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Prologue

Zilrita and I were peeking into the main studio.  Tabitha Romanov was in the isolation booth belting out her latest hit.  Yes, that's right, Tabby Cat herself.  God I loved working here at London Harmony, I got to experience music in a way I never had when living on the streets of New York.  Now I'm in on the ground floor, watching so many talented people actually create the magic!  I get to hear the music before the rest of the world, and the privilege made my body hum with excitement.

At the mixing console was Mickey, his hands were deftly flashing across the controls, fine tuning the sliders and dials.  Standing behind him rocking out to the solid power solo were my sister, Vannie, and the woman who fought to keep my sister and me together through near disaster in New York.  None other than June Harris-West.  I love her like a sister, she's my personal hero.

I just wish Vannie would give her a break and admit to her that she loves her.  But she loves the seductive game she plays with June, keeping her chasing her when all she really wants to do is fall into the sack with her.  I grinned.  Then again, June seems to love the chase.  They are the cutest couple, not couple, sorta couple, definite couple?  Whatever, they heat up the room to supernova every time they are together.  The rare kisses Vannie gifts her can melt a sun.

They both had their eyes closed, immersed in the music so much it was like they were part of it.   The look of pure joy on Vanessa's face was priceless as she banged her head in time with her fist arcing high over her head as Tabby hit each note like a vocal hammer on an anvil.  She had one of those rare voices that could slam out the power notes one instant and then hit such subdued, emotional notes the next instant without voice tremors or sliding.  People compare her ability to Penny Franklin.  I can see that.  I almost giggled at the thought that both of them used cats as their inner animal.

June was swaying as she was almost in a trance, one hand held above her head, gracefully like a cobra smoothly rearing, ready to strike, her fingers grabbing and grasping at the high notes.  Her other hand down by her hips, palm down.  Thumping the air like a bass drum in time with the beat.

This was definitely the business those two belonged in, producing music.  It was part of their souls.  The corner of my mouth quirked up in memory at that thought.  Vannie swears she can see the music playing in June's eyes.  The music playing in her soul.  June owns Harmony Trax here in London, my sister is her lead talent scout and sometimes enforcer.

I'm just the Small Fry, as they call me.  I grin whenever they do.  June has this weird obsession with giving everyone nicknames.  I work here part-time after school.  Mostly just weekends.  I help out wherever they need me.  June says I have my sister's gift for finding breakout bands and singers from the pack.

When Vannie or I find someone in the oceans of talent in the underground music scene here in London,  June will covertly find a way to listen to them in person, at a rave or bar. If she agrees with our assessment and thinks the band or singer would be a good fit with London Harmony, she will discreetly leave her calling card as an invitation to meet with us here at the studio.  LH is an invitation only studio.  The only way to be signed with the studio is if you have one of June's cards in your hands.

They are a glossy black plastic business card with a gold J embossed on one side and London Harmony's phone number on the other.  The underground music scene here has dubbed them J-Cards.  It is any musician's dream to find a J-Card among their things after a set.  It is reaching the level of urban legend almost.  Just like some of the legendary antics June and a group of her friends, called June’s Eight, would pull off when they were in college.  Only six cards have been handed out in the year and a half since London Harmony opened its doors.

I looked up to Zil.  The goth woman grinned back down at me as we watched.  She was a marketing and business whiz who sort of ran London Harmony for June.  She could multi-task like nobody else on this planet.  Just stay out of her reach if you aren't a touchy feely person.  She's a hug-o-holic who gives what June has dubbed squid hugs.

The set ended and after a couple beats of silence for the sound man to shut the mics off. Everyone cheered as a super smiley Tabby Cat took off her headset and came out of the isolation booth for high fives and hugs all around.

She had gained so much confidence and poise since she first became part of or LH family.  I remember the amazement and disbelief on her face the first time she walked through the doors here.





  
 

Chapter 1 – A Day In My Life

I woke up on my mattress on the floor shivering, I was so through with this bloody cold snap.  The past two nights had been record lows in February here in London.  I pulled my old quilt around me as I huddled into the corner of my room near the chimney of the old oil stove from below that went through the four upper deck rooms on the old grain barge.  I yawned and looked around my room if you could really call it a room.  It wasn't much, but it was mine.  For now at least, until I could save enough lolly to let a proper apartment on dry land.

The Plexiglas window had frost on the inside and outside, telling me we had yet another night below freezing.  The frost on the inside was from the condensation of my breathing.  The plywood walls of the shack-like room were perpetually moist with mold starting to show.  I'd have to get some cleaner in town to get rid of the nasty stuff again.  That's a problem living on one of the floating houseboat slums on the River Thames.  I reached over to the strip of tarp that had fallen out of a crack in the exterior plywood, letting a biting breeze into my room.  I stuffed it back in then blew on my hands and held them close to the stove-pipe.

I checked my mobile for the time.  I yawned again and stretched.  Time to get up, the generators would be on in an hour.  We only got four hours of power each day.  Two in the morning and two in the evening.  We had to plan our activities around it.  I threw on some sweats from my two suitcases I had stacked against the wall of the tiny space, my own makeshift dresser.  They took up almost half of the free space in my room that my mattress didn't occupy.

As I got dressed and grabbed a towel, I knocked lightly on the port plywood wall and said softly, “Mrs. Thatcher.  Sixty minutes till power.”

I heard her groan and say, “Thank you Tabatha dear.”  Followed by Terminator's happy whining.  The elderly woman and her long hair chihuahua have been my neighbors here the past four months.  They have been tenants on this barge for two years now.

I grinned and reached over and banged a little more loudly on the stern wall.  “Wendell, get up.  Less than an hour till power.”

I heard the bloke groan loudly and almost whisper through the paper thin wall,  “Oh, sod off would ya?”

I grinned and sighed before I replied tersely, “Get up you lazy lout, you need to find a job, even a temp or Social Services are going to cut you off the Dole at the end of the week.”  I clapped my hands together loudly three times. “Come on man, up with you.”

He groaned again and I heard him moving around.  “Fine.  Anyone tell you, you're a right pain in the ass Romanov?”

I nodded to myself and said, “That task would be your daily job... without fail.”

He chuckled and I grinned, he was a pleasant sort, just a little grumpy in the mornings.  He said, “Yeah, I guess it is.”

I said, “Be a good bloke and rouse Mr. Illes?”

I heard the deep gravelly voice of the man catty-corner from my cabin say in his heavy Hungarian accent.  “I have heard all your ruckus, and I am up. Thank you, my tiny virag.”  I smiled, I liked it when the dock worker called me his tiny flower.

I slipped on my shoes and pulled on my heavy coat and stood, stooping slightly. The ceiling was only one and a half meters, then stomped on the deck three times to start the wake-up ritual for the new tenants below.  I got three thumps from below in response.  I had spent my first two months down in the three compartments below before Tess moved out of this room and I got to move above deck and have a window.

I gathered my things and squinted an eye as I wondered how I had become the alarm clock for this barge in the group of three that were moored at public lands.  It sort of started my first week here, when I did Mrs. Thatcher a favor and woke her before the scheduled power-up so she could walk Terminator to do his thing.  That was the beginning and it sort of snowballed quickly.  I kind of liked it.  It felt like I had a job in the little micro-community of our barge.

I braced myself and opened the little door that most likely was found in a bin somewhere that served as my front door and swung it open stepping into the crisp winter air on the main deck.  I breathed deeply as I jammed my hands into my pockets.  I smiled at the skyline of the most amazing city in the world.  Then glanced over at the central barge, the only one of the three with an operational engine, it was more like an improvised tug.  The other two of the group were lashed tightly to it.

I grinned at the twin ten-year old boys on deck there, slipping into their backpacks.  James and Theodore.  They smiled and waved, I waved back.  I called out, “Good morning.  Have a good day in classes boys.”  They chimed out together, “Good morning Miss.”  Then they scampered off onto the shore.

I stepped around the makeshift cabins to the center of the grain barge.  It looked to be a remnant from the Big War.  I stepped onto the board that was lashed to the ship that extended to the bank, it had some frost on it and was a little slick.  I looked at Mrs. Thatcher's little red door in concern and reached over to the small trowel in the bucket of sand next to the plank and dusted the plank with sand.

I stepped onto it, the vessel groaned a bit as the current pushed at the mooring and I tested my footing.  Much better.  Then I almost skipped down the plank and hopped onto the shore soundly with two feet.

There wasn't the sucking squish there normally was.  This cold snap was actually freezing the ground.  Well, as with all things here, that will change quickly.  In a day or two we'll be back to the normal four or five degrees for this time of year and everything will thaw.

I made my way quickly to the road and up a block to a local boxing club “Joe's” that allows the destitute and rough sleepers to use the showers before they open.  I hated having to use the generosity of places like this, but I keep telling myself it is temporary.  Until I can save up enough to properly let somewhere.

My previous government subsidized apartment's contracts expired with the city and they were going condo.  I and ten other people found ourselves without a place to live.  I was on a waiting list for various programs for a rent controlled flat, but I know some people who have been on those list for three or four months.  But there is the catch 22 of it all.  I've had to turn down three places already due to lack of funds.  London is expensive to live in.  You need first and last months rent, damage deposit, and agency fees.  That can all tally almost two thousand quid in some cases.

The plus is that rent is low, around three hundred quid for the government contracted locations.  I get public assistance of five hundred quid a month, on the months I qualify for the Dole, three hundred the rest of the time.

I was able to find my current room for just a hundred and fifty pounds a month with no deposits or fees.  True we are one step away from homeless there and have a single chemical toilet and no running water there, but it is home... for now.  People think our little floating slums are an eyesore and they call us either water rats or water gypsies.  I prefer water gypsy, it has a tone of adventure and mystery to it. I know it's supposed to be a derision, but I don't take it as such. I already have four hundred and ninety quid saved up.  By this time next year, I should have what I need to get into a real flat again.  Then maybe my luck will turn around.

I got to Joe's and tapped on the back door.  Joe himself opened the door and inclined his head in greeting before sitting back on his stool just inside the opening and started reading his newspaper, mumbling “Morning comrade.”

I chuckled as I headed for the showers.  I called back over my shoulder, “Still not Russian Joe, and good morning to you too.”

He snorted and said without looking up from his paper, “Your accent says otherwise.”

I rolled my eyes at the familiar banter.  My father was from the Ukraine, my mum from London.  I picked up a slight Russian accent from him as I grew up, most people don't even notice it.  But I was born and raised right here in London.

There was another woman, who I have seen around, in the showers already.  We exchanged the nods of acknowledgment all familiar strangers share then I got ready to shower as the brunette left with her things.  I leaned over the sink and looked at myself in the old mirror, that had lost a lot of its silvering around the edges.  It was almost like a halo of fog on the reflective surface.

I sighed at the woman I saw there.  Disappointed that she couldn't even seem to take care of herself.  I felt like a failure, but as mum always says, “It is the low times in our lives that actually show us the value of the brighter times.”  So I'm gathering karma here.  One day, I'm going to prove to myself I can be something better, someone better.

I looked at my darker caramel blonde hair which almost bordered on red, I guess copper-ish would be a more apt descriptor.  I'd need it trimmed up soon, the bob style I preferred was starting to shag out.  My eyes always looked freaky to me, hazel with amber highlights almost the same color as my hair.  It seemed almost unnatural or like I was wearing contacts to match my hair color.

At twenty-two I had finally outgrown my gawky, gangly phase, and grown into my rounded face with my jutting chin. I always thought it would come in handy if I wound up in a sword fight and needed an extra blade.  I chuckled at myself.  There, that's the one thing I genuinely like about my face.  That smile... it's my mum’s smile.

I missed her so much.  She won custody of me in the divorce and dad went back to the Ukraine.  I visit him once a year when I get funds, he pays for half my travel even though he's not much better off than me.  Mum had gone off on a humanitarian mission in South Africa two years back and I opted to stay here in London.  It had been my home my entire life and I didn't want to leave it.  I'm sort of second guessing my decision now.  I'm such a bloody git in retrospect.

I'm glad I got mum's stature instead of dad's.  I love being tiny, just a little over one and a half meters and slightly under seven stone.  Makes me feel small but mighty.

Oh, there we go, a new lyric, small but mighty.  I smiled hugely as I stripped and stepped into the open shower area with five stalls and started cleaning up.  I closed my eyes and started singing.  Toying with a new idea for a song incorporating the small but mighty line.  I let my emotions soar.  This was what I loved, creating and becoming the music.  Letting it take me places I could only dream of.  Searching out all of the hidden wonders of the world and caressing it, nurturing it with the melody.

You can always tell when you find the right words... when they resonate with the emotion behind them, creating something even bigger than themselves.  That resonance causing a wave to build and sweep you that much higher.

Yes, this was it.  That was what the song needed.  I'd have to jot that down before I went to work today.  I couldn't get the silly smile off my face as I finished cleaning up and dressing then headed back down the hall with my stuff.

Joe looked up from his paper and smiled.  “I'll be hearing that in concert one day, mark my words comrade.”

I blushed in the embarrassment that he heard me singing again.  “In my dreams Joe... in my dreams.  Thanks for the facilities, you're a good bloke.”  Then I smirked. “And Joe... still not Russian.”

He chuckled and opened the security door for me and the cold air hit me like a blast of ice.  My wet hair sucked up the cold and pressed it against my scalp.  I bundled up and gave the musclebound man a little wave as I stepped outside, the heavy door thudding shut behind me.

I grinned, there was a light snow falling.  I loved the snow!  Too bad it wouldn't stick around long.  I shivered and pulled out my mobile to check the time.  My eyes went wide, it was almost seven, I didn't want to waste any time from the power up.  I hustled back to my barge, the Persephone.

I saw the landlord, Captain McCray, moving down from the central barge's main cabin and wheelhouse, the only decent quarters on the three ships.  The big man paused when he saw me, his dark eyes looking right through me like they always did, then he started moving below decks.  That was as close to a greeting as the man ever gave anyone.

I scurried up the board and hopped on the deck of my home and moved into my cabin and shut the door.  I huddled next to the stove pipe, my hands hovering just a few centimeters away from it to warm back up.  Seconds later I heard the huge generators on the center ship, the Tennessee, start up and saw the black plume of diesel exhaust raise up from behind the wheelhouse through my little window.

The little light hanging from the electrics by the stove pipe, above the small mirror I had stuck to the wall with duct tape, flickered on.  I quickly hooked my mobile and my tablet up to their chargers.  I heard a radio come to life at Mrs. Thatcher's, playing oldies, of course.  I hooked up my hair dryer and brushed out my hair.  The warm air on my scalp felt heavenly and went a long way to chasing the chill from my body.

I took a moment to listen, and heard the flotilla coming to life around me as it always did during a power-up, bustling with the activity we could only do when the generators were running.  I defrosted my window with the hair dryer before I shut it off.  I braced myself then got out of my sweats and into my work clothes.

I shivered in the knee length sky blue dress and made sure my nametag was affixed then bundled up in my coat, slipped my boots on, and slipped my work flats into my purse.

Then I laid on my mattress and started making notes and changes to my music on my charging tablet.  I hummed out some verses and sang some others.  I got some pounding from below.  I said, “My apologies.” I tried to be quieter.  I know I had seniority over those below decks and thus more latitude, but I didn't want to be a bother.

An hour later my devices were charged.  I checked the time then bundled up to brave the elements again.  Time for work.  I had secured a temp position as a maid at a private music conservatoire in the core.  It was only for a month while they searched for a permanent cleaning crew, but it paid a little better than the sixty pounds a week I was allotted on the Dole.  This would cock up my finances for a week or two after the job was done, before I qualified for payout again.  I'd be able to put at least another hundred pounds or so away for my new place.

I grabbed the little bag of rubbish sitting outside of Mrs. Thatcher's door as I passed by.  It just wouldn't do having the sweet lady traverse that board to shore to dispose of it with this snow.  I was happy to help out when I could.  I hustled back down to the shore then out to the road and found a rubbish bin to dump the trash.  A block later I waited a minute and hopped a bus heading to Westminster, scanned my Oyster Card and took a seat by one of the heating vents, next to a sleeping bloke.  Then I pulled out my tablet to work on my music as we rode.

Before long, I was disembarking,  I hit a cart for a breakfast Reuben and a coffee.  Then ate as I ran.  It wouldn't do for me to be late.  My friend Paya had pulled a lot of strings to get me this temp job.  I rounded the corner of the old, regal looking two story brick building the school was located in.

You could see slight differences of the coloration of the bricks where damage from the Blitz was patched up after the Big War.  The fluted columns on the second-floor balcony looked like something from a Shakespearean play to me.  I always expected to see Juliet Capulet come walking out onto one in a flourish of emotion and grace.

I tapped on the back door and it swung open.  Paya was there with a cart full of cleaning supplies.  “Well, don't just stand there Tabs.  It's cold out there.  Let's get to work before the headmistress has our heads.”

I giggled, she always said that.  I have yet to meet this elusive headmistress and her executioner's ax.  The way my caramel skinned friend speaks of her, they still haven't found the bodies of the last two cleaning crews who didn't perform to her expectations.

Oooo... that's brill, I can see it now.  A movie about murder and intrigue.  Workers are tasked to clean an old abandoned schoolhouse, in the morning all that is found of them are scraps of their uniforms and a little blood.  The inspectors are sent to investigate and...

I blinked, Paya was snapping her fingers in front of me.  She giggled. “Come back down for a landing Tabs, your head was in the clouds again.”

I grinned and crinkled my nose at her.  “Sorry, no it's ok, I'm right now.  Was just thinking.”

She smiled and pushed the rolling mop bucket to me.  “You're always thinking about intrigues or music.”  She paused as we moved down the hall to the first room to start tidying.  “Speaking of, you on tonight?”

I blushed. “Yes, Ronnie said he could squeeze me in at the Kent rave.”  I was always on the prowl for someplace I could express myself through my music.  Unfortunately without a band to back me, none of the regular venues would look at me, I create all my backing tracks in Garage Band on my tablet.  So I sort of slink around in the underground music scene and pick up sets where I can at the illegal raves and parties that float around London.

Tonight was a big one, organized by Ronnie Marx, a legend here.  The man could put together epic raves at the drop of the proverbial hat.  I loved moshing to the talent he could pull together in one venue.  I actually preferred these types of artists, there is usually more grit, more feeling, more emotion stuffed into the music they create.  They do it for the love of music, not to impress crowds of screaming teenagers.  I only love music with emotion.  My dream is to one day to share mine with like-minded people.

The Kent is an old abandoned butchery in Bromley.  One of the floating locales in the random rotation to keep the bloody bobbies guessing.  Ronnie is letting me sing one or two of my songs tonight, he's a good egg.

Paya grinned. “Brill!  I'll be there with Harry then.  We'll pick you up.”  I smiled back and went to work mopping.  At one, we stopped for lunch.  I went into a storage room adjacent to one of the classrooms to listen like I've done since I got this job.  The instructor was an amazing woman with a grasp of vocal mechanics that was mind blowing.

Just by listening in the past week I have been able to adjust my own singing to be able to sustain notes longer. I can transition from one register to another without the strain or slight warble I have had in the past.

Today she was demonstrating breath control for longer trill transitions to wide or slow vibrato.  I tried it out a few times when the students tried, so I wouldn't be heard eavesdropping like this.  I was happy with the result and took a bite of the half of the breakfast Reuben I had saved for lunch.

I was singing along to the refrain of a practice ballad with the class when the door swung open.  I squinted at the light that poured into the storage room and a woman was silhouetted there.  I squinted to focus as I stood quickly while she hissed out,  “What do you think you are doing?”

I smoothed my uniform skirt as my eyes acclimated to the light and I could focus on her.  I don't know if it was my shock, my embarrassment at being caught, or the woman herself.  She was, I don't know how to describe it, but she was like a walk among the daisies in a field glittering with sunlight reflected through the droplets of dew on the grass.  My heart skipped a beat and I stuttered out, “I... I'm sorry... I'm sorry Miss, I just like to listen while at lunch.  I... I can't afford lessons and the instructor is right brill.” Bugger all.  This was going to get me sacked, wasn't it?

Her emerald eyes just looked me up and down as she took in my appearance.  There was zero emotion on her pale complexion which was only marred by the lightest sprinkling of freckles.  Her shoulder length chocolate brown hair was held tightly to her scalp by a wide, white, fabric hairband.  She was wearing a white, knee-length dress that any debutante would fawn over.

I felt worse about upsetting this woman than about the prospect of losing my job.  I started to hustle out to get back to work even though it was still my tea time.  She blocked the way, still standing in the doorway with a hand holding either side of the door jamb as I saw a million thoughts flash through her eyes.

I fidgeted, feeling trapped, and I lowered my eyes and started wringing my hands.  Then she spoke again in a controlled, syrupy, contralto tone.  I could tell she had musical training just from the pure tones.  “Sing it again.  That refrain.”

I looked up at her, what was she on about?  I looked at my feet to her eyes a couple times.  She was unmoving, unblinking, if it weren't for her chest heaving slightly as she breathed, I would have thought she were carved from stone.  Her green eyes boring into me, seeing more than I wanted her to.

I shrugged and then sang to this woman who was scaring the bloody hell out of me.  Her head cocked almost imperceptibly as she listened.  When I was done, I shrugged and stood there fidgeting.  She finally blinked, and in a smooth motion, she released the door frame and turned away to start walking down the hall. She called back, “Expand your upper diaphragm more at the crescendo for more control next time.”

I stepped out to watch her just walk away, her hips almost mesmerizing as they swayed.  I just mumbled, “Miss?”

She says before she turned into an office I had cleaned earlier, “And yes, mum is brilliant.”

I stood there blinking for a few seconds.  Was I in trouble or not?  I exhaled then went back to work.  Doubling my effort at making sure everything was spotless.  The image of that intimidating, gorgeous creature, burned into my mind.  I'd make sure to give her no pause in the future.

I was biting my lower lip thinking of those eyes when Paya showed up.  “You're lost in your own world again.  What's up lady?” I shrugged and smiled at my own little adventure.  I do so love a good intrigue.

And that pretty much sums up a day in my life, not stellar but it is what I have.  I'll secure better employment once I have my own flat again.  It's my nights that I live for!  I checked the time on my mobile, I'd get home just in time for power up.  I was excited about tonight.  It was rare that someone could squeeze me in like this and I was over the moon.





  
 

Chapter 2 – The Kent

I arrived back at the mooring spot just to be met with open waterway. I sighed and started walking downstream.  This was always a problem with what amounted to a floating gypsy caravan.  When the locals got sick of the 'eyesore',  they petition the borough council who tries to get us to leave.  But being public land and being on the water, they actually legally can't get us to move without the Greater London council getting involved.  Even then it is a drawn out process.

Once the pressure ratchets up too much, then Captain McCray just floats us downstream a bit to another portion of public land and then they have to start the process all over again.  It could take up to a year or more for the court process to get us to leave one particular neighborhood.  This will make the third move since I started living on the Persephone, we float every couple months downstream to find a new mooring location.

That was one of the first things Captain McCray would pound into any new tenants.  If the barges aren't where you left them when you went ashore travel downstream until you find them again.

I trudged through the snow that had turned into a slurry of wet slush during the day.  A few blocks downstream nestled in an outcropping of trees at the bank, I came upon the flotilla.  I grinned at the sight of the Captain, who was driving one of the two steel poles into the riverbed to lash the barges to.  He swore like a sailor as he drove it down a centimeter at a time with his fence post driver.

I reached out and was just able to grab the ridge of the boat deck that is slightly raised from the actual deck of the boat and hopped on board. Then I walked over to the stern and handed the mooring line to the Captain when he finished and threw the driver down onto the deck.  He absently took the line from me then tied us off.

He stopped beside me as he walked past, looking straight ahead and not at me and then the man actually grinned before he hopped over to the Tennessee.  I raised my voice to comically say to his back, “You're welcome,”  

I shook my head and said, “Men!”  I heard the bloke chuckle as he checked the lines lashing the barges together.  Then I walked back over and heaved with all my might and got the plank across to land so the other Persephone tenants could get aboard easily.

I heard a whimper and I stepped over and tapped at Mrs. Thatcher's door.  She opened it and I smiled at the silver-haired, underweight woman, in a pink flannel nightgown.  She always looked so frail and brittle to me, but she always had a smile on her face.

I said, “I dropped the gangplank.  Sounds like Terminator needs to do his thing.  I can take him for you.”

She grinned and reached out and cupped my cheek with a cold hand.  “Bless you Tabitha.  He's been waiting for us to get parked again.”

I grinned as I bent and scooped up the long haired chihuahua who was about to explode from excitement at seeing me.  I chuckled. “Moored, Mrs. Thatcher.  Moored.”

She handed me a plastic baggie and waved me off with a dismissive gesture and that wry smile that all elderly women share.  “Tish tosh, whatever dear.  I don't need to know all those silly boat terms.”

I grinned in spite of myself and turned back and went down to the shore with the little dog who was very picky which of the trees he was going to claim as his.  Once he finished that and then did his other business, I gathered it up into the little baggie and sealed it.  I scooped him up and went back up onto the Persephone and dropped the baggie into the tiny bin by Mrs. Thatcher's door.  I opened her door and scooted the little troublemaker in and shut the door behind me.

I heard Mrs. T call out as I entered my own cabin, “Thank you so much Tabitha, you are an angel,”   I started to wind down from my day at work, obsessing over my meeting with that green-eyed woman in the storage room.  I'm still not quite sure what had happened there.  She was bloody intimidating.

Then I heard the straining of a motor and the lights started flickering. Yes, power!  I plugged in my devices then huddled near the stove pipe to warm up a bit.  I worked on my music and opened the little styrofoam cooler stuffed in the opposite corner.  I pulled out some bread and peanut butter and made dinner.  I grabbed one of the apples and sighed as I sliced pieces onto the sandwich then ate the rest.  I'd have to make a run to the grocery soon, I was almost out of everything.

It was dark when the generator stopped.  I sighed.  I really couldn't wait until I had the lolly to get a proper flat.  I lit a kerosene lamp and went back to my music.  I stopped to practice using my upper diaphragm like the mystery woman had suggested in the exercise and found that after a few attempts, it did help and gave me even more control.  I smiled happily to myself.

Before long I was pulling some decent clubbing gear out of my suitcases to get dressed.  I did most of my change under my quilt to fend off the chill air.  I went with black jeans, black boots, and a black jumper topped with a sea-foam green blouse that Paya just adores on me.  My mobile rang as I was touching up my heavy eye makeup I liked to wear when I sang.

I grinned at the screen then answered.  “Hiya Paya.”  I heard her groan at my familiar rhyming greeting, which only made me smile bigger.

She said, “So I'm standing here on the Thames, wondering just how you managed to engage a bloody cloaking device on a group of barges.  Harry and I are here, you, not so much.”

I giggled at my longtime friend.  I've known her since primary school.  She even offered me a place to stay with her and her three roommates in a tiny little flat.  I wasn't going to take advantage of our friendship and sponge like a freeloader.  Besides, four women in a small flat was crowded enough.

I said, “Just down the way a bit, behind a little stand of trees.”

She comically said, “Roger that Tabs, on or way.”  I smiled as I rang off, grabbed my bag, and put my mobile and tablet in it and zipped it up, threw my coat on and once again stepped out onto the main deck.  I chuckled to myself and said under my breath as the cooling air bit at my nose, “Once more unto the breach.”

I made my way to the road as Harry's new silver pickup truck came trundling down the way.  Paya smiled as she scooted over beside him to give me room to slide in on the bench seat in the cab.  I just grinned and bumped shoulders playfully with her in greeting then almost dove on the heater outlet.  The warm air a caress on my face and hands.  They chuckled.

Then I turned to look at the couple.  “Hi!”

Harry shook his head as he drove.  “Honestly Tabs, I don't know why you insist on living on that bloody floating deathtrap when Paya has offered to...”  He trailed off at the chastising look and cocked eyebrow on Paya's face.  He turned his full attention back to the road.  “Fine, staying out of it.”

Paya patted his shoulder.  “There's a good boy.”  Then gave pity to the man and kissed his cheek.

I offered, “Thanks for your concern Harry, but honestly, it's just a temporary situation.  I'll have enough lolly saved soon to let a flat.”

Paya sat up straight.  “Oh, that reminds me.”  She dug into her purse and pulled out some envelopes, one with an official crest on it.  She said, “Some post arrived for you.”  She tapped the top one excitedly.  I grinned, it was my Dole notification.  This would be the last payment for a while since I was temping now.  They would have deposited it into my account today.  I'd be able to keep most of this one.  That will push me to five hundred and fifty, putting me over the quarter way there mark.

I looked at the other envelopes.  Bill, bill, something from mum!  I grinned at it then stuffed them all into my bag to look over later.  Paya lets me use her address as my mailing address since I don't really have an address anymore, and everyone requires one, from the government programs to potential employers, and, of course, the bill collectors.

She looked at me then locked eyes with me.  She looked determined.  Oh shite, here it comes.  “What did you have for supper?”

I shrugged. “I ate, woman.  Jesus, you're worse than my mum.”

She still glared at me expectantly.  I sighed. “A peanut butter and apple sandwich and some water.”

She turned to Harry. “The golden arches please.”  She refused to look at me as she looked out to the road while she chastised, “You need to eat better than that tonight, you need your energy if you are going on stage woman.”  I opened my mouth but snapped it shut when she added, “Be a good girl and just say 'yes Paya.'”

I chuckled and bumped our shoulders again. “Yes Paya.”

She looked far too pleased with herself after that.  We picked up some burgers and drinks on the way to  Bromley.  Is it wrong that I found them sinfully delicious?

The temps had dropped to zero again and the roads were icing up but Harry's truck had no problems.  We parked a couple blocks from the Kent.  You never park at an illegal rave or all the vehicles can pull unwanted attention.

As we walked, I could feel the bass whumping up through the ground and up into me before we could actually hear it.  By the time we reached the Kent, Paya and I were almost dancing to the back alley door as we picked out the music.

My bestie loved music almost as much as I did.  Harry was trying to be all cool, but I caught him bobbing slightly as he walked.  I laughed and playfully shoulder slammed him closer to Paya, who almost danced around him.  He finally broke out in a smile and rolled his eyes at us.

