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Prologue

I had to grin at the woman.  That's really all you can do when Paya Doshi is being cute and crossing her arms so resolutely like that.  She said with the tone of a mother who expects her children to stop misbehaving, “J-Dub, the two proper answers are 'Yes ma'am' or 'Yes Paya' at this juncture.”

I tried to keep the chuckle out of my voice as I said to her, “Yes Paya.”  I envied her gorgeous caramel colored skin that she was blessed with by her Middle Eastern heritage.

It always struck me odd how posh Paya's British accent sounded compared to her best friend, Tabby's.  They basically grew up together, yet Tabitha had a harsher accent, bordering on Cockney with that slight overtone of a Russian Slavic accent that snuck into her voice, which she got from being raised by her Ukrainian father.

The woman crinkled her nose at Nessie and me and said, “Grand.  We can head off after the stinker is done in there.”

I turned back to my wife who was valiantly fighting off a chuckle at how easily Paya had roped us into having lunch with them after Tabitha finished her recording session.  I narrowed my eyes playfully at her, and she did chuckle that time.  What?  Am I not threatening enough?  She'd think differently if I had like an army of mechanical platypus warriors with pikes standing behind me.

With a grin, I turned back to the isolation booth. I closed my eyes to listen to the pure tones and perfect pitch of Tabby Cat's voice as she rocked her new single, ‘Headmistress of My Heart’.  There was something about hearing this woman sing that relaxed a part of me that was always so tense.  It was the way she could reach for notes that would be vocal torture for anyone else to hit.

She had one of those impossible voices that was a true privilege to listen to.  And that she sang such edgy pop and rock, bordering on punk at times with such a polished voice, was the icing on the cake, at least for me.  That's why I had to sign the woman to my record label, London Harmony, the moment I laid ears on her.

I exhaled as I opened my eyes to watch her with her hands to the earphones, her copper hair framing her smiling face as she closed her eyes to reach for one of her signature fortissimo notes that held such unwavering power.  Then she modulated it down into a pianissimo that was just barely above a whisper, four octaves down and still holding perfect pitch.  Her vocal control was astounding to me.

I glanced back at Vanessa, who was just swaying to the music, her fingers tapping out the beat on her hips as she just smiled serenely.  Music soothed her and kept her mind from dwelling on her own fears.  I hated how afraid she was of her paranoid schizophrenia, even though her meds have been stabilizing her so well the past few years.

It broke my heart whenever she would randomly reach out to touch me to make sure I was really there.  But music was the one thing that brought her serenity, which just made her ideally suited to be the lead talent scout for our label.

Like she knew my gaze was on her, mesmerized by how she seemed to melt into the music, she opened her eyes and smiled.  Reaching out, she placed a hand gently on my distended belly, feeling our child kicking inside me.  She got lost in my eyes with wonder on her face.

I sighed happily.  I had finally convinced her to have a child with me instead of adopting.  She had such a deep-seated fear that if her eggs were inseminated and placed in me that the child would suffer the same mental illness as her.

After countless consultations and research, showing her that the odds were low.  And convincing her that she was not her disease, that she was not defined by it, that we would deal with things if our child did show early signs.  I had told her, “We got this shit.”  Only then did she grudgingly agree.

But the look of amazement, awe, and love on her face the first day she felt our child kicking inside me, just melted me.  It was a rare moment to see Nessie overwhelmed by emotion and brought to tears.

I have to smile at the way she has been treating me like a fragile porcelain doll the past seven and a half months.  And she always lays her hand on my belly and speaks to our child as we lay in bed each night.

When the doctors asked if we wanted to know the sex of the baby, she said yes at the same instant I said no.  So the little sneak spoke with the doctor on her own and found out.  The evil minx knows and gives nothing away to me with her smile.

Now let me tell you one thing, I am so over being pregnant.  I want this little symbiote out of me.  My feet hurt, my back aches, and there is a serious lack of designer maternity clothing out there.  I don't know how mom did this.  I have to be sure to do something extra nice for her this coming Mother's Day.

Tabby opened her eyes and kept her hands on the headphones and wiggled her eyebrows at our man at the board, Mickey, as she threatened to take the headphones off.  The man snorted and hit the mic button on the console and said to her, “Yes you impatient bird.  That was a wrap.”

With a crinkle of her nose at him, she teased, “Wanker.” She removed the headphones and hung them unceremoniously on the mic, causing Micky to cringe.  She was such a bad girl at times, and it made me happy to see she got along so well with my staff... my extended family.  But then again, it was almost impossible not to like Tabby Cat.

She playfully hopped to the door of the isolation booth and stepped out to look at us, saying, “I seem to have grown an audience.”  Then she hugged Paya and asked with a grin, “What are you doing here brat?”

Paya shrugged and explained, “I was here picking up London Harmony's matching contributions for the Flotilla Project for the month.”

The copper haired woman who's eyes oddly matched her hair in an amazing way, rolled her eyes and said, “You and your insistence on picking up cheques, you do know there is this interesting invention out there called the Internet, and people can transfer money electronically.”

The Indian-Brit woman waved her off.  “Pish.  Then I wouldn't get to visit with everyone.  Besides, I heard you were in-studio today so I coerced the ladies into coming to lunch with us before you and Ter head out on tour.”

Then she scowled at Tabby and chastised her, “You look positively starved, when was the last time you ate woman?”

The singer just shook her head as she looked up at the ceiling and complained, “Bloody hell, between you and Teri, I don't know who is worse.”  She looked back down with a smile for her friend.  “I'm small I don't need to eat much.  If it were up to you two, I'd never get out of the kitchen.”

I saw the shadow of concern on Paya's expressive face.  I knew she was just remembering when Tabitha Romanov was virtually homeless and living in the floating slums on a barge in the Thames.  She was too proud to ask for help, and she sometimes forgot to eat.  When we first heard the woman singing, I was shocked at how gaunt she was.

Then Tabby sighed and gave a compassionate look to her friend and changed the subject, “I'll ring up Teri and have her meet us.  She needs to surface from the music Conservatoire anyway.”  She paused and looked around. “What are we eating?”

I moaned out my craving with a hopeful look on my face, “Sushi?”

This got a chorus of, “No.” from all around me including the intercom as Zil chimed in.  Zilrita seemed to always be aware of everything in the studio and was always listening.

Vanessa scolded me, “You know there are some raw fish you can't have while you are pregnant.”

I sighed and said, “Yes mother.”

She shook a finger at me, and I grinned and swung my big belly back and forth innocently as I asked, “Pizza?”

Tabby just beamed at that and said, “Grand,  Gertrude's it is.”  She called up her wife as I started drooling over the thought of the culinary masterpieces that Gertrude could whip up in her little pizzeria, which was hidden in a quaint alley not far from the studio.

Vannie was grinning like a loon as she looped her arm in mine and I waddled toward the elevator; no stairs for me; it was a teasing look; and I whispered, “I'm eating for two you smug wench.”

This just got chuckles as we picked up some stragglers on our way out, in the forms of Jennifer and Zilrita, who collected her squid hug tolls from each of us when we exited the elevator.

I felt like Robin Hood with my merry men.  Except they were women... and... oh shut up.





  
 

Chapter 1 – Rinse and Repeat

The shopkeeper chased after me in a token attempt to stop me, yelling, “Stop girl!  Get back here you sodding thief!”  He stopped after maybe twenty feet, huffing and puffing with his hands on his knees.  People moved aside quickly, not wanting to be touched by a raggedy girl with a wild look in her eyes.

I felt bad about it, but it had been so long since I have eaten anything and I swore to myself I'd pay him back after a little panhandling.  I slipped into an alley and leaned my back against the brick wall to catch my breath as I unwrapped the sandwich I had nicked from the cart at the entrance to the little grocery.  I slid down the wall to sit.

I hesitated only a moment to cringe at the egg salad.  Not my favorite, but... I bit into it and barely chewed before swallowing the first bite.  I sighed as it went down to my stomach, which had been protesting the past couple days.

Within moments, I had devoured half of it and then just stared at the remainder when I had it half way to my mouth.  I bit my inner cheek hard to stop the sudden rush of emotion and to cut back a sob.  Had I really been reduced to this?  To stealing, just to eat?  How had my life gone so bloody sideways?

I stared at the sandwich almost in accusation then closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the wall.  I took three deep breaths and pushed everything away as I opened my eyes to carefully rewrap the remainder of the sandwich for later.

I was always so hungry.  Different day, same shite.  Rinse and repeat.

I just about jumped out of my skin when a woman said from right beside me,  “Right then, I could use someone to help to move a resident to her new flat.  I pay in cash and pizza.”

I scrambled back as I pushed back up to my feet, jamming the ill-gotten egg salad into my threadbare jacket.  “W-what?”

The woman was impeccably dressed, and her shiny black hair was tied back in a ponytail.  She had middle eastern features, and her dark eyes were locked on me as she gave an almost impish half smile.

She shrugged and nudged her chin toward my pocket. “I just thought you might be free after you consumed your purloined sarnie.”

I backed away, looking down the alley as I prepared to bolt.  “I don't know what you are talking about.”

She just chuckled and said, “Please don't insult my intelligence and I'll return the favor.  I stood just there when I saw you do it.  It's no matter to me, you look to have two able hands, and I'm in need of them, so what do you say?  I pay fifty quid a day plus lunch.”

She wasn't going to turn me in?  I blinked at this mad woman, she looked to be a toff to me, the way she dressed and spoke.  What would a well-to-do woman need me for?  I asked, “Are you right in the head miss?”

She almost giggled in amusement but caught herself and turned it into a chuckle as she responded, “I suppose that depends on who you ask.”  Then she straightened and said quickly, “Oh where are my manners?  The name's Paya, Paya Doshi, and you are?”

I stared at her offered hand, with its long fingers and impeccable manicure.  I took my left hand from my mouth where I had been absently chewing on my nails and looked at mine.  I felt embarrassed at the state of them, all chewed to the nubs.

I wiped my other hand on the side of my pants and reached out as I hid my left hand by jamming it into my pocket.  I hesitated, then shook the odd woman's hand, mumbling, “Angie, Angie Wells.”  I tried to keep the waver out of my voice as I asked, “You're, you're offering to hire me for the day?”  Then I narrowed my eyes as I dropped her hand, realizing that she just must feel sorry for a vagrant.  “I don't need your charity.”

I started to turn away and stopped as she shrugged and started to turn the other way,  “Suit yourself.  If I had been offering charity, I would have just slipped you a ten-pound note.  I only pay for work, if you're not interested then...”

I couldn't pass up the chance, fifty pounds would let me a room for the night so I could get cleaned up and not have to freeze in the street... and get me a decent meal.  My mouth watered at the thought that she had said there was a meal in the deal as well.

I reached out quickly and grabbed her thick blue shirt to stop her from leaving, and then pulled my hand back to my chest for daring to touch her.  I said, “I can work,” as she looked back at me.

It was a simple statement and one that sat in the pit of my stomach like a lead weight.  After I had lost my job when the corner bookstore went under, I couldn't make rent and wound up on the streets.  Nobody would hire me without a permanent street address. I had only been in London a couple months at the time and didn't have any real close friends here to take me in, and I was never going back home to Manchester, I'd sooner starve in the streets.

I was perfectly willing to work if someone would give me a chance, but nobody gave me a second look as the weeks progressed to months with no permanent address, and I realized that this is how people found themselves destitute and at the end of their dignity... and stealing to eat.

She turned back, and I saw something in her expressive brown eyes, something that looked like recognition, like she saw something in me that sparked a memory... some sort of mournful recognition.  She smiled and cocked her head at me and said, “Grand.  Then let's get a move on.”  She paused and grinned to herself as she added, “Literally.”

She just started walking toward the lane as she said, “Come along then Angie, time waits for no woman.  I'm parked just there.”  She nudged her chin across the lane to a positively huge, black  SUV.  This small woman drove that beast?

I watched her just march away, and I quickly ran my fingers through my tangled honey blonde hair and dashed out after her.  I saw the shop owner speaking with a constable down at the end of the block and lowered my head as I got into the passenger side of the vehicle.

Paya followed my gaze as she started the automobile and just casually turned through the alley, away from the people gathered around outside the little grocery.  I looked over at the woman and studied her, she seemed unconcerned and unimpressed by the commotion I had stirred.  Didn't this make her, I don't know, some kind of accomplice or something?  I almost snorted out loud, yes, an accomplice to grand theft sarnie.

I said more to the ether than to her, “You are one odd woman.”

Her white teeth gleamed as she gave me a thoroughly amused grin, they were a stark contrast to her rich caramel toned skin.  She just said through her grin as her eyes twinkled in restrained mirth, “Why thank you.”

I just shook my head and smiled back purely on reflex as I said as I looked away to hide my amusement, “It wasn't a compliment.”

Without missing a beat, she replied nonplussed, “Yet that is how I choose to take it.”

The “so there,” was implied.  I looked down at myself and stopped smiling.  I was a little grimy, and here I was sitting on what looked like real leather seats.  I pulled my hand into my jacket sleeve and buffed off a little egg salad smear I had left on the inside door handle.

I looked at my hand and then wiped off the bits still stuck to the side of my finger.  I shuddered, I had shaken her hand like that and didn't know it was there.

She seemed oblivious to my antics as she turned the vehicle onto a lane paralleling the Thames, navigating the streets with confidence.  I huffed a breath out my nose.  I remember a day that I had confidence like that, I wonder when it had abandoned me.  I can't remember now, it had just slipped away by bits until I had none.  London had beaten me when it was supposed to be my salvation.  It broke me.

I couldn't handle the silence, I felt like her attention was on me even though her eyes were on the road as she drove.  I reached for the radio and paused, turning to her and asked, “May I?”

She glanced over and said, “Sure, I love music.”

I turned the radio on and was almost blown into the back seat when I was hit by a wall of thrash metal music and a familiar female voice singing in a growl.  Wait, was that... was that Tabby Cat?  She didn't sing this did she?  I've heard all her stuff, and while she was primarily pop, she dabbled in the harder rock and punk, there were no thrash pieces on any of her albums.

I looked at the radio to see the screen read, Bluetooth Streaming.  Then below it scrolling was a date and “Tabs Letting it Rip.” I turned the volume down, just staring at Paya as she whipped her head forward and back to the beat.  This posh woman was into metal?  Talk about surprising contrasts.

I looked at the radio again, then her.  The date on the track was two years before Tabby Cat's first album.  Of course, she was obviously well to do and had probably paid a mint to have someone dig up this track for her.

Must be nice to afford anything you want.  I reached over to turn off the radio, suddenly not in the mood to listen.  But she beat me to it like she knew what I was thinking.  She switched it to a popular pop and rock station.  I couldn't help but smile, it was an old classic from Amber LaLanie from the Americas.  Her stuff was so fun and upbeat.

By the end of the song we were both singing along, I had even cranked the volume to earsplitting again.  We laughed as she pulled us into a car park by a small pier I wasn't familiar with.  She tilted her head in acknowledgment as she shut off the engine, squinting one eye slightly.  “You've got some pipes there Ange.”

I shrugged and sighed.  “I used to take lessons before I lost...”  Then I opted to say, “Just before.”

She nodded and chirped out as she hopped out of the vehicle, “You should do it more often, you looked happy just then.”

I hesitated then got out to look around.  When had I stopped singing?  Not a day went by since eighth grade that I wasn't singing.  My friends and I had great aspirations to become the next Mandy Fay Harris back then.

I even sang after the troubles at home that made me cut all my ties to my friends and family to come to London to start over again. 

I think I lost the music inside when London proved to be no different.  That I couldn't seem to run far nor long enough to get away from all of the bad things that seemed to gravitate to me.  It was like a personal curse or something that followed me.  It lost me the job I loved when the big chain stores shut down the little bookshop I worked at, Volumes of Love.  Then it seemed to make sure I couldn't land on my feet again by costing me my little flat above the five and dime.

But this was fun just then, singing in the car with Paya, it made me forget about everything and just let the music in if just for a moment.

I looked around the pretty looking pier with pristine barges that looked to have tiny apartment buildings built on them.  And in front of them, there were some beautiful cast iron benches overlooking the water on the boardwalk.

I froze when I saw the banner above them which read, The Flotilla Project, Low and No Income Housing, and a phone number.  I hesitated as she just marched down the pier.  Had she tricked me?  Was this just a ploy to try to get me to accept charity?

She called back in an almost sing-song manner, “Come along Angie, Stephanie's stuff won't move itself.”

I hesitated just a moment longer then started walking quickly to catch up with her.  She was a woman on a mission.  She just started talking like we were in the middle of a conversation, “Steph's name just hit the top of the Slingshot Program.  It is designed to help people get their feet back under them and into their own flat.  The program is a fund to help pay first, last and agency fees and provides discount flats across London proper.  I'm going to be sad to see them go, they have been staying here for the last three months, and the kids are a joy to have around.”

Then she grinned as we reached a barge emblazoned with the name Persephone on the side.  She reached out and fondly ran her fingers along the name then hopped onto a stylish gangplank with brass stanchions and a rope railing.

Wait, the  Persephone?  Why did that strike a chord with me?  Then I remembered the unauthorized biography of Tabitha Romanov, which I read while working in the bookshop.  She had been on the street like me, living on a floating slum.  The barge was called the Persephone.  Bloody hell, this had been where Tabby Cat was discovered by Mandy Fay Harris' daughter, June?

I shook my head, well it certainly wasn't a floating slum anymore.  The apartments on the barge looked to be posh condos now.  I looked back at the banner and asked, “You just let people stay here?  These ships are flop houses?”

She gave me a sour look and countered, “Not at all, we prefer to think of the units here as transitional homes.  People pay what they can to stay here, or the rooms are provided for free if they cannot afford it.  This gives them a place they can call home while they get themselves sorted out and back into the world.”

Then she shrugged and grinned as we walked along the polished hardwood decking as we passed a couple doors.  “Everyone deserves their own dignity and to have a roof over their head.  Everyone stumbles and falls in life at some point, there's no shame in that.  We just give people the boost they need to stand back up again on their own two feet.”

I narrowed my eyes at her back.  Was she baiting me?  I didn't need... then I caught myself.  I exhaled, what in the hell was wrong with me?  Why was I so afraid to ask for help?  What was my problem with charity?  Bloody pride.

She stopped at the third door and turned back to me and said, “This is it, prepare yourself.”  She raised her hand and knocked, squinting an eye.

Prepare myself for what?  I blinked as I heard excited squeals coming from inside and the door swung open.  Two little kids, possibly four or five squeaked out, “Paya!”  They dove on the woman who was giggling at them, she bent and hugged them both and stood with a new addition on her hip.  A little tawny-haired girl with big green eyes and a dimpled smile.

Paya said, “Hiya rugrats.  Getting into mischief?”

The little boy, who looked maybe a year, or maybe two, younger than the girl nodded as the girl said cutely, “Yes ma'am.”

Paya said, “That's great.”  She just beamed at them as the little girl started playing with the ring I had just noticed on the woman's finger.  I smiled at that, she was engaged, good, I liked the woman despite myself and was happy that she had someone.

A woman stepped up to the door, wiping her hands on a dishrag, smiling hugely.  I just stared dumbly at her.  She had that same tawny colored hair as the girl, it was thick and curly and just pooled up on her shoulders before cascading down her back.

Her eyes were that same emerald green as the girl's as well, but they had a depth to them that told me her life's story at a glance.  This woman was a fighter.  Life had been harsh, but she could still smile with a single dimple on her left cheek that made her smile delightfully lopsided.

She was maybe an inch or two taller than me and had a slight frame with curves in all the right places.  She may not have been gorgeous in the traditional sense, but she was cute and had the air of everyone's little sister, but the combination of things just hit every single one of my buttons.

She had a facial tick as she spoke, like she was winking when she started each sentence and the left side of her mouth quirked up in time with the tick.  Her left hand tightened spontaneously on the dish rag at the same time.  “Hello, Paya.  I just packed away the last of the dishes, you have impeccable timing.”

She was looking at me as she was speaking to her, curiosity painting her face as she added, “Who's your friend?”

I realized I had been staring at her, taking in everything about her.  I snapped my mouth closed.  Bloody hell, I must have been creeping her out.  My eyes rested on a wedding band on her hand, and I felt oddly deflated.  What did I expect?  All the good ones are always taken.  Not that she'd give a destitute street vagrant the time of day.

I looked away and brushed my tangled hair out of my face as Paya spoke, “This is my handy dandy helper, Angie.  Angie, this is Steph and her little mini-me munchkins, Wil, and Natalie.”  Then she added, “She's the muscle to help the move.”

The woman smiled at me and offered her hand.  I looked at mine and absently wiped it on the side of my jumper before shaking, trying not to make eye contact.  “Pleased to meet you.”

She said without her smile wavering, her facial muscles ticking, “Likewise.”  Then she narrowed her eyes at Paya and said to me, “She has her smug look on.  She thinks this is going to get her out of physical labor.”

This caused the overly-amused Indian-Brit to chuckle and say, “Smug like a fox.”

Steph chuckled and looked over at her. “That'd be crazy like a fox, you silly bird.”

Paya set the little girl down as she shrugged. “Crazy, smug?  It's all just semantics.”

I felt like a ping pong ball, watching the two volley back and forth without missing a beat.  I just stood there fidgeting.  Paya pushed past the woman in good humor, I finally looked away from Stephanie as Paya's hand snaked out around her and snagged my hand to pulled me through the door.  I shot an apologetic look at the woman as I passed by.

I had to blink at the interior of the cabin.  It looked like an upscale flat, clean and simplistic, very well maintained.  There were two big windows looking out over the river with a great view of the city skyline.  There was a closed door and a second open door that looked like a loo.  Assuming the other one was a bedroom, then there couldn't have been more than just the three flats on the first level on the large boat.  So each barge housed perhaps six flats like this one.

There were a bunch of boxes packed and stacked off to the side in the common room by the little kitchenette.  I looked at the couch and other furniture, then looked at our party.  None of us were big women, and I wondered if we'd be able to move the bigger stuff.

The kids were running all around us, chasing each other.  Natalie stopped in front of me and looked up with a beaming smile.  “Wil an' me get our own room!”  Then she was zooming off to continue the merry chase.

I grinned at the two, they seemed so happy.  It must be nice to be a child and not know about the harsh realities of life.  Childhood is such a magical time.

I glanced at the two women and rubbed my hands together and said, “Right then. Let's be about it shall we?”

I stepped to the couch and leaned down to grasp the lower edge as I asked, “I didn't notice, was there a moving van or lorry in the car park.”

The two just watched me.  Stephanie looked to be about to say something, but Paya held up her hand to stop her, looking thoroughly amused.  I made a gasping, glurking sound as I raised one end of the monster, it had one of those fold-away beds in it and was gut busting heavy.

Steph slapped the back of Paya's head and said in exasperation, “You are a positively wicked woman, you bint.”

Paya just giggled to me as she rubbed the back of her head in a dramatic manner, “Sorry Ange, I was just curious if you'd even get the thing off the ground.  All the furniture stays, it is part of the rooms here.  Just the boxes and suitcases go with us in my beast.”

I looked at her in shock as I dropped the couch with a thud and turned to flop into it.  “Bloody hell!  She's right!  You're just a manky bint.  You could have said something before I burst something.”

The kids piled on me, and I was immediately aware of how dirty I was.  Little Wil asked, “What's a bint mum?”

We all just stared, I wasn't used to curbing my tongue around little ones.

Stephanie had a similar look on her face, being caught out like that.  She cringed apologetically at the children and explained, “It is a bad word us adults use from time to time.  You mustn't repeat it.”

I was fascinated by her facial tick as her hand clenched, it gave her such character.

Natalie looked at her mother and asked with genuine curiosity, “Like tosser and wanker?”

We all tried to keep a straight face, but hearing a little one saying that so innocently caused us to burst out laughing.  I covered my mouth and calmed down as Steph got herself under control, shooting daggers at us other adults and said, “Precisely.”  Then her eyes narrowed. “Where did you hear wanker anyway?”

She tilted her head at her mum as she played with the zipper on my jacket. “Molly at school says her daddy uses it all the time.  He says that it pays the proper 'spect to other 'dults.”

She sighed and looked down at her hands, shaking her head in resignation.  Then she looked up at me and just grinned.  I had to grin back.  Children will be children, I knew quite a few choice words at that age myself.

Then she chuckled and looked to the boxes in resignation, asking, “Shall we?  I'm getting almost as excited about our new flat as the children.”  She sobered and looked at Paya and shook her head slowly as she said, “I still can't thank you enough, this means the world to us.  The Flotilla Project is a godsend.”

Paya looked to be on top of the world as she placed a hand on Stephanie's shoulder and said with complete sincerity, “The pleasure is all mine.  That's what we do here.  Now come on, let's get hauling, or muscles here is going to show us all up.”  She nudged her chin toward me indicating who this 'muscles' was.

I shook my head as I stepped past the two, dragging one leg behind as Natalie rode on my foot.  I said in jest, “I don't know why I agreed to this.  I get enough abuse on the streets.”

I hid my grin as Paya laughed.  She was one of those genuinely happy people, it was evident even with my short exposure to her.  And she was sneakily manipulative too.  I grabbed a box and the attachment to my foot rolled off to grab another box that had a label, “Stuffed Animals” on it.  I nodded in approval, the little one had priorities.





  
 

Chapter 2 – Moving Day

We had the back of the vehicle packed in short order.  For how large it was, it would still take us at least one more load to get it all moved.

I noted Stephanie seemed to move stiffly as she carried boxes, her left leg didn't seem to move quite right.  I was wondering why, but you don't just come out and ask something like that.

I was a little infatuated with the woman, she was funny and full of snark, and seemed to have a good handle on Paya and her shenanigans.  Trust me to be crushing on some man's wife.  Speaking of.  I asked as we all piled into the vehicle and fastened our seat belts, “Where is your husband?

The two loquacious women were suddenly silent as Steph checked her daughter's belt and Wil's booster seat.  Oh, bad topic then.  I said quietly, feeling like a heel, “Sorry, I just noticed the ring.”

She looked at her hand before slipping into the back seat with her children.  She pulled the ring off and pocketed it as she said, her eye and cheek twitching more violently, “I forgot I even had this on.  The wanker isn't in the picture.  Doing porridge up at London Correctional.  The divorce will be finalized just this week.”

I shut my big mouth.  He was in prison and sounded like it was some sort of poisonous relationship.

Wil, oblivious to the sudden tension in the air, said in a voice full of humor, “Mummy said a bad word.”

This got us all to chuckle, the stigma of the moment shattered.  Steph said in a wavering voice as she tussled his hair, “Yes.  Yes, I did.”

Paya changed the topic of conversation by saying,  “I'm glad we located a good fit for you at the Tennison.  They had an unexpected vacation of a two-room flat and I know how you wanted to stay near Central London so that Natalie didn't have to switch schools.”

Stephanie replied as she absently pulled her children apart while they pushed each other in their seats, “I was chuffed when you told us yesterday, we've been packing ever since.”

Paya squinted an eye and said without apology in her tone, “Yeaaaah, sorry about the short notice, but two-room flats for let are rare at the Tennison, or just about any of the close by properties that contract with our Slingshot Program. I was about to give up on anything in the core for you when Mrs. Smythe called me.  I snatched up the room for you, but she could only hold it for twenty-four hours.”

She smirked a little at the road as she confided, “The woman may act all cold and proper all the time, but I think she really has a soft spot for the people who come from the Flotilla Project.  I think I actually caught her smiling once.  Or maybe it was just gas.”

Steph reached forward and pushed Paya's shoulder.  “You are so bad sometimes.  She's a hard job, and it would break most.”  She smiled at me before sitting back in her seat to stop another shoving match her children had gotten themselves into.

Paya agreed with a nod and played it off.  “I tease but she and the properties she is the superintendent of, have been a godsend to us.”

I was starting to feel like a third wheel as the women were speaking.  I started to fidget, but Paya must have noticed because she started explaining things to me.  I didn't know why, I'd never see her or the quirkily cute Steph after today.  I'd just fade back into the street and become background noise again for everyone with a job and a home to ignore.

We turned onto Portchester as she said, “There are various apartment blocks and even some multi-dwelling homes all around London, which contract with us.  They supply flats at a fixed, discounted rate which includes utilities.  Then the resident pays a flat two fifty pounds, and the Slingshot Program covers the rest.  The rate is locked in as long as the resident lives there.  It helps the properties fill their rooms, and it helps get our people back on their feet without it being a financial burden.”

Paya went on as I felt my seat being bumped from behind.  I had to grin at how much energy the little ones had as Natalie kicked my seat.  “Usually, they are just studio apartments, but there are a few multi-room flats that come up from time to time for families like Steph's here.”

She glanced back in the rearview mirror. “You're sure you're ok going into this sight unseen?”

Stephanie just said offhandedly, “As you said, to get a multi-room flat in the core is rare for the program.  I'd be daft not to strike while the iron is hot.”

Paya nodded to herself and sighed as Stephanie slapped at her daughter's foot which was thumping my seat.  I couldn't stop grinning.

Then Paya turned her head toward me a little, keeping her eyes on the road. “The one thing our contracts stipulate is that all flats must have their own loo, not a communal one as most of the older buildings have.  Could you imagine getting ready for the day sharing one loo with five or ten other residents?”

I shrugged, it couldn't beat being chased out of fast food restaurants for using their facilities without buying anything.  I paused and again glanced over at the woman, it still felt like she was baiting me, though she never came out and said it.  I think she knew I'd get upset if she did, even if it were irrational for me to do so.

