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Chapter 1 - Wedding
 
   I still couldn't believe it, I was vibrating with so much excited energy, I wondered if I could phase the walls like Kitty Pryde.  My sister, Vanessa, was finally getting married!  It was the first of June, a time of renewal for my sister-in-law to be.  It was all kinds of feng shui that her name was also June.
 
   I thought this day would never come. Hell, just a few short years ago, I wasn't even sure I'd even make it to adulthood without Vannie ending up in some mental institute somewhere, and me having a nervous breakdown when they took me from her to put me back into the foster system.  We were living on the streets and Vanessa was off her anti-psychotics.  We could barely afford food, let alone meds.
 
   Then along came June, our miracle in so many ways.  She had been searching for Vannie's alter ego, a DJ, who goes by Scratch in the New York underground music scene.  Instead, she found my sister on the verge of another psychotic break, and her little sister, living in an abandoned auto shop in New York City.
 
   I sometimes wonder if June herself isn't a little mental.  I swear to god the woman didn't seem to think anything of my sister's erratic behavior, any more than she would take note of what color someone's shoe soles were.  June didn't care about her problems, she only cared about the person she saw beneath them.  She saved us.  Got Vannie to get help in a special mental health program, and just about adopted me.  She became my legal guardian while Vannie got back on her meds and went through recovery.
 
   June is my hero, and I'll do her proud if it's the last thing I do.  She showed me so many wonders in this world that I had only been privy to in my consumption of just about any book I could get my hands on.
 
   She accomplished her original goal of hiring 'Scratch' to be her talent scout for the record label she was starting in England called London Harmony.  Then she spirited me away to London to help set up the shop as we waited for my sister to join us.
 
   The two of them spent years just teasing each other as they built the most successful, invitation only, record label on the planet.  They were the cutest couple who weren't a couple.  Until they couldn't stop pretending anymore and Vannie admitted, they were girlfriends.  Shortly after they were engaged.
 
   We had a bad scare a couple month back when Vannie had a break.  Her meds weren't in balance, but the music she says she sees in June's eyes kept her grounded enough over the last few weeks for the new meds the docs prescribed to do their thing.
 
   I don't know why I'm babbling, maybe it's because I'm bouncing off the walls.  If you know us, then this is all old news.  I was Vannie's Maid of Honor... oh and June's too.
 
   I almost laughed, looking at the small room in the tiny chapel in Sussex.  June and Vannie agreed to run away and elope, rather than have some high profile wedding that had more media at it than loved ones.  That is what would have happened; see, June is not just my almost sister, but she's also that emotional rock sensation, J8.  Her mother is none other than rock legend Many Fay Harris. So it would have been a circus.
 
   They 'had' planned to elope with Zilrita Marx and me for the witnesses for the marriage license.  Zil is the cool, goth, business manager for London Harmony and one of our best friends ever.
 
   I pushed through the crowd to the restrooms that had been commandeered by the two brides to be and giggled to myself.  When we arrived at the secluded little wedding chapel, we found out that it wasn't going to be as simple as that.
 
   June's entire family had been waiting for us, even June's other mother, Congresswoman Anabella West had made it.  The extended clan would have been bad enough, but June's close-knit group of friends from college, June's Eight, who had actual urban legends about their misadventures, had shown.  Zilrita was part of that pack.
 
   Then just about every artist that London Harmony had signed, and the staff of London Harmony too.  Not to mention some of our bizarre extended family here in England, like that giant huggable man, Bear.  It was standing room only, as we had almost seventy people stuffed into the twenty-seat chapel.  It was a veritable who's who in the London music scene.  Best elopement ever!
 
   “Ack!”  I heard June blurt from the bathroom, then “Lizzy!”
 
   Elizabeth, June's adopted sister, was all grins as the six foot two statuesque Amazon stepped over and comically disengaged her baby, Fay, into my arms.  I couldn't believe the squirmy little girl was already one-year-old, and toddling around on two feet like a holy terror.  Liz looked down from her impressive height and gave me a silly grin.  I grinned back as she entered to see what the latest emergency was.  I swallowed, June's sister was hot!
 
   It took a lot to derail the unstoppable June Harris-West, but this wedding was one of the things that could do it.  She was a nervous wreck and getting her sister, or her mothers into the room as she got ready, every couple minutes.
 
   I blinked my way out of my thoughts as Fay jammed a couple of fingers up one of my nostrils.  I looked down at the silly girl and made a fool of myself making baby faces and sounds for her.  Her smile was delightful.
 
   I wish I could say my sister was more composed but... “Fran!”  Oh I guess I should have started with my name, I'm Francine Brighton, but everyone just calls me Small Fry.  I grinned at the Goth, who was having a giggle fit over the two ladies antics. She held out her hands and wiggled her fingers eagerly, and I passed the football to her care.  The baby was treated to one of Zil's patented squid hugs as I stepped into the restroom.
 
   I couldn't stop my smile.  It was so rare to see my sister dressed in, well, a dress.  She usually dressed casually in t-shirts and jeans and wore men's oversize black hoodies.  When she dressed more femininely, she looked spectacular.  I was sort of happy that we have a strong family resemblance, it helped anytime I was feeling self-conscious about my looks.
 
   I asked in an overly dramatic voice, “Yes, oh sister of mine?”
 
   She looked down at the white sundress that cast a glow of innocence around her.  “Is this dress really okay?  We could postpone this until I can get the other one from home messengered over.”
 
   I stepped up to her and reached out and grabbed her hand and placed it on my shoulder.  An old habit, it was what I had always done to ensure to her that I was really there, when she was off her meds in New York, all those years ago.  Some habits are good to keep.  Then I hugged her and stepped back with her still grabbing my shoulder.  I felt her squeeze it and tried not to show the sadness in my heart, because she was checking, which told me she wasn't feeling sure of herself.
 
   I tilted my head. “Sis, you look beautiful.”  Then I shifted my head toward the wall shared by the two washrooms. “That woman in there loves you and she couldn't care less what you are wearing, you could take your vows naked and she couldn't care less.”   Then I smirked. “She'd probably prefer that.”
 
   Vannie's eyes sparkled with mischief as she slapped my shoulder lightly.  “Fran!  A kid shouldn't talk like that.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Van, I'm eighteen and going to college in September.  I hardly think I'm a kid anymore.”
 
   She looked at me and checked my shoulder again then said, “You're always going to be my baby sis.”
 
   I looked at my cell and then her.  “Ten minutes.  I'll go run interference.  I love you.”
 
   She smiled and took a deep breath then nodded once. “Love you too.”  I left the restroom with a smile, that was the most she has spoken in a while.  My sister has never been the loquacious sort, less is more in her opinion.  I'm wondering if it is the new drug regimen the docs have her on, they aren't supposed to be as depressant as the last ones.
 
   As I shut the door behind me, Elizabeth was closing the other door.  We grinned at each other and I said, “Dress.”
 
   She nodded and replied, “Shoes.”  We shared a chuckle and she looked at me and squinted an eye. “I  have this nagging feeling that I might have handed something to you earlier.”
 
   I just said, “Zil.”  And we looked around until we saw her in her black studded leather dress.  She gave us a silly grin and wiggled her hands in an 'all gone' gesture.
 
   We looked at each other and I blurted out, “Mandy!” at the same time she said, “Mom!”
 
   We went in search of the giggling terror.  Sure enough Mandy and Anabella were monopolizing the baby with Sir Percival, Abigail Addison's seeing eye dog.  Ana looked up at us and squinted an eye in warning and signed with a free hand, “Don't you dare.”
 
   Liz signed back comically, “Fine.”  Then she looked at me and said and signed, “Let's get back to guard duty, I won't be able to pry Fay from their talons.”  This got the ringing chimes of laughter from Ana which I think her daughter was aiming for.
 
   I said and signed back, “Okay.”  Whenever we were within sight of Anabella, we made a habit of signing in case she couldn't read our lips.  That was one of the things that amazed me about their family.  Because of Anabella being deaf, they always make sure to include everyone in a conversation.  Any public appearances any of them attends, they always sign as well, in case a hard of hearing person is in the crowd or the event is televised.
 
   We got back to our sentry posts and just marveled at the people in attendance.  Liz knocked twice on the door and I followed suit.  Five-minute warning.  The pastor, vicar, rector, priest, parson, deacon, or whatever she was, cleared her throat.  It came across the speakers in the room from the little clip on microphone she had on her ear.
 
   Everyone quieted down and the ones who could sit sat.  There was a chuckle that rolled through the crowd like a wave, when Fay giggled brightly at the sudden silence.  Liz stepped away from the door and stood off to the side from the preacher lady and signed as the woman said, “We are about to begin.  Everyone, please rise.”
 
   The organ music started, and I grinned at the old man who sat at the tiny pipe organ.  He looked to be in his early seventies like the pastor.  I had and inkling they may be husband and wife since all the pictures of the hundreds of weddings they performed over the decades were hanging on the walls, and both of them were always in the photos.  They were quite a striking couple when they were younger.
 
   When they were looking for a private chapel, I had shared with them that I had read somewhere about this one in Essex, which had performed the first, same-sex marriage, in the country.  My sister mumbled a single word, “Symmetry.”  Which was like an entire conversation between her and June, so this was the place they chose.
 
   I looked from side to side as June and Vanessa, with equally shy looks on their faces came out of the restrooms.  I offered my elbows to each of the women and they glanced up at each other and you could feel the electricity arcing between them.  They each took an arm and June whispered, “Thanks for this Small Fry.”
 
   I scrunched my nose and whispered back, “Of course J-Dub, there is no place I would rather be on such an auspicious occasion.”
 
   June suppressed a chuckle and murmured our familiar banter,  “A little young to be using big words like that.”  For some reason, it felt like family every time she did that.  I love words.  You can do anything with words.  You can convey thoughts, ideas, and most importantly, emotions with words.  You can show your heart with but a few words.  So I have always delved into reading and understanding words, even when I was young.
 
   I huffed and whispered back with a smile, “Bite me.  I go off to college in a few weeks 'sis'.  Would you prefer joyous, inspirational, favorable, approbatory?”
 
   She grinned back and said as I walked them both toward the clergywoman, “Okay thesaurus butt.”
 
   Vanny cleared her throat quietly and whispered, “Do you two mind?  I think I'm getting married here.”
 
   We grinned at her as they let go of my arms and I leaned over and kissed Vanessa's cheek and whispered, “You go get her.”  Then I winked at JW and stood off to the side.
 
   The parson said, “Thank you all and thank you for coming to celebrate the union between June Harris-West, and Vanessa Brighton in the bonds of holy matrimony.  Now I can go on with the usual words spoken in a ceremony like this, but the only words that matter are the ones both spoken and unspoken between the two that stand before you today.  So the brides have chosen to read their own vows before you and the eyes of whatever god they worship.”
 
   She smiled and looked at June.  My future sister-in-law took Vannie's hands and they touched foreheads, letting Vanessa see the music in her eyes.  Then she used the words in her heart, straight from her soul.  The emotion and truth behind her words were so profound, a conveying of emotion so deep they don't even have words for them, but most of all she spoke her love.  I was crying unchecked when she shrugged, and finished her vows with a tear in her own eye. “I'm yours Nessie.”
 
   Vanessa cocked her head and just smiled at her.  The vicar cleared her throat and my sister broke eye contact with June.  Then she blinked at the clergywoman and gave a cheesy grin.  “Oh, yeah.  My turn.”  She looked at the packed room and said, “Ummm... what she said.”
 
   A chuckle spread through the room and she looked back at June and her expression softened.  “I don't do a lot of talking.  I always figured actions spoke volumes, words only spoke concepts.  So all I can do is tell you that I promise to be by your side and support you, and always be there when you need me.  I could try to tell you how much I love you but again, I prefer actions, so instead I'll just spend the rest of my life showing you instead.”  She shrugged again.
 
   June was beaming at her.  I was surprised Van's head didn't explode, saying so many words all strung together like that.  Then the chaplain asked, “Who has the rings?”
 
   The gathered crowd laughed as Zilrita popped up from her seat like she was on springs, holding a baby.  “Gack!  That's me!”  I grinned at the goth as she ran up.  I was wondering why she wasn't in her place beside me.  But Fay had her 'baby drunk'.  She passed by the mothers’ West, who tried to snag baby Fay to no avail.
 
   She held Fay like a giggling football as she dug into the pocket of her leather dress and pulled out two plain bands.  She held them out like she had just won an Olympic event.  June looked about to burst into laughter as she took a ring and slid it on Vanessa's offered hand.  Then Van took the other one and slipped it onto June's waiting finger.
 
   Zil then went about trying to figure out which end was up on Fay, and deposited her on her hip.  The rector then smiled and said, “I now pronounce you wife and wife. You may... oh my... you got that part already.”  June and Vanessa were in a lip lock so hot most of us had a need to fan ourselves.
 
   There was cheering and then June said in a voice far too booming to come from such a feminine looking woman,  “Okay everyone!  Back to London for the after party on the Water Witch!  I want to get to my honeymoon already!”  More cheering ensued as my two sisters made a run for the door and out to the SUV, which was appropriately and embarrassingly decked out for the newlyweds.
 
   We all streamed out of the chapel with them, and birdseed was thrown at them.  I wondered why it wasn't rice, and the nice clergywoman explained it was for a treat for the huge swarms of birds around the chapel.   That they never had to sweep up afterward as the birds got every last seed.
 
   I stood there grinning with a new piece of my heart glowing as I watched them drive off, dragging strings of cans behind them.
 
   I sighed and exhaled then my smile suddenly dropped.  I mumbled, “Son of a bitch.  They were my ride.”  I turned to Zilrita, Elizabeth, and the mothers’ West, put a thumb out, and made puppy dog eyes.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Reception
 
   Mission accomplished!  I scored a ride back to London with my newly expanded family.  That was an exciting thought for me.  For so long, Vannie and I were all each other had.  Well we have an Aunt and Uncle who we have never met.  Then June came into our lives and turned that all upside down.
 
   We found that the friends she pulled around her like an armor shell were more like family than friends.  I couldn't help wondering if that's what a true family felt like.  Then June's family sort of absorbed Van and me before we realized what was going on.  We have been included in every family event and milestone since we met J-Dub.  Now they really are our family and I don't know why that is making my stupid eyes water.
 
   Anabella was watching me in the mirror as she drove us to the docks where Tabitha Romanov's huge houseboat, the Water Witch, was moored.  Yes Tabitha Romanov, as in Tabby Cat, the mega rock superstar.
 
   Have I mentioned just how surrealistic it was to work at London Harmony after school and on weekends?  I have met people I could have only dreamed of even simply seeing in concert, and they all sort of treated me like a little sister or maybe the record label mascot.
 
   I mean, how bizarre is it to walk up the stairs to my desk and pass someone like Abigail Addison on the stairs and have her smile and say, “Hi Small Fry.”  That's enough to make me blush, not to mention that most of them are hot.
 
   When I was younger, I know my sister hid from me, that she was attracted to women.  I guess she thought I'd think that was something wrong with her like her schizophrenia. I could never convince her that I couldn't care less about it.  In fact, once she sort of admitted it to herself when June came along it made me happier than a platypus in a bubble bath that she found someone who loved her for who she was, and saw past the disease that plagued her.
 
   Then as I got older, I started to understand, as I found I was crushing on all sorts of men and women in the music scene.  At first I wondered if it was influenced by my sister, but I realized that nobody can influence your sexual preferences.  You just like what you like, and I seem to have no preference at all.  Cute is cute in my book.  Now if only I didn't appear to have some sort of people repellent that kept my dating life to virtually nil.
 
   I've always thought my sister was very pretty, but she hides it away under the hood of that jacket of hers.  We have a strong resemblance to each other, so I hope I'm at least presentable.  I can never tell, some days I'm happy with what I see in the mirror, and other days all I can see are my flaws.
 
   From what I have read in some of the psychology papers I have perused when I was fifteen; hey, I like to read, so zip it;  that is pretty normal.  Most people, when they look in the mirror, they first see the things they want to change about themselves before taking in the whole picture.
 
   One paper spoke of body image, as a component of self-concept.  As it pertains to self-actualization and... okay fine, maybe I do know why dating is so hard.  It's difficult to find someone who finds everything interesting and fascinating like I do.
 
   The past year I've tried to fit in.  I've dressed edgier, more hip, and into the underground rock scene that I am immersed in at work.  I thought it was working when I was asked out by a couple guys and a girl in my senior year.  But they all moved too fast.  I don't want to just hop into bed on the first date, and that seems to be a turn off to the types of people I am attracting with the persona I was projecting.  I want to make a connection before I, well... you know.
 
   Maybe it is time to take stock of myself and try to figure out who I am.  Who is Francine Allie Brighton?  I'll be heading off to college in just nine short weeks.  Reinvent myself.  Maybe I can start over there.  Be... me, whoever the hell that is.  Strip off the leather jacket and headbands and see who is hiding underneath.
 
   Oh, who am I kidding?  I just can't wait to get my hands on all the reading material in the campus library!  I admit it, I'm a geek.  I was offered a full scholarship at the University of the Arts London, Chelsea, and a room in the Halls of Residence.
 
   I saw Anabella tilt her head almost in question to me.  She has always been scary intuitive about people, but I guess she needs to be as a US congresswoman.  I just smiled and shrugged at her.  Then I noticed Elizabeth looking between me and her mom.  “Hey, none of that silent communication crap ladies.”  I noted Mandy signing what her daughter said for her wife.
 
   Anabella just chuckled as we pulled into the marina and parked.  It was a battle worthy of an episode of Star Trek as we all fought over the baby seat that doubled as a rocker slash carrier.  I won.  Go me!  Lizzy stuck her tongue out at me then we all proceeded to the crowded houseboat.  People were on both levels and on the roof deck.
 
   I'm not sure how she did it, but after Zil gave us all one of her squid hugs as we joined the party, the baby seat was empty and a giggling goth was galloping away with Fay on her hip.  I muttered, “I done been baby napped.”
 
   Liz bumped my shoulder and winked down at me from her imposing height and said, “Now you know how I feel.  I've been in London for a whole week now and I've seen Fay maybe three minutes of that.”  She gave a super toothy grin.  I thought she'd be depressed that her husband, Jeremy, wouldn't be able to join us until next week for a couple days before they all flew back to the States.  He's been working on a huge deal that he can't talk much about until everything is finalized.  He's such a cool guy, I can see how he was the lucky one to snag the Pacific Island Princess.
 
   I loved her long, shiny, black hair.  Even braided like it was, it reached down past her waist.  It was sort of like her signature, I think.  That just got me wondering if I had a signature.  Maybe just my prodigious proclivity for my ponderous propensity to expand my vocabulary?  That's me, sexy like a thesaurus.  Pluh.  God, I need a life!
 
   The reception was a blast, dancing and lots of live music from the artists we view as friends.  We were all treated to an incredible surprise, Mandy and Anabella took the mics and sang a song Mandy said she had written for June the day she was born.  I was floored by Anabella, she was easily the caliber of any of the stars who sang before her and her tone was like silver bells chiming, nothing like I would expect from someone who was deaf.  I teared up as June bawled like a baby,  Not much can phase J-Dub, but that song from her moms did.
 
   They smashed cake into each others faces then ran off to the car and drove off to their three-day whirlwind honeymoon tour of Europe.  They had so much going on at LH that they said they couldn't take more than three days.  I watched them drive off from the upper roof deck where I watched them then I muttered, “Son of a bitch!  They were my ride home!”
 
   There was an explosive laugh beside me and I glanced over to see Tabby.  She grinned. “I'm sure with the ration of Harris-Wests floating around the boat, we can get ya home Small Fry.”
 
   I grinned at her. “I know but that just makes my teenaged outburst seem pointless, so I'll refrain from making that realization until the party winds down.”  I gave her a cheesy grin and she smiled and mimicked me by leaning on the railing to look at the moon rising over the city.  I loved London so much, but I found myself missing the New York skyline from time to time since it was my first home.
 