We go to the door and Harry pounded on it with a fist.  Someone pounded back.  Harry bent and shoved the playbill invitation under the door and it opened.  Skeeze was there.  He was a slim punk rocker with at least thirty facial piercings who manned the door at every Ronnie Marx gathering.

I gave him a little wave and the geeky guy waved back.  Harry did one of those greetings guys do, with grasping shakes where the guys pull together and slap each other's backs.  “Skeeze.”  “Harry.”  Then skeeze bowed slightly to us. “Ladies.”  Then he added, “Hey Tabs, I hear you're on tonight.  Grats lady.”

I just grinned and shrugged, doing a terrible job of hiding my excitement.  Paya grabbed Harry and my hands and dragged us down the hall to the huge room where the almost deafening music was coming from.  As we emerged into the main area, I grinned as we bobbed and swayed to the beat.  As usual Ronnie had the place packed!

Harry yelled, “I'll get us some drinks!”  Paya and I just started dancing and head banging to the animalistic metal number blasting over the PA system at the empty stage.  We downed the beers Harry returned with and then thrashed with the next number by the same band.

The music stopped near the end of the song, leaving a deafening silence, like the whole world suddenly came crashing down on us and snapped into clear focus.  A tall, handsome bloke hopped onto the stage, he had bad boy looks, and the dark scruffy whiskers of a man who hadn't shaved for a couple days added to his rakish appearance.

Ronnie Marx spoke into the headset mic over his left ear.  “Hey, hey my fellow Londoners!”  Everyone cheered, hooted and hollered.  He strutted the makeshift stage.  “I've arranged for some mad beats here tonight!”  More cheers followed.  Paya was comically rolling a fist in the air barking like a big dog.  It was shameless really... oh, would you look at that, I was doing the same.  I chuckled at my inner thoughts and antics.

Then he said, “But first...”  Another bloke hopped up on stage.  I couldn't really make him out, he was in a baggy black hoodie, with the hood pulled down over his eyes.  Ronnie's voice rose, “...we have in the house tonight, straight from New York.  The legendary Scratch!”

The crowd went insane, I brought my fingers to my lips and whistled shrilly. Bloody hell!  I thought Scratch was just an urban legend!  This was the DJ who put so many performers in the underground music scene in New York on the map.  Having him put your music in one of his mixes was the equivalent of getting a bloody J-Card here in London.  But if he is real, did that mean J-Cards were too?

The past few months, everywhere I went to sing or listen to music, the performers were always searching through their things after they sang.  When I inquired, they'd always say they were looking to see if someone had slipped a J-Card into their stuff.  They didn't really believe that June friggin' Harris-West was actually stalking the underground scene, handing out those cards as invitations to be signed to her record label, London Harmony, did they?

That label was hot, like supernova hot, with artists like Velvet Fire, Terri Blue, and that brill J8.  It was an invitation only studio and everyone was clamoring to be signed by them.

I was knocked out of my thoughts when the hooded man raised a hand into the air as he stood before the mixing console.  The place went silent, then he slapped his hand down like he was pressing a missile launch button and a slamming beat rolled across the crowd.  We cheered and started dancing.  I've heard mixes from dozens of DJs, but I have to tell you, what this guy did and how he tied different artists and styles together was seamless.  The man was bloody brill.  The mashup was off the rails.

When his set was over, he stepped to the front of the stage, pocketing his mp3 player.  Then he wordlessly hopped down from the rickety platform and made his way through the cheering crowd to the back of the room where he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the back wall.

Ronnie was back and a three person band was gearing up on the stage.  “Let's hear it for Scratch!  Thank you man, for giving us a taste of your mad skills!”  We cheered again and the bloke just inclined his head.  Then Ronnie said, “Now here they are to share their Celtic Punk melodies, Wounded Salamander!”

Paya and I woooed in excitement as they kicked in.  More dancing ensued.  A wasted bloke interposed himself between me and Paya.  Harry came to my rescue.  “Buggar off mate.  She's here with me.”  He started to turn toward Paya, still more staggering than dancing.  Harry said, “She's with me too.”  The guy was complaining that Harry had two pieces of tail and he had none as Harry pushed him off on his drunken way.

Both Paya and I exchanged sputtering laughs and then evil eyes and we turned and danced sexily with Harry as I blurted out, “I'm one of your pieces of tail am I?”  Paya's high-pitched squeak of laughter made me grin.

Harry didn't miss a beat and played off our teasing.  “I'm more afraid of you stealing away my Paya here.”  Paya grinned and shot him a coy look then turned to me and danced even more suggestively while maintaining eye contact with her man.  I smiled and rolled my eyes and pushed her toward Harry.  I still remember the first time he had figured out I was gay.  His brows creased as he pointed between Paya and I.  “You two never...”

We both rolled our eyes at him and she asked, “Would you ever do it with Diane?”

He had made a sour and disgusted face.  “God woman, she's my sister.”

Satisfied, my evil friend let him off the hook. “There you have your answer then.”

After two numbers, the Salamanders slid offstage and Ronnie introduced a pop singer, Lisa T.  Ronnie caught my eye as the bleach blonde singer started an upbeat and fun set.  He motioned me over with his head.  Paya grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze as I went, Harry said, “Break a leg.”

I got up to the stage and was a little distracted by the three blokes from the Salamanders frantically ransacking their own things, looking for something.  Ronnie snorted bringing my attention to him.  He rolled his eyes saying, “J-Card.”  I chuckled and nodded in understanding and stuffed my bag under the stage.

He said, “I can only give you one song.  I didn't expect Scratch tonight.  That bloke is a genius.  Never says a single word though.”  My eyes automatically went to the back wall and I could see the short man just staring at the stage like he did during the last performance, he didn't seem impressed.  I was probably reading too much into his um-moving form.

I nodded, I was just happy to get any stage time.  He asked, “So what ya got for me?”  I cued up one of my emotional ballads, Tattered Soul, on my mobile and handed it to him.  It was edgy like that old stuff from Leather and Heels.  I compiled the instrumental in Garage Band on my tablet.  He asked, “How do you want to be introduced?  Stage name?”

Bloody hell.  Did I need a stage name?  I've never needed one at any of the bars or raves I sang at.  I almost panicked, that shows how unprofessional and unprepared I was.  How did I ever think I'd ever make a name for myself when I didn't even 'have' a name.  I started going through all the iterations of Tabitha in my head, and before I could stop my traitorous mouth, I gave him Paya's nickname for me from primary school. “Tabby Cat.”  Oh shite!  He was grinning.  I did not just do that to myself.  I sighed in resignation.

As Lisa T was finishing her set and the crowd was applauding, I saw Scratch start moving through the crowd to a side door exit.  Ronnie was on stage pulling me up; he was surprisingly strong; then handing me a mic as he attached my mobile to the console.  I almost snorted when I saw Lisa T, rummaging through her bag behind the stage like a mad woman.  Ronnie announced, “Now everyone, more fresh meat!  I give you the vocal stylings of Tabby Cat!”  I wanted to blush away into non-existence at the cute little rapid clapping and look of glee on Paya's face as she heard the name.  I'll have to remember to kill the smug woman in her sleep later.

There was some clapping as the instrumental and the heavy, syncopated bass beat blast out.  I took a deep nervous breath and started with the first, subdued and restrained line as people started dancing to the slower beat.  I noticed Scratch's hand pause on the door handle when I switched from pianissimo to stentato and I hit the first power note that was a huge counterpoint to the subdued intonations of the prior notes.

The man looked up and pulled his hood back slightly as he tilted his head as if listening intently.  The light caught the lower part of his face for a moment, it was so... feminine.  Was Scratch a woman?

I got lost in the undulating wave of the song as I couldn't stop my body from dancing with the melody.  I'd drop into pianissimo and let portions of my soul swirl around it, caressing it, trying to mend the emotions bleeding through.   Then the hope and beauty of family and friends exploding from me, chasing the darkness away and urging the maestoso of the power notes to soar up to the heavens to challenge the angels themselves.

Then my final promise to the universe with the refrain building and building and my voice hitting impossible volume until the final note that was nothing more than a whisper, a longing in my soul not realized. An acceptance of what is and not of what could be.

My head yanked up as the crowd exploded into cheers.  I looked around and people were in a frenzy.  The whistles and whoops were making my ears hurt.  I looked down at a grinning Paya, who had made her way to the stage during my set.  She had her hands pressed together and against her smiling lips, nodding.  Her eyes were glittering, sharing her smile.  I shrugged with wide eyes.

Ronnie pressed my mobile into my hand and yelled into my ear above the cheers.  “I'll call.  I want you at the next rave.  Send me your playlist.”  I nodded and blinked.  I felt so exposed and so embarrassed standing there.

Harry offered me his hand and I took it as he helped me down.  I retrieved my bag and when I turned back around I was engulfed in a silly side to side hug by my grinning best friend as she said, “You were brill!  I don't think I've ever heard you sing like that, you're getting better and better...”  Then she asked loudly with a barely contained laugh, “...Tabby Cat?!”

I sighed and offered her a waggling fist that promised so much pain, then grinned as I said, “I panicked when he asked for a stage name.  Just know, I will have my revenge on you some day.”  She just stuck her tongue out at me then grabbed Harry and my arms and dragged us into the middle of the room as the next artist was introduced.  My eyes went to the side door, Scratch was nowhere to be seen.

I glanced at the stage where a techno band was starting up.  I had never felt like that on stage before.  I have had just a few sets here and there and sang in some Karaoke clubs, but this time I was feeding on the energy of the crowd and shaping it, using it in my music.  I... I liked the feeling, and I wanted more.  I made them happy, and that made me happy.  I promised myself I'd finish up the other two songs I was working on that were in the same vein as that one.  Had I just finally found my style?

I thought about that the rest of the night.  I was sad to see my friends go as they dropped me on the road by the Persephone.  I got a hug from my bestie then wandered through the increasing cold on the crunchy slush that had refrozen.  They stayed on the road until I walked up the plank to the deck of the ship.  I gave a wave and they drove off down the lane, tires crunching on the ice.

I dove into my bed, changed into my night clothes under the covers, and curled into the quilt near the stove pipe. I thought about the night as I read the letter from my mum, telling of her own recent adventures.





  
 

Chapter 3 – Headmistress

I woke the next morning to the soft chime of my mobile and seeing my breath in the air.  It was chilly but not as bad as the previous morning.  I remember the feeling of being on the stage last night and smiled in glee, hugging myself.  I... was in a bloody good mood.

I was grinning as I playfully knocked out Shave and a Haircut on the walls.  “Sixty minutes until power, lovelies.”  I chuckled at Wendell's cursing protests, then started my morning routine.  I checked my mobile before heading to Joe's for a shower.  Three text messages from Ronnie.  He was serious about wanting me at the next rave.  I texted back that I was available any night, just to give me a day's notice.

When I got to the deck outside.  The captain was pulling a hose topside on the Tennessee.  He already had one over to the Gertrude on the other side.  I stepped over and grabbed the small bilge pump he was trying to dangle over to the Persephone and pulled some hose over with it.  I got a grunt of thanks and I just grinned at the man then made my way off the barge.

That was a weekly ritual, I was glad I wasn't below decks as the pump and thrumming of water in the hoses down below sort of filled the space.  The boats always took on some water down in the recessed area where some mechanical stuff used to be located.  I was always stuck with having to watch to make sure the pump didn't run dry when the water was drained overboard.  “Not anymore.”  I thought smugly, now that I had a chilly topside cabin with a window.

After cleaning up, returning home, and doing the ritual morning prep during generator up-time, I headed off to work.  I'd need to make a laundry run tonight as most of my clothes and both of my uniforms were now dirty and smelling a bit manky.

Paya and I went right to work.  I gave my best effort, not wanting to upset that terrifying woman from the previous day, wanting to please her and give her no reason to get me sacked.

When lunch came around, I paused at the storage room door and reached out for the handle only to withdraw my hand and turn away.  I almost ran into someone as I started back toward the little break room Paya ate in.  I blurted out, “Oh, I'm terribly sorry!  I didn't...”  My words were choked off in my throat when that same woman stood there, with an impassive look on her face and hard green eyes that seemed to reflect the light around us.

I blushed and was about to scoot around her and basically run for my life as I felt like such a bloody git, just knowing it had to be possible to die from embarrassment.  She cocked her head, as studied me, like she was trying to understand me and what made me tick.  She came to some sort of decision with herself and shoved a book and some papers at me.

She said, “I've marked the relevant passages.  You need to work more on diaphragm control, I've highlighted some bridges and refrains on that sheet music for you to practice.”  Then she reached over, opened the door to the storage room and then marched down the hall without another word and disappeared back into her office before I could form a single word.

I must have stood there like a muppet for ten seconds before I could move and breathe again.  I looked down the hall in both directions.  What just happened?  I glanced at the items she handed me then at the open door.  She wasn't going to report me for eavesdropping on the class?  I looked into the storage room, trying to determine if it were just a test to see if I would go in or not.

I made a decision in my warring mind and then just stepped in quickly and shut the door behind me.  I divided my attention between the class, the book, and the sheet music.  The book was amazing!  I flipped through the instructional manuscript.  Advanced Vocal Training, by Marjorie McClellan Ph.D.

There were a couple pages marked with sticky notes.  I flipped through those pages and there were brilliant and detailed instructions on advanced diaphragm and breath control that were highlighted.  Bloody hell, she had defaced the book.  They were in the master's section of the book, there was no bloody way I'd be able to do those exercises!

I looked at the front of the well used book as I absently sang along with the class as they were applying today's lesson to a song.  There was a name written inside the front cover, Teresa McClellan.  I panicked, the woman took a book from a relative of the author!  I was in such deep shite here!

I closed my eyes and took a deep calming breath, it was evident the woman intended for me to get caught and sacked for my indiscretion and having a nicked book.  I looked at the book longingly, and flipped back to the highlighted passages and committed them to memory.  I had to get rid of the bloody thing.  I looked at the sheet music, the song on it was tailored for that lesson in the book.  It would be darn near impossible to actually sing the passages, they were so intricate.

I listened to the class winding down and my tea was almost over so I scurried from the storage room like a mouse, and down the hall to the woman's office to leave the book beside it.  I was starting to lay the book on the floor when I took note of the name on the little placard on the door for the first time.  I never actually paid attention to the signs, my only concern was cleaning the rooms.  I blinked at the name, “Teresa McClellan, Headmistress.”

I paused, not knowing what to do, so I turned and hustled down the hall with the book to my cleaning cart to work.  My mind spinning at dizzying speeds.  Headmistress?  The evil dragon lady Paya keeps talking about, who has sacked the last few cleaning services?  But she's so young, maybe a year or two older than me.  How can you be a headmistress at that age?  Why was she giving me the book and music?

Then I paled in realization... I'm a charity case for her aren't I?  Which only confused me since Paya says the woman is heartless?  I hissed out a breath in frustration then went back to work cleaning.  Concentrating on doing a good job for the scary emerald-eyed enigma.

As Paya joined me at the rubbish bin in the alley to empty our carts, I asked, “So this dragon lady that runs the Conservatoire.  Is she our age?”

She grinned at me and said, “Yeah, I believe she's maybe twenty four-ish.  She's some sort of business whiz.  You know, the intellectual types that have no emotion or sense of humor.  Her mum is the lead instructor, some kind of famous opera prodigy.  They started this little school together last year.  She runs it and her mum handles the students with one other instructor.  This is just a family endeavor.”

Then she squinted her eyes at me and tilted her head, taking in my nervousness.  “Why are you asking?  You didn't do something stupid did you Tabs?  She sacked the last crew for using the front door to take the trash bags out.”

I shrugged in apology. “Well she sort of caught me listening in on the lessons from the storage room yesterday.”

Paya closed her eyes and exhaled heavily. “Bloody hell woman.  That's about it for us then.”

I shook my head and said, “She ummm... gave me homework.”

My friend blinked in confusion, her pretty Indian features scrunched and her brow furrowed as she asked slowly, “What do you mean?”

I shrugged and pulled the things the woman had given me and held them out for her to see.  I scrunched up my nose as I repeated, “Homework.”

She tilted her head. “She didn't go ballistic?”  Then added comically, “She left you your head?”

I shrugged again and said, “I really don't know what she is on about, and I was too terrified to speak.”  Then I smiled and added, “She's bloody gorgeous.  So prim, proper, and immaculate.  Those emerald eyes of hers would give you the collywobbles if she weren't so intimidating.”

Paya was suddenly all toothy grins as she asked, “Are you sweet on her Tabs?”

I blushed profusely, the burn of it heating my cheeks and neck.  “I hate you.”  Then added, “No, I was just making an observation.  You'd say the same.”

She grabbed both of my hands in hers playfully and rocked them back and forth. “No you don't.  I'm your sweet caramel.”  She batted her eyelashes.

I held in a bark of laughter and said, “That's true, but it doesn't change the fact that you Miss Doshi, are mean.”

She giggled and let go of my hands and motioned her head back inside.  “Let's clock out and hope we still have a job in the morning.  You better not do anything to upset her, I need this job and you need to get out of your floating water gypsy camp.”

I rolled my eyes, smiled at her and said, “Yes ma'am,” she held the alleyway door open for me to push my cart back in.

She chuckled as we went to the time clock. “Oooo I like it when you say that.” I bumped her out of the way and clocked out first, giving her a smiling, 'take that' look.

I studied the book on the coach ride home. The author, Marjorie McClellan, must be Teresa's mum.  There was so much insight into vocal theory in the book, it was beyond incredible.  I flipped to page one and started absorbing every word, realizing that I knew absolutely nothing about music compared to this woman.  Oddly, I found that exciting instead of depressing, there was so much to learn.

After getting home, I gathered my clothes and brought them to a local laundry, leaving my devices hooked up to charge when the generators came on while I was gone.  I read the lessons in the book as I waited.

When I got back home, I kicked back on my mattress, under a blanket like a little fort and using my tablet for light.  I spent the entire night attempting the highlighted sheet music passages, stopping only to use apple slices to scoop peanut butter out of the jar, and drink my last bottled water.  Supply run tomorrow.

I finally gave up in frustration as it was getting late.  I called Paya and chatted a minute, then rang off and went to sleep with an imposing woman on my mind.  I replayed the encounter today in my head and just now appreciated the professional forest green dress she wore with the smart white jacket over it. I grinned at the memory of the thick, forest green, hairband holding her hair tight to her scalp. Then I tilted my head, was she wearing makeup today?  She hadn't that first day I saw her.

I shrugged and smiled as I drifted off to sleep, still trying to figure the dragon lady out.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Apply Yourself

Then next day, I was excited to get to work.  Paya commented on my playful mood as we cleaned the rooms.  I took extra time scrubbing the hardwood floors in Teresa's office.  We would be waxing them next week and I wanted to give her no pause in our work.

I shared that Ronnie had texted me earlier in the morning and wanted me at a rave, Saturday, a week from tomorrow.  He wanted me to sing a full three song set.  Paya was chuffed.

At lunch, my bestie forced a large container of pasta on me.  She's always worried about what I eat.  I just sometimes forget is all.  I stood in the middle of the hall, looking down toward the break room, then toward my storage room.   I betrayed myself and headed to my storage room.  I listened as I ate.  Then sang along with the lesson.

Lunch was almost over and I started cleaning up my things when the door opened and the light switched on.  I stood quickly and said, “Missus,” to Teresa, who was just taking me in from head to toe in that impassive manner she had.  I felt like a schoolgirl in my lessons, I almost kicked myself for calling a woman my age Missus.  I hope it didn't insult her.

She was in a plum dress this time, immaculate and pressed.  This one had a small white vest over it. She seemed to have a thing for white, but I wasn't complaining, it looked amazing on her.  Her hair pulled up into a tight bun, no hairband today, not a single strand was out of place.  I took note that yes, she was wearing makeup now, it got my eyes warring between focusing on her smokey eyes and her glistening lips.

She looked at me and the sheet music on the top of my stack of things in my hands.  She uttered a single syllable, “Well?”

I blinked.  Well what?  I glanced down oh... I asked, “You... want me to sing?”  She made and exasperated sound and made a motion with her hand to continue.  I blinked and said something intelligent and well articulated, I believe it was, “Ummmm.”

I blushed in embarrassment then put my stuff on the shelf I was standing by.  I looked at the sheet music then took a couple conditioning breaths and started.  She just cocked her head slightly, listening.  Then when I was done, I went to grab my things so I could make a run for it.

She exhaled sharply and shook her head.  “Again.”  I shrugged, still not knowing what was going on.  So I started and she held up a hand and snapped, “Pay attention.  Apply yourself.  Now start again, remember the lessons I highlighted.”

I knew I couldn't do this, it was beyond my capability, but I did feel like I was improving.  She stepped up to me shaking her head in exasperation, into my personal space as I sang.  I could smell her pleasant flowery scent and I tried to ignore the flush of heat I was feeling.  She reached out with both hands and grasped my sides, her palms on my stomach and she applied pressure.

That forced my breathing higher in my chest and the tone of my voice deepened slightly, I had to force a waver out of my voice at the heat from her touch.  She nodded and stepped back.  “Like that.”  Then she turned with a satisfied look on her face and spoke over her shoulder, “Practice that over the weekend then we'll continue.”

I blinked and watched her go.  My skin buzzing under my uniform dress where she had held her hands.  My god, the woman, was beyond sexy, even being an emotionless ice queen.  Wait, practice?  Continue?  What the bloody hell was going on?  Was I in a Twilight Zone episode?

I looked around as if someone were watching.  I grabbed my stuff and hustled out into the hall.  I noticed a well-coiffed middle-aged woman with glasses stick her head out of the adjacent classroom with a curious and confused look on her face.  I turned and scurried to my cleaning cart.  Washrooms, I'd clean the washrooms the best I could for the green-eyed woman.

Paya took me to dinner with Harry at her parents, I was distracted, going over the day's encounter in my head, still feeling the heat from her hands on my stomach.  I decided to do my best in the lesson this weekend, to try to improve so she didn't have anything to criticize.  Though I knew it was beyond my capabilities.

I shook those thoughts aside and concentrated on having some quality time with my bestie and her family.  They were such spectacular people.  When I was dropped at home that night, I stayed up practicing until I tired of Wendell's persistent moaning and whining about the screech owl noises I was making.

But then the git was silent when Mrs. Thatcher said softly through the wall,  “Sing me a song Tabitha dear?  It always lulls me to sleep.”  I smiled, the woman reminded me so much of my own grandmother.  I can still remember her smile every time we went to visit on holiday before she passed.  I said gently, “Ok.”

I chose a cover of a throwback hit of the emotional Brown Eyes, by Mandy Fay Harris.  I've always loved the emotion that woman threw into her music.  That mysterious J8 reminds me so much of her, and her voice is spookily similar to the rock legend.  Oh!  Speaking of, it's the second Friday of the month!  J8 has released a single every other week for months now.  She hasn't released an album yet.  I queued up the new single, Thursday Nights, to download from iTunes.

Then I started singing for Mrs. T while I closed my eyes and let the music flow through me.  It was a haunting melody, it always left me with a calm melancholy when I was done.  I let the words carry me along in their wake as I sang softly.  There was something about this song that just felt like hope and love and an odd sense of healing maybe?  I was never quite sure.

I finished and took in the silence from Mrs. Thatcher's room and smiled.  Then Wendell said quietly without his usual snark through the wall, “Good night Tabitha,”  Mr. Illes added from his room softly, “The voice of an angel my tiny virag.”  Then from below, I heard, “Good night Tabitha.”

I smiled warmly, this was my own little surrogate family here.  I said, “Good night everyone.” Then I snuggled deeper under my covers to fight the chill air as I drifted off to sleep.

***

Paya rang after the generators shut down for the morning.  I answered with my customary, “Hiya Paya!”

She groaned then said, “Hey girl, you catch the new J8?  I am so going to be first in line for concert tickets when that woman tours.  She's brill!”

I chuckled, she was such a fan-girl... yeah fine whatever, so was I, shut your piehole.  I replied, grinning to myself, “I queued it last night, haven't had a chance to listen.”

She chuckled at me. “How am I supposed to squeal properly with you when you're behind the times.  Listen to it and ring back.”  Then she added, “What did you have for breakfast?”

I rolled my eyes. “I need to hit the grocery today. My cooler is barren.”  Then I added, “Mum.”

She brushed that off with “If I were your mum, I'd feel a failure if I didn't make sure you ate properly.  But you'd have the hottest mum at the school outings.  It wouldn't be fair to the other children having dowdy mums.”

I shook my head, my grin threatening to split my face. “You are so full of yourself missy. I'll eat something this morning after I hit the grocery.”

She chastised, “You better, now promise me.  Just say yes ma'am.”

I rocked my head side to side and made a goofy look at the mobile and said, “Yes, ma'am.  I promise.”

I could hear the satisfied grin in her voice as she said, “There's a good girl.  Now listen to the song so I can go on about it without you looking like a bloody muppet, then ring back.”

I chuckled as she rung off.  Then I sighed and attached my headphones to my mobile and started the new track, Thursday Nights.  There was always something about J8 songs, every word had double meanings and every emotion had two directions.  Like there were a song inside a song, like a secret between two souls.  There was the song she shared with the world, and the one that was something private, a whispered promise to another heart.

I caught the beat and couldn't help swaying with the melody as the woman sang.  I wanted to be outside where I could close my eyes and dance to the hypnotic rhythm.  The words cut into me, painting a picture of an old black and white movie, of laying under the stars watching a story unfold in front of you and the one who holds your heart.  The wonder in the eyes of two souls as they are swept into the story.  The excitement of, not knowing what would come next.  Then the movie comes to an end, leaving only hope, anticipation and... love?  This song was about love.  She loved someone with all of her heart.  I opened my eyes and took a deep breath.  Bloody hell, that was intense.

More than ever I wondered just who this woman was that could paint the world with broad strokes of emotion like Mandy Fay could.  I thought about the hope and love in the song and longed for the day I found the heart that matched mine in all the ways this song intoned like she did.

I caught myself humming the catchy tune as I opened the music book and continued reading.  I gleepd in mirth when my mobile buzzed.  A single word from Paya, “Grocery.”  She knew me too well.  I sighed and closed the book.

I hopped up and checked myself quickly in my little mirror, bundled up, then stepped out into the warming air.  The barge looked wet as the snow and ice melted.  It was supposed to be around three degrees today, the bitter cold snap was finally ended.

I grabbed Mrs. T's rubbish and wandered down the plank to the shore, taking in the spectacular view of the Thames over my shoulder.  I shook my head in disbelief as I realized I really loved living on the water, I only wish the living conditions weren't so squalid.  Hell, running water and a toilet that wasn't a shared chemical toilet that made me want to lose my stomach contents when I used it would be a plus.  I grinned, I had only used the sodding thing a handful of times since I became a tenant here.  I have myself trained to wait until I can get ashore to Joe's or at work to do my business.

I found a rubbish bin and stuffed the bag into it.  Then I headed for the closest grocery.  There was a quaint little Co-op, just down the lane.  I didn't want to spend much lolly, and had to stay away from anything that needed to be cooked since I could only use my little hot-plate during generator hours.  So it was mostly prepared foods, fruits, veggies, sandwich supplies and to my glee, lunch meats since the winter months were cold as a fridge in my room.

I was able to get supplies to last a week for just under seventeen quid.  I still cringed at that, I had to start getting more frugal if I wanted to get a flat sooner than this time next year, It would be nice to avoid another winter on the barges.  No more splurging at the food carts.

I gave my finger to a taxi that almost flattened me in the zebra crossing on the way back.  What a tosser! I arrived home with my meager offerings and stuffed them into the styrofoam cooler.  I had learned my first week here not to keep any food on my little shelf or anywhere else in the open.  It was quite a fright to wake up to see two rats just a few centimeters away eating my bread.  I had screamed like a bloody girl.

We don't normally have vermin problems, the Captain has poison and traps stuffed into every nook and cranny.  Ours are some of the most livable of the floating slums.  But sometimes we get mice or rats that come on board at night on the planks, I didn't want to advertise for them.  Mrs. T says that is why she has Terminator, I guess he has tallied an impressive body count.  I grinned at the idea of the little dog taking on a rat half his size.

To keep my bestie happy, I ate some buttered bread and an orange then kicked back to read and to practice that bloody impossible lesson Teresa had given me.  I could actually sing it at normal volume now that the barge was mainly empty except Mrs. T and I.  I found it difficult to control my tone on two fortepiano transitions between octaves without sliding.

I slowed it down and tried the passage at half tempo.  I spent most of the day on it and I could hear some improvement.  It was so frustrating.  I had thought I was at least a passable singer, but if this is a regular lesson, then I was sub-par.  How did I ever think I could ever go beyond singing at raves or karaoke bars?  I kicked myself for the negative thoughts.  I didn't want to disappoint that marvelously frightening woman.

I started again, varying the tempo and trying to slip into the sweet spot where my voice just took over from my mind and body. Where it could make the words into real music that could touch people, share something of me with them.

I was about to throw the papers when my mobile buzzed.  I didn't even look. “Hiya Paya.”

There was a pause. “Whoa, who nicked your last biscuit?”

I smiled and let my frustration bleed out of me. “Terribly sorry.  Just so bloody frustrated with this lesson.  I feel like a poser if this is what music really is.”

She almost snapped, “Nonsense, you are bloody brill woman.  I wish I had your voice and the conviction and feeling you put behind it.  Now, get yourself gussied up, we're doing karaoke tonight Tabs.”

I groaned. “Payaaaa.  Why not just go out clubbing instead?”

She said in a cute sing song manner, “Because I... want to sing.  Be a good girl and get ready, we'll be at the road in an hour.”  An hour?  I realized that my room was getting darker, it was twilight outside.  Shite!  I had practiced the day away.

I sighed. “Ok. Fine.  But I'm not going to like it.”

I could hear the grin in her voice. “Bollocks, you love it and you know it.”

I shook my head with a crooked smile and said, “I hate that you know me so well.”

This got an explosive giggle. “No you don't.  One hour.”  Then my evil best friend rang off.

I said sarcastically, “Oh goody.”  Then chuckled as I got ready for the night, knowing she was right, I'd most likely have fun.  I needed some fun after a frustrating day singing.  A part of me added, “Besides, I can still practice for 'her' tomorrow.”  Where the bloody hell did that come from?