Before anyone could say anything else, we pulled up in front of an old apartment block.  I studied it through the window for a moment.  It was an older structure that had some of the brown and tan bricks of the building replaced with lighter colored masonry.  It was a common sight in London to see buildings which had been repaired after the end of the Blitz of the second world war.  Some repairs were flawless, while others like this were repaired with whatever materials were readily available at the time.

The kids were excited as Paya got out saying, “Next stop, home.”

I had to chuckle at Steph as she corralled the little ones, stopping Natalie from just popping out of the vehicle.  I offered as I got out, “Here, let me help with the roos.”

I slipped out and opened the rear passenger door and snagged Natalie and propped her on my hip.  She giggled as I hoisted her.  Had I ever been so full of energy?  I must have, all children seem to have their throttles stuck on full.

The girl bounced and said, “Look, mum, I'm a kangaroo!”

Stephanie smiled at her daughter and turned her eyes up to me as she got the straps unbuckled from her son's seat, “Roos?  That's an odd term.”  Her eye twitched as her cheek spasmed when she tilted her head in question.

I blushed a little and rolled my eyes skyward and explained, “Was just something my mum used to say.  Gramps was Aussie.”

She nodded as she pulled Wil free and we all walked to the back of the vehicle.  I swung Natalie up and then set her on the ground as I pulled out her box of stuffed treasures and asked, “Can you handle this one?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

I grabbed a box, and Steph shrugged a carry bag over her shoulder, still holding Wil.  Then we looked at Paya, who had the little smirk on her face I was coming to associate with the playful woman.  She rolled her eyes and grabbed a box.  Lifting her chin into the air and stepping past us before we could comment.

Steph just crinkled her nose at me, and we shared an amused look over Paya's antics.  Then we found ourselves in hot pursuit of her when we realized she wasn't slowing nor waiting for us.

We reached the main doors, and I noted they were security doors, but Paya just swung her hip toward the security plate.  Her professional satchel hanging from her shoulder swung near it, and we were buzzed in.  She must have had one of those RF keys for the place.

Stephanie asked me as we walked up two flights of stairs to the third floor, seeming genuinely curious, “So how long have you worked for the brat here?”

I looked down at my feet for some reason then back at her as I admitted, “We've only just met.  She promised to pay and feed me if I helped her move someone.”

She tilted her head and paused when we saw a middle-aged woman waiting on the third floor in a pressed business suit.  She looked down at her watch and nodded in approval at our Indian-Brit guide, “Miss Doshi, punctual as always.  You could set a clock by you.”

I watched Paya transform in front of us.  One moment she was the playful and snarky imp, the next a no-nonsense business woman as she turned to us and said,  “Stephanie Draper, Angie Wells, this is Mrs. Smythe, she is the superintendent here at the Tennison as well as numerous other buildings which are contracted with Slingshot.”

We nodded exchanged greetings without shaking hands as our hands were full.  She stepped to the second door on the right and unlocked it and stood aside for us all to enter.

It was a small, furnished flat, not much bigger than the one on the barge.  The main room also had a kitchenette in one corner with a little kitchen table, which reminded me of the boat.  The only difference was that there were two bedrooms, one on either side of a little loo.

The super motioned to a closed door beside the loo and said, “That one is a walk in closet with a fair amount of room for storage.  There aren't closets in the bedrooms, just a bureau, and armoire in each.”

She continued in her sharp tones as she nodded toward the loo. “As per the requirements of the Slingshot Program, a private bath.  It is small, but you would still have the use of the shared facilities on each floor as well.”

There was a window in the main room that looked out onto the street below and the buildings across the lane,  not much of a view but the Drapers looked excited.  I guess I would have been too if I were to get a place to call my own again.  I smiled at her.  I was genuinely happy for her little family.

Mrs. Smythe looked at the children who looked beyond excited, and I saw a tiny smile threaten the corners of her mouth, then she turned her attention back to Paya.  “I was going to ask if this was acceptable, but seeing as how you seem to be moving things in already, I take it as an affirmative?”

Paya put her box down on the little coffee table in front of the couch and nodded, “Quite.”  She pulled her satchel off her shoulder and deftly opened it, pulling out a sheaf of papers as she said, looking at the women. “Standard Slingshot lease agreement.”  She held out a pen to Stephanie as she pointed at the bottom lines, “Sign here.”

She complied, and Paya pointed, “Initial here, and date it.”  She did then she retrieved the pen from her and handed it to Mrs. Smythe who signed.  Paya signed the papers then took the two bottom copies and handed one to each woman.

The super handed Steph some papers as she set little Wil down. “The rules for residents.”  Then handed her two card keys.  “This will get you into the building and your apartment.” She paused, looking at the children. “If you need more, they can be made up for five pounds each.”

She held out her hand, and Steph shook it as the woman said, “Congratulations on your new flat.”

Stephanie shoved her curly hair back out of her face as she beamed at the woman.  “Thank you so much.  This means the world to us.”

Mrs. Smythe straightened up and said, “Right then, I have other matters to attend to.  I leave you to your move.”  She paused and looked at the children and asked Natalie in a serious tone, “And which room is yours?”

The kids looked at each other, us, then they took off squealing toward the left bedroom.  Wil in hot pursuit of his sister, who was clearly the ringleader of the terrible twosome.  I caught the warm smile on the superintendent's face, which returned to her stony emotionless professionalism when she noted I was watching.

She looked almost smug in some way as she turned efficiently on a heel and marched out of the place, leaving the three of us standing there, Paya and I grinning at the smile and look of wonder on Steph's face.  She looked away from the flat and to Paya and pulled her into a hug, whispering, “You and Tabby are a godsend lady.  Thank you.”

This got the caramel skinned woman to swallow and straighten as she fought off the emotion of the moment as she looked over to me while straightening the hem of her shirt.  “Right then, shall we get the rest of the boxes from the boot, muscles?”

Hmm, I noted I was feeling a little emotional over the scene too for some unfathomable reason.  I tried to hide a smile at the realization that Paya was a softie.

I saluted and started for the door.  Paya said to Stephanie, who was heading into the bedroom to collect her tiny minions, “You three just hang out here and start unpacking these.  We got the rest.  It would be almost impossible wrangling the mischief makers while your hands are full.”

This got an exasperated sigh from the tawny haired woman until the children squealed.  She blew an errant curl from in front of her face and grinned as she turned to find out what trouble the kids had found.  I watched her walk off then turned to follow my defacto boss for the day.

By the fourth trip up the stairs, we finally had the boot emptied, and I was feeling the burn of the exertion on the flights in my legs, and my arms felt like jello.  And there was still one or two trips left to the barges to do.  I was oddly content that I was earning the pay, and didn't feel I was taking charity.  It was a satisfying feeling of self-worth I hadn't felt in so very long.

I placed the last box marked 'kitchen' beside the kitchenette and then walked past the couch as I let out a heavy satisfied sigh.  “That's the last of this load.”

I looked at the comfortable looking lounger beside the couch and flopped into it.  No sooner had I sunk into it than I was assaulted by two giggling masses as they piled onto my lap.  Natalie sat up on her legs and started studying me.  She blurted, “Your hair is messy.  I'll get the brush.”

She darted off as I deflated.  Yes, my hair, my clothes; I looked at my hands; my hands... my everything.  I pulled one dirty hand away from Wil, who I had been steadying on my knee.

Steph seemed to be studying me and my reaction, she rolled her eyes and said with a knowing grin, “You're fine Ange, the rugrats eat dirt, it hasn't killed them yet.  You're welcome to freshen up in the loo.  I hear tell that Paya called her fiancee to have him bring us pizza, from Gertrude's of all places, while you were downstairs.  I didn't know Gertrude ever let anyone out of there with a whole pie before.”

Paya saved me from blushing into a pit of hell when I realized Steph knew my thoughts.  “It's one of my many talents, schmoozing pizzeria owners into doing my bidding.”

My stomach growled loudly at all the talk about food.

Steph put her hands out, and Wil jumped from me into her arms as she nudged her head toward the loo.  I smiled my thanks and she said to me, “She likes to talk big, but I know that she promised Gertrude an autograph from Tabby Cat for the special favor.”

I paused as I stood, that's right, Tabitha Romanov was the founder of the Flotilla Project.  Of course, Paya would know her.  I stepped past the women and Paya asked with a cocked eyebrow, “How did you suss that out?”

Steph almost chuckled, her eye twitching in that cute wink. “Wouldn't you like to know, stinker?”

I passed by Natalie, who was coming out of the children's room with a little doll brush.  I ruffled her hair, gave an apologetic look, and stepped into the loo.

I smiled as I closed the door at Paya's instant response, “Ah-ha!  It was Small-Fry wasn't it?  I saw you talking to her last Thursday Night.”  The way she said Thursday Night made it sound like an event.

I exhaled and looked into the mirror.  I looked so gaunt now.  I guess that's what struggling to eat does to you.  I had three sets of clothes squirreled away behind the warehouse in an alley where I was sleeping, they were all getting pretty manky.

Nothing to be done for it.

I thought about the fifty quid Paya had promised, maybe I could buy a new jumper at a secondhand or something and get a good meal and a room for the night.  I went about washing up.  There wasn't any soap or towels yet, they must not have been in any of the boxes we unpacked, so I did the best I could.  I almost snorted at the one important thing that wasn't forgotten.  Toilet tissue.  I balled up a bunch to dry my hands and face then flushed it down.

I looked at myself again in the mirror as I ran my fingers through my matted hair until I looked presentable.  I made a silly face.  Well at least I wasn't hideous, and I truly liked my smile, though it looked so drawn and tired now, just a shadow in my eyes.

I turned and paused at the door as I thought about the Flotilla and this Slingshot program.  I wondered what it took to qualify, and if I could bring myself to ask for help.  I knew I needed it, and it was asinine not to ask, but I have always been self-sufficient, and my bloody damn ego wouldn't let me.  The irrational part of my brain kept asserting that I had got myself into this mess, and it was up to me to get myself back out of it.

I took a deep breath, steeled myself, then opened the door and stepped out.  Steph was digging in a box by the kitchen table and looked up and grinned, “Felling better?”  I blushed and nodded.  Natalie ran screaming from her mother's room to the kid's room with Wil hot on her heels making monster growls.  How could you not smile?

I looked back to see Paya sitting on the couch working on some paperwork.  Steph said, “Tabby's right, that woman can't slow down and stop working for even a moment.”

I cocked my head at that and asked her quietly, “How many workers does she have under her?  I know she's the director or some such.”

Steph lowered her voice to something conspiratorial. “Besides the captain of the barges and the maintenance crew, the silly bird runs it all herself.  Tabby helps out from time to time between gigs.”  Then she added, “Of course Tabby's lawyers and accountants handle the money and the contracts end of it all.”

I thought about all the barges I saw and figured six residents or families per boat, and all the people she has placed through Slingshot.  Multiplied year over year, there had to be hundreds that she had placed, and she did it alone?  That was insane.

I looked over at the woman as her brow furrowed as she filled out some sort of forms.  I had a new appreciation for her.  I whispered, “Why does she do it alone?”

Steph rolled her eyes like it was obvious and she smiled cutely at me, her face ticking as she said, “Because... she loves it, and loves the people.  She is one of the most selfless people I have ever had the privileged to know.  I've watched her cry every time she places someone in a flat of their own.  She doesn't think anyone sees, and acts all aloof, but in the short few months I have known her, I have witnessed it over and over.  This job is her passion.”

Then she squeaked in triumph as she pulled a stack of napkins and paper plates out of the box she was rummaging in.  I had to bite back a chuckle.  You'd think she had just won the lottery or defeated a Mongol hoard single-handedly.  It just made her all the cuter in my eyes.

 She set them on the little kitchen table, and we both turned to a buzzing at the door.  She blinked and walked over, I noted a little bit of a limp or twitch or something in her left leg as she walked to the door.  She presses the button on the intercom panel mounted at the door.  That modern adornment looking as out of place in the old flat as the high-tech door locks.  “Yes?”

A man's voice came through the speaker. “Yes, right, I was looking for Paya Doshi?”

She replied as she looked at the panel, “Come right up... umm... hang on a second while I figure this contraption out.”  She stabbed another button, and we heard a buzzing sound over the intercom, and she grinned in triumph again and stepped past Paya to my side again.

She called out, “Children, lunch is here, go get cleaned up.”

They came squealing out of their room.  I realized they had been pretty quiet in there, that was always a sign of little ones getting into mischief.  They darted into the washroom, and I said to Steph, “There's no hand towels in there.”

She cringed and then held a finger up and reached into the open box again and came out with a dish towel and made her way to supervise the little ones who could barely get their hands up into the sink.  They most likely had a little step stool packed away in one of the boxes.

I tilted my head to watch her as she held each one up to the running water in turn.  She was so good with them, she really made a great mum.

Paya cleared her throat, knocking me out of my admiration.  I turned, and she said, with humor restrained in her voice, “She lives for those children.  There isn't anything she wouldn't do for them.”

I nodded and sat absently on one of the little kitchen chairs.  The doorbell rang, and Steph called out, “Paya?”

The dark haired woman popped up from the couch like she was on springs, calling out, “On it.”

She stepped to the door and opened it with a grin.  A tallish bloke was standing there holding two pizza boxes in his hands and a bag hanging from an arm.  She said cheekily, “Hi Harry.”  She leaned in and gave the man a peck on the lips.  “Thanks for being a sport and doing this for us.  We've had our hands full with the move.”

The man smiled at her and shook his head as he stepped in.  She glanced back at me and waved a hand airily in the air as she said, “Angie, Harry.  Harry, Angie.”  Then she expounded for me, “He's the bloke who put this rock on my finger.”

I waved at the man as he started homing in on the table, Paya following lazily in his wake.  “Pleased to meet you, Harry.”

He teased with a half smile. “Of course you are, I brought pizza.  That makes me virtually irresistible.”

Ok, I grinned.  With that one statement, I could see how he and Paya made such a smart match.

The kids came rushing out of the loo with their mother following.  I swear I'm going to figure out what powers children, it seemed to be in the inexhaustible power supply.  I could make millions if I could bottle it.

Steph kissed Harry's cheek as she walked past. “Har.”

He responded in kind, “Steph.”

Little Wil was peeking under the lid of one of the divine smelling pizza boxes.  I blushed and bit my lower lip in embarrassment when my stomach gurgled loudly.  The women just chuckled at me as Harry pulled out the fizzy drinks and some peppers and parmesan packets.

We all waited as Stephanie put two slices on paper plates and set them on the table with napkins, a fizzy drink at each setting.  The kids hopped up, and that signaled the free for all for the adults at the pizza.

Dear lord, it looked as divine as it smelled.  I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.  It was still piping hot.





  
 

Chapter 3 – A Good Day's Work

I made a pig out of myself, and I think Steph caught me sneaking a slice of pizza which I had wrapped in a napkin, into my jacket beside the other half of the sarnie I had nicked earlier.  I didn't meet her eyes.

Harry seemed distracted through the meal.  I learned he had a business consulting job that kept him traveling all over Europe.  His parent company was stationed out of Paris, and he was home for just a couple days.  When he and Paya moved off to the corner of the flat to have an animated discussion in hushed tones, Steph looked uncomfortable as she sipped her fizzy drink.  Her eyes were almost haunted as she watched the two, the argument was agitating her.

I thought a moment and said, “Hey roos, why don't we go to your room and figure out how best to display their menagerie of stuffed critters?”

They squealed at the opportunity, and Natalie grabbed my hand with her little one and dragged me with them.  I chuckled at their mum as I was pulled away.  She gave a thankful look then followed behind for the safari.

We sat on the bed, and Stephanie looked absently around their room, clearly not wanting to talk about what was bothering her.  She hugged her arms to herself and smiled weakly as she bounced once on the bed, testing the mattress, and saying, “I'll have to get another bed in here straight away.  These two will never get to sleep if they are bunking together.”

I grinned at the thought, yeah, it was a recipe for mayhem having them in the same bed.  I mumbled, “Like mixing petrol and matches.”  This got a startled, surprised laugh from the woman.

The shadow in her eyes lifted, and she grinned at me and said in question, “Spoken like a mother.”

I brushed that off with an exaggerated exhale of relief, “Heavens no.  I'd not survive.  I just know how siblings can be.  And the young ones seem to run on nuclear batteries.”

She gave a tight-lipped smile, trying hard not to laugh again, and agreed with humor coloring her voice, “Well said.”  Then she glanced at the door.

I cocked my head at her as the children took turns bringing various animals to me to tell me each name.  She looked down at her hands, and her left one spasmed involuntarily.  She looked back at the door and explained, “I just don't like seeing couples arguing.”

In a moment of insight, I put all the puzzle pieces together and tried not to look at her hand.  Her husband in prison, the divorce, agitation watching an argument.

She was a victim of spousal abuse.  I paled at a thought.  Were her physical ticks a result of that abuse instead of just some malady as I assumed earlier?  I narrowed my eyes.  The thought of her husband physically abusing her caused anger to swell up inside me.  I felt protective of this woman, and I hadn't a clue why it felt so personal to me.

She saw my realization and she looked down in shame.  Why the bloody hell did she feel ashamed?  She wasn't the wanker who abused her.  She said quietly, watching her children fighting over a stuffed elephant, “It's the past.  It won't happen again.”

I laid a hand on her arm, and she exhaled heavily and placed a hand on top of mine and gave a little squeeze to assure me she was ok.  She looked back at the door and then nudged her chin toward it, still speaking in a hushed tone, “Those two are brill together, but he's been away more and more recently and has been pressuring Paya to move to Paris with him so they can be together more frequently.  She can't leave London, the Flotilla is her life, it gives her a purpose and drives her.  Their arguments started when he began insisting they move to Paris when they get married.”

She took her hand off mine and absently rubbed at her own thumb as it spasmed.  I looked at her and assured her, “Harry doesn't strike me as a bloke who would get violent if she refuses.”

She hissed in a whisper, “Neither did Andrew.”

Then she glanced at me and placed a hand om mine. “Sorry, didn't mean to snap.”

I cocked my head to study her and gave a reassuring smile. “Snap away, don't ever apologize for showing your feelings.  It can really mess you up inside if you bottle it all up.”  I would know.

She nodded, her forehead creased in thought.  “I've never thought of it that way.  I have to retrain myself not to be so timid.”

She snagged Wil's britches as he ran past, chasing his squealing sister with a stuffed alligator, and hoisted him off the ground.  She said absently with a mothering tone, “No terrorizing your sister.  What must the neighbors think?  Now try to be civilized.”

Then she pointed at her daughter who had a smug look on her face.  “And you, you little stinker, stop egging him on.”

The kids said in unison, “Yes mum.”  Like kids who got caught nicking some cookies.  She lowered her son back to the floor and then the children went back to organizing their toys.

I chuckled, shaking my head at her efficient parenting. “You?  Timid?”

She looked at me with a straight face for a moment before she broke and chuckled out, “You are an entertaining woman, Ange, you know that?”

I was happy that I had made her smile, and I shrugged with a crooked grin on my face.

The ice broken and the uncomfortableness of the disagreement in the other room forgotten, we started just trading questions about ourselves.  I steered clear of her marital circumstances and her of my apparent homelessness.  I found her utterly fascinating.  She worked at a coffee shop as she looked for more stable employment.  The pay as a barista wasn't enough to pay for a proper flat like this one.

That is why she was so grateful to have heard about the Flotilla Project.  The moment Paya laid eyes on the children she took the family in instantly, shuffling people around in the cabins a bit to accommodate them.  Then she was put onto the Slingshot list.  She was so thrilled when just a couple months later, her name hit the top.

They wanted to stay in the city core so that Natalie could stay at the same school and keep the friends she has made so far in her first year in school.  So, as she had said before, the moment Paya said that a flat had opened up here at the Tennison, she almost burst from excitement as she blurted out, “We'll take it!”  All without even laid eyes on the place.

I smiled warmly at her, she seemed to love her children unconditionally and would do anything for them.  I exhaled if only everyone's parents were that way.  I shook the thoughts of my own parents, and how different they were, out of my head.

She tilted her head at my sudden silence and asked, “You mentioned earlier that you hailed from Manchester, how did you find yourself here in the great melting pot that is our London?”

I almost smiled at her tick, it was sort of endearing, and the fact that it made it look as though she were winking at me made me grin inside.

I exhaled heavily as I regarded her.  As much as I wanted it more than anything, I'd most likely never see this woman again after today.  I didn't want to confide in her my darkest days, that would be the only thing she would remember the girl from the streets with.

So I brushed it off and placed a hand on her left one that was clenching involuntarily with her breathing.  I shrugged slightly and said, “It is a long and sordid tale.  I'll tell you mine sometime if you tell me yours.”  I nudged my chin to her twitching hand, and she clenched her fist and pulled it away.

She cocked her head to study me intently then said as she nodded, “You know what.  I don't talk about it to just anyone, but I have this feeling that your story would be worth it.  So, yes.  I'll tell you someday, Angie Wells.”

This made me grin even though I'm sure she knew I'd be gone with breeze after the move was over.  I offered my hand. “It's a deal then Stephanie Draper.”  Using her full name too.  She shared a satisfied half smile and shook, then we turned to find Nat tying Wil's sleeves together.

We both broke out laughing, and we stood up and started for them.  I said, “I've got the one in the dress.”

She said, “Roger, I've got the one in britches.”

I paused as we separated the giggling duo, I felt... happy.  I hadn't felt that since I lost my job and flat.

Paya stepped into the room with a sheepish look, absently twisting her engagement ring on her finger.  “Sorry about that ladies, you don't need to witness any premarital strife.”  Her eyes were carefully studying Steph with a touch of worry.

I kept my mouth shut and shrugged, Steph just nodded, and we gave her consolatory looks.  She grinned at the kids as Stephanie untied Wil's sleeves.  Then she looked at me and prompted, “Ready for the next load muscles?”

I nodded, and she said in a chipper tone, “Then we'll be off.  Back in a flash Steph, just have an unpacking party with the wee ones while we're out.”

The little ones cheered, Nat chimed out, “Yay!  A party!”

They walked us to the door, and I glanced back as Steph smiled at us as she closed the door behind us.  I think Paya was making it a game as to who would get to the main floor faster as she kept speeding up every time I passed her on the stairs.  I finally allowed her to lead and shook my head as I said to her, “You're as bad as the children, and I get exhausted just watching them.”

She slowed to let me walk beside her as we reached the little lobby hallway on the main floor.  She nodded and then said, “Great isn't it?”

I nodded in agreement then cocked my head as I had another insight.

Paya didn't just love children, her tone had longing like she wanted some of her own.  She looked to be around thirty to me, maybe eight or nine years older than me.  That certainly wasn't too late; I noted she was still playing with her engagement ring; wasn't it?

She noted my scrutiny, and she cocked an eyebrow, maybe in challenge or in question.  I just sighed to myself, I had just met the woman, what did I know?  Then I put on a sudden burst of speed as we reached the door to exit before her.

Her chuckle bordered on a giggle as she said, “You're just as competitive as June, I swear Ange.”  She gave me a little shove from behind and then we piled into her vehicle.

She absently gave her ring one last twist before she started the SUV.  She put it in gear and noted my scrutiny.  She sighed as we pulled out into traffic. “Sorry for being distracted.  I love the man to death, but I'm afraid that my passions are going to cost us our relationship.”

She didn't even glance at me as she spoke, and I didn't interject, knowing she was using me, a stranger, as a sounding board since she'd never see me again.  She went on in a distracted tone, “He gave me an ultimatum, and it pains my heart knowing I'm about to lose the man.  I can't leave London.  The Flotilla.  Tabs.”

She paused, I think looking for input.  I said, “Steph got pretty stressed when you were arguing.”

She blanched and nodded. “Bloody hell.  I should have brought him out into the hall.  She didn't need to see that after...”  She trailed off and just nodded instead. “I'll apologize.  She doesn't need the stress or reminders.”

I tilted my head and said more in question, “I believe she was worried he might become... more than verbal.”

She almost blurted as she looked over in surprise, “Oh heavens no.  He may be a stubborn oaf, but there isn't a man more loving and supportive.  He wouldn't raise a finger to harm a mouse.  This rift that is forming between us is hitting Har harder than me because he knows it is unfair to either of us to ask the other to abandon their dreams.  I think we both know what is coming and let me tell you, Ange, it hurts.”

I feebly offered up, “Maybe it will all sort itself out.”

She just nodded absently and said in a faraway tone, “Maybe you're right.”  Then she brightened and flashed a smile at me, “Sorry, I shouldn't be unloading my baggage on you.”

I shook my head and assured her, “It's fine really, I understand.  It is safe to tell a stranger.”

She chuckled and countered, “You're no stranger, you're my muscle for the day.”

I just shook my head and grinned at her, she refused to look at me as she smiled and said, “Shut up and cue up some music would you?”

I saluted and fired up the car stereo.  Before long we were both singing along to some retro beats, and she was glancing over at me with a furrowed brow.  What was that all about?  We were able to stuff the vehicle to the gunnels with the last of Stephanie's belongings.  I had a box and a suitcase on my lap, but we were able to get it all with that load instead of coming back for a third.

The first thing Paya did when she started the SUV, she reached for the radio.  She studied me for a moment then tabbed through a playlist that must have been on her mobile.

She selected a song and sat back looking at me like it was a dare.  J8's song ‘In Your Eyes’ started blaring, though it was a cut of the iconic song which I wasn't familiar with.  Paya seemed to have all of these obscure and unique tracks.  Oh wait, if Tabby Cat was her friend, then it made sense that she may have some sort of inside track on unreleased... well, tracks, from other London Harmony artists.

She turned the music down a bit, still in that challenge.  Why did it seem this woman was always baiting me?  I rolled my eyes at her, to her grinning pleasure, and started to sing.  This satisfied her, and we pulled back onto the lane toward the Tennison.

She cocked her head at times as we went along, just listening to me sing as she head-bobbed with the entrancing beat that was the signature to J8's style.  She seemed to have a smug look on her face when the song was over, and she just wiggled her fingers dismissively at the radio.  I took that as permission for me to find some music for us to listen to.

We were belting out some Satin Thunder when we started circling the block at the Tennison, looking for a place to park.  Between Paya and Steph, I was having such a great time I forgot my situation, if just for a while.

The street was getting crowded in the early afternoon.  On our third lap, she darted the vehicle into a spot vacated by a minivan.  The maniacal grin on her face as she did so, was for my benefit... I hoped.

Then we were unloading.  I just shook my head and smiled at the woman when she picked up a box labeled, pillows, as I grabbed one that felt as if Stephanie had decided to pack away a rock collection.  Paya chuckled at my look and led the way, buzzing us in.

Steph appointed Paya as gatekeeper and jailer to the roos so she could help me unload, she said, “I need to exercise my leg, this is as good an excuse as any.”

Wil had nodded sagely at that and said in a sad tone which just reinforced my intuition, “Daddy hurt mummy.”

Paya just scooped the boy up, upside down to get him giggling instead of talking as Steph paused.  She didn't say a word as she moved past me out into the hall.  I'm no rocket scientist, but I'm intelligent enough to not perpetuate the topic unless she brought it up.  The important thing is that the sodding wanker can't hurt her anymore.

I didn't like her sudden somber mood so I offered up a random topic, and before long she was her bright and cheerful self as we discussed musicians.  The poor woman was deluded into thinking that pop was the answer to all musicality, I had to impress upon her that it was just one puzzle piece in the complex landscape which encompasses all rhythm and melody.

I pointed out Eliza Montrose's smooth jazz-rock arrangements, Penny Franklin with her hybrid punk and rock, or even the few of Tabby Cat's songs which were a harder rock and pop hybrid compared to her other purely pop songs.  No matter your tastes in music, you can always find something in other genres that will surprise you and sweep you away into the music.

She was chuckling at me before long as she shook her head as she said, “I swear Ange, if I weren't looking right at you, I'd swear this was a debate between Tabitha and Teri.”

I snorted in spite of myself, and blushed because of it, as I debated with this fascinating woman who I couldn't keep my eyes off of.  I said, “Hearing you and Paya speak about Tabby Cat like she's just one of the girls is just so surreal to me.”

She shrugged and said, “Once you meet the woman, you'll understand.  One minute with her and you'll feel like you grew up next door to the woman.  She is so very personable and down to Earth.  She's never forgotten where she came from, nor the hardships she faced before June found her and made her a superstar.”

Once I meet her?  I sighed internally knowing it would never happen.  The way Steph spoke as if I'd be around after I finished the day out almost hurt.  I was getting so very attached to her and the little roos.  Bloody infatuation.

I walked beside her on the stairs as we went up each time, she took them slowly, it looked as if she had a bit of problem lifting her left leg up, though down didn't seem to be a problem.

Paya caught snippets of our debate and said as the kids rode on her back like she was a pony trotting through the main room of the flat.  She chimed in, “Muscles there is right Steph.  When you dig down to the core of all music, there is something that moves you.  All music achieves the same result if done correctly.  It affords you glimpses into the emotion of the ones performing it and allows you to share a kinship, knowing that you are not alone in the world.”

She hopped up, unceremoniously dumping her two little riders onto the couch in a giggling mass.  “Here, let me show you.”  She pulled out her mobile and cupped her hand over the screen so we couldn't see, scrunching her mouth to one side.  She started an a capella classical piece that had me mesmerized.