   After a bit, she said, “Too much going on in your head there for someone so young.  Maybe you need to step back and enjoy the rest of the summer before you're forced to grow up even faster.  I hear college forces the issue on people. Not that I'd know anything about that.”
 
   I nodded. “Just trying to figure out who I am before I go.”
 
   She didn't even look over.  “If you can do that, let me know.  I don't think anyone truly knows who they are because we are always changing, evolving.  Our experiences are like building blocks, our emotions like the mortar that holds it all together.  You might start off as one thing, a warehouse of knowledge, and become something new like a skyscraper, soaring to new heights.  Humans weren't meant to be static, to be defined as just one thing.”
 
   I smirked.  “I hate how easily words come to you creative types, that sounded like it could be in your next song.  Some of us are not as loquacious and find words so easy, especially when it comes to our lives.”
 
   She chuckled. “Hmmm... you're right.  Let me stew in those words a bit.  And Small Fry, the Dictionary Queen, doesn't find words easy?”  I looked down and blushed.  Then she turned to me and locked her odd copper eyes on me. “You're not supposed to know who you are when you are so bloody young.  It will just drive you batty.  Take the summer, be a teen, it's the last chance you'll get and you'll be sorry if you waste that chance.”
 
   I nodded and Liz spoke from behind us.  I was so startled that I almost jumped over the rail into the Thames. “Listen to Coppertop little 'sis'.”  I grinned at the use of sis as I turned to see her and Mandy and Ana with baby Fay.  Liz draped an arm around my shoulder and changed topic to spare me any more embarrassment. “We were hunting for you.  Figured the girls forgot you again and you'd need a ride back to the condo.”
 
   I nodded and reached out to Fay and Ana just grinned and turned her hip away.  I signed and said, “Greedy baby monger.” I listened to her silvery laughter.
 
   Then before you knew it, we were back on the road, heading to the condo that June, Vannie and I lived at.  I decided that yes, I was going to take Tabitha's words to heart and just get out of my own head and enjoy the summer before my life changed yet again, for better or worse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Moving Out
 
   The summer went by in a blur.  After June and Vannie had got back from their honeymoon, we took the Liz, Mandy, Ana, and Fay to Heathrow to see them go back to the Americas.  Oh god, just listen to me, I'm starting to talk like a Brit.  To the U.S., Fran, the U.S.
 
   Anabella had been watching me for days.  And she finally pulled me to the side at the airport and told the others we'd catch up.  She pulled me down on a bench and just looked at me for a moment.  She had this almost tangible aura around her, that settled around her like a mantle.  She had been through so much, and wisdom was knitted into her eyes like a tapestry of emotion that made the tiny redhead seem impossibly strong.
 
   She looked around then just signed without speaking, “Something has been weighing on you since we showed up Frannie.  I miss the fun and sense of wonder that sparkled in your eyes.”
 
   I shrugged and smiled, was I broadcasting on all frequencies or was I sending off telemetry on a secret oscillating band that the women I respected could listen to like an old radio show?  I signed, “I'm just feeling a little lost.  I'm about to go to college and I don't even know who I am.”
 
   She grinned, which surprised me then signed back, her hands so graceful compared to mine, “Good.”  She made a silly face and continued, “You're not supposed to.  If you did, then I'd be worried.  Your world is shaped by your decisions.  Those decisions are yours and yours alone, you should never make them based upon what you may think others expect.  Sometimes those decisions are sound, and sometimes they may lead you astray.  But that's how it is supposed to be.”
 
   She reached over and squeezed my hand then spoke in her musical voice without signing, “That's how you find yourself.”
 
   Then she signed, “Just relax and have fun this summer, don't stress about the future.  Then let the adventure begin on your journey to finding out just who one of my favorite people is.  Whoever you wind up being, I just know I'm going to love her.  And always remember to surround yourself with good people.”
 
   My eyes were watering.  I signed, “I know why June turned out so well.”  I hugged her and she seemed much happier then, as she led me to the waiting group.  After tearful goodbyes, we headed back to the condo already missing that part of my new family.
 
   There was so much work to be done at London Harmony, June felt we were getting to the saturation point that our little staff could handle, but she didn't want to get so big that we couldn't give each and every artist the personal attention they deserved.  So after discussions in the Pit, we are thinking of adding a location.  Spinning off the pop artists into a new studio.
 
   I hadn't been privy to most of it, because almost everyone kicked me out to go have fun my last summer of freedom.  The thing is, working at LH is fun for me.  The group that I kind of, sort of, hung out with in high school were all on holiday so all the rest of my friends and family in London were at London Harmony.
 
   So, what does an hip and happening, enterprising young woman do with all her free time that is forced upon her?  Why do something that induced thrills and precipitates an adrenaline rush of course!  I mostly hung out at the London Library in Saint James Square.  Oh good lord I need a life.
 
   But... there are books there... filled with words.  A virtual cornucopia of imagination and wonder for any bibliophile.  A plethora of works that give conception to the visualization of new concepts and worlds.  Umm... stop looking at me like that.
 
   The only thing I love as much as words is music, mostly because the emotional constructs the artists build with their words.  You can empathize with the feelings of the artist that brought forth such visceral passion.
 
   So that was my summer, kicking back in the back of the library in a workstation, reading anything I could get my little hands on while listening to new talent from the city's underground music scene, looking for the next big artist.  The Frampton 200, over the ear, studio quality headphones which June hooked me up with last Christmas, made it sound like I was standing in the mosh pit, experiencing the music live.
 
   Oh... and I saw a movie.  Don't tease me, but it was Heartsong Warrior Two.  I may or may not have snorted a few times during it.
 
   So there I was, checking my bags before I headed over to my dorm room in the Halls of Residence.  I came out of my room dragging my two suitcases and paused.  Vannie and June were standing in our condo at One Hyde Park, with watery eyes.
 
   I held my own back and said, “Oh come on now.  I'm going to be to be a whole entire two miles away.  Still working Saturdays at LH.  This will have a negligible impact on our social endeavors.”
 
   They pulled me into a hug.  June whispered hoarsely, “We know Small Fry, but even still we're going to miss the hell out of you and your old lady vocabulary.”  I snorted and squeaked at that.  Good God, I was crying too.
 
   I pushed away from them and wiped my eyes. “Yeah, this will be a great first impression, me showing up with puffy red eyes.”
 
   Van tilted her head at me and tentatively touched my shoulder.  “I love you, little sis.  It won't be the same here without you.”
 
   This would be strange, for the third time in my life I'll be living away from my sister.  When the foster system split us up, when she went into the mental health program, and now.  I took a look at her, taking a mental picture though I'd still probably see her every day or so.  I marveled at how she took care of me and always made sure I was safe even during her psychotic breaks.  When she wasn't sure of anything else, not knowing what was real or not, she always held onto us, our little two person family.  She was the strongest person I knew.  So I let her know. “I love you too big sis.  I'll see you guys for Thursday Night, Friday Night, and at work.”
 
   They each tried to take a suitcase and I giggled. “Oh good lord women, let me go with dignity here.  I can get my cases in my car.”
 
   Then June grabbed something off the coffee table, a small wrapped package and slipped it into my shoulder bag.  She crinkled her nose.  “Fine, fine.  Be on your way so I can ravage your sister.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and said, “Eww.  Nice J-Dub.  Now I'll have to drive an icepick into my skull to get that image out of my head.”
 
   Van was no help. “Oooo ravaging?”
 
   To the sound of their chuckles as I pulled the suitcases out the door and they closed the door behind me, I started saying, “La la la I can't hear you!”  I paused a second and took a deep breath and steeled myself.  This was it, I was about to embark on...  I turned and saw shadows in the peephole.  I blurted, “Good lord women!  You don't need to watch me go!  I better not see you on the balcony when I get to the car!”  I grinned at the giggles then headed down to street level.
 
   I loaded the suitcases next to the couple other boxes of things for the dorm, then chanced a look up to see my sisters standing on the balcony looking down.  I just had to smile, I loved them too.  Then I waved and they waved back and I hopped in and drove off, toward the Thames and the next chapter in my life.
 
   But I wasn't thinking of that.  My weird brain was wondering how hard it would be for me to adapt to driving if we ever moved back to the U.S.  Since I learned to drive on the wrong side of the road here in England.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Ponsonby Hall
 
   I found the parking structure near the residence halls and checked my paperwork for the ten millionth time to make sure I had slot 5B and my parking sticker visible in the rear window.  I know, I shouldn't be so obsessive, but I think it is from the structure Vannie and I needed to help her function when we couldn't afford her meds.
 
   A small piece of me is ashamed to admit that I get a little scared when I get a little obsessive compulsive, I remember that schizophrenia has a strong hereditary component, and I'm not as strong as Vanessa is.  I've see what the affliction has done to my sister and, know I have a predilection for the same disorder.
 
   I looked at the brand new, modern structure.  The Halls of Residence at Ponsonby Place, just adjacent to the college.  It was student housing for Chelsea and other nearby educational institutions.  In most cases, the various Halls of Residence that were sprinkled around the heart of London were low rent, yearly stay apartments for students.
 
   Some rooms are financed by different colleges to award to scholarship recipients.  I was one of those lucky ones, but it also meant I would have a roommate instead of a private room.  June laughed when my acceptance letter came with a note from the Dean stating that they have never received such a well articulated entrance essay.
 
   I used the key card to get into the building and looked around.  I was assigned the first floor, 5B.  Classes didn't start for a week, but the place was crowded.  I thought I might be in a TARDIS since the place seemed much bigger on the inside, a testament to the architects for giving the entry such a vast and inviting space.  There were sofas, and seating areas everywhere, and little workstations.  Once things settled down, this would be a good area just to sit and people watch.
 
   I saw a little office area near one of the two gated areas, there was a sign over the office that said Residence Resources so I veered off toward it, dragging two suitcases.  I was getting a lot of looks and reminded myself I wanted to change my look.
 
   Everyone looked so... preppy?  And here I was dressed as little miss badass rocker.  Then I looked down at the faded US flag tee I was wearing under my unzipped leather jacket.  Oh, that might be part of the reason too.  I stepped up to the counter set into the wall of the office, feeling self-conscious.  I zipped up my jacket as a woman came scurrying over.
 
   I looked over the counter into the office beyond, which looked as if the Russian Mafia had torn it apart searching for something.  It was quite a contrast to the almost antiseptically spotless hall. The woman looked to be maybe twenty, twenty-two at the most, and she looked as frazzled as the office.
 
   She looked at me with wide, wild, brown eyes.  Her curly auburn was hair pulled back into a loose, crooked ponytail, which made her seem a little manic.  She looked at me then stood up straight and put on some round, Lennon spectacles and took a deep breath. She straightened the tails of her blouse that was untucked and just hanging down to the pocket bottoms of her jeans.
 
   Then she exhaled and a different person was standing in front of me, with a small smile full of confidence and adroit competence.  She was looking slightly to my left.  “Right then, Welcome to  Ponsonby Hall.  I'm Amarissa Hoyte, but everyone just calls me Amy.  How may I be of assistance miss?”
 
   I looked to my left, but nobody was there.  Then I looked at her again and smiled back as I extended my hand. “Hello Amy, it is a pleasure to meet you.  My name is Francine Brighton, but people call me...”  I almost said, Small Fry.  June was so going to pay for that nickname. “...Fran.  I'm a resident here, there was supposed to be paperwork?”
 
   She looked down to the left of my hand and then grinned and shook it.  “A Yank!  Grand.  Yes, paperwork.”  She tilted her head like she was focusing sort of at me then nodded and turned around to regard the mess behind her as she said offhandedly, “Brighton, right.  Second highest entrance scores in Chelsea history.  Easton Scholarship recipient.  Quite American, here on a workers Visa.  Five foot six, blonde hair and blue eyes.  Rooming with Max Harper. And...”
 
   She held up a finger like she was stating something consequentially monumental then tilted her head at some of the mountains of papers. “Occupant of room 5B.”  She chittered like a chipmunk then just grabbed some papers from the middle of a stack and yanked them out without disturbing the rest of the stack.
 
   She turned around and almost dramatically whipped her ponytail behind her as she grinned like a loon.  I was busy being stunned and impressed that she had rattled off all that information about me.  She focused to my left and slid a little folder with my name on it in front of me.  “This is your welcome packet to the Hall, it will tell you everything you need to know about the residence and layout the rules.”
 
   Then she squeaked out, “Oh!”  Then she slid a pad in front of me. “Thumb please.”  I looked at her then the pad and placed my thumb on it, then she put out her hand. “Key card please.”  I grinned at the silly smile she was sporting.  She was having fun.  I noted a line forming behind me.  She was here alone, doing the intake for all the residents?  No wonder she looked frazzled.
 
   I handed her my key card and she slid it into a slot on the machine.  Then I looked up, just to start blinking after I was blinded by a flash.  She attached the camera to the device and a few seconds later a green light appeared, and she slid my card out and it now had a little black and white photo of me in the center of it below my name.
 
   She focused to my left and said, “Your thumbprint or the keycard will open the main doors, the door to your room, and the laundry in the basement.”  Then I opened my mouth to ask where I could find my room but she beat me to it.  She pointed a little right of where she was looking, and said, “North Wing, third door on the left.”
 
   Then in a total nonsequitur she said, “I love your accent.  So have you met a real cowboy?”
 
   I had to grin.  There seemed to be a reality disconnect with a few Brits.  They knew that the United States wasn't all cowboys and frontier anymore, hasn't been for over a century, but some still asked that same question.  I shook my head. “Nope.  Sorry.”
 
   The people behind me were making impatient noises.  She looked past me and to the left of the line and made a disapproving sound then grinned at me.  “If you need anything or have any questions, just ring up pound pound on the house phone or the number in the welcome packet on your mobile, and it will connect you with me.”
 
   I nodded and said, “Thanks.  It was great meeting you.”
 
   She grinned and scrunched her head down to her shoulders.  Then she looked all around the counter as I was about to step away.  She mumbled, “Now where did my glasses get to?”
 
   I smiled and reached over and tapped the earpiece of the glasses she was still wearing, “They're right here, Specs.”
 
   She raised her hand and touched them, then took them off to look at them accusingly.  “So they are.  They're always wandering off unattended.  Like cats.  Cats are always wandering.”  She put them back on and bit the tip of her tongue in a silly manner.  I chuckled and waved a goodbye, then walked off toward the North Wing, dragging two suitcases behind me.  I noted many other young adults hauling boxes, bags and cases too.
 
   There was a turnstile gate with a security guard at the entrance to the hall that had a huge plexiglass sign with gold letters spelling out North Wing hanging above it.  The guard looked disinterested in just about anything but his mobile as he texted with someone.  I looked at the turnstile and saw the scanner and about pulled out my card again but then remembered and put my thumb on the pad and a light on the turnstile turned green.  Cool.
 
   I wrestled the bags through with me.  The struggle catching passing attention from the guard.  Then I was through.  There were neat little nooks all over the hall, which had dark green carpeting.  The nooks had cushioned benches, reading lights and charging stations for laptops, or tablets.  It seemed they designed the whole structure around giving people places to study or get together with friends.
 
   I mumbled, “Ah, 5B.”  Then thumbed the lock and opened the door  It thumped into a cardboard box filled with blankets, and a girl gave a short, surprised scream!
 
   A girl with lovely chocolate skin and huge brown eyes was taking deep calming breaths.  She grinned. “Bloody hell you startled me.”  Then she held her hand to her head like a phone. “Hello?  Yes mum, terribly sorry, but I seemed to have had a fright and died on my first day at Uni.  Yes, terribly undignified.”
 
   I pulled my bags beside me and grinned at the woman who was flashing her pearly whites at me, and offered my hand.  “Francine Brighton, Fran.  You must be my roommate, Max?”
 
   She nodded and shook my hand. “Maximilia Porter. Max.”  Then she brightened, as she took in my look.  “Yank?”  Just when I think I'm blending, that's the first thing everyone asks recently.
 
   I shook my head. “Canadian.”  Then asked, “Brit?”  She chuckled and I rolled my eyes with a smile. “Yes, I'm from the States.”
 
   She just gave a cheesy grin.  “Brill!  Any preference to which bed you want?  I've already started moving into the space next to the loo.”
 
   I lowered my eyes and looked downtrodden and she said quickly, “I can move over to the other.”
 
   I looked up at her and pursed my lips, fighting another smile.  “I was just playing.  Either is fine with me and you're already set up.”
 
   She smirked and started grabbing things from a box on her bed. “I thought Canadians were supposed to be cordial and polite, not mean.”
 
   I started to say, “I'm not Can...”  Then squinted at her, catching the ribbing.  “Hey now.  Be nice or I'll short sheet your bed.”
 
   She barked out some laughter and said, “You're all right, Brighton.”  I smiled and unpacked my stuff as we chatted and got to know each other.  She even walked out to help with the boxes still in the car.
 
   She was an aspiring artist who was awarded a scholarship as well, and she had both parents.  She was the eldest of four siblings.  All girls.  She was also a fencer.  I found that fascinating and she showed me her equipment and her foil.  I wasn't a real physical person, except jogging twice a week, but fencing sounded fun.  She said it helps with the analytical part of her mind, keeping it sharp.
 
   As we settled in and realized neither of us brought food to stock the tiny little kitchenette, we ordered takeout.  A while later, we were sitting on our beds, eating Chinese and sharing our first impressions of the Hall.
 
   She spoke between bites of sweet and sour pork. “What about that Amy?  Odd duck her.  Wonder what's wrong with her eyes.”
 
   I shrugged. “I like her, I think she's a hoot.  You see how she seems to know where everything is in that mess?  And she's random.  I like random.”  Then I paused and thought.  “She probably just has minor Amblyopia or Strabismus.  Her focal point is just moved a bit which is indicative of one or the other.”
 
   She tilted her head slightly and I saw her brow furrow slightly.  “Yes, I think she's cute too.”  Then she asked. “Pre-med?  I thought they said this was a hall for the Universty of the Arts, London.”
 
   I blushed and looked at my almond chicken.  “No, I just like to read.”  She arched an eyebrow and then grabbed another white container and started inhaling the chow mein.  I threw a fortune cookie at her and she squeaked.  I grinned.  Yup, Max would do for a roommate.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Library
 
   The next morning, I was already bored.  Classes wouldn't start until Monday, six days from then.  I couldn't do nothing.  Max had gotten up early and went off to spend the day with her boyfriend, Kyle.  I looked at the campus map then the surrounding area.  Just to keep busy, I flicked through the job listings for students on my tablet.  There was one at the Royal Library Archive, less than two blocks away!
 
   I threw on my jacket, pulled my hair back, slipped a red bandanna on, and grabbed my bag.  The weight was off on it, so I peeked inside.  I had forgotten J-Dub's gift!  I grinned and sat on my bed and pulled out the little wrapped package.  There was a little card.  I opened it, and it read “I'm so very proud of you Small Fry.  I know how you like words and junk.”  And her signature.
 
   I carefully untied the tawny twine and unwrapped the plain brown paper wrapping.  Then grinned at the white tissue paper around a thick book.  Then my heart stopped when I pulled the tissue away.  I swallowed hard and ran my fingers over the gilded letters on the green linen cover.  I whispered, “No way.”
 
   My hands started shaking as I saw the misspelling of the title on the cover, signifying it to be the 1873 First American Edition of Jules Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Seas.  I closed my eyes for a moment and cried silently.  How in the hell had she even found one of these?  They were almost priceless.
 
   I remembered one of the first long conversations June and I had after she became my legal guardian when Vannie went through the program.  She wanted to know why I loved reading so much, loved books, and words.  And I shared with her the day that Vanessa had become eighteen and petitioned the court to remove me from foster care and have me remanded to her care.
 