An hour later I was out at the lane, pulling up a pant leg and thumbing for a ride from the silver truck that was pulling to the curb.  Paya was laughing as she opened the door and scooted over for me to join them.  “Get in here before someone sees you, you git.”  I smiled hugely at her and Harry.  Her better half just kept his eyes dutifully on the road, fighting a grin he knew would earn him a backhand to the gut from his girl.

It was brilliant, I hadn't laughed so much in a long time, Paya always knew how to keep my spirits up.  The whole night I was thinking about reading that amazing book and working on my vocals for the green-eyed headmistress.  Still wondering why she was doing this and feeling hurt that the only thing I could think of was that I was a charity case for her.

Sundays were my Tabitha days, I'd usually laze the day away, just listening to music and working on my own.  My mind kept drifting from a new song I had been working on, Heart of Ice.  I was creating an instrumental for it in Garage Band, but that bloody book was calling to me like a siren luring my ship to the rocks.  I finally rolled my eyes at myself and put everything down and grabbed it and started reading chapter two.

I found myself practicing that damn impossible lesson, after a light lunch of fruit and bread with a couple cold cuts on it.  I was almost in tears by the time the night generator-time came.  Apply yourself she had said.  I was so close but why couldn't I make those two trouble spots click?  I threw the papers down onto my mattress in frustration.  Teresa was going to be disappointed that I couldn't get this one thing right.  I truly didn't wish to let the confusing woman down.

I smiled at my memory of her standing in that doorway, blocking my exit.  Her eyes, there was something in them I can't explain.  And those lips.  I caught my hand drifting slowly downwards from my belly.  Bloody hell Tabitha!

I took a deep breath, pushing my arousal away as I plugged my devices in to charge.  Did I find the woman sexy?  I closed my eyes tight and nodded reluctantly.  Of course I do, I can never fall for the women I actually have a snowball's chance in hell with.  I licked my lips nervously and doubled my efforts on the lesson.

I woke up shivering at four in the morning on top of my covers.  I had fallen asleep practicing.  I wrapped myself in my quilt and curled up as close to the stove pipe as I could, then slowly went back to sleep.





  
 

Chapter 5 – Into the Fire

The next morning after my ritual of rousing of the boat, traveling to Joe's for my shower, then my daily prep, I hopped a coach.  I listened to music from my mobile on my headphones as I read the lesson book.

I passed by the food carts and paused and looked longingly, I hadn't eaten this morning, my mind was on other things.  I had to scramble to throw together a sandwich for my lunch before I left.  I sighed, I was so weak.  I broke my convictions about being more frugal and stepped up and grabbed a bagel and coffee.  Keeping my expenditure low.  This is the last time, I promise.

I finished as I arrived at the Conservatoire.  Paya and I went straight to it and started scrubbing the hardwood floors in the hallway in preparation for the waxing tomorrow.  The students arriving stepped around us I noted that for such a small school, they seemed to have a lot of pupils.  There were at least thirty split between the two classrooms.  They ranged from young men and women in their twenties to upward of fifty.

By the time tea came around, my knees and back ached from scrubbing on my hands and knees.  Paya asked, “You have lunch?”  I nodded.  She squinted an eye. “What is it?  Let's have it.”

I held up my little brown bag and crinkled my nose at her as I said defiantly, “I have a cold cut sandwich, an apple, and water.”

She smiled and said, “I honestly don't know how you survive on so little, woman.  I suppose you're going to lock yourself away again?”

I nodded. “Sorry.  The instructor is just brilliant.”

She smiled and trundled off to the break room and I hustled to the storeroom clutching my lunch and the book with the lesson sheets to my chest.  I read as I snacked and listened through the wall.  I sang with the group.  When tea time was almost over and I was gathering my things, the door opened again.

The very prim, proper, and professional looking headmistress stood there looking me over in silence as I stood still.  Why did she intimidate me so bloody much?  She looked a combination of untouchable and breathtaking all at once.  She wore a sky blue, immaculately pressed dress with a professional white business coat over it and a matching sky blue fabric headband that held her shiny hair so tight to her scalp it had to hurt.  Her makeup was done subtly to enhance her features, not dominate them.

I was just staring like a bloody git.  I caught the slightest hint of a smile on her face that disappeared as she cocked one of her exquisitely sculpted brows.  “Well?”

I blinked finally and looked on nervously.  “Sorry Missus.  Umm...”  I looked up at her, timidly making eye contact as I hugged my things to me.

I opened my mouth to sing and her mouth tightened and she shook her head impatiently. “No, put that stuff down so you can sing properly...”  Then she actually did smile if for just a millisecond as she tilted her head.  “You know, I don't know your name.”

I was placing my things on a shelf as I said, “Tabitha.  Tabitha Romanov missus.”  Then pointed at my name badge.

She exhaled then snapped, “Right then.  Stop calling me Missus, Tabitha.  My name is Teresa McClellan, I'm the headmistress here.” I nodded and she repeated, “Well?”

I took a couple conditioning breaths then straightened up and began.  I closed my eyes and did my very best, I wanted to please her.  I almost got past the first trouble area and buggered the second, the rest I thought was my best attempt yet.  This lesson was the spawn of Satan himself, sent from the underworld to torture singers.  I noticed the class behind us had fallen silent.

When I was finishing I opened my eyes and saw the most serene look on the woman's face as she listened with her head slightly cocked. She had the tiniest smile on her lips until she opened her eyes, then her face was all business, emotionless.

She said, “You need to work on breath control.  You are botching the fortepiano transition because you are using the same breath.  Stop your exhalation and begin again at the pianissimo.”

I nodded, my lunch time was over, I didn't wish for her to have any reason to fire me for clocking in late.  I started reaching for my things, but she said firmly, “Again, half time.  Adjust your breathing at the transition.”

I was feeling some anxiety now as I looked past her to the hall.  She saw this and she softened and gave me the first true smile I had seen on her face as she said, “Please.”  Good God, I'd do whatever she wanted if she'd smile like that again.  I was such a sucker for a pretty face.

I glanced at her eyes, they seemed to be studying me, looking for something I couldn't figure out.  It was a mistake as I found I couldn't look away as I slowed down to half time and sang.  In my peripheral vision, I caught one of the fingers on her right hand tapping lightly on her hip in time.  Was she checking my meter and tempo?

I was fixating on her words at the first transition.  I fell off tempo as I stopped and started a breath as she said.  I blinked, there was no slide in my voice.  I smiled hugely and at the second transition I nailed it.  I finished with one of the biggest grins on my face.  She arched an eyebrow at my internal celebration and said, “Don't get cocky now.  Try it at full time.”  She smirked.

Oh, the bloody bird was challenging me!  I smiled and started again, I cocked up the first one trying to control the breath but the second one I did a fair job of it.  She smiled again.  “Practice your breath control, and try tomorrow again.  In the mean time.”  She handed me some sheet music.  “You'll find the corresponding instruction in Chapter twenty-three.  It focuses more on breath control.”  Then she turned to leave.

I prompted, “Please, ummm... Miss McClellan.  Why are you doing this?”

She didn't even pause as she kept walking and called over her shoulder without looking back, “Don't you have rooms to clean?”  Was there mirth in her tone?  I was so bloody confused.  Then my eyes snapped wide and I grabbed my things and ran down the hall to clock in.

Paya and I had dumped the daily trash into the bin and came back into the hall when the woman who had looked out at me Friday last, stuck her head out into the hallway again.  She smiled at us and said, “Young Miss, could I trouble you for a moment in here?”

Paya nodded, and the woman, said, “Terribly sorry, but the other young lady.”

I reached over to grab the handle of my cleaning cart, assuming a mess had been made in the classroom.  She waved it off with a smile and playfully rolling her eyes.  “You won't need that.”

It felt like ice was suddenly flowing through my veins.  I glanced over and my bestie was looking a little pale, she had come to the same conclusion.  This was it, I was being sacked for taking liberties.  I nodded at the woman and marched over to my doom.  It was a good job while it lasted.  I hope this doesn't affect any future temping.

The woman looked a pleasant sort, she was all smiles.  I entered the classroom.  Bloody hell, it was full up.  There must have been fifteen or twenty students there.  Was she going to sack me in front of them all?  Then she said, “What was your name dear one?”

I stuttered, “Tabitha Romanov.”

She nodded then turned to the students. “Please welcome Tabitha everyone, she is with our cleaning service.”  Everyone murmured greeting, then she asked me, “Do you have classical training?”

I barked out something that might be described as a surprised laugh, if you were kind.  I slapped my hand over my mouth and composed myself and responded, “No Missus.  I took two years of choir in secondary school.”

She blinked rapidly at that then her brow furrowed.  She asked carefully, “How is your range?  Can you hit F6?”

That was hard, bordering on painful, but I just nodded once as I started fidgeting and wringing my fingers.  She nodded. “Brill.  Go ahead then.”

I'm sure my eyes were about to bug out of my head as I whispered to her, “Here?”

She nodded and said with a grin, “Please if you would.”  I sighed, but then took a couple conditioning breaths.  The woman was throwing me into the fire, I was glad I had just sung for Teresa, my vocal cords were loosened up.  I hummed F to myself to get it into my ear, then opened my mouth and hit the note cleanly.  She firmly said, “Forte!” I increased my projection.

She looked at the others with a satisfied smile then handed me some sheet music.  She didn't look at me as she seemed to stare down the group as she said, “The highlighted passage if you would be so kind dear one.”

My eyes bugged out again as I looked at Queen of the Night from Mozart’s legendary opera, The Magic Flute.  The Aria features a high note of F6 within a challenging section that darts up into a demandingly high register.  Ummm...

I looked over at the woman with what I'm sure was a terrified look on my face.  She just smiled and nudged her chin at the music.  I swallowed visibly then took a few breaths and tested a few notes.  Then I stood tall and sang.  The instructor had her eyes closed and her facial expressions and eyebrows seemed to be singing along with me.  I cocked up a note and she winced a bit, the rest went great for a dry run.

I was blushing from head to toe when I finished the highlighted passage.  I handed the music back to the woman and wanted nothing other than to escape.  She smiled at me encouragingly and said, “That was lovely Tabitha.  Thank you.  I see why my daughter is gushing about you.  And you've had no formal training?”  I shook my head and she showed mercy and motioned her head to the door, dismissing me.

I heard her saying to the students as the door was closing behind me with my heart pounding in my ears, “There, now stop complaining and apply yourselves.  That dear girl doesn't have any formal training yet she could accomplish that.”

I almost ran to my cleaning cart, Paya was still there waiting.  She tilted her head and creased her brow as I started down the hall with the cart.  “So that's it then?  I'm sorry Tabs.”

I grinned sheepishly. “No.  It's fine, I still have the job.  She just wanted me to sing for her students.”  I shrugged and she gave me a comically confused look.  The I froze in my tracks.  Wait, did she say her daughter was gushing about me?  I felt... warm, all over.  Then my blood went cold again, then that was Marjorie McClellan, the bloody brilliant woman who wrote that book!  I finished the day out in a daze.

I spent the night going over the prior lesson, and worked on my breathing, attempting the lesson again and again.  I was smiling by the time the generator powered down for the night and I lit my kerosene lamp.  I was able to get through the impossible lesson better than half of the time.

I excitedly grabbed the second batch of music Teresa had given me.  My eyes went wide in shock and horror.  Were these bloody lessons designed just to torture students?  And the syncopation and dozens of transitions... just keeping proper time would take most of your concentration.  I thought about the classroom today and how embarrassing it was.  Then I looked at this new lesson.  Was that the point?  Was the headmistress trying to embarrass me for eavesdropping on the class?

I thought of her fierce eyes then that tiny smile and serene look on her face, as she listened to me, sing.  No, she wasn't trying to embarrass me, but I had no clue what she was on about and it was frustrating.  I take back everything I have said about loving a good intrigue.  My traitorous mouth betrayed me by smiling.  Fine whatever, I love a good intrigue.

As I read the corresponding chapter in the lesson book and practiced the new impossible music, I thought of her elusive smile again.  I smiled.  Her mother had said she was gushing about me.





  
 

Chapter 6 – Prodigy

The next day I felt like I was riding the waxing and buffing machine like a runaway bronco in the offices and the loos.  We would have to stay late tonight to do the hallways and the two classrooms.  Whoever invented these bloody machines didn't have smaller women in mind to operate them did they?  Paya and I would switch off every few minutes, it was strenuous work.

She had stopped and looked at me with a touch of concern, and said, “You look tired Tabs.  Are you getting enough sleep?  Did you have dinner?”

I grinned at her concern and bumped her out from behind the torture contraption and grabbed the handle and started the beast up.  “I was just up late on my lessons, 'mum'.”  I hoped she didn't notice I hadn't addressed the dinner question, but I had got so caught up in my studies.  I ate two apples for breakfast to make up for it.

She smirked smugly at the mum comment then shook her head as she moved the cord from my path on the semi-runaway buffer.  “You sound like a student.”

I scrunched up my face and cocked an eyebrow at her and promptly slipped and fell on my bum as the machine glided away and stopped.  We both laughed as I stood and chuckled. “I don't know what I am.  The entire situation is so confusing.”

She shook her head and took control of the rebellious machine again as she said, “Have you thought of, you know, asking her?”

I corralled the cord as she went along.  I shrugged and replied, “She's so... intimidating, and I find it hard to speak to her.”

She barked out a squeaky surprised laugh and said through a cocky smile, “And, you're hot for teacher.”

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath then exhaled quickly and said under my breath as I opened my eyes. “And, I'm hot for teacher.”

Paya squinted and prompted, “What was that?”

She knew damn well what I said.  I whipped the cord causing a wave to travel up the cord to the buffer, it smacking her bum along the way as I said, “Not a thing, back to work you.”

She said imperiously as the machine almost pulled her into a wall. “A bloody slave driver is what you are woman!”  I gave her another cord whack to the bum earning me a squeak and a giggle from my bestie.

At lunch, Paya put the back of her hand to her brow dramatically then laughed and rolled her eyes as she headed to the break room while I hustled the opposite direction to my stockroom.  The lesson in the other room, today was all theory and no singing.  Boooo.  It was still a fascinating listen as I split my attention between that and my book.  I took a moment to reflect on the fact that I had learned more about music in the past week than what I learned in secondary school and on my own.

I looked at the time on my mobile and stood, tea was almost over.  I stacked my things on the shelf next to me and smoothed down my uniform dress.  Quickly ran my fingers through my short hair to give it a little body then waited.

I had to stop the smile from blooming on my face when a minute later the door opened and the light flickered on.  I took a moment to take her in, just how many of those spectacular single color professional dresses did the woman own?

She was wearing a tangerine dress with a matching wide fabric hairband and kitten heels.  Another one of those white pantsuit coats over it.  Her makeup was slightly less understated today and played with her color choice of the day with hints of darker oranges, and her lips were a creamy satin sheen that had so much depth.  I stopped myself from staring at them and licking my own.

She appeared to be similarly appraising me.  A maid.  I crossed my arms over my chest, wanting to shrink away in the drab uniform.  Then I swear I caught a glimmer of concern in her face, it was so subtle and quick that I may have imagined it, and her face became stern and professional.  “You have no formal training?”  I shook my head and she hid a smile behind her hand before she straightened back up and snapped, “First lesson please.”

She tilted her head up almost imperiously, but I caught the slight movement as she cocked her head slightly to listen intently as her eyes squinted almost imperceptibly.  If I hadn't been so mesmerized by her face at the time, I would have missed it.  Slowly, that serene look spread across her face as I progressed and the tiniest of smiles I don't think she realized she was doing.

Her fingers, more accurate than a metronome, tapped at her hip.  Her eyebrow raising and falling with the two difficult transitions.  I was close to perfect on the first one. It could use more work, and I nailed the second transition and the smile at the corner of her lips spread just a tiny bit more as she closed her eyes and listened to the last of the passage.

When I was done, she straightened up and smoothed her dress over her shapely hips and said, “Passable.  Continue to work on the first transition.  It was sloppy.”  I felt like I had cocked up and not pleased her.  I'd make sure to get it right the next time.  Wait, I had been working my bum off and she was criticizing?

Before I could finish the thought, she asked, “And the other?” She tilted her head slightly in a cute manner.  I fought a smile for thinking anything this terrifying woman did was cute.  A tiny voice in my head mocked me, “But it was.”

I swapped out the music and grimaced at this one.  It was designed to punish the singer, to force irregular breathing patterns in order to follow most of the bridge and even refrain.  I wondered what type of sadistic person could come up with something which was obvious that nobody could accomplish.  I rubbed my thumb over her mother's name on the sheet music.  Oh yeah, maybe her.

I took a couple conditioning breaths and started.  The instructor's voice in the next room silenced.  I stumbled through two-thirds of it but had been able to slip into the groove, concentrating on my lungs, diaphragm and projection.  I was smiling as I just felt it all clicking, right up until I stumbled into a more taxing grouping.  I finished and just shrugged at the woman.

I couldn't read anything in her face.  She seemed to be going over something in her head.  The silence stretched on and I started fidgeting and wringing my fingers as the lesson next door started up again.  She nodded once and said, “That was abysmal, you need to apply yourself more like you did in the first lesson.  This will help you accomplish the first lesson and the successive ones more quickly.  Breath control will either make or break you.  Take it more seriously.”

She was berating me!  I... she... I broke, letting some of my temper and confusion through.  “I don't understand what we are doing here.  I'm trying to please you, but you keep belittling my singing.  I'm not a student here I'm just attempting to do my job.  Now I'm trying to sing these impossible lessons to earn your favor and I don't bloody know why!”

I felt a tear on my cheek, great now I was embarrassing myself even more.  I hadn't even seen her take the two steps to me, and her hot hand was on my cheek, I caught a hint of the floral scent of her shampoo. I wanted so much to lean into her touch as she wiped the tear away with her thumb.

Then like a spirit she was gone, walking out the door saying over her shoulder,  “We'll pick this up again tomorrow.  Constrict rather than broaden your diaphragm on the fourth measure.”  Then I was standing alone, angry, confused, sad, and... happy, almost aroused from her touch.  I placed my fingers on my cheek where her hand had rested.

I shook my head as I gathered my things, knowing I would, I would practice more for her tonight.  Why did I always want the women I could never have?  The only way I could get her to acknowledge me was to try to do these impossible lessons.  I was such a bloody muppet.

I stepped into the hall chastising myself, then the blood drained from my face realizing I had snapped at my employer.  Paya's dragon lady.  I may have pushed too far this time.  I closed the door behind me then gently banged my head on the door with my eyes closed muttering, “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

I heard the click of a door and looked up.  Mrs. McClellan.  Was half walking half sneaking down the hall to me she grinned and scrunched her head down to her shoulders, like she was being sneaky?  I had to smile at the woman.  She looped her arm in mine and pulled me down the hall away from her daughter's office.  “Walk with me love.”

I tilted my head at her and asked carefully, “Doctor McClellan?”

She winced. “None of that nonsense, please Tabitha, call me Marjorie or Marj.”

She pulled me into the break room as Paya was walking out to clock in.  My friend cocked an eyebrow and I just shrugged.  She gave a concerned look then darted off toward the time clock as ummm, Marj, guided me to one of the six little lunch tables in the room to sit.

She scrunched up her face as she grabbed one of my hands between both of hers, then she tilted her head like she was looking for the words.  She nodded to herself then said, “You have to forgive Teri, she's just lost in her own world.  She can't believe she found a prodigy.  She's over the moon and not sure what to do.  You have her second and third guessing herself.  She gushes on about such a cute little thing having such a huge voice.”

Cute little thing?  Teresa thought I was cute?  Wait, what?  Prodigy?  I said, “I don't know what you're on about a prodigy.  I can barely do the lessons she's giving me.  I don't know why she's even doing it.  Does she pity me?  Is it charity?  Let's help out the poor maid.”

She sighed and let go of my hand with one of her hands and pushed her frosted chocolate brown hair out of her face and over her shoulder.  I noted she had the same light dusting of freckles on her face as her infuriating daughter.  She chuckled.“Charity?  No.  Oh dear one, you don't realize your gift do you?”

I squinted at her in confusion.  She looked over at my things and let go of my hand and grabbed the book written by her.  “Those lessons...” She flipped through the book and placed a finger between some pages then continued back to the torture devices designed to suck the will to live out of any singer that I was working on. “...that she has you working on...”  She trailed off as I looked at the evil breathing exercise.  She flipped the book open a couple chapters earlier where she had her finger.  Then stabbed the page with a finger.  'Master's Techniques, For Ten Year Masters Level Vocalists.'  I blinked.

She continued, “You have no formal training dear one, each of those lessons takes a master months to perfect.  There is a bare handful of vocalists that can accomplish them.  Yet in days, you have almost perfected one and are well on the way to accomplishing the next.  You are a musical prodigy Tabitha.  And my dear daughter has been happier the past few days than she has been in years.  She won't stop babbling about you.”

She reinforced, “You have taught yourself what takes years, if not a decade or more, of rigorous classical training to accomplish.  And even then most fail. You are Teresa's miracle.  You understand?  So please don't think ill of her, this is something new she doesn't understand and is a little exuberant about.”

My lips quirked up at that.  The ice queen babbled about me?  She thought of me as her miracle?  I glanced at the woman and blushed a little, nodded then looked down at my hands, and fidgeted.

She smiled at me and gave my hand a squeeze then stood. “I have to get back to the class.”

I nodded up at her and she smiled and went back into the hall.  I thought for a moment then my eyes snapped wide as I saw the clock on the wall.  Bloody hell!  I was late clocking back in!  I ran out and down the hall to the time clock.

Paya was standing there next to our cleaning equipment with a grin on her face.  I looked at my card and I was already punched in, just in time it seems.  She shrugged with a grin and said, “I figured if you weren't sacked, I'd better save you from being so.”

I smiled and replied through a cheesy toothy grin, “I loves me some sweet caramel.”

She walked away with a smug and smiling look on her face, saying, “As you should Tabs, as you should.”  I chased down the hall after her, dragging the bucking beast of a buffer.

At the end of the double shift, every muscle ached but we had successfully moved all the furniture, waxed the floors in the classrooms and hallway then moved all of the furniture back.  It was dark out when we exited. I had noted that the light was still on in Teresa's office when we exited through the alley door and Paya locked it.

I voiced the observation as a familiar silver truck idled down the alleyway toward us, “The headmistress was still there.”

My Indian friend said, “She has to set the alarms after we leave.  She is always there before we arrive in the morning and is the last person to leave.” We slid into the bench seat in the truck and buckled up.

I smiled for reasons I didn't know.  Then I said to our chauffeur, “Hey Harry,”  He insisted that neither of us takes the coaches this late at night, too many unsavories around.

He brought a finger to his forehead in a mini salute and asked my bestie, “Where to milady?”

She smiled and looked at me. “See?  I got this one all trained up.”  Then she grabbed his free hand and laced their fingers.  She shot me an evil squinty glare. “Since I know for a fact that this one here only had half of an apple for supper, the nearest drive-thru if you would sweetie.”

I tried to argue, “Hey now...”  She held up a finger and her squint deepened and I hung my head in mock shame. “Yes ma'am.”

She bobbled her head in a silly manner with a cute grin as she said, “There's a good girl.  I'm not saving for a new flat so it's my treat.  I'm not going to let you wither away to nothing because you're afraid to spend lolly on food.”

Harry chimed in without even looking, “You can't argue with this one Tabs, I know, I have tried.”

We all shared a laugh as I inclined my head slightly in thanks to the far too smug looking woman beside me.

I'd be lying if I said I didn't inhale the two cheeseburgers and chips as Harry steered us toward my home.  The two seemed quite pleased with themselves as they watched me make a right pig of myself while they just split a burger and shared a fizzy pop.  I'll have to plot their doom after I finish this divine double espresso.

As I trudged through the trees along the bank of the river to the Persephone, a text buzzed on my mobile.  I glanced at it as I was using the screen to light my way.  Ronnie confirmed I was on Saturday.  I smiled then boarded the boat.  I looked to the road and exchanged waves with my friends before they drove off down the lane.

I sighed as I looked at the lights of the city reflected off the water.  Yes... I actually did enjoy living on the water, I would miss it after I got my flat.  I ducked into my cabin then huddled near the stove pipe as I started working on the lessons.  I still had a bit before I needed to get to sleep and I wanted so much to please Marj's daughter.  I bit my lower lip as I thought of how bloody sexy she looked today.  Then I closed my eyes and reprimanded myself, yeah, right before you exploded on her like a petulant child.





  
 

Chapter 7 – Teresa?

The rest of the week went pretty much the same.  Working interspersed with demands from the woman I felt had an endless supply of sexy looking, solid color business dresses.  She was working me hard on the lessons.  It was relentless and I was feeling physically beat down.  I had perfected the first lesson and was well on the way to getting through the second without looking like a bloody git.

Then she went and piled on the lesson from the final chapter in the book.  I had blinked at it and whispered out hoarsely, “I... I can't do this.  This is impossible, nobody can do this one.”

Her simple almost sad response was, “One person did.”  It was almost remorseful. Then she marched off down the hall.  I hung my head.  There was no way I could accomplish this, and I think she knew it, but I also knew that I'd try anything to earn her favor.  I think she knew that too. Why did I  punish myself so?  I answered that question later that night when I couldn't get her out of my head and may have been thinking of her in bed as I umm... well you know.  Then I fell asleep with a thoroughly pleased smile on my face and feeling oh so toe-curling good.

The next day, I was a nervous wreck.  After my morning routine and snacking on an orange and a slice of bread with peanut butter slathered across it, I just obsessed about the upcoming rave.  I was so excited to be able to perform again, but I hadn't shared some of my newer songs with anyone yet.  I worried if they were up to par.  I knew all I could do was my best, and share the stories and emotions in my words.

I almost went to my playlist again to see if I shouldn't sing some of my older stuff.  I growled out a frustrated, “Grah!  Get out of your head Tabster!”  I grinned at my silliness and suppressed a giggle.  Shut up! Fine, I giggled.  I couldn't concentrate on working on some new music in Garage Band, the excited jitters were too much.

So I laid back on my mattress and read another chapter from the lesson book.  Finally I took a deep breath and looked at possibly the most frightening piece of sheet music any vocalist had ever laid eyes on, and began to sing.  Was that dishy headmistress serious when she said someone had actually accomplished this?  My eyes drifted to her mum's name on the book.  No way... bloody hell!

I smiled and worked on it one measure at a time, slowed down to quarter time so I could figure out my breath control and projection.  I felt sort of like Sisyphus pushing his rock uphill, but at the same time exhilarated at the attempt.  I just wish I knew Italian, so I knew what the words on this punishing piece meant.

I blinked when I caught myself lighting my kerosene lamp.  It was twilight out, I had practiced the day away and I wasn't even five measures in, still at quarter time.  I tried to attempt a little at full time but failed miserably.  So I sang like Donald Duck for a bit just to be silly since that's how I felt while trying this.  I snorted again, I think I actually did better that way.  I mentally stuck my tongue out at myself, then went back to work.

The generators kicked in, and my light flickered to life.  I put the lesson down and hopped up to plug in my devices.  As I snuffed the kerosene lamp and I saw, its little glass reservoir was almost empty so I took the empty tin beside it out on the deck.  I hopped across from the Persephone to the Tennessee and filled my container using the big red can of kerosene the captain kept beside the main cabin doors for the tenants to use.

I hopped back across, almost landing on my bum when I hit a little leftover slush, then went back into my cabin, refilled my lamp then went back to work.  I relit my lamp after the electrics powered down.

Then my mobile buzzed.  My eyes flew wide at the time as I answered, “Hiya, Paya!”  Shite, shite, shite.

She said, “On our way, be there in fifteen lady.”

I nodded like she could see me and kept the panic out of my voice. “I'll be here.”  Then rang off.  Bloody hell. I had to get dressed.  As I got into my clubbing clothes, I made a peanut butter sandwich and chewed on a piece of peppered jerky.  Paya would have my head if she knew I had worked through supper.

I was at the road minutes later, where they picked me up and turned us southeast toward the London Docklands.  The rotating rave was to be in an old warehouse down there.  I got an eye squint from my caramel skinned bestie.  She shook her head as she sighed. “Lost in your own world again Tabs?  You weren't ready when I called were you?”

Her evil grin made me not want to admit anything.  I replied, “I'm sure I have no idea what you are implying you dastardly woman.”

Her grin turned into a smile as she put a hand to the side of her face and pretend to whisper in a normal voice, “Your shirt is inside out goose.  And your hair is all static and mussed.”

I looked down at my shirt.  Shite.  I exhaled in surrender. “I was working on my lessons.”

She tilted her head as she said, “You do realize you aren't actually enrolled.  You don't need to put so much effort...”  She paused then smirked in glee. “...that's right, hot for teacher.”  She gave a squeaky pleased chuckle.

I blushed profusely and defended myself. “She's bloody sexy!”  Ok brain, wrong response, I'm going to have to work on impulse control.  Then I tried to recover. “I just want to please her.”  Harry made a coughing sound as he kept his eyes deliberately on the road, and I shot him the stink eye. “Get your mind out of the gutter you.  She's just going out of her way to help me out for some reason I cannot fathom, and I don't want to be a disappointment.”

He kept staring straight ahead as Paya chuckled.  He said off into the nether, “I didn't say a word Tabs.”

Paya said, “Pull over sweets.”  He did and she wiggled her fingers at him in a dismissing gesture.  “Turn around, give her some privacy.”  He did and she made an upward motion at my shirt.  I looked around then quickly took off my shirt and turned it right-side out and put it back on.  Static crackled through my hair and I could feel strands sticking out and almost hovering around me in a halo.

My bestie barked out a surprised, high-pitched, humor filled sound. “Oh my.  This won't do.  She grabbed a water bottle from her purse and poured a little onto her hands and rubbed her hands, coating them in moisture.  I could hear the crackling of static as she smoothed my hair back.  A moment later she was attacking me with a little plastic hairbrush she kept in her purse.  She grinned when she was satisfied and said, “There's Tabby Cat.  Much better.”  She turned to Harry. “Off we go.”

I squinted an eye and said in a humor filled voice, “You do know I'll come to assassinate you in your sleep for calling me that.”

She put a hand over her heart dramatically. “Who me?  As I recall that's the name you chose for yourself on stage.”