The woman singing was so pitch-perfect, yet the piece was so filled with emotional depth.  It was as if the singer was on the verge of tears and emotional collapse as she stretched for impossible notes.  How many octaves did she step through without a waver or slide of the voice?  How was the movement she sang even possible?

Even the children had stopped their roughhousing to listen.  There was something about the tone of the voice that was so hauntingly familiar, but I just couldn't place it.

Then it was over, and we were silent a moment.  Paya gave us a knowing smirk as she added, “Or this.”  She played another track, a different woman, this time, singing a metal piece bordering on thrash.  She had impeccable technique, though not as precise and perfect as the last woman.

Again, this woman sounded familiar too.  Even if you weren't into harder music like that, when performed like this, it would still get your body moving.  It was because just like the last song, you could feel the raw emotion infused in the music.

When she did a ripping, thrashing, guitar solo, my eyes sprang wide.  I blurted in question, “Dear lord, is that J8?”  There was no mistaking the intricate chord progressions in the song.  There is only one other woman in the world who could pull off those riffs... June Harris-West's mother, Mandy Fay Harris.  June, as J8, played her mother's iconic pink electric guitar like nobody else could hope to master.

Paya stopped the song looking impressed.  “Well, poo.  Was it the guitar solo?”

I nodded with a grin.

She turned to Steph.  “Did you like the music?”

She nodded as she furrowed her brow trying to figure out the point.  “Neither were to my tastes, but there was no denying they were beautiful and moving.  Can you even say that about metal?”

Paya nodded and said in triumph, “The first one was Tabby singing a classical piece that was written for Teri.  Tabs is only the second person in the world to have successfully sung that piece.  The second was June, as our stalwart companion here had guessed.  Both singing outside of their normal genres, yet their performances were still just as gripping.”

Then she cocked her head in thought as she finished, “You still connected with them, but not because of the songs, but because of the emotion they pulled from the music to share with the world.”

Steph had a silly smirk on her face.  “Right then, you two have made your point.”  Then she shook her head.  “Was that really Tabitha?  She's usually trying to push the boundary between pop and punk.”

Paya just seemed to beam with pride like she was the one who had been complimented instead of Tabby Cat.  She nodded with that pride paining her exotic features.

We wound up staying and helping unpack.  I ended up with Stephanie while Paya helped the kids unpack their belongings into their new flat, turning it into a home.  By the time all the boxes were emptied, my crush and I were laughing and trading sarcastic barbs and banter like we were old friends.

It was getting late when Paya wandered into Steph's room with an armload of flattened boxes where we were going through Steph's wadrobe.  Holding blouses and dresses up to ourselves in a virtual fashion show.

Paya's eye was quirking as she exhaled and asked in mock disbelief, “You two were playing while the three of us were diligently working?”

She was silenced by the old band t-shirt that Steph threw in her face.  “Oh shush you, we heard all the giggling in the other room.”

Paya's grin told all.

Then the caramel skinned woman sighed and looked at me.  “Help me gather the boxes?  We can use them for the next move.”

I nodded absently and started breaking boxes down like she had, as she said to Stephanie, “We'll get out of your hair.  The little ones are getting sleepy, and I'm sure you want to feed them before they retire.”

I deflated a little knowing that this was possibly the last I'd see from the tawny haired woman and her children, and that hurt for some odd reason.  It didn't hurt when I left my own family, but I felt that something would be missing inside once I left these three.

She hesitated and gave me a look I couldn't decipher then nodded to Paya.  “That would be for the best, Nat has school in the morning.”

I hefted the stack of flattened boxes, and we all stepped out into the main room, the kids were busy coloring on some scrap paper on the coffee table.  Stephanie stepped into the room with us, and she clapped her hands lightly together, “Come, children, say goodbye to Paya and Angie.”

They hopped up and ran over to collect hugs from Paya as Natalie chimed out, “Bye, Auntie Paya.”

Wil echoed, “Bye, Anie Paya.”

She crinkled her nose at them. “Bye you little stinkers.  Be good for your mum.”

Then the two whirlwinds dove onto me.  I shifted the boxes to one arm and gave them one armed hugs.  Nat said, “Bye, Auntie Angie.”

Followed by her brother mimicking, “Bye, Anie Anie.”

I smiled down at them. “Bye, little roos.”

Then I was surprised by a hug from Steph as she asked, “Bye lady.  See you later?”

I hesitated and then as the heat from the brief hug dissipated, allowing me to speak again, I shrugged and offered, “Maybe.”  It was a lie, and we both knew it, but we played it off.

I shifted the boxes back into both hands then oofed as Paya unceremoniously added her stack to mine.  She chuckled at my protest as we headed to the door.  Steph followed and opened it for us.  I glanced back twice as we headed toward the stairs and smiled, she was still watching us go with the door half closed and another indecipherable look on her face before she gave a little wave and shut the door.

I turned back, and Paya was studying me then looking back to the door.  She grinned and just started skipping down the stairs, unencumbered by a corrugated burden like I was.  I called after her as I hustled in pursuit, “What woman?  You're a very wicked lady, you know that?”

She answered with a chuckle as we headed out the lobby corridor to the outer door.  She opened it for me, and I placed the boxes in the boot of her vehicle.  She glanced at me then up to the third floor where a woman and two little ones were waving down at us.  I grinned and waved back.

Paya made a thoughtful sound and I turned to her.  Damn, the woman was so observant, I'm sure she guessed my secret.  She just looked at me then the vehicle as she shut the tailgate.  Then she pulled out her satchel and handed me an envelope.

I peeked inside as she said, “Fifty pounds...”  She patted my pocket as she stepped past me toward the driver's side.  “And pizza, as promised.”

I stopped a sigh, that was it, the day was over.

She was true to her word and paid me for a fun day of work, and was just going to drive out of my life.  I truly was thankful for the woman, she had made me feel like I was still a person and made me forget about my circumstances if just for a little while.  And I was thankful she had introduced me to someone who made me remember that I had a heart under all the grime from the streets.

I looked into the envelope, and there were ten crisp fivers.  Then she paused as she opened her door and added, “Unless you care to help me unload these boxes back at the Flotilla.”

I looked at her.  I really didn't want to be alone, it was just a matter of time before I returned to my alleyway to shiver the night away.  I just nodded, and she said, “Grand,” as she slid into the vehicle and leaned over to push open the passenger side door.

It wasn't quite six in the evening, I had something important to do before then.  I paused as I looked in at her. “Only if we make a quick stop on the way there.  There's something I need to do.”

She nodded, and I slid in and shut the door then buckled up.  She made a prompting motion toward the radio as she asked, “Where to?”

I didn't meet her eyes as I scrolled through her endless library of music and I said quietly, “To where you found me.”  I cranked the music and just looked out the window.  I could see her satisfied grin in my peripheral vision as we pulled away from the curb.  Damnable intelligent woman.





  
 

Chapter 4 – Mary Poppins

The shop owner was upset when we showed up.  I quickly offered him a five-pound note and my sincerest apology for pilfering from his shop.  He had softened and accepted my recompense, and before I left, he had exhaled loudly and handed me another sarnie.  Grumpily he said, “They're two for five.”

The sun was getting low on the horizon when she pulled through a drive through at McDonalds on the way back to the Flotilla.  She said, “Helping with the boxes is above and beyond, so was helping Steph unpack.  Dinner is my treat.”

I narrowed my eyes at her but then nodded.  I guess I could live with that.  We wolfed down the burgers by the time we pulled into the reserved spot in the car park at the Flotilla.  I hefted the boxes out of the car and followed her back onto the Persephone again.

She led me along the deck to the front of the barge and up a staircase to the bridge.  I think they call it a pilot's house or some such nonsense like that.  She motioned her head toward a long table that dominated the space, it was like a conference room table.  I looked around and realized it looked more like an office than a ship's bridge.  This must be the headquarters for the project, Paya's office.  I placed the boxes on the table.

She flopped into one of the chairs and exhaled with a grin, relaxing.  She tilted her head and asked, “Be here tomorrow at nine?  I need Steph's old cabin cleaned, and I have another resident needing help moving out to a flat in Essex.  Fifty pounds and Chinese food?”

I blinked.  She... wanted me to work for her again?  She clenched her car keys and stood and said, “I'll drop you wherever you want.  I have to get back home to try to smooth things over with Harry before he ships out in the morning.”

My heart felt heavy for the woman, knowing the rough patch she was navigating in her relationship.

She paused. “Unless you don't mind bunking in the back room there.  She nudged her chin to a door on the back wall.  There's a cot, a loo and a little kitchenette back there.  I sometimes stay here when things are busy.”

I narrowed my eyes again, and she shrugged. “It would make things easier in the morning and save me driving out to pick you up.”

I studied her and couldn't read a bloody thing on her face.  I dreaded sleeping out in the cold, and the thought of a warm cot sounded like heaven.  I'm sure she knew that and was just dangling more bait in front of me.

She cocked her head at the long pause and said cheerily, “The two proper responses here are, 'yes ma'am' or 'yes Paya.'”

I determined that you could get away with her smug look if you were that cute.  I betrayed myself and almost whispered, “Yes Paya.”

She nodded once and gave me a big smile as she headed back out the door. “There's a girl.  I'll see you in the morning, Ange.  And help yourself to anything in the kitchen, it's a perk to all my employees.”

She shut the door behind her before I could get a word in.  Employees?  What the bloody hell just happened here?  I looked around and felt suddenly exposed and alone.  I pulled my hands into the sleeves of my jacket and scurried back through the rear cabin door and blinked.  Her “cot” was a little bed in a tiny little studio apartment.  The bed looked so warm and inviting.

There was a telly on the far cabinet beside the little kitchenette, I reached over and turned it on and then sat on the bed and sighed.  What a hectic and unexpected day this had been.  I glanced at the door to the little loo with the shower stall beyond and sighed.

I placed the food from my jacket pocket into the small refrigerator on my way to clean up.  I sighed once I was under the hot water in the shower and almost moaned in pleasure at something as simple as that.  I had missed hot water so very much.

***

And that was three weeks ago.  I don't know how she did it but...

Paya stepped into the cabin of the pilot house from the heavy downpour outside and gave me a grin.  She was early, I hadn't even changed out of my nightshirt yet.

She shook off her umbrella, and I had to grin at her bright yellow rain gear.  I chuckled. “You look like a duck in that getup Paya.”  I set my cup of hot coffee down on the conference table and poured her one from the fresh pot I had just brewed to wake myself up.

I handed it to her after she shed the offending yellow slicker as she said, “Quack, quack.”

She put both hands around the hot mug and sighed, saying, “Bless you.”  Then she took a sip and closed her eyes to savor it.  After a moment, she looked over at me and said with mirth tinging her voice, “Yer still in your jammies.”

I threw a dusting rag at her as I started for the back room, calling out as I closed the door, “You're an hour early.”

I heard her chuckling through the door as I got ready for the day.  I paused when I opened the top drawer of my bureau, staring at my things in it as I contemplated that simple thought.  I glanced around as I realized I was thinking of this little space as mine, as my home now.

I glanced at the door, furrowing my eyes.  Just how had she tricked me into becoming her assistant, and living here on the Flotilla without me noticing.  Though it didn't feel like charity in the least, the woman worked me to exhaustion each day.  I'm not sure how she managed it all herself before I came along.  It made you appreciate what she was capable of.

I called out, “You really are a tricky bird aren't you?”

The answering chuckle told me she knew exactly what I was talking about.  Her response solidified that theory into fact for me, “You're just an easy mark.  Now chop chop, we need to go over what needs to be done today.”

I chuckled, we really didn't have set work hours, it seemed we worked whenever and wherever was needed to keep the various programs running.  As I dressed I called out, “Why are you in such a good mood this dreary, rainy morning, and why are you here so early?”

I had an inkling, which she confirmed with, “Too excited.  Tabby returns from tour today.”

I grinned.  Since I got hoodwinked into becoming Paya's Girl Friday, Tabby Cat had been on a three-week European tour.  I had yet to meet her and to tell the truth, I was nervous as hell.  I mean the woman was a superstar, and here I was crashing in her best friend's office.

After I pulled a new sweater, which I had bought the prior day, over my head and ran my fingers through my hair, I stepped out into the main cabin.  I absently touched the sleeve of the sweater.  Like clockwork, at the end of each day I worked for her, she would hand me an envelope with fifty quid in it.  I was starting to get a savings again and was able to buy clothing that wasn't threadbare.

I stepped back to my coffee and downed the last of the mug and poured another and grinned, “Now then, what's on the agenda today?”  I was already reaching for the clipboard hanging on the wall that was full of her loopy writing.  The backlog of tasks.  It seemed the more we crossed off, the more that was added.

She was about to start when her mobile buzzed.  She rolled her eyes playfully and held up a finger as she took the call.  I perked up when she said, “Hi Steph, what's up?”

She listened a minute and then said in a calming tone, “Steph, slow own, you're not making much sense.”

I furrowed my brow, was she alright?

Paya nodded at the air then said, “Ok, not a problem lady.  I got your back.  I'll send my handy dandy helper-type person to wrangle the munchkins.  Be there in two shakes.  Yes.  You too.  Bye.”

She rang off and chuckled at my obvious concern, and she took the clipboard from me and wrote something on the top of the list while she teased, “You got it baaaad.”

I threatened as I sipped my coffee, narrowing one eye, “Don't make me hurt you, woman.  Spill, is she ok?”

She just grinned and slid the clipboard back to me.  I read the new bold writing at the top of the sheet that read 'Mary Poppins'.  She said as she started putting her duck gear back on, “We better get a move on, “Stephanie's sitter canceled with the flu.  The coffee house is threatening to sack her if she misses another day due to her children.”

Then she asked, “How are your nanny skills?  I sort of promised you away.”

I grinned at her.  Stephanie needed me, and I would be there.  I loved her children and have thought about the three of them almost every day since I met them that first day.  I silently thanked her sick sitter, this gave me the opportunity to see the beguiling woman and her children again.

I grabbed an old overcoat I had been using when it rained until I could pick up one of my own.  It had been on a hook behind the door.  It was stylish so I believed it was one of Paya's but she never says a word when I wear it.  I grabbed a brolly from beside the main cabin door and said, “Let's not tarry.  To the rescue.”

She popped her brolly open with a wicked grin as she pushed past me into the downpour outside, “My, someone is mighty eager to help out.”

I just knew that she knew my sexual preferences, and she never said word one about it.

I popped open my own brolly and said to her as she headed down the stairs, “I will hurt you.”

This just amused her to no end.  What?  Am I not threatening?  She shot a crinkle nosed smile back at me.  Fine whatever, I can't hurt overly cute people.  That's like, I don't know, kicking a puppy or something.

Once we made our way down to the dock and out to her vehicle, I slipped into what we had taken to calling the copilot seat.  She squinted through the windshield up to the sky.  “I wonder who got on the big guy's bad side.”  Then she grumbled something about the rain ruining last Thursday Night and probably the next one too.

I snorted, this rain had been going on three days now with no signs of stopping anytime soon.  The weather channel was spouting all sorts of low pressure and high-pressure front nonsense about it.  We'd have to live like fishes for at least the next three or four days.  I smirked and said, “Good thing we're based out of a boat then isn't it?”

I strategically cut short any witty retort she was about to mount, by cranking the radio.  She laughed heartily at that and drove as we sang.  She kept switching up the styles to familiar hit songs.  She always seemed to be experimenting with my singing as she varied the genres all across the board.

We pulled up to the Tennison, and I took a moment to really look at the building, even something as mundane as an apartment block had some style and flair back when it was built.  You don't see the kind of attention to detail and adornments the architects had used to incorporate into buildings anymore.  Things have gotten too bland and drab in modern architecture, and nobody wanted to pay for the little things that made the older buildings look so pretty.

Just the variation of the brown bricks and stone that made up the facade of the two sides of the building on the corner gave a certain character to the old place.  Paya looked out her window then glanced at me with a grin, prepping to pop her brolly.  I grabbed mine and squinted one eye in mock pain as we opened our doors, stuck the umbrellas out and popped them open then splashed down into the puddles.

I shivered in the chill autumn air and then trembled for another reason, knowing I would have been out in this, on the streets, being chilled to the bone in this downpour if it hadn't been for my chance meeting with this frustratingly smug and funny woman.  I knew there were countless other out ther braving this who were not so lucky.

We ran to the door, and she hip bumped the plate, buzzing us in.  We stomped and shook off the water from ourselves and shook off the brollies onto the rubber entry runner before closing them.  I looked at the stairs which I had grown to know intimately, and silently hate, from all the trips up them when we moved Staph and the roos into their flat.

I exhaled dramatically.  Paya said as she moved out of striking distance, “Wimp.”  She took off up the steps, I swear she was giggling as I ran up after her.

We arrived on the third floor and  I glanced around, because I had just noticed for the first time when I studied the building at the car, that there was a fourth floor to the building, some sort of attic with grand dormers, but the stairs stopped on the third floor.  I saw a door at the end of the hall and nodded to myself, it must lead to the stairway to the attic.

Paya knocked on Stephanie's door, and a moment later the woman opened it.  I had to hide a grin, she looked adorable in her barista's uniform, complete with name-badge and green apron.  She smiled widely at us and then seemed to blush and look down, nervously tucking a loose strand of her curly hair behind her ear when she saw me.

She said, “I'm terribly sorry to have bothered you Paya, I just... I didn't know who to call.  I can't lose my job, you've just got us set, and I didn't want to blow it all.”

Paya was quick to say, “It's no bother...”

She looked back at me and asked, “Is it Muscles?”

I shook my head, my eyes not leaving the frazzled woman.  I think I said something like, “Not a bother at all.  Happy to help.”  I was a little distracted in chastising myself as I realized my crush was still there, as strong as ever as I realized I had truly missed the woman.  Yet I had only met her just the once.

She caught me looking at her, and I covered by looking past her to see the children at the little kitchen table eating cereal.  My smile grew.

Paya said, “Well then we best be off, I'll give you a ride, no need to be walking in this soggy weather.  Ange will sort out the rugrats.”

The mention of my name made the kids look up from their sugary and colorful cereal.  They squealed and hopped down to come running over, Nat calling out in excitement, “Auntie Kanga!”

Wil parroting her, “Anie Kanga!”

They hugged my legs as I beamed an overly amused smile at them over the nickname they bestowed upon me, reaching down to hug them to me.  “Hey, little Roos.”

I ruffled Wil's hair and looked at Steph who looked chuffed.  I said toward the two women, “I got the tiny ones, you need to scoot before you are late.”

She nodded and reached out and gave me a quick hug. “You're an angel, really.”  Then she knelt and said to the children, “Angie will be your babysitter today, would you like that?”

They cheered, which made me smile.  She straightened up their shirts and smiled as she stood.  Then she said to me, “Natalie needs to be at Gosling Primary in an hour.  Her lunch is in the sack on the counter.  She needs to be picked up at half past two.  I'll be home just after four.”

She looked as if she were asking too much, but I was truly happy to do this for her.  Besides, I loved the little roos.  I chuckled as I pushed past her into the flat, a child riding each leg.  “Stop fussing, it'll all be brill, trust me.”

She paused, exhaled and relaxed, shooting me another smile as her eye ticked.  Then she nodded, grabbing her coat from a hook by the door and turned to stop short at a put out looking Paya.  The dark haired woman asked, “What?  No, hug for me?  Just for the 'angel'?  I think you're playing favorites.”

Steph shared a resigned grin with me and then hugged Paya as she said, “I swear Miss Doshi, sometimes you're more of a hug slut than Zil.”

She gave each child a kiss on the cheek and started to lean toward me before catching herself, it was an ingrained routine from years of marriage.  She instead gave me a grin and then looped arms with a smug looking Paya and started down the hall to the stairs.

I started closing the flat's door and paused as she called out, “My mobile's number is on the fridge with the emergency numbers.  Spare key card is on the counter.  I have...”

Paya shushed her as I tried to fight off a chuckle.  “She's got this Steph.  The munchkins aren't made of spun glass.”

I watched their heads bob down the stairs then closed the door after they were out of sight.

I looked down at the kids who were still attached to my legs and lifted the one that Wil was riding, and I shook it a little, saying, “Come now, let's finish your cereal before it gets soggy.”  They hoped off an headed to the table.

After they had finished eating, I washed the dishes, having the little ones dry them.  We made a game out of it.  I had them tell me where the dishes went, and I lifted one of them at a time to have them place each dish in the little cupboards above the kitchenette.

Then I looked at the time.  The school was a kilometer away.  With the roos, it would take us a good ten or fifteen minutes to get there.  I said, “Come now, we better get a move on, where are your wellies and macs?”

They went squealing into their room, I grinned again, I was doing a lot of that lately.  Did children squeal when they did everything?  Must movement come with volume?  The answer, of course, is yes, they are kids.

That grin became a big smile.  Wil's wellies were bright yellow with little duck faces painted on them.  They looked a lot like the ones Paya had on.  Nat's were adorable pink and purple with daisies printed on them.  They had matching macs.  I had them get into their winter jackets and put the raincoats over them.  When they had the rain gear on and I was satisfied they would survive the monsoon, we were off.

Natalie grabbed a small clear brolly, which had a purple handle, from a cane rack at the door.  Then we ventured down and out onto the streets, Wil holding my hand as we huddled under my umbrella.  Nat walked on my other side, splashing in every puddle that deigned to park itself in her path.

She asked cutely, “Are you gonna be our new forever babysitter Auntie Kanga?  You're more fun than Olivia.”

I shrugged, not knowing how to answer that.  There was so much hope in her voice.  How could I tell her that it was just this once?  I sighed and hated myself because I knew that the truth was always the best, even if it hurt a little.

I shook my head and said with a heavy heart, “No, I'm just doing a favor for your mum today, your normal sitter is down with the flu.”

She grumped a little, looking down and splashing a puddle just to teach it a lesson.  Then she looked up hopefully, “The flu lasts fer more than a day.  Peggy Anderson was outta class for four whole days.  Will you be our sitter 'til Olivia gets better?”

I cocked my head at her.  Both she and Wil had hopeful looks on their faces as they looked up at me with their mother's eyes.  I sighed again and just nodded once as I tentatively agreed with provisions, “I'll ask your mother what her plans are until this Olivia returns. I can't promise anything though, it is up to her, and Paya may need me for Flotilla business.”

They cheered and went about happily splashing puddles the rest of the way to school.  I walked them inside and found the headmaster's office and spoke with the attendance clerk; an older woman with white hair and sharp eyes.  “Hello, I'm Angie Wells, I'm sitting for Stephanie Draper today.  I just thought I'd pop in and let you know I'll be picking Natalie here up after class instead of her normal sitter.  In case someone thinks to tackle me at the door.”

The woman nodded with a sly grin at my humor, and said as if it happened all the time, which it probably did.  “Yes, Mrs. Draper called.  I'll need your contact information since she's your ward for the day.”

I nodded and wrote down the number of the mobile that Paya gave me.  I'm still not sure if I believe that it is a 'company phone' as she insists.  I'm sure she knows it is the only way I would have accepted it.

I squatted and took off Nat's rain bonnet and handed it to her and I smoothed her hair back.  “I'll see you after class little roo.”

She nodded seriously and said with surety, “Ok, Auntie Kanga.”

I hugged her, and she zoomed off down the hall into a mass of little girls who were passing by, slipping seamlessly into whatever topic they were chattering about.

I chuckled and shared a knowing look with the woman behind the desk.  I said to her, “Thank you.  Have a great day.”  She nodded, and I looked down at little Wil.

He looked tired from our walk so I hoisted him onto a hip and waved at the woman as I wove through the halls as more soaked children seemed to swarm in.  I popped the brolly, and we braved the elements once again as we stepped out into the downpour.





  
 

Chapter 5 – The Call

It wasn't half past eleven when my mobile started buzzing.  I looked over to where it sat on the coffee table from where I was watching Wil color a stick figure drawing of his mum and sister.  I had just been thinking I should start getting lunch ready for the little guy.

I saw it was Gosling Primary and I idly wondered why they were calling as I reached for my mobile.  Then I glanced at the counter of the kitchenette and saw Nat's lunch bag still sitting there.  I winced, I was the worst sitter ever.

I answered already anticipating the reason for the call, “Hello, I'm sorry, I'm rushing over with her lunch now.”  I paused as the woman on the line spoke, and I blanched as I listened while the woman calmly spoke.  Bloody hell.

When she was done, I barked out, “I'm on my way!”

Balls.  Steph was never going to trust me with her children again.  Nat had a little accident on the playground and had a bad cut on her arm, they thought she may need stitches.  They tried Stephanie's contact number, but it went to voicemail.  Of course it would, she would have her mobile turned off at work.

I glanced out the window, it still looked like we were living through a Noah's Ark reenactment.  I smiled at Wil, not wanting to alarm him, and prompted, “Right then.  Let's get you back in your wellies little roo, we need to go get sister from school.”  He dutifully ran off to get his rain gear as I pressed speed dial one in a subdued panic... the only number on my mobile.

On the second ring, I got a familiar, “Go for Paya.” I would have grinned if I weren't in a mild state of panic.

I blurted out a little swiftly, belying my raised anxiety level, though if it were more serious I'm sure the school would have called for emergency services, “Natalie's been hurt at school.  I'm on my way there now.  I can't get ahold of Steph.”

She paused a moment then asked in a calm and measured voice, “Is it serious?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, calming myself.  I said a little slower, “She got a bad cut they think may need stitches.  I told them I'm on my way there.  Can you get word to Stephanie?  Tell her I'm really sorry.”

She chuckled a bit and assured me, “Kids get cuts.  You have no control over what goes on at school.  You sound like a guilty mother.  If they are waiting for you, then it can't be anything too pressing or they would have sent for medics.”

I nodded to myself as Wil stepped up with his boots.  I stopped to help him into them as I said, “I thought the same, but I still can't help feeling guilty.  She trusted me, basically a stranger with the wellbeing of her children and now one is hurt, and the other one is wearing his jacket backward.”

I grinned at Wil, who was beaming with merry mischief as I pulled his jacket off and put it on the right way.  The little stinker.  I couldn't help but smile at him.  I slid his raincoat over his jacket and  said to Paya as I took the little one's hand and started to the door, “I'm ten from the school now.”

She replied in that same calm voice, she was a rock under pressure, “I'm heading to the coffee house now.  Remember to breathe woman.  I'll call when I get to her.  I'll have a cab meet you at the school.  Ta.”

A cab?  Bloody hell, why hadn't I thought of that?  Too late now, I could be at the school before it could arrive at the Tennison.  Paya was always thinking.  I snagged the brolly and said, “Ta.” I rang off and stuffed the mobile into my pocket.

I smiled down at Wil and just hoisted him to my hip.  We'd get there faster if I didn't have to slow for little legs.  I popped the brolly and stepped into the second coming of the flood and double-timed it down the block.

I was positively drenched by the time we stepped into the school.  I exhaled, and that part of me that was screaming silently in panic, relaxed.  At the end of the main hall sitting on a bench by the office with a woman, was Nat.  She was kicking her legs idly in the air, dressed in her rain gear.  I noted she didn't look to be on death's door or anything, not pale from blood loss and trauma, that was a plus.  Right?

She saw us as I set Wil back on his feet and grasped his hand.  She was up and running down the hall as she excitedly squealed, “Auntie Kanga!”  She rushed over and glommed onto my leg, her smile beaming up at me as the woman stood and walked over.

I crouched in front of Natalie, examining her and she looked none the worse for wear though her eyes were still red and puffy from a good cry.  I sighed in relief again and gave her a quick hug.  I stood to see the other woman grinning at the display.  She held her hand out, “Wendy Parsons, the school nurse.”

I shook her hand as she said, “Natalie had a little spill when she snuck out into the playground in the rain, and caught the corner of one of the little tables out there.  Cut herself pretty good.  I bandaged it up, but I think you might want to get it checked out, it was pretty deep.  Her shirt is a loss, torn sleeve, and blood.”

I paled, and she chuckled out, “First time huh?”

First time?  Oh, yeah, I got her inference.  I nodded and smiled sheepishly, “Yes, it is.”

She chuckled again and said in a reassuring tone, “This is what children do.  It's good for us adults that they are a durable lot.  This is nothing.”  The last part was said with a tone of 'just wait and see' that chilled me.

I squinted an eye playfully and moaned out, “Oh, thank you for that, Wendy.  Now it will fester in my head until I pop.”

She seemed overly amused and just replied with, “All in a day's work.”

I had to chuckle.  Then said as looked Nat over one last time, “Well thanks, we'll get her properly checked and sorted.”

She gave a single farewell wave and turned to head back to the office.  I grinned down at the victim of recess carnage.  “Well, now that you've given me a right fright, let's get you to someone to get that arm checked out, and I'll bring you two roos to lunch?”

They both cheered and I hoisted Wil and held Nat's hand as we stepped up to the outside door, looking through the glass, and waited a minute until a taxi pulled up and tooted its horn.  I released Natalie's hand, and we both opened our umbrellas in unison then hustled outside and across to the waiting cab.  We were laughing as we got in, trying to close the brollies without getting drenched.  We failed.  Miserably.

A minute later we were on the way to the Royal London.  My mobile rang as we watched the city pass by, people scurrying about in the rain.  I answered on the first ring, “Paya?”

Before I could say more, she was saying in a good approximation of Captain Jean-Luc Picard's voice, “Status report, Number One.”