   When we arrived at her tiny little apartment near the auto mechanic shop Van worked at.  She pulled out a book to read to me, Jules Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Seas.  She read to me every night and I got lost in that fantastical world.  It was the strongest emotional moment of my life.  Knowing Vanessa had never broken her promise to fight for me, then my sister, who rarely spoke much, showed me the magic of reading, of escaping into another world as an unbreakable family.  June had remembered that all these years.
 
   I carefully re-wrapped it in the tissue and the brown paper and tied it up.  I couldn't wait to thumb through the pages, but not until I got some acid-free gloves to handle it properly.  I wiped my cheeks and smiled as I put it reverently on the shelf beside my bed.  I promised the book, “Soon.”  Then I turned and almost skipped to the door.  This was going to be such an awesome, astonishing, fabulous, magnificent day!
 
   I arrived at the address and looked up at the large brick building.  Like most of the buildings in London, it had the feel and taste of history.  They just don't build structures with character anymore.  And this one just screamed, “Hello there, I'm an old haunted schoolhouse!”  It was a large three story building that took up most of the block.  It had a steeply pitched roof that looked to be composed of layered slate shingles.  It was bracketed on either end by huge stone chimneys.  Though it had a modest, normal sized door under a little overhang to keep it out of the rain.
 
   The only marking on the building was a little bronze plaque below the large bronze address numbers.  It read  Royal Library Archive.  I tried the door, but it was locked.  So I pressed the little black doorbell button with a bronze ring next to the opening which had a little sign that read, “Ring for Assistance.”
 
   I could hear the old fashioned bell ringing somewhere inside.  Then I heard the sound of an electric motor and looked up to see a camera tucked up in the peak of the overhang, focusing on me.  Then there was a loud buzz signaling a remote lock release and I tried the door again and it opened freely.  I grinned, this was feeling all cloak and dagger.
 
   I stepped into a voluminous hall with white marble floors.  It wasn't meant to be grand, I've learned that most of the buildings over a hundred years old in London were either stone floors like this or hardwood.  It wasn't for opulence, it was just because things were built right back then, allowing buildings to stand the test of time and last hundreds of years if need be.
 
   I read somewhere that most modern buildings like gas stations, strip malls, and the like, are designed for a sixty-year life cycle.  So not even a single lifetime, to me, that is a sad thing and just punctuates my prior point about buildings not having much character.
 
   I looked around and a portly, balding gentleman stepped out of an oak door with slatted glass that was marked with “Office”.   He was in a relaxed suit, and he had a bushy, graying mustache which just demanded your attention.  He would be the envy of all the walruses at a marine park.  His nose was rosy and he had a genuine smile on his face when he stepped up to me.  His height was deceptive, out of context he would have appeared shorter than he actually was.  He was over six feet tall when he reached me.
 
   He pushed his wire-rim glasses higher up on his nose, then counter-intuitively he looked over them to me as he asked, “Right then, do you have your request form?  Or will you be staying to read here in a reading nook?”  He put off that, every girl's grandpa, vibe and I caught myself grinning back at the man.
 
   I got distracted. “People can read at the Archive?”  That was something I was going to have to explore later.  Then I shook my head and refocused on the reason I was here.  Working one day a week at London Harmony was going to put a damper on my disposable income.  Before he could respond, I put my hand out.  “I'm sorry, got distracted there.  Good morning sir, my name is Francine Brighton, and I came to apply for the student work study job you had posted online.”
 
   He brightened at that.  “Ah! Yes, of course.”  Then he started back toward the office. “Come, come.”  Then he said as he held the door open for me in a chivalrous manner, “Harold Donnigold.  Chief Archivist at your service, Miss Brighton.”
 
   He started rummaging around on the one desk in the cramped office and made a satisfied sound as he grabbed a brass key and handed it to me.  Then opened a drawer in a cabinet and gave me a box of acid-free latex gloves.  I was confused and then he gave me an electronic tablet and a piece of paper that was titled, “Archive Retrieval Request”.
 
   Then he shooed me toward the door saying, “The system is easy.  We receive request forms either online or the preferred hard copy like this.  Then use the pad to find the location of the desired material, you retrieve it and place them here.”  He patted a shelving unit beside the office with numbered slots.  Then you...”  He paused when I actually held up my hand like I were in school and felt immediately embarrassed about it, but I was confused as hell at to what was going on.
 
   I looked at him sheepishly. “Ummm... does this mean I have the job?”
 
   He grinned then scrunched up his face. “Don't be daft girl.  Of course you have the job, just how many students do you think apply for work study in a warehouse of moldy old books?  You'd be the first to show interest in over three bloody years.”
 
   I smiled and said, “Well now, that was the easiest job interview ever.”
 
   He looked genuinely amused and I couldn't help but like the man.  Then he said, “We'll get to the silly paperwork and whatnot later.  First, I'll show you the filing system and layout of the archives on the four floors.”  Oh dear lord, the jowly way he spoke, he sounded like Richard Nixon with a British accent.
 
   Four?  Oh, the basement.  I echoed my thought. “Four?  Four floors of books?”
 
   He must have seen the twinkle in my eyes and he chuckled. “Yes.  We're just bursting at the seams with history and knowledge here.”  I thought about how huge the building was, about the size of a football field and there were four floors stuffed with books?  Wow!
 
   I asked as he ushered me through an Archive Staff Only, door, “How many people work here? The place is huge!”
 
   He furrowed his brow like he was concentrating hard and said, “Including you?”  I nodded and he looked up and then nodded like he just came to the number and brightened up and said with humor tinging his voice. “Including you, the custodian, Mr. Myong, and myself there would be three.  It would have been four, but my assistant, Mrs. Reed, passed away last year, God rest her soul.”
 
   I blinked. “Umm... you do everything yourself?”
 
   He nodded. “It isn't so bad until midterms and finals.  When everything is marked 'rush'.  Bloody lazy students waiting til the last minute.  I've got request retrieval down to a three week backlog and holding.”
 
   I grinned and he gave me the tour.  I was in heaven.  Most of the books were older than me.  He even brought me to the environmentally controlled vaults with priceless books dating back to before the printing press when everything was written by hand.  They belonged in a museum, but he said that there weren't enough museums to display them all.  And they just sit in there, unloved and unread for so long.  I made another silent promise to the books all around me.  “Soon.”
 
   He mentioned the crates in the attic space.  Or what he called the “Long Term Storage” but implied it really meant, the books nobody had requested in decades but weren't valuable in any way.  We didn't go up there in the tour.
 
   There were little tables and chairs by the ends of the rows upon rows of shelves on the three main floors and basement.  Then on the main floor, about a quarter of it had private reading rooms and the halls were lined with little reading nooks.  A couple of them were occupied by older, scholarly looking people and there was one boy around my age furiously writing in a notebook as he read from an old leather bound book.
 
   After a couple retrievals and then re-shelving of books from the reading nooks, he asked if I could work out the day.  Then we could talk about schedules and fill out the actual paperwork to make me official.
 
   His final word before he set me loose on the list of almost three hundred backlogged retrievals was “That key is your lifeblood Miss Brighton, it will open every door in the Archive, guard it with your very life.  I'd hate to have to tell Mr. Myong that he needs to re-key the entire building if you did.”  He was half serious, half joking. I assured him I would.
 
   I walked up to the third floor for my first solo retrieval.  Then I just stood in the middle of the floor, looking around at the hundreds of rows of shelves that were stacked floor to ceiling with books.  It was a dream!  I now worked in a huge, private library, with books that were old before my grandparents were born!
 
   I opened my arms and just spun in place, just to be silly.  Then stopped dead when I heard a door open.  I may have bleeked a startled sound then just stopped breathing altogether.  There standing frozen, like a deer caught in headlights, was a cute woman with curly red hair.  She was wearing jeans and green sweater.
 
   I said, “Hello,” I blushed self-consciously for my display.  She stood there looking at me like she was trying to figure out who I was.  Then she timidly slid the rest of the way out of the door to the Long Term Storage in the attic and then shut the door, her eyes on me the whole time.  She took a key on a chain around her neck and locked the door.  I thought I was the only other worker there besides Mr. Donnigold.
 
   She waved cutely at me, her freckled face unreadable.  She seemed so timid, with the ends of her sleeves bunched in her hands as she just rushed off.  I wanted to go after her to ask her name, but I had work to do.  I smiled as I looked at the door to the attic, then went to work in my own private wonderland, running my gloved hands along the spines of the books as I walked.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – First Day
 
   The week just flew by.  Max and I got to know each other better, but I didn't get to know many more people before classes started as I spent every waking hour in the Archives.  I sat and read on the third floor, where all the works of fiction were stored.  I'd kick back at one of the little tables and indulged myself, feasting upon words, as I put my headphones on and immersed myself in music.
 
   I saw that girl from time to time, using her key to make her way around the place, but never caught up with her.  I kept meaning to ask Mr. Donnigold... sorry, Harold, who she was.  She was always dressed cutely and struck me as overly shy which made her even more intriguing to me.  She seemed to have this little crooked smile on her face as she did endearing things like tucking her wild hair behind her ear as she hurried away from me.
 
   Between Harold and I, we brought the backlog down to a couple hundred titles by the end of the week.  Since I'd only be working three afternoons a week when classes started, it would take us a couple months at least to get rid of the backlog altogether.  I wore my key on a lanyard around my neck, it made me feel like I was a librarian at a secret library.
 
   Max and I went to the Chelsea new student orientations, got our schedules, and took a tour of the campus.  They had a smaller library that had a strong art and culture section.  Sorry, but that made me smile.
 
   On Monday, I told Max on my way out the door, “Well this is it, college.  Wish me luck.”
 
   She threw an eraser at me and grinned.  “Are all Canadian's such drama queens?”
 
   I started to say I wasn't Canadian, then rolled my eyes at the woman.  She was a lot of fun.  I just looked down my nose at her and said imperiously, “Meany.”
 
   She chuckled out through the door as I shut it, “Such strong words for a Yank.”
 
   I yelled back as I headed down the hall, “I'm not listening to you!”
 
   I checked my schedule for the millionth time, just in case, you know, I had been reading it wrong the past couple days.  Yup, English Literature, it was still the same.  I rolled my eyes at myself and made my way to the lecture hall as I looked at my schedule, besides the requirements, Literature, History, Philosophy, and Calculus.  I had four applied arts classes.
 
   Maybe I'd be able to figure out what I wanted to do in life between them.  I was so unfocused except knowing I loved music and reading.  Vannie often says that she would get unfocused, and that is how she knew she was slipping again.  I know it is irrational, but I always worry about that whenever I feel like this.  I smiled at the thought of Van.  Even when she did have a psychotic break, she never, ever hurt me.  She was just that strong willed.
 
   I made my way though he crowded corridors, exchanging smiles and nods with other freshmen that I recognized from orientation.  We were easy to pick out, we were the ones with wide eyes who looked terrified, and excited, and on the verge of throwing up.  Then I stepped into the crowded lecture hall.  My heart sank, I knew I should have showed up more than fifteen minutes early like I had, all the good seats up front were taken.  I scanned around.  There were a couple places in the middle of the tiered seating... okay, scratch that, someone just claimed them.
 
   I looked at the back of the room, where there were six or seven seats left, I sighed in defeat, they were so far away from the action.  I loved sitting up front, it was like you could feel the knowledge radiating off the teachers in secondary school.  I imagined it would be even better here.
 
   I flopped down in an aisle seat.  If I were cursed to sit at the top of the world, at least I'd have easy egress at the end of class.  My departure, exodus, withdrawal, emanation would be swift.  Good God, I'm a geek.
 
   When the lecture was about to start, I could see the professor grabbing some papers from a briefcase at the desk off to the side of a podium when someone sat on the other side of the aisle.  I glanced over then smiled hugely, it was the girl from the Archives.
 
   I gave her a tiny wave.  She didn't respond at first.  Instead, she scrutinized me.  I mean really took a good look at me from head to toe, with an unreadable expression on her face.  I sort of felt self-conscious, like I was being analyzed.  Her eyes stopped at my spiked leather bracelet and my bandanna before she smiled meekly and gave a tiny wave back.  She smiled and shrank into her seat and bunched up the sleeves of her white blouse in her hands as she turned to the front before I could say anything, when Professor Whitley spoke.
 
   He had a really thick British accent that I associated with the upper echelon in London.  It was like a class thing, and all the scholarly types seemed to share his particular crisp diction.  He gave a brief overview of the course and his expectations of each of us.  Then he stepped back as his teaching assistant, Gregory, took roll call as the professor looked on to place names with faces.
 
   I was the third name called, I was used to that, having a B name.  I grunted a guttural affirmative like most of the students.  Then when the young man called out, “Tasha Reed.”  She sort of hesitantly raised a hand with her cuffs still bunched in her fist.  He looked around and called her name again and she said in a timid voice, “Here.”
 
   The professor went over the reading material that we were expected to have read over the summer that were laid out in the course outline.  Then discussed the future titles.  He made an emphasis that the class was not for reading the books. It was for learning 'how' to read the books and how to assess, digest, and understand what the author had intended for their audience.
 
   He looked at the time, we still had fifteen minutes left in the class so he asked, “How many of you took the time to read and understand Clarissa, by Samuel Richardson.  I know that most of you chose Jane Eyre from the list, a three hundred page work as opposed to a fifteen hundred page work.  But these titles were not suggested reading, they were required.”
 
   I raised my hand as did two others near the front row, and I smiled when Tasha raised her hand half way.  She glanced over and smiled back then lowered her hand.  He looked around and hung his head then said, ok then... keep your hands up.  He pointed at a guy in the front row and asked, “What was the predominating theme in the novel?”
 
   The guy started, “Mental and physical abuse of...”
 
   Professor Whitley cut him off abruptly. “Wrong.  And you miss?”
 
   He pointed at a girl with her hand up who raised her chin and said, “Misogyny and rape...”
 
   Again he cut her off, “Wrong.”  Then he looked up to the top row and pointed at me. “The young woman dressed like a thug, who doesn't respect this class or the people around her enough to wear proper attire in a college setting.”
 
   I wavered as everyone turned toward me.  I swallowed, just great, this would be the first impression people had of me.  I whispered, “Jealousy and power.”
 
   He said, “Come now, speak up.”
 
   Louder, my voice cracking, I said, “Jealousy and power?”
 
   He paused at that a second with a little grin, then asked, “Is that an answer or a question.”
 
   I sat up straighter and said firmly, “That is my answer.  There were many other subtexts and currents flowing throughout the plot lines, but the predominant underpinnings of the text were her family's jealousy of her, and Lovelace's desire to have absolute power over Clarissa.  I know that is an oversimplified overview of the...”
 
   The silver-haired man interrupted with a look surprise on his face. “Good to see at least one bloody person actually took the time understand the work.”
 
   I slumped down in my seat, trying to hide away like Tasha when he looked all around the hall.  “Monday, I expect you all to have read Clarissa, and write a short synopsis, ending with your personal reaction to the manuscript.  There is no right or wrong when it comes to your personal opinions, so try not to write what you think I want to hear.  I get enough smoke blown up my arse by the board of trustees.”
 
   There was a mix of disappointed groans for the assignment and laughter about his quip about the trustees.  Then he said louder as he looked at his watch, “I expect each of you to get with Gregory, to set up short introduction interviews with me by the end of the week.  Dismissed.”  I heard a bit of ex-military in the dismissal.  I gathered my things and looked over, and Tasha was already gone.
 
   The rest of the day had a much less stressful tone to it.  I really enjoyed my art conceptualization course with Professor Jillian Grey, she was a hoot.  She let us know that the first two weeks, we weren't allowed to create anything, instead, she wanted us to come up with a project and submit the idea to her.  There were no limits except our imagination as to what we deemed as art.  Great, I didn't even know who I was, now I was expected to come up with my own coursework?  I grinned at myself.  Time to unlock Vannie's creativity gene.
 
   My final class, Calculus, went late. Professor Winters wanted to meet with each of us for a couple minutes to familiarize himself with us.  So I didn't have time to get back to my room at Ponsonby Hall, and had to rush off straight to the Archives.
 
   Harold looked relieved to see me.  I squinted an eye and he said with a grin, “Most work study students realize their life is over and all free time has to be devoted to studies on the first day.  They usually don't return.”
 
   I playfully shoved the portly man's shoulder and said, “Let's nibble down the backlog shall we?”  He nodded and handed me a Retrieval Request form and he took one and said regally, “Indubitably Miss Brighton.”  I rolled my eyes at the man and headed off to- I looked at the form- the second floor, as I put on some gloves.
 
   On my one fifteen minute break, I headed up to the third floor and selected an obscure title from the shelves and sat down to absorb the story as I pulled my headphones over my ears.  This was a medieval comedy that reminded me a bit of Chaucer.  My cell buzzed, telling me my break was over.  I switched off my tunes, a somewhat mellow thrash metal mix by an up and coming band in the underground music scene, Bitter Regrets.
 
   As I was re-shelving the book, I saw Tasha slide up to the door to the attic and slip her key in the lock as she looked around.  She froze when she saw me and then scrutinized me again.  She kept doing that, what was she seeing?  I smiled and waved and called over, “Hello.”
 
   I was about to walk over to her when she smiled back and looked down and said, “Hi.”  Then she disappeared through the door, shutting it behind her.  She was so flippin' cute!  Oh dear lord, she had my motor running.  I promised myself I'd take the time to actually talk to her the next time I saw her.  There was something about her that I was connecting with, identifying with,  but I wasn't sure what it was.  Besides her cute smile.
 
   When I got back to my room that night, I kicked back to work on my homework, do a little light reading and listen to some tunes on my Bluetooth speakers.  When Max returned with her beau, Kyle, I smiled at them and went to mute the speakers and put my headphones on.  She stopped me. “No wait.”
 
   Then she tilted her head and then squinted at me almost accusingly.  “I know every J8 song, but not that one.  Where did you get it?”
 
   I blushed, this was a conversation I was avoiding.  So I just told the vague truth. “My sister in law wrote it for me on my eighteenth birthday.”
 
   Then I tried to mute it again, she had her hand on the speaker, looking at me accusingly.  Wheels were spinning then she blurted out, “Bloody hell!  Your sister-in-law is June Harris-West!?!”  I nodded as she went on, “Oh my god, I'm in love with her voice!”  I sighed, that was pretty much everyone's reaction.
 
   She keyed in on that and said quickly, “Sorry.  Your secret.  Kyle and I won't tell a soul.”
 
   I smiled sheepishly back.  “Thanks.  I sort of want to do college on my own, without being under either of my sister's shadows.”
 
   She nodded and asked, “What's it called?”
 
   I almost buried my face in my hands as I squeaked out, “Small Fry.”
 
   She smiled and bobbed her head to the beat then showed some teeth at the line about a walking thesaurus.  “Oh my god!  You're the Small Fry she's singing about!”
 
   I nodded my head and said, “That's the nickname June saddled me with when she first met me.  Embarrassing I know, but I sort of like it.  It makes me feel...”
 
   I tried to come up with the proper term and she supplied, “Loved.”
 
   I thought about it then nodded and grinned back.  “Yeah, it makes me feel loved.”
 
   She nodded back and changed the subject. “So... Small Fry, you already eat?  Lots of studying to do so it would be easier to order takeout than cook tonight.”  I agreed and we kicked back for our first study session of many I was sure we would have throughout the next four years.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Labyrinth
 
   The next day I spent being introduced to my Tuesday-Thursday schedule.  I noticed Tasha in the halls and waved at her.  She walked past, looking me up and down, with what looked like confusion in her eyes.  She seemed to look everywhere but my face, her eyes stopping at my bandanna.  Then she waved, bunched up the sleeves on her long sweater in her hands, and hurried past with her eyes down.  It was frickin' adorable and I caught myself smiling as I watched her go.
 
   I wanted to call after her but I was going to be late for my last class if I didn't hurry.  What brilliant scheduling genius puts a student’s classes back to back on opposite sides of the campus?  I told myself I'd catch up with her at the Archive to introduce myself.
 