I pouted.  “I just panicked when he asked for a stage name, it was the first thing that popped into my head.”

She waved me off like it wasn’t important, a smile tickling at the corners of her mouth. “Sure sure, whatever you say Miss Romanov.”  You know I don't think it would ever be possible to ever be truly upset with the smug bird.  I grinned and leaned over to bump shoulders with her playfully.

Minutes later we drove through a fenced in area, the gate apparently pulled aside from where it had blocked access to a row of warehouses being renovated into lofts.  We parked behind the designated warehouse F4 in a car park overrun by weeds.  There were dozens if not hundreds of vehicles.

The moment Harry opened the door, we could hear the bass carried in the wind.  Yup, we were in the right place.  Paya and I fought for the rear-view mirror to touch up our makeup.  I applied an extra layer of satin copper lipstick that matched my eyes and hair.  Then we joined Harry.  One of us on each of his arms.

We merged with a retro punk group walking to the doors.  Exchanging head bobs and smiles.  A bloke with spiky black hair with blonde tips pounded on the door.  Someone pounded back then it was comical as no less than four of us produced playbills when the bloke started patting his pockets for his.

The tall punker grinned down at me and winked as he took mine and shoved it under the door.  Cheeky.

Nobody was surprised when Skeeze opened the door.  There were lots of guy sounds and arms grasping, complicated handshakes.  Harry, being one of the testosterone-laden, joined in.  Paya, the lone punk rocker bird with half pink and blue hair, and I just grinning and rolled our eyes.

As we filed in we gave a more subdued fist bump to our gatekeeper.  We three women shared a quick chuckle.  The place was slammin'.  I could feel the music thrumming up into the soles of my feet through the concrete floor.  My body wanting to pull it up inside me as I swayed to the music blasting from a stage made up of a few construction scaffoldings lashed together like the barges I lived on.

I saw Ronnie setting up a DJ station.  He looked up and caught my eye.  He nodded once in acknowledgment.  I nervously reciprocated with a silly tiny wave of my hand.

Harry was off in search of liquid refreshments.  Paya and I just started moving into the crowd and danced.  She had always been such a smooth and creative dancer, I've often wondered why she never tried to pursue it professionally.  From being exposed to her all these years, I was no slouch myself just trying to keep up with her.

Harry returned with beers.  Paya grabbed a cup then stopped me from grabbing one of the three large red plastic cups with a hand on my arm.  The twinkle went out of her eyes and she asked thoughtfully, “You're not drinking on an empty stomach are you?  You need to sing tonight and being drunk won't help.”

I shook my head, knowing she was serious.  “I had a sandwich and some beef before you picked me up.  I knew you'd be upset if I didn't.”  I added, “Mum.” Then stuck my tongue out at her.

She nodded and grinned then grabbed the cup I was reaching for and eyeballed it.  She took two deep gulps of it and looked at it then handed me the cup that was now a third empty.  “There, that's all you get until you sing.”  I'd be upset with her if I didn't love her so bloody much for worrying about me.  Instead I just accepted the cup, took a gulp then saluted them and we toasted and danced.

Every time some bloke started pushing in on us, we'd dance closer to Harry, in a suggestive manner, showing them we were taken and not interested.  This just boosted Harry's confidence.  I'm glad he didn't mind me using him as a testosterone shield too.  He was so good for my bestie.  To tell the truth, he's the only person she has ever dated that I wholeheartedly approved of.  He treated her like she was important and truly mattered.  Who cares if he was from Cardiff?  I chuckled silently at that thought.

On the other hand, every time a woman would push in on us, I'd turn to her with a smile and Paya and I would give her the Harry treatment.  Paya had never looked down on my sexual preferences and was secure in her own so this was just pure fun for her.  She never felt self-conscious helping me with the women this way.

My cup was almost empty by the end of the second song and I was feeling a bit tipsy and daring.  I started channeling the music and letting it move my body for me, merging, becoming one with it.  I spun and ran directly into someone, sloshing the last of my beer to the ground.  I blurted out, “I'm so terribly...”  I froze as familiar emerald eyes took my breath away.  I stopped.. just stopped... not moving, not breathing, dropping the cup as I squeaked out, “Teresa?”  I quickly recovered. “I mean, Miss McClellan?”

She was different... so different.  So... I was feeling flush and a heat started in my belly that threatened to consume me.  The sexy professional dragon lady had transformed into... a goddess?  Her pressed, professional garb was replaced with trendy clubbing clothes, a layered pop princess look.

She had heavy makeup highlighting her cheeks, her eyes were so smoky and alluring and her lips... I swallowed... they were works of art with so much creamy depth, coated with a glossy sheen.  The tall heeled boots and skin tight capris showed off the shapeliest of legs.  My eyes followed their curves.  Now, I'm a leg girl, I freely admit that.  And her legs were enough to make me drool.  The only thing that turns me on more than legs are... I stopped thinking as my other weakness captured me, I was lost in her eyes.

Then I blinked as I took in her chocolate brown mane of wild hair, not held tightly to her scalp by a hairband.  It just flowed around her shoulders, pooling there before cascading both forward and down her back.  I took a mental picture.  This was so... so...

Her smile was huge and her eyes twinkled as she squealed, engulfing me in a big hug.  “Tabitha!  What are you doing here?”  She pushed away, holding my shoulders, and turned her head to the utterly gorgeous redhead she had been dancing with and a cold jealousy shot through my confusion and surprise. And... arousal at running into Teresa here, and looking so, wow. “Jenny, this is Tabitha Romanov.  Tabitha, this is my cousin Jenny.”

Relief flooded me, I don't even know why I was jealous. I gave a tiny wave to the redhead and she cocked an eyebrow at me with a sly grin.  “She's the one you won't shut up about?”

I blushed and I swear Teresa did too as she said, “Oh hush you manky bint.  Can't you let up on the teasing just a bit?”

The redhead barked out a genuinely amused and surprised peal of laughter.  Her smile doubled and she ignored her cousin and mocked looking around her. “It is a pleasure to meet, 'the voice,' Tabitha.”

I blushed again, still fixating on Teresa's hands on my shoulders, she still hadn't released me and heat were spreading through my body from the contact points.  I said almost hoarsely, “Tabs, please.”  I met Teresa's eyes to let her know I meant her too.

With a glance down at her hands and a slight hesitation, she released me then smiled, and snagged my arm and pulled me in front of her and Jenny.  “Let's dance!  Can't let a great thrashing beat like this go uncelebrated.  And none of that Miss McClellan shite, just Teri here, please.”  Then she and Jenny just started banging their heads to the bass as they gyrated their hips to the music.  After a moment of just staring at this total transformation of looks and composure of the bloody gorgeous creature, I raised my hands and joined in.

After a few moments, someone was bumping me from behind.  I glanced back into Paya's brown eyes, she was grinning and mouthing, “Oh my god!”  I exhaled with a big smile in answer.  She bit her tongue and then did a sexy little grind into my back before she turned her attention back to her beau.

I turned back and Teri had a hard look on her face.  I shrugged and said over the music, “My best friend Paya, she's here for moral support.”  The hard look faded and she just danced slightly closer.  My lord, I couldn't handle all the heat in the room, it seemed to be centering around her.

The song ended and Paya and Harry joined us as Ronnie hopped up on the stage.  Then Teri looked at Harry and my bestie holding hands then cocked her head.  “I know you.  You're the other cleaning woman at the Conservatoire.”  Paya nodded with a grin as Teri tilted her head to me and asked, “What do you mean, moral support?”

Before I could answer, Ronnie Marx was on stage, speaking into the mic on his earpiece.  “Ok everyone, let's get this party started with a bang!”  The crowd went wild.  “Our first talent tonight is a special treat.  Everyone welcome Tabby Cat!”

I yelled at her over the cheers, “Ummm... for this!”  I smiled at her and I chanced reaching out and grasping her hand and giving it a squeeze before pushing past my screaming and whistling best friend.

I got to the stage and tucked my bag under the stage, Ronnie reached down with one hand, I grasped his hand and he effortlessly lifted me up.  I handed him my mobile with the tracks cued.  I put on the headset he handed me instead of a mic.

I looked up and people cheered more.  I put my hands over my mouth then dropped them and smiled shyly. “Hi everyone.  My first track is special to me, it's called Gift of a Heartbeat.”  I inclined my head to Ronnie and jumped high into the air as the track started.  I landed with the first boom of the bass then started banging my head for the intro, one hand in the air pointing at the exposed rafters of the ceiling as I bounced on my toes.

Then the music stopped and a lone piano started in a soft and more sedate tempo and I opened my mouth to sing the tender ballad.  The words flowed from me and I blinked when I saw Teri, Paya, Jenny, and Harry at the front of the crowd.  Teri had her eyes closed and her head tilted, listening intently, she seemed to be in a trance.  I sang down to her.

The words shared the wonder of the world, of experiencing the kindness of souls in places most people just disregard.  My voice and the music built in intensity and the full instrumental metal thrash kicked in and I sang my heartbeat to the crowd as I hit the chorus while I jumped up and down on the stage.  The crowd was cheering and dancing, experiencing my music like I had always dreamed. 

Then just as suddenly as it came, the music silenced except the piano at the bridge. I sent my emotion and heart fluttering through the people who had slowed their dancing to move in time with the river of feeling I was projecting.  I noticed Scratch in his oversize hoodie standing with his arms crossed by the hallway to the doors, his head cocked, listening intently.

Then I exploded with the music at the refrain.  It started with power but only increased in intensity past forte, building to a crescendo.  My heartbeat, my music, my life.  Then the music ended abruptly as I dropped from belting out the lyrics to the last whisper of a word in a delicate pianissimo. “Love.”

It was deafening, the response I received after two beats of silence, as the crowd exploded.  I looked down and Paya was jumping on her toes clapping frantically close to her chest and screaming.  Teri just smiled at me with a slight head tilt, her eyes glittering and a wistful smile on her lips as she placed both of her hands over her chest and made a single heartbeat.

That was what warmed my heart most, the other cheers were lost on me, Teresa liked it.  I was smiling like a loon.  Then stepped back and said into the headset, “Thank you!  The next track has a little more pop flavor to it, Drifting.”  With more cheering backing me as people danced, I had fun with this one.  It just had a beat you couldn't help but dance to and just have a blast.  There weren't any huge transitions, it was a pretty straightforward song I wrote to infuse fun into my listeners and dare them not to sing along and move their hips.

Though it did have... I hit the power note in the end. I singled out Teresa in her party goddess form and pointed at her, carrying the note past the instrumental a full measure before kicking up an octave to finish it off for fun.

People went crazy over it.  I loved all the smiling faces as I looked around, realizing I had put those smiles there, the song did what it was intended to.  But one smile in particular held me.  I exchanged my headset with Ronnie for my mobile.  He yelled in my ear over the crowd.  “Friday after next, full set?”  I blinked at the man.  A full set?  Really?  I nodded stupidly as he smiled and stepped away, addressing the crowd over his mic, “Tabby Cat!”

I hopped down among my friends, retrieved my bag, and couldn't hear who he was announcing next as Paya's squeal threatened to burst my eardrums.  She snagged me... “Gack!”  Into a tight side to side hug and released me.  Harry was slapping my shoulder in congratulation, and I turned just to be captured by blazing emerald eyes.  There was a smile somewhere beneath them, but I wasn't sure as my entire body was buzzing suddenly when Teresa matched Paya's hug.

Goosebumps rose on my flesh and traveled down my neck as her hot breath hit my skin when she said loudly into my ear, “That was brill Tabs.  You need to hold pressure in your upper diaphragm to gain more fortissimo on that last note to avoid a glottal stop, which can damage your vocal cords.”  I chuckled as she released me, even now she wanted to instruct me, to improve my voice.  Then she made the most adorable squishy faced, half-sarcastic smile and asked, “Tabby Cat?” Over the sound of a local garage band, Acid Reflux, doing a J8 cover of Pickpocket.

I could have blushed myself into a bloody coma.  Paya was so going to die.  I sputtered out, “Thank my evil bestie for that.”  I nudged my head at the far too smug looking Indian woman standing next to me.

Then the traitorous bird said to Teri, “Yes, Tabby Cat.  You seem to have her purring all over.”

Oh my god!  I almost died on the spot.  Was Paya trying to end me using embarrassment as a weapon?  I'm not saying that it wasn't true, I mean I think I was close to purring with Teri's eyes on me, but that is beside the point.

I was saved by Teresa almost pulling my arm out of its socket “Gleep!” As she pulled me into the dancing throng, laughing out, “Come on Tabby Cat, let's dance!  I love this song!”

Nothing else mattered as I let the brilliant song take me, floating on a cloud with that amazing woman.  I still couldn't believe the total transformation between how she acted in the Conservatoire and here.  I loved this fun version of her.  It was like a double threat, sexy AND fun.

The others joined us and we danced in a pack, like wolves, just letting the music flow through us so we could express it with our bodies.  I closed my eyes taking in the heat of the proximity of her body and basked in it and the words of the song.

It was about happenstance and chance meetings, something that was meant to be with its own impossibility.  Someone stealing your heart away like a pickpocket, only to return it later along with the endless possibilities of the gift of a smile.

God, I bloody loved J8.  The emotion she can evoke with simple words.  I, like half the world was so curious about who the woman was.  There are no pictures of her, and London Harmony says she won't do interviews nor public appearances.  That was part of her mystique.  That and the fact that she sounds freakishly similar to Mandy Fay Harris when she was younger, and has a similar intricate style on the electric guitar.  To me, music isn't truly music without emotion, and J8 had it in spades!

At the refrain with its sexy innuendo; Holy platypus crackers, I just realized that innuendo was the entire point of the song!; I opened my eyes just to see Teresa smiling hugely at me in wonder.  I did a fun little hip roll that I allowed to ripple through my entire body toward her.  A blatant tease.  Where did that fun cockiness come from?  She usually scared the bloody hell out of me.

Her smile slowly spread and she daintily bit her lower lip, not breaking eye contact, then she threw her own suggestive move at me.  It was as graceful as it was sexy.  I damn near melted into a puddle.  She cocked an eyebrow at me as I slowed down then grinned back and we finished the song in each other's personal space, trying to melt the other with the intense heat from our bodies.

When the song was over, she was laughing delightfully with a hand draped loosely over my shoulders.  We looked around and all of our friends had decidedly shit eating grins on their faces as we stepped quickly back from each other.

Jenny said as the next cover started, “That's about it for me tonight, I'm right knackered.  Paya here says she and Harry can give me a ride home.  Taa.”  She leaned in to give a terrified looking Teri a peck on the cheek.

I'm sure I had a similar look of terror and betrayal on my face as Paya just gave me a toothy grin as she waved and walked off with the other. “Bye Tabs!”

We both looked at their retreating backs then at each other and started cracking up laughing.  I sighed in resignation, then at almost the same moment we both shrugged and started dancing to the re-imagined Miranda Keys cover of Mischief.

She yelled to me over the music, “We can plot their doom after this song.  It just begs to be celebrated.”  My smile grew as I nodded emphatically and got lost in her eyes and the beat.

When it was over and Ronnie put on some mix, he said was given to him by Scratch.  My eyes instantly darted to where I had seen the man earlier, he was gone.  The mix was inspired.  I was about to start dancing to it when I saw Teri was laughing and rolling her eyes.

I tilted my head in question and she grabbed both of my hands in hers and dragged me down the hall and outside where we could speak without yelling at each other.  I tilted my head at her embarrassed look and she said, “Well my cousin, in all her forward thinking glory, forgot to give me the keys to her car.  She was my ride.  Then she smiled cutely and blinked innocently as she tilted her head. “Give a girl a lift?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Looks like we're stranded then.  Paya was my ride.”  We looked at each other and burst out laughing again.  God I loved this fun version of her.

She just looped her arm in mine and took a deep breath of air that smelled of river, and well... London.  Then started walking with me toward the main road as she said, “A cab then.”  Oh, I guess we weren't going back in.  I really didn't care as long as she stayed beside me.

She cocked her head down slightly toward me, looking ahead as we walked. “I had no idea that was what you sang.  I had you pegged for classical since that's all I have heard you sing at the Conservatoire.  You were simply brill tonight.”

I blushed at the compliment and shrugged. “Classical really isn't my thing.  For as long as I can remember, music has been buried inside of me, woven through emotion.  I've always wanted to share the feelings and how music moves me with others.  So I've adopted a mix of metal and pop.  I guess Penny Franklin from Leather and Heels was sort of my inspiration.”

She stopped us and looked down at me with an appraising head tilt before we started walking again.  I looked up at her with a goofy grin asking, “What?”

She shrugged as we passed the gate to the warehouse area, I noted the chain hanging on it with a lock that had apparently been cut.  Then she said as she hugged the arm she had her's looped in.  “I don't know.  I just like this more talkative you.  You seem so reticent to speak at the school.”

I snorted and slapped a hand over my mouth in embarrassment.  Then I said, “Well you scare the bloody hell out of me.”  Then I let go of her arm and swung around in front of her, walking backward as I grabbed her hands in mine. “Tell me about Teresa McClellan, what makes her tick?”

We walked for well over an hour into the core, passing dozens of cabs without hailing them, lost in our conversation.  We spoke about everything and anything.  Sharing bits and pieces of ourselves with each other.

She didn't scare me there. The conversation was so comfortable like we had known each other our entire lives, it felt like speaking with Paya, only my bestie didn't do all these wonderful things to my body.  I could feel a heat building in my belly, slowly filling my entire being as we shared our lives with each other.  I always thought that this type of sharing was as intimate as a caress.

We found ourselves walking along the Thames, not more than half a kilometer from my place.  She checked her watch; yes she actually wore a delicate silver watch; it was past one AM.  She sighed and looked at me then raised her hand, flagging down a passing cab.  “As much fun as this has been, and how I'd love it to go on forever.  I need to get to bed, church in the morning and all.”

I opened the cab door for her and she slid in then paused when I didn't slide in.  “We can share, I don't bite.”  Then she winked. “Unless you want me too.”

My jaw dropped, I didn't know how to respond to that as my body heated in all the right places.  She chuckled as she reached out and laid her hand on mine that was holding the door. “I'm sorry, but your reaction was simply priceless.”

I regained my composure and crinkled my nose at her playfully.  “I'm just right there.” I indicated offhandedly with a dismissive wave of my hand.  “You have a wonderful night Ter.”

She smiled almost shyly and lowered her eyes as she said softly, “I already have.”  My returning smile was aborted when I felt her lips on mine in a whisper soft kiss. The cab door shut and it drove off with me standing on the walk in a happy, buzzing, heated daze.





  
 

Chapter 8 – Ms. Hyde

I spent the next day just smiling.  Paya had called to tease me, of course, I just grinned through my description of the night to her.  Then she asked, “So, did she give you her number?”  I blinked.  No, she hadn't, but that didn't mean anything did it?  I hadn't thought of giving her mine either, we were too preoccupied.

I heard snapping on the phone and Paya chirping, “Hey, get out of your head woman.  You'll have to start charging yourself rent for the space.”  Then she said to catch me off guard, “You remember to eat breakfast?”

When I hesitated, I cringed and squinted when the expected, “Bloody hell woman!  You're going to mass with us then we'll brunch.”  I opened my mouth to be cut off. “No backtalk.  Chop chop, we'll be there in twenty.”  I started to open my mouth again and snapped it shut as she added, “The two proper responses here are either 'Yes Paya.' or 'Yes ma'am.'  Choose wisely.”  I could hear the smile in her teasing voice.

I rolled my eyes and said, “Yes Paya.”

“There's a good girl.  Now that wasn't so hard was it?”  Then she rang off before I could come up with a cheeky response.  I shook my head and chuckled.  I didn't belong in a church, I'm always afraid of bursting into flame when I walk inside of one.  But my bestie gets dragged to mass at least once a month by her doting parents.  This must be the day.  Now she was going to torture me with the same just because she can.

I sifted through my things, none of which were really appropriate for church.  So I just picked out my longest skirt, which ended just slightly below the knee and a white blouse.  Wrinkled.  I looked at the time.  About five minutes of generator time was left!  I plugged in my little travel iron and quickly pressed the blouse the best I could.  I was about three quarters done when the light flickered out as I heard the thrumming of the generators sputter out. Bugger all!  It would have to do, I used the last of the heat in the iron.

I wore my boots and carried my low black heels with me as I left.  I grabbed the small bag of trash by Mrs. Thatcher's door as I passed by.  I dumped the trash in a roadside bin and waited patiently.  Oh god, did I brush my hair this morning?  I whipped out my mobile and held it up to catch the grey light of an overcast morning and looked at my reflection.  Passable.  I exhaled in relief, then Mr. Doshi's dark green Land Rover SUV pulled up beside me.

The back door popped open and I had to restrain my mocking smile.  There are some things that just don't fit, and Paya in her Sunday dresses are one such example.  They made her look... innocent. I chopped back a snort at the thought.  Of course, reading my mind she cocked an eyebrow in challenge and said, “Hey now, at least mine is more suitable for mass than what you're wearing.  Honestly woman, we drag you kicking and screaming with us like this often enough, you could at least spring for a decent Sunday dress.”

Mrs. Doshi was grinning as she looked back and slapped her daughter lightly on the shoulder.  “Nonsense.”  Then she turned her always smiling eyes on me. “I think you look lovely dear.”

I smiled and inclined my head royally as I mocked Paya with my response. “Why thank you Mrs. Doshi, you look lovely as well.  And you are handsome as ever Mr. Doshi.  Thank you for including me today.”  I got the familiar grunt of acknowledgment from the man, he has always been a man of few words.  I'm sure you could fit everything he has said to me over the past twenty years onto a single sheet of paper. But the meaning behind those words could fill volumes.

He had strong Indian features, and a solid jaw, extremely dark skin with a deep caramel tone, and an unwavering moral compass.  I can see what Evelyn sees in the man.  Evelyn Doshi, a New Zealand transplant, could be a blonde glamour model out of some magazine but is so very down to earth and runs her own accountancy.  Paya was blessed with her father's exotic looks and her mother's beauty, and a light caramel skin tone that was just so bloody unfair to the rest of us with pasty complexions.  I hate her for that, in the best possible way, of course.  I giggled internally.

The Doshi's were sort of my surrogate family, much closer than my pseudo-family on the boats.  They included me in family things like this often.  I always have kind of viewed them as my second set of parents and Paya as my sister since I have known them since I was in primary school.  Evelyn looked back with a mischievous smile.  “Now why can't you have proper manners like our Tabby here Paypay.”

Mrs. Doshi is the only person I don't mind calling me Tabby.  My bestie cringed at her nickname and stuck her tongue out at me.  “Is it pick on Paya day?”  The three of us replied in unison, “Yes.”  Then we shared a chuckle.

Church went well, I didn't burst into flames, nor was an attempt at exorcism performed on me.  I took it as a good sign when a bolt of lightning didn't shoot down from the heavens to smite me... that's always a plus right?

The preacher or priest, or minister, or whatever he was called, didn't get too... preachy.  I'm not sure what I believe, but until I decide, I have always been uncomfortable with people trying to shove their beliefs down my throat.  This guy wasn't that way nor were the Doshi's, so I just enjoyed the 'family' time.

The elder Doshi's went to confession while we waited.  Then we were off to brunch.  Evelyn is worse than her daughter.  She had me going up for seconds and thirds.  Telling me, she's worried I don't eat enough.  What is their obsession with what I eat?  I haven't died of starvation that I know of.

After thanking them when they dropped me off back at home, I spent the rest of the day obsessing over my time with Teresa, fun version, and practicing my lessons.  The memory of that delicate kiss kept me distracted.

The next day, after my morning routine and walking Terminator for Mrs. Thatcher, since she was feeling under the weather, I headed to work with a silly smile on my face.

I stutter stepped by the food carts.  Bloody hell!  I hadn't had breakfast that morning nor prepared a lunch, it had slipped my mind since I walked Terminator.  Paya would kill me.  I cussed at myself and grabbed a breakfast Reuben and a coffee.  I'll never get ahead on my savings if I kept that up.  Then scurried off to the Conservatoire as I devoured half the food and tucked the rest away for lunch.

I was grinning when my Indian friend let me in the door.  I admitted to myself I was excited to see Teri today.  My smile got a cocked eyebrow from the evil woman who knows me too well.  I rolled my eyes and she gave a delighted chuckle as we punched in.

I spent some extra time making sure I cleaned Teresa's office well, then moved to the break room. This one I dreaded, each week it had been a right mess and took a little extra time for us to put back in order.  We just chatted as we worked, we didn't get much chance during the day as we were usually in different parts of the building or couldn't be heard over the cleaning equipment.

Then lunch rolled around and before I darted off to the storage room she stopped me.  “You do have lunch right?”

I nodded and said as if it were an insult, “Of course.  Do you think I'm daft and would forget?”  I held up the little paper sack with my leftovers from breakfast.

She nodded with a smirk on her face as she more stated than asked, “You forgot didn't you?”

I squished my head down to my shoulders and nodded through my smile and gave a conspiratorial, “Quite.”  We shared a laugh and parted ways.

I spent my tea listening to the lesson in the room beyond, reading the book and singing along with the group on the other side of the wall.  I hopped up when lunch was concluding, placed my things on a shelf and waited.  A minute later Teri opened the door.  She was breathtaking in a professional lavender dress, white overcoat and lavender headband holding her beautiful hair tight to her scalp.

I smiled hugely at her and said, “Hi Teri.”  A little excitement tinging my voice.  But her face was a stern mask with no hint of a smile, no hint of the playful woman she had shown me the other night.

She stated simply, “Miss McClellan.”  Then she added, “Now then, the first lesson please.”  I blinked at her.  This was the same woman right?  Where had the open and exciting girl gone?

I stuttered out something unintelligible.  My heart sank and I looked down, feeling almost ashamed and I didn't understand why.  Had she just been playing with me Saturday night?  Was this a game?  But... the kiss.  I said hoarsely, “Yes Miss.” Then grabbed the sheet music and began.  I felt tears threatening, and doubled my efforts in determination and fought them off.  I wouldn't give Ms. Hyde the satisfaction of knowing she had hurt me so much.

I finished the piece flawlessly to spite her.  Then moved to the second.  With the exception of one slight waver, it was the best I had done on the piece.

She stopped me just near the end at the waver, hissing, “No.  You're still relaxing your diaphragm near the end, anticipating the conclusion.  That is unprofessional.  Each note is just as important as the one before it and the one after it.  Apply yourself equally to each as if it were the only one in the passage.  That is where the waver came from, as you relaxed your diaphragm.  Do it again.”

I gritted my teeth and started over.  I have to admit, no matter how cross I was at her at that moment, she was right.  I concentrated on breath control and maintaining consistent use of my diaphragm.  It was my best rendition yet.  And for some reason I seethed at her because of it.

Then I was going to gather my things, tea was over and I would be late punching in, but she said, like she was bored, “The final piece.”

I started to explain that I was going to be late at the time clock. “But Miss...”

She cut me off, her tone the same. “The final piece.”

I exhaled in frustration, then grabbed the music for the punishing piece.  I stumbled and wavered my way through it, I was improving, but I knew there was no way anyone could possibly sing this piece.  Well, except for one person apparently, but I was not Marjorie, and this hurt as I sang.  My vocal chords were punished and my chest ached.

I finished on a strong note.  I could probably do this if I had maybe fifty or sixty years to practice.  At least this was the best I had done on it to date, just to spite this woman who was playing with my emotions.

She tilted her head and then smiled at me.  All my anger dissolved at her bloody beautiful smile that filled me with warmth.  She said, “You're improving.  Keep at it, we'll try tomorrow again.  Check out chapter eighteen to help with your vibrato.”

Then she turned and left.  I called after her, but she didn't slow, “Teri... umm Miss McClellan?”

I growled and stomped my foot in frustration like a little girl. Then I grabbed my things and ran down the hall to the time clock, muttering every cuss word I knew and a few Hungarian cuss words I had learned from Mr. Illes.

Paya was holding my punched time card in her fingers, but her shit eating grin faded when she saw my face.  “What is it?”

I hissed out, “Nothing!”  Then stopped, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath.  “Terribly sorry.  She's just... I... I'm fine.”  Then added, “I just need some sweet caramel.”  She hugged me instantly.  I hugged back, then pulled away, and took a deep breath.  “Sorry, I got bloody girly there.” Then I nudged my eyes at my time card.  “Thanks for that.”

She chuckled and put my card into the rack. “That's what best friends are for.”

She didn't ask, she was good that way, knowing I needed space.  I punished the walls and floors with a good scrubbing to work out my frustration.  The predominate thought in my head being, “Is Teresa just playing with me?”

At the end of the day, I was beat and my chest ached from singing that third piece.  I think I was working muscles there I didn't know I had.  We said our goodbyes and headed home.

I sat for an hour just listening to the barge groaning and feeling the gentle sway of the water moving around us in its march to the sea.  The light flicked on as the sounds of the river were drowned out by the generators firing up.

I absently plugged my devices in to charge on autopilot.  Then grabbed the music.  I don't know why I cared.  I still didn't know why she was doing this, or why she was apparently playing with me, but a part of me still wanted to please her.  And I practiced.





  
 

Chapter 9 – Dr. Jekyll

The rest of the week went that way.  I made small improvements on the music.  She showed me more tricks to accomplish parts of it.  She seemed to ignore the previous night like it had never happened.

On Friday, I was pretty down.  It was the last day of our temp job.  I wouldn't have the benefit of eavesdropping on Marjorie's classes anymore.  I had learned so much from proxy and my own music had benefited from it.  The last rave showed that.

When we went to punch out the final time, there was a slip of paper attached to my time card.  I slid it out from under the paperclip and in loopy, flowery writing, was a simple message. “The Darby, eight o'clock.  Teri”  With a cute little heart over the I in her name.  She was asking me to karaoke?  I looked around to see if it were some sort of joke and stuffed the paper into my pocket for fear it would vanish.

I smiled to myself as I punched out.  Paya squinted at me in question and I shrugged, asking, “The Darby tonight?”

She grinned and nodded. “Brill!  Harry will hate it!”  I chuckled.  True, he couldn't sing his way out of a wet paper bag if his life depended on it and he had an auto-tune device in his pocket.

I chuckled. “You Miss Doshi are quite evil.  Grab me at seven thirty?”