I said with much more calm in my voice than our previous call, now that I was able to see Nat myself and knew she was lying about with her guts hanging out, “She's fine and smiling.  I guess I made more out of it than I ought.  It just gave me a scare.  We're heading to the London Royal emergency room now, just in case.  The school nurse didn't seem overly concerned.”

She said almost smugly, “There you have it then.  See?  No need to panic.”

She was saying that with an odd tone, then I got it and asked slowly, “She's right there isn't she?”

She said, “Exactly.”  Then she said to someone, “I told you. Muscles had this.  Nat's fine and she's just getting her checked to make sure, you don't need to leave work or your boss might just sack you, he's a real piece of work.  What?  Fine, here.”

Then Steph's voice was on the phone, “Ange, is she really ok?”

I nodded to the air as I assured her, “Yes.  Truly.  I'm sorry she got hurt on my watch.”

This got an amused chuckle from her, and her voice didn't sound as stressed as when she first spoke as she assured me in turn, “Like you have magical control of the mischief children get into at school.”  She paused and then asked in a quieter voice, “Keep me informed?  I should be there, I'm a terrible mother.”

I growled out, “So now you're the one with magical control?  Of course, I'll keep you informed, through our mutual evil one.”

Paya said from nearby Steph, “Hey!  I resemble that remark.”

I relaxed more at the banter we were all slipping into, it meant that she couldn't be too upset with me.

I said, “We're pulling into the hospital now.  I'll call when I know something.  Here say hello to the poor victim.”

I put Nat on, and she said chirpily, “We're getting' a taxi ride mummy.  Yes.  No.  Ok.  I love you like bunches of wainbows too.”

She handed the mobile back, and the woman on the other end said to me, “I'll see you back at home, lady?”

I nodded to thin air and said, “Of course, see you there.”

As she rang off, she said, “Ta.”  Ah ha!  So that's where Paya got that.

It felt good to pay the driver with cash.  My cash.  Lolly I had worked hard for, Paya saw to that.  I know I may sound as if I am off my trolly, but it made me feel like a real person again instead of the shadow on the street that everyone ignored.

We made a dash from the taxi to the emergency room entrance.  Then the endless filling out of forms began.  What I couldn't fill out, I got Nat to help with, or I'd call Paya.  Then after an hour and a half wait, they finally saw us and I saw what was below Natalie's coat.

I had a mini panic attack at the blood on her torn sleeve.  But her arm was bandaged nicely in a clean white wrap.  The doc was friendly and gentle, I think she may have specialized in pediatrics.  When she asked Nat how she got such a spectacular cut, the little one said with pride, “Susan Larson said I couldn't swing high 'nough to jump over the puddles and trash bin.  I showed her.”

I blanched and blurted out, “You jumped a waste bin from the swings?  What were you thinking?  And why were you playing in the rain?”

She looked sheepishly at me and more asked than stated, “She double dog dared me?”

I just stared at her.  Risking herself for something foolish like that.  Then I remembered the things I did as a child on a dare, which made this look like a stroll in the park in comparison.  The doc and I exchanged a look, then we couldn't help it as we cracked up.  The children were smiling and laughing with us, though they didn't understand why, it was just fun to laugh.

The doc nodded at her and said in a serious tone, “Well now you'll have a good battle scar to show Susan Larson.”  Nat beamed with pride over that.

The doc looked at me and said, “We'll clean it out and redress it.  There will likely be scarring.  It won't need stitches though it is a close thing, a couple butterfly bandages should do it.  I'll give you care instructions.  Mostly don't get it wet for twenty-four hours or so while it works on closing itself up.”

I turned my head to the window to watch as the rain pounded it, I muttered, “Don't get it wet... right.”  She followed my gaze and then grinned, and we both chuckled again.

She quantified her earlier statement, “As much as possible I guess.”

I asked with mock seriousness, “Can we wrap her in plastic wrap before heading out?”  The woman had to bite her own tongue to stop from chuckling again as she shook her head in the negative.

Then we took care of the mundane details and before long we were released back into the wild, tagged and released, and I called Paya to update her so she could let Steph know.

I looked down at the children while we sat in the lobby as I rang up a taxi.  I asked, “I don't know about the two of you, but I'm about ready to eat my right leg I'm so hungry.  Lunch?”  They cheered in agreement with their characteristic excessive excitement.

Nat asked, “Can we eat in the 'spital cafeteria?  They gots chocolate pudding.”

I paused as I dialed and cocked my head and smiled at her, “Now how would you know that?  And really?  Hospital food?”  I made a sour face.

She said like she was simply informing me of what color her wellies were, “We ate there lots when daddy hurt mummy.  The cafeteria ladies always gave Wil 'n me chocolate pudding.”

Will nodded with a smile, “Chok'late puddin'.”

I felt my stomach tighten in knots, and it took all my willpower not to react.  I tried to keep my voice neutral as I asked carefully, scared of the answers they might give, “Did your daddy ever hurt you?”

Natalie was trying to drag me toward the corridor beyond the admittance lobby, most likely toward the cafeteria.  She shook her head and supplied, “Mummy wouldn't let him when he got mad.  So he got madder at her.”

Though my own anger was seething inside like the raging tsunami outside the building, over someone raising a hand against Stephanie, a little portion of me was relieved that the children were not abused as well.

I was starting to piece things together, and I didn't like what the puzzle was showing.  I most likely knew why Steph's husband was doing time now.  And... I paused, the most likely reason for her ticks, especially if the children spent enough time in the hospital to get to know the workers in the cafeteria.

I just smiled a smile I wasn't feeling and said, “Lead the way then little roos.”

They cheerily brought me to the elevators, and we found ourselves on the second floor in a cafeteria at the end of the hall, after I had to pick up Wil to press the button for the second floor of course.

And there was indeed chocolate pudding.





  
 

Chapter 6 – Blackout

By the time we got back to the Tennison, it was late afternoon.  I told the children as I was paying the fare,  “Your mum should be home in a few minutes.  Don't let her know I let you each have two pudding cups at the hospital.”

They grinned in a hysterical parody of an evil mad scientist, Nat rubbing her hands together in mischief, as they chimed out, “Ok, Auntie Kanga.”

I smiled broadly at them then we took a moment to center ourselves as I prepared my brolly while Nat got her little one ready, miming my action.

I said with all due bravado, “Once more unto the breach.”  We hopped out, and the umbrellas didn't do much good as the driving wind blew the rain almost sideways, drenching us as we ran for the door.  We paused, and I just stared at the mocking door in front of us and then tipped my head back and laughed loudly.  Of all the boneheaded...

I glanced down with a sheepish look on my face, Wil just holding my hand, waiting patiently.  I asked, “I don't suppose either of you have one of those electronic keys?  I left the one your mum gave me upstairs in all the confusion and excitement.”

Nat scrunched up her face in thought as she said, using the same tone I heard her mother use with them when she was being oh so patient, “You're silly Auntie Kanga.”

Will nodded staunchly and affirmed her observation, “Yeah, you're siwwy Anie Kanga.”

Then the little girl just hit every button on the intercom panel at the door.  Some people started to answer, but someone just buzzed us in before I could even speak.  We dashed inside and shook ourselves off.

I looked down at the little mastermind.  She shrugged and said, “It's what mummy does when we're selling chocolates for the school trip.”  I chuckled and brought them upstairs.  The door, of course, had locked itself when we left so we just slid down the wall to sit on the floor of the hall across from the door.

I helped the children out of their duckie gear and coats then hugged them to me and said, “Your mummy will be here soon.”

It was maybe fifteen minutes later, as we sang silly songs, with people walking past us in the hall with big grins on their faces, before I heard Paya and Steph speaking as they came up the stairs.

The smiling look that spread on Steph's face when she saw her children warmed me inside, wishing the woman would look at me that way one day.  The kids squealed and ran to extract hugs from their mum and Paya.

I stood and squinted an eye, most likely looking as sheepish as I felt as I asked, “Umm... hi?”

She chuckled and said, “Hi yourself lady.  What are you all doing out in the hallway?”  Her eye twitched as she spoke, and I felt that knot in my stomach again.

I shrugged and said like it was perfectly obvious and logical, “Because the key is in the flat, of course.”

She chuckled at me and shot me a knee-buckling smile as she knelt in front of her daughter and examined her head to toe, looking at the bandage on her arm then giving her a second hug.

Then she surprised me by giving me a hug of my very own to cherish and obsess over.  She said, “Thank you for taking care of the wee one, I owe you bigtime, Ange.”

I shrugged and waffled, not trusting myself not to say something asinine.  She unlocked the door to the flat and ushered us all in.  Paya, wiggling her eyebrows at me as she stepped past.  I swatted her shoulder as she retreated.

Once we were all settled, and the harrowing story of Nat's rainy-day adventures in the playground, and subsequent visit to the hospital were relayed in technicolor detail, Wil blurted, “An we gotted two puddin's after lunch.”  I almost snorted, so much for that secret.  Busted.

Natalie shoved his shoulder and chastised, “You wasn't supposed ta tell.  Us kangaroos have to stick together.”

I squinted an eye at Steph who looked ready to burst out laughing as I said, “Ummm... sorry?  I'm the worst sitter ever.”

She winked at me conspiratorially, and started to brush it off, “They do like the pudding there...”  Then she trailed off in a haunted memory and quickly recovered.  “So I take it you little stinker's dinner is spoiled?”

I sighed and admitted, “With all the excitement, we didn't get lunch until a quarter past three.”  Then she sighed and said to them, “Well get a little something into you just before bedtime then.”

Then Paya stood from the couch and slapped an envelope to my chest as she addressed Stephanie, “Well, Tabs is back in London, I think I'll dart over to the Water Witch to welcome her and Teri back.”

She looked back at me as she headed toward the door. “You ok finding your own way home?”  She said it so casually... home.  She considered the back rooms of the pilot house my home... and I was sort of feeling that way too.

I just nodded as she hugged the roos and Steph walked her to the door and hugged the woman, “Thanks for everything, Paya.”

The caramel skinned woman said with all seriousness, “Anytime.  That's what friends are for.”  Then she nudged her chin toward me and said to her, “Angie's the real hero of the day, I seriously don't know what I had done without her all these years.  She's a godsend.”

There was an odd tone to Steph's voice as she said, “Yes – she is.”

Then I was alone with this wonderful family which I was growing more and more attached to.

We sat around on the couch and spoke about everything and nothing.  It was so easy to talk to that woman, and I was aware of her proximity and wished I wasn't.  We did what we could to keep the children down to a low roar.

Steph asked me at one point when I was holding a giggling Wil up by his britches, while she was holding a giggling Nat off the ground as her little legs still churned in a mid-air run, “Really?  Two puddings?”

I squinted one eye and mock cringed while I mouthed to her chuckling amusement, “Worst sitter ever.” 

That's when the lights went out.

***

By candle light, we sat on the couch and read, Alice's Adventures In Wonderland, while the children ate peanut butter sandwiches.

Steph was doing an admirable job of voicing the characters, and by the insistence of the roos, I was adding my voice to hers.  Before long the children were dozing, and Steph stood to collect Wil from my lap.  I moved a sleeping Natalie from where she lay, gently snoring leaned against my side, and scooped her up to follow the emerald eyed sprite to the children's room.

We tucked them in, in the dark room, which was only illuminated by the candlelight streaming in through the doorway from the main room.

She kissed each of their foreheads and then she made a silly show of sneaking to the door, I snuck out with her.  She whispered as she closed the door behind us, one hand resting flat against it to ease it soundlessly closed, “I'd normally wake them to brush their teeth and get in their jammies, but they had a long and eventful day, I couldn't bare to wake them.”

I nodded understanding, and we made our way back to the couch.  She detoured to the kitchenette and brought a bottle of wine and two glasses from the upper cupboard with her.  She sat with a long sigh as she decompressed.  She held the wine up and stated, “We've had an eventful day as well.”

I smiled and nodded at the understatement.  I asked, “Are children always such a handful?”

She chuckled as she poured two half glasses of red.  She held hers up in a salute and smiled as she said, “You have no idea.  This was a tame day comparatively.  It makes me think we all owe our parents an apology.”

I soured for a moment as I added in my head, 'some of us maybe.'

She caught that as she offered a stemmed glass to me.  Narrowing her eyes slightly, trying to read me.  She took a sip with a thoughtful expression on her face before asking quietly, “Care to share what makes you cringe like that?  I suspect it's connected to why you left Manchester?”

When had we gone from playful to serious?  I studied her over the rim of my glass as I sipped.  It was a cheap wine, something I'd buy.  I reminded myself that of course it was, as her financial situation was on par with my current one, and she had two children to support on her own.

I shrugged.  Did I want to share things with this tawny haired woman that I haven't shared with anyone?  She laid a hand on my arm and gave it a reassuring squeeze.  That simple action broke through all of my defenses.  I tried weakly to postpone the inevitable and said, “You owe me your story too, lady.”

Her facial muscles twitched in response to that.  She inhaled long and deep, then exhaled as she curled her legs under her as she turned to face me on the couch.  The flickering light from the candles casting highlights and shadows playfully across her stoic face.

Then she nodded and gave a sad smile.  She glanced back at the children's closed door once, then said in acceptance, “Fair enough.  I guess I owe you that if I want to hear your story.”  Then she smiled crookedly and accused, “This is extortion you know, manipulating with curiosity.”

I almost snorted and explained, “I do work with Paya.”  Offering a shrug in an “it was inevitable” gesture.

This caused her smile to bloom as she nodded and agreed, “Yes, she's rubbing off on you.”

I mirrored her posture, curling my legs up under me as we faced each other, taking each others measure again as she tapped a finger on her glass.  She took another deep sip and then reached over to place the glass on the coffee table.  I put mine beside hers, and then she began.

My eyes were intent on her face as her eye twitched in that involuntary wink as she said, “I told myself I'd put all this behind me after the police and the trial.  But I am so overly curious about you that I have to know.  Paya won't tell me a bloody thing except to say you do more work than any two people and never complain.”

She's asked Paya about me?

Then she shrugged and added, “And that you're her friend.  That's all the endorsement I need.  She took us under her wing after all that... messy business happened, and we found ourselves on the brink of winding up homeless after everything was said and done.”

I held my breath for a moment, the traitorous dark part of my mind adding the unspoken, 'like you.'

She placed a hand on mine, where it was resting on my leg.  She could read me like a book after just two meetings.  I smiled sheepishly, and she bit her lower lip as she decided where she should start her story.

She seemed decided, and began with, “Andy wasn't always that way.”  She glanced at the wine and said in a voice just above a whisper, “Things just got rough, and the drink didn't help.”

I narrowed my eyes, and she held up a cautionary hand, saying with surety, “I know.  I'm not making excuses.  I never saw myself as one of those women who would put up with abuse.  But knowing and doing are two separate things when it is someone you love.  Someone who is supposed to love you.”

She looked at her left hand, and it tremored under the scrutiny.  She seemed distracted by it and said in a haunted voice, “It sometimes takes something drastic for you to come to terms with reality I guess.”

I placed a hand on hers to get her to stop from drifting off into that dark place in her own head.  She returned her eyes to mine and smiled, brushing off the unwanted thoughts.  The explained, “His spiral began when he was sacked from the accountancy when they downsized.  It started out with his temper and the drinking.  He would snap at the smallest things.”  Then repeated, “And the drinking.”

She shuddered, and I grabbed the little throw from the back of the couch and laid it across her legs.  She smiled and, looked at her hand then waved it off, “I don't want to get into the sordid details.  Suffice it to say that it got worse, much worse over the next few months until I found myself in the ICU with severe trauma to my head.  There was some internal hemorrhaging and bruising to my brain.  I'm not quite right anymore as you can clearly see.  They say I'm as recovered as I'll be.”

She slid down a little, getting herself more comfortable.  She said like it confused even her, “I don't know why it took that to make me realize just how poisonous he had become.  He wasn't the man I married, nor the father of my children.  I was through making excuses for him.  Too late of course, irreparable harm had already been done.”

She cocked her head toward the kid's room again and said in a lower voice, “The trial was drawn out and messy.  I felt like I was dragged over hot coals, his lawyers trying to make me the bad guy, and him the victim, but the jury had no sympathy for the man.  Andrew's mother tried to get custody of the children.  She likely would have succeeded as we were in financial ruin and losing our flat.  I couldn't hold a job while I was going through physical therapy, and being dragged back and forth into court.”

She added quickly, “Not to speak ill of her of course, she's a perfectly pleasant woman.  But...”  I could hear the fire in her voice as she almost growled, “They are my babies.”

Then she gave me a vindicated grin as she said, “That's when Paya turned up.  She had heard of our plight, and she came swooping in like some sort of white knight on a fiery steed.  She brought us to the Flotilla and gave us a place to live, to show the courts that the children had a stable environment and a roof over their heads.”

She had a thoughtful look on her face as she confided, “I swear that woman sees everyone she looks after at the flotilla as her extended family, friends, and her personal responsibility.  I doubt there is another woman out there with a bigger heart.”

She was saying what I had already observed about the overly chipper Indian-Brit.  I nodded my agreement and said, “She definitely is... something.”

She chuckled, then flopped the other end of the throw over my legs, saying, “Yes... something.”  Then she shrugged. “You know the rest of the story.  We had a place to live while I got my feet back under me, both figuratively and literally.  The various Flotilla programs were a godsend.  I found a job once I was more able and then Paya found us this flat once my income was fairly stable.”

Then she straightened her legs under the throw and shoved my leg playfully with her feet, “And she corralled an odd duck who speaks of roos and feeds children two helpings of pudding, to help out in our move.”

I couldn't stop my toothy grin at that.  Yes, odd duck fit me well.  I defended weakly, “Gramps was Aussie, through and through.  I can't help if I picked up some of his idioms before he passed when I was little.  He was the most colorful character I have ever had the pleasure of knowing.  Of course he's the only family I still claim as my own, God rest his soul.  Well, I guess I have a cousin in the America's.  Roberta Valentine, but I've never met her.”

She sighed and looked at me expectantly. “And I'll use that opportunity unabashedly and shamelessly to segue into how you came to find yourself in London.”

Shite, the tricky wench.  I smiled at her as I shook my head and said, “Shameless indeed.”  I sighed. “I guess I owe it to you.”

She nodded incessantly with a crooked smirk as she agreed, “Yes.  Yes, you do.”  See?  Shameless.

I hesitated realizing her feet were still touching me, I didn't know how to tell her my story without revealing the root of the conflicts in Manchester that made me cut all ties and reinvent myself in a more accepting city.

I held my breath and made an admission that I hadn't made since I told my family since everything that was bad in my life began.  I said to the woman who was looking at me with rapt attention, “I guess I should preface everything by stating that I'm gay.”

I stared at her unblinking, waiting for a reaction, waiting for her to pull away, to react in any way.  It was my experience that the admission could only be met with negative responses or outright hostility.  Yet she just slowly cocked her head when I didn't continue.  She didn't pull away.  She prompted with her palm, “Aaaand?”

Bloody hell.  I narrowed my eyes in question as I asked, “You... knew?”

She blinked in surprise then actually chuckled with a hand over her mouth.  Then composed herself as she said, “You sort of broadcast over all frequencies, Ange.”

It was my turn to blink in surprise.  I stuttered out, “I-I do?”  Then I blanched, oh dear lord in heaven, I wasn't that obvious to her was I?  I blushed.

Then I pleaded, “Please don't tell Paya.  I... I haven't told her yet.”

She actually snorted.  Then she laid a hand on my arm and said, “Oh, you're serious.  Umm, pretty sure she knows, Ange.  You do realize she won't have a problem with it, right?”

I shrugged and admitted hopefully, “She doesn't seem the type that would, but then again, neither did my family.  I sort of... well I really like working for her and the Flotilla so I didn't want to chance it.”

She sighed and said plainly, “You do know that Tabby Cat is lesbian right?  She's married to her manager, Teri... and Paya couldn't be happier.  She and Paya have been best friends since before the wheel was invented.  Not to mention that possibly half of Paya's close friends are also gay.  It doesn't matter to her, nor to anyone truly informed or civilized.  So what if you're gay, I collect napkins from every restaurant I visit.  They're in a box in the closet.”

I gaped at her, shook myself out of it, then asked with a smirk, “Napkins?  That's just odd you know?”

She chuckled in mirth then said in a reassuring tone,  “I've sussed out most of your reasons for you leaving Manchester, so how bout you tell me your story and leave my napkins out of this.”

I nodded and mouthed, “Napkins?”  Before starting my tale, feeling much more relaxed, the fear and anxiety of her reactions washed away in our banter.

I looked outside as some lightning flashed.  The storm showed no signs of letting up.





  
 

Chapter 7 – Manchester

I settled back into the couch and shrugged then started to tell my story to someone for the first time ever.  “There really isn't much to say.  When I was growing up, I was noticing I was a little different than the other girls in class.  I think it was in the eighth or ninth grade when I realized what it was.”

I shrugged and admitted, “When all the other girls were swooning over Conrad Chase or cute boys in our class, I was more interested in watching Donna Hadley as she went on about them with the other girls in class.  I hid my attraction to her and my crushes I had on stars like J8 who had just hit the scene, knowing I wasn't 'normal' like the other girls.”

I thought about it a bit, at how long ago it all seemed to me.  I exhaled and continued, “It all came to a head in my senior year of secondary.  My family had always been so loving and supportive of my two brothers and me.  I had finally gained the courage to admit to them my secret.  They had encouraged us kids at every juncture and loved us without reserve.  I knew without a doubt in my heart that they would understand and stand by me.”

I soured and looked out the window, watching the rain as it blew against the glass, far away lightning arced across the dark sky, creating brilliant snapshots of the darkened city stretching out in all directions.  I counted the seconds until the thunder came.

I glanced back over at Steph when she grabbed my hand and shook my fingers gently to knock me out of the black pit I had dug my mind into again.

I considered her then sat up a bit to really look at her in the candle light, then asked her offhandedly, “Do your parents love you?”

She cocked her head, not taking her eyes off of me and said slowly, “My father did before he passed, mum was never in the picture, so I'm not sure about her.  If she did, why did she leave us?  I can't fathom that after I've had children of my own.”

I nodded, feeling like a tosser for bringing up a sore subject for her.  I said, “I'm sorry.  I didn't know.”  Feeling the apology was inadequate to the task.

She shrugged and gave me that half-smile of hers which I liked so much.  “How would you?  It's fine.”

I nodded then asked, “Well as a mum yourself.  Would you support your children even in adversity?  Unconditionally? And love them even if others may view them or their actions with disfavor?”

She nodded and answered without hesitation, almost before I finished the question, “Of course.  They are my life.”

I nodded at that, knowing it to be true of this woman.  Then I said in resignation, “I thought that of my parents too until the day I sat down at the dinner table and admitted to them and my brothers that I was gay.”

I sighed and shared, “My parents were taken aback, and father ranted.  Mum seemed to pull away and was shamed.  Her first words were, 'What am I going to tell the bridge club?'”

I looked up, eyes watering at the poisonous memory and added, “My brothers couldn't even look at me after that. My father was mad at me all the time, telling me to stop this foolishness, that it was hurting mum.”

I almost growled, “They tried to get me to go to a 'clinic' to help fix me.  Bloody hell, I wasn't broken.  I had never thought my family to be hateful people, to be bigoted, but here with their own flesh and blood they were showing me their worst, and I was ashamed to be related to them for the first time in my life.”

I sighed and looked at the ceiling.  “Near the end of the school year, they gave up on bringing me to therapists whom I wouldn't speak with, and they said it was hard to show tolerance of my rebellion.”

I glanced down as Stephanie grabbed my legs and lifted them to her lap, her head tilted as she listened with purpose, absorbing my words.  I gave a sad smile and asked the void, “Was that all I was to them?  No longer their daughter, whom they used to love, but someone to be tolerated?”

I bit my inner cheek hard to fight off tears and shrugged, saying in a wavering voice, “The day I turned eighteen I had to get out of that environment, it was suffocating me.  I hated myself.  I ran to London to start over, where nobody knew me and people didn't look down upon anyone who was different than themselves.  London would be different.”

I grinned sarcastically at her at that, rolling my eyes and quipped, “So I was naive, sue me.  But really, for the most part, people here are much more accepting, though as I learned, there will always be a certain amount of bigotry in the world.”

She nodded at that as she stroked my legs with her thumbs and offered, “When you stuff millions of people into such a small area, some wankers are bound to surface.  All in all, London is far better than most places.”

I nodded once in agreement and admitted, “I simply love this city, it is always so alive, so vibrant.  But it can also be a cruel place at times if you get dealt a bum hand.  I guess that'd be true no matter where you lived.  I lost my job when the big boxes came to town, then my flat in the span of a few weeks.  I felt like I was being kicked while I was down and couldn't get my feet back under me.  It all just sort of snowballs from there.  You lose your own dignity, then find yourself one day nicking a sarnie from a shop, to eat in an alley because you hadn't eaten in days.”

She shook her head in disbelief and asked, “You didn't?”

I gave her a sheepish look and asked, “Where do you think Paya found me?  Didn't she tell you?”

She shook her head with a smirk and said, “That woman wouldn't give out personal information about anyone she calls a friend if you threatened her.”

I thought about that for a moment and knew it was a true statement.  I also knew that I counted Paya as one of my closest friends already.

She cocked her head and then said thoughtfully as she seemed to see right through me again.  She said softly as she nodded to herself, “That explains a lot.”

I narrowed my eyes in question and prompted her, “Explains what?”

She shrugged and shook my legs playfully as she explained, “Why Paya didn't offer you placement in the Flotilla Project.”

I tilted my head in confusion and asked, “You like talking in riddles just to get my hackles up don't you, lady?”

She snorted loudly and covered her mouth, glancing at the roo's room with a cringe.  We both paused and listened.  I almost snorted too, if the thunder hadn't woke them, then a snort wouldn't.  She said in a quieter tone, “She can instinctively read people like nobody else I have ever met.  She knew you'd refuse even though you would desperately want to say yes.  So she did what she does and helped you by making you help yourself.  She's a good one for doing all she can to allow someone to keep their pride.”

I shrugged and looked away to the flickering candles as I said in a faraway voice, “Sometimes our pride is all we have left.”

She surprised me by saying, “You're pretty much a plonker then if you believe that your pride is all you have left.”

I turned back to her, and her green eyes shone with orange highlights from the flames, she was restraining a smile.  Then she looked down at my legs, covered in the throw on her lap.  She rested her hands on my legs, I could feel their heat radiating through the blanket.

She said without blinking as she locked eyes with me, “You've gone out of your way to help a stranger, many strangers, from what Paya says.  The children love you to death, and they generally take quite some time to warm to strangers.  Now you let your guard down to share your personal scars with someone you barely know, to show them they are not alone in a world that sometimes feels dark and overwhelming.”

She paused, looked away to reach over and grab her wine glass, took a sip, then put the glass back down.  She looked back at me and smiled as she rested her hands back on my legs. “And you have new friends.  To me, it sounds like you are a long way from having nothing but your pride left.”

I just sat there, breathing wordlessly, letting her words sink in.  I did have those things.  It was like it took the low spots to see the boundless possibilities again.  I smiled and said, “Smarty pants.”  I watched her smile and seem to preen smugly over my lame retort.

We shared a smile, and that's when the bloody electrics decided to come back to flickering life, ruining the mood.  We both looked up to the light then each other and shared a chuckle as I swung my legs off of her and onto the ground.  I braced my arms on the couch in preparation to stand and said with lament in my tone, “That would be my cue I suppose.”

She stood with me.

I pulled my mobile from my pocket and said as I rang for a cab, “I'm sure Paya will have some new and entertaining tasks lined up for me early.”

She just nodded, still studying me.  It was starting to make me feel self-conscious.  She finally just smiled warmly, her left eye and cheek twitching as she asked as she looked back at the children's room, “And I'll need to find a sitter for the next few days.  At least tomorrow is Saturday.”

I knew an invitation when I didn't hear one and crinkled my nose at her as I said, “I'll speak with Paya, I'm sure there won't be a problem if I sit with the roos a couple more days.”

Her smile bloomed like a flower seeking the sunlight, and it made me blush a little.  She said, “Grand.  You really are an angel, Ange.  The little hellions will be thrilled.”

I placed my call to hide my delight at her words, then she walked me to the door.  I put on my coat and grabbed my brolly, glancing at the window to verify that the rain showed no signs of letting up.  She held onto the door edge as she opened it for me.

I was feeling bashful as I said while looking down, “So I'll give you a ring after I speak with Paya.”

I looked up, and she nodded and started to lean in on reflex, again I knew it was from years of marriage, and she diverted to give me a peck on the cheek.  “Right then, speak with you then.”  She started to close the door behind me but paused when it was open just a crack, and she scolded, “And you don't need an excuse to visit Angie, drop by anytime.  That's what friends do.”

Before I could say a thing, she closed the door, and I watched the little red light on the lock light up.  I smiled hugely, I guess we were friends now weren't we?  I'm all kinds of socially awkward, and feel like a muppet around new people now, but not around Steph or the roos.

I almost skipped down the stairs and paused at the doors in the lobby to shoot off a text to... my sneaky employer.  I chuckled as I again wondered how I wound up working for her when neither of us has even said it.  “Steph and munchkins are sans sitter tomorrow.”

She replied immediately. “I'll drop you at the Tennison in the morning.  I can do without you a couple days or so, I'll leave all the heavy lifting for when I get you back in my clutches.”