   As I sat in History 101, I wondered how the curriculum would differ in the States, as most of the history laid out in the course outline, centered on European history here.  Which is as it should be.
 
   After class I dropped off my backpack at my room then headed off to the Archive.  I missed the smell of the musty old books already.  I was a little disappointed when I didn't see Tasha that night.
 
   I just filled request form pulls, and then looked at the last one for the night.  I squinted at it LTS R5 916?  What the heck kind of location call out was that?  I headed back to the office and quirked an accusing eyebrow at Harold.  “Are you playing with me with this one?”
 
   He glanced at it and said with humor tinging his voice, “You don't know how to read a simple location callout?  Heaven forbid.  Now I guess I'll need a new assistant.”  He was grinning and having far too much fun at my expense, he must be punished.  I stuck my tongue out at him and he chuckled.  “Long Term Storage, Row 5, Box 916.”
 
   Oh!  The attic.  The one place I had never checked out in the building. Fun!  I squinted at the man. “Would calling my boss a smartass get me fired?”
 
   He seemed to think on it a second then said, “Most definitely.  We have a code of ethics we must adhere to.”
 
   I squinted more and shook my finger at him. “Then you'd have to take care of the backlog yourself.”
 
   He nodded. “This much is true.  So go ahead, do your worst then.”
 
   He mock cringed, I rolled my eyes and shoved his shoulder.  I shook a finger at him. “You're just lucky I'm in a good mood, or you'd get that and worse.”
 
   He raised his nose. “Brash Americans all.”
 
   I almost skipped off, shooting back, “Snooty Brits.”  I grinned at his chuckling.  I was really getting to like the man.  A couple flights of stairs later, I found myself at the locked door to the attic space.
 
   I unlocked it and slipped in, then I went up a wide, oak, spiral staircase.  It was dimly lit from some natural light spilling down the stairs.  I looked back to see an old twist style light switch back at the door.  The sides of the treads were covered in dust, but the centers were clean, indicating recent traffic on them.  The steps were surprisingly sturdy, I was expecting creaking and moaning as I went but there was none of that.
 
   The walls leading up were unfinished and exposed.  I could see old wiring that looked like it was wrapped in fabric, reminding me of the age of the structure.  When I reached the top, I looked at the outside wall, which had newer insulation between the beams of the otherwise exposed wall.  Must have been some pseudo-modern retrofit to conserve power by insulating the structure better.
 
   The rafters, which started off at the wall at just over five feet above the dusty slatted floor, arched up high above, maybe twenty feet or so by the time it hit the midpoint of the building.  There was some of that insulation drooping between rafters and some had torn completely away from the structure altogether and just hung down.  I could see wood slats spanning the rafters.
 
   It was apparent that the attic was not the domain of the custodian, Mr. Myong.  He kept the rest of the building almost antiseptically spotless and well maintained.
 
   I looked down the long line of old rough lumber shelves that went the length of the building.  There were eight dormers spaced about thirty feet apart with round, dusty, cobwebbed windows letting dim illumination in.
 
   I noticed another twist switch next to me at the top of the stairs and turned it with an audible click.  Light bulbs that were hanging from the rafters, suspended by the wiring, flickered to life.  Giving just a little bit more illumination to the space and making the shadows seem that much more pronounced.  A couple blinked on and off, as they were deciding whether or not to give up the ghost.  Some were out.
 
   I stepped to the closest shelf and saw a plaque fastened to it and I wiped off a layer of dust.  It was labeled “Row 1”.  I nodded to myself, this was going to be easy.  I moved down four rows and wiped off the plaque, then blinked. Umm... “Row 1”.  I checked a few more, they were all labeled Row 1.
 
   I chuckled to myself, Harold was so going to pay.  He was probably down in the office chuckling still.  I sighed and looked down a row and it looked like there was a gap between the wall of shelves at the back.  I moved down the row, noting the hundreds of dusty wooden boxes with box numbers apparently burned on the side.
 
   I stopped at one that had its lid ajar, and pulled it down and looked inside out of curiosity.  There were some dusty books from the middle of the twentieth century in them.  The open lid had let dust into the box.  I took a minute to take out all the books and blow the dust off of them and wipe them down the best I could.  I put them back into the box, fastened the lid properly, and replaced the box on the shelf.
 
   I reached what I thought was the far wall and looked through the opening to see another set of shelves stretching off to either side.  I wiped a plaque and it read “Row 2”.  Ah ha!  So there were multiple partitions like this!  I looked at the dividing shelves and wiped a plaque and it said, “Cross Row 1.”
 
   I grinned and took a moment to explore.  There were twists and turns at times.  Some rows were dead ends because of crates of books stacked up.  It was like a labyrinth!  It almost felt like an adventure.  I looked at the time on my cell and sighed, I'd have to explore later, it was about time to go home.
 
   I looked at the floor as I walked.  Nobody had been up here for a long time.  My fresh footprints marred the dust on the floor.  I made my way to the next cross row and found an opening and moved through to row 3.  I noted a well-worn path in the dust here, then grinned, it must be from Tasha.  Again I wondered what her function was here.  Was she checking the inventory of the Long Term Storage?
 
   I had to backtrack a couple times to find an unblocked passage the get through to Row 4.  Then I got smart and looked at Tasha's path and before I knew it, I was at Row 5.  Most of the lights in this row were out and there were no dormer windows on this side of the building.
 
   My pocket vibrated.  I pulled out my cell and saw the Archive's number on it.  I answered. “What do you want you evil man?”
 
   Harold chuckled and said, “Just seeing if I needed to send out a search party for your dried bones and hire a new student.”
 
   I quipped, “Nobody else would take the job.”  Then I assured him, “I just let this place suck me in and I was exploring.  I'm at Row 5 now and will be down in a bit.”
 
   I could almost hear his nod over the phone as he said, “Right then.  It's closing time.  Lock up when you're done Fran?”
 
   I smiled and said, “Sure thing.”  This was the first time he was letting me lock up.  But then again,  Mr. Myong started his shift an hour ago so it wasn't like I was the only one here.  I said my goodnight, then hung up and dusted off the cobwebs from a box.  213, okay, I headed north a few rows and checked a box. 761.  The next aisle I found box 916 and pulled it off the shelf I could just barely reach.
 
   I set it on the floor and dusted off the lid and popped it open.  There were about twenty books in it and I checked the title.  After-Blitz, the Autobiography of Lieutenant Fredrick T. Boggs.
 
   I found the brown leather bound book, with the title on the spine and cover, with simple white lettering.  It wasn't very old.  I flipped to the copyright page after the title page, 1949, first printing.
 
   I sealed the crate and replaced it then I leaned against the shelf a few feet down, under one of the dim lights and looked inside the book.  Wondering why someone wanted to check out such an obscure title.  What a mistake that was.  After flipping through some pages, I found the Lieutenant was one of the many men assigned to ordnance disposal after the London Blitz.
 
   After the war, he and his three-man team located and either exploded, diffused, or moved unexploded German bombs from the nightly bombing runs which had terrorized the city.  I had gone back to the beginning of the book and was on chapter three before I realized I fell into the lure of reading a fascinating piece of history that not many people even thought about.  There were so many books about the war, but not many about the cleanup afterwards.  And that was about the man's thankless task.
 
   Grrr... it was well past closing.  I'd have to get down to make sure everyone was out of the reading nooks.  Not like they could get into any rooms except the bathrooms, and the main door was locked all the time anyway.
 
   I sighed, knowing I'd be reading the rest of this book when it was returned.  That's the danger, peril, hazard, risk, jeopardy, of being a bibliophile like myself.  Must consume weeeerrrrddddzzzz!  I chuckled at myself and made my way to the Cross Row and stopped when I swear I heard someone cough down at the far end of the row.
 
   It was almost pitch black down there as most of the lights in the far corner were burned out.  But I could see a flicker.  I started walking down to the end and looked down, noticing a well-worn trail in the dust.  Was Tasha still working?  I had to remember to ask Harold what her function was here.  I knew she didn't pull requests like me.
 
   I headed to the end and turned into the last aisle.  There was a blanket draped across the space about half way down and I saw the flickering of candle light and I could smell the sulfur of matches.  Then I froze and looked around.  The way things were double stacked by the shelves, to make more room beyond the blanket.  This was the most secluded corner of the labyrinth.  The candles.  I looked up and the bulbs weren't burned out back here, someone had unscrewed them.
 
   This had all the familiar markers of...  My mind drifted back to New York, like a flashback.  I inhaled sharply, not savoring the memories, this was someone's home.
 
   I could see a person's shadow flickering on the blanket in the candle light.  I knocked on a crate next to the blanket and called out, “Knock knock.  Anybody home?”
 
   There was a quick movement and the candle went out.  It was almost pitch black back there without the candle light.  I called out again, “Tasha, is that you in there?  It's alright.”  I was met by silence.  I said, “Really, it's okay.  I'm coming in.”
 
   I lit up the screen on my cell.  It cast an almost eerie whitish blue light on everything, making harsh shadows.  I reached out and pulled the blanket aside enough to stick my head into the space and held the cell high to illuminate the area the best I could.  I saw the stacks of snack foods and bottles of water on a shelf and the plastic bag she was using to for trash to keep the area clean.
 
   Then clothes and other belongings, stacked in a row on another shelf, to give some semblance of order and structure to an otherwise chaotic life.  I stared at the sleeping bag and blankets rolled up like a pillow on the floor in the far corner.  I thought of Vanessa keeping me warm, wrapped up in blankets like that on the floor of the office in the abandoned mechanic shop we had spent over a year in.  I knew a nest when I saw one.  She had been here for months by the looks of how much she had accumulated.
 
   Then I turned my cell toward the other corner and Tasha was standing there looking down, her hands in her armpits.  She hissed low, “Get out of here.”  Then it changed to a plead. “Please don't call anyone.  I'll leave now.”
 
   I held up a hand.  “I'm not calling anyone Tasha.  Come on over.  Let's have a seat and talk.”  I motioned to her nest and sat down first, setting my cell on the floor to light up a smaller area.
 
   She stepped up to me, moving closer to the exit and put her hand in front of her face, blocking out my face a couple times then settling her eyes on my wrist then my bandanna.  Then she looked me up and down again like she did.  Then she tilted her head and asked, “Wait, you're that new girl they have working here?  You're in one of my classes too... right?”
 
   I deflated a bit, she had seen me dozens of times here and sat right next to me in English Lit, but wasn't sure.  I was apparently not very memorable.  I nodded and exhaled.  “Francine Brighton, Fran.”  I offered a hand.
 
   She looked back at the hanging blanket, making a decision between running and sitting.  She shook my hand and almost whispered, “Natasha Reed.  Just Tasha.”  Then she sat as far away from me as she could on the sleeping bag.  I noted she had acid-free gloves on like I did.
 
   We stared at each other for a moment, then I looked around.  I saw an old, white leather bound book, next to the candle.  I reached over to pick it up carefully.  I recognized the distinctive wreath of laurels and flowers on the cover.  It was an original 1812 Kinder - und Hausmarchen; Children's and Household Tales; by the Brother's Grimm.  I smiled at it and carefully looked inside at the German print.
 
   I looked up at her and she shrugged, looking down and bunching her sleeves in her hand. “I wanted to read the originals to see how they differed from the English, toned down versions. I wasn't stealing it.  I was going to put it back when I was done.”  This was from the Archives?
 
   I smiled and said, “I've been reading books from the Archives on my breaks.  There are so may fascinating books here.”  Then I tilted my head at the book. “It would be provocatively stimulating to read the books in their native dialect.  I'm only proficient in, English, and ASL.  Though I did partake of two years of Japanese in secondary school.”
 
   She smiled at her hands. “You have an odd vocabulary.”
 
   Another awkward silence followed so I prompted, “I'm a logophile, I just love words.  You speak German?”
 
   She nodded and I tilted my head down to catch her eyes, was she blushing?  She smiled and shrugged. “English, German, French, Russian, and Latin.  My aunt taught me.  Even some American, which she swore wasn't English.”
 
   I scrunched up my face and was about to profess that we speak English in the U.S., but then it turned into a chuckle when she said, “Y'all.”
 
   Then her face hardened a bit and she said just above a whisper, “Stop being nice to me.  Why aren't you asking why I'm living in an attic like anyone else would?”
 
   I shrugged, I realized I hadn't really cared why.  There is always a reason, and it usually comes with great emotional pain, and I didn't want her to relive any of that pain.  “You don't know me yet.  How can you trust me?  I've been where you are, and I still might ask later.  It would be rude for me to now, I'm a guest in your home.”
 
   Why the hell did I find her shyness so alluring?  And those hazel eyes of hers took on the highlights from her curly red mane.  I had to stop myself from reaching over and brushing some of those delightfully delectable locks away from her face.
 
   She was examining me, I mean, really examining.  She was looking closely at my shoes and clothing, my hair and even my hands, but not my face.  Was she embarrassed to look at me?  I looked around and grabbed a matchbook and lit the candle, then said,  “I have to make sure all the patrons in the nooks downstairs have left.”  I looked at her stash of foodstuffs and motioned toward them. “I'd love to sit and talk with you over supper.  Next time will be on me.”  I wasn't about to offer now.  I remember how it was.
 
   It would feel like charity if I offered to buy dinner first.  It is a pride thing.  When you feel you can't sink any lower, it is almost like a slap in the face when someone offers something you need.  You thought your pride couldn't sink any lower, but you want so badly to say yes, to take what is offered.  That makes you feel like less than nothing, and the anger comes.
 
   She looked at my face finally and she asked, “You're not turning me in?”  Then she glanced over at her food before I could answer and added, “I don't have much.”
 
   I shook my head. “I know how it is, I've been there.  It isn't my place, but even if it was.  You never get your friends thrown out on the street.”
 
   I saw her grinding her teeth and she said, “You don't know a bloody thing about me.  Your clothes are all high end, you're just being nice to the poor homeless girl.  I'm not a charity case.  When I finish college, I'll get a flat of my own.”
 
   I locked eyes with her and let mine narrow a bit, though I loved her moxie.  “I've been exactly where you are.  Living on the streets and abandoned buildings with my sister.  Thinking we couldn't sink any lower.  But we did!  We resorted to stealing from people to pay for food, clothing, medicines.  Until the day we took the hand of someone offering us respect and love, and let them help us.”
 
   Then I softened and took her hand, she tried to yank away but I held it and said, “This is only temporary.  Things will get better, and you'll come out the other side all the stronger for it.”  I glanced around.  “You're actually set up better than we had been.  So I'm positive that things will get brighter.”
 
   Then I smiled. “And you're surrounded by books and knowledge.”  She gave a crooked dimpled smile at that.
 
   Then she just nodded once.  I stood up, taking my phone for light.  “Be back in a jiff.”  Then I hurried through the maze and down the stairs.  I smiled at Mr. Myong, who was mopping the lobby.  As usual, he just stared at me without a word before going back to work.
 
   There was one woman, who looked like a professor, in a back nook.  She seemed lost in her notes and the book she had open before her.  I grinned then knocked on the frame of the nook lightly.  The woman looked up and back quickly then at her watch.  She gave an embarrassed smile and packed up her stuff, leaving the book in the refile basket for me.  She apologized in a rich British accent that had a hard edge mixed in, like German or Hungarian. “Terribly sorry.  I get so engrossed in my research at times.”
 
   I just grinned back and assured her, “It happens to all of us ma'am.”  She nodded at that then I escorted her to the door and let her out.  I looked up, like I could see through to the attic, then hustled over to the break room beside the office and poured out the pot of stale coffee, and started a new pot.
 
   When it was done I grabbed one of the emergency flashlights, which was labeled 'emergency torch' amusingly enough, and two cups of coffee and headed back to the labyrinth with a grin.  I admitted I was excited to go back to see her again.  I mean, you did see those dimples, right?
 
   I left the light off this time and navigated using the flashlight.  I reached her cubby and knocked on the shelf.  “Knock knock.”  Then I poked my head in.
 
   She was illuminated in the candle light and her eyes were big, afraid, as she looked at me.  She looked intently at my hair and bandanna then asked, “Fran?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes and stepped through the blanket partition and she seemed to relax as I said, “Of course.”  Then I quickly held up the white cardboard cups.  “Fresh coffee.”
 
   She almost pounced on the one I offered her as we sat down.  This time she didn't sit close to the exit.  Then she looked at the shelf beside her.  “I don't have much.”  She grabbed some crackers, granola bars, and some beef jerky and set them between us.
 
   I smiled and started opening a package of crackers as I looked around and asked, “So how did you get in here?  I see you have a key.”
 
   She smiled slyly. “It was my aunt's.  She worked here until she died last year of heart congestion.”
 
   Then I put it together and just said, “Mrs. Reed.”
 
   She nodded sadly then she shared like she felt she owed me something. “She loved working here, she would bring me all the time so I could get lost in the books.  After she had died, her estate went into probate.”
 
   Then she hissed, “The bloodsucking wankers took it all, for back taxes and outstanding debts.  I was kicked to the streets since I was technically an adult.  I didn't know where else to go.”
 
   Then she explained, “I have a full scholarship at Chelsea, so I can stay close like this.  I use the showers in the locker room there.  And my student card in the cafeteria there for breakfast and lunch.”
 
   Then she hung her head.  “It will all be different when I graduate.  It won't always be like this.  I promise, I'm not a bad person.”
 
   I placed a hand on hers, which she had bunched her sleeves into, and nodded and said with surety, “I know it will.”  Then I looked away as I blushed. “And I know you're not.”
 
   Then we just sat there in the candle light and ate and just talked about life.  About our fears, our hopes.  What we saw for the future.  I connected with her in a way I hadn't ever connected with anyone before.  I was sad when we were both starting to doze off and I said, “I better get back to my room.  My roommate is probably wondering where I am.”  Then I remembered my promise. “Tomorrow night is my turn to feed us.”
 
   She nodded and looked away then said quietly, “Okay.”  Then asked, “We're friends right?”  I nodded then she brought a hand to her mouth and cutely bit her sleeve while it looked like she was making a decision.  Then she quickly leaned forward and hugged me then sat back and bit her sleeve again.
 
   I was tingly in all my favorite places as I felt heat blooming on my cheeks.  I stood and said in a small voice.  “Okay then.  See you in class tomorrow.”  And proceeded to walk distractedly into the shelves.  I blushed harder and made it out of the blanket that time.  Oh dear lord, she probably thinks I'm a spaz.
 
   I grinned and started through the maze as I hummed ‘Snowflakes’, by Satin Thunder.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Face Blind
 
   The next morning I had a spring in my step as I got ready to go to class.  Max chuckled as she watched me from where she lay on her bed doing her coursework.  “You're awfully chipper this morning, and you got in at two in the morning.  Met a bloke did we?”
 
   I blushed and nodded, then said, “HER name is Tasha.”  I paused and watched her.  This could go one of two ways and I'm positive I haven't judged Max wrong.  I don't talk about my sexuality much because it really isn't anyone's business, not to mention I'm still trying to figure it out fully myself, it seems so fluid.
 
   She just cocked an eyebrow. “I didn't take you for a bird watcher.  Is she cute?”
 
   I clarified, “Gender isn't really an issue with me.  And God yes.  She has these dimples when she smiles that just do me in.”  She pulled me to her bed and we took a couple minutes to excitedly talk about my crush before I had to get to class.
 
   I looked at myself and sighed.  I know I thought my rocker chick look was a phase, but I really missed it.  Maybe that was really my style.  But I didn't want to give Professor Whitley any more ammunition for his thuggery remarks.  I was dressed in simple jeans and a green button down blouse.
 
   I pulled my blonde hair back into a ponytail and sighed at my leather jacket on my chair and grabbed a light white jacket to keep the chill fall air off me.  I chuckled and rolled my eyes when I realized I was dressed like June.  I almost put on my studded leather wristband but stopped myself.  I adjusted myself uncomfortably in front of the mirror.  Was this who I was?  I still had no clue.
 