She grinned like I had given her a supreme compliment.  See?  My bestie is evil.  Then she nodded. “Ok, see you then.  I'll let you know if I can snag another temp that needs a crew.”

I nodded my thanks and we kissed cheeks and I headed to the coach, pulling the paper out of my pocket and re-reading it about a thousand times on the way home.  The little heart over the I just made me grin.  That was Teresa, playful mode.  The Dr. Jekyll to that frustrating Ms. Hyde.  I just needed to understand it.  Oh!  I grinned.  This did seem like a good intrigue I was living!

Mrs. T was still feeling under the weather so I walked Terminator for her then made her some nice hot tea and some porridge on her hotplate during power-up.  She said as I left to get ready in my cabin, “You are the heart of the Persephone, Tabitha.  Thanks for bringing joy into our little family here.”  I had just blushed and bid her a good night, making sure she had all of her covers tucked around her.

I sat down on my mattress, smiled wistfully, and made a note for a new personal song, Heart of the Persephone.  I checked my mobile, I still had a little time, so I started writing lyrics as I hummed a new melody.

At seven, when the generators powered down, I lit my lamp and got dressed for a night of karaoke in the flickering light.  Then as an afterthought reached into my almost empty cooler for a banana so that Paya wouldn't kill me.  I'd have to hit the grocery tomorrow.

I ate quickly and washed it down with a bottle of water.  Then stuffed the waste into my overflowing plastic bag.  I grabbed the bag and took it with me when I disembarked, finding a refuse bin at the road.

I stuffed my hands into my pockets to keep the chill away when my mobile buzzed.  I didn't look as I answered, “Hiya Paya!”  

“Five minutes Brat.”  

Then she rang off before I could defend my non-bratty honor.  I just grinned and rolled my eyes.

Five minutes later I was sliding into Harry's silver truck and buckling up.  My bestie slapped a golden arches bag to my chest.  I cocked an eyebrow imperiously at her as she took a huge bite from her own hamburger. “I had supper but thank you, I am still a bit peckish.”  My mouth was watering over the smell of the food as I opened the bag and munched on some chips as I unwrapped the burger.

Harry spoke up before Paya could, “Oh yeah?  So tell us Tabs, what did your grand supper consist of.”  I blushed and opened my mouth to say just how little, but he just chuckled as he kept his eyes on the road as he cut me off, “That's what we thought.”

I spoke through a mouthful of burger to my grinning best friend, “You training this tosser to pick on me?”

She leaned into him and hugged his arm and blinked innocently. “No at all, this one trains himself.”

I chuckled at her but then said, half in jest, half in all seriousness, “He's a keeper.” I really did think that she had found herself a good bloke on this go around.  I counted him among my few friends.  Then I added, “You two spoil me.”

Paya detached from Harry and comically flopped over against me to latch onto my arm similarly and gave it a hug.  “You're totally worth it Tabby Cat.”  I blushed again and stuffed a couple chips into her mouth for the evil Tabby Cat utterance.  She just grinned as she chewed.

We had to circle the block a couple times before we parked just down from the Darby.  The club was a little downscale, but our kind of people frequented it since it was also one of the hottest karaoke scenes in the city, which accounts for the difficulty in finding parking.  Its car park was always full.

I checked my mobile, seven fifty.  A lilting chuckle beside me made me shoot Paya the stink eye as she said, “You're as nervous as when you're dating.”  Then her eyes shot wide and she beamed.  “Is this a double date Tabs?  Who is it?”

I just blushed and she got a teasing look on her face, “It's her?  Oh, I thought we were hating her this week?”  She said it in a question.  I shrugged and handed her the note I had in my bag by way of explanation.  She smiled almost sadly at the note then looked up at me and said with a tinge of concern in her voice, “Be careful Tabs.  This one seems conflicted.  Just look at the emotional wreck she's had you in the past couple weeks and you aren't even seeing her.”

I said without conviction, “She's just asked me to karaoke.  It's not like it's a bloody date you know.”

Her face softened as we found the only empty table off near the loos, and she asked,  “Then why are you wringing your hands Tabs?”  Harry went off in search of liquid refreshment for us.

A couple was at the mic singing a Thompson Twins cover.  They were mostly on key and it was evident they did this a lot by the sheer amount of fun they were having.  We clapped with the crowd when they hit the power note at the end of the bridge.  On key, sort of.  I grinned.  The crowd didn't care, we were all here to have fun and support each other for having the courage to stand up there in front of each other.

Paya hopped up and yelled, “Big Round Bunnies!” Then she darted toward the stage.  That was her version of 'BRB'.  I saw her signing up with the DJ.  She came back looking all smug, why did that scare me?  She said as she sat, “Sprinkled the night with a solo for each of us, one for Harry and I and a group outing.  Free mic is at midnight.”

I nodded and grinned, apparently we were going to shut the club down tonight.  I shook my head as I smiled and asked, “You do remember that we are both out of a job today right?”

She shrugged. “I'll be temping Tuesday at the latest again, I'm looking for another that needs a crew.  The agency likes me.  I think the supervisor there is sweet on me.”  Then she stood. “Let's dance!”

I nodded and stood and someone behind me put their soft, hot hands over my eyes.  Heat bloomed inside me as Teri's voice was warm in my ear. “Guess who?”

I spun around to see Teresa with a super silly smile on her face, and then I was pulled into a hug that was doing all kinds of naughty things to me.  She released me and then waved cutely with one hand to Paya.  I was pretty much a smile on legs at that point as I took her in.  Torn jeans, Sketchers, and an old Miranda Keys tour shirt.  The oversize silver belt she wore cocked at her hip turned the classic rocker gear into something chic.

Her emerald eyes were hiding deep in her now tightly curled mop of chocolate brown hair she had pooled around her shoulders.  I thought I was catching chestnut highlights in this light.  Her smile was what held me though.  It was so genuine, I could see it originated deep in her eyes.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her down into a chair as we all sat again.  She glanced over at Paya with something like hurt or confusion in her eyes until Harry set two beers down in front of Paya and I then looked at the third in his hand then Teresa and set it in front of her then spun to go back to the bar.                                                                                                          

We all chuckled and my goddess seemed to relax.  I saw my bestie doing her bloody multi-faceted assessment of the situation with her sharp eyes then she cocked her head and said, “Harry and I thought we'd double?  You don't mind do you?”

What?!  This isn't a date.  I looked around realizing that Teri wasn't with her cousin tonight, she was alone.  This wasn't... was this a date?  I melted into a sodding puddle when she said, “No, I don't mind.”  Then she scooted slightly closer to me in her chair.  I could have slapped Paya with a wet fish as she gawked at us, glancing at us with an evil glee fluttering around in her eyes.

Then the traitorous bird said, “Tabs was just saying she wanted to dance.  You two go on ahead, I'll wait for Harry to get back.”

Teresa could have been on springs, she was on her feet in an instant and was offering a hand to me.  I looked down shyly and accepted her hand and stood.  As she led me to the dance floor in front of the little stage, I looked back at my friend with a promise of great pain for her in the future. I swiped my hand at her arm as I passed.  She dodged it as she cackled in glee.  Remind me why I hang out with such a terrible person? Teri adjusted her grip on my hand, slipping her fingers through mine.  Oh yeah, that's why.

We started dancing to a bloke who was destroying a Harper Cross cover.  Teri was just as graceful and fun as last week.  I still didn't understand her Ice Queen personality at the music Conservatoire.  It was like she was two different people.

Halfway through the number, I was bumped from behind.  I looked back and burst out laughing at Paya, who was dancing with Harry.  She was bobbing her head around like it wasn't attached and her tongue was lolling out of her mouth as she nudged her eyes toward Teri.  I rolled my eyes and turned my attention to the woman who was heating the place up.

She shot me a playful wink and shouted, “She's having far too much fun with your discomfort.  Shall we shut her up?”  I tilted my head in question. She turned the upbeat song into a slow dance as she draped her arms over my shoulders and just swayed with me, our eyes holding each other captive, our faces inches apart.

I was so aroused by this sexy creature.  She just smiled sweetly and then looked down bashfully.  Her eyes returning to my lips.  Then she gave me the gift of another one of those whisper-soft kisses.  I finished the dance in a happy daze.

Three of us made our way back to the table.  My exotic best friend abandoned us as she made her way back up to the DJ.  She looked across the club at us with a wicked gleam in her eyes, then she smiled and wrote something on the pad.  Bloody hell!  Now what was she on about?

She joined us at the table, looking all sweet and innocent, so you know just how suspicious that was.  I opened my mouth, but she interrupted as she motioned both of her hands palms up to the drinks on the table.  “Oh look, beer!”  Then grabbed her glass and just took a swallow.

I gave her a playful glare as I picked mine up.  I swear by the holy platypus, I will be her doom.  Teri chirped out a laugh and grabbed her glass and we all drank.  Then set her glass down, wiped her mouth on her sleeve then grinned at Paya. “Subtly isn't in your vocabulary is it?”

My bestie just fluttered her eyelashes at her innocently. “I'm sure I have no clue what you are talking about.”  We all chuckled and then Harry's name was called out before the next song started.

He blanched and looked at his girl with an accusatory squint.  She shrugged and asked in false consternation, “Now how did that happen?”  He stood, still looking at her and then leaned in and gave her a quick peck on the lips and headed off toward the stage with his head down, like a man heading to a funeral.  Paya was just clapping her hands in glee.

Teri shot me a questioning look and I just shook my head, grinning as I nudged my eyes toward the poor bloke.  “Tone deaf that one is.”  The squinty ooh face she put on was priceless.  I added, “I'm quite sure my bestie is a devil spawn, but I keep her around because she keeps life interesting.”

Paya deadpanned, “And I'm your sweet caramel.”

I nodded and looked directly into Teri's eyes and admitted, “And she's my sweet caramel.” After a long heartbeat, getting lost in her eyes, the three of us burst out laughing.  Teresa was a bloody riot in her fun mode.

As the woman on stage was finishing.  Paya was standing, grabbing our hands, and dragging us up to the stage at the dance floor yelling, “Come on ladies, we're fangirling out here.”

When we reached the stage, the DJ announced Harry and I almost died laughing when I Touch Myself by the Divinyls started playing.  We all screamed like we were watching a heartthrob in concert, as the poor bloke butchered the song but had a right good time with it.  The crowd was into it, Harry was nothing but smiles and campy moves on stage.  Every time he monotoned out, “When I think about you, I touch myself.”  We'd scream and raise our hands to him, grasping at the air.  Teresa would throw googly eyes at him and make a heartbeat with her hands over her chest.

I must say, Harry got the loudest cheers of the night so far.  He grinned like a wally and took a couple bows then jumped off the stage.  He finally blushed as he looked at his girlfriend.  “God woman!  You are bound and determined to embarrass me!”

She cocked an eyebrow suggestively. “Hmmm... 'bound' and determined?  That could be fun.”

My jaw dropped and my eyes bugged out as I slapped her shoulder in shock. “PAYA!” She crinkled her nose at me in response.  Oh ok, never mind, she can get away with it.

As we wandered back to the table, Teri asked into my ear as she nudged her eyes toward Paya, “How do they stuff so much cute into one package?”

I shrugged. “You don't know the half of it.”  Then I added, “But seriously, she's the best friend a girl could ask for.”

Teri nodded then something clouded her eyes as she asked sheepishly, “Did you and her ever...”

I cut her off quickly. “God no.  That'd be like you and Jenny umm....” She gave a sour face and then looked relieved.  I added, “She's the sister I always needed.  It is sort of her mission in life to either take care of me or to embarrass me to death.  It is a toss up on which.  I love her either way.” This got a cute smile from my obsession.

Every other song had one of our group going up to the stage.  Paya was next, and she covered Amber LaLanie's, Green Gremlin.  Such a fun and bouncy song, it fit her personality to a T.  Where Paya's singing was above average, the fun and enthusiasm and the way she bounced around on stage turned it into something more.  An experience for the crowd.

We screamed our heads off for her when she finished.  She hopped off the stage, spun around and placed the back of her arm across her brow like a diva and fell backward in a fake swoon, just to be caught by Harry.  We all chuckled and then danced to the next two songs.  Then Teresa McClellan was called out.

She shot Paya an accusing look.  My bestie just shrugged like she didn't know how her name got on the list.  She squinted an eye at the far too innocent looking Indian woman and headed to the stage to wait her turn.  We ran to the stage when she was up.  Paya had picked Snowflakes by Satin Thunder for her.

We acted all silly and swoony.  Is swoony a word?  Swoonish?  Anyway, we made fools of ourselves screaming for her.

I'm not sure what I had expected; I mean sure she works at a music school and all, but in administration. I was not expecting the strong, pure note that came from the brown-haired angel.  I had stopped bouncing to the inrto music and my eyes flashed over to meet hers.  They locked onto mine and she held me captivated.

She sang both parts of the song, the smooth satin tones of Skylar Roth, evoking all of the same emotions as the original.  Then she hit the punishing power notes that were the signature thunder of Kimi Solomon.  I did note that she took it in a lower register even though she had a soprano voice and the music should easily be in her range.

I forgot to breathe until the need was too great, then I took a breath and blinked for the first time since the song began.  She had so much vocal control and she took a page from Paya's book and danced around the stage as she slung the liquid gold of her voice out to the crowd.  The only things in my world were her smiling face and her voice, nothing else mattered to me at that moment in time.  Well, that and her dishy legs, I mean my god, I'm only human.

I caught the sly smile spreading on her lips when she noticed me glancing at her legs.  I felt heat on my cheeks over the embarrassment of being caught.  She finished and everyone cheered.  I just stood there like a bloody muppet.

She tilted her head and looked down at me as she came down the stairs from the stage.  I just smiled and mouthed, “Wow.”  She looked down shyly and walked up to us with her hands down by her side.  Harry and Paya congratulated her and I just kept smiling.  Then she stood in front of me and I just shook my head, a perma-smile on my face.  “That was incredible Ter.”

Then she grabbed both of my hands and dragged me into the crowd to start dancing to the next cover.  She put her lips near my ear and said hotly, her lips nicking at my earlobe and sending electric spikes down into my core, “I'll expect you to do as well for me.”  I swallowed as I heated up inside.  Since I couldn't speak at the moment, I just nodded and followed her lead on the dancefloor.  She could lead me anywhere.

When my turn came up, I could have done the namesake of the song to Paya.  I sang Slapped by Leather and Heels.  She enjoyed me having to scream out Meeeeeoowww like a tabby cat, sounding like her bloody nickname for me.  I had a blast though, it was a cheeky song, one of Penny Franklin's best.

I strutted the stage as I sang, not needing the prompter.  I raised my eyebrows at Teresa and tried to give her a sexy wiggle of my hips that traveled all the way up my body to the hand raised over my head.  I probably looked ridiculous doing it, sexy is one thing I'm not.  But Ter gave me a shoulder slumping sigh and smile.  Then kept her eyes on me as she danced provocatively with my two friends.  I almost stumbled and shot her a disbelieving look, God she was dishy.  I was rewarded with a nose crinkling smile.

The rest of the night was like that, just pure fun, music, and dancing.  Teresa and I snuck out just after midnight, abandoning my friends.  I texted a little smiley icon to Paya to let her know I'd find my own way home.  Our universal signal.  I got a smiley in return.

We just walked to a little park down the road, her hugging my arm.  I was in my own personal heaven.  We sat at a cast iron and oak bench and looked at the city lights.  I gazed at her and she was nothing but smiles.

She kept glancing at my lips and I was heating up.  She took a breath then started talking. “On the longer notes you should...”

I couldn't stop myself even though half of me was screaming. “What are you doing you bloody git?”  I stopped her from talking with a gentle kiss on the lips.  More substantial than the whispering kisses she had gifted me.

We both smiled into the kiss then I pulled back.  She blinked and blushed and said quietly, “Oh.”  Her breath fogging in the cold, crisp air.

I grinned and said, “I don't want to talk about lessons or breath control, or projection.  Tonight was just for having fun, sharing music and fun with others.”

The take control woman was suddenly silent and just nodded and she said almost meekly, “Ok Tabby Cat.”  Her using that god forsaken nickname ignited a warmth in my belly, I actually liked her using it.  Then she laid her head on my shoulder and sighed., “It's a beautiful night isn't it?”

I would have usually said it was a cold and miserable night but with her beside me on the bench, sharing our body heat I said truthfully, “The best.”  Then I was trapped by her emerald pools of light again.

We spoke for an hour or two, about everything and nothing, just sharing private thoughts and memories with each other.  I wanted to know everything about her.  I did feel like I was holding back on my current living situation, I'd never been embarrassed by it before so I didn't understand my reticence. I also felt there was something she wasn't sharing either.  I looked forward to the day we could feel free enough to speak of it.

I felt her shiver against me.  Good lord, she was freezing.  I must have built up a tolerance to the cold living in my unheated cabin.  I sat up and turned toward her and rubbed her arms.  “Bloody hell woman.  You're freezing.”  I checked my mobile, it was almost two AM, and freezing rain started drizzling down.  We both looked up to the sky in disappointment.

I said, “You need to get yourself home where it's warm.”

She nodded and cuddled in as we stood to walk her to her car.  Once we got back to the club, we walked past the vacant spot where Harry's truck had been parked. There we located her little yellow sedan, she said as she slid into the driver's seat, “Hop in I'll give you a ride home.”  I glanced at the nearby Thames, feeling embarrassed for the first time about how I lived.

I shrugged and smiled, “That's ok, I'm close to home.”

She squinted. “You said that the other night kilometers in the other direction.”

I smiled and said, “It's sort of in between and I love walking in the rain.”

She studied me, what did she see, she finally sighed and said, “Alright if you are sure.”  She reached up and pushed a wet lock of my coppery hair out of my eyes.  Then she got bashful, not making eye contact.  “Thank you for such a fun time tonight.  I really enjoyed talking to you.”

I blushed and looked down. “Me too.  You are an amazing lady.”

She asked, “Can we do this again?  Soon?”  I nodded, then sparks were suddenly swimming in my vision as she leaned up from her seat to kiss me almost desperately.  I returned the kiss, our lips parting slightly for our tongues to trace each others lips.  A furnace was ignited inside of me and I was feeling a little damp for other reasons.

I was in a happy fog, she giggled in satisfaction at my dazed condition, then pushed me back with one finger on my chest so she could close her door.  She waved cutely and I returned it with a tiny wave, my toes curling.  Then she drove off.  I watched until she turned down the block.

Then I closed my eyes and slapped my forehead with the heel of my palm and whispered to myself, “Idiot!  You didn't get her number again!”

She had said she was going to be at the next rave I sang at a week from tomorrow, I'd ask her for it then.  I don't want to look desperate and call her at the Conservatoire.  Honestly I'd love to see her every day, I felt like we had a relationship starting, but she was just so confusing with her Jekyll and Hyde behavior.

I raised a hand to touch my lips, reliving that last kiss.  I was smiling as I shivered.  The rain was biting.  I stuffed my hands in my pockets and started walking along the river toward home.





  
 

Chapter 10 – Revelation

I spent the weekend taking care of Mrs. Thatcher and Terminator, she didn't seem to be getting over the cold and she was running a fever.  I was getting worried, but she assured me it was just a little bug.  I just sat and read Marjorie's music book between visits to the cabin next door.  Sad that I wouldn't be able to learn more from her now that my employment at the school was over.

I had stared at the sheet music time and again.  I finally grabbed it and started practicing the impossible lesson.  I didn't know why, it wasn't like I'd be able to work on it with Ter anymore.  Maybe if we started... ummm dating.  I blushed at the thought and curled my toes, reliving the kiss.

On Sunday, Paya invited me over to play some games with her and her roommates.  The first thing she said when we all sat down for some Monopoly was, “So dish woman.  You avoided me yesterday, is she a good kisser?”

I shook my head in disbelief at the strumpet as the others chuckled.  I said in a regal tone, “I was not avoiding you, I told you I was caring for Mrs. Thatcher.  She's under the weather.”  Then I closed my eyes and curled my toes, stretching out my arms down my side and responded to the question, “And God yes!”

This got me some teasing ooohs from the other girls except Lisa.  She scrunched up her face like she had just licked a lemon as she said, “But kissing another girl?  Ewww...”

Paya rolled her eyes and grabbed the back of Lisa's head and kissed her. I slapped my hand over my mouth in surprise as the other girls laughed.  My bestie said, “There now you've done it too, so don't judge and let her finish telling us the steamy details.”  Then turned her attention to me like nothing had happened.

Some little part of me noted that Lisa didn't wipe her mouth nor complain. She sat silently for a moment with a slight blush on her cheeks, then she said to me, “Sorry Tabs.”  I grinned internally thinking something along the lines of  'Me thinks she doth protest too much.'

I shrugged as I looked at the eager faces around me.  “Not much to tell, we walked to the park and sat on a bench and just talked until the rain started.  She went all instructor on me so I had to shut her up with a kiss.”

Emily clasped her hands together and stretched her arms out and asked, “Was it dreamy?  I always think the first time I kiss a guy is dreamy.”

Paya gave a wicked grin. “It wasn't their first kiss.”  This got more ooohs.

I slapped her shoulder as I rolled the dice.  Ooo, Park Place.  I paid for the property as I shrugged.  “It was the first time I instigated the kiss... and yes, it was soo dreamy!”  Bloody hell, I'm such a girl.  Then I added, “I can still feel the heat of our goodnight kiss later.”

Pepper asked, “So when's your next date?”

Date?  That wasn't a date was it?  Well, it did feel like a double date.  Maybe it was.  I shrugged. “I don't know, like a git I forgot to get her number.”

Paya said as she rolled the dice, “You know where she works woman.”

I shook my head emphatically. “I'm not going to interrupt her at work, I'd look desperate.”

Paya paid the rent to Lisa for Kentucky Avenue as she said offhandedly, “You ARE desperate Tabs.  When was your last date?  Honestly?  I could see the heat between you two, and it was mutual.”

I exhaled noisily dismissing her. “Besides, I'll see her Saturday at Ronnie's rave in Bexley.  I'll ask then.”

Emily chuckled. “Playin' it cool.”

I couldn't stop the smile on my face.  “No.”

Paya grinned. “She's too shy to play it cool.”

I opened my mouth, but she just held up a finger and cocked an eyebrow.  I deflated in admission as my turn came around again.  She smiled smugly in triumph.  Chinese was delivered and we all sat on the floor around the game board eating.  Paya refused my lolly when everyone paid their share.  I loved and hated her when she was all mothering, I felt like a charity case around her, but I was smart enough, not to argue.  See?  I can learn things, it only takes a couple decades.

When the motor-coach dropped me off home later, I walked Terminator and gave Mrs. Thatcher the now lukewarm coffee that Paya had given me on the way out the door.  If anything the sweet old woman was looking paler.

I spent the night practicing and worrying about my neighbor, and dabbling around with Heart of the Persephone until I drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, I grabbed the Times on the way back from Joe's to start my job hunting.  I filed online this weekend for the Dole to fill in while I searched.  I dropped in on Mrs. Thatcher and Terminator and made some porridge and hot teas for her during power-up.  Then I went to my cabin to dry my hair and iron my nicest and most professional blouse.  Then glanced at the two cleaning service uniforms in my hamper.  I'd have to clean them and get them turned in to the temp agency by closing tomorrow or I'd be charged for them.

I sat to read the music book.  I was almost up to the Masters chapters now.  This woman was bloody brill.

I realized I had got distracted and frittered the morning away.  I was getting ready to go out just after one, dressed for job hunting, paper in hand with a few want ads circled, when my mobile buzzed.  I checked the screen and said, “Hiya Paya!” I skipped down the plank to the shore.  The ground was getting mushy with the temps above freezing at night as the weather patterns returned to normal.  Well, as normal as they get in London.

She asked quickly, “What did you do?”

I stopped walking. “What are you on about now?”

She said, “Teresa just called, she was mad.  The agency gave her my number.  She wanted to know where you were today.  I explained that the temp agency only hired us to them for a month.”  She paused. “Then she said not that, you weren't there for your lesson with her.  She asked for your number, but I said I'd ask you if it were alright for me to give it to her.  She hissed out that she expects you at the same time tomorrow.  Then she rang off before I could reply.”

I blinked.  She still wanted me to... no, expected me, to meet every day at the Conservatoire?  Paya made a tutting sound. “You're lost in your head again Tabs.  So what did you do that made the woman so angry?”

I sputtered. “I didn't do a bloody thing!”

She said, “Ok then.  She's an odd duck, but she has fire.”  Then she added, “You need fire in your life.  Even if it is a crazy fire.”

I snorted. “Gee thanks, Paypay.  As if I don't have enough crazy in my life with you.”

She said primly, “Thank you.”

I shook my head and grinned. “It wasn't a compliment you silly bird.”

She chuckled., “There's where you are wrong... again, Tabby Cat. Now I'm off to the agency, they have a possible contract for me.  Who loves you?”

I grinned and rolled my eyes as I replied, “Paya loves me.”

I could hear the smug grin in her voice. “There's a good girl.  Taa.”

I absently said, “Taa,” I rang off putting my phone away.  Teri was mad that I didn't show today even though she knew I no longer worked there?  It was too confusing for the moment, I looked at the address of a nearby record shop with a help wanted ad and started walking.

An hour later and after answering dozens of trivia questions about bands ranging from Thrash Metal to American Country, I had secured a part-time position starting Tuesday after next. It didn't pay much, but I got a monthly allowance for music from the shop. Go me! I gave myself a fist pump in the air, then looked around self-consciously making sure nobody saw.  Oh, shut up, you'd do the same.  Then I headed home.

I spent the rest of the day caring for Mrs. T and Terminator, then practicing the punishing lesson that I still couldn't do half of.  How had Marjorie accomplished it?  Well, duh Tabs, because she's a professional and you are a bloody tosser.

The next morning, Mrs. T had a cough to go with the fever that still hadn't broke.  I chastised her. “Promise me you'll have it looked at if you don't feel better by tonight.”  She had just nodded.  That's the one thing we don't have to worry about in the UK, no matter your income or station, we aren't burdened with the high cost of health-care that other nations have.  We have socialized medicine here.  It wouldn't cost her a single quid to get checked out.

I went out to the laundromat with a roll of coins and went to the grocery as my things washed.  I got home and huddled near the stove pipe to warm up a bit.

By late morning, I stopped practicing and looked at my mobile.  I thought of Teri and made a decision.  Even though it angered me that she seemed to be ordering me around, I was still obsessing over the kiss. I could still feel it on my lips when I closed my eyes, and reveled in the fun we had together talking.

I gathered my things into my bag and headed out. If I didn't miss the next coach, I'd get there half through when my tea would have been, had I still worked there.  I caught myself going to the side door like a git.  You don't work here anymore Tabitha!  Then circled to the front doors.  It felt really odd entering the Conservatoire this way.

I stopped at the door then suddenly looked down at myself, self-conscious of what I was wearing.  Just some jeans, an old band t-shirt and my heavy winter coat.  I looked at my reflection in the glass of the main door.  God lord, I didn't have any makeup on.  I quickly tried to fluff up my short hair a bit.  I stopped mid fluff.  Bloody hell Tabitha, you've got it bad don't you?  I took a calming breath, steeled my nerves and walked in.

I hugged my arms to my chest as I walked.  I turned in the hall and walked up to Teresa's office and tapped on the open door.  I popped my head into the empty office, then looked around in the hallway.  The door to the storage room was open.  No, she wouldn't...

I walked down the hall and peeked in.  I saw Teresa standing there with a worried look on her face, checking her watch.  She was in an all black business dress with matching hairband with a white vest.  She looked up when I lightly tapped the door.  I saw a flash of relief and a smile crossed her face, if I hadn't been staring longingly at her lips I would have missed it.  The next moment she was in her dragon lady, emotionless state.

She snapped, “If you aren't taking this seriously, I don't know how you think I should waste my time.”

My smile disappeared.  Before I could say anything, she motioned to the back of the room and said, “First lesson.”  I was confused at her attitude, where had Teresa fun mode gone off to?  I just moved to the back and timidly took out the sheet music.

I wanted to say something, but her expectant look and no-nonsense demeanor made me think better of it.  So I sang.  She closed her eyes and did that slight cocking of her head toward me to listen.  The stress seemed to drain from her face as it was replaced by a serene look.  I felt privileged for some reason to be the one who put that look on her face.

When I finished, she opened her eyes and didn't comment.  Instead she said, “The second lesson.”  I only half looked at the sheet music as I shuffled the papers, trying to study her and figure her out.  I missed her smile.

I started singing again, determined to please her, I wanted to be the one to put that serene look on her face again.  It had to have been the best rendition of the lesson I had performed.  I almost chuckled to myself at how just a couple weeks ago I had thought this lesson was so bloody difficult.  It came almost easily now.

There it was that look of peace and contentment.  I had given her that.  I felt warm inside.  She almost smiled when I finished.  Then she opened her eyes and nodded.  “Good, keep working on that one, it is important and helps condition and regulate your breath control for more difficult pieces.”

I blinked, that was damn close to a compliment.  Then she said, “Third piece.  Think before you sing.  Use your upper diaphragm and open your mouth wider for better projection instead of forcing it like you do.”  I shook my head, so much for the compliment.

I hesitated.  She tilted her head like she was confused.  “What?”

I said, “This piece seems to be designed deliberately to punish a singer's voice.  Teri, I can't...”

She cut me off.  “Miss McClellan!  Just sing it.”  I squinted and glared at her.  How can I despise the woman and want her so bloody much in the same instant?  This can't be healthy.

I closed my eyes and shook my head slightly, taking a couple of conditioning breaths then opened my eyes and looked at the music and sang.  I tried to do my best, honest.  I paid more attention to the upcoming transitions.  Used my upper diaphragm and opened my mouth so wide it made my jaw ache.  It did aid in my projection a bit and it was true I didn't have to push as much, but I still cocked up half of it.

She shook her head when I finished, “That was abysmal though you are improving.  You need to take this more seriously and apply yourself more.”

I closed my eyes, that was it.  I had finally snapped, bloody attraction be damned. She treated me like I were her student or something, and wouldn't allow me to call her Teri as she requested.  It was as if she were two distinctly opposite people, and this Teresa I did not like.  I blurted out, “This?  I don't even understand what 'this' is!  What are we even doing here?  Why are you so bloody militaristic here?  Where did the fun, loving woman go who I could speak to without feeling afraid!?”