I chuckled and pocketed the mobile and looked out into the dreary night, waiting for the taxi to pull up.  I noticed some movement in the darkness across the lane, someone was huddling in the alley.  I swallowed heavily, that could easily have been me out there.

I seemed to notice all the people that were invisible to me once upon a time, the street people who used to just be background noise in a bustling city.  I was a little ashamed that I had never given them much notice until I found myself in their shoes.

Now I saw each and every single one I passed, and it physically hurt me, knowing that each of them had a story, each had scars.  That each was a person.

I looked around then stepped out into the night, hustling to the alley, moving against the rain.  When I got there, I found a man huddled under some cardboard he held above his head as he pressed against the wall of the alley, trying to use the roof overhang to keep some of the worst rain off of him.

He was positively soaked and looked chilled to the bone.  I said to him, “Hello there.  Are you right?”

I startled the man.  He glanced up at me and then just slowly nodded.  I absently touched my bag then quickly pulled out the plain white envelope and held it out to the man.  I had felt guilty taking my day's pay from Paya when I was glad to help out Steph, and the roos were a delight.  Besides, what kind of sitter gets fifty quid a day? 

I said to him, “Here, get yourself a room for the night, it's not fit out for man nor beast tonight.  And get some warm food into you.”

He looked at me then the envelope, and he slowly reached out to take it, his eyes narrowed like I was toying with him.  I understood the look, I had worn the same one before, most recently when a crazy Indian-Brit offered me fifty pounds to help someone move.

He looked in the envelope then up to me again, then did a double take.  I smiled at the man and said, “Have a great night...”  I paused and pushed the handle of the umbrella toward him.  “Take this, I won't need it, I have a cab coming.”

He started to refuse, “No miss, you'll get soaked.”

I just pressed it into his hand and covered his hand with my other, giving it a little squeeze.  I winked and said, “I'll be fine, I won't melt.”  I glanced back to see the cab pulling up across the way, and I took off in a jog, calling back with emphasis, “A room and a hot meal.”

He nodded, looking to be half in shock then he called out as an afterthought, “Thank you, miss.”

I was in such a good mood as I slipped into the taxi, soaked all the way down to my bones.  I wiped water from my hair and eyes as I told the cabbie, “The Flotilla on the Thames please.”  He just looked at me in the rearview mirror and nodded once, and we were on our way.

I felt like giggling.  Was this how Paya felt when she helped people out?  I thought about her self-satisfied smile that she seemed to always have, and nodded to myself.  Of course, she did.  And that explained a hell of a lot about the woman.  I was proud to have her as my sort-of-boss.





  
 

Chapter 8 – Tabby Cat

In the morning, I yawned and stretched in bed.  I pulled the hair out of my mouth that I was apparently intent on eating.  Follicle spaghetti, it's all the rage.

I yawned again.  I needed coffee.

I slipped out of bed and headed into the pilot house to start a pot.  I switched on the light, then pulled my nightshirt down where it had pulled up over my butt cheeks, and then scratched said butt.  Hey, glamour queen I'm not.

I stopped mid-scratch as the door opened and a woman came backing through the door with a cardboard tray with three coffee cups in it and a paper bag.  She unceremoniously dropped her still open umbrella to the ground and was speaking as she turned around, “Hiya Paya.  I brought caffeine and...”  She trailed off as she saw me.

I realized where my hand was but couldn't drop it, couldn't even be embarrassed as I just gaped in utter shock at the copper haired woman standing before me.  I finally found my voice, sort of, as I whispered, “Bloody hell.”

I was staring at Tabby Cat.  Not more than three meters from me.  I was there scratching my bloody arse in front of Tabitha Romanov... superstar.

She hastily put her parcels on the conference table and grinned at me, offering her hand, “Right, so you must be this Angie that Paya went on about just yesterday.  I'm Tabs, pleased to meet you.”

I looked at her hand then at mine, I could have died from embarrassment at that very moment as I moved it from its current perch to shake her hand woodenly.  I repeated, “Bloody hell.”

She said in a playful tone that had just a hint of a Slavic, Russian accent to it, “So you've said.  Twice.”  She gave me a toothy grin.

I realized what I must look like and panicked as I ran my fingers through my hair to try to organize the matted mess.  To my utter embarrassment, some more hair pulled out of my mouth.  I darted back through the door, calling out as I dove for my bureau to find some clothes, “What... what are you doing here?”

I heard her chuckle. “Paya said she was coming in early this morning to shuttle you to the Tennison, so I thought I'd bring the two of you coffee and breakfast sandwiches.  I saw the light on when I got to the door and assumed she was already here.”

I called out in as singsong voice as I could manage, “Well she's not.”

She deadpanned, “Apparently.”

I had to stop myself from smiling. Who would have thought someone of her stature would be so playful and engage in banter with someone that she didn't know?

I pulled on some clothing and ran to the loo to look in the mirror as I brushed out my hair.  Then I took a deep breath and stepped back out.  My bare feet scrunching nervously on the hardwood floor.  I squared my shoulders and pretended she hadn't just witnessed me in my natural state.  “Right then, hello, I'm Angie Wells.”

She slid one of the cups of coffee toward me on the table, her almost copper colored eyes studied me as she said, “We've established that.”  I'd seen all the pictures but they didn't do her justice, her hair and her eyes gave her such an unmistakeable and unique look.

I was wildly texting as she spoke.  A moment later I looked at the screen and sighed, stuffing the mobile into my jeans pocket and said, “The evil one is two minutes out.”

She chuckled and said, “The evil one... I think I like that.  Mind if I steal it?”

I didn't know what to do.  I mean, what do you do when confronted with a pop and rock superstar who had walked into your home?  My mind was all over the place, and I really didn't mean to blurt out the words that came unbidden to my lips, “Are you really gay?”  Oh dear lord...  I covered my mouth with both hands, trying to stuff the words back in.

She didn't seem phased as she sipped her coffee in amusement, “According to my wife.”

I quickly countered, “I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to blurt that out.  I mean, you hear the rumors in the tabloids and whatnot, but how much can you believe what is said about stars?”

I whispered, “Dear Lord, why am I still talking.”

She crinkled her nose at me and slid a breakfast sandwich to me.  I said, “Good show.  I can't babble if I'm eating.”

She was trying hard not to let her giggle out as she laughed with her mouth pressed closed, her eyes sparkling in mirth.  Could I have been any more awkward?

I paused when I went to take a huge bite of the egg and cheese offering when Paya, in Ducky Mode v1.0, came sliding into the cabin, shaking water off of herself like a dog as she closed her brolly.  I squeaked out, “Oh thank God.”

Tabby Cat's giggle finally worked itself free.  She said, “Relax Angie, or you're going to have a stroke.”

I exhaled and found some courage and asked, “You mean I'm not already having one?”  Then I took that big bite to keep myself from speaking more.

The woman just grinned and turned from me to repeat her original greeting, “Hiya Paya.”

The ladies hugged, and Paya said, “Brat.”  Then she added, “Good, you two have met, that's out of the way then.”

Tabitha stepped to the table and nudged the coffee toward her friend, a few millimeters at a time.  Paya grinned, “Bless you.”  Then Paya retrieved the hot caffeine and sipped, savoring the flavor before looking around and cocking her head at me.  “Yer all mussed up Ange.”  Then she chuckled. “Tabs caught you off guard?”

I muttered as I took another bite of breakfast sandwich, “I hate both of you.”  Then I amended, “Well maybe not Tabby Cat, she fed me.”

The women shared an evilly amused look then Tabitha said, “You can call me Tabs or Tabitha, Angie.  The – what did you call her?  The evil one, saddled me with that dreadful Tabby Cat name long before I was... well before I was Tabby Cat.”

I looked between the two as Paya shoved her shoulder and zeroed in on the sack of breakfast goodies.  They started bantering back and forth, and I slipped into a chair and just watched them as we ate.  It was surreal watching the woman I respected as she slung as much snark at one of the most influential music talents of the decade like she was just anyone else.  And here I was, like a bird on a branch, watching the spectacle from afar.

You could see their history in their voices and body language... and oddly, a tinge of worry in Paya's eyes until her friend took her first bite.  Tabs caught it too and said around the sandwich, “I'm eating, wench.”

Paya stuck out her tongue, then glanced over at me and changed the spotlight.  “I've got to get Ange here off to save one of our friends in a bit.  Then we can take a girls day out, I can spare a few hours to catch up.”

Tabs cocked an eyebrow in question and looked between the two of us.  Her friend supplied, “Stephanie.  She needs a sitter while hers is out with the flu.  We really need to find her a better job which understands that some single parents actually have children.”

Tabitha kicked back in her chair, crossing her feet on the conference table lazily as she sipped her coffee.  I looked at her posture, she acted almost like she owned the place.  I almost face-palmed when I realized, well duh Ange you muppet, she does own the place.

She glanced away from me to Paya and asked, “You have your assistant babysitting?”  Then she grinned hugely. “I still can't get over the fact you have an assistant.”  She looked at me and confided, “We've been asking her to get one for years now, she tries to do it all.”

I started to say, “I'm not her...”

She just kept talking, segueing into a different topic so fast I almost got whiplash, “And Stephanie's little ones are way too adorable.”

I caught up with her and then just nodded, aware of the smile on my lips as I thought of the roos and their mother.

Paya said, “She's the best assistant I've ever had.”  Then she added on the other topic, “I don't think I could stop her from helping Steph out if I tried.”  She grinned and Tabs cocked an eyebrow as she smiled back.

Tabitha slipped her feet back to the hardwood floor and squinted her eyes. “She's the 'only' assistant you've ever had.”

Then she said to me, “Why don't you and the children join us, we can make a day of it.  Besides, I want to get to know the lady that Pay-ster said can do the work of three women without breaking a sweat.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Paya said, “It has not been years you copper topped bird.  Teri says you need to sign the contracts for the additions to the Slingshot this week sometime.”

The songstress nodded and smiled at the mention of Teri.  “Roger Wilco.  She's so glad to be back home at the Conservatoire, I don't think touring is for her.”  She turned to me and said, “Ah.  That explains your earlier question, and why you don't mind sitting for Steph.”  Her smile grew.

I was getting dizzy, the women seemed to be having some sort of disjointed conversation with multiple topics, and they were jumping between them like they were just one topic.  I was just blinking as I caught up with each before they moved to a different one.

Paya picked up the current line and said, “Oh that.  Yes, it's so cute, you just want to hug them both.”

Wait, Paya knew of my infatuation with Steph.  Oh Lord, just kill me now.  I was blushing as Paya said, “The financials are looking good, with London Harmony's matching funds, we...”

I brought two fingers to my lips and whistled shrilly to get the two women's attention.  They both stopped and turned back to me, blinking.  Tabs brought a finger up to worm out her ear as she grinned.  I said slowly, “Would the two of you stop bouncing around like otters on a sugar high and stick to one topic?  I'm close to that seizure you predicted.  I can't follow a word you two are saying.”

I pointed at Paya and said, “I'm not your assistant.”

Paya added under her breath, “Yet.”

I squinted an eye at her and shook my finger, she just grinned.  I pointed at Tabs, “Steph is just... she... I just want to help, ok?”

Her grin matched Paya's.

Then I said as graciously as I could, “The roos and I would be thrilled to accompany you today.”

I moved my finger back toward Paya.  “The Slingshot expansion contracts are on your desk over there.”  I pointed at the tiny captain's desk by the ship's wheel of the barge.

The two women looked at each other, Paya cocked an eyebrow and then started cracking up as she said to her famous friend, “Told you.”

My eyes started narrowing as Tabs replied, “You were right.  So do it to it, woman.”

Wait a minute here.  Were they...?  I blurted my accusation, “You did that on purpose.”

Tabby nodded and said as Paya went to her desk and pulled some paperwork from the little drawer in it, “Can't follow a word we said huh?  Faker.”

Paya slapped the paperwork in front of me on the conference table and handed me a pen.  She pointed at a signature line as she said, “Sign here.  I can't keep paying you fifty pounds a day from my own pocket.  Tabby won't let me.”

What?  It was her own money, not the Flotilla's?  I blinked at her and looked down and paused as the pen hit the paper.  Was she getting rid of me?  I asked, “What am I signing?”

She said airily, fluttering her hand in a dismissive wave, “It doesn't matter, just sign and date there.”

I narrowed my eyes, put the pen down, and picked up the paperwork and read it, my eyes going wider and wider as I read.  “But...”

She sighed and said while holding a hand up to block Tabby from her view, “She's right, you're an amazing assistant, my right hand.  I never knew I needed you until you were there picking up all the slack.  You've made my life soooo much easier.  Time to make it official.”

I looked at the paperwork that would make me third in charge of the Flotilla, after Paya and Tabby themselves, as an executive assistant.  It named me the master of the Persephone and made the cabin my own.  The pay was...

Paya picked up the pen to offer to me, her expression changing, softening.  “So what do you say, Ange?  Be my assistant?”  She paused and said with a hopeful, crooked smile, “The two proper responses here are either 'Yes ma'am.' or 'Yes, Paya.'”

I looked at the pen and thought about it, glancing at the curiously silent Tabitha, who seemed to be holding her breath.  The manky bints had baited me right proper.  It didn't feel like charity.  Paya had worked my fingers to the bone to make sure I deserved every last quid.  For my pride?

I started to sign then stopped at a thought.  I shook my head and said in a shaky voice, “On one condition.  We need to have a talk about some sort of outreach program for people on the street who either cannot or are unwilling to seek out programs like the Flotilla.”

Tabs said, “Ooo, I like this lady, Pay.”

Paya just gave me a toothy grin in answer and I looked down and signed.  I stopped and just stared at my signature, thinking about how my life had been torn apart so quickly.  I had sunk to my lowest, but then just as quickly, my life was rebuilt after a chance meeting with an odd and exotic woman.

I was happier than I ever had been and felt like I was making a difference for the first time in my life, since that moment.  I smiled inwardly as I added the fact that I had met Steph's wonderful family, and she knew about me but still wanted me around.

I pushed the papers back along the table to Paya, who offered a hand.  I went to shake, and she pulled me into a hug, “Welcome aboard Miss Wells.”  Why was I crying?

She released me and Tabby moved over to hug me and repeated, “Welcome aboard, Ange.”  Then added in their infuriation topic changing habit, “Your company car will be delivered in the next few days.”

I wiped my eyes on my sleeve then Paya said, “Get a move on Ange, Steph needs to be to work in an hour, and your hair looks like two ferrets had a love-in with it.”

Bloody hell!  I slapped her shoulder playfully as I blushed.  My well thought out, and witty retort was, “Shut up.”

I looked around the pilot's house, my pilot's house and smiled then turned back to my cabin.  Fighting off the tears again.  The women started throwing playfully sarcastic barbs at each other the moment I shut the door behind me to get ready for the day.





  
 

Chapter 9 – Splashing In Puddles

When we reached the Tennison, I was put together much better.  There was an odd moment in the car when Paya cranked up the tunes, and we all sang along to Miranda Keys', ‘Harbinger.'  Tabby had stopped singing in mid-chorus and cocked her head toward me like she was listening to something we couldn't hear.

Then Paya shared a smug look with her and said, “See?”

Tabby nodded and warned almost playfully, “Don't let J-Dub hear.”

When the song was done.  I felt self-conscious until the next song came on, ‘Summer Trails,' from that new group Enigma, and the ladies started singing again.

I was still a little stunned as I sang with one of my idols.  She was so, I don't know, not how I imagined?  She was just like everyone else, and a barrel of fun.  Her fame seemed like an uncomfortable inconvenience to the woman.

We hopped out of the vehicle and ran to the door, Tabs screaming the whole way amusingly, our umbrellas staving off the rain which had lightened to an incessant drizzle.  Paya shook her head as she did her hip bump at the pad by the door, buzzing us in.  “Always the drama queen, the rain won't melt you.”

Tabby just wiggled her eyebrows and started marching down the hall.  Paya shook the rain off her brolly and stood there just watching her friend march away.  I stood by my... ummm, boss' side.  Tabitha slowed and just stood there with her back to us for a few seconds and said without turning back, “Ummm... where am I going Paypay?”

We chuckled and stepped up to her.  Paya just said imperiously, “Follow me little Miss Headstrong.”

We stepped past her, and she looped an arm in mine as we followed the smirking one.  Tabs said behind her other hand to me, “She's talking about you.”

Paya snorted and led the way up the stairs.  We got to the door and knocked, and I couldn't stop my huge smile when we heard the children squealing through the door, “Auntie Kanga!”

I smiled, even more, when I heard Steph's voice scolding, “If you don't move away from the door I can't open it, now can I children?”

The door opened to reveal a thoroughly amused looking Stephanie and the little ones squealed and latched onto my leg.  I leaned down to hug them to me.  “Hello to you too, little roos.”

I heard chuckling from my companions as I got my hugs, and Nat looked over and squealed again.  “Kitty!”

Her brother looked over and beamed, mimicking his sister, “Kitty!”  They launched themselves at the songstress.  She caught them in a hug and then ruffled their hair, saying, “Hey there runts.”

Steph looked surprised then absently kissed me on the cheek, “Hey lady.”  Then she did the same to the other two, chiming out, “Hello Tabs, I didn't know you were coming.”

The copper haired woman said in a maniacal manner as she wiggled her fingers together like she was bunching up invisible fabric into them, “We've come to abscond with the little ones, for a day out while you trudge away serving up caffeinated concoctions to the dehydrated populace.”

Steph's eye twitched as she spoke out of the corner of her mouth to Paya, like she was trying not to startle a wild animal, “Has she been hanging around with Small Fry again?”  They shared a chuckle at what was obviously an inside joke.

Paya gave her a conspiratorial look as she asked, “You ready?  I'll provide alacritous transport in my mechanized conveyance to your current place of employment.”

This prompted a crooked grin from her as she whispered, “Bloody hell, there's another one of them.”  Paya and Tabs grinned like loons.

Steph looked at the little ones as she reached for her coat and brolly as she looked at me, “As before, the contact numbers are on the...”

She squeaked as Paya hauled her out of the flat, saying, “My executive assistant can handle the munchkins.  Let's get you to work so the rest of us can start our day of fun.”

Steph looked back, shooting me a helpless smile as she said to Paya, “I can see myself to work, I'm a big girl, with an Oyster Card and all even.”

They disappeared down the stairs as the ebony haired pixie told her, “You speak as though you have a choice.”

Then Steph caught up with the woman and asked, “Wait, your executive assistant?”

We chuckled and shut the door.  The roos looked excited, and Natalie asked Tabitha, “You're really gonna play with us today Kitty?” The woman looked around the flat as if she were appraising it.

I realized that was exactly what she was doing as she silently nodded to herself in approval.  She was looking at the flat through the eyes of a woman who wanted to make sure people who benefited from her programs received quality flats.  She glanced at the kids as she flopped onto the couch, “I am indeed.”

The little ones ran around aimlessly as they squealed in excitement.  I couldn't stop the giggle that bubbled up through me at their excitement.  Then Nat stopped in front of Tabs and said in all earnestness as she started hopping past, “We're kangaroos.”

Wil was hopping too.

I sat on the overstuffed chair by the couch and cocked an eyebrow at the superstar.  “Kitty?”

She grinned a toothy grin at me and explained, “Steph introduced me to them as Tabby Cat... and well...”  Then she narrowed her eyes and said with accusation in her tone, “You're one to talk.  Auntie Kanga?”

I blushed and shrugged and said to my hands in my lap, “They're my little roos.”  Then I oofed as one of the aforementioned roos hopped into my lap.  I ruffled Wil's hair.  I glanced around and back to the kitchenette.  “Have you had breakfast yet little ones?”

Nat nodded and affirmed, “We hads porridge with maple syrup.”  She rubbed her belly.

I grinned at her as Wil started playing with my mobile, the little pickpocket.  I looked down at him and unlocked the device and cocked my head as he pulled up some sort of game app on it.  How sad was it that a child, who couldn't even read yet, could operate the bloody gadgets better than I could?

Tabby looked around and asked far too innocently, “Didn't you used to have a stuffed toy or two?”

Oh dear lord.  I rolled my eyes at her as the wee ones darted off toward their rooms.  I asked, “You're pure evil, you know that don't you?  We'll have an entire zoo out here in minutes.”

She played innocent as the first handfuls of stuffed animals were dragged out as the children told Tabs each of their names.  The copper eyed Lucifer looked ever so innocent.  I snorted and sat there listening in rapt attention to them as they stacked the animals on me to get another load.

Before long there was a knock at the door as I thought I was going to be crushed under the weight of thirty-two thousand stuffed animals.  Fine, whatever, there was maybe two dozen.  I stood up, causing an avalanche of fluffy bodies to flop onto the floor, causing the little ones to giggle.

I stopped at the door and asked innocently, “Who is it?”

I got a “Smart aleck,” for my teasing.

I opened the door and tossed a small stuffed elephant at Paya.  It bounced off of her yellow ducky gear and fell to the ground, she looked down at it and blinked.  Then just stepped past me and said, “You are an odd one Ange.”  Then she corralled the children in a big bear hug as they giggled.

Then she pulled back and looked at them, saying, “You two don't look ready to go out for a day on the town.”  She turned to me, “What kind of cut-rate assistant did I get.”  She looked at me with an exaggerated grin.

I shook my head and said, “You know I can hurt you, don't you?”  Then I added, “You look ridiculous in that yellow slicker.”

She chuckled as Tabs snorted, then she offerd, “Maybe, maybe not, but I'm dry as a bone.”

Fine whatever, I smiled at her and once again shook my head.  I crouched, “Come on roos, let's get you duckied up.”

Nat took the invitation and vaulted onto my back for a piggyback ride to her room.  Paya took Wil's hand and followed behind. I checked the little bandage on Natalie's arm, then once the squirming munchkins were well outfitted for the drizzly day, we headed out to find Tabby sitting in the chair while the stuffed animals were all arranged neatly in rows on the couch according to size... and color.

I just said in resignation as I grabbed the card key from the counter; I'd not forget that again; “You're both just a couple of odd ducks.”

I knew I shouldn't have said a word as they both said in unison, “Quack.”  Which just started a quack-fest with the little ones.

I checked the children over to assure myself they were watertight and said, “Where to first roos?  This is to be a day of fun.”

They surprised me when they chimed out together, “The eye!”  I chuckled then gulped, it was going to be an expensive day.  Then paused when I realized that with my new pay-scale, it wouldn't even be a blip on the radar.  I had to force myself to breathe, I had somehow stumbled into the job of a lifetime, and I would be helping others who found themselves in the same dire straits I had landed in.  That made me swell with pride.

Tabby chimed out, “One stop first, the Conservatoire to retrieve my bride.  She'd have my hide if I went out for fun without her.”

Paya countered, “More likely you'd have to drag her away kicking and screaming.  I swear she works more than June or Zil.”  Then she added, “Case in point, it is the weekend, and the Conservatoire is closed and is not in need of its headmistress.”

Tabs crinkled her lips to one side of her face as she squinted one eye, saying, “Yeaaaah, she wanted to catch up on things at the school since she's been gone.  I don't think she trusts her mother to keep things in order.  Control freak you know.”  Her tone held nothing but love for the woman she spoke of.

Paya made a surprised squeaking sound and said, “Pot and kettle, Tabs. Pot and kettle..”

The kids and I were just watching the exchange, our heads moving from one woman to the other like we were watching a tennis match.  I said, “Come along roos, they'll eventually catch up.”

That got the women laughing and following behind, everyone grabbing their umbrellas as we headed out to the stairs to start what was going to be a fun day of splashing in puddles.

As we reached the vehicle, Tabby darted in front of me and called, “Shotgun.” I narrowed an eye at her, and she just responded with a grin.  Wench.

I strapped the roos in, Paya handing me the booster seat for Wil from somewhere in the boot.  Then I slipped in beside them.  I felt vindicated as they both started swinging their legs playfully and kicking the back of the passenger seat.

Our first stop was to the McClellan Music Conservatoire.  I have passed by it many times since I came to London.  It is just one of those things I viewed as high society and only dreamed of attending.  I imagined all of the classically trained vocalists that were alumni of such a highly regarded venue.

I had to wonder how Tabitha had met the headmistress here.  I mean, Tabby's punk and underground music background really doesn't seem to be amiable to crossing paths with the classical.  But hey, it's music, and it all comes from the same place deep down inside people.  Her unauthorized biography had some glaring holes in it, like the fact she married a woman, or how they met.

The star hopped out into the drizzling rain, not popping her umbrella and just letting her pixie cut hair get wet as she ran up to the unassuming doors on the brown brick building, sliding inside.  I said, “She seems in an awfully good mood.”

Paya shrugged and said in a warm, matter of fact tone, “She's in love.”

I caught her absently twisting her engagement ring, getting lost in some inner battle.  I wished there was something I could do.

I reached forward, laid a hand on her shoulder and said, maybe without as much confidence as I wanted to project, “Everything will sort itself out fine.  Life has this habit of shaking us around violently then when the dust settles, we rise up to meet any challenges, and are better for it.”

She chuckled and said, “You sound like Mandy.”

Mandy?

She supplied, “June's mum.”

Oh, ok... What!?  That Mandy?  Mandy Fay Harris?  I swallowed at her comparing me to someone like that.  The woman was a bloody legend.  I read an old interview of hers once, she was sort of inspiring.  I came away with the knowledge that our scars make us beautiful.

I thought about her for a moment.  She had hit her own low near the end of her career.  She had been known as the bad girl of rock.  She wore the cliches of sex, drugs, and rock and roll like a cloak of honor.  She hadn't been sober in years before she had June.  Then she sort of reinvented herself and became the queen of emotional rock.

Then I smiled as I remembered that it was that congresswoman from the Americas who had tamed her.  I glanced at Paya, realizing she really did know a few people who were gay like me.  Well maybe not like me, they were all bloody famous.

On that note, two figures came walking hastily out of the Conservatoire.  Tabby was holding the umbrella for a tall woman in a solid purple business suit.  She had a matching wide purple hairband holding her dark hair back and low purple heels.

Paya flipped up the center console in the front, just as I was wondering how we were going to fit everyone in.  I smiled as I realized that there was another seatbelt under it.  The console was the third seat.

Again, Tabitha didn't bother keeping herself dry as she made sure the other woman was dry under the umbrella as she got in.  She scooted over to the center seat and leaned in quickly to give Paya a kiss on the cheek, saying, “Stinker.”

Paya beamed at her, “Wretch.”

Tabby Cat hopped in and shut the door, then shook like a dog, spraying water all over the squealing delight of the children.  Paya offered, “Teri, Angie, Angie, Teresa.”  I offered my hand, and she shook it as her eyes flicked up and down over me, assessing me, categorizing me.

She said with a more upper-class accent than I was expecting, “A pleasure to meet you, Angie.  Paya was babbling about you just yesterday.”

I blushed.  I don't know why.  I just nodded, not knowing how to respond to that.  The other ladies chuckled at my reaction and then the woman's almost stoic and professional demeanor seemed to melt away as a huge smile bloomed on her face when she looked back at the roos.  “Hi, munchkins.  Tabby kidnapped me to have some fun with you today.”

The children seemed to brighten, and Nat said, “We're going to da Eye first Auntie Teri.”

She just beamed a truly happy smile at them as she said, “Grand.  An adventure.”

Before long we were listening to music as Paya drove our merry band toward the London Eye, looming by the Thames.  I was a fly on the wall as Teresa coached the children in technique as they sang  children's songs.  She was a born teacher.

We were getting close to our destination when I caught Paya studying me in the mirror.  Her lips curled into a wicked grin as she put on a Penny Franklin song, ‘Rebirth’, which she knew I loved.  It was the first breakout hit that Penny had released after Leather and Heels was disbanded.  Her new stuff was so moving and still had that hard biting edge that was her signature.

I got pulled into it with the others as we belted out the refrain.  The roos were having a grand time watching us adults make fools of ourselves.  Teri stopped singing and cocked her head then narrowed her eyes in accusation at her wife.  Tabby looked smug as she sang.

Then when the song ended, Paya shut off the stereo and Teri shot her an accusatory look too before she turned to me and said, “Again, the refrain.  Just after 'The waters flowing far below.'”

Huh?  I looked around, and the girls were looking at me expectantly after we crossed over the Waterloo and pulled into a car park just off of Belvedere Road near Jubilee Gardens.  The London Eye looming by the river.  She wanted me to sing?

I nervously opened my mouth and sang a capella.  She stopped me three words in, “No, support it with your diaphragm.  Chin up and don't force it.”

I blinked, and she just said, “Again.”  I swallowed and did as she said.

She smiled and said, “Better.”  Then she looked at the two women on either side of her and said, “You play dirty pool, there is definitely something there.  And here I thought you just wanted to have a day of fun.”  Tabby crinkled her nose and gave the woman a peck on the lips, which just made them both smile.

She turned back to me and said, “I apologize for these two.  They don't have sense enough to apologize for themselves or simply ask.  I have time for you twice a week, Monday and Wednesday,  be at the Conservatoire at two.”

Wha?  I blinked.  Paya said, “I can make do without her for an hour those days.”

What the bloody hell was going on?  Tabitha seemed inordinately pleased and said to me with understanding in her voice, “Just nod and go with it.  I understand your confusion more than you could possibly imagine.”

I nodded, and they all seemed pleased as Teri said, “Grand.”  I then turned to the roos. “Shall we be about it then?”  The little ones squealed with excitement, and I checked their rain gear as I unstrapped them.  We got the brollies ready and stepped out into the light rain to have some fun.