   Then I headed off to class.  I was running late and got into class just moments before Gregory locked the door to the lecture room.  I grinned at Tasha as I slid into my seat and before I could greet her she almost scowled at me as she gave me one of her scrutinizing gazes, taking in everything about me.  She whispered in a hiss, “That seat is taken.”
 
   Oh.  What had I done?  I had apparently pissed her off somehow.  She was just glaring at me and my heart sank.  How can you go from being high on life one moment to feeling like the scum of the Earth the next?  I hugged my stuff to my chest like armor against the hurt and confusion I was feeling.  I really though we had connected in her lair.
 
   I slid away two seats, beside a beefy looking guy, as I looked at Tasha.  She kept looking back at the doors expectantly.  I leaned over to whisper to her but the Professor had taken the podium and started speaking about how to interpret the opening lines of Clarissa.  Comparing it to various other works of the same period in literary history.
 
   I spent most of the lecture looking over at Tasha, for some clue as to what I had done.  She spent most of it distracted as she kept glancing back at the doors then the empty chair I had occupied.  I caught her looking at my shoes a couple times with single-minded purpose, her brow furrowing.
 
   Then she leaned over and whispered, “Fran?”  Like she didn't recognize me.
 
   I leaned back and was about to ask her what was going on when the lecture hall went silent and then the Professor asked loudly, “Is there a pressing matter more important than my lecture ladies?  Perhaps you'd like to share?”
 
   The blood ran from my face and we both looked down at him and I squeaked out, “No sir.”
 
   He gave us a stern look, and said in a frosty voice, “You may want to save your makeup tips, or mindless gossip for later then.  Without paying attention to the lectures, you will fail in your first paper.”
 
   I nodded, but said, “I already have mine done.  I did it Monday night.”  I dug in my bag and held up the paper.  I was going to put it on his desk at the end of class.
 
   I blinked when Tasha looked down at him and squeaked out, “Me too.”
 
   Professor Whitley mumbled something to Gregory, who came bounding up the steps, two at a time to us. He took my paper, and put his hand out to Tasha, who dug hers out and handed a wrinkled and creased paper to him.  He gave an almost apologetic look to us then bounded back down and handed them the Professor.
 
   Whitley said, “Shall we see what these literary geniuses have prepared?”  A chuckle rippled through the seats.  He folded the title page back from my paper and his eyes scanned it, and his brows furrowed as he thumbed through the pages.  Then he looked at Tasha's the same way then glanced up at us then the papers.
 
   He cleared his throat and said, “Right then.  Please pay attention to the lecture.”  We both nodded then shared a smile.  She raised a hand to her mouth and started chewing on one of the sleeves she had bunched in her hands.  I just sighed internally in relief that she was smiling at me again.
 
   Then I thought about her seeming confusion and how it seemed she really didn't realize it was me until she asked.  My mind was racing and reviewing every time I saw her.  Her eyes always darted around me, taking in my face last.  Dear lord, I realized what was going on.
 
   At the end of the lecture, I reached out to snag Tasha's hand as she went to make her escape and I shifted over a seat and pulled her into mine.  Then I smiled and crinkled my nose at her.  She smiled back as we waited for everyone to file out.
 
   Then I asked carefully, “Prosopagnosia?”
 
   She tensed and looked at the door and I could see her muscles tensing as she decided whether or not to bolt.  Instead, she looked at me then slowly bunched her sleeves in her hand and nodded once.  The look on her face was almost painful to me because it was a look of embarrassment.  Why the hell was she embarrassed?  She can't help that she has an affliction, she isn't defined by it.
 
   She always acted like she didn't recognize me at first because she literally didn't.  She couldn't. A cruel twist of genetics robbed her of the ability to store and recognize faces.  That portion of her brain was sort of short-circuited, and she had to use other indicators to distinguish who people were.  Like, hair, voice, the way thy dress or move.
 
   I said, “I'm sorry.”
 
   She stiffened and started to rise to walk out.  “I don't need your pity.  I'm doing just ...” I chuckled and she paused and glared at me.  “This is funny to you?”
 
   I shook my head and stood with her and looped my arm through hers, capturing her as I started walking us toward the door.  “I'm not apologizing because of you affliction.  Being face blind is nothing you can help.  I'm apologizing for changing the way I dress and putting my hair in a ponytail.  It must have made it hard to know it was me until I spoke.”
 
   She paused mid-step and I stopped with her.  She closed her eyes and took a calming breath.  Then opened them and nodded. “I was wondering who the bitch was that took my friend's seat.”  I gave a surprised chirp of laughter that made her grin.  Then she sobered a little and said, “But your shoes...”
 
   I looked down at my sneakers then nodded.  Then she asked, “Why the radical change in looks?”
 
   I shrugged. “I've been trying to figure out who I am the past few months, wondering if the clothes were just a product of the atmosphere I am immersed in or really me.  Then sourpuss Whitley belittled me, calling me a thug and not respecting people.  So I tried dressing the way he wanted, to avoid any further chastisements.”
 
   She looked down and pushed some hair behind her ear then shook her head.  “I thought they were you.  They... I don't know... fit you?  You shouldn't change who you are for anyone.”
 
   I grinned and said, “I'll take it under advisement.”  She smiled back and I tilted my head and asked, “I'm not well versed on Prosopagnosia.  There was just a short entry on it in a book I read once about cognitive disorders.  But you keep reacting to facial cues like smiles, you can differentiate facial emotions?”
 
   She looked down and seemed to make a decision and nodded once and said in a quieter tone,  “Emotion recognition is in a different portion of the brain.  When I look at your face.  That is the only face I know until I look away, then it is gone.  I know you are pretty when I am looking at you but I can't hold onto that image of your face.  But I can tell when you are smiling, or sad, or pensive, and I can hold onto the facial emotions.”
 
   She reached up and touched my face, closed her eyes, and traced my smile with her fingers as we walked.  She said, “And I can remember the feel of your face, touch memory is a different portion of the brain as well.”  She opened her eyes and grinned.
 
   Then she stopped at an intersection of the hall and she looked down both directions of the crossing, furrowing her brow.   Then she took her arm out of mine and looked at her hands and wiggled her right hand then looked down the hall to the right.  Then she looked at me. “My next class is that way.”
 
   I sighed and pointed ahead. “I'm that way.”  She seemed extremely shy suddenly as she looked down and she started bunching her sleeves.  I asked quickly, “Lunch?  Cafeteria at noon?”
 
   She brightened. “Okay.  See you then Fran.”  She gave a tiny wave and almost ran off.
 
   I nodded with a smile and called after her, “See you then Tash.”
 
   I almost skipped to my next class.  I was in such a good mood for some reason.  I pulled my hair out of the ponytail as I walked and shook it out so it could fall down my back and over my shoulders.  That would be closer to how she was used to seeing my hair, sans bandana though.
 
   I watched the clock through my next class as I tried to conceptualize, visualize, envisage, and contemplate what my project should encompass.  I was drawing a blank, I was usually more creative than that.  Maybe I could make a little giraffe out of pipe cleaners?  Call it first-grade retro?  No?  Fine.
 
   I loved music and thought of the various ways people could experience it.  Like Anabella.  She felt the music and experienced it in a way those of us who could hear couldn't.  Then I thought of other art forms and some of the new ways that have been developed for others to experience art in a way they could never do before.  That made me think of Robin Hartford and Brandye Franklin-Callahan.
 
   Brandye had developed a way in which to allow blind people and people with limited vision to actually touch the paintings of the masters using her SmartCanvas devices, to feel the brush strokes, as the piece is described in minute detail, down to the emotions they evoke.
 
   I remembered my first impression when I saw Anabella West in her sound room the first time.  She stood inside a wall of sound and became one with the music.  I had cried at the sight, and I didn't understand exactly why.
 
   Hmmm. Touching the brush strokes, like touching my face?
 
   A rough concept began to form.  A fusion of ideas, a new way to experience music, using SmartCanvas, and certain aspects of Tasha's affliction.  I smiled.  I needed to make a phone call to Brandye, and discuss the possibility of a project that would be a little beyond the ordinary scope of the course with Professor Grey, sorry, I mean, Jillian.
 
   I was nothing but grins by the time I entered the cafeteria.  I stepped up beside Tash, who was hugging her arms to her chest as she was turning her gaze from person to person in the crowded room. Her eyes flickered, categorizing and cataloging everything about each person, before she turned to the next.
 
   I stepped up and leaned against the wall with her.  “Hey, Tash.”
 
   She snapped her eyes to me and smiled at my grin and she tried to act all cool.  “Hey, yourself... Small Fry.”
 
   I giggled at her, but I could see her eyes flicking all around me like she was verifying my identity to herself though my voice already told her.  “I should never have told you that nickname.”  She grinned and grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the lunch line.
 
   I could see she took full advantage of the meal card, and I didn't worry as much about how well she ate.  Her tray was stacked full by the time we reached the cashier.
 
   I couldn't believe how much fun she was when she loosened up a bit.  She seemed to thrive on the particular brand of sarcasm which I had patented. It was a mix of my own humor, June's humorously voluble bravado, and Vannie's penchant for hilarious one-liners.
 
   The conversation spun from her childhood to mine almost seamlessly.  Then I paused as I playfully slapped her hand with a french fry as she stole some of the fries off my plate.  She chuckled and I followed her eyes as they seemed to dart around the cafeteria.  I looked around then at her.  She noted my silence and looked at me and then blushed and started to bunch up her sleeves.  I put a hand on hers to stop her.  She shrugged and explained, “People watching.”  I grinned.
 
   We locked eyes and she tilted her head slightly.  I furrowed my brow a bit and asked, “What?”
 
   She shrugged and said in a low voice, almost a whisper.  “You just really have pretty blue eyes.  I don't want to look away and forget.  I've said it now so that helps.”
 
   I don't know what got into me but I blushed and grinned, saying, “They're always there for you to look at.”  It was her turn to blush.  We just sat there in the crowded cafeteria with her silently staring into my eyes while I memorized her face.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Thursday Night
 
   I had invited her to our expanding family tradition after dinner that evening.  She seemed reticent but finally said okay to experiencing the Brighton... well I guess it is the Brighton-West, Thursday Night ritual.
 
   It was an important thing to have structure in our lives when we were living on the streets.  That structure helped Vanessa to focus after we ran out of meds for her condition.  The two main things we did, were Thursday Night, watching old movie musicals that were projected in an alley by local artisans, and Friday Night board game night.  They were not only about Van and my only form of entertainment, but they provided an anchor for our little two person family.
 
   June became an important part of that as she came to hang out with us in the abandoned repair shop which Vannie had worked in, before it went out of business and we wound up on the streets.  June had never once judged us or looked down upon our situation.  I could tell from the moment we met when she tracked us down after Van had stolen her wallet, that she adored my sister.  She became part of our family that day whether she knows it or not.
 
   That tradition continued when we all moved from New York to London.  Only now, as our family continues to grow, we watch the movies projected onto a huge white sheet in the marina that Tabitha Romanov's houseboat, Water Witch, is moored.
 
   But Friday Nights still belong to June, Van, and me.  That is only for the three of us to share... family.  It is when we catch up on the goings on in our lives, and I can see how it relieves stress from my sister.  No matter how well the drugs work at keeping her stable, the sense of structure does even better for her. That and the music she says she can see in June's eyes.
 
   I admit to ulterior motives, it is general public knowledge that Tabby Cat was virtually homeless before she was discovered by London Harmony.  She had lived on a barge, a floating slum that was little better than a cardboard box village.  She uses most of her newfound resources to fund a special project for people who are struggling to find housing in the country's most affluent city.  The Flotilla Project offers affordable or free housing on newly renovated barges with ultra modern cabins and facilities, to help people stand back on their own feet.
 
   I drove up to the alley behind the Archives on Thursday night, dressed in my familiar and comfortable rocker clothes.  I had drawn a little smiley face sticking out its tongue, on my left shoe with a permanent marker.
 
   Tash stepped out into the headlights and my breath caught.  She was wearing a simple, slightly wrinkled, blue dress and some cute flats, and a light, black jacket.  I'd never seen her looking so, I don't know, feminine?
 
   She had her hair done up in a braid that hung down up front, over her left shoulder.  She was looking at her feet, and it was an adorable effect, I wonder if she realized how it made her look.  I wanted to hold her, and protect her, and...
 
   She looked up and waved cutely.  I hopped out of the car and made sure to speak right away.  “You look amazing tonight Tash.”  I just had to help her into the car.
 
   She shrugged as I grinned at her while she took in everything about me, her eyes lingering on my shoe as the corners of her mouth quirked up in a smile, before meeting my eyes.  “I didn't know what to wear.  I didn't know how formal this night was and didn't want to embarrass you.”
 
   I tilted my head to keep our eyes locked as she lowered hers bashfully.  Good lord, I really was attracted to this woman.  I brought one shoulder up and squished up my face a bit to one side.  “I'm the one who's going to embarrass you, dressed like an extra from a Leather and Heels music video.”
 
   She grinned, not dignifying my self-deprecating remark.  “I love Leather and Heels, and anything retro.”  I squinted an eye.  Our family was friends with Penny Franklin from Leather and Heels herself and she hated hearing her stuff was retro now.  I'd have to tease her about it next time I saw her.  Then Natasha said in a small voice, “Besides, I like this look on you, it is easily recognizable.”
 
   I smiled and shut the door and ran around to the driver's side and hopped in.  I said, “To the Thames!”  And started driving.
 
   She chuckled and said, “You're bloody strange at times Frannie.”  I tried to act all cool and laid back, which of course made me self-conscious as I shifted around in my seat trying for an aloof look.  I rested a hand on the console between the seats.  That didn't feel right either so I was about to move it when I suddenly stopped breathing.
 
   Heat was blossoming from the point where her hand contacted mine when she took my hand in hers.  It was almost deathly silent in the car as she looked out her window without a word.  I glanced over a couple times as my lungs started burning, she wasn't breathing either and I smiled hugely and finally exhaled as quietly as I could.  She did the same in a shuddering release.  I gave her hand a little squeeze and we chanced a glance over at each other and smiled.
 
   I felt like I was a freshman in secondary instead of college, and we both chuckled as I drove.  She stroked the back of my hand with her thumb.  The experience felt so charged, so comfortable, so right.  Neither of us noticed we didn't say a single word for the entire drive.
 
   When I stopped the car in the marina parking lot, she looked down at our hands and let go with a slight look of regret.  I shrugged and almost apologized. “We're here.”
 
   I said, “Just a sec.”  Then got out and went quickly to her door and opened it for her.  I offered a hand and she took it with a blush and stepped out and I shut the door behind her.
 
   Then she looked between the boats on the river, me, and the car and then said nervously, “I didn't bring anything.”
 
   I smiled.  “It isn't that kind of thing.  I can't explain.  You'll have to experience Thursday Night to understand.”
 
   I noted that she hadn't let go of my hand after I helped her out of the car.  She saw me noticing and then seemed to get smaller somehow and she started bunching up the other sleeve of the black jacket into her hand.  “I didn't... is this... this is okay right?”  She held up our hands a bit.
 
   I leaned against her playfully.  “Umm... yes, better than okay.”
 
   She smiled a little at that as I moved her hand from mine to the crook of my arm and started walking toward the marina docks.  Then she admitted, “Nobody has ever... I mean... I think I like you and I don't know what is okay or how to act.”
 
   I smiled at her and placed a hand on hers on my arm and said, “Just be yourself.  I like you too... a lot.”
 
   She smiled and said, “Nobody has ever looked past my umm, idiosyncrasies long enough to...  you stuck around after you found out.”  She pulled us to a stop.  “I'm making a mess of things.”
 
   I took a deep breath.  “You're doing better than you think you are.”
 
   Then she said carefully, “You talk about boyfriends but I... oh bloody hell, are you attracted to me?  Cuz I'm attracted to you and it confuses me because you're a girl.”
 
   I said confidently, “Yes I am attracted to you.  And boyfriends?  I still haven't figured out my own sexuality.  Maybe that's just it, I don't really fit under any particular label.  It confuses the hell out of me, but I decided not to try to figure it out, just go with my heart, nobody can help who they are attracted to.  Is it a problem I'm a girl?”
 
   She shrugged and I started getting us walking again as she admitted, “I just never thought... that makes me gay?  I think you are sexy as hell and that scares me.”
 
   I shook my head as I blushed.  “Why put a label on it?  You'll go just as crazy as me trying to figure it out.”  I was heating up all over, she had said she thought I was sexy as hell.
 
   I came to a stop and looked at her.  She locked eyes with me as I said, “Don't think about it, but does this feel right?”  I leaned in and she closed her eyes as our lips met.  Her's were so soft and hot, and wanting.  Her lips slightly parted and her tongue timidly traced my upper lip, and I parted my lips too.  Our tongues gently danced a slow tango that left me wanting more.  Then I pulled away and wanted to giggle as I scrunched up my toes.
 
   I asked, “Well?”
 
   She still had her eyes closed and she smiled cutely, holding up a finger.  “Hang on Small Fry.  Give me a bloody chance to savor... I mean to process my first kiss.”
 
   I blinked at her as she opened her eyes and tilted her head back and forth in an adorable manner as she grinned.  I asked, “Your first kiss?”  She was kidding, right?  A cutie like her had never dated?  We had never spoken about that, she had me talk about a couple of the guys I had dated, but she skillfully kept the focus off of her.
 
   In answer, she just giggled as she hugged onto my arm, and said, “I kissed a girl and I liked it.”  Invoking the Katy Perry song.
 
   I rolled my eyes and bumped her hip as we walked along the docks toward the end, where the huge houseboat floated.  “Yes, Katy.”
 
   Then she looked up at me and asked, “Is this a date, or just friends going out to do something?”
 
   I gave a sarcastic grin. “It is whatever you want it to be.  But do you go around slipping all your friends the tongue?”
 
   She gave a burst of surprised laughter, which came out as a cute chirp.  Then she shrugged. “Of course.  Doesn't everyone?”  Then she softened and looked unsure of herself and almost asked, “A date.”
 
   I stood tall as we reached the Water Witch and said, “Then I have the prettiest date here tonight.”  She squeezed my arm and blushed.  I called out to the upper deck with Tabby's inside joke, “Hello on the boat!  Permission to come aboard?”
 
   I heard Teresa's snort and her head popped over the rail to look down at us.  She was Tabby's wife, manager, and owner of the McClellan Music Conservatory.  “Get up here you bloody little smart arse.”  I grinned at the smiling Tash and walked up the wide aluminum gangplank, which had built in aluminum railings.
 
   I pulled her through the first door into the main living quarters, she gleeped as I tugged her along.  We went into the large kitchen that smelled of the almost heavenly smell of fresh popcorn as some was being popped on the counter, and I opened the fridge.
 
   I told her, “Pick your poison.  Top shelf is off limits to us under-agers.”  I snagged a cola from the well stocked fridge and she looked in and at the beer on the top shelf and grinned.  Then she almost timidly grabbed a cola as well.  “Good choice.”
 
   Then the popcorn machine stopped and I snagged the melted butter in a little-heated dish beside it and unceremoniously dumped it into the huge plastic bowl and mixed it in with the wooden spoon.  I gave a super cheesy grin to Tash and we hauled our goodies to the inside stairs that were just on the other side of the glass wall to the outside stairs to the upper deck.
 
   I handed her the bowl and opened the hatch door and we stepped up onto the deck that had a few little outdoor tables and chairs and a beautiful view of London's skyline from the amazing vantage point the river provided.  It was like we were wrapped in the city, cradled by the buildings as we sat protected by their unwavering strength and history.
 