Then I shook the papers.  “I can't do this!  Nobody can do this... except...”  I shook my head in exasperation as I glanced at the wall that was shared with Marjorie's classroom.  “I'm not your bloody mother, I'm not capable of this!”  She opened her mouth, but I shot her a dangerous glare as tears ran down my cheeks.  “I'm through.  No more.”  I threw the sheet music on the floor and pushed past her and ran down the hall trying to cut back the sobs.  Marjorie had poked her head out of the classroom door as I ran past.

I stepped out into the chilly air and inhaled deeply, catching my breath and feeling the icy burn of the frigid air in my lungs.  I wiped my face on my coat sleeve then took two calming breaths, getting my emotions under control. I headed to the bench at the end of the block to wait for the next motor-coach to take me home.  I just want to go home.

A minute later I glanced back at the school and Marjorie stepped out, holding some papers.  She looked up and down the lane then stopped when she saw me.  She hustled down the block and stood in front of me.  I stared at my feet afraid to meet her eyes.

A hand appeared in front of me.  “Walk with me Tabitha love?”

I glanced up at her and she had a sad smile on her face, she crooked her arm.  I exhaled and took her arm as I stood.  We walked away from the school wordlessly.  She was studying me, allowing me time to think.  I shrugged and said off into space, “On moment I'm falling for her, the next I want to bury her in the back woods.”

This got a startled laugh from the woman and her eyes were twinkling with genuine mirth as she said, “Such an apt description of my daughter.”

I couldn't stop the little smile twitching around on my lips as I said, “She's just so bloody frustrating.  I don't even know what I'm doing here today, I don't work for you two anymore, the temp contract expired.  I don't know what she wants from me, what she is trying to accomplish.  Why she thinks I can do that damn impossible piece.  I'm not you.”

She stopped pulling me to a stop beside her and her smile only grew.  She chuckled. “Oh, I could never do that piece.  Only one person has accomplished that.  I'd have to break it down into bite-sized chunks, but only Teresa has ever performed it.  Before her vocal cords were damaged.”

I blinked, wait, Teresa was the person who sang it?  Marj grinned at my shock.  “She was a prodigy with a brilliant future.  But one day, performing Queen of the Night when she was eighteen, she damaged her vocal cords beyond repair.  She can't hit the high notes anymore.”

A shadow passed over her face and she looked so sad as she continued, “In an instant, a promising career was ended.  She punished herself for it.  I convinced her that it didn't mean she couldn't contribute in the world of music.  We used all of our investments to start the Conservatoire and she took management and promotion classes.  She puts on her Ice Queen guise at the school since she doesn't believe anyone would take such a young headmistress seriously.  That is why she acts so cold and detached there.  All business and no humanity.”

I nodded, starting to understand.  I don't know what I would do if my music were taken from me.  But... I asked, “But what does she want from me?  I don't understand.”

She smiled at me and pulled my arm that was still looped in hers, getting us walking back toward the school.  She said almost wistfully, “She wants you to experience the joy.  To sing that piece and know that you accomplished it.”

She put her head on my shoulder as we went along and she added, “You don't know the rare gift you have Tabitha.  She saw in you what she had lost.  You are a musical prodigy whether you want to admit it or not.  She gushed about the voice of an angel she had discovered.  She doesn't want you to do this music for her or for anyone else.  She wants you to do it for you.”

She shrugged as she handed me the sheet music she must have collected from the floor of the storage room.  I was trying to process what she was saying to me.  Then she sighed. “She's a blubbering mess in her office right now.  Can I tell her you'll be there tomorrow?”

I blinked twice then found myself saying from far away, “Yes.”

She shook my arm with hers.  “Brill!”

Then I said, “But I have a part time job starting next Tuesday, so I can't do this for long.”

She had a wicked grin on her face like she was up to no good as she released my arm at the doors of the school.  “Thank you love.”  She kissed my cheek and disappeared into the school.

I just shook my head.  Bloody hell, I was a glutton for punishment.  I walked back to the bench to wait as I dwelled on the fact that it was Teresa who had accomplished this piece.  I stared at the music, absorbing it, taking it all in as an impossible challenge.  Then I blinked.  Bite sized chunks she had said.  Was she giving me a clue?  I grinned.  I really love a good intrigue.

I thought about Teri on the way back.  How did I feel about her?  Could I handle her two personalities?  I started analyzing the music, finding logical segments to break out and attack separately.  I really did love the taste of her lips.  Bloody hell Tabitha!  Concentrate!

I was knocked out of all my thoughts as I stepped off the coach.  My blood ran cold as I saw an ambulance pulling up through the trees and onto the roadway from the barges.  I jammed the papers into my bag and sprinted down to the river.

Captain McCray was standing on the Persephone with a grim look on his face.  He was holding Terminator.  It would have looked silly to me, this mountain of a man holding the tiny dog in his huge hands like it was a cricket bat, but overwhelming dread and concern was flooding my entire being.  Mrs. Thatcher was like a grandmother to me.

I ran up the board in three long strides to the man pleading, “Mrs. T?”

He thrust the dog into my chest and I held it.  The man's hard voice almost cracked when he said in a more husky voice than normal.  “She'll pull through.  EMTs say it is presenting like pneumonia.  There taking her to the Royal London.”  Then he just lumbered off, transferring to the Tennessee deftly with the years of practice Captaining our floating community.

I stood in shock for a moment thinking to myself.  He said she'd be ok.  I looked at Terminator and held him up to me.  “Apparently you're stuck with me for a bit boy.”  He attempted to clean out my nostrils with his tongue.  I grinned at the little guy and hugged him.

I allowed myself to calm a bit then went into Mrs. Thatchers and grabbed the bag of kibble and Terminator's dishes then went back into my cabin.  I set his dishes by the stove pipe, pouring some water from a bottle into the water bowl and filled the other with kibble, which he went about... terminating.

I sat on the mattress for a few minutes letting my heartbeat settle then took Terminator to do his thing on shore before returning him to my cabin and heading back to the road.  Pulling up the transportation app on my mobile to see which bus lines I needed to take to get to the Royal London Hospital.





  
 

Chapter 11 – I Thought I'd Cocked it All Up

I wasn't allowed to visit with Mrs. T since I wasn't family and she was in the critical care ward for the night.  The nurse did tell me when they moved her into general recovery once the danger had passed then I'd be able to visit.  Her best guess was twenty-four hours, just to check in from time to time.  I had thanked her then went home to Terminator.

I couldn't concentrate on lessons as I worried about the kindly woman, so I just took the time to read the final chapters of the music book.  The twins dropped by to ask about Mrs. T and play with Terminator for a bit before heading across to the Tennessee for dinner when their mum called out.

Half way through power-up, I heard Wendell ask through the wall.  “So Tabitha... Mrs. Thatcher?”

I said, “Pneumonia.  They'll know more tomorrow.  I'm heading in the moment they allow visitors.”

There was a long pause then he said, “I hope she'll be ok.  She's not bad for an old lady you know.  Except that bloody awful music she listens to.”  We both shared a shaky laugh.  Yeah, even the snarky hardass was worried.  The whole atmosphere at the barges seemed solemn.  The woman was a fixture around here.

I slept with a tiny breathing heat generator snuggled up with me under the covers against my side.  Damn Terminator could crank out the heat.  By mid-morning, I learned that Mrs. T had been moved to a recovery room and was doing well.  I can't tell you how relieved I was as I went through two bus transfers to get to the hospital.  I informed Paya what was going on she said she'd visit me that night and that she had great news to share for the both of us.

When I got to Mrs. Thatcher's room, she looked so frail with a heart monitor and an IV in her arm.  I tapped on the door.  She opened her eyes and turned her head and smiled, “Tabitha dear.  Come in, come in.”  With her hand she beckoned me in.

I smiled and walked in.  Gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek and took her hand as I sat in the chair beside the bed.  I asked, “So how are you Mrs. T?”

She shrugged.  “Just a touch of pneumonia.  Roger is all up in arms and telling me he told me so.”

Roger was her son, who lived in Wales.  She said, “He doesn't approve of my choice to live on my own on the Persephone.  He's been pushing for one of those retirement homes, you know like the ones in Waiting For God on the telly.”  She chuckled and I smiled.  Then she scrunched her nose. “I'm glad I sent him away to eat something or he probably would have shooed you away.”

I tilted my head wondering what to say.  

“They are running a few tests and they say it might take a few weeks to recover and I'm to stay away from chill air.”  I furrowed my brow at that.  That's the only kind of air we had at home until mid spring.  Then I got the ominous meaning of what she was saying and the fact that Roger was here.

I squeezed her hand once. “You'll be healthy and home in no time.”  I nodded internally.  Yes, it was home.  The Persephone and our makeshift family of water gypsies.  We just sat and visited.  I shared the goings on at the barges while she had been gone, and that I had Terminator with me and was looking out for the little bloke until she got back home.  Before long, Roger did materialize and I was indeed shooed away so his mum could rest.

A new worry nagged at me as I made my way back home.  I was feeling a little light headed and didn't know why.  I walked Terminator and then sat in my cabin.  I suddenly sat up in a panic as I checked the time.  Shite!  It was after two in the afternoon!  I had missed my meeting with Teri by over an hour.

I was looking up the number for her music Conservatoire when I froze as I heard a sweet voice calling out.  “Umm... hello on the barge?”  Bloody hell!  Teresa?  I looked around my cabin and was conflicted, a part of me didn't want her to see me living like this though the rest argued that this was my home... for now.

I struggled into my coat and stepped out on the deck at the same time as Mr. Illes.  The big dock worker glanced over to see the frantic look on my face and the bearded man stood there as I said, “Ummm... Miss McClellan.”  I looked around then rushed out, “What are you doing here?”

Her hands were stuffed into her overcoat pockets and squished her arms to her sides and shrugged.  She was wearing a dark purple dress that dropped slightly lower than her coat with a matching hairband.  The matching low heels were not suited to be standing in the mud on the shore.  Her voice was small as she seemed to study the flotilla. “You didn't show up today.”  Then her eyes snapped to me.  “You live here?”

I was instantly defensive and said in challenge, “Yes.  I do.”  Then I started to explain. “A friend was in the hospital I had to...”  I stopped.  Why was I explaining?  Then asked more firmly, “Why are you here Miss McClellan?”  Then I looked around, and jammed my hands into my pockets, mirroring her as my voice quieted. I glanced at Mr. Illes then her and took a half step forward and spoke almost under my breath, “How did you know where I lived?”

She looked down and said, “I thought I'd cocked it all up yesterday.  But mum said you promised to show today... you didn't.  I'm sorry if I came across too harsh Tabitha, you have a gift.” Mr. Illes grunted then went back into his cabin with a 'you got this' look to me.

Terminator came running out of my cabin and ran past me down the board to shore.  I ran to the edge of the barge as Teresa bent to scoop up an over excited Terminator, who proceeded to lick her face off.  She looked up with a bloody knee buckling, collywobble inducing smile.  “He's adorable.  Yours?”

Bloody hell, the smile burned away any misgivings I may have had speaking with the woman.  I shrugged. “I'm watching him for my neighbor while she's in the hospital.”

She took a hesitant step toward the plank then looked up at me as I studied her and her expression.  “Ummm... permission to come aboard?”

The last of my defenses crumbled at that and I barked out a surprised laugh.  I shook my head. “Nobody says that Miss McClellan.  Come on up.”

Her face fell as the smile receded.  “Teri?”  She prompted as a question.

I squinted at her, not giving her quarter... yet.  “Always?”

She looked conflicted then nodded. “Always.  I just didn't want to look unprofessional at the Conservatoire.”

I smiled and teased. “And someone who isn't a student using your name is unprofessional?  A little stick up the ass-y isn't it?”

She actually chuckled and deflated a bit in the same moment.  Then she smirked. “Paya was right, you Miss Romanov, are no lady.”  I smiled genuinely as it was exactly something my bestie would say.  Wait, she had been talking to Paya?

She looked back and forth from the shore to the board with a creased brow.  I reached over and took Terminator from her and placed him on the deck then offered a hand down to her.  It was comical how she sort of crab walked up the board then stood on the deck and grinned down at her feet, apparently proud of her accomplishment, and not releasing my hand.  Heat was traveling up my arm from our contact.

I cursed under my breath. “Shite.”

She cocked her head and crinkled her brow in confusion.  I tried to stop my smile as I explained, “I'm trying to be upset with you, but you're too bloody cute to stay upset at.”

She blushed and bent to pick up Terminator, who was whining and trying to climb up her leg, putting a run in her sheer stockings.  She released my hand and crouched at her waist and knees in a ladylike manner and scooped him up again.  The dog curled into her arms as she scratched his ears.

I was grinning like a git when she cocked her head to catch my eyes that were trained on her legs.  She said, “Umm... it's bloody cold out here.  Invite a girl in?”

Oh!  I blushed at having been caught looking at the curves of her calf muscles.  I looked back and forth between her and my open cabin door.  My brow creased and I said nervously, “Would you rather go to a coffee house to talk?”  I reached out and closed the cabin door.

She kept scanning the barges, taking everything in.  Then she made firm eye contact with those brilliant green gems of hers and she said plainly and softly, “I don't care where you live Tabs.”

I just stared at her for a few beats of my heart, trying to suss out her real feelings, but I couldn't read her expression.  I exhaled the breath I was holding then opened the door again and motioned her in with palms up gesture and then stumbled when that dizziness from earlier returned.

She reached out a hand to steady me and she squinted and really looked at me.  “You look positively peeked, and your lips are cracking, when was the last time you ate or drank anything?”

I pushed her steadying hand gently away.  “I'm right. Really.  There's just been so much going on in the past day, and I'm worried about my neighbor, I'm really not sure.  Maybe dinner day before last?”  I motioned her in again.

She ducked through the doorway and I said, “Watch your...”

 “Ow,” she said as she tried to stand and hit her head on my ceiling.

I finished as I squinted an eye in sympathy, “...head.”  I shrugged as I entered and closed the door behind me.

She set Terminator down as I said, “Sorry, low ceiling.”  Then I added, “Have a seat in the living room and you won't have to duck.”  She glanced around, her brow was creased and there was a small amount of disbelief in her eyes.  She turned like she was looking for something.

I chuckled as she looked around for a doorway to my 'living room'.  I pointed at the edge of the mattress closest to the stove pipe.  “That area there, the corner of the bed is the only heated area of the space.”

Then I bit my lower lip in embarrassment.  “This is only temporary.  I'm saving up for a flat.  You know first and last month's and the like.  I'm making good headway.”

She sat and looked a little put out as she said sternly, “You don't need to defend your home to me Tabs.”  Then she shivered.  I grabbed one of my blankets and threw it over her shoulders and she pulled it tightly around herself as Terminator jumped into her lap and curled in, sharing his body heat with her.

I sat beside her and she said, “You need to eat something and drink some water woman, you look positively dehydrated.”

I rolled my eyes.  “You sound like Paya.”

She nodded. “Then Paya is a smart woman.”  My stomach betrayed me and gurgled loudly.

I blushed, surrendered, and reached to the corner and dragged the little cooler to me and opened the lid.  I pulled out two apples and offered her one, she passed but did accept a bottle of water.

She just watched me with a grin as I devoured the apple.  Bloody hell I was beyond starving, how had I not noticed?  The sugar from the apple rushed through my body and I guzzled the water.  The dizziness was already receding.  Then I put the apple core and my empty water bottle in my little waste bag.

I looked at her and she was still wordlessly watching me.  I shifted uncomfortably then blurted out, “Umm... tour of the place?”  I pointed at my cooler. “Kitchen.”  Then where she sat. “Living room.” Then at the rest of the mattress and grinned. “Bedroom... taa daa.”  Then shrugged as I studied her reaction.

She slowly smiled then pointed back at the window. “Veranda?”

I just watched her a moment, it didn't seem mean spirited so I let a smile spread as I shook my head. “No... did you want to see the veranda?  I guarantee you've seen nothing like it.”

She furrowed her brow. “What are you on about now?”

I stood and opened the door, holding my hand out to her.  She hesitantly took it and I reveled in the contact as I dragged her outside, closing the door before Terminator could escape again.  Then I brought her aft and up to a ladder attached to the outer wall of the makeshift cabins and gestured with my hand to go on up.

She grasped the ladder but paused and blushed, it had to have been one of the cutest bashful looks I had ever seen as she said softly, “Umm... I wearing a dress, you first?”

I gaped with an open-mouthed smile in shock.  I wouldn't peek... much!  Then turned my shocked look into a grin and climbed the ladder.  A few seconds later she had joined me, the flimsy roof creaked and groaned in complaint.  I pulled over a couple of the lawn chairs sprinkled about up there then offered one to her, facing the water, toward the city.

There we sat.  I motioned my eyes out over the wondrous view that always changed when the boats relocated.  I whispered, “This is my favorite place in the whole world when it is warmer outside.  A unique perspective of London that most people aren't even aware of.  Floating on the Thames, seeing the skyline from the freedom of the waterway.  An ever changing view.  I love living on the water, I'll miss it when I move into a flat.”

She leaned in and rested her shoulder against mine as she took it in, shivering a bit, after a few moments she said, “It's beautiful.”  Then looked around at the flotilla and added, “I never would have thought.”

I shrugged slightly at the inadvertent slight but knew what she meant.  Then I whispered, “You should see it during sunset one day, it would change your perspective of the beauty of the city.”

Her head was on my shoulder and I could smell her flowery scent as she said almost meekly, “Ok,”  I turned my head to look down on hers, with her hair pulled tight to her scalp.

“Brr,” she said. 

 “Let's get you back inside.”

I helped her down onto the deck and I chuckled a little.  “Not the best shoes to be traipsing around on board or on shore.”

She chuckled and the sound of it vibrated into me, causing a smile to form on my lips as we entered my cabin. Teri quickly moved to the stove pipe and grabbed Terminator off the mattress and sat where he had been, placing him on her lap.

Then as I sat beside her, I prompted, “You haven't really answered Ter.  What are you doing here and how did you know where I lived?  The temp agency wouldn't have shared.”

She shrugged. “Like I said, I felt like a right tosser yesterday and thought for sure I had cocked it all up.  Then you didn't show when mum said you promised.  I had to apologize, but you didn't show.  I went to the address we had on file to send the paychecks to. Paya was there.”

Then she locked eyes with me shaking her head. “That woman can be right scary.  She's so protective of you.  She had me explain myself to her first, and she'd 'decide later if I left unscathed or not'.  When I was done, she seemed satisfied and almost excited.  Then she said it would be the coward's way to talk to you on the phone, so she gave me directions to your place.  Then Bobs Your Uncle...”  She held out her arms from her side and shrugged.

I shook my head and closed my eyes devising a brand new list to put my best friend on.  Then Teresa went on, “I know I'm not the best communicator, and I'm a little stiff at work.  But I don't want to give any of our students pause to think I'm not up to the task.  We want a professional atmosphere and I have a problem where I can't do things halfway.”

I smiled a little as she continued, “Please understand, when I first heard your voice as you sang along to mum's class, I had never heard anything like it before.”  She blushed and added, “It was beautiful and I just knew you could achieve what I had once in another life.  The pure joy of feeling, of knowing, of singing that piece that mum had written for me.  I guess I went overboard again.”

I nodded with a smile twitching at the corners of my mouth and I reached over and grasped her hand.  “You could have tried talking to me about it.  Not leaving me in the dark, confused about what you were doing and why.  I thought you were toying with my heart.”

Her eyes snapped to mine at the last part.  Bloody hell Tabitha!  Know when to stop talking!  But my traitorous mouth kept speaking.  I blushed and looked down at our hands. “I've sort of been falling for you the past couple weeks and it hurt like hell when the fun outgoing woman I couldn't get enough of, seemed to be indifferent to me.”

She blushed and looked down and whispered, “Terribly sorry.”  Then she glanced back up to my eyes then down at our hands and then leaned over and kissed me gently.  Then she took a deep breath and exhaled. “I'm drawn to you too Tabby.  I'm just not any bloody good at this relationship stuff.  I haven't really dated since secondary school.”

I smiled at her twinkling green eyes and asked, “Is that what we're doing?  Dating?”

She shrugged. “I thought it was obvious when I asked you to karaoke.”

I squeezed her hand and said, “I'm obviously not good at this either because I didn't really get that.”  She nodded and looked down  I tipped my head to catch her eyes and added, “But I'd love to date you if you don't mind being around a water gypsy.  I mean, you're bloody gorgeous.”  This got the shy smile I was hoping for as she just nodded.  I sat tall as my heart soared. “Brill.”  This angel actually wanted to date me!  I wanted to dance!

We sat in an awkward silence for a few seconds, both of us lost in thought. Then she looked at me and gave a half scrunched look on her face, one eye squinted, “Do you think I could use your loo before I burst?”

It was my turn for the half scrunched look that mimicked hers.  “Ummm... sure.  It isn't the most glamorous.  It's the little door beside the ladder on deck.  Ummm... we could go somewhere else like a coffee shop or cafe and use theirs if you want.”

She stood, and remembered to crouch to miss the ceiling as she set Terminator down while she shook her head.  She shimmied a little with a slight look of pain on her face as she said, “I wouldn't make it.  I'm sure it's fine.”

She hustled out on the deck and I grinned evilly to myself, gathered her purse and my bag, stepped out onto the deck, and shut the door behind me.  I held her purse out on one finger, dangling on its strap as I heard the door to the little closet, with the chemical toilet in it, open then close a second later.

She stepped around the corner a couple seconds later to see me leaning against the bulkhead with a shit-eating grin on my face.  She fought a smile and said, “Bloody hell.  Where did you say this cafe was?  I'm not using that manky thing!”

I gave her a toothy grin and ushered her off the boat and onto the shore.  She looped her arm through mine and hugged it close as she shimmied in that 'got to pee' manner up to the walk.  She said playfully, “All you had to do was just say, 'why no Teri, I don't have a loo' to save me the horror.”

I chuckled and marveled at the woman on my arm.  “But then I'd miss out on the fun of your reaction.”  She rolled her eyes and I added, “I've got myself trained so I never have to use that bloody thing.”

She nodded. “Brill.  I knew you were more than just a pretty face and a golden voice.”  It was my turn to blush as I hustled her down the lane to Cavendish's Cafe.

We stepped in and her eyes were swinging around till she saw the washroom signs and bolted for the loo.  I smiled at the waitress that walked up with menus.  It would be bad form to use the loo then dash so I said, “Two please.”

The woman led me to a little corner table, I looked around, the decor was set up to resemble an old soda shoppe from the Americas.  I slid into the small booth with the red upholstered seats and asked for two coffees and waited for my distressed girl.

She came out looking all innocent a few minutes later, she looked around and saw me and hustled over.  I suppressed a grin.  She slid into the seat and chastised, “No need to look so smug, this wasn't funny Tabby.”

I wondered why I didn't have a problem with her calling me Tabby, I normally hated it.  I just nodded and let my smile grow bigger.  “Yes, yes it was Ter.”

The waitress returned with the coffee and asked if we were ready to order.  I shook my head, “Coffee is fine Missus.”

But my stalwart companion smirked and picked up a menu. “Actually, lunch sounds divine.”  She cocked an eyebrow at me like it was a challenge.

I hissed, “You're worse than Paya, and about as subtle as a freight train, woman.”

She scrunched her nose at me and said, “If it helps, you can look at it as our second date.”  This shut me up and just made me bite my lower lip as I nodded.

The waitress got one of those doe-eyed looks you see in all those Disney cartoons and said, “Oh a budding romance!  How sweet!  Desert is on me.”

She looked like she was about to explode with excitement and it just made me smile at the woman.  Her name tag read Olive.  I smiled and took a better look at her, she was maybe in her mid-twenties with strawberry blonde hair and complexion.  I said, “Thank you Olive, that is very sweet of you.  We'll just need a moment.”  She nodded and rushed away, I swear the woman sighed as she left.  She's most likely the type to swoon at the cinema over romance films.

Behind our menus, Ter and I smiled at each other then looked at the fare and almost gasped.  Apparently theme restaurants command high prices.  I'd just have to be extra frugal for a week or two.

Teresa squinted her eyes, trying to read me and then said, “My treat.”

I shook my head and almost hissed under my breath, “I'm not destitute woman, just because I live on a barge.  I told you it was temporary until I saved up enough for a flat.”

She shook her head with the hints of a smile. “It isn't that. I just wanted to...”  She shrugged cutely and her pupils enlarged slightly, “...I don't know.  Treat my girlfriend?  Since we're dating, that makes us girlfriends right?”

Ok, that blew right past any sort of defenses I could possibly have mounted.  Heat burned on my cheeks and warmth that originated in my belly, spread throughout my body.  I almost drew blood on my lower lip and squeaked out, “Oh.  Ok.”  I was her girlfriend.  We were on a date.  I wanted to dance and sing to the heavens.  Instead, I just basked in my blush.

She actually giggled and reached out to grab one of my hands and said, “Paya was right, you are easy.”

I defended myself. “I am not, you're just too pretty.  And Paya is on my list.”

We ordered.  I decided on the club sandwich and chips.  She made me feel light and right oinker by ordering a salad.  I glared at her until she said, “Oh hell... and some chips.”

We had such a fun time there just chatting and learning more about each other.  She did avoid the subject of her singing though.  I guess it was too soon and too touchy of a subject.  And apparently I was ravenous, she cutely pushed half of her chips onto my plate.  We finally exchanged numbers.

We had finished the apple pie that Olive had given to us over an hour before, when I looked at my mobile then at her with a creased brow.  “No that I'm not delighted with your presence, but shouldn't you be at the music Conservatoire?”

She just shrugged. “It was more important for me to apologize to you.”  I blinked.  She chose apologizing to me for what she had expressed was the most important thing to her?

I shook my head. “Let's get you back there.  You didn't need to do this.”

She reached over and grabbed one of my hands and caught my eye.  “Yes... I really did.” Dammit, she had just captured the rest of my heart.  I'd swoon if I were that type of girl, I was more of the triumphant electric guitar squelch type.

We said our goodbyes to Olive, who looked seconds away from hugging herself, and I walked Teresa to her car.  We stood there looking at each other shyly then she leaned in and we had a gentle but electric snogging session.  She was such a good kisser, my entire body was on fire and just wanted more of her.  Then she was gone, off to work saying, “I'll expect you tomorrow, usual time and place?”  I nodded dumbly, still tingling from her kisses.

I stopped when I got to the barges.  Mrs. Thatcher's door was open.  I rushed up to see the captain wrapping her knickknacks carefully and putting them in boxes.  I asked, “What's going on?”

He looked over at me and said, “Help me pack her things I'm not good with fragile stuff.  You know the rules.  Yesterday was the first of the month, rent was due.  I can't afford to have the cabin sit empty.  She can rotate back in below when she gets released from the hospital if she wants.”

Of all the insensitive, unfeeling... I almost growled at the man.  “Get out you big lout!  Leave her things.  I'll pay her rent.  I can't believe your pocketbook is bigger than your heart.  You should be ashamed of yourself.  Shoo!”  He looked almost silly when he stood, a huge man like that almost doubled over to avoid the ceiling.  He made his way out, with me slapping his shoulder the whole way.  I'm sure the brute of a man didn't even feel it.

When he was out I slammed the door.  I heard Terminator bark in my cabin.  I deflated and sat on her mattress and exhaled then started putting her things back where they belong to the best of my recollection.  I looked around satisfied and took the cardboard boxes out on the deck with me.  I threw them haphazardly over to the Tennessee.  I didn't care where they landed.

Then I took a deep calming breath and pulled out my cheque book and wrote out a cheque for Mrs. Thatcher's rent.  Bloody hell, this would set me back even more in my relocation plans, but I wasn't going to sit by and allow the captain to use his draconian eviction rules to make Mrs. T essentially homeless.  She was... family.  I nodded to myself and tore the check out of the book then hopped over to the Tennessee.

I looked at the boxes on the deck and sighed at my temper and picked them up and stacked them neatly beside the main cabin.  Then I went up the steps and knocked on the wheelhouse door.   Captain McCray stuck his head out with a stern look on his face.  I handed him the cheque saying, “Here's your blood money.”  Then I turned to walk off.

I paused as he said, “I worry about her too.”  I nodded without turning around and went home, where my spirits were lifted by a text from Ter.  “So sodding bored.”

I smiled and looked at the sheets of music that were taunting me and picked them up, gave Terminator a not so confident nod, and began.  Just to be interrupted by my mobile buzzing.  I rolled my eyes playfully and grinned.  I knew this had to be coming soon, I hit accept and said, “Hiya Paya!”





  
 

Chapter 12 – Non-Rave Rave

The following days kept a smile on my face.  I had a girlfriend, me, Tabitha Romanov had a girlfriend!  I had forgot how to date it had been so long, so I'm quite positive I was making a bloody fool out of myself.

During the sessions in the storage room at the Conservatoire I was rewarded with steamy snogging sessions if I called her Miss McClellan to help her sound professional, or showed any improvement in the impossible lesson.  What an incentive system.  Let me tell you, I was a model protegee for 'Miss McClellan'.

Paya had shared the news about the paperwork she received from the temp agency.  The McClellan Music Conservatoire had purchased our employment option from them, starting the following week.  I had a full-time position now!  I had to tell the record shop that I was sorry, but I found a full-time gig, they were cool about it.

I had questioned Teri about it, I didn't need favors. She had laughed and said, “Keeping my prodigy nearby didn't figure into the equation little Miss Bighead.  You two went above and beyond in your cleaning duties here and deserved the position.  Do you know how many services I had kicked to the curb before you two showed up?”

I blushed for assuming until she added, “Plus, I get to do this.”  And she kissed me long and gently before she wandered back off to her office, leaving me melting into a sodding puddle in the storage room.  After about thirty seconds standing in bliss, I blinked then shouted, “No fair!”  Just to get a giggle from down the hall AND from the students in the room next door.  Bloody hell!

We saw each other every night at her place, Paya's, and rarely at mine.  If not then we were talking on our mobiles like a couple of schoolgirls until my batteries lost their charge.