  
 

Chapter 10 – Alice

By the time we returned to the Tennison, we were all exhausted, except for the children, who seemed to have no off switches.  We had done so much and eaten so much junk, I felt silly, like a tourist in my own city.  But it was worth it to see how much the roos lit up with each stop.  The rain was more of a blessing than a curse as there weren't many actual tourists out and we had free range of the city core.

By the time we got out of the London Film Museum, the rain had started picking up again with the frigid wind.  Just what I needed was for the children to catch a cold.  We decided to call it a day, besides, Steph would be getting home soon.  I grinned at the thought of her and caught myself balling my toes up in my shoes.  Stupid crush.

As we rode back to the flat, I checked Nat's arm again.  Tabby noticed and said with humor, “Her arm isn't going to fall off Ange.  It was fine the last hundred times you checked.”

Paya scolded her, “She feels responsible.”

Tabs narrowed her eyes in confusion. “For something that happened at school?”

When nobody said a word, she said as she looked up at the roof of the car, “Save me?”

Teri smirked and said, “He'll not be on your side, lady.  I think it is sweet.”

We hurried the little ones inside the building, and Paya asked, “You go this, Ange?  I gotta get the prissy one back to her school before she melts.”

I nodded.

Teri cocked an eyebrow and gave a crooked smile, “Prissy one?  What does that make you?”

Without missing a beat, Paya said as she offered up a silly grin, “The cute one of course.  Really Teri, please try to keep up.”

Tabby just snorted then winked at me as she headed back out into the elements with the bantering birds.

Paya called out before the door closed, “Back in two shakes, Ange.”

I waved them off.

I turned to look at the roos and was surprised, someone had finally yanked the batteries out of them.  They looked sleepy as Nat rubbed her eyes.  I smiled warmly and squatted as I held my arms out in invitation.  I hoisted each up on either hip and started the long march up the stairs to their flat... on the third floor.  At least I was getting plenty of exercise.  I sighed as Wil put his head on my shoulder as we went.

I had to put Natalie down as I fished the key out of my bag.  Then took her hand and brought them into their room and said to her, “How bout you two get a good nap in before your mum gets home and we can have a nice supper.”

Nat yawned and asked hopefully, “Franks?”  I smiled, she wanted a frank at lunch, but none of the street vendors were open in the rain.

“We'll see,” I said as I laid Wil on his bed and started taking his wellies and slicker off.  I tucked the already sleeping boy under his blankets, then helped the waiting Nat with her rain gear.

She curled in under the blankets and closed her eyes, saying, “Love you Auntie Kanga.”

I paused, feeling warm inside.  I smiled and leaned down to kiss the top of her head, “Love you too, little roo.”

Then I went into the main room and flopped bonelessly onto the couch.  I was damn tired myself.  Funny how having fun feels like a day of hard physical labor.

My eyes fluttered open at a voice whispering in my ear.  When had I nodded off?  I turned to see an overly amused looking Stephanie whispering to me, “Wakey wakey, Ange.”

I grinned.  What a wonderful thing to wake up to.  I sat up a little straighter and said in a quiet voice, “Hi.”

She smiled, her cheek dimpling as she said, “Hi.”  Then she looked toward the children's room with disbelief and amazement on her face.  “You got them to take a nap?”

I nodded with exaggerated pride and said regally, “It seems that running about having fun all day is the secret.”

She just smiled and flopped herself beside me on the couch, and she seemed to relax her weary bones.  She reached over to clasp my hand and said, “Well whatever the reason, you're a miracle worker.  It will give me a moment to catch my breath.”  She just closed her eyes and burrowed her back further into the couch.  I realized I wasn't breathing so I exhaled and tried to breathe normally as I fixated on my hand in hers.

Lamely I asked, “Long day?”

She opened one eye and nodded, saying, “Aren't they just all?  My feet are killing me.”  Before she closed her eyes again and pushed each shoe off with either foot.

She asked, “You didn't feed them full of pudding this time?”

I chuckled as she opened her eyes with a grin on her face.  I assured her holding up my other hand in an oath, “No pudding, though Paya and Tabby kept them filled up on plenty of junk foods.”

She looked amused as she prompted, “Paya and Tabby, huh?”  While she absently played with my hand.

I gave her an evil grin, trying to ignore our contact as I offered, “They aren't here to defend themselves so that would be my story at this time.”  Then I added as she suppressed a chuckle, “Nat wants franks for supper.”

She nodded and winked as she said in a conspiratorial tone, “Of course she does.  They are her favorite food.  I think I've a package in the icebox.”

We both looked over at the door when there was a light knock.  She seemed to steel herself to get up, letting go of my hand and placing both palms on the sofa to push off.  I placed a hand on her arm and said, “You relax.  I got this.  It's just the evil one returning.”

She gave a grateful look and melted back into the couch as I stood and stepped to the door.  I opened it to an innocent-looking yellow ducky.  That was scary, it meant Paya had been up to no good while she was out.  She looked down at her dripping slicker and said, “It's picking up again out there.”

She looked past me to see Steph on the couch waving.  “Ah, that's where you got to.  I dropped by the coffee house to fetch you after I dropped the ladies at the Conservatoire.  You'd already left.”

Stephanie exhaled and chided our freind, “I'm perfectly capable of finding my own way...”  Then added a teasing, “Mum.”  She waved her in as she reasserted, “I am a fully grown woman.”

Paya gave her a beaming smile and gave her that trademark wiggle of her eyebrows, then she said as she started turning back to me, “I've come to collect my assistant.”

I hesitated and looked back at the weary woman on the sofa and said, as I looked at her, “Ummm... I thought I'd stay a bit and help out with supper for the roos.  Let Steph relax a bit.  I can find my own way back home.”  Home... I had a home again.

Steph exhaled in a heavy sigh and said, “Bless you.  And they'd love for you to read some more of Alice with me.  They went on about it just this morning.”

Paya looked supremely pleased with herself as she rocked on her heels and nodded, “Of course... supper and Alice.”  She sort of hop-skipped up to the couch and bent to give Steph a hug, and got rewarded with a kiss on the cheek.

She turned and walked past me with that pleased chipmunk look on her face as she pointed out, “Sunday tomorrow, no work for us.”

I walked her to the door, she used her closed umbrella like a cane, then she turned as I started to close the door and said, “Don't do anything I wouldn't do ladies.”

I blushed and shut the door in her face.  Steph asked, “Is there anything that woman wouldn't do?”

I assured her, “I don't think so.”

We laughed when we heard Paya's muffled voice saying, “I'm just right here ladies, I can hear you.”

In unison, Steph and I said, “We know.”  Then we shared a chuckle at the giggle we got in return.

Stephanie sighed again, she really was beat.  Then she started to say something, but I held up a hand and opened the door, Paya almost fell in, as she was leaning against the door.  I scolded her.  “Off with you wench.”

She grumped, but her grin betrayed her amusement as she turned indignantly and stepped toward the stairs, popping open her brolly and spinning it on her shoulder as she disappeared down the stairwell.

I turned back to Steph after checking that the door latched and she started to get up again, saying, “I best start supper for the wee ones.”

I stepped past her, pushing her shoulder back, causing her to slump back into the cushions.  “You relax, I got this.  I'm not terrible in the kitchen and can fix the basics.”

She tried not to smile as she asked innocently.  “Egg salad?”

I froze and blushed, then looked back at the door.  “Paya!  I'm going to kill that woman.”

She was thoroughly amused at that and defended our mutual friend.  “Don't now.  I pried it out of her this morning on the way to work.  She wouldn't have said, but since I already knew most of it she caved.”

I muttered, “Franks for the roos, burnt toast for you.”  I smiled silently as she chuckled at my back as I went to work preparing franks, macaroni and cheese, and green beans for the troops.





  
 

Chapter 11 – My New Normal

I hadn't had so much fun in a long time as that night.  After the meal, we gathered in the main room to play some games.  When it got late, we retired to the children's room to read more of Alice's Adventures In Wonderland.

Once they were asleep we retired to the couch again, and I wound up with Steph's head in my lap somehow, and me running my fingers through her thick curls as we just talked about everything and nothing.  The more she shared, the more I wanted to know.  She pried information from me, sometimes more than I thought I could share, but it was so easy speaking with her.

I was saddened when I couldn't put it off anymore and rang for a taxi well after midnight.  She walked me to the door and gave me a kiss on my cheek as she said, “Night, Ange.  This was more fun than I've had in ages.  Thank you for how great you are with the munchkins.”

I blushed and looked down at my hands and shrugged as I offered, “They're great, it was truly a pleasure.”

She said in an almost sad tone, “I don't work tomorrow, so won't need you to watch them.”  Then she quickly added, “If Olivia is still on bedrest on Monday I'll ring?”

I nodded and said awkwardly, “Ring anytime.  I'm at your service.”

She nodded, and I stepped out, she watched me go, I know because I looked back to see her looking around her half closed door.  As soon as I disappeared down the stairs, I muttered to myself, “What the bloody hell was that Ange?  I'm at your service?  How lame can I be?”

That's how the phone call came about on Sunday night.  I had been sitting in the pilot house of the Persephone with Captain McCray as he stepped me through the controls for operating the barge.  He had learned that I was made the Master of the Persephone and came over from the lead barge, the Tennessee, to start training me.  Since each barge took to the waterways once every other month to exercise the engines, it was a sort of event for the residents of the Flotilla, and I hadn't had the pleasure of witnessing the spectacle yet.

Captain McCray usually took out one barge at a time because there were only two people who could pilot the crafts, and Paya wasn't always available.  He'd go out with me the first couple times until he was sure I wouldn't sink the Persephone, then release her under my care.

When my mobile buzzed, I held up a finger to the stoic man who looked to be an old ship's hand through and through.  I lit up, and my heart started racing when I saw Stephanie's name blazing on the screen.  I accepted it instantly and tried to keep my excitement from my voice as I said, “Hi, Steph?”

She greeted me then asked sheepishly, “I hate to be a bother like this, but the children are incessant.  They say I'm not doing the voices right in Wonderland like Auntie Kanga does.  Could I impose upon you to hop over for a reading do I can get the little stinkers to sleep?”

I blurted out before I could calm myself, “Of course.  On my way.”  Way to act casual, Ange you, buffoon.  Then I grinned as I belatedly caught her kangaroo reference with 'hop on over.'

I rang off then squinted an eye at Captain McCray.  He exhaled in resignation like a father would to his child and just nudged his head toward the door as he shrugged into his heavy trench coat, which made him look like a modern day pirate.

I said, “I'm terribly sorry.  We can pick this up tomorrow then?”

He just nodded once then stepped out into the rain and headed down to the decks to cross back over to the Tennessee.  I had to grin internally.  He was a man of few words.  A few grumpy words.  But he was a good egg and had an unnatural attachment to these barges.

I'm sure there is a story there, but I haven't learned it yet.  Though I did know, he was a minor partner with Tabby and Paya in the Flotilla Project.

I rang a cab as I stepped back into my cabin and changed into something better suited to seeing Steph and the kids than my grungy sweats.  I had just shrugged into my raincoat when I heard the taxi honk.

I grabbed my umbrella and made my way outside.  I looked at the sky, they were saying we'd most likely see the last of this godforsaken rain by Monday morning.  I was glad, as much as I liked it at first, I was done with it.  I paused a moment and looked across the Flotilla from my vantage point, and I felt an odd warmth, a pride swelling knowing that I was now part of it.  Part of the helping hand we were offering to people who had been given a bum deal.  Giving them a leg up to help them stand on their own again.

I shivered in the chill night, then I rushed down the stairs to the main deck and hopped over to the pier as I hustled to the cab.  I slid into the back seat, smiled at the man, and said, “The Tennison on Portchester if you would please.”

I just watched the city passing by in the window.  I remembered the first day I saw London when I had fled from Manchester.  It was an amazing new world for me, filled with wonder and promise.  Then everything had gone so wrong in such a short period of time, and it became my own personal purgatory, something hostile and uncaring.

Now... now I saw it as home.  I know that is just silly, I've only been here a few months, but I can't see myself being anywhere else.  I whispered to myself, “Home is what you make of it.”

Then I smiled warmly as we pulled up to the Tennison.  I added to myself... “Home is where the people you care about are, your family.”

I paid the man and hustled to the door buzzing the intercom and smiling hugely when a little voice asked, “Auntie Kanga?”

I nodded to myself as I chimed out, “Yes little roo.”

She buzzed me in.  I virtually skipped up the stairs and grinned, my calves have certainly been getting a workout since I met Stephanie.

I raised my hand to knock, and a flustered looking Steph yanked the door open before I could and yanked me inside, saying, “Oh thank the lord.  Get your caboose in here, lady.”

I grinned at the book she was hugging to her bosom in her other hand.

The little ones came streaking in at me like guided missiles, “Auntie Kanga!”  I grinned and hugged them, stripped out of my wet slicker, hung it on a hook by the door and leaned my brolly beside the others in the cane rack.

I barely had time to glance up before I oofed as a book was slapped into my gut.  Steph had an evil grin on her face.  I chuckled out an, “Ok, ok.”  I squinted an eye at the children and said, “Come on roos.  Off to bed with you.”

They latched onto my legs and sat on my feet as I slogged one step at a time toward their room.  Steph looked overly amused as her eyes seemed to sparkle.  She looped an arm in mine and leaned her head on my shoulder and said with a relieved sigh, “This is all your fault you know.  Doing all the voices as we read.  I can't get them to settle because I 'don't do it right'.  Or some other such nonsense.”

I said as I looked over at her while she stared at some fixed point in space, lost in thought, “It's a privilege for me to help out.  You can ring me up anytime.”

We reached their room, and Wil went flying off to his bed, being hoisted by his mum.  I watched distractedly for a moment as she limped over to tuck him in.  Then I looked down at Nat, who was grinning up at me, being silly as she hugged my leg.

I reached down and scooped her up to her giggles and unceremoniously dumped her in her bed.  She bounced a couple times then snuggled under the covers.  I tucked her in and paused to check her arm.

Then I sat at the foot of her bed, Steph joining me, and I asked, “So what should we read?”

This got us a chorus of “Alice,” from one bed and, “Awice,” from the other.

I grinned between the children with their eyes wide, and their mother who was just cocking her head at me and smiling as she watched my interaction with the little ones.

I nodded firmly once and said as I opened the book to the marked page, “Then it's off to Wonderland.”  With that, Stephanie and I began to read.  I just basked in the warmth of her body close to mine, our legs touching.  She absently laid a hand on my leg as she leaned in over the book to read her parts.  Her facial ticks bringing her dimple out to play.  I swear she noticed my attention, and she smiled coyly.

Once the roos were sound asleep, I moved the little red fabric bookmark, closed the book quietly and smiled at a job well done.  Steph tugged me up and dragged me out to the couch, guiding me to sit.  She took the book and set it on the coffee table then went to the kitchen.

I noted her little limp was more pronounced.  I have been observing that it got that way by the end of the day, and I was sure that her having a job that kept her on her feet all day wasn't making things easier.

She returned with two half glasses of red wine, and she cuddled in beside me, handing me one glass and sipped from the other.  She held the cup in both hands as she leaned into me and asked, “Where did we leave off last?”

I looked down at her and smiled.  She looked so... comfortable?  Her eyes closed as I almost asked, “My coming out?”

She nodded, opened her eyes and took another sip of wine before stretching her arm out to place the glass on the table.

She turned her full attention on me.  I swallowed.  Why was I telling her all my deepest fears and dreams?  She gave an encouraging smile.  Oh... that's why.  I smiled back, took a swallow of wine and placed the glass next to hers before settling back on the couch and telling her the details of the most trying times of my life, and feeling no shame in it.

When I awoke on that couch with her running her fingers through my hair and a thoughtful look on her face I almost sat bolt upright.  But I was held in place by the seductive feel of her touch.  She smiled hugely when I opened my eyes and said, “There you are.  I was about to wake you.  I have to rouse the munchkins and get myself ready for work.  Olivia says she is feeling better and should be able to start back tomorrow.”

I blinked and looked around.  “I fell asleep.”

She chuckled out with genuine mirth, “Very observant, you should be a detective.”

I grinned at her. “No need to get cheeky now.”

She disagreed with a, “There is always a need to get cheeky.”  Then she tilted her head in a way that just melted me as she started to ask, “So, I was wondering...”  She flicked her eyes toward the children's room.

I bit back a laugh and nodded, then assured her, “I'll have to check in with the evil one, but I'm sure she'd be amiable enough to loaning me out for one more day.”

She grinned in triumph and leaned over to kiss my cheek as she said cutely, “You're an angel.”

I watched her as she hopped up from the couch and grabbed the empty wine glasses to bring them to the kitchen sink.

I shook my head and scolded, “Don't be smug woman.  You'll abuse your adorableness one too often.  One day it won't work.”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me, and I moaned out, “Bloody hell.”  I was beaming inside at the sound of her giggle.  I was all bluster, I knew it would work each and every time she used it on me.

I froze.  Wait a minute.  Were we flirting with each other?  She was... straight wasn't she?  I mean she had had a husband.  A sodding wanker of a husband, but a man all the same, who she had children with.  I had to be mistaken.

I sighed in confusion then fished out my mobile.  It was already eight, Paya would be at the Flotilla soon to lay out the day for us.  I rang her up.  She answered after the first ring, “Jerry's Road Kill Grill.”

I had to stop myself when I almost said, “Hiya Paya like Tabby did.”  It is funny how quickly you can pick up on things when it is people you genuinely like and see as friends.  I was able to make it a, “Hi Paya.”

She asked in her chirpy manner that made me wonder if she ever got tired, “What up Muscles?  I'll be there a few minutes early today, I've bagels.”

I grinned.  She was always feeding me and everyone around her.  It was almost like she were afraid we'd starve if she didn't.  I thought about that for a moment and realized that it may be closer to the truth than I was comfortable with, from what I have gleaned from snippets of conversations about Tabby.

It fit with Paya's personality, and I felt for the woman, knowing that it was her own emotional scars prompting the action whether she was aware of it or not.

I said as I squinted an eye, “So, Steph's sitter is out til tomorrow, and I was wondering...”

She cut me off, “Of course.  I can suffer one more day without my girl Friday.  I'll be there in a flash to give you a lift.”

I blushed and didn't know why, the burn was heading down my cheeks and neck as I said, “Ermm, I'm sort of already here?”

She started, “Already...”  Then she blurted, “Ohhhh.”  Drawing it out in a knowing manner.

I growled out, “It's not like that, you dirty bird.”

I could imagine her nodding with her sly grin as she replied, “Whatever you say, Ange.  Then I'll see you tomorrow.”

She rang off before I could respond and I just glared at the mobile since I couldn't glare at her.  Then I looked up to Steph as she was drying the glasses she had just washed.  “She thinks...”

She waved me off saying with humor in her voice, “She can think anything she wants.”  Then she dismissed the conversation by adding, “Could you?  I'm running late getting ready for work because I didn't want to wake you.  You looked so peaceful without that strain you always have creasing your brow.”

I had strain creasing my brow?  I realized my brow was creased and let it relax.  Huh.  Then I hopped up and said, “Of course.”  I strode to the children's door and said in a singsong tone, “I wonder if there are any roos about in here.  I was rewarded with giggles that turned into playful screams as I stepped in, growling like a bear.

It wasn't until late that night, after reading them to sleep, that I grudgingly retired back to the Flotilla.  After of course Steph and I curled onto the couch, and I listened to her tell me of the joys and shames of her life.  It seemed we were getting into the pattern of alternating between sharing secrets about ourselves with each meeting.

When the taxi dropped me at the Flotilla that night, there was a large black SUV, which was identical to Paya's sitting in one of the reserved spaces with a giant red bow and ribbon on it.  I stared at it all the way into my cabin on the Persephone.

There was a key and a note on the conference table.  I picked them up and read the loopy writing that was one of Paya's trademarks.  “Your company car is in the car park, this should make it easier for you to do my evil bidding.  -Paya”

I chuckled at the note then smiled at the keys.  I had never owned a motor vehicle before.  I had just got my license when the shit hit the fan at home.  It was the last thing I had done for me, before my family turned on me. 

Then my smile faded as doubt crept in.  That SUV out there was a monster, would I be able to navigate in it?

***

Paya worked me double-time the next day to make up for what she called my slacking.  But I knew the truth, that she was more than happy to lend me to Steph any time she rang.

I dove on my mobile that night when it rang, I barely glanced at Steph's name on the screen when I answered, “On my way.”

I caught her giggle as I rang off and juggled the keys I already had in my hand, hoping for her call.

That was my new normal after that.  A hard and satisfying day's work followed by a relaxing night sharing supper and reading the roos to sleep each night.  And two days a week I found myself in surreal voice lessons with Teri.  Tabby often dropping by to listen.  I've no clue what those birds are about.

As the weeks progressed, I found myself waking on the couch with Stephanie curled into me more often than not.  And the minx was definitely flirting with me now unless I was completely daft and off the mark.  Though surely it was just all play.

I found myself feeling genuinely happy and noted that the permanent crease in my forehead was gone more often than there when she was around.

That brought us to the night of her slip.  We had just finished our fizzy drinks; no wine since I was driving now; and stood and stretched.  She held my hand as I made my way to the door and bundled up against the cold.

It had been another night of discovery as we shared our dreams of the future with each other.  Every night was a different topic that brought us that much closer together.  I shrugged into my heavy coat and wiggled my eyebrows at her as I said, “Unto the breach.”

She grinned and rolled her eyes at my drama as she said, “See you tomorrow.  The munchkins want us to read Peter Pan.”

I nodded, “Of course.”  Then I froze as she leaned in for her customary peck on the cheek which had been seeming more tender recently.  But this time, I found her lips on mine.  It was over as quickly as it had happened.  I virtually stumbled out the door in my happy daze, and she shut it behind me like she hadn't noticed.

It was when I was getting dizzy that I realized I hadn't been breathing.  I exhaled and took a breath.  I smiled to myself and rationalized, it was just reflex from years of marriage, and she'll realize what she did and apologize later.  I secretly wished it hadn't been a slip.

But the next few days followed the same pattern, and I longed for our goodnights.  Being the coward I am, I never asked nor brought the subject up.  She was always holding my hand and always gave me a goodnight kiss that seemed to linger longer and longer each night.

We were half way through Peter Pan, the roos sitting and dozing in each of our laps one evening when Paya rang.  I answered in my best approximation of Tabby's voice, “Hiya, Paya!”

I had to smile at her titter on the other end before she said, “You keep missing Thursday Night, Tabs says she'd love to see you there this time.”

I sighed, we had this conversation before, I said, “I've important business tomorrow night.”

She said loud enough for Steph to overhear to my extreme embarrassment, “You can get nookie any night woman.”

I spluttered, “I... she... I'm reading to the roos.”

She said in a sage tone, “Is that what they are calling it these days?”

I squeaked trying to defend myself but failed miserably as I sat back with a burning blush on my cheeks and Stephanie started chuckling in pure amusement.  I scrunched my nose at her and said, “Oh shush you.  You know what she's thinking.”  She feigned innocence with a shrug.  I had to smile at her, it was hardwired into my DNA at that point.

Paya chimed out, “Then bring yer girl and the little ones.  June and Vannie would love to have them over at Tabby's Water Witch.”

Then before I could protest, she said, “See you after you sink the Persephone then.”  And she rung off.

I blanched.  That's right, tomorrow was the day the Flotilla took to the waterways, and Captain  McCray was going to make me pilot the barge under his watchful eye.  In other words, so that he could step in if I were about to do as Paya said and sink the Persephone.

A warm and reassuring hand was on my arm, and the object of my affection said with surety in her voice, “You'll be brill.  If not, remember to wear your life preserver.”

I snorted and said, “Smartarse...”  Then looked at the sleepy children and quickly rephrased, “Smart butt.”

She rolled her eyes.  I was such a bad influence on the roos.  Just yesterday we caught Natalie saying, “Bloody hell,” for the first time.  I wanted to crawl into a hole somewhere, but Steph just chuckled at my reaction.

She sighed as we tucked the children in and closed the book.  I kissed each goodnight on the forehead and melted a little inside when Nat said, “G'night Auntie Kanga.  Love you.”

I whispered into the air, “I love you too little roos.”

Steph dragged me into the main room and sighed in resignation as she said, “I guess that means you'll be heading out already, you've a big day tomorrow as the Master of the Persephone.”

I nodded reluctantly, and she just hugged my arm as I went to collect my coat from the hook by the door.  I said, “You heard the evil one?”

She nodded with an impish grin and I shook my head at her playfulness and asked, “You'll come?”  I added, “She's been trying to get me to this Thursday Night thing for weeks.  I think it is like some sort of shindig they throw each week.”

She burst out in a giggle and cocked an eyebrow as she asked, “Shindig?”

I tried to hide my returning smile and said, “Shut up.”

She nodded and giggled into my lips as she kissed me while she opened the door, “We'd be delighted to be your dates.”

Then she shoved me out the door.  I blinked. “Dates?”  I savored the warmth that always spread through me at her touch and felt the buzz of our kiss tingling down to my toes.  I smiled and skipped down the corridor to the stairs.  What a spectacularly awesome night it was indeed.





  
 

Chapter 12 – Thursday Night

I was virtually yelling at Captain McCray, as Paya was almost doubled over in laughter, “Bloody Hell, I'm going to slam us into the pier, do something, man!”

I glanced over at the hysterically giggling Indian woman and hissed, “I will hurt you, woman!”

The captain was shaking his head and laid a hand on the white knuckles I had clenched around the throttle lever in a death grip as I steered the non-graceful barge toward our doom at the Flotilla pier.  He said as he pushed my hand and the lever forward just a tiny bit more, giving us more speed, “Just as we talked about when you shadowed me on the other exercise outings today... Treat her like a lover, just coax her a bit and she'll do the rest.  You're doing fine.”

I asked the man, “Do your encounters with your lovers all end in screaming and fiery deaths?”

The bloke actually looked amused, and Paya burst into another uncontrollable bout of laughter, holding her gut.  I looked slightly away from the pier and squinted my eye as we came screaming into the Persephone's slip and... didn't slam into the dock.

We bumped it gently, like a whispering kiss.  Ok, so maybe we weren't going as bat out of hell as I thought.  And fine, maybe I had taken an inordinate amount of time slowing us down and tiptoeing the barge up to the dock.  It was still terrifying to me.  But after we touched, I was filled with an elated feeling of triumph as I slammed the throttle to the center, cutting the powerful diesel engine.

I shouted out the window, “Mooring lines!”  And watched as some of the residents hopped to the pier and secured the ropes to the big metal bollards, then the gangplank and railing were lowered.  We'd docked, not died as I had predicted.

I turned to look up at a smug looking Captain McCray, and I said, “That was brilliant!  Let's do it again.”

I was worried Paya was going to pass out from lack of oxygen to her brain as she started another giggle fest.  I kicked a foot out to knock the chair out from under her, and she fell to the desk.  I gave her an evil grin as she tried to compose herself.  I said, “It's not that bloody funny.”

She nodded and gasped out as she stood, “Yes.  It is.  Your face... the panic...”

I nodded. “Yes yes, all very amusing.  I hate you.”

She nodded back. “I love you too Ange.”

I went through the mooring checklist as I tried not to smile at the pixie.  The Captain then took the checklist clipboard from me, signed off and without so much as a good day, stepped out of the pilot's house and headed back to his Tennessee.

I finally grinned at Paya and said with excitement in my voice, “I piloted the Persephone.”

She nodded. “Yes, I was there.  You did a brill job.  McCray is over the moon that he'll have a second pilot for the Flotilla now, it will speed up exercise days, having two barges out at once.  I think he'll just shadow you one last time before letting you solo.”

I tilted my head. “Why don't you take one out?  I've heard you can pilot these whales.”

She shrugged and said, “Always had too much work to do.”

I countered, “And now, you have me.”

She nodded at that, forehead creased in thought, then she smiled, “You're right of course.  We can have ourselves a convoy on the Thames then.  I'll let the captain know.”

I smiled.  That would be a sight to see.  Three of these massive barges at a time, with essentially floating condos on them, casting their wakes in the Thames with all of London looking on.

I glanced at the time as the sun hung low on the horizon.  It had been a hectic day.  First, we hammered out details for my outreach program, I was stoked just knowing that it was coming to fruition and that Paya and Tabby were treating it as something as important as I believed it was.  Then we joined the captain to start the process of taking each barge out into the waterways.

As exciting as all that was, I was still more excited that I was going to see Steph and the roos in a bit.  I so looked forward to our nights, though they most likely meant more to me than Stephanie.  I hesitated at that thought.  The exasperating woman was such a confusing contradiction to me.  Half the time I swear she was flirting with me, and our kisses felt way more than platonic to me.

I said to Paya, “I have to pick up Steph and the little ones for this Thursday Night thingy.  I'll see you there?”

She nodded with a smug smile on her face.  I'd think she was teasing me if that wasn't her default look, which was frustrating in itself because it always looked so cute on the manky bint.  Then I paused and asked before I went out to check the mooring lines; I felt responsible for the Persephone now, she was my girl;  “So is this like a casual thing or do I need to look like you.”

She looked down at her typical posh outfit and asked as if wounded, “What's wrong with this?”

I chuckled and said, “You always look like you're ready to model for a fashion cover at any moment.”