   I grinned as a small cheer from our growing pool of friends called out, “Small Fry!”  It felt good, it felt like belonging, like family.  I blurted out a “Glurk!” as Zilrita snagged me in a squid hug.  I was about to warn Tahsa but was too late as she got one of her very own hugs from our resident goth hug-o-holic.  I grinned as Natasha just stood frozen, stiff as a board through it.
 
   I chuckled.  “Tasha, this is Zilrita.  Our very own goth hug-slut.  Zil, everyone...”  I looked around at all the curious eyes on my girl.  Oh shit.  My girl.  I grinned.  I had a girl didn't I?  Or was it too soon to say that?  Oh good lord I was confused.  “This is my... date, Tasha.  She's a freshman at Chelsea too.”
 
   Zil grinned and quipped, “I think I have an official hug-slut ID card somewhere.”
 
   She gave a toothy grin and her lips started to slowly relax as she watched Tash's eyes darting all over her.  Dwelling on her block heeled black vinyl dragon boots.  Then to her skirt, and her little cartoon skull watch, then her face.  Then Tash finally looked at her face and smiled at her, “Hi.”
 
   Zilrita gave me a cross ways questioning glance as I pulled Tash past her, I gave her a 'not now' look a mother would give a misbehaving child and she winked at me and stuck out her tongue at me.  I started introducing her around.
 
   Tasha's eyes kept getting bigger and bigger as I introduced her around.  I keep forgetting that most of the people I know are famous.  They were all giving me odd looks when she didn't recognize them until I introduced them, then she'd get all surprised.
 
   Tabby was her normal super cute self.  And seemed pleased that she didn't recognize her right off but instead babbled on how she loved the song ‘Water Gypsy’ as soon as I told Tash Tabby's name.  She spent extra time taking in the unique aspects of Tabby Cat before meeting her eyes.  Them the traitorous superstar said, “About time our thesaurus girl started dating again.  We thought she was going to marry an unabridged dictionary or an unpronounceable word if she didn't find someone soon.”
 
   Tasha blushed and looked at her shoes and mumbled, “Her loquacious verbalization is what beguiled and captivated me, a fellow bibliophile.”
 
   Tabby gleeped out one of her explosive laughs, laid her head on Teri's shoulder, and told her wife, “Bloody hell, now there's two of them!”  Then she crinkled her nose at me, nudging her chin toward Tash. “I like this one thesaurus girl, she's sassy.”
 
   I said with a smile, “I'm vindicated, justified, validated, and...”
 
   She interrupted by calling out toward the rail where June and Vannie were grinning like idiots, watching the whole thing, “Van, she's doing it again, make it stop!”
 
   Everyone chuckled then Tabby placed a hand on my cheek and smiled to let me know she was teasing as usual.  It was surreal to have superstars joke with you.  I noted that Tabby's best friend, Paya, and her beau, Harry, were there.  Good, I wanted to ask Paya a couple things about the Flotilla Project later, since she runs it for Tabitha.
 
   Then I brought Tash over to my sisters.  “Tasha, this is my sister Vanessa.”  She did her intense examination of Van as she took her hand to shake.  Vanessa tilted her head and I saw a twinge of something in her eyes.  Recognition of something in Tash?
 
   Vannie told her as she watched her intently, “It is an extreme pleasure Tasha.  I'm glad you could come to Thursday Night.”
 
   Then I turned to June, who I noted had been watching Natasha the entire time I had been introducing her around.  There was something going on behind her eyes too.  I grinned at June and then said, “June this is Natasha.  She's my... well my Tash.  Tasha, this is June Harris-West, better known in the music world as J8.”
 
   My redhead's eyes went wide.  She loved J8's music and she knew that was who June was and I knew she was excited to meet her.  This was one time her face blindness was handy.  Since she didn't recognize June, the anticipation had built until then.
 
   June took her hand as Tasha started inventorying what made up June.  Then J-Dub surprised me yet again when she shook Tash's hand and said, “So pleased to meet you Rocky.  No matter what I am wearing, I will always have on this bracelet, Nessie gave it to me.  And for the most part unless I dress formally, I'll be in my Converse.”  She motioned her other hand down at her feet.
 
   Tasha's eyes darkened and she glanced over at me accusingly.  I held my hands up in a defensive gesture.  “I haven't told a soul.  June is just that smart.”
 
   June chuckled. “For once Small Fry is innocent.  I noticed the way you took people in, and avoided faces.  There are only a few reasons to do that and Prosopagnosia seemed the most likely to me.  Now... who is ready for a movie?”
 
   Showing that it didn't matter a fart in space to her, June just winked at her then turned to the people gathered around.  “Let's watch a movie shall we?”
 
   I think my gal was a little surprised when people gave enthusiastic approval of that plan, not only from the Water Witch, but from some of the other nearby boats in the marina.  That's when she noticed all the other people on the other boats and some people who came from nearby homes with lawn chairs to sit on the dock for our weekly event.
 
   As the marina owners unrolled a huge sheet between two pilings in front of the little office, I asked June while Tash hid her face in my arm as she bunched up her sleeves, “Why Rocky?”  I was always curious how she came up with nicknames for people that seemed to make no sense until later, then they seem the most appropriate.
 
   Tasha answered with a lopsided grin before June could, “From the Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoon.  There was a character, Natasha, in it.”
 
   June shot another wink at her and inclined her head in agreement.  Then she moved with Van to the seats beside the old school projector.  She reached up and turned it on.  I pulled my girl to the back rail with me and sat on a bench, so I could hold her under a blanket as we watched “Meet Me in St. Louis.”
 
   She kept looking at June then to me.  I whispered, “She's one of the coolest people I know.  She, and none of the people here in our expanded family, couldn't care less about your condition.”
 
   She squinted her eyes at me and I put an exclamation point on my assertion.  “She knew about Vannie's paranoid schizophrenia, and saw her at her worst during a psychotic break and still fell in love with her.  Do you think she gives a gerbil fart in banana pudding about face blindness?  None of us do.”
 
   She whispered back, “You talk too much Small Fry.”  Then she grinned and kissed me.  Oh good lord, she's right, why talk when I could be in heaven kissing a pretty woman?  We made out for a minute before she snuggled into me and we watched the movie.  I noticed that she kept her eyes closed though most of it and I realized why.  So I just snuggled in with her and enjoyed the classic.  I admit to closing my eyes a few times, just to experience the movie like she was.
 
   By the end of the movie I was grinning down at a sleeping redhead.  The clapping at the end credits woke her.  There was panic on her face when she looked up at me without recognition in her eyes until she fully woke up and focused intently on my bandanna, then looked around.  “Hi,”  I said to let her hear my voice.
 
   She blushed.  “Terribly sorry, I think I fell asleep.”
 
   I grinned and shrugged. “That's okay, you didn't bother too many people with that god awful snoring.”  She looked at me in horror and I let her off the hook.  “You didn't snore.  You're too easy.”
 
   She squinted and shook a balled up fist at me.  “You will pay woman.”  I showed my extreme fear of retribution at her hands by just cuddling in more.  Making her smile cutely.
 
   She looked around as everyone started milling around as the sheet was taken down.  I said, “Be right back.”  Then hustled off to Paya Doshi.  I glanced back and caught my girl tilting her head and smiling as she watched my butt.  I blushed and hopped in front of my favorite Indian-Brit.
 
   She gave me one of her patented smiles, “What's up Small Fry?”  I looped an arm in hers and pulled her away from her beau.  “I'm just stealing her for a second Harry, I'll bring her right back, undamaged and in original condition.”
 
   He waved us off. “Knock some bloody senses into the woman while you have her would you?”  I nodded and us girls chuckled as I pulled her below decks.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.  “Still haven't given him an answer?”
 
   She shook her head with a grin. “I love the bloke to death, but I'm not sure I'm ready to move in with him.  I have so much going on with the Flotilla Project and all.  If he'd get off his bloody arse and just pop the question instead, then he'd get his wish sooner.”  She stuck her tongue out at the ceiling in his general direction.
 
   I rolled my eyes at the woman.  “You do know this is the twenty-first century, you can ask him too.”
 
   She raised an imperious eyebrow and I had to wonder if she knew just how sexy that looked on her exotic face.  “Putting a bloke through the nerve wracking torture of waiting for your answer is one of those little perks we women have.  It is like the final test before you accept their hand in marriage.  Like a flaming ring in the gauntlet.  It's only proper right?”
 
   Her cheesy grin was contagious and I chuckled. “If you say so.”
 
   She shook her head with one of her half-smiles. “No, the proper responses are either, yes ma'am, or yes Paya.”
 
   That was possibly the cutest part of her personality and I said like a scolded child, “Yes, Paya.”
 
   She bobbled her head with a grin and replied, “There's a good girl.  Now why are you down here with me when you have a shy cutie topside you could be flirting with?”
 
   I asked, “I was just wondering about the Flotilla requirements.  Like what if someone is between jobs and all?  No current income.”
 
   She narrowed her intelligent eyes and glanced toward the stairs.  Shit.  It wasn't my place to expose Tasha's secrets.  She looked at my reaction and said, “Pride is a destructive thing.  It makes people blind to those who only have their best interests at heart.  I can have a talk with her about...”
 
   I blurted, “No!  It is too soon.  She may rabbit.  But I think having a place to call home would boost her confidence and bring her out of her shell.  I'm just gathering info for now.”
 
   She looked at me like a mother would a misbehaving child.  “Fine.”  Then she took a deep breath, I could see how well suited she was to run the Flotilla Project, she cared too much for others, and not enough for herself.  She wanted to save everyone.  “We have cabins on the barges specifically for homeless people, and other programs to get them on their feet.  Placement programs and subsides to get them self sufficient and into a low rent flat once they can.”
 
   I nodded and said, “Okay thank you, Paya.  Now that I know it is possible, I might talk to her later about it.”
 
   She smiled then asked, “You work at the Royal Library Archive correct?”  I nodded and she said, “Grand!  I'll drop by some papers and an informational packet on the relevant programs that you can look at in the next couple weeks.”
 
   I nodded. “Thanks lady.  You rock.”
 
   She held her arms open and I blushed and gave her a hug.  Then she looked at the stairs and cocked her head toward them in question. “Shall we join our heartthrobs?”
 
   I walked with her saying, “She's not my heartthrob.  We've just met and this is our first date.”
 
   She chuckled as we peeled away from each other toward out dates, and said loudly so everyone could hear, “That silly grin on your face when you look at her tells a different story.”
 
   The heat of a blush burned on my cheeks and down my neck as I blurted out, “Paya!”  Tash caught on to the topic and curled into her jacket until I joined her, then she hid her face in my arm as she bunched her sleeves into her hands.
 
   I said to Tasha, “She's just... a meany.”
 
   She giggled and looked up into my eyes. “That's the best you could come up with using your vast vocabulary?”
 
   I grinned at the playfulness.  “Fine. She's obstreperous.”  I raised my voice. “You hear that?   Obstreperous!”  This gained us an almost giggling chuckle from Paya's direction.
 
   Then everyone slowly said their goodnights, trickling off the boat until it was just Tabby, Teri, Van and J-Dub, with us.  We all went below decks and sat on the comfortable couches in the living area, and the Spanish Inquisition began as they all grilled the woman who was heating me up with her seductive glances.  I just knew she was doing it on purpose.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – London Harmony
 
   I woke up in the little cubbyhole I had made in the attic of the Archive building.  My home for now.  It was bloody chilly.  I had to smile to myself, thinking about the last couple days after attending Fran's Thursday Night and Friday Night rituals with her unorthodox family.
 
   I still can't believe Fran's sister is J8, and we hung out with Tabby Cat!  I love the emotions which both of the women put into their music.  June dressed smartly, her clothes on both Thursday and Friday seemed to be custom fit high end designer trappings.  A counterpoint to the torn jeans and faded tee that Tabby worn on Thursday.  Their clothing and body language matched their music, so you knew they were singing their hearts.
 
   Fran seems to be of two minds when it comes to them.  On one hand, she dovetails nicely into the group.  A compliment to them that helps create a seamless unit.  On the other hand, her body language tells me she feels lost, and not sure if she fits in, not realizing she is a big cog in the machine that makes the group work together so well.  And they all love her to death.  That last thought made me smile.
 
   I turned on the music she had put onto the prepaid mobile Fran gave me Friday.  I tried to decline it.  I had been angry that she would give me charity, like I couldn't take care of myself.  My situation is only temporary, until I graduate and get a decent job, then I can get a flat.
 
   Ten seconds later I was blushing when she explained that the mobile wasn't for me, it was for her.  She said, “I'm sort of crushing on you here Tash...”  I loved it when she called me Tash.  “This will let me text you when I'm bored and let us keep in touch and make plans.  Like if... well, like if I wanted to...  You know, like food, eat, ummm dinner or whatever.”  I secretly enjoyed I could get her tongue tied.  She usually had the a vocabulary of someone much older.
 
   So now I have a mobile.  Loaded with gigs of music, a lot of it unreleased music from London Harmony itself.  I sang along to an old retro Amber LaLanie tune as I picked out some clothes for the day.  She was bringing me to work with her at the studio.  I still didn't know how she found the time for school, two jobs, studying, and hanging around with me.
 
   I had the curves of her body memorized now, and the sweep of her neck, her stride, and body language.  The way she would sign what she was saying with her hands when she got nervous, I don't even think she realizes she is doing it.  The tone of her voice, the feel of her lips on mine.
 
   I tried to envision her face, got frustrated, and I slammed my hand on a shelf.  I just wish I could see her face in my head.  There was nothing.  I can remember every contour of her face when I close my eyes and 'see' her the only way I can, with my fingers.  I hate this bloody affliction.  I see a stranger in the mirror every day.
 
   Imagine walking down the lane and passing someone, not realizing they are your aunt because she is wearing a new pair of shoes or a new blouse.  Or not having a clear picture in your head, of your parents, who were taken from you when you were young.  I would sometimes go through most of a day with my eyes closed.  I can identify people better that way.  Sometimes I think I would have been better off blind than not being able to recognize the people I love in a photograph.
 
   I've tried to isolate myself as much as possible because growing up taught me one thing, you could only rely on yourself and family.  The children in school were cruel, and would play pranks on me all the time since I was face blind.  I was relieved at the chance to start over in college.  Then my only family was taken from me when my aunt died.
 
   Then this fun and insecure girl started flirting with me and to my own shock, I was liking it.  Though I knew it would be short-lived, once my affliction made itself known.  I've never been able to hold onto friends for long, and that sort of precluded my hope of ever dating.
 
   Imagine my surprise when I found out that same girl worked at the Archive.  I have moved around the building with complete impunity using my aunt's key.  Mr. Donnigold was easy to avoid because he had this loping, clomping gate that advertised his approach and I could hide.
 
   But lately, I kept seeing girls working in the building, the bandanna and studded leather bracelet told me it was just one person.  She moved so silently, or would be reading the books from the shelves,  she always took me by surprise.  She never stopped me.  She waved a couple times and I found myself blushing.  I thought on that long and hard, it was exciting.  I realized I was just then coming to the conclusion that I might be gay, because I warmed up every time I heard her voice.
 
   Then what I thought was the worst day of my life, when she found my cubby in the attic space.  I was about to lose my home again, and the woman I found myself crushing on would shun me.  I was less than nothing.
 
   But she surprised me.  She had no sympathy for me, rather, she had empathy instead, having been homeless herself at one point.  She was an example to me that it was indeed possible to turn things around.  This was just a temporary stop in the voyage of my life.
 
   She recognized my malady, and didn't run, didn't show pity.  Instead she offered friendship.  She seemed more lost than me.
 
   Then she went on to shield my presence at the Archive.  Every time she was near, I warmed up in some embarrassing spots.  Her own scent combined with that light hazelnut soap she used, drove me crazy and for the first time in my life, I wanted to kiss someone.  For how confident she pretends to be, I think she may be even more shy than me.
 
   When she finally kissed me I remember thinking that it was about bloody time, then I couldn't think straight for a few minutes after that as I reveled in it and wanted more.  I wanted her.  This girl who didn't care about my problems, she only seemed to want to make me smile, like it were sustenance for her.  And I realized it was mutual, I wanted her to smile.  I can remember emotion since emotional recognition uses a different portion of the brain than facial recognition.  Her emotions made me... hungry for more.
 
   I stuffed the clothing in my bag and blew out the candle and turned off the music, unplugging the mobile from the old electrical receptacle on the outer wall.  Then started off toward campus so I could get a shower before Fran picked me up.
 
   I got to an intersection in the maze of an attic.  Was this the right turn?  A side effect of  Prosopagnosia is that I get easily confused.  Everything is patterns and it is best to stay to the same things all the time.
 
   I wiggled my left hand to remind myself.  Left, right, left, left, right, to get to the stairs.  I turned left and before long, found myself going down the stairs to the third floor.  I listened at the door, even though I knew nobody would be here on a Saturday except Mr. Myong.  I'm really not sure what the old custodian's hours are, he seems to always be around cleaning or fixing things.
 
   He knew I was squatting here, I was positive of that, but he has never said a word.  I mean literally, I have never heard the man say a single word in the ten years I have known him.  Even at the funeral last year he was there in the back, just silently standing in respect.
 
   I opened the door then ran down the stairs, hopping three at a time.  I couldn't wait to learn more about my Fran.  Oh bloody hell, I have it bad.  I opened the door to the lobby and saw Mr. Myong mopping the floors.  I could tell because he was in his olive drab overalls and he had his slight limp as he moved.  The place was always spotless with that man around.
 
   He looked up at me with his expressive face, I knew after I looked away I wouldn't be able to recall it.  He smiled and gave a half head bow then went back to his mopping.  I smiled back at the man then headed out the door.  Making sure the lock engaged before darting off down the lane toward the campus.
 
   I passed a few people on the sidewalk and even more when I got on the campus grounds.  I tried to make myself small, scrunching down into my sweater, and I found myself bunching up the sleeves in my hands to help me disappear.  I didn't know who any of them were and didn't want to insult anyone I should know.  So I scurried into the building, having to use my student card to unlock it on the weekend, and headed to the locker room.
 
   There were a couple girls in there, stripping out of their white fencing gear.  I started undressing for the shower when one said, “Hey Tasha, how's things?”
 
   I looked over.  The voice was familiar I couldn't place it.  My eyes darted around her, trying to get some clues as to who it was by the white padded outfit didn't help at all.  Her long straight black hair and chocolate skin made me remember the voice.  I think it is...  She beat me to it by saying, “Max.”  Yup I was right, Fran's roommate, I saw her yesterday before we went to June and Vanessa's for board game night.
 
   I looked at my feet, “Hi.  Sorry.  Just getting ready for Fran to bring me to see London Harmony.”
 
   She grinned and bumped shoulders with me.  “Lucky!  I haven't got an invitation yet.  I'd be all fangirling out if I saw any superstars there.  And J8 is her bloody sister-in-law!”
 
   She didn't seem to mind that I hadn't recognized her.  I smiled.  Fran said she was good people. Then she said as she kept stripping out of her gear.  “Frannie babbles about you all the time.  Don't let her know I said that.  It is great to hear her vocabulary diminish when she blushes.”
 
   I started blushing at that and she chuckled. “Oooo... you too!  I'm going to have so much fun teasing you two this year.”
 
   I smiled and looked at my feet and pushed her shoulder.  She chuckled and then just started gossiping with me and the other girl, who she never introduced.  I was wondering if I should know her.
 
   After the shower and getting dressed.  I looked at the stranger in the mirror.  I knew every time I looked at her that I should know her, she was me, but I never did.  As long as I looked at her though, she was the only face I knew.  I absently wondered if it was a cute face.  Fran seemed to like it.  I smiled.  Those are the dimples she likes.
 
   That's when Max spoke beside me, I hadn't even noticed her step up and start using a hair straightener on her extremely wavy wet hair.  “You looked sad for a moment there.”
 
   I shrugged and confided in her and I don't know why.  Maybe because Fran trusted her. “Just looking at the stranger in the mirror and trying to decide if I look ok.”
 