Friday was a sad day for our community.  The hospital said that with Mrs. Thatcher's condition and other health concerns that they recommended she had supervised care.  She told me that day she was supposed to be discharged that she was going to the retirement home her son had been pushing for.

I had cried like I had lost a grandmother.  She couldn't have animals so by default I now had a pet because she confided in me that she didn't trust Terminator with her son.  “He's putting me away in a home... his own mother.  What do you think he'd do with a dog?”  I had never had any animals growing up.  Later that night I was packing all of her things into those same boxes from the Tennessee, and her son came to pick them up.

The mood was somber in our little floating community, it felt like the end of an era.  Mrs. T had been part of the flotilla long before I came and she had always been there, a fixture.  It was like I could feel the emptiness in her cabin on the other side of my wall.

That mood didn't last long below decks, where they started arguing over who would move topside.  I marched down below decks and reprimanded the three and hissed that it was and always would be decided on by seniority.  So Eunice Green would be moving topside, but not until the end of the month.  I figured I had already paid the rent there so it was going to remain empty until then, I wasn't going to let the Captain gain any extra cash from a premature vacancy.

Everyone listened to me like they did Mrs. T and complied.  It was later the next day when Paya and Ter both explained to my why.  I had become the matriarch of the Persephone with Mrs. Thatcher gone... not to mention that I was pretty terrifying when I was angry.  Oh, bloody freakin' hell, I'm a matriarch?

The day of the next Ronnie Marx rave rolled around.  He had actually secured an old playhouse, which head been converted into a multipurpose hall for hire, in Bexley this time, and actually paid the fees and permits.  We had a grand time teasing the poor bloke about going legit.  He defended himself by saying, he just wanted to try it once.

Late Saturday morning after power-up, both Paya and Teresa, who were becoming a set of evil friends themselves; what with sharing embarrassing stories about me with each other; came over to my place to grab me for a brunch.

They spoke as if I weren't in the car as Teri drove us.  Paya had said, “She is so bad about eating I worry at times.”

Ter just added, “She's so bullheaded about it or just simply forgets.  Did I tell you about the day you sent me to her place to grovel?  She hadn't eaten for so long that she...”

I spoke loudly, looking between the two who were obviously oblivious of my presence, “Hello?  I'm right here ladies.”  Which just got them laughing at me, the manky bints.  Where's my list?  I'll... do nothing.  I smiled as Ter grabbed my hand and laced our fingers as she drove.  Excuse me while I just bask in the warmth of her touch.

After the Bobbsey Twins had stuffed me to the gunnels, I was spirited back home to prepare for the night.  I swear I was their bloody dress up doll.  I went through all six of my outfits in endless combinations.  I swear I have to start getting jealous of all the attention Teresa paid Terminator during the process.

They joined me on the roof afterward, to relax in the chilled night air in the lawn chairs, and look out over the city lights as they shimmered across the Thames.  Ter said wistfully, “It really is pretty here isn't it?  You can almost forget about...”  She left my current living arrangements unspoken.  I still blushed though I shouldn't feel embarrassed about how I live.

Before long, we heard someone tap the horn at the lane.  We looked back to see Harry parked behind Teri's car.  After a quick goodbye to Terminator, we were all off to the old King's Row Playhouse.  Ter's hand just sort of drifted down to mine and I cocked my head to look down as I grasped it.  I smiled wistfully.

She asked softly, “What are you on about?”

I just shrugged and smiled and looked back out the window and reflected. “Oh nothing.  I just can't believe how lucky I am that the dragon lady of McClellan's Music Conservatoire wound up being you.”

She smiled and didn't chance a look at me.  “Yeah?”

I squeezed her hand and laced our fingers and turned to her with a genuine smile for her.  “Yeah.  I've become quite fond of you.”

She gave a return squeeze then froze.  “Wait.  I'm a dragon lady?”

I chuckled in genuine mirth and said, “Own it, you silly bird.  Half the bloody cleaning services in London are terrified of you.”

Then she sighed and grinned. “Only half?”  We chuckled then she got serious. “I've become quite fond of you too.  You know that don't you my little Tabby Cat?”  Good lord, I might have purred at that.  I'd become quite fond of her using the dreaded nickname.

I blushed and we turned on the radio to sing along with for the rest of the ride.  Good lord, I could live with her silky voice wrapped around me.  It filled a void in me I never knew existed.  Still, a slight pain twinged in my heart as she always kept to the lower registers.  Understanding what she had lost.  It would be similar to a surgeon losing the use of one hand.

She looked every bit a pop rock groupie tonight.  She had asked which of my tracks I had chosen for the night and since they leaned more toward the pop side this evening, bobs your uncle, she's a pop princess.  I loved how she had this almost magical ability to transform looks with ease to project different facets of her personality.  I enjoyed the endless aspects of the full spectrum of her personality, it always kept me guessing and learning even more about her.

I just wanted to bury my face in her long brown locks.  One day I would get the courage to touch those fabulous legs of hers.  We still hadn't progressed from our hot snogging sessions to something more serious.  I had no complaints, she was a spectacular kisser.  I just sort of had to, umm... you know... to cool down from the heat she ignited in me when I was alone at night.

The area was bustling and we had to find a car park two blocks from the King's Row.  The four of us made it to the door and we bypassed the growing queue.  This was certainly different than the normal scene we ghosted.  I stopped dead when I glanced up at the marquee.  Lisa T was opening and there was my name, or my pseudonym at least, Tabby Cat, right there in lights.  My knees got a little wobbly and my stomach started to revolt.  Dear Lord, please don't let me vomit here.  A cute reassuring smile from Ter helped me gather my wits about me again.

I chuckled at the man at the door collection cover charges. “Oh my lord.  Skeeze?”

I hugged the embarrassed looking bloke.  He was in dress slacks and a white shirt with an honest to god bowtie.  I've heard bowties are cool from some doctor.  His hair was combed and gathered into a ponytail in the back, and he only had hardware in a couple of his facial piercings.  I grinned. “You look... you look rather handsome like this Skeeze.”

He blushed and growled out, “Ronnie made me dress this way.  And I'm supposed to use my real name, Steven, just for tonight.  He's off his noggin, trying to impress some big event organizers that are supposed to be evaluating him tonight.  It's a bloody pain in the ass.”  Then he added, “But what can I say, I love him.”

My slow brain put two plus two together, reviewing all of the interactions the two blokes have had over the couple years I had known them.  My smile widened, how dense was I not to realize that the two were a couple?  I'm sure there are quite a few heartbroken women out there knowing that Ronnie was off the market.  I reappraised Skeeze looking like this, I'm sure he'd leave some broken hearts behind too.  I cocked an eyebrow and assured him. “Well I think you look handsome tonight Steven.”  Then kissed his cheek and he let us pass, with Paya giving him a hug and as she passed by him she said, “Yum.”

We all laughed when Skeeze, I mean Steven, barred Harry from entering, saying, “Fifteen quid cover.”

Harry said, “But I'm with them.”

Steven said, “They complimented me and Tabs is a headliner tonight.”

Harry responded, “Well I think you look pretty tonight too Steven, and if I didn't think either Ronnie or Paya would kick my arse, I'd be on your arm tonight.”

Steven rolled his eyes. “Like I'd troll the gutter.  Paya's already broken you.”  But he grinned, motioned his head into the playhouse, and moved his arm to let Harry through.  The men did one of those stupid handshake slash fist bump, slash back slap things the boys think they need to do.  But still, it got us all laughing, and it felt really good which relieved some of my anxiety about performing.

Our laughs doubled when the bloke in the queue behind us said, “Ummm... I think you look pretty too?”  Just to have Steven say, “Sod off you bloody wanker, fifteen quid.”

I looked around, this wasn't like any rave, it was more like a concert with the theater seating. There was a small dance floor at the bottom in front of the stage, most likely where the orchestra was situated when this was a playhouse.

There was a concessions area in the lobby where a lady I think I have seen hanging around with Skeeze and Ronnie were.  They had all the snacks you would find at the cinema.  Ahhh and beer!  Harry was already on it.  Taking Paya's hand off his arm and putting it on my arm opposite my girlfriend.  I just grinned like a loon. Paya chirped out a laugh as she spoke around me to Teri, “Just great, now her head is going to get twice as big with two gorgeous women on her arms.”

Ter chuckled and I looked at Paya. “Oh shush you manky bint and let me bask in this a moment.”  Her explosive squeak of laughter made my reprimand ineffectual. Teresa just hugged my arm in amusement.

Ronnie materialized in front of us and he cocked an eyebrow at me then looked at Paya with a slight smirk and teased, “Now this looks interesting.”

I pulled my arm from my bestie to slap the big fit bloke's shoulder.  She recaptured my arm as Ronnie put his business face on.  “Sorry to blindside you with all of this.”  He motioned around indicating the playhouse.  “I'm trying to impress some people, showing what I can organize on short notice.”

He fidgeted and I tilted my head and smiled as I realized something. “You're thinking about going legit?  That's brill Ronnie!”

He blushed, shrugged, then rubbed his signature two-day growth of facial hair that made him look so ruggedly handsome, looking rather sheepish.  “Well, we won't always be in our twenties.”

Teresa nodded in complete understanding and said, “You'll be brill.” Then I got it.  I understood the reasoning behind her attitudes at the Conservatoire much better with this realization.  She reached a hand toward him and said, “Teri.”

He shook her hand with a look of gratitude and responded, “Ronnie.”  Then added, “You think?”  She just nodded and beamed at the man, which seemed to relax him as his shoulders slumped a bit.

Then I grinned up at my obsession and said, “Teri's my girlfriend.”

Ronnie looked at Teresa, smirked, and teased, “You poor soul.”

 “Hey!  You're supposed to be a gentleman.”

He shrugged.  “I never got the memo sorry Tabs.”  We all chuckled.  Harry returned holding four beers precariously in his hands as Ronnie said to me, “Lisa T is opening for you, she has two tracks.  I'll need you backstage...” He pointed at a little door to the side and finished, “...before her second song is over.”

Then he put his hand out expectantly.  I handed him my mobile with my playlist cued up, as he continued, “Then you are up.  Three tracks.  You got a fourth for an encore like I texted earlier?”  I nodded and he leaned in and I released the girls to hug the man.  He smiled and said, “The four seats in the first-row center are reserved for your 'entourage' as requested.” Then like a Will O' the Wisp, he was gone.

We accepted the beer from Harry and I gulped mine down.  Teresa giggled. “Slow down there little fishy.”

I shrugged. “Liquid courage.”

My friends assured me I'd do fine.  I felt like I was going to pass out, but then grinned. “Oooo I have an entourage.”

Just to be put in my place by the seductive voice of my obsession. “Yes little Miss Bighead.”  I gave her a goofy look with duck lips and stuck my tongue out at her and she snapped her teeth at it.  I eeeped and giggled, then we all made our way to our seats at the non-rave rave.

The energy was different, more subdued than we were used to.  I could see a few of the regulars in the underground scene looking like they felt out of place here too.  I had to chuckle at that a bit, that we all felt odd in a more 'normal' venue like this.

I looked behind us nervously, the place was almost full, only a few empty seats were sprinkled about, there had to be around five hundred people.  Bloody Hell!  Now my nerves kicked in double time.

As the main light started to dim and the stage lighting got brighter, the crowd murmuring quieted.  I glanced at the side door to backstage at the end of the row and noticed Scratch was standing there in his oversize black hoodie.  His back to the wall and one foot up against the wall in a relaxed manner, arms crossed over his chest.

There was a woman next to him. Chestnut hair bunched up under a Green cap that said 'Seattle' on it, and some large sunglasses that obscured and dominated her face.  She was wearing a baggy green hoodie, with the hood down, that matched her cap.  Her hands were in the pockets of the jacket and she had a similar relaxed posture as Scratch while she leaned against the man in a proprietary manner.  They were a couple, plain as day.

Moments later, Ronnie was on stage looking debonair in his suit with a thin charcoal grey tie.  I grinned. Ronnie in a suit, the world is changing.

He had a headset on and put a hand in the air, silencing the remaining murmuring in the crowd.  He looked around with a winning smile. “Good evening everyone and thank you for coming tonight.  There was some applause and he continued, “I see a lot of familiar faces and some new ones too.  I know this isn't exactly what you were expecting tonight, we just thought we'd try something new to shake things up a bit.”

There was appreciative murmuring and he said, “Don't worry, we'll go back to the normal Ronnie Marx raves after tonight.”  This got some cheering.  Then he grinned down at the front row.  “You are in for a treat tonight!  First we have the lovely Lisa T...”  He motioned his hand down to the bleach blonde woman and her group to our left as the crowd exploded.  She stood and started toward the stage door as he continued, “...who will warm us up and get our energy flowing for the one, the only, Tabby Caaaaaat!”  He said my name, long and drawn out like a wrestling announcer would and the crowd got louder.

Then we all quieted down, as Lisa T took the stage behind him, she had a three person band with her this time.  That's actually awesome, maybe I should post on the boards I am looking to assemble a band, it would be brill.  The dull ache in my stomach had grown to a paralyzing fear that I was next after her set.

Ronnie stepped off the stage as he announced, “Everyone put your hands together for Lisa T!”  I'm sure I was as pale as a ghost but cheered up quickly as her band started with an upbeat pop dance number.  She was pretty good, like the last time I heard her.

I was yanked to my feet as some people started to fill the little dance floor directly in front of us.  “Glurk!”  Then nothing mattered suddenly as I found myself dancing and grinding with a chocolate haired goddess.  We were laughing and just having a great time.  Paya and Harry joined us and we had fun teasing the poor bloke.

He complained, “Bloody hell women!”  Which just got a raised eyebrow from Paya as she exchanged looks with my traitorous girlfriend and they both turned their backs to him and faced to me and danced seductively.

I had to agree with Harry as I gasped out, “Bloody hell.  Are you trying to kill me before I sing?”  Things were heating up.  I pushed my smirking bestie toward her man.  She barked out her genuinely amused laugh and then made it up to her man.

I smiled at Ter, who was biting her lower lip as she looked at me.  I said, “You are a cruel woman.”

She nodded like it was common knowledge.  “True.  But I am your cruel woman.”  I blushed and looked down as we danced just to have my lips caught in hers for a quick feather-light kiss that only she could give.  I was heating up from my core.  She was my woman.  I was hers.  I wondered if I was moving too slowly or too quickly with her.  All I knew was that I wanted more as she ran her eyes over me.

The number ended and we headed to the seats as the second number began, it had almost the exact same beat as the last.  Then I remembered the first time I heard her sing, it was the same too.  Too much repetition got old fast, no matter how fun she was on stage.

I had finally found my style, but it was a general thing and I made sure that the tracks always mixed it up somehow so they were distinct, but with a similar vibe.  A fusion of thrash and pop with heavy emotional overtones.  My new set started with the first one Ronnie let me sing, but then went into more vocally challenging tracks that had the same flavor.  I had to thank Teri properly for that if I didn't cock it all up tonight.  It was her training that gave me more possibilities with my own voice.

I gave her a quick peck on the lips as I stood to make my way to the stage door.  Then gave Paya and Harry pecks on the cheeks as I passed by.  They were all encouraging me as I left, but all I could hear was my pulse roaring in my ears.

As I approached the door, Scratch pulled his hood down a little more, hiding away in the shadows. His girlfriend seemed to be following me with her eyes though I couldn't see them behind those glasses, it was the tiniest motion of her head to keep me in her peripheral vision that gave her away.

I nodded at Scratch as I opened the door and up five steps, then went into a little hall and turned right toward the stage.  Ronnie met me in some sort of backstage prep and storage area.  I dropped my bag on a small table by the curtains beside a sequin covered purse.

Ronnie tilted his head and squinted his eyes.  “Jesus Tabs, you look like you're going to pass out.  You have this, you'll do great.”

I looked up at the bloke and nodded, taking a deep breath and exhaling.  Then I winked, saying, “I'll try not to cock up your big night.”  Then I gave a toothy grin as he rolled his eyes.  He cuffed my chin then went striding out on stage as Lisa T's second number ended to the cheering of the crowd.

She scurried off stage and made a beeline for the sequined purse and frantically ransacked it as Ronnie announced, “That was Lisa T everyone!”

There was more cheering as the woman seemed to deflate. “Well damn,” she muttered then shot me a sheepish look.  I gave her a sympathetic look, she was obviously disappointed about something. Then it hit me and I had to stop a smile from spreading on my face and making me look insincere.  The git was looking for a J-Card, she really believed they existed.

In my distraction, I missed Ronnie's intro for me until my head shot up as he said “...Tabby Cat!”  Oh, bloody hell!  I felt the blood drain from my face as I stepped on stage to the cheering.  Ronnie had a hand out to me beckoning.  I looked at my feet and hustled to his side.

He handed me a microphone near a stand and covered his mic on his earpiece with some fingers. Loudly into my ear over the noise of the rowdy crowd and residual cheers he said, “You've got this Tabs.”  Then he hustled off stage to the sound equipment.

I looked around, this was the largest group I had ever stood in front of.  I squeaked out, “Good evening everyone.”  This got some cheers.  I smiled and gained a little confidence. “I'm Tabby Cat and my first song this evening is Tattered Soul.”  I pointed off stage and Ronnie started the instrumental track as I got some more applause.  I heard a woman shriek, “Go Tabby Cat!”  I glanced down to grin at Paya at the base of the stage on the dance floor, then my grin became a full smile as I looked at Ter beside her acting like a cheesy fangirl.

I started swaying as the syncopated bass beat began to suck me in, music did this to me every time, I had to feel it, live it, breathe it.  I closed my eyes and began with that first restrained melody that hid the furor that was to come.  I looked around the crowd with a smile as I took most of them by surprise when my pianissimo of a slow love ballad hit that sudden stentato. That was such a shocking contrast to the subtly of the prior line.

A few things happened in that instant, something inside clicked with me. I sang with an ease I had never had before as all of the lessons I have been practicing over and over came pouring out with my song.

Something that had escaped me in that final impossible lesson was suddenly crystal clear. When I switched styles in this song but kept the overall feel and emotion the same, that is what I was missing in that damnable lesson, I needed to change styles while keeping the same intonation.  That's why I couldn't do it.  Dear lord in heaven!

Then I exploded with more confidence and emotion than I had ever put into my music.  People started cheering louder as I sang while they crowded the little dance floor.  I saw the woman beside Scratch push away from the wall and take a single step toward me with her head cocked.  A shocked expression flashed over her face.

Then there was nothing but my music, moving my body as I danced.  My vocals driving me, my hips punctuating the transitions. The melody held me like a lover, cradling me, keeping me safe.  I could almost feel Teresa's arms around me in the words.  I grasped a hand to the heavens in prayer that I could mend my soul with the light of hope.   The maestoso of the power notes went beyond any I had ever sang, my new gifts given to me by the woman who made my heart beat like this.

I pointed down at Teresa and made a promise to her with the final power note, projection with such force and volume.  You could have heard a pin drop as the instrumental cut out and the note suddenly and seamlessly turned into the barest of whispers.  I hung my head and closed my eyes, then had to cover my ears a moment later at the cheering in the small space.

I smiled and raised a hand to the crowd.  I noted that the woman in green was no longer by Scratch.  That hurt a little, was it that bad that she couldn't listen to the end of the number?  I smiled at Teresa, who was just making a beating heart with her hands over her chest.  I locked eyes with her and mouthed, “I finally understand.”  Her eyes went wide and her smile doubled.

Paya was shrieking like groupie at a rock concert and Harry was looking embarrassed for her since she didn't have the sense to be embarrassed for herself.  I lowered my hand and the crowd settled down.  Wow, that was unexpected.  I strutted the stage. “This next one is brand new, I call it Dragon Lady.”  I singled out Ter and said, “This one's for you Miss McClellan.”  She gave a shocked open mouth smile, her eyes twinkling as I started to sing.  This was on the edgier side of my new fusion style, closer to the thrash side of pop.  It was all about initial fear morphing into longing and something more beautiful.

I was banging my head and swinging my head side to side, feeling the short locks of my hair slapping the tops of my cheekbones.  I had incorporated a lot more transitions and more intricate vocalizations in my new music.  Now that I knew my voice was capable of so much more than I had believed possible before I met the beautiful women at that music conservatoire.

I noticed the woman in green was standing by the door again bobbing and swaying next to Scratch. It looked like the music was flowing right through her, her motions seemed connected as an organic element of my song.  I had never seen a person experience my music like that before.  Scratch looked to be restraining himself from joining her, he just tapped his fingers in time to the music, keeping up with the transitions.

I was forging the song into an offering to the gods, a thanks for opening my eyes to possibilities I hadn't realized existed before, when I saw Lisa T come out of the stage door jumping up and down as she held something out to some friends who seemed extremely excited.  It was a black card, I saw the glint of gold from where I stood, then smiled as I sang.  Bloody hell, J-Cards were real!  I was happy for Lisa, she looked chuffed.  This just pushed me to put more effort and emotion into my singing to help her celebrate.

The woman in green was trying to walk over to her, and she looked beyond mad. Scratch grabbed his girl's arm and physically dragged her up and out of the playhouse.  What the heck had that been all about?  I finished to the explosive cheers of the crowd.

I can't tell you how much I was moved that night, it was almost like a religious experience for me as I sang the final song in my set, Heart of the Persephone.  The crowd wouldn't settle down as I went to leave the stage just to see Ronnie holding up a hand to stop me, shaking his head.  He pointed back to the stage and the music for my encore started up.

This one was meant only to entice a fun and playful mood in the listeners, Sweet Caramel.  Daring them not to dance, not to feel the music.  I didn't have many like this, but it was a great number to end on, a note of fun that was worthy of Amber LaLanie herself.  When I finally stepped off the stage, it was like all the energy the music infused me with had suddenly vanished like a light switch was flipped.  I was bloody knackered!

Ronnie hugged me and dangled my feet off the ground as he said, “That was Brill Tabs!”  He set me down as I blushed at the praise as I accepted my mobile back from him.  I collected my bag which was on the opposite side of the table I had put it on.  I looked through it quickly to make sure nothing was missing.  All of my things were there.

I stepped out of the stage door... “Gleeep!”  Oh, yum.  Heat was flooding through me as Teresa hugged me in a side to side motion.

Then her lips brushed delicately across my ear, causing me to shudder as goose flesh raced down my neck.  “That was so bloody hawt... my Tabby Cat.”  Damn me to hell, I purred like a kitten as I heated up down below.  I lapped up her praise like a cat with a saucer of cream.

She released me. “Blarg!” Paya pulled me into a hug now as Harry clapped my shoulder saying, “Well done you.”  People were crowding around us, some asking where they could find my music, a couple even wanted an autograph.  How embarrassing is that?

Paya gave Harry a look that conveyed her wishes and he sort of held his arms wide and started moving toward the doors, causing people to give way to him.  Paya grabbed one of my hands and Teri my other and they yanked me forward. “Gurk!”  I'm making all kinds of sounds tonight.  I giggled at my inner voice.

We laughed and chatted as we made our way back to the vehicles.  We said our goodbyes to Paya and Harry then got into Teri's car.  I almost deflated into the soft leather seats.  “Take me home please beautiful woman?  I'm so bloody knackered.”

She nodded and turned the wrong way down the lane.  She was silent, just shooting fleeting glances at me.  The look on her face was hungry, almost predatory.  I realized a few blocks later that we were heading to her place.  I internally rolled my eyes at myself, I hadn't specified which home.

We proceeded to her flat in the most comfortable and intimate silence, our hands clasped on the center console as she drove.  My body was stuck in a conflicted state, I was so tired but so turned on by her fleeting glances.

The moment we stepped into her place I found myself pinned to the wall by my wrists in her strong grip as she nuzzled my neck, inhaling deeply then nipping and kissing.  Good Lord I almost creamed myself on the spot.  She had never let me progress beyond second base.  But here she was, now kissing me as she released one of my hands and I felt hers down below, pressing against me.

I gasped out her name in question, “Ter?”  Not knowing if I should respond the way my body was begging me to.  I didn't want to do something to make her stop what she was doing, my body was on fire with need.

She growled into my neck, the vibration traveling through my body.  She spoke into my neck between nipping and sucking on my flesh.  “What kind of groupie would I be if I didn't sleep with the band after the show?”

Oh... my... god!  I surrendered to her ministrations and my own carnal desire.  We didn't have sex, we made love that night.  I felt as if I had shared my soul and everything I was with her, and I felt her respond in kind.  I worshiped her body and let her completely own mine.  I have never felt emotion like this when I was with someone intimately.  I was... oh bloody hell, I was in love!

I felt tears on my cheeks as we curled in on her couch, as far into her place as we made it in our passion the past couple hours.  We drifted off in each others arms, flesh against flesh, as one last tear rolled down my cheek.  I never wanted this to end.





  
 

Chapter 13 – June Friggin' West?

The next morning, I woke up warm for the first time in months.  It took a moment for it to register I wasn't on my barge in my cabin.  I curled my toes into tight balls as I basked in the warmth of the woman that was tangled up with me on her couch.

Her skin was hot against mine.  I leaned in to kiss her shoulder blade, then I almost jumped out of my skin when she said, “There's my Tabby Cat.”  I looked up to her glittering eyes and the most loving smile that melted my heart.  She ran her fingers through my short hair.  Then her lips quirked into the cutest little smirk.   “You don't mind if I call you that do you?”

I sighed and kissed her, as our lips slid apart I smiled and said, “You can call me anything as long as you call me yours.”

She smirked again as she stretched cutely.  “Oh, I think I did that quite thoroughly last night.”

I ran a finger along her collarbone and one along one of her luscious legs.  I remembered those legs wrapped around me last night.  I smiled wistfully and she half chuckled, half giggled. “You certainly are a leg woman aren't you?”

I grinned and kissed her collarbone near a love bite I gave her last night.  I shrugged mischievously. “Can you blame me?  Have you seen your legs?”

She gave me a crinkle nosed smile and then winked and pushed me off of her onto the floor.  A moment later I was bounding up and pursuing her as she hopped up and ran down the hall to the shower, squealing.  I caught her around the waist as she started up the shower, whispering, “You are so going to pay for that.”

She turned around in my arms and laid her arms over my shoulders and whispered back, “Which is why I did it.”  Then she kissed me so gently I'm not sure our lips actually touched.  And she was gone.  I blinked in a daze until an arm snaked out of the shower and pulled me in. “Nerf!”

Later... much later that morning.  We were pulling along the lane by my place.  She looked longingly at me and I tilted my head and said, “Come with.  I have something for you. And I'd like to talk.”

She nodded and turned off her car.  We walked hand in hand down to the Persephone, I helped her up the plank then said, “Can you wait for me up top?  I have to walk poor Terminator, he's probably ready to burst.”  She nodded and winked and almost skipped around the corner.  I sighed at her playfulness.  I really loved Teresa in fun mode.

Terminator was so happy to see me, I think he may have peed a little.  Poor little bloke.  I brought him to shore and he almost went into orbit when he found the proper tree to relieve himself.  I chuckled at the image in my mind.  Then he did his other business which I placed into a plastic baggie.  Eww.  Then we went back to the cabin and I shut him in after giving him tummy raspberries and grabbing some sheet music.

I joined the object of my desire on the roof.  Just the sight of her made my heart beat faster and all the colors around me seem to brighten.  She was like the feeling you got when you stepped into a kitchen and inhaled the smell of freshly baked bread deep into your lungs.  I bit my lower lip.

I stood in front of her and she eyed the papers in my hands and cocked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow in question.  I held the music up and said in reverence, “I finally understand.”  Then I added, “I wanted to give this to you.”

Then I started to sing that impossible song.  The song I had believed was meant to punish, the song I had misunderstood this whole time.  It was a celebration, it was joy, it was... love.  I hit the transitions I had always stumbled over; switching up the emotion and intent of the music in those areas and my voice flowed through them, around them, letting them caress my vocal cords as they passed by.

I had never felt like this before when I sang.  It was something wonderful, not a device of torture.  I never wanted this beautiful piece to end.  I let a tear fall on the final note, knowing I had touched something so pure there, something that Teri had felt then lost forever.

Ter just sat with her eyes closed through it, her hands pressed together against her lips like she was praying.  Her eyebrows raising and falling with the melody.  She opened her eyes when I finished the last note and a tear fell down her cheek too.

I shook the music at her letting her know I finally understood and thanked her.  Then before I knew what I was doing, my mouth was moving. “I love you Teresa Marjorie McClellan.”

She stood and just held me.  “I love you too, Tabitha Yvette Romanov.”

I heard Wendell below mutter almost in reverence, “My God.”  And  Mr. Illes say, “Beautiful my little virag.”  I blushed, forgetting this was the weekend and they were both home.  I looked over to see people out on the deck on the other barges, looking our way.

Then I buried my face in Teresa's shoulder before I blushed myself to death.  I pulled away when I heard a single slow clapping from the shore.  I looked down to see a gorgeous brunette standing there clapping.  She smiled up at me, it was one of those smiles you just knew was genuine because it originated in her glittering eyes.  She called up in a distinctly American accent, “Ummm... permission to come aboard?”

Teri chuckled because those were the same words she used when she first came calling.  I squinted down at the woman.  She looked so bloody familiar.  I just nodded and Teri and I made our way down the deck.

The woman made her way up the board confidently like she did it every day. She stopped in front of us and shivered with a smile. “Brrr...”

I blinked and said self-consciously, “Ummm... come in miss?  It's a little warmer in the cabin.  Watch your head though.”  Teresa gasped as I opened the door and I looked up.  Her eyes were bulging in recognition as the woman ducked through the door and we followed.

The woman's eyes scanned around quickly, taking in everything and I blushed some more.  Terminator was turning himself inside out at her feet as we all stood stooped in my tiny cabin.  She absently scooped him up and started petting him.  I blurted, “Oh, umm have a seat?  It is warmest by the stove pipe.”

She smiled and sat on the mattress.  The clothing she wore were high-end casual.  Her shoes probably cost more than my entire wardrobe.  They were pretty plum coloured canvas sneakers that looked custom made.  They matched the plum tee that was peeking out of the black leather jacket she wore.  Everything about her screamed toff, except her eyes, they told a different story, that she was more down to earth and real than most people I had ever met.  She didn't seem put off about her surroundings here in the least though you would have thought they were below her station.

Teresa seemed to be bubbling with energy as we sat beside this familiar woman.  I asked, “What could I do for you miss?”