She stuck her tongue out and said, “June and Jen have infected me with their love for fine clothing, you can blame them.”  Then she shrugged. “Thursday Night is about as casual as things go.”

She followed me out and down to the deck as I checked to see that the mooring lines were properly secured.  I asked absently, “Harry coming?”

I knew it was the wrong thing to ask immediately as she absently started twisting her engagement ring absently on her finger.  The friction had been building in recent days as his company started putting more pressure on him to move to France so he was more accessible to them.

She just nodded and gave me a weak smile.  I laid a hand on her arm and gave a reassuring squeeze.  “Things will work out as they ought.”

She nodded, patted my hand and then straightened, letting her insecurities wash away like water off a duck's back.  “See you tonight then.”

I watched her deftly hop to the pier instead of using the gangplank and then I turned and headed back up to my cabin.  Letting my worry for the woman who had saved me, froth in the corners of my mind.  I wished there was something I could do to help, but of course, there wasn't, and I hated feeling helpless when people I loved were in emotional turmoil.

I smiled at the thought.  Yes, I loved the sneaky lady, she was like the big sister that everyone wished they had.  She was part of my new family.  A family that was seeming to grow and flourish.  Steph, the roos, and even Tabby and Teri were part of it.  Captain McCray was the grumpy uncle of few words in our group.

I threw on some casual clothes, opting for some dark slacks and a cream blouse that Paya had given me because it was too big for her.  I realized my wardrobe had grown exponentially with her around and had moved more toward the upscale side.  She was fairly odd when shopping, she'd always grab things off the rack in her size that caught her attention, without trying them on.

Every manufacturer's sizes vary.  One benefit is that when she finally tries them on at home if they are too loose on her small frame, they seemed to make their way into my cabin since I am taller and a little more... pronounced in the chest than my fearless leader.

I smoothed the light material to my sides as I looked at the woman in the mirror, Running my fingers through my honey blonde hair.  I shrugged.  I guess she'll just have to do.  I absently wondered what Steph's type was.  It hit me that I haven't even seen a single photograph of her ex.  She's probably the chiseled jaw, five o'clock shadow kind of gal.

I sighed and pulled out my mobile as I head to the door to put on my heavier jacket, the black one which Steph liked, since it was already getting a bit nippy out.  On the first ring, she answered in a cheery tone, “Hey, Kanga.”

I chuckled out a, “Not you too.”

She countered, “What?  I think it's adorable.”

I blushed and spoke through my smile, “Be there in ten.  The roos bundled up?  It's going to be a cold one tonight.”

She said in an amused tone, “Yes, mum.”  Then added, “Should I take snacks for the car or will there be food at this gathering?  I didn't have time to fix supper since I just got home.”

I wasn't sure and passed that along, then I stepped outside, shutting the cabin door behind me.  I had an odd thought, that the door had never been locked.  I wondered if there was even a key for it.  It showed just how amazing the Flotilla really was, with everyone looking out for us that we didn't feel the need to lock up.  All the other cabins had self-locking doors to protect our residents.

I said, “See you in two shakes.”

I swear I heard the smile in her tone as she said, “Ta.”

I echoed, “Ta.”  Then rang off.  I was excited to see her again.  How pathetic was I?  My heart always raced at the thought of seeing her.  I felt like a lovesick schoolgirl.

When I arrived, I buzzed myself in with the spare keycard Steph got for me, and when I stepped up to the flat door, I knocked in a shave and a haircut pattern.  I grinned at the squealing that it incited on the other side.  The door opened, and I saw a grinning Steph holding an upside down Wil, who had only one shoe on.

She gave me a peck on the lips in greeting and shoved her squirming package into my arms.  “See if you can do something with this.  I need my jacket.”

I nodded and threw a giggling Wil up over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes while Nat closed the door behind me.  “Come on big guy, let's find your other shoe.”  I looked around, and it was apparent the conundrum, the other shoe was nowhere to be seen.

We went into their room and started hunting.  Natalie was unusually quiet, and I paused and turned dramatically and cocked an eyebrow at her.  This caused a giggle fit from the little one who was acting far too innocent.  I asked in an expectant tone, “Nat, is there something you'd like to share with the class?”

She finally broke and said between chuckles, “His feet are stinky so his shoe went home.”

She kept glancing at their rows of stuffed animals.  I said, “Ah ha!”  As I unceremoniously dropped Wil on his bed and stepped over and took his missing shoe off the head of their stuffed skunk.

Both the roos were bouncing on his bed when I turned back.  I smiled and growled like a tiger to their giggling delight, then I sat on the bed and patted my lap.  Wil climbed aboard, and I put his shoe on, tying the laces, then I examined their coats to check they were properly zipped.

I turned to look at what had Nat's attention, to see Stephanie just leaning against the door frame with the warmest smile and most thoughtful look on her face.  I smiled, she looked great in her jeans and her puffy jacket.  I asked, feeling self conscious suddenly, “What?”

She shook her head and just held her hand out toward me expectantly.  “Nothing, we better get a move on.”

I stood, hoisting Wil onto my hip and took her offered hand.  She led me out, and Natalie grabbed a belt loop on my hip and we walked to the door and out to the corridor like a family.  I had this odd feeling that I hadn't felt in a long time.  I felt... loved.

Once we were all strapped in and on the road, singing like fools to the music over the radio, I navigated us to the little marina where the Water Witch was moored.  I had dropped Tabby off there once when she hitched a ride with me from the Conservatoire where Teri had been putting me through vocal torture.

The Water Witch was a sight to see.  The biggest houseboat I had ever laid eyes on, with one wall constructed of huge glass panes to give the optimal view of the river and the London skyline.  It was pretty close to the size of the Persephone herself, yet only Tabitha and Teresa lived on her.  There was a huge upper deck that was ideal for gatherings.

As we pulled into the marina car park, which was overly crowded for some unknown reason until I glanced at the Water Witch and saw one of the aforementioned gatherings on her upper deck.  I blinked.  There had to be at least thirty or forty people milling about up there.  Just what the bloody hell was this Thursday Night thing?

I glanced around before shutting the engine off.  It seemed people lined the other boats in the marina, and there were some people gathered on the docks in front of the little marina office with folding chairs.  Alrighty then.  I looked over at a smug looking Stephanie then squinted at her and asked, “You know what tomfoolery is afoot here don't you?  You've been to one of these Thursday Night things?”

She nodded and Nat said from the back as she struggled to get out of her seatbelt, “Everyone's been to a Thursday Night.”  I could hear the implied, “Duh,” in her tone as Steph nodded and snickered.

Steph opened her door and slid out saying, “Just hush, and you'll get to experience it yourself.  I'd hate to ruin the surprise of it all.  Paya brought me and the munchkins to one of these a few weeks before you surfaced.”

I sighed, the evil bird wasn't going to clue me in it seemed.  I hopped out and retrieved Nat, who I slung up onto my shoulders while Steph carried Wil on her hip.  We naturally gravitated together, and she absently clasped hands with me and started leading us to the crowded houseboat.  A huge part of me sighed inside, and I felt a weight chased from my mind with her at my side.

As we reached the aluminum gangplank, someone above us squeaked.  I glanced up, and there was a breathtaking goth woman looking down at us, with raven black hair and lips.  She blurted out behind her, “The babies are here again!”  Then down to us, she said, “Get up here ladies.”

Steph just stepped right up onto the deck of the boat with me in tow, and she released my hand a moment and without any hesitation, slid open a door and step inside.  Then reclaimed my hand for her very own once we stepped in, the door sliding back in place on its own.  I gave our hands a glancing smile. Who the heck was I to complain, I just wish she'd stop sending all these mixed messages that were twisting me up inside.

I glanced at her and wondered how it was possible that just the sight of a person could make your chest ache.  She was a walking heartbreak.

Two ladies were at the kitchen by a stairway that led up.  One was wearing a black hoodie with the hood down to reveal a cute woman in her late twenties or early thirties.  The other, whom she was grinning at as she poured some fizzy drinks into glasses, was positively glowing.  And quite pregnant.

I swallowed and added, and quite famous.

I stood there blinking at J8.  Bloody hell!  I didn't know she was pregnant, she had dropped off the music scene a few months back, which had everyone speculating since she had released a single a week for almost a decade now and it all just stopped.  She was... pregnant?

Before I could find my voice, the goth woman from above came quickly down the stairs with an immaculately dressed woman who looked as if she had just stepped out of a fashion magazine.  Natalie was squirming in excitement so I let her down as Steph set Wil down.  They squealed as the goth crouched and opened her arms wide.

Nat was giggling, “Auntie Zilrita.”  And Wil echoed, “Anie Zwiria.”

She scooped them up in a bearhug and just let their feet dangle off the ground as the other woman covered her mouth to hide her big smile.

I was sort of overwhelmed with all the action just standing dumbly as the children were released and the goth woman, this Zilrita, pulled Steph into a bear hug too.  I felt oddly jealous, and that cleared my head as Tabby and Teri came downstairs, Tabs asking with a chuckle, “What's all the racket?”

As everyone sort of gathered around us, she said, “Oh great, you made it.”

June Harris-West spoke in the American accent I had grown up listening to on the radio, “Hi Dimples, who's yer friend?”  They hugged over her huge belly.  Then she bent over, a hand on her back then hugged the roos as the other woman kept a hand protectively on June's shoulder the whole time.

Then June stood back up with effort, Stephanie smiled at everyone and said to me, “Ange, this is June, Vanessa, Jen...”  Then she waved airily at the goth, “And the hug-drunk bat there is Zil.”

Then she looked at everyone and said, “This is Angie Wells, my girlfriend.”

I stopped breathing and just blinked, I was peripherally aware that the Zil woman had engulfed me in a hug as I stared at Steph, who didn't break eye contact with me as if she were daring me to say something... anything.

I think someone was saying they were pleased to meet me.  I might have been June.  I kept my attention on Stephanie, who's eye was ticking quickly just then.  I knew it did that when she was nervous or stressed.

My mouth finally caught up with my mind, and I asked in a wavering voice, my body almost shaking in... fear?  Hope?  “I'm your... girlfriend?”

She nodded and said almost in a dare, “Do you have a problem with that?”

Ummm.... I shook my head and said quietly, not trusting my voice as my whole body felt numb, “No?”

She nodded once and dismissed it with, “Good.  We'd be old and grey if I had to wait for you to make the first move.  Even with all my advances and invitations.  And honestly, I got tired of waiting.”  Then she added with a softer tone, “And the children love you to death.”

The other women were chuckling at me as I started heating up from my core, a new warmth spreading through me as she grasped my hand again.

I heard a familiar giggle from behind and Paya said, “You done broke her.  Now where am I going to find another assistant?”

This broke me out of my stunned shock, and I turned and pointed at the far too smug looking ebony haired woman.  “I will hurt you.”

She grabbed my finger and shook it, “Hello to you too stinker.  Glad you could make it.”  Then she stepped past me and into one of those bear hugs from Zilrita.

The Goth said, “And now it's a party, Paya is in the house.”

June looked over at Paya as she was finally released from the hug, “This the one you and Tabby are babbling about?”

My boss shaped friend nodded.  “The one and only, you have to...”

She was cut off by the other woman, what was her name?  Vanessa?  “Thursday Night.”  She said in a commanding tone.

June sighed and smiled at her, patting her hand which was still on her shoulder.  “Right you are.  No business until afterward everyone.” They all nodded and grabbed drinks, supplying the little ones with juice boxes and headed upstairs.

I whispered as I watched the very pregnant June waddle up the stairs, grinning at the fact that a superstar waddled like a normal pregnant person,  “After what?”

She said as she grabbed my hand and pulled it around her waist for me as we followed the children, who were absconded by Zilrita and Jen, up the stairs, “Shush, you'll see.  I'll not spoil it and ruin your first impressions.”

I exhaled in frustration then asked, “What business?”

She shrugged and kissed me to shut me up.  I was suitably on cloud nine by the time we reached the top deck through a hatch and then stutter-stepped when I saw Abigail Addison and her service dog, Sir Percival.  My eyes swam around the deck to see a virtual who's who of the London music scene.  Most of the famous singers that had signed with London Harmony were present.  Had I just stepped into the twilight zone?

I heard a sweet chuckle as Stephanie reached up and pushed my chin up.  “Your mouth is hanging open, love.”  Then she whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “You'll get used to it.  Your boss and our mutual friend Paya lives in a completely different world and travels in different circles than us mere mortals.”

I nodded and in a whisper of my normal tone, “I... can see that.”

June spoke loudly, “Everyone, Angie, Steph's squeeze.  Angie, everyone.  No time for proper intros yet, Nessie wants to get things rolling.”

There was a murmur of greeting from everyone as they all seemed to go into motion, slipping into the rows of outdoor furniture that littered the large space.

I looked around in acknowledgement then I froze when my eyes passed by Paya.  I narrowed my eyes when I saw an important detail missing from her hand.  Where her prominent engagement ring had been, there was nothing but the indentation where the ring had formerly been.  She had just been wearing it on the Persephone so this had just occurred.

She caught my scrutiny and looked down at her hand and then stuffed it into her pocket and shook her head at me in a pleading gesture.  Right.  Now wasn't the time.  My heart went out to the woman.  She had known that this day was coming but it just didn't seem fair to me.  She did so much for other people and she deserved to be happy.

I gave her a look to let her know that we would be talking about this later.  If she needed me, I would be there for her like she had been for me.  But oddly, like her, I didn't harbor any bad feelings for Harry.  As she had said, he was a wonderful man, but their dreams just were not compatible anymore and it wouldn't be fair for either of them to sacrifice their dreams for the other.

The smile she was keeping on her face was just a mask, so others wouldn't know that something heartbreaking had just occurred to the woman.  I noted Steph had caught our exchange and I saw a sad shadow pass across her face.  She sighed in exasperation.  I knew she was going through the same thought process which I just had.

Steph smiled apologetically at Paya, and then dragged me to one of the wicker love seats.

We sat, and she pulled a heavy blanket off a stack on a table beside us.  The roos seemed to materialize from the ether and climbed up on us.  I was still trying to figure out what was going on but then didn't care as soon as Steph laid her head on my shoulder while the roos cuddled in under our blanket with us.

I whispered to my obsession, curiosity killing me, “What's...”

She cut me off with a, “Shhh.”

Then I looked down at Nat, who was staring across the docks.  I followed her gaze as I started to whisper to the roo, “What...”

Natalie mimed her mother, a little finger to her lips, “Shhh.”

I sighed and surrendered and looked out over the docks to the marina office and noticed a huge white screen stretched between some posts over it.  I was about to ask again when I heard an old film projector click to life somewhere below us on the dock, and the screen lit up.

A classic black and white musical sprang to life, and I smiled in wonder and looked around to all of these famous people just staring at the screen with rapt attention.  This was like one huge living room with family gathered around the telly to share an experience as only family could, and I smiled at the thought since that was exactly how it felt at that moment.

I noticed that Steph was just smiling at me and watching my reaction to it all.  Then she snuggled in and said quietly, “Thursday Night.”  I nodded, kissed the top of her head and then pulled Nat closer to us and settled in to watch.

I noted that Paya was curled in on another wicker couch, being comforted by a concerned looking Tabby and her wife.  Good.  She needed someone just then.

That was the most surrealistic and amazing experience of my life.  A little voice in my head was repeating over and over, I'm Stephanie's girlfriend.  I hoped I wouldn't disappoint her since, though I knew I was lesbian, I had never gone out with anyone before.  I was terrified that I'd mess everything up.

That though washed away with a wave of warmth when she sighed into me.  Everything was just perfect when she was around, so how could I possibly mess it up?





  
 

Chapter 13 – A Little Business

When the film ended, everyone applauded, not just from the Water Witch, but from all around us.  That reminded me about the others we saw lining the other boats and on the shore.  This was obviously a major tradition for the little marina community.

I smiled down at the roos, snuggled into Steph and me, sound asleep.  I whispered to my... to my girlfriend.  I can say that now, right?  Girlfriend?  “They do this every week?”

She just nodded and found something better for us to be doing than talking.  She tipped her head up and kissed me gently, lingering for five long heartbeats.  I swear I heard my soul sigh.

She blushed and whispered, “You'll have to guide me through all of this, I'm sort of new to this being with a woman thing.”

Then I bit my lower lip and furrowed my brow and admitted, “I'm new to this too.”

She pulled back a bit with confusion on her face.  “But, you said you were lesbian.”

I was blushing hard as I looked anywhere but her face as I confessed, “Just because I'm lesbian doesn't mean I have... well... experience.  I mean.  I've not had much dating experience.  Or any I suppose.”

She barked out a sound halfway between surprise and amusement and covered her mouth when we saw people around us turn to the noise.  She put her mouth next to my ear, her hot breath causing gooseflesh to race down my skin as she asked, “So you're... a virgin?”

I was ready to die of complete and utter embarrassment, but J8 came to my rescue by stepping up with a small entourage.  Vanessa, Paya, Tabby, and Teri were all in tow behind her as she spoke to Tabby, “Now that the movie is over, on to business.”  She patted her wife's hand which was in her other hand, then asked Tabby and Teri, “You're sure?”

Tabs was grinning and nodding as June stopped in front of us.  We sat up, repositioning our precious sleeping bundles on the wicker sofa.  What was going on?

I started to ask but stopped as June said, “Alright then, let's hear what you got.”

In my truly articulate and poised manner, I asked, “Huh?”  I swear I needed a playbook when hanging out with Paya and the rest of the frustrating women.

Tabby stepped beside June and wiggled her eyebrows at me, the little copper top's signature expression when she was being playful, and she just started singing.  All of the commotion on the deck stopped as everyone quieted and turned to the star as she sang one of her hits, ‘Against the Current,' in a flawless a capella.  She kept nudging her chin at me.

Paya looked like she was about to fall over she was leaning so far toward Tabby Cat, nudging her own chin at her, prompting me.  What?  They wanted me to sing?  In front of all these famous people?

Abigail started thumping a hand solidly into a seat cushion and added pips and harmonic accents to the piece with her own voice.  Slowly others lent their support, turning it into a vocal orchestra to the amazing impromptu performance Tabby was giving.

Teri looked at me from beside her woman and crossed her arms expectantly.  I knew that look.  It was the same look she gave when she thought I wasn't applying myself to the vocal lessons which she still hadn't explained why she was giving me.

What did everyone know that I didn't?  Was this some sort of initiation into Thursday Night?  Was it some sort of musical cult we had stepped into?  I chuckled inwardly at a line I had heard sometime in my past but couldn't quite place the reference, “You must sing for your dinner.”

I glanced at Steph, who just shrugged, she seemed to be just as clueless as me, at least that was a little reassuring, knowing I wasn't the only one in the dark.  But she smiled and swayed to the music.  She nudged her shoulder into mine so I exhaled.  If my girl wanted me to sing, I would sing.

I slid into harmony with Tabby, lending backup to her flawless tone.  I picked strategic places to shore up the melody and give it power and accent.  Teri was making subtle hand motions under her chest, and I straightened, lending my voice more support from my diaphragm.

Tabs held a hand out, and I took it, shrugging at my girl and slid out from under the blanket to stand.  Steph covered the roos and just looked up at me with eyes glittering with a glee I hadn't seen from her yet that just made my heart soar higher with the music.

And I got lost in the song.  Tabby Cat seemed to be able to shine a spotlight on all of our inner insecurities, and with her words, get to the raw emotion of it all.  We spiraled around the core of the message and lifted it higher and higher with our voices, holding it up for all to see.  She could reach impossible highs which I harmonized with in a lower register.

Then all of life's insecurities were washed away through the music as the current of it stripped them away to leave the core of our beings exposed to the world, shining like a beacon.  Bloody hell I loved this song.  I finally got it, its message.  It was about finding that one thing that can complete us all.  Love.

We finished on a restrained note.  I held mine low and steady to support her's, as she trilled in an almost delicate syncopation that made it a haunting end to a beautiful piece.  I wiped a tear from my eye as we sat in silence.

I looked around to all the people just looking on.  Then the smiles started to bloom as people started to praise the tune.  I looked back as Steph grabbed my hand from behind.  I turned back to smile at her.  Her eyes were brimming with tears.

Then June nodded once and said to Tabby, “She almost has your range.  You're right... again.  Do it.”

Tabs shook her head and said, “She was Paya's find.”

June nodded and shot Paya a wink.  I was as confused as hell and finally broke and snapped out in frustration, “Would someone kindly tell me what in the bloody hell is going on here?”

It was at that moment that June gave an exclamation of surprise.  Vanessa held her shoulders.  We all looked at her, and Vanessa looked at her wife down to the deck.  We all followed her gaze and saw...

Zilrita squealed with glee, and was actually hopping up and down clapping her hands rapidly together as she announced, “Her water broke!  The baby is coming!”

The... baby?  Bloody hell!

The sound level around us rose as everyone started moving around.  The calm, cool, and collected Vanessa was suddenly the picture of panic and indecision.  A young woman who looked so much like her that she had to be her sister stepped up and took her arm to move her to the side.

She said to Vanessa in a calm tone, “You're panicking sis.  I'll drive.”

June had a smirk on her face, and she exhaled loudly as she said tongue in cheek, “Well crap, now I gotta go down those damn stairs like this.”

A chuckle rolled the crowd and the younger woman asked in concern, “You alright J-Dub?”

The superstar gave a toothy grin to her and said as she was led off, a fretting, Vanessa following, “I got this shit.”

That statement caused an explosive bout of laughter through the crowd.  I didn't get it.

Then they chuckled again when June squeaked and gasped, “Contraction.”

Paya stepped past to the roos as she said to me, “Come on Muscles, I'm not missing this for anything, and I don't have a ride.  Harry dropped me off tonight, and I was going to bum a ride off of you later.”  There was a tone of hurt in her voice.

Before I could say anything, she snagged Natalie, who had been sitting up and rubbing her eyes and handed her to me.  Then she scooped up Wil and offered a helping hand to Steph, who looked bemused as she looked between her, me, and the stream of people following June's egress.  Stephanie took the offered hand, and Paya helped her stand and handed a now awake and giggling Wil to her, upside down.

Then we were following the crowd down and out to the docks.  I said incredulously as I saw the vehicle they placed June and her immediate family into, drive away, “J8 is having a baby.”

Steph chuckled and said in a Holmes-ish tone, “Very astute, Watson.”

This snapped me out of my shock, and I grinned over at her.  We hustled to the car and strapped the roos into their seats.  Paya slipped into the back with them as my girl took the shotgun position.  Then I took a deep breath, started the car and followed what looked like a convoy behind the lead vehicle.

I chuckled and said to the universe, “What a bizarre and exciting night.”

Paya chimed out, “So sayeth Captain Obvious.”

Before I could throw out an empty threat, my girl did it for me as she clasped hands with me on the console, “She will hurt you Paya.”

We all shared amused looks then I paused a moment before asking, “Before June upstaged everyone, what was all that bullocks about back there?  I felt like a sodding wanker...”  I paused to see the children brighten up at that, and I squinted a pained apology toward Steph, who had an eyebrow cocked imperiously at me.  I exhaled and asked, “Bloody muppet?”  She waffled her other hand and shrugged.

I grinned and started again, “I felt like a bloody muppet back there, what games were afoot?”

Paya squinted an eye like she was expecting me to yell at her as she said, “I believe it was a job interview.”

I blinked in non-understanding.  “I have a job I love.”  It was true.  I loved my job, and I have never had such a feeling of self-worth in my life now that I was helping people in need.  I hadn't even thought I would be in a position to lend a hand.

She chuckled and said, “Tabby lost her backup singer, Bonnie Malone, to a solo career a couple months back and June has been bugging her to find a replacement for the upcoming album.  They couldn't find anyone with the pure tones and range needed, and June was resigned to the fact that she'd have to come out of her self imposed semi-retirement to do it herself.”

I had heard that an American record label had signed Bonnie Malone, a local girl from here in London.  I hadn't know she was the backup singer for Tabby Cat.

My caramel skinned friend looked guilty for a moment, and I asked with one eye narrowed in suspicion, “Paya? What did you do?”

She gave a toothy grin and shrugged as she said noncommittally, “I may or may not have mentioned offhandedly to Tabs that I may or may not have found a voice as dynamic as her own.”

I blinked no words came.  Steph said them for me, “So, they want my girl to sing backup for Tabby Cat?”

Paya looked too pleased with herself as she said, “Certainly sounds like it doesn't it?  They'd only need you on days she's in the studio, it shouldn't impact your work with the Flotilla.  I hear their signing bonuses are heart stopping.”

I muttered in understanding, “That's why Teresa was coaching me?  She was grooming me.  Was there anyone not in on this scheme?”

She nodded enthusiastically and offered up, “Yes.  You and Steph.”

There was a three beat of silence before we all burst out laughing.  The children giggled though I'm quite sure they weren't following our discussion, but other's laughing is a wonderful excuse to giggle as well.

I said as I nudged my chin toward Stephanie, “She was right.  I will hurt you.”

Paya's smile beamed in the rear view mirror.  Then she asked, “What are you going to tell them?”

I shrugged.  What do you do when people who outclassed you by an exponential number ask you to do something you're in no way qualified for?  I'd be in way over my head and feel like an imposter, just pretending to fit in.

I looked over at Steph, who had laced our fingers and squeezed my hand reassuringly.  “What do you think... love?”  My heart sang at being able to say that.

She shrugged back and said, “Follow your heart and you can't go wrong.  You have the voice of an angel, and others have seen that in you as well.  I'm all for you expanding your horizons, but the choice is yours, and I'll support your decisions... always.”

I melted and looked back in the mirror.  Paya held her hands out, absolving herself of all as she said, “Don't ask me.  I'm not one to pressure anyone one way or another.”

Ok now that was about the funniest thing I had heard in all my years, and she couldn't keep a straight face when I said, “Yes Paya.”  We all broke out into hysterical laughter to the children's giggling delight.

I wiped happy tears from my cheek with my shoulder and looked higher into the mirror and asked, “What do you think roos?  Should I sing with Kitty?”

They enthusiastically nodded as Nat said in that tone that sounded freakishly like her mother's, “It would be brill.”

I chuckled and said in a resigned tone, “Well there you have it then.  You can't argue with innocence.”

I swallowed.  What in the bloody hell had I just agreed to?  It didn't matter a moment later when Steph's other hand closed around my hand like a warm shield.  I sighed inside again and just let the warmth take me away.

Then I sobered and glanced at Paya.  “What about you.  You alright?  We're here for you.”  She absently rubbed her ring finger and nodded.  Saying with a touch of amazement in her voice, “Yes.  Yes I believe I am.”  And we knew with certainty that she would... she's Paya.





  
 

Chapter 14 – It's A...

The hospital staff and patients were all stunned at the arrival of June and her band of merry superstars.  It looked to me to be even more people than were at the Water Witch, had the word already spread?  Hospital security staff was barring entrance to some paparazzi and reporters who had somehow heard as well, the sodding wankers.

Paya was in motion when Tabby pulled up behind us, and the reporters started to swarm.  She held her hands wide, and I glanced at Steph.  “You got the roos?”

She nodded with a smile. “Get em, go do your White Knight thing.”

I grinned and headed off with Paya.  With Teri forming the back of our phalanx, we forced our way to the line of hospital security.

Tabby was grinning like a loon at them, all teeth and copper hair.  She waved from the hip, and one of the men opened a way for her while a female security guard tried to hide a smile at Tabby's humor.

I said to the gruff looking man as I indicated with a hand, “The cute one with the children back there is with June Harris-West too.”  Then I asked with a bit of concern as I saw the crowd was steadily growing, “Could you...?”

His brow creased into a shadow of concern as he looked around, then just nodded once.  I bet the bloke had a daughter of his own, I recognized the protective look, my father used to have it once upon a time until I came out.  He moved his hands to some men and then pointed above the crowd at my girl hovering on the fringes of the chaos.  A male and smaller female security guard started making their way through to escort her and I sighed in relief, smiling my thanks.

The man told me, “They'll take them in through the back.”

I told him in all earnestness, “Thank you.”

He paused, again nodded once, then put on his serious face as he turned to shout commands to the others.  I had to smile at the man, being all manly and such.  Heaven forbid his men catch him showing compassion.  I think I liked the bloke.

Tabby wiggled her eyebrows at us once we were inside, where there was much less chaos, only the normal chaos of a hospital lobby at night.  She said, “That was bracing.”

Teri rolled her eyes and sighed out, “You liked it and you know it brat.”

I was scanning around, and Paya reassured me quietly, “They're fine.  She'll be in in a jiff.”

I knew that logically, but I still worried.  A nurse at the front desk shook her head when she saw us and Abigail Addison stepped in behind us with her guide dog and the blue haired, heavily tattooed woman she had been with at the Water Witch.

She asked loudly in a Scottish accent, “So it'll be that kind of night will it?”

She sighed and asked, “What kind of zoo shall I be expectin' now?”

Tabby scrunched her head down a bit and said in an apologetic tone to the woman, “Don't blame us, it's June who decided to have a baby tonight.”

The woman shook her head and chuckled, “And how many of you famous types will be bringin' rubberneckers into my ER?”

Teri blurted out a peal of laughter and deadpanned to the woman, “All of them?”

The lady just stood and shook her head in resignation as she said, “Shite.”  Then she grinned at us.  “We can't be havin' the lot of ya crowdin' my halls by my delivery rooms.  Best get you situated in the conference theatre to keep you away from pryin' eyes then.”