   She paused.  “You can't even recognize your own face?”  It was curiosity in her voice not pity.  I shook my head and she surprised me by smiling and saying, “Then you get to meet a new cutie every time you look in the mirror.”  That was all she apparently had to say on the subject, as she turned back to the task of working on her hair.  I smiled at her, knowing why Fran liked her.  She made me feel good about myself and said I was cute.
 
   I finished getting ready, then headed out just as I got a text. “Where be? Out front.”
 
   I grinned and texted back. “Heading out now.  Don't get knickers in bunch.”  I could imagine her snort, she had such a great sense of humor.
 
   I saw her car and a blonde with a red bandana leaning against it in a cocky manner.  As I approached, I knew it was her, I mean all the indicators were there and it was her car after all, but I still made sure.  Unless I saw her walk or she spoke, I always had unjustified doubt in my head.
 
   Those long, graceful fingers resting lazily across her folded arms.  The cute studded leather bracelet she thinks makes her look tough but only succeeds in making her adorable.  Black leather jacket.  Her shoes with the smiley face she drew on them to make me grin.  That gorgeous mane of blonde hair streaming out from under the bandanna.  And most importantly, the body language that is uniquely hers when she is around me.  The woman was smiling and that made me want to smile back, so I did and gave her a little wave.
 
   She grinned and waved back, saying, “Hey lady.”  A small part of me that always lacks confidence sighed at the fact that it was her even though I already knew that.  It is like I am always perpetually second guessing myself.  I always feel more confident if I close my eyes and let my other senses do the driving.
 
   She stood and we moved into each others personal space.  I felt shy suddenly and ground a heel on the ground as I looked at the only face in my world at the moment.  She shared a quick, toe curling kiss with me.  I never knew it could be like this, feeling so close to someone that you just need the physical contact.  She chirped out, “Saddle up.  I don't want to be late for work.”
 
   I chuckled as she opened the passenger door for me to get in.  “Only you would sound excited about going to work.”
 
   She hopped in and shrugged and said, “I'm blessed with two jobs that embody two of my three favorite things, music, and books.”
 
   That was actually a really good answer.  She was always so passionate about speaking about both subjects.  I understood, I could live in the worlds contained in books.  I savored the descriptions of characters and all the fantastical things they did.  I tilted my head and furrowed my brow slightly.  “That's two.  You said you had three favorite things, what's the third?”
 
   She didn't look over at me and said in a small voice, “Just a girl I know, named Tash.”  I blushed and needed that physical contact after her saying something so sweet.  I claimed her hand for my very own.  I would hug it and squeeze it and call it George.  I grinned, way too many cartoons when I was young.
 
   I sighed when she changed our grip and laced our fingers, that just seemed far more intimate than simply holding hands.  It was like she were allowing me to claim her as she claimed me.  It was like a statement to the world that we were a couple.  I couldn't stop a chuckle at a random thought.
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at me. “What, goose?”
 
   I shrugged and gave her a toothy grin. “Just that I would never have thought I was a lesbian.  It is a surprising revelation to myself.  Just when I think I have figured out who I am, I go and surprise me.”
 
   She just nodded in understanding and she said in an odd tone, I realized it was uncertainty, it just sounded odd coming from this strong woman,  “I understand.  It was just the past couple years I was realizing my attraction to women was just as strong as my attraction to men.  I was confused for months.  I mean, you assume your sexuality, but then find you were wrong the entire time.  I found that sexy is sexy, and intelligence and personality are my kryptonite.  Male or female, if they have both, like you, I'm lost.”
 
   Hmm.  That is another good answer, maybe that is how I feel as well.  I... why is she glancing over with a smile?  I flushed and felt silly.  Bloody hell, I'm dense.  I smiled and bumped her shoulder with mine as she drove.  “So you're Supergirl now?”
 
   She nodded staunchly and cutely said, “Yes, and you're my very own Kryptonite.”  Dear lord I wanted to kiss the woman, but I also didn't want to be another traffic fatality, so I restrained myself and just laid my head on her shoulder for a moment.  See?  I can show self preservation and restraint at the same time.  She tilted her head on top of mine for a moment in a virtual hug.
 
   I melted at the attention and sat back in the seat, absently chewing on the cuff of my sleeve on my free arm.  She cocked her head at that and I looked down and released the sleeve I had bunched up in my hand.
 
   I looked out the window, watching the familiar sights of London pass by as she navigated us toward the Tower Bridge.  We parked in a parking garage and walked, my arm under hers as she clasped my hand.  I wanted to feel giddy like this always.
 
   We walked up to an nondescript three-story brick building just off of Aldgate.  I looked over my shoulder and could see the bridge just a couple blocks away.  At the corner of the building that was packed with businesses was a plain wooden door painted black.  There was a circular blue silhouette of a building painted on the black wooden door with “London Harmony” written in bold, gold letters across it.  In smaller letters below it was “Meetings by appointment only.”
 
   I looked around.  This?  This was London Harmony?  It had to be like an off-site storage for paperwork or something right?
 
   I looked up at Fran and she seemed amused at my reaction and she held up a shiny brass key and wiggled her eyebrows.  She made a show of unlocking the lock, she was so... American.  I smirked.  My American.
 
   We stepped through the door and I stopped dead.  I thought I was in a Doctor Who episode on the telly or something.  We stepped trough a plain door and into a different world.  That plain and ordinary door had hidden an open and inviting space that was a fusion of the original old timbers of the building and modern lobby you would expect from a grand hotel or something of the ilk.  There was a black marble front desk beside a huge staircase with an oak railing, and wrought iron banister and newels.  There was a glass elevator beside it that had London Harmony written on it in big brass letters.
 
   The overall effect was one of opulent welcome.  You just wanted to flow right up the stairs.  But an overly cute, black haired, twenty-something woman behind the desk, barred your path with her smile.  Fran grinned at the lady as we approached.  “Hi Jen.  This is...”
 
   The woman blurted in a surprisingly low alto, “Tasha.”  She crinkled her nose and said, “You are all we have been gossiping about the past couple days.”  She gave us a super cheesy grin.
 
   Fran dropped her head and shook it slowly as she muttered, “Good lord, it's going to be worse than I thought.”
 
   The woman grabbed my free hand as we reached her and shook it enthusiastically.  I quickly inventoried everything unique about her so I could recognize her later.  She had immaculately manicured nails that I was instantly jealous of.  Her delicate pearl bracelet that matched her necklace, draped on her dainty wrist.  She was in a smart, black, pinstripe skirt suit that just screamed high end.  She wore low heels.  Ah, there was something I could use, she had a cute little heart tattoo below her left ear on her long graceful neck.
 
   I paused as I looked at her neck.  She had a barely noticeable Adam's apple.  I blinked.  This gorgeous woman was a man?  No.  I corrected myself.  She is obviously a woman.  I couldn't imagine the torment a transgender person went through, being born one gender though you knew you were the other.  She absently brought a hand to her neck.  Way to go Natasha, make her feel self conscious.  I'm such a wanker.
 
   I quickly said, “I simply love your necklace and bracelet. I could never pull off something so delicate.”
 
   She blushed and dropped her hand.  “Thank you.  My mum gave it to me for my twenty-first birthday.”  I smiled at that.  My aunt always gave me appropriate gifts on my birthdays.  She always tried so hard to show she loved me like my mum had.  I already knew, and didn't need any present to win me over.  She loved me so much she had adopted me as soon as she could after I lost my parents, thus my last name.  But she never wanted me to call her mum, only auntie.  I think she felt guilty that she was alive when my mum, her sister, wasn't.
 
   Fran said, “I'm giving her the nickel tour since it is Bring Your... Girlfriend?  To Work Day.”  She shot me a questioning look and I blushed and looked down, nodding.  Bloody hell, I was somebody's girlfriend.  That made me all sorts of warm in all sorts of places.
 
   Jen teased. “And she's a cutie.”
 
   Just to have Fran scrunch up her nose and say playfully, “Hey, eyes off lady, she's mine.”  Then she dragged me along beside her, laying a hand on the other woman's arm for a moment as we passed.
 
   I called back between gleeps as she pulled me along, “It was nice meeting you Jen!”
 
   She chuckled and waved at us. “Nice meeting you too Tasha, I'm sure I'll be seeing you around.  Small Fry looks all kinds of smitten.”
 
   My girl blurted out, “Hey!”  Then the blushing woman pulled me into the elevator instead of taking the stairs.
 
   As soon as the doors closed, I exhaled and muttered, “Bloody hell.  I'm such a git, I didn't mean for her to feel self-conscious, I was just taken by surprise.”
 
   She nodded.  “Virtually nobody notices at all.  She's got a procedure scheduled to shave her voicebox, so even that won't be an issue for her soon.  Jennifer is the youngest transgender woman to undergo sexual reassignment surgery.  She always knew she was a girl and her parents were supportive.  Her psychiatrist and doctors agreed, and she started hormone therapy at thirteen and had the operation at sixteen.”
 
   I blinked at her. “Wait, she's Jennifer Harrison?  Her story was all over the news like ten years ago.”  She nodded and I said, “Well, good on her.”  We shared a smile and the doors opened on the third floor.  My hand was suddenly in hers again as she dragged me out into an open office area that had maybe six or seven desks.
 
   This was all there was to London Harmony?  For how huge they were in the music world, and the enormous impact their artists have had on the entertainment industry, I had expected like a twenty story building with hundreds of workers.  Even if the second floor had as many desks, then they had less than twenty workers?  But logically the floor below would have the recording studios unless they were off site somewhere and this was just the admin building.
 
   I asked, “How many people work for the label?”
 
   She scrunched up her nose in thought and said, “Not counting our in house bands, fifteen.  Twenty-five with them.  But that number fluctuates by two or three depending on people coming in or moving on.”
 
   I blinked at her and she misread me.  “I know, cramped quarters at times, especially when the talent is in, but we're all family here so it is cozy.”
 
   I grinned at her, shaking my head. “No, it's just that I thought there would be hundreds of people running 'THE' London Harmony.  How can so few people be something huge enough to change the face of the music industry?”
 
   She looked around at the lemmings that were popping up to look over at us, pride was sparkling in her eyes. “They are good at what they do.”  Then she added, “Though we are thinking about a second location as it is progressively getting busier around here.”
 
   I laid my head on her shoulder as she lead me through the open office to meet all the workers.  I did my best to try to try to remember them.  Finding something unique about each to put a name to.  It is always hard when meeting a group of people.  I noted Fran would use their names each time she asked one a question or responded to them, I knew it was for my benefit.  I absently wondered if she even knew she was doing it.  I actually grinned at the squeal and hug I got from Zilrita, she was easy to identify.  I absently wondered how it felt like she gave a full body hug with only two hands.  Was that the squid hug everyone associates with her?
 
   June's voice rang out over the commotion our arrival had spawned.  Apparently everyone was curious about the person who 'tamed' their Small Fry.  “What's going on out here?  Doesn't everyone have work to do?”  The humor in her tone was not lost on me, and the response she got was hilarious as everyone started throwing balls of paper and rubber bands and the ilk at her.
 
   That was sort of awesome I thought, that the workers had such a good relationship with the boss.  Then she made a “Plffft” noise and diligently ignored the rebels and said, “Rocky!  Good to see you! I was wondering when Small Fry would bring you around.”  I glanced at her bracelet and her shoes and smiled, it was just like she had said.
 
   She gave me a hug and then looked around and whispered to me, “Nessie is on the hunt for a singer she heard the other night, at the guy's day job.  So I'm soooo bored right now.  Wanna sneak down to the studio with me while Small Fry get's the sign off paperwork together for the talent?”
 
   I was buzzing with excitement, J8 wanted me to go to a studio to watch another artist.  Bloody hell, who the heck would say no to that?  I nodded excitedly and glanced at a pouting Fran who whined cutely at her, “You stealing, thieving, purloining, girlfriend appropriating wench!”
 
   I grinned at the well articulated response from the multi platinum singer. “Neener neener.” And she stuck out her tongue at my girl as she looped her arm in mine and dragged me toward the stairs.  She looked back. “The faster you get the exit paperwork to us, the faster you can have her back.”  I'm sure I was grinning like an idiot.
 
   She whispered to me in a teasing tone, “Such a drama queen, that one.”  We stopped on the second floor and she pointed out the green room and the two studios.  One larger one for full bands and one with isolation booths for individual singers.
 
   Then she said, “Today we have a full house.  Abigail Addison is in the iso booth, and we have Tabby Cat making some A/B's for a revision to a number before pressing next week.”
 
   I perked up, there was going to be a new Tabby album?  Her stuff was edgy like Penny Franklin's old stuff.  I'd be hearing new stuff?  I loved Abigail Addison's stuff too, she was a one woman band. I wondered if that working dog of Abigail's, Sir Percival was here with her.  I heard he was a hero.
 
   I liked the harder rock that Tabby sang a little bit more than the strictly pop numbers that Abigail sang.  June caught me eyeing the larger studio and grinned in satisfaction and dragged me over.  I had to grin.  We stepped into an ultra modern control room with dozens of computerized mixing consoles and some older high-end consoles with slider bars.
 
   There was a man tweaking the controls as we were assaulted by a cacophony of sounds.  June brought me up to beside the man, who she exchanged nods with, and we looked through the observation window.
 
   I saw a band prepping.  Each playing some different warm up.  The man beside us was speaking to each of them apparently independently through their headphones as he would hit different switches and give instructions for levels and one of them would nod and do as he asked. I knew this had to be one of their house bands Violet Rose, or Purple Horseshoes.  The two winners of the Roctoberfest competition last year.
 
   The copper haired woman with her back to us had to be Tabby.  It was the same odd color and style from the other night and I've never met anyone else with that color hair.
 
   The man hit a big button and said,  “Okay you unruly lot, you're making it hell for me in here.  Don't think for one second I'm not on to you!  One at a time now.”  The band stopped and most of them gave him cheesy grins. He prompted, “Kacy, walk them down for me.”
 
   The woman made a brilliant display of spinning her drumsticks above her head then brought them down in an explosion of sound as she did a drumroll that started on her snare and went through all the other drums.  I understood why they called it walking down now as each drum had a deeper tone to it.  Then she went crazy on the variety of cymbals and then just suddenly stopped and grabbed the rims of the cymbals to stop the reverberating sound.  She looked up and he gave her a thumbs up.
 
   Then he said, “Can someone pry the sandwich from Mei's hand for me?  I need to set her levels.”  A tiny Asian lady looked up with a grin on her face and her mouth full of the breakfast sandwich was holding.”  She put the sandwich on her amp and turned toward the window as she shouldered her guitar.  I blinked, she only had one arm.  That made this group the Purple Horseshoes.
 
   I had heard that the lead guitarist had only one arm but it was one thing to hear about it and another to actually see it.  I wondered how good she could possibly be for all of three seconds before she blew me away with the intricate solo that wailed out from her guitar.  I recognized that it was ‘Hammered’ from the Enders.  I barely noticed when June reached over and closed my mouth and prompted, “I know, right?”
 
   As it went on, prepping for the recording, I thought about the people I have seen at London Harmony.  Jen, Vanessa, Mei, and to some extent even Zilrita who was a delightfully square peg.  Then I looked over at June who was just watching what was going on in the booth with pride and wonder in her eyes.  Her own mother was deaf.  She, and everyone she chose to be around her, truly didn't seem to care about anyone's afflictions, rather they celebrated the person instead.  God, I loved Fran's family.
 
   Tabby turned back then did a double take at me and waved cutely.  Then the man at the controls cued the room mic again, “Hey, Kacy stop making googly eyes at Mei.  Mick, can you run interference?”  The tall woman with the electric bass grinned and stepped between the two women.
 
   He grinned and looked over to June.  “You don't pay me enough for this.”
 
   She winked at him.  “Oh shush, you love it and you know it.”
 
   He smiled and then looked away and keyed a mic.  “Tabs, walk the scale if you would please?”
 
   She sang the scale in a nasally off key voice, then chuckled at the man who looked over to us again. “See what I have to work with?”  Then he keyed the mic. “I've got all day, lady.  I'm sure Teri will be upset to miss lunch with her wife because you're stuck in the booth.”
 
   She mocked hurt and surprise and sang the scale in an eerily perfect tone.  The woman was so pitch perfect you would almost think a machine was producing the notes.  He adjusted some controls and said to her, “Better.  Thank you.”  She made a silly face at him, and he said to June playfully, “Like a bunch of kids.”
 
   June said, “You enjoy it and you know it, Mickey.”  Ahh!  Now I had a name to go with the curly black haired and slightly slumped shouldered bloke with the birthmark on the back of his left hand.
 
   He grinned and made a point of adjusting some controls deftly while not looking away from June.  Then he looked away and keyed his mic.  “Okay, Kacy, count them off.”  He held one ear of some headphones to his head and nodded his head in time with the beat from the drummer hitting her sticks together over her head.  On the sixth beat, the band exploded into a fusion of thrash and pop that was Tabby's signature sound.
 
   I was peripherally aware of Micky adjusting controls. I was overwhelmed, I was actually listening to something that nobody outside of the studio had heard yet.  It was so full of emotion like all the songs produced by London Harmony.  It was like a private concert.  I wiped a tear from one eye, wondering where it had come from.
 
   I was still in a daze after we said our goodbyes as they continued doing other takes and June brought me to the other sound room to witness Abigail Addison creating music literally out of thin air, out of the very sounds of the city outside.
 
   I was enraptured, then some warm arms wrapped around me from behind.  I caught Fran's scent and sighed.  Then we played with Abigail's big golden retriever working dog, Percy, as we watched.  This was the most surrealistic day of my life.  I had to smile, realizing that this was just like any other day to the woman who had captured my heart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Growing Closer
 
   The next day we spent just hanging out with each other, walking the city.  She was far too sweet, always wearing that bandanna.  I was to the point I knew her just from the way she held herself.  When we had stopped in Hyde Park to sit for a bit I slid the thing off her head and whispered,  “I know you.”
 
   We shared another of those kisses that filled my heart then just sat there on the bench watching people pass by.  The days were getting pretty cool now but I felt warm under her arm.  The trickster had me buy coffee for us that morning, then at lunch time she said, “Let's get some grub.  I'm buying, you got the coffee this morning.”
 
   I swear to God that she plans those things out so I don't feel like she is giving me any charity.  The one time I brought it up she just grinned and said, “What?  Am I not allowed to spoil my girlfriend?”  She wins.  I smiled inwardly, closed my eyes and ran my fingers along her lips, I wanted to remember that smile.
 
   We wound up back at the Archive and consumed the last of my food.  Fran was eyeing my stores critically.  I had a few quid still squirreled away that I could replenish a bit for nights and weekends, and I could supplement by eating more for breakfasts and lunch.  I'd snag a few handfuls of saltines from the cafeteria whenever I thought about it.
 
   Sadly, the blonde imp had to leave me after that to get back to her room to finish up her homework before the morning.  I walked her down and she pulled me close by the collar of my jacket and smiled, saying, “I like this.  I wish I didn't have to leave.”
 
   I pushed her blonde hair aside and kissed her lips gently. “Scoot Small Fry, if you don't go now, neither of us will get our coursework done and we'd fail together.”
 
   She crinkled her nose at me.  “Yes, but what an auspicious way to end our continuing education careers.”  I snorted, shoved her out the door, and locked it behind her.  I hugged my arms around my shoulders with her on my mind and slid my back down the door until I was sitting.  I leaned my head back and closed my eyes and remembered the feel and shape of her lips on my fingertips.
 
   I hopped up when I noticed  Mr. Myong at the far end of the hall, up on a ladder, replacing some bulbs.  He was grinning at me.  I blushed, stood and waved at the man then slid through a door into the stacks, using my aunt's key.
 
   The next morning I snuck down early to pull a couple of retrieval requests for Fran, to make her job easier tonight.  How in the hell had she entrenched herself so firmly in my heart in such a short period of time?  She didn't care about my living situation and never treated me differently than anyone else. 
 
