Johnston, “Golly, it seems that Mrs. Jane McLeary-May has already had extensive background checks, and Miss Fitzgerald has already been through the supervised and unsupervised visits with Jane and her wife.”

Mrs. Johnston caught on just as I caught up to speed and felt like my face was going to split I was smiling so big as the woman asked Bri.  “Miss Fitzgerald.  It seems that Mrs. Jane McLeary-May is wishing to have a solo adoption of you, and her wife would adopt you later after your adoption hearing.  Would this be acceptable to you?”

By the swishing tail and lolling tongue, Jane had figured out a way to game the system that was stacked against same-sex couples by using their own rules against them.

Brianne was crying now and diving into Jane's arms to hug her desperately.  Mrs. Doyle was standing and saying urgently like if she didn't move fast we'd somehow change our minds.  “Paperwork.  We need to do paperwork.”  Then she slipped to the door, yelling out to the office, “Paperwork!  We need Miss O'Conner now!  Luce, we need paperwork!”

I had to join in the hug with Jane and Bri as I told the teen, “We love you, baby girl.”


Now here we were, standing with our family, introducing my two daughters to them.  I was so happy I was crying like a baby as we entered the next exciting chapter of our lives.

Damn, this was going to be a wild ride!

The End

To: SydenhamLuce@gmail.com

From: LanaK2341@gmail.com

December 21, 10:43pm

Luce,

I lost my mom last month and now all my friends.  I'm at the girls home now I'm so scared, I don't know what to do.  My life is over.  I found your note in the Quiet Place, did you really find a new family?  What am I supposed to do now?

Lana Kate

***
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To: LanaK2341@gmail.com

From: SydenhamLuce@gmail.com

December 22, 9:22am

Lana,

Don't be afraid.  I know that it can get overwhelming as the world grows too big as it tries to crush you.  But I promise, it will get better.  When things seem the worst, just ask me and I can share the rules.  They make things better.  I love you and will be here if you need me.

You can also talk to Mrs. Doyle.  For an old busybody she's ok.  You can trust her because she's like us, she aged out of the Sydenham Home like a million years ago, but she knows things, she has seen things, and she can help.

Sincerely,

Luce O'Conner McLeary-May


P.S.  There are more crackers hidden in the fireplace of the Quiet Place.  Don't let the langers that run the place catch you with outside food.

To: SydenhamLuce@gmail.com

From: SqueakyBunny5992@gmail.com

February 10, 1:19pm

Hello are you the girl who left the message in the box in the little cottage I was shown when I was put in the home when my gran died?  I'm scared nobody will want me and the pushy one they call Sissy, Alice, told me to come in here and read the messages in the box.

Anna Lindquist

***
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To: SqueakyBunny5992@gmail.com

From: SydenhamLuce@gmail.com

February 10, 7:13pm

Hello Anna,

You are strong.  You are still here while your family is gone.  People are out there who need a girl like you.  People who know things, people who have seen things we can't even imagine.  There will be good times, there will be bad times.  And couples will come and go as they try to find the one meant for them.

There are parents meant for you, you have to believe and be strong.  The fear can't beat your courage, and you have already survived.  I read in books that dreams do come true, if only we wish hard enough. So take my stuffed dog from the box, it can help you, and one day things will be ok.  And listen to Alice, she's got the library now, so she is learning things, and she knows all the rules.

I love you and will be here if you need me.

Sincerely,

Luce O'Conner McLeary-May
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