Paya said in a playful tone, “That would make you a very wise woman.”

The lady gave her a smirk and said, “Stow it pipsqueak.”  Then she gave her a little wink.  I was really taking a liking to all the people around here.

Then the woman said in resignation, “Come on then, the whole sorry lot of ya.”

We followed the woman through the corridors and up to the pediatrics wing.  We saw June being wheeled into a room at the end of the hall with an extremely concerned looking Vanessa in tow.  They were shadowed by that Fran girl and another girl as they went in.

The nurse showed us into a large conference hall that was just two doors down from the room they brought June into.  She said, “I'll have the cafeteria workers bring in some coffee for ya.”  Then she said, “You may as well strap in for a long ride, you famous lasses never do things the easy way.  I'll send the rest of your silly hangers on up as they arrive.”

She chuckled to herself as she headed out, Tabby waited until the door was almost closed before calling out with a chirpy voice, “Thank you.” We all grinned at the chuckle we heard fading down the hall.

I looked at the three women and asked Paya, “You got this?”

She just gave me a knowing smile and said in a soft tone, “Go get your girl.”  I nodded my thanks and stepped back into the hall.  I had to grin, Steph was walking beside Abigail Addison and the blue haired woman.  When I say blue hair, I mean dyed shiny pastel blue hair with a pink shock down the middle.  She looked to have stepped directly out of an anime show.

The roos were walking with Abigail's service dog.  I noted he had a slight limp.  The children were enamored with the fluffy golden retriever.  Everyone who followed the music scene knew who Sir Percival was, he was almost as iconic as Abigail's ever present glasses that were as thick as any three regular pairs.

When I saw Steph's happy smile when she saw me, I melted into a puddle knowing that I had caused that smile.  She had that exact same effect on me.  Nat squeaked out, “Look Auntie Kanga, a doggie.”

Wil nodded and said studiously, trying hard to pronounce it, “Pewrcy.”

I smiled at them and said, “I see that.  Did you know that he is a hero?”  Their eyes widened in excitement as I held the door open and ushered them all in.  I tried not to look at Abigail's eyes as she smiled when she moved past with the other woman.

The incident at a rave a few years back, when she had first been discovered, was all over the news.  She had been attacked and robbed, her dog was hurt fighting off the attacker, and her glass eye was destroyed.  I didn't want to be caught looking, curious which of her stunning eyes, which were magnified hugely by her thick glasses, was not real.

The short blue haired woman stopped in front of me and gave me a look like she was either sizing me up to determining if I would be an ally or as to how big a body bag she would need to produce to dispose of me.  I swallowed and then she broke into a smile and said, “Thanks.”  She ushered the little ones and their four-footed friend along.

Steph stopped beside me and kissed my cheek, asking, “Any word yet?”

I shook my head as I got distracted by the tattoo sleeves on the scary woman.  They all looked cartoony; is cartoony a word?  Bright colors and characters that solidified my original thought that she looked like something out of an anime movie.  “Just got stuffed in this room before I went looking for you.”

She nodded and said like she was lost in a memory as she placed a single hand on her belly, “This is so exciting.”

We heard someone yelling from the room at the end of the hall, “I so don't got this shit!”  We looked at each other and tried not to snort.  We failed.

Paya was smirking when we turned to the group, and she said, “J-Dub doesn't do things by halves.”

Abigail surprised me, she seemed so quiet at the Water Witch, but she said with a wry smile, “No... no, she doesn't, does she?”

The big room seemed to fill up quickly, and each time the door opened we could hear June's voice through the delivery room door in snippets of, “I'm sorry baby, I love you.”  Or, “Never again!”  She was going through the whole gambit of cliches.

At one point Paya squinted an eye, and I asked from where I sat holding Steph's hand, “What?”

She said in a measured tone, “I'm wondering how much of that is for our benefit.  I mean, I've seen that woman do some pretty unbelievable things without batting an eye.”

Huh.  I pondered that a moment.  Would she...

We turned when someone behind us said, “Oh you shush now you ill-behaved woman.  Let her have her fun.”

It was Vanessa's sister and her girl.  Paya asked with hope coloring her voice, “Any news Small Fry?”

The girl shook her head. “No, my little niece or nephew is being stubborn.  The docs said that anyone who was not married to the mother to vacate the room to give his people space to work.”

We all sort of exhaled then settled in.

Then Paya asked distractedly.  “Umm... has anyone thought to call her parents in the Americas to let them know?”

Fran blurted out, “Son of a...”  Then she was moving to the far corner as she pulled her mobile.  We all shared a chuckle.  I still couldn't believe they were talking about Mandy Fay Harris and Congresswoman Anabella West when they spoke about June's parents.

Fresh pots of coffee were brought in like clockwork every few minutes and most of us imbibed.  I found myself in the corner speaking with Steph.  She had twined our fingers on both hands and stared into my eyes as we spoke.

I kept one eye on the roos, but they had run out of batteries long before and were curled up on a waiting couch by the side of the door, sleeping on a dozing golden retriever.  I asked absently, “I wonder if the Tennison allows pets.”

She paused and tilted her head at me and just looked at me with a wistful smile.

I blushed and whispered, “What?”

She shrugged and said, “That's another reason to love you.  You care more for the children than yourself.  Always trying to do things for them.  Most romantic prospects would run when they learn that I have children afoot, but you seem to embrace it.”

I blinked at her, my mind in a loop that had me holding my breath.  Finally, I whispered a question in disbelief, “You... love me?”

She froze then started chuckling at the realization of her own words.  She nodded slowly as she said, “Yes, I suppose I do.  Nothing to be done for it I suppose.”

I stepped a half step closer, our bodies almost touching as I whispered, not trusting my voice not to crack, “I... love you too Steph.”  Then I added, “And the roos.”

She actually cried first, and we hugged desperately as the room burst into a chorus of awws.  I would have been embarrassed in front of all those famous singers if I hadn't been so deliriously happy at that moment.

I waved the room off as I prodded, “Sod off you lot.”  This got a chuckle rolling through the room, and I quickly dried my eyes after I pulled back a bit to look into her eyes.

That's when a frazzled looking Vanessa stepped into the room.  She stared around with an almost confused look.  She asked as she looked at her sister, “Fran?”  The girl stepped up to her and grabbed her hand and placed it on her shoulder and Vanessa seemed to breathe a sigh of relief then turned back to the room and said in utter excitement, “It's a girl!”

We all cheered and congratulated the happy mother.  Her smile looked to be splitting her face as she announced, “Emily Anabella Mandy Harris-West.  They say that you can come visit in groups.  Three at a time.”

This was so exciting, and I couldn't believe just how happy I was for them at that moment.  Children are our most precious gift.  But my sarcastic side chuckled at the little one's name.  The poor girl was going to need a whole sheaf of paper just to write her name.

Fran, her girlfriend, and Vanessa headed toward the door, pausing long enough to grab an over excited Zilrita's hand to drag her with them.  The overly cute goth was barely able to kiss Jen before they were out the door.

I looked around at the misfit group around us, and they all had that familiar vibe of family about them.  So this was it, what it was all about.  Family.  That's why J8 had withdrawn from the music scene, just like her mother before her did so many years ago.  For family, the most important thing.

I grabbed Stephanie's hand again and looked into the eyes of the woman I had loved the moment I met her all those weeks ago.  My family.

 

It felt as if my journey had just begun, and what an adventure it promised to be.





  
 

Epilogue

I huddled in the alley and shivered, trying to chase away the chill that was working its way into my bones.  I pulled my threadbare jacket closed as I looked at the hamburger I had just purchased down the block.  I had been begging on the corner for hours to get enough lolly to pay for it.

I knew it was only going to leave me even hungrier than I was now as soon as I wolfed it down.  I'd try to eat it slow but it had been almost two days since I ate anything substantial.  I said to myself, “Come on Lenore, just eat it.”

I took a huge bite and closed my eyes to savor the bite.  But just as I thought, I couldn't get enough.  I didn't have the discipline to make it last, or to save some for later.  I tore into it and swallowed before I could finish chewing.  I picked up a piece of the litter I was sitting next to, a newspaper dated last month.

Huh, J8 had a baby girl and announced that she was stepping down from recording.  She'd still head up the London Harmony studio with her wife, but she wanted to dedicate her time to her new baby daughter, Emily.

I dropped the paper, shaking my head.  Yeah, another fairy tale I'd never see.  The little runt was lucky to have parents who loved her.  Or she'd end up a runaway on the streets at seventeen just like me... begging for scraps of food and freezing in the winter air.

I stopped an involuntary sob.  Then bit my own tongue to harden my resolve.  A little voice inside me saying, this can't be all there is in life.  It has to get better.

Right?

I finished the burger and just stared at the empty wrapper as my stomach gurgled again in the memory of what it was like to actually eat a full meal.  But it was going to be disappointed, that's all I had for it at the moment.  Maybe I'll do better tomorrow and get a bit more lolly.  I just had to survive another night.  I could do that, that's all I did, survive.

Maybe the shelters wouldn't be so full tomorrow, and I'd be able to get a decent meal at the soup lines.

I almost jumped out of my own skin as I yelped in surprise at the woman's voice beside me in the alley, “Right then, I could use someone to help to move a resident to her new flat.  I pay in cash and pizza.”

I hopped to my feet, backpedaling until I hit a rubbish bin as I blurted, “Bloody hell!”  Then I blinked at the tawny haired woman who was decked out in some pretty posh street gear.  I sputtered out, “What did you say?”

She was a tallish bird with a hard look, like she had not always been in those clothes or her station.

She shrugged and crossed her arms and leaned back against the alley wall almost like she were bored, “I just thought you might be free after you consumed your hamburger.”

I scowled at her, not able to tell if she were mocking me or if this was some sort of game.  There was something in her eyes that looked almost amused.  But there was something else in her eyes, the pain of a kindred spirit that stopped me from scurrying off.

She just chuckled at my indecision and said, “You look to have two able hands, and I'm in need of them, so what do you say?  I pay fifty quid a day plus lunch.”

I blinked at this woman, was she unhinged?  My stomach gurgled at the notion of a full meal, more than the thought of what I could do with fifty quid that had my mind racing.  I squinted at her again and asked the well to do looking woman, who was starting at me impassively, “Are you off your trolley lady?”

She tilted her head back and laughed out loud in genuine mirth and then looked at me with a toothy smile on her face.  She looked genuinely happy at the question.  She said like she was recalling some ghost of memory, “I suppose that depends on who you ask.”  Then she sighed and pushed away from the wall and offered her hand to me, “Oh where are my manners?  The name's Angie, Angie Wells, and you are?”

 

The End
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Djinn: Cursed, sample chapter...

Chapter 1 - Falling

I had never known fear like this in my life, the ground was rushing up to meet me as I fell almost two hundred feet in the middle of the night from the top of the Coit Tower here in San Francisco.  The odd glow of the city lights on the white stone of the tower, blurring past, let me know how fast I was traveling as I plummeted to what I knew was going to be a sudden and violent stop at the bottom.

I wondered if I would feel anything.  I didn't want to die, and I especially didn't want to die painfully.  Falling to my death was not on the top of my to-do list tonight when I went out partying with my friends on my twenty-first birthday.  Wasn't being twenty-one supposed to usher in a new chapter in your life?  Not be it's last?

Well falling to my death was a misnomer in this case, since falling indicates some sort of unfortunate accident.  In this case, I was experiencing my own murder, as I had been unceremoniously thrown off the observation deck.

Since you are privy to the last seconds of my life, I guess I should introduce myself.  I'm Angela Drake.  I moved to San Francisco a year ago so I could attend nursing school here.

Let me rewind the evening a bit... I really should have been back in the dorms studying, but Billie and Stacy had convinced me to go out partying with them to celebrate the fact I could now legally drink with them.  Not that that ever stopped us before.

I had been studying in the stacks, the human pulmonary system was sort of fascinating to me when my two roommates tracked me down.  They were a little loud and overly excited for the stacks, and they looked like they were hellbent for mischief all decked out in their clubbing gear.

I looked around at some annoyed and overstressed medical students as they peered over their own stacks of books they had been immersed in.  I shot an apologetic look but couldn't help but grin at the girls.

I whispered, “Hey, quiet down girls.  What are you two doing here?  Aren't you like, allergic to studying or something?”

Stacy looked ready to burst as she said, “A little birdie in the admissions office leaked a certain someone's birth date to us, Drake.”

Billie nodded excitedly and held out a garment bag she had been carrying.  “You're coming out to celebrate with us.  Come on, we'll stand guard at the restroom while you get changed.”

I started to protest but knew it was a losing battle, especially after Stacy tempted me with, “Maybe we can find some hot girl to hook you up with.”

I was a little surprised at how accepting my two roommates were about the fact that I played on the other side of the fence.  They hadn't even batted an eyebrow.  To the contrary, they seemed to be excited about it and would often drag me out partying and point out prospective women for me as they prowled for men.

When I asked about it and commented on how cool they were about it, Stacy had just chuckled and said, “This is San Francisco.  You can't swing a stick without hitting a lesbian or two.”

Then Billie had chimed in, “That's more men for us.  Besides, that whole adorable girl next door thing you have going on there lures the guys into our web by the boatload.”

I had to chuckle at them.  What else could I do?  And I have to admit, they were fun personified, and I could do a lot worse for friends in this berg.

I rolled my eyes, smiled, then closed my anatomy book and stood, taking the proffered garment bag that was hanging from Billie's fingertips.  She clapped quickly in excitement, her hands fluttering.  We looked around to the people hushing in exasperation, and we ran off to the restrooms, Stacy scooping up my study materials.

I gave them one last, “are you sure,” look then stepped in as they stood at the door to give me the privacy I needed.  I unzipped the bag and had to snort.  Those two took every opening they could to play up this girl next door axiom they keep throwing around with me.

I shook my head and looked in the long mirror that hung in front of the row of sinks on the low counter.  I was just your average West Coast girl, with darker, dirty blonde hair, and blue eyes.  My eyes were about the only thing I liked about my looks.

I wasn't a California Girl like my two friends, all boobs, and butt.  They could have stood in for fashion models in a photoshoot emergency.  Stacy being the tall leggy, and shapely, stereotype that I'm almost positive she goes through great effort to project, hiding her sharp mind and quick wit.  Billie has that mocha chocolate skin that simply glows an almost gold, short sweet and sassy.  And they both always dress to the nines, showing off what God gave them.

I chuckled at the contents of the bag again, then looked down at my slight frame and shrugged.  Then took out the white tank top, sky blue blouse, and white shorts.  This was their idea of my clubbing gear.  They liked to dangle me like innocent looking bait.  The scary thing was how well it worked.  Sometimes I think guys are driven by their hormones.

I poked my head out the door to look at my friends.  Billie in her form fitting dress and Stacy in her painted on jeans and low cut blouse, showing just enough cleavage to make you want to see more.  I held up the tank top, an eyebrow cocked.  “Really?”

They both chuckled, and Billie shoved me back into the restroom, closing the door on any protestations I may have had.  I snickered to myself then sighed in resignation and got dressed.  I pulled the shoes out of the bottom of the garment bag and again rolled my eyes.  My white and gold sandals.

I swear I'm just a Suburban Barbie to them at times.  But hey, I loved 'em.  I slipped the sandals on, stuffed my things into the bag then leaned forward on the counter, supporting myself on my hands as I examined my face.  I screwed it up in a silly grimace then shook my head.  I guess I was passable.  I took a moment to touch up my lip gloss then turned to look at the door.

I slung the garment bag over my shoulder, steeled myself, then stepped through to my friends.  Billie turned to see me and nodded with an appraising look, “Lookin' hot Drake.”

Stacy gave me two thumbs up.  I grumbled, “Why do I feel like a slab of meat dangling in a lion's den?”

They giggled, and we were hushed again, and Stacy whispered, “It's because we shamelessly use you as or bad boy magnet.”

I nodded and was pulled along with them toward the door as I mumbled indignantly, “That's what I thought.”

Before long we wound up walking to a hotspot downtown, Hailey's.  It was a loud and crowded, two-story club that catered to young twenty-somethings with it's booming bass and neon lights.  There were other glitzier clubs on the strip that lured the tourists in with flash and glamour, but us locals knew how to step beyond the hype to where the real fun was.  Hailey's was it.

I narrowed an eye at my two escorts as we walked arm in arm toward our destination.  They knew I sort of had a thing for Hailey, the owner.  She was a thirty-something emo with a flair for business and these fascinating tattoo sleeves that I always wanted to see more of as they disappeared into the sleeves of her always tight tees.  And she flirted with every male or female patron, I'm sure she is bi because it doesn't feel forced in any way.

She was also a shrewd businesswoman to compete with the bigger clubs and stay open in the most competitive area of the city.

I'm not usually into older women, but Hailey was hot with her bright purple hair and umm... perky assets.  I mean come on, I have a pulse.  She let the girls smuggle me in even though she knew I was underage, but she made sure that nobody in the place would serve me anything but soda.

But I also knew that Hailey was into the innocent look the girls had picked for me tonight.  They met my gaze sheepishly, and Billie shrugged and squeaked out, “What?  Maybe you can score us some free drinks with Hailey, it being your birthday and all, and since Hailey is... well since she is Hailey.”

I chuckled as we started crossing the street to the end of the line by the doors, and said, “You do realize she's at least ten years older than me, right?”

They wisely kept their mouths shut, but their mirthful eyes sparkled as they tried not to look at me.  I muttered, “Skanks.”  And they burst out laughing.

Then I pulled the girls up short as bright lights hit us.  A dark SUV had been barreling down the road without its headlights on and had snapped them on just before it almost mowed us down.  I caught a glance of a bald man with a hard look on his craggy face as the car roared past.

Billie's hand shot up, giving the driver a one fingered salute as she yelled, “Asshole!”

Ok.  I took a deep breath as I tried to calm my racing heart.  Adrenaline making me jittery as Stacy hissed, “The asswaffle almost hit us.”

This got me chuckling, and we hurried out of the street to the end of the line of clubbers.  I asked as I shivered from the night air as much as from the effects of the adrenaline burning off in my system, “Asswaffle?  Where do you come up with that stuff?”

She raised her head and looked down her nose regally and sniffed, “It is from my cultured upbringing.”

Fifteen minutes later we found ourselves in the club, music pounding, bodies grinding, and people yelling over each other in the chaos.  We found a back table near the bar and sat to observe for a moment and take it all in.  Formulating our plan of attack for my introduction into the adult world.  I chuckled to myself, the people here were trying to escape the adult world.

Stacy stood a moment on her tiptoes, looking over most of the crowd, I was jealous of her height at moments like that.  She muttered to us, “There're only two waitresses working the floor tonight, it might be easier if you go get the drinks at the bar for us Drake.”

I glanced back at the bar to see none other than Hailey manning the bar.  I rolled my eyes at her, “Subtle there, Stace.”  She just laughed merrily.

Billie winked at me and said, “Come on Angela, we're thirsty.”

I smiled at the two, they were shameless really and prepared to stand when the sounds all around me seemed to blur together, and I caught snippets of conversations from all around the club somehow, I couldn't make out the words, but the whispering echoes of various people saying “I wish.”

I swayed, grabbing the edge of the table with both hands to steady myself, then shook my head to clear it and the raging sounds of the club slammed back into place like a door being opened.  What the hell was that?

It had happened earlier today too when one of our instructors had said, “I wish you would all pay better attention to the lectures.”  There was this disorientation and a pressing need inside me to do something, but I'm not sure what.

Stacy furrowed her brow, “Ange?  You ok?”

I nodded and gave a weak smile, “Yeah, I just stood up too fast.  Got a little dizzy there.”

She watched me with concern as I started toward the bar.  I weaved between people who were more intent on making a hookup, or talking with friends than paying attention to where they were going.  I ended up at the bar with a silly hop, planting my feet and smiling at Hailey as she looked up from the drinks she was preparing.

In my usual highly sophisticated manner, I awkwardly waved from my hip like a schoolgirl.  “Hi, Hai.”

Her smile bloomed on her face as she said, “Hey gorgeous.  Be with you in a sec, let me finish up here and I'll get you a Pepsi.”

I blushed and then dug out my ID as I said, “Actually, maybe a beer?”

She glanced at what I was holding up with a stupid grin on my face.  She paused and said as her eyebrows rose, “No?  You gotta be shitting me.”  She took my ID, and her smile grew if that was even possible.

Then she returned it to me and tilted her head as she studied me, saying, “Well slap my ass and call me Aunt Sally.”

I scrunched up my face in confusion, “Huh?”

She laughed out loud and patted my hand and said, “Hang on darlin'.  I'll get you one of my special reserves.”  She glanced at the table with my roommates and added with a wink, “But just the domestic shit for your friends.”

She placed the drinks she had been preparing on a tray and looked around and scowled, then bellowed, “Trish?”  She mumbled, “Where is that girl now?  I swear she is the slowest barmaid I have.  I wish she'd hurry her ass up.”

Her words echoed in my head, and I swayed, almost stumbling but was able to get a hand on the bar to steady me.  Hailey placed a hand on mine, as my head cleared, I looked up into her dark eyes, her face creased in concern.  “You alright babe?”

I took a deep breath and centered myself, nodding.  “Fine, just a dizzy spell.  I've been having them all day, I think I'll go in to get checked out if it keeps up.”

She patted my hand before withdrawing hers.  She nodded skeptically, “Alright.”  Then she nudged her chin at my table and said, “Go take a seat.  I'll bring the drinks out to you.”  Then she winked, “Drinks are on the house tonight.”

Good lord, for someone older than me, she certainly could get my motor running.  I squeaked out, “O-Ok.”  Smooth Angel, real smooth.

I made my way back to the table and froze in place when I saw a man over by the main doors, standing by the wall.  It was the bald man from the car that had almost hit us.  He was standing there looking my way.  He was wearing dark clothes that were not really suited for clubbing, not to mention the was in his late forties in a pop club.

Surely he wasn't looking at me, I looked back at the bar and realized he must have been looking at Hailey.  I mean, what's not to look at there?

I put my head down and navigated the rest of the way to the girls and sat down.  “Drinks are on the way.”

Billie said over the music, “And she seemed to be giving you an appreciative once over.”

I muttered to her, “I hate you.”

She giggled and leaned in to place her head on my shoulder playfully.  I shook my head, unable to stop my smile and wrapped my arm around her head in a silly hug.

Then we sat back to pick out perspective hookups for the girls.  I sat back in my chair and held my head when the world tuned out again.  I could hear whispers from all around, I somehow knew some were outside the building.  I could make out some words.  “I wish I were dead.”  or “I wish he'd look at me that way.” or  “I wish she understood me.”  It was coming from all around me, and I bit back a frustrated scream that I couldn't seem to control it.

Then just as suddenly as it hit me, it was gone, and I was gasping and reeling.  The girls looked overly concerned, Stace asking, “Drake?”

I exhaled and said, “I think I might puke.”  That was apparently the signal for my roommates to spring into action.

Billie was by my side helping me stand on shaky legs.  “Let's get you to the restroom.”

Stacy was scowling, “You didn't drink anything from a strange glass at the bar did you?”

I chuckled and let them lead me along to the back hall and the restrooms, “No I haven't been roofied.  I've just been having dizzy spells today.”

We stepped into the little hall in the back by the restrooms, it was overcrowded as usual, and I glanced up at Stace, who smiled down at me.  That's when all hell broke loose.

Her eyes had gone wide with confusion then she fell forward lifelessly as the screaming started.  There was a huge knife sticking out of the middle of her back.  Blood spreading around it.

I looked at her in shock as people panicked and started running back into the club.  Stacy?  Someone had killed my friend?  What was going on?  I started to look up when I was slammed against the wall of the narrow corridor, a hand around my throat.  I blinked as I looked into the eyes of the bald man.

He had a wild look in his eyes, he enjoyed bringing pain.  I slapped at his arm ineffectually, he had a grip like an iron vice and towered over me.  He must have been six foot four. I couldn’t get any air into my lungs.  I saw two other men beside him, one had a gun in his hand.  I was reeling in confusion.

Then Billie was there, hitting the bald man's arm with a fire extinguisher.  She was screaming in fury.  The second blow caused him to release me as one of the other men grabbed her hair and yanked her away as I slid down the wall.  My vision swam with motes of light as I fought to remain conscious.  I saw Billie being slammed head first into the other wall repeatedly until she slumped down in an unmoving heap.

I tried not to slip into hysterics.  Stacy was dead, and Billie might be too.  What was going on?

I heard a sharp metallic sound over the screams and music and Halley's voice booming out, “Hey!  Asshat!”

Then there was a tremendous roar of sound and light as the shotgun she held spit fire.  The man who had attacked Billie slammed back into the wall, breaking the drywall and leaving a halo of red blood spattered on the wall.

She yelled my way as the third man dove at her.  “Angela, run!”

I nodded as I saw her knocked the gun out of the man's hand with the butt of the shotgun.  Then she hit him with a solid right cross as I scrambled to my feet and staggered as fast as I could down the hall, Baldy in pursuit.

I slammed the emergency exit open and ran out into the alley, my mind numb.  I was in shock.  Someone had just killed my roommates.  Now I was running for my life while Hailey took on three armed men alone.

The door was almost knocked off its hinges behind me as Baldy burst into the alley.  Ok, so Hailey was facing two armed men, one of which was most likely dead already.  I whimpered and ran.  I could hear sirens in the distance approaching.  I stumbled out onto the sidewalk at the street, and the man had almost caught up.  I heard air brakes and looked up, I was at a bus stop.

Someone stepped off the bus, and I stumbled up the steps.  The bus lurched into motion as I fumbled for my bus pass.  I looked out the window as we pulled away from the curb, Baldy glaring at me before he ran back down the alley.

I was hyperventilating.  I went to dig out my cell to call 911, but it wasn't there.  I remembered putting it on the table back at Hailey's.  Damn it.

Who were those men, and why were they trying to kill my roommates and me?  And to do it in public with so many witnesses?

I needed to think.  I glanced up to see what area we were in.  I just needed to get far away from the man.  Wait, the bus driver could call the police.  I started to get up to make my way back to the front of the bus when I was hit by another nauseating wave of disorientation.  The whispers were back.  I closed my eyes tight against the onslaught, bunching my fists to my forehead as a thousand voices from all around me echoed in my brain, “I wish I had a car like that.”  “I wish mommy and daddy would stop fighting.”  “I wish Brad would shut up and kiss me.”

I don't know how long I was assaulted by the whispering ghosts of wishes of people around me, but when the bus stopped to pick up another passenger, I needed air.  I stumbled out the back doors and onto the sidewalk.  I took in deep breaths of night air and looked up.

There was the Coit Tower, looming above me.  I always came here to think whenever the pressures of life and my lack of love life got to be too much.  Had I subconsciously come here?

It was closed now, but I still walked up to the concrete tower.  I needed to think.  I know it was irrational, but I wasn't thinking really clearly with all the excitement and violence and blood... oh, the blood.  I whispered, “Stacy?”

My vision was blurred by my tears as I stumbled to the tower.  I swung my gaze back to the road when two dark SUVs screeched to a halt, and Baldy and three other men piled out of the vehicles and started running toward me.

I screamed, “What do you want with me?”  Then I turned back to the doors.  I blinked.  They were propped open with some hoses leading out to a cleaning van.

I stepped in quickly and called out, “Hello?”  Where were the workers, they could help me.  I looked at the elevator at the center of the tower and hit the button a dozen times in my panic, they workers were probably cleaning upstairs, I reasoned.

The elevator doors closed just as the men in their dark clothes came sliding to a halt.  I heard Baldy call out, “The stairs.”

I was shaking, I'm sure I had more adrenaline than blood in my veins at that moment.  To my relief, there were two workers buffing the floors at the observation deck when the elevator doors slid open.  And they were big.

I stepped out begging, “You have to help me there are men chasing...”  I blinked as a spray of blood splattered across my face accompanied by the concussively loud sound of gunshots.  The two men fell with bullet wounds to their heads.

I bit back a scream and turned to the men who had just arrived, led by Baldy.  I backed up to the doors to the observation deck.  I pleaded, “What do you want from me?”

He sneered and said, “That's an easy question.  I'll tell you what the man who hired us said.  Though I'd wager, he's just a madman, but his money is good.”

I backed out, and the men followed.  I backed to the railing as he smirked and said, “We just want you to make a wish.”

With that, he lunged forward and hoisted me up like a sack of grain over his head and threw me over the railing.

That's how I found myself facing the last couple seconds of my life here.  As I fell, I asked in confusion, “Why did they want me to make a wish?”  He was right, whoever hired him was a madman.  If I were to make a wish, it would be something like I mumbled as I accepted the fact I was already dead, I just need to hit bottom to finalize it, “I wish I could fly.”

My words boomed in my head, echoing in so many tones like dozens of voices and whispers echoed my words.  They were young and old, male and female, in dozens of languages, but they were all me.  Threatening to drive me mad before I died.

I screamed as my back felt as if it were on fire as my skin tore and stretched then with a whump and fluttering sound, something sprang from my back. I screamed again with the pain and effort as the wind pushed against the pieces of me that sprawled out impossibly far to my sides as my angle of descent changed. I swooped back up and away from the ground that promised an end to the insanity of the night.

My chest barely brushed the ground and I stared dumbly at my shadow as I arced back up into the air.  I glanced to my sides and blinked as a whispered in disbelief, “I have... wings?”



  
 images/00001.jpeg
LOHDOH HﬂDMOHT