   It could be the seductive sway of her hips or the smooth liquid grace of her movements.  I doubt she even realizes she is doing it.  And bloody hell could she kiss.  That was the most intimate I had ever been with a person and it was so exciting and frightening.  I wanted more.
 
   I snuck out of the building then made my way to the campus and the locker rooms.  A few people were already in there.  A woman moved over to me and bumped hips.  Her dark skin and the fencing gear told me it was Max before she said, “Hey girl.”
 
   I blushed and looked at her.  Such a pretty face with those chocolate eyes, I'll remember they are brown when I look away but would lose her features into the mire of my mind. I responded, “Hey.”
 
   She chuckled. “You have Fran walking around on clouds.  It is great to see her grinning like a git all the time.”
 
   I shrugged and blushed that I could have an effect like that on anyone.  I admitted, “She has the same effect on me.  She's a distraction from my coursework.”
 
   She chuckled and grabbed her foil and saluted me with it.  “Well feel free to drop by and distract each other anytime.  I have to get going before coach starts bellowing.”
 
   I gave her a little wave then watched her go.  I showered and put on some fresh clothes.  I'd have to spend a few quid on laundry soon.  I didn't have much lolly left.  I'd have to pawn some of the jewelry Aunt Ingrid had bought me for my sweet sixteenth.  I made a mental note to check out the job postings on the bulletin boards in the commons to see if I couldn't find someone willing to hire me.
 
   I couldn't get a work study job because the paperwork required a post address and I didn't have one.  The other places I have tried applying to in the past year were the same.  I tried telling one I was currently between flats and they seemed to shut down the interview after that.  Like being homeless is like a taboo they didn't want to be associated with.  Though I hate the idea, I could be on the Dole, but again, government assistance required a post address.  It was like I was living in a perpetual catch 22. 
 
   But once I graduate, I know all of that would change for me.  It had to.  All I had to do was to survive four years.  I could do that.  I had to.
 
   I skipped off to class and the mobile Fran gave me vibrated.  I looked down and giggled at her message.  “Where iz be?  In lecture hall now, no Tash.”  With a smiley emoticon following it.
 
   I texted back,  “I am on my way now.  Your grammar and diction regress when you text.”
 
   She sent back an, “LOL! Text no be email, woman.”
 
   Immediately followed by, “I could facilitate a more stilted and artificial eloquence in my texting if that is what you would prefer.  Though it seems more ponderous and obsessive in a rapid messaging application.”  Then a heart emoticon.
 
   I gleeped.  Oh, dear lord, she was far too funny for her own good.  I sent a little heart back to her, then paused at a hallway intersection  I looked at my hands and clenched my left and turned left.  My bloody genetics is the gift that just keep giving.  It is too easy for me to get confused on which direction I need to go.  That's why I developed my own method of coping.  I just make a song out of it, utilizing taps of my right or left hand.
 
   If I'm not thinking about where I need to be, my body just knows, like I am on autopilot like a normal person.  However, the moment I start thinking about it, it sort of gets confusing and hazy in my head.  It has something to do with the way we process directions utilizes areas of the brain that border the facial recognition center.
 
   I stepped into the lecture hall and there was a girl I identified as Fran right away sitting in her spot across the aisle from my seat.  I grinned at her, she was wearing her clothes that she felt comfortable in again, even if it meant enduring Professor Whitley's verbal wrath.  I don't know why that made me so happy, she didn't need to change herself to please anyone and I sort of hated it when she did.
 
   She was cutely wiggling her foot, drawing my attention to her shoe with the smiley face she drew on it for me a few days back.  I whispered, “Smart arse American.”  And grinned.
 
   She whispered back, “Too true, but I'm your smart ass American.”  Bloody hell, I melted.   Then she checked the time, which, of course, made me do the same, five minutes until the class started.  She leaned over and whispered,  “I'm not going to be able to have lunch with you today.  I have a meeting with the Dean, Professor Grey to talk about the scope of a project I am proposing.  Brandye Franklin-Callahan and Tim Phearson from Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics flew in from the States this morning to discuss it.”
 
   I blinked and remembered that she thought hanging around with famous people like Brandye Franklin, and high power business professionals like Tim Phearson, was a normal thing.  I furrowed my brow, why hadn't she told me this earlier, and what could she possibly be doing with them?  I asked, “What about?”
 
   She shrugged and smiled, causing me to smile back.  I mean, what else was I going to do?  A beautiful woman smiles at you, then you damn well smile back, I'm not a git.  She answered cryptically, “Just my art project for you.”
 
   For me?  I asked, “What is it?”
 
   She just gave me a cheesy toothy grin and shrugged.  I was about to chastise the cute lady when she whispered, “Golly, there's Professor Whitley.  Time for class.”  Just as a man locked the lecture room door.  He walked down and took Gregory's seat at the front of the class.
 
   I shot the blonde imp the evil eye which only prompted a slight giggle out of her as she mocked her full attention to the new droning lecture from possibly the most monotone professor on the globe.  Fine, monotone, but extremely insightful.  Are you happy now?
 
   The little blushing glances Fran shot my way, and the cute way she bit her lower lip kept me distracted throughout the lecture and made time drag by so very slowly.  I wanted those lips.  I caught myself licking my own.  I'm hopeless.
 
   When the lecture was over and the other student's had poured out into the halls, Fran looked at me seductively and swayed her hips on over to me as she leaned in, placing a single finger on my chin and giving me a whisper light kiss that burned as hot as the sun.  She kept her finger on my chin as she turned and started walking, leading me out into the hall with the light touch of her finger on me.  It was like a magnet and I found myself following her and she looked back over her shoulder demurely.
 
   Oh dear lord!  I whispered, “Tease,” as she finally gave my free will back by dropping her finger and looping her arm in mine.  At the intersection, she frowned and sighed. “See you tonight?”
 
   She was obviously as sad that we had to part ways as I was.  I nodded and leaned in and caught her lips with mine for a quick peck.  “Okay.  I'll walk you to work then.”  She nodded and then she scooted me down my hall as she headed on.  She was extra playful, it made me wonder what the mystery meeting at noon was all about.  I admit to perving out a bit and watching her fine arse sway away for a few seconds before heading to my next class.  Then feeling self-conscious about it and trying to hide away into my sweater as I grinned.
 
   I couldn't wait to see her again after my last class.  I sent her a smiley on my mobile and got a heart back.  That sustained me for the rest of the school day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Is This Love?
 
   I waited outside the main doors after my last class of the day let out, in the shadow of one of the arches.  I almost felt as if I had lived in the shadows my entire life as I watched all the people walking around in the open.  All the fleeting faces, oblivious to those of us who watched them, wondering what it was we were missing out on.
 
   A familiar hazelnut scent accompanied two warm arms sliding around me from behind, and pulling me back into a hug.  Fran whispered into the nape of my neck, her hot breath sending a delicious wave of goose flesh down my spine, “Hiding in the shadows again?  You were born to be in the spotlight.”  Then she lightly kissed my neck, just below my right ear and a heat bloomed inside my core, driving a foreign need.
 
   I looked back into the blue eyes of the smiling face that I knew was the only face in my world until I looked away.  I didn't want to look away.  She was so confident and feminine, even with her rocker gear on.  I loved the slight roundness her cheeks got when she smiled.
 
   I wanted so much to hold onto that.  I turned in her arms, not breaking eye contact, then reached up with a hand, releasing my sleeve and cupped her cheek as I closed my eyes.  I couldn't think of what her face looked like now, it was like a light switch had been flipped.  Fucking disease, but it can't steal the feel of her face from me.
 
   I could feel her smile grow larger under my fingers as I traced every curve of her face, the crooked smile of the cocky American woman who was rapidly becoming my favorite thing.  Bloody hell, I'd take her over chocolate ice cream.  She leaned her cheek into my hand and I stroked it gently with my thumb.  I had to grin when I got to her meticulously sculpted eyebrows and she waggled them for me.
 
   She whispered, “Whatcha doin' Tash?”
 
   I smiled and kept my eyes closed, reaching my other hand up and I cupped both of her cheeks as I grinned and responded. “Just looking at your face, memorizing it.  I think I found my subject for my sculpting class.”
 
   She pulled one hand away from her face and gently kissed my knuckles.  I chuckled and asked, “Trying to woo me all over again?”
 
   I opened my eyes as she nodded emphatically.  “Yes, ma'am.”  Then she added as she laced our fingers and dragged me along beside her. “I shall endeavor to sweep you off your feet by taking you for an early supper at the Cannery.  Then you walk me to work as I simultaneously walk you home.  Tis my evil plan to court you properly until you swoon and are mine.”
 
   I snorted.  The Cannery was where all the food trucks lined up just a block from campus.  “Hey, I'm not a cheap date.”  Then I chuckled. “Alright fine, I am.  But don't expect much swooning.  Besides, I'm pretty much yours already.”  She was suddenly speechless and blushed cutely and leaned in so we walked shoulder to shoulder as she pulled me up to a frank truck.  She was wooing me with frankfurters?  I grinned.  It was working.
 
   I watched in amazement as we sat on one of the folding plastic tables at the curb that stretched the length of the Cannery.  The woman was eating a German sausage half the size of my arm.  She opted for no onions or sauerkraut.  “In case a kissing emergency came up.”  But it was still stacked high.  For such a small thing, where did she put so much food?
 
   I chuckled, as I was one to talk, I looked at my two hotdogs.  Prepared properly, not like the cute uncivilized savage I was with.  Ketchup, mustard, and relish.  I shook my head and grinned as I ate. “Just how did you people in the Colonies beat us?  You can't even prepare a frank correctly.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow at me then took a slow, huge bite from hers and grinned as she chewed.  I had to smile back, I didn't stand a chance against such concentrated cuteness.  I raised my chin imperiously then took a dainty bite from one of my own, eliciting a chuckle from the blonde, then proceeded to take just as big of a bite as she had.
 
   This all reminded me that I had to get to a pawn shop, it would be my turn to feed her tomorrow and I had nothing left in my cubby except bottled water.  My face fell.  I had gone a year with what little lolly I had, but it was all but exhausted now.  So I was now reduced to selling or pawning what little valuables I had.  My personal things.
 
   I looked away from my food and to Fran.  She had told me how desperate things got with her and Vanessa.  Was I capable of dropping so far to steal to survive?  I tried imagining a much younger Fran, just thirteen and on the streets.  If I had to take care of her as Vanessa did.  Then yes, I could do things I never thought myself capable of to keep her safe and fed.  I couldn't bear to see her suffering in any way.  Wait... is this love?
 
   I smiled softly at her when she paused and tilted her head at me, trying to figure out why I had sobered so quickly.  I winked at her then went back to devouring my food.
 
   She started nibbling around the edges to avoid spillage of her toppings as she asked, “What up buttercup?”
 
   I chuckled and teased. “Such eloquence.  I thought you were supposed to be an articulate wordsmith.”
 
   She bobbled her head and said with a passable British accent, “Allow me to elucidate my stance on prose and the assemblage of my diction when in the presence of such an alluring and disarming picture of pulchritude.”  She gave a cheesy grin. “I'm so distracted when you are around that I'm virtually tongue tied.”
 
   Then she prompted again. “So... what up buttercup?”
 
   I chuckled at her and said seriously, “I may be more than just in deep like with you.”
 
   She nodded once staunchly and swallowed a bite.  “Good because I'm more than just in deep like with you too.”  Then she tilted her head as I melted into a sodding puddle, and said, “You have something just there.”  She pointed tot he side of her mouth and I licked mine and widened my eyes in question.
 
   She shook her head and I wiped with a napkin and she shook her head again.  I asked, “What is it?”
 
   Then all the playfulness was suddenly gone from her posture and her face as the look that replaced it was so wanting and sultry that I was heating up and felt a little moist in my nethers as she leaned in and kissed me more passionately than she ever had thus far.  I was in heaven at that moment, I just knew it.  I couldn't feel my seat, I had to have been floating.  I curled my toes and she finished the hot kiss and she gasped out her answer, “My lips.”
 
   I just sat there like a bloody git, trying to figure out how those thinking and speaking things worked.  My brain may have short circuited, all I knew is that I wanted more of her.  She was my Fran.  When my blush finally surrendered some blood back to my brain, I gave her a dreamy smile, looked down and bit my lower lip.
 
   She gave me a self-satisfied grin and then said, “And with that, I need to get to work.”
 
   Bloody hell!  I forgot about that, I'd not be able to do anything about this raging inferno for four hours!  I had never felt so aroused in my life.  I said in a hoarse voice, “You bloody tease!” She giggled in delight and stood and offered to take my trash to the bin.
 
   I swear the bird put some extra sway in her hips just for me.  If she was trying to seduce me, she was definitely an over achiever.  I grinned realizing that I was ready to give myself over to another woman without hesitation.  I was surprisingly quite alright with that, especially when I looked at the smiling woman who walked back over and offered her elbow to me.
 
   I took her arm and chuckled. “You're an odd duck, Frannie.”
 
   She shrugged. “Quack.”  Then we walked to the Archives as we chatted about everything but what her meeting had been about.  Whatever it was had put her in a decidedly pleasant and playful mood.  She unlocked and poked her head in the door then looked back at me and I slipped in and headed into the stacks quickly after giving her a peck on the lips.
 
   It was all I could do to concentrate on my studies, knowing she was on the floors below me, working.  I gave up after a couple hours and put my schoolwork away, took Kinder - und Hausmarchen off of the shelf behind me, and started reading it in the candlelight.  Ahh, The Seven Swabians.
 
   I must have been tired, because the next thing I knew, I woke up to find myself sleeping with my head on someone's lap and the book nowhere to be seen.  I caught her scent and snuggled in a bit with a smile on my face.
 
   She grinned down at me.  “There she is.  I just thought I'd drop by before I headed off to my room.  I found you snoring in here.”
 
   I blushed and defended myself and said, “I don't snore.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow and asked, “How can you be sure?  You're asleep when you are doing it.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes and pointed at her menacingly.  Instead of cowering in abject fear of my half smirk.  She took my hand and kissed my accusing finger instead.  She must have thought that was a grand idea because she kept my hand and started kissing each finger in turn, hotly.
 
   I either stopped breathing or hyperventilated, I'm not quite sure, all I know is that I was lost in a raging inferno of passion.  It was possibly the most beautiful thing that had ever happened to me.  There was no animalistic tearing of clothes and screams of wanton heat like Hollywood has us believe.
 
   Instead, it was something much more, intimate, personal.  She shared herself with me and I with her in a way that touched my very spirit.  She was slow and methodical, keeping eye contact with me as much as possible.  It was so sensual, exciting, and even a little erotic.  It was more than I had dreamed possible.  I just wanted to be one with her, and merge as I bit my lower lip.  She made a woman out of me that night as I arched my back in ecstasy.
 
   We lay there, sweating and panting in the afterglow, in the flickering candle light.  Igiggled. “Wow.”  Then asked, “Is it always that way?”
 
   She shrugged cutely. “I don't know.  I've never given myself fully to anyone before.  But I hope we can find out together.”
 
   I narrowed an eye, ready to call bullocks on her.  “But your boyfriends.”
 
   She grinned.  “Never more than second base.  Maybe that's why it never worked out.”
 
   I grinned and whispered, “Touchdown.”  I marveled at the fact that I was her first too.
 
   She chuckled. “Wrong sport there, Natasha.”  She ran her fingers through my hair and I closed my eyes and basked in it and the way my full name rolled off her tongue.  I balled up my toes at the thought of her oh so talented tongue.
 
   I teased her. “Yank.”
 
   Just to get a “Brit,” in return.
 
   Bloody hell, I was in love.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – SmartCanvas
 
   The next few days were torture.  Now that the invisible wall had been shattered, I wanted nothing more than to be with Tash.  Just the thought of her curly red hair on my face made me sigh.  Max was relentless with her teasing when I arrived at our room at two in the morning Monday night, a little disheveled and glowing with a giddy look on my face.
 
   My meeting with the school, Brandye Franklin-Callahan, and Tim Phearson had far exceeded my hopes.  I had to give the presentation to the school about my idea.  It was basically the same thing I pitched to the two inventors of the SmartCanvas system that is in almost every museum in the industrialized world now. 
 
   My idea excited them and they pledged support and even financial backing for the idea since it was incorporating the second generation SmartCanvas system that had even greater resolution and response time than the original that took the world by storm less than ten years ago.  I wanted them to pitch the idea to the school, but the evil ones said that it was my project to spearhead, so it was up to me to pitch it.
 
   They had flown to London on a Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics private jet for the meeting and to set up times to discuss more in depth how I envisioned the finished project and get with Tim himself, who wanted to be the lead engineer.  I had to suppress a grin throughout the meeting every time I thought of Tasha touching my face with her eyes closed so that she could 'see' me in a way she could remember and recognize.
 
   Zilrita was there to represent London Harmony's interest in the project for June.  She had transformed into a consummate professional business woman before my very eyes as she shared that the music industry is always looking for ways in which people could experience a musician's art.
 
   I think the three were working in concert with each other because they rarely said the word music. Instead they used the terms art or creations.  Since this project would replace all three of my creative classes not just for the semester but my entire freshman year, every little bit would help sway the decision.
 
   They called the professors from my other two art classes in and asked us if they could speak privately for a moment.  I was a ball of nervous energy as we waited in the main office.  Zil gave me a hug and said, “Don't sweat it, Small Fry, this is sort of brilliant.  They'd be fools not to okay it.  They are picturing the prestige of being able to point out to people that one of their students developed this.”
 
   Brandye stepped over and smiled at me.  She was always so self-conscious and withdrawn, but she seemed genuinely excited about this.  She bumped hips with me and whispered, “SmartCanvas is my baby, my gift to Robin so she could experience the art of the masters in a way she could never dream of.  The idea of it being used to help others experience something they weren't normally capable of is thrilling.  Whether Chelsea does the right thing here or not, I want to make this a reality for you and the people who will benefit from it.”
 
   Tim was just nodding his agreement, seemingly lost in thought.  I noticed that even on our conference calls the man didn't speak much, and he seemed always distracted and mumbling about the mechanics of it all.
 
   Then Brandye grinned and asked, “So who is this for?”
 
   I blinked.  “Pardon?”
 
   She had a half smirk on her face, and the impression looked eerily similar to Penny Franklin's famous smirk.  That was possibly the first time since I met her years ago that I could definitely say she was her mother's daughter.  Her twin sister, who was in the music industry, was almost like Penny's clone, only in pop music instead of rock.   It was actually pretty cool to see some of the confident cockiness of her family peeking through her introverted exterior. “Who inspired this idea in you?”
 
   I looked down at my hands, trying to suppress a grin and replied, “Just a girl.”
 
   She almost sighed with a huge smile on her face.  “It always starts with a girl.”  Then she crinkled her nose at me cutely. “That's where inspiration is born, in the sparkle of their eyes and the emotion of their smiles.  The wordless promise in the subtle tilt of anticipation of their head as that smile grows almost imperceptibly.”
 
   She always spoke so poetically.  Where her twin had the confidence and talent, Brandye was gifted with something more powerful, the gift of words and expression.  I don't know how many hours I spent in front of a SmartCanvas over the years, just to listen to her descriptions of the artworks in front of me.  It was her voice they chose to incorporate in the system.  You could hear the awe in her voice as she painted the emotion of the artwork like an artist herself.  You just found yourself being swept away and into the world of the artist.  It was magical, phenomenal, marvelous and magnificent.
 
   She continued, “Things like this, when they come from the heart, can't fail.  You'll see.”  She laid a hand on my arm and I calmed down a bit.  I realized I was almost buzzing with nervous energy.
 
   Tim started talking like we were all part of some sort of conversation he had been having with himself.  It was sort of endearing that the man thought we were all on the same wavelength as the engineer who had changed the face of robotics and prosthetics almost overnight