She smiled at me not being able to place her and she tilted her head slightly as she scratched Terminator's ears.  She held a hand out. “June Harris-West.  I'm pleased to meet the woman behind the voice Tabby Cat.”

I stopped breathing, I couldn't even blink.  This was June friggin' West?  After a few seconds of silence, I was brought back to life by Teresa jabbing my ribs with her elbow.  I shook the woman's hand in disbelief and stuttered out in a hoarse voice just above a whisper, “Tabitha please.  Or Tabs.”

She smiled and said as she pulled an envelope out of her purse. “I just wanted to drop by to give you something that belongs to you that someone stole last night.”

I blinked as I accepted the envelope.  Nothing had been taken from me, I had checked my bag last night.  She prompted with her eyes and I opened the envelope then shut the flap instantly when I saw what was inside.  I looked at her in shock.

Teresa's brow furrowed and she took the envelope from me and her eyes went as wide as her smile as she pulled the black plastic card out of it.  The gold J on the front of it glittering in the light coming in from my little Plexiglas window.

I was in shock, but then remembered to breathe.  I stared at the card then at June.  Was this real?  She answered the question by saying, “I want to sign you.  When Nessie told me about your voice, I knew she had to be exaggerating until I heard you myself last night.”  Bloody hell, she was the woman in green!

Then her voice got a dangerous tone to it, telling me that she was not a woman to mess with, ever.  “That Lisa T pilfered your J-Card from your bag after I placed it there.  I have no clue what she was thinking.  Like we wouldn't know who we give the cards out to or something?  She even had the balls to call the number on the card this morning.”  She chuckled a humorless tone that did not bode well for Lisa T.

I looked at the card as Teri handed it to me, then at June.  “But... me?”

She nodded and laid a hand on my arm.  “You've got something.  Something I haven't heard since Penny Franklin retired from music.  A vocal range and control that sets you apart from the rest.  I want to record your music.”  She said it plainly like it was obvious.

She started to stand and we just followed by reflex.  She set Terminator down and started moving toward the door.  We had to shuffle out first to make room for her.  She paused at the door.  “Call the number, please.  Have a great day ladies.”

I stopped her. “Wait.  How did you find me... here?”  I looked down in embarrassment for the state of my living arrangements.

She caught that and she actually looked mad and snapped at me, “Hey!  Chin up lady.  Don't you dare feel embarrassed about your home.”  Then her tone softened.  “I contacted Ronnie Marx.  He's one of our contacts in the scene.  He gave me your number, but your phone must be off because my call went straight to voicemail.”  I absently pulled out my mobile and looked at it.  The battery was dead and I had missed morning power-up here to charge it.

She grinned and said, “So he gave me the number of possibly the most protective best friend I have had the pleasure to verbally spar with.  Hold on to Paya Tabs, friends like that help define you and only come around rarely in your life.”  She grinned. “So after a virtual blood draw and urine test, she was convinced I was me and gave me directions to your place.”  She held her arms up tight at her sides and spread her fingers wide in jazz hands and shook them.  She said cutely, “Taa daa.”

We stepped out on the deck and she surprised both of us with a hug of our very own.  June was a friendly sort.  I couldn't help but smile at the woman in my still half shocked state.

We watched her make her way up to the lane and get into what looked like a Range Rover, where a pretty woman in a black hoodie waited... Scratch?  Then they drove away.  I glanced down at the card in my hands then over to Teresa, then we both looked back at the card again and squealed like bloody schoolgirls.

Moments later I was blinking in shock.  Was this actually happening?  Did June West just give me a J-Card?  Was I actually going to be able to record my music and share it with the masses?

I glanced up with seeking eyes to Ter but stopped at the hungry look in her eyes.  She yanked me into the cabin saying in a voice two registers below her normal, “We need to celebrate... and we haven't properly christened your cabin yet.”

I eeped and said, “Yes ma'am.”

She giggled. “Ooo extra points for every time you say that to me.”  I was sure I'd come up with some witty response later... much later.  However, at the time fire was spreading through me as she pushed me onto my mattress and pulled the covers over us to combat the cold.  Then she proceeded to make her case why she should be in charge.  Yes, please.





  
 

Chapter 14 – Hiya Paya

We took the time that evening to hook my devices up to charge when the generators powered up. We did a quick run to our little cafe for sustenance and for Teresa to relieve herself since there's no way she would use the manky bog on this boat no matter how much she loved me.

When we returned, she decided that we were both sore enough in all the best places so we just cuddled and had a slow snogging session.  This woman was insatiable and it had me brimming over with joy, satisfaction, and the warm burn of love and adoration every time I looked at her.

I glanced at my mobile and chuckled.  She pulled me back down under the covers and asked a question with her eyes.  I shrugged and explained, “One voicemail from an unknown number, one from Ronnie, and thirteen from Paya.”

I gave a toothy grin and she crinkled her nose with an answering smile.  She said, “You should call her.  The poor girl is probably going insane wondering what 'The' June West wanted with you.”

I bobbled my head with a tight-lipped smile, then said mischievously, “Which is precisely why I'd rather cuddle with the woman I love while my bestie stews near the bursting point with curiosity.”

She exploded in a cracked high pitched tone in surprised laughter.  “Honestly love, you are so cruel to her.”

I smiled, gave her a quick peck on the lips, and shrugged.  “I'm still punishing her for the bloody Tabby Cat name.”

She smiled raised her nose slightly in challenge and said, “What little Tabby Cat?”  She kissed my neck, sending delightful shivers down my spine.  “You don't like me calling you my Tabby Cat?”  She nipped at my ear and I bit my lower lip in want and need.  “You don't like being MY Tabby Cat?”

I felt silly and playful so I rolled over panting and showed her my belly and purred for her.  Then said with a coy tone in my voice, “Good lord I hate you woman.  You can call me Tabby Cat all day and I'll be your kitten.”

She smiled and pulled up my shirt and started kissing her way across my belly.  “Kitten... I like that.”  If I hadn't been so aroused, I would have rolled my eyes at that and wondered what I had just done to myself.  She crawled up my body and locked eyes with me.  She placed one hand on my belly, not losing eye contact, and slowly started sliding her hand down past the waistline of my pants, moving toward her target and asking in a breathy tone, “Does my kitten want to play?”

I nodded stupidly and mewled out, “Yes, please.” And then we both suddenly jumped and Terminator barked from his pillow when there was a knocking at my door.

Paya was calling out, “Tabs, are you home?”

The moment lost and my arousal fading fast, we both laughed almost hysterically and I giggled out as I pulled my shirt back down, “Hiya Paya, come on in.”

She stepped in with a grin but then stopped and blinked at us.  “Oh my god!  That's sex hair!”  Then she blinked a couple times as I blushed. “The place reeks of it.”

She plopped down right beside us with a self-satisfied grin and Terminator claimed her lap for Terminator-opolis as she blurted out,  “It's about bloody time!”  She hugged me then pulled back and looked at us.  “Wait, you two weren't about to...”  Then she blushed, I have to say, I've never been attracted to Paya in any sexual way, but that blush with her exotic complexion always did look amazing.  “I'm sorry... umm, I can come back later.  You just weren't answering your...”  She paused and looked at us again in realization.  “...of course you weren't, you were busy doing it like bunnies.”

I slapped her shoulder, mostly because I was embarrassed it was true.  Then I sighed.  “No, it's fine.  We were just celebrating.”

This got her attention, and she prompted, “Celebrating?”  Teresa and I exchanged conspiratorial smiles.  Paya sputtered out in frustration, “Good lord woman, if you don't spill why June bloody Harris-West was contacting me to locate you, I'm sending you to opposite corners without sex!”

No sex?  Oooh now that would be a terrible punishment.  My bestie was right mean. I crinkled my nose at her then stuck out my tongue.  I looked at Ter and she just shrugged at me, I exhaled and said, “Oh it was nothing.  She just had to drop something off for me.”

She arched an eyebrow urging me to continue.  I shrugged and reached over to where my mobile sat and grabbed the J-Card and handed it to her with a micro shrug of one shoulder.  It isn't often I can stun Paya like this so I savored this moment.  I bit my lower lip before I grinned, watching everything go through her mind as she turned the card over and just stared at it.

First was curiosity, second was the realization of what it was, then came the additional realization of what it meant.  Emotions flickered across her face and in her eyes.  Joy, vindication, and pride.  Then she did the last thing I expected.  She looked up at me and my bestie started sobbing.  I blinked at the tears and pulled her into a hug in concern, stroking her hair.  “Shhh.  Shhhh... It's ok Paya.  What's wrong?  Why are you crying?”

She pulled back and wiped her tears on the sleeve of her coat.  She wasn't a pretty crier, her eyes were red and puffy and a little bit of clear snot was coming from her nose.  It was the one time my pretty friend wasn't exotically beautiful and that made her human to me.  She smiled as she fought the tears.  Teresa had moved in front of her, her back to the wall and had a hand on Paya's knee, stroking her thumb across it.

Paya sniffed and wiped her eyes again regaining her composure.  She shrugged and said hoarsely, “I don't know... I'm just so bloody happy for you.  Oh, bloody hell, I'm such a girl.” Then I understood, they were tears of joy.  Good lord I loved this girl more than I can say.  June was right, Paya was one of those one in a million friends.

We wound up in a three-way hug.  Then when my bestie regained her composure, she pushed us both back with a smirk on her face.  “You two reek of sex.”  Aaaaand she's back!  I had to grin.

She smiled broadly. “So spill.  Tell me all the details.”  Then she quickly clarified, “You know, the June thing, not the sex.”  Then she got silly and cocked her head and wiggled her eyebrows, “Although...”  She is so bad.

We chuckled and Paya shivered.  Teresa noticed and said, “How about we retire to my flat and we can discuss it.  I have central heat and beer.”  We all nodded agreement and stood.  I had to grin when Teresa scooped up Terminator and stuffed him into the front of her jacket.  I took it she wasn't planning on releasing me into the wild anytime soon.  I caught Teresa's scent as she exited after Paya and my toes curled, good Lord, if I'm her kitten, she's my catnip.  I grabbed my things and hustled after them.

That was possibly the last 'normal' night of my life, just talking with my two favorite people.  Discussing the future and all the endless possibilities into the wee hours of the morning, and thinking about the adventure of a lifetime we had just embarked upon.  I did so love a good intrigue.  I clasped hands with the Dragon Lady of the McClellan Music Conservatoire, the love of my life, and knew there was nobody I'd rather have by my side.





  
 

Epilogue

I still couldn't believe I had just watched Tabby Cat finish recording her second album, Water Gypsy, here at London Harmony.  I grinned as I watched her hug Vanessa and June after she got out of the isolation booth.

She caught Zilrita and me spying from the door and she gave us one of her patented crinkle nosed smiles as she called out in that rich voice of hers, “So what ya think Small Fry?”  Vannie shot me a reprimanding look for spying then gave Zil a matching one, but the little smile quirking at the corner of her mouth gave her away.  I sighed in relief internally.

We were caught anyway, so I looked up at Zil, who gave me a little wink and we entered the control room.  I giggled as Zil snagged Tabitha and engulfed her into one of her patent-pending squid hugs.  I thought I caught a “Glork!” from Tabs.

I gushed out, “It was amazing!  It felt like I was being carried away by a current, just to see a landscape painted with emotion go floating by.  The juxtaposition of life and love seemed to coalesce around me.”

Tabs blinked at me after Zilrita decided to let go so she could breath again.  She tilted her head and her forehead creased a little as she said incredulously, “That's... bloody perceptive.  I was comparing my life and emotions with life on the river.”  Then she nodded in approval and made a silly duck face and held her arms out with her elbows at her sides in an inviting gesture her fingers wiggling.

I hugged the superstar, I'm not daft. I sqee-ed on the inside... I was hugging a figgin' superstar!  I know I should be used to it, since anyone who ever got a J-Card with one exception, have become superstars and they hang around here all the time.

June raised an eyebrow at me playfully and said, “Juxtaposition?  Coalesce?  A little young to be using words like that aren't you?”  I loved our familiar banter and the inside joke, then just stuck my tongue out at her.

June winked at me then turned to Tabitha.  “So Pipes, that was the last take.  We should have something worked up for your approval by next week then we can release the album on schedule.  I have to say, this is your best work yet.  I love the emotion that weaves throughout all the tracks.”

She shrugged and said, “I'm no J8, but I try.”  The entire room went silent for a moment as the rest of us suppressed our laughter.  I glanced at my pseudo-sister, one day her secret is going to have to come out to the world.

Then Zil spoke up. “Have you given any more consideration to going on tour?  I've been putting off the promoters for months.”

The copper-haired woman turned her almost unnaturally colored eyes to the goth.  “Teri and I have talked about it.  How about after our wedding next month?  I want some of the proceeds going to low income housing projects.”

Zil clapped her hands rapidly together in excitement. “Ok, should I get with you or her about dates?”

“Just get with Ter.” I thought it was so cool that the love of Tabby Cat's life ran a music school like June's mom did.  Teri McClellan also happened to be Tabitha's manager.  That woman had some business chops like no other.

We all walked into the Green Room as Tabs grabbed her purse.  She looked at us all and asked, “We'll see you on the Water Witch on Thursday night for movie night?”

I grinned, we had kept our traditions of Thursday night movies and Friday night family board game nights since moving from New York.  When Tabitha heard about what inspired our little unorthodox family movie night; the musicals projected onto a sheet in a New York alley every Thursday night; she picked up the tradition. She projects old musicals on a sheet in the marina every Thursday night where her gorgeous houseboat, the Water Witch is moored.  We had a standing dinner date with her and Teri there.

I found it surreal, all of the famous people we hung out with, all part of the magic that surrounds June.  June smiled and said, “No place we'd rather be Pipes.”  Vannie added, “Of course.”  Nobody missed Vanessa reaching her hand to her side idly and June absently taking it and interlacing their fingers.  The two frustrated me to no end, when were they going to seal the deal?  Grrr.

Then out of the blue it just hit me.  I can be dense sometimes.  A lot of  Tabby Cat's music centered around the water... the latest album was titled Water Gypsy, the title track of the same name was about the most amazing thing Tabs had created.  She lived on a houseboat and used to live on a floating slum.  She loved the water!  She 'was' the water gypsy that was often referred to in her songs!

Zil said, “Oh!  Just a sec!”  Then ran out of the room to return a moment later with an envelope.  She handed it to the singer who was swaying in a restrained dance, most likely thinking up a new number.  “Here's London Harmony's donation to the Flotilla.”

The Russian Brit grinned thanks to all of us then gave me a smiling wink and scooted out the door, calling behind her.  “Thanks!  See you all tomorrow night!”  I swallowed and bit my lower lip, is it wrong that her wink turned me on a bit?  More and more often I wondered if I might not be more like Vannie than I knew.

I thought about the Flotilla Project.  It was a low-income housing project spearheaded by Tabitha herself.  She had partnered with the captain of the barges she used to live on to renovate and retrofit the three barges plus two new ones, into clean living spaces with all the modern amenities.  In all, it supplied twenty affordable or free cabins, larger than she had lived in, to low income people or families until they could transition into permanent homes.  There was even a fund to help them pay first, last and agency fees to get people back on their feet again.

Vannie licked her lips then leaned in and kissed June softly and pulled back, leaving a goofy dreamy look on June's face.  Then my sister placed her forehead on June's so she could watch the music she said that played in her eyes.  It helped keep the voices in her head at bay almost as well as the medication.  She prompted her with two words, “Wednesday Night.”

June gasped out, “Right!”

Vannie said, “You best get it done then.”

Then June straightened a bit and said, “I got this shit!” She almost ran into the studio.  Zil waved us all a good night and headed out while Vannie and I followed June into the recording studio.

I chuckled. 'Wednesday Night' was Vannie's compromise with June.  The two loved to tease each other, but it was almost cruel to June.  I know one day my sister will fall madly in bed with June and they won't resurface for days.  They are dating whether they admit it or not.  They are so friggin' in love with each other.  My sister started the weekly tradition of her and June sharing a bed one night a week, cuddling.  June proudly tells me that she is the little spoon.  I shook my head, I didn't understand those two, just playing with each other when they'd rather be doing it like horny bunnies.

Vannie just stared at Mickey when we entered the room, and he made a beeline to the door, he wasn't allowed to know what was about to happen.  “Night all.”  He said as he headed out the door toward the stairs.  We all mumbled our good nights.

We waited until we heard the doors close downstairs then June leaned down and gave Vannie a lingering kiss on the lips.  The heat in the room was almost unbearable.  Then June entered the recording booth and picked up the old pink and white electric guitar.  The thing was so worn and well used.  It was older than June herself... her mother's from another time.  Back when Mandy Fay Harris ruled the airwaves as the queen of rock.

I had guessed June's secret after the third single from J8 was released.  I kicked myself for not realizing it instantly like Vannie had.  It wasn't like the name J8 was a dead giveaway for anyone who was familiar with the urban legends of June's Eight.  The group of friends June hung out with in college.  But J8's voice sounded almost identical to Mandy Fay Harris.

She had created this facade of the mysterious rocker who nobody had ever seen. She wouldn't do any interviews so that she could make music of her own and not be in the shadow of her larger than life mother.  She's created yet another urban legend of her own as she releases a new single every other Friday.

She tuned the guitar as Vannie took levels on the controls.  June strummed a little and then broke into some impossibly complex chord progressions as only she could do.  She sang a line from the track she was about to record as she played, allowing Vanessa to adjust the mic levels.  Then June froze, looking past us.

Vannie and I turned around to see Tabby Cat standing at the door, her mouth open in shock as she stared past us to June in the isolation room.  Then she blinked and held her arm up with her jacket draped over it.  She whispered, “I... forgot my coat.”  Then even quieter she said, “Bloody hell.”

I glanced back and forth between June and Tabs not knowing what to do.  June's eyes twinkled and she smiled and she winked at the woman and raised a finger to her lips.  Tabs comically covered her eyes with a hand and retreated down the hall saying loudly, “I didn't see a thing!”  Then we all burst out laughing as we heard her again blurt out, “Bloody hell!”

We all exchanged glances, and June nodded to us, knowing that she would never tell a soul.  Then I just watched as Vannie closed her eyes and just let the music and emotion flow through her as J8 sang her latest promise of love.
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Sample Chapter from Red Hood: The Hunt

Chapter 1 - Breach

Victor was yelling at me over the automatic weapons fire and the flame throwers at the gates of the city, “McQueen!  Daria!  Did you hear me?”

I wiped the sweat away from my face then lowered my riot shield again and nodded as I yelled back.  “Yeah, I heard you, you old blowhard!  I got the perimeter sweep, switching to coms.”  I took a moment to look at the tide of snapping fangs and razor sharp claws slamming into the main city gate.

The wolves looked rabid, foaming at their mouths.  But I knew it was just the burns from the silver strands in the steel bars of the gate burning and foaming their flesh as they threw themselves against it.  Damn, every full moon it seems there are more and more of them.  Where are they coming from, and why does it seem like they are all converging here at Seattle?  The other major cities are reporting their usual numbers.

I glanced up at the full moon hanging over the horizon.  We only had to hold for another hour until the sun was up and we were in the clear.  I checked the magazine of my assault shotgun to be sure I had silver rounds loaded, then hopped off the ladder down to the ground.  A claw came slashing through the bars, I could hear the sizzle and the putrid smell of burning flesh as an unusually large wolf strained to try to get to me.  Like I'd be stupid enough to step close.

I rolled my eyes and raised my shotgun and fired, reducing its head to burning and sizzling hamburger.  “Bad dog,”  I mumbled as its body slumped to the ground, as the acrid sulfur smell that marked the transformation filled the air as the body melted back into its human form.  Fuckin' werewolves.

I started walking the thirty foot tall perimeter wall that was around the entire city.  This portion was the oldest in the city, built in the beginning, when the European werewolves had somehow made it to the United States back in 1899.  It was made of silver ore rocks.  It reminded me a lot of medieval castle walls with the silver veins sparkling in the moonlight.

I saw the guards on the top, pacing the narrow walkway, shining their lights down on the sea of wolves.  They were Seattle PD like me.  We all dreaded these three nights a month, during the full moon, when the wolves would come.  Pretty sad when we longed for a good mugging or robbery.

Not many women join the police force, I'm one of the exceptions.  I have my reasons... when I was ten, wolves had breached the Ballard gates somehow. They went on a killing spree in my neighborhood.  They avoided our silver infused FMBs or Full Moon Bars that we used to shutter the doors and windows every full moon night just in case of a breach just like that.  The animals had instead actually dug through our roof and dropped into the house.

My dad had just got me into the panic cage and was reaching for my older sister, when they attacked.  Right before my eyes they tore my parents apart. Then one played with my sister, batting her around the room as she and I screamed.  Then when I heard the gunfire and police outside raising our FMBs the wolf started to head toward the collapsed ceiling.

Now I know what we are taught.  That they are just stupid, unthinking killing machines when they transform. That they have no humanity left in them and they don't remember what they did during a full moon when they returned to their human state.  I'm not so sure. I swear to you that wolf seemed to smile with a wicked gleam in its eye when it paused. It looked at me in the cage with its silver plating, then back at my sister, Prue, who was curled against the wall in fear.  Then it snapped once at her, biting her arm, infecting her, then looked back at me for a long moment with a look of satisfaction before it ran.

My sister, just barely seventeen was given The Choice all the infected had before they turned on the next full moon.  A merciful death of suicide by silver nitrate pill or banishment beyond the gates.  No infected are allowed to live in the cities even though they are human during the day and all nights not a full moon.

My eyes watered at the memory as I checked the base of the wall and the FMBs of the buildings I passed in my sector.  The last person in my family, my sister Prue, chose banishment.  I still hesitate today whenever I kill a smaller wolf, a female wolf, wondering if it is Prue.

I found a defective track on an FMB at a duplex.  I made a note of it to have the city engineers come in and fix it tomorrow during the daylight.

I wonder if she is still alive out there somewhere.  I know there are at least five lupine settlements in the area, cities where the people cage themselves on full moons, and live their lives as normally as possible.  But the Ferals are the men who have been driven mad knowing they are nothing but cursed beasts from hell on those nights and not knowing if they had killed.

They are barely rational in human form and have, for some reason, started converging in the area the past few months.  Like it is a coordinated effort.  Ferals try to spread the curse by not locking themselves down on full moons, so the National Guard has units to keep them pacified.  But there are not enough men brave enough to go beyond the gates of the cities on a full moon, so the platoons move across the nation.  There are Wolf Hunters, who are sanctioned to kill any Feral wandering on a full moon.  They are paid by the head.

But once a werewolf returns to human, it is illegal to kill them as they have most of the rights of a Clean Blood, a human free of the infection.  I just see Wolf Hunters as animals themselves, they are out there just for the thrill, little more than animals themselves.  We haven't seen one in Seattle for over a decade.

I paused, moving my thoughts to the side as I heard something over the battle receding in the distance. The howling and growling of the wolves on the other side of the wall, faint and deadened by the mass of the stones.  It was a splashing sound and a rumble that was so low it was more felt than heard that caught my attention.

The hairs stood up on the back of my arms and at the small of my neck.  I knew the sound almost intimately, the low growl of a wolf on the hunt.  My shotgun was up as I swept the area.  I glanced at my riot gear then scanned the alley the sound was coming from.

I was whispering into my coms, “This is officer McQueen, sector 1A.  I have a breach situation.  Alley at North 145th and Stone.”

Headquarters was on instantly. “All units, lupine incursion North 145th and Stone.  Officer on scene.”

Then Victor was on the tac channel, I could hear him breathing hard, he was running.  “Talk to me McQueen, are they contained?  Numbers?”

I responded in a whisper, “I don't know.  I'm heading into the alley to check.”

He was almost growling. “Don't do anything stupid kid!  Wait for backup!”

I paused at the alley entrance and did glanced in quickly before pulling back.  I had definitely seen one tail and more shadows milling.  I didn't know if that alley was a dead end or if they could escape from the other side.

I was about to report in when I heard a snarling then a yelp and the smell og burning flesh wafted out of the alley.  I grinned, the FMBs were doing their job.  Then there was more snarling, snapping, and scratching, followed by the sound of siding tearing.  Shit!  They were going to go through the wall.  I could hear people screaming inside the apartment building.

I growled out a “Son of a bitch!”  I raised my weapon and ran into the alley.  I almost tripped over a manhole cover leading into the sewers.  That's how they got in, there was a breach somewhere down there.

I inadvertently kicked a discarded soda can when I dodged the open hole in the ground.  The one wolf I could see snapped its head toward me and snarled and leaped.  A normal wolf can jump about fifteen feet and almost twelve feet straight up, but a werewolf can do twice that.  Whatever supernatural curse makes them these demon spawns, gives them enhanced speed and strength, even in human form.

This one covered most of the forty feet between us in that single leap.  He was big, even for a werewolf, and his pelt was a mangy grey and black.  There was no intelligence in his yellow eyes, just savage intent.  I fired and tore half of his skull off as the silver shot burned his flesh and brain alike.  He had so much momentum that his body slammed into me sending me to the ground and my shotgun skidding and spinning across the ground.

I scrambled out from under him as two other wolves turned from their attempt to enter the building and flung themselves at me, snarling and snapping.  It felt like about two hundred pounds of wolf transforming to human that I had to move off of me.  I rolled across the ground and over my shotgun coming up and pumping off two shots, winging the closest one as it yipped and skittered away.

The third one was in the air and I swung the barrel of my rifle to it as fast as I could manage.  I paused, it was smaller, a female...  I brought up the shutgun crossways between it and me as it landed, knocking the wind out of me.

It's jaws were snapping trying to get to me, but I kept the shotgun held out.  It's claws were ripping at me and I could hear my riot armor cracking under the assault.  I wasn't going out like this God Damn it!  I yelled, “Get back mutt!” and dropped the shotgun and punched the she-wolf in the muzzle with all my strength.

I think it surprised her more than hurt her, as she stepped back slightly.  I saw the other wolf moving to my side with a limp.  The bitch curled her lips up revealing killing fangs and started to lunge just as something landed soundlessly by my side.  Almost faster than I could follow, wolf fast, a fist shot out from a billowing red cloak.

I heard the crack of bone as the wolf went tumbling, paws over tail, and crashed into the opposite wall of the alley with bone-jarring force.  A woman's voice came out from under a thick red hood, smoky and smooth as she said calmly, “She said get back.”  It scrambled to its paws and the two wolves dove on my savior.

The woman dove right back toward them and they clashed.  Jaws snapping and claws ripping.  The bitch was hanging off of the woman's left arm.  I blanched, they had infected her... she had come to my rescue and paid the price.

She caught the male by the throat in mid-leap, he had to have weighed around one-fifty or so, and he just dangled off the ground, thrashing.  Then she swung her other arm with so much force I could hear the snapping of bones as she slammed the bitch into the side of a dumpster.  The wolf slumped to the ground then limped off, circling us.

She turned her attention to the male and slammed him against the wall, still grasping its throat.  It struggled and thrashed as the woman did something insane... she put her face just inches from the wolf, its fangs snapping, trying to get at her.  She seemed to be looking into its eyes. Then she shook her head almost sadly,  I caught her saying under her breath, “Not him.”  In a blur, she looked to punch the wolf in the chest, but then I saw the hilt of the knife in her hand.  Where had she pulled that from?

The wolf stopped moving and I could smell the burning flesh, it was a silver blade.  She dropped the body as it started changing back to human.  I regained my wits and reached for my shotgun just as the she-wolf dove on her back.  Jaw snapping, teeth sinking into the back of her neck that was covered by the red hood of the cloak as her claws raked at the woman's back.

I couldn't shoot or I'd hit the woman too.  I stood and took two steps and struck the wolf at the base of the skull with the butt of the shotgun.  It released her and dropped to the ground, snapping at me.  There was a swishing sound and an arrow was suddenly embedded into the wolf's skull.  The flesh around it steaming and burning.  A silver arrow?

The woman pulled the arrow out and locked it to the back of the crossbow which had two others like it in place.  An honest to God crossbow.  She must have had the weapon hanging under her red cloak.  She watched in morbid fascination as the wolf turned into a middle aged woman.  A part of me sighed in relief that it wasn't Prue.

Then the woman turned in a flourish, the cape of the crimson cloak billowing out, and she started walking away.  I could hear the sirens approaching.  I called out to her,  “Miss, thank you for saving me, that was amazing.  But you can't go...”  I hated myself for my next words, “You were bitten... infected.  I need to detain you until you make The Choice.”

She turned and regarded me for a moment, then stepped back up to me so smoothly and gracefully, I almost didn't see her move.  She pulled her hood back and her ice blue eyes stood out in sharp contrast to her dark locks of straight hair.  I gawked at her... wow.

She must have been five foot ten, a couple inches taller than me.  And she had an amused look on her face, her lips curled up in a smile.  “Bitten?  I think not, I would have noticed.”  She pulled her hair back and turned her head slightly so I could see the back of her long neck.  There was nothing there but pristine, un-punctured skin.  Then she moved her cloak to the side and pulled up the sleeve of her white ruffled shirt to show me a similarly undamaged arm.

Then she turned to leave again. “You fought bravely.  Have a pleasant morning officer, the sun is rising.”  She pointed to the east as the first rays of the sun started poking out above the Cascades.

I called out to her, “But how?  I saw...”

She looked back over her shoulder and flippin' winked at me.  I swear, she winked.  She said with a crooked smile, “There isn't a lycanthrope who's claws or teeth can puncture the fabric of my cloak.”  I blinked, but, it was just fabric, it looked like wool.

I tried to stop her again as I heard patrol cars coming to a quick stop at the alley entrance. “But your bounties!”

She shrugged. “They weren't the wolf I was looking for.  Keep the bounties for yourself or if you insist have them put on the Red Hood's account.” Then she leaped up over eight feet like a wolf and snagged a fire escape ladder ten feet up and effortlessly pulled herself up, gliding up the steps then disappeared over the roof.

What!?  No way, the Red Hood is just an urban myth, she wasn't real... was she?  

I was just staring after her like a fool as some officers came running down the alley and Victor came huffing and puffing in his riot gear behind them.  They all looked around at the bodies and stench of flesh burning, and my partner just stared at me bug-eyed. “Jesus kid!”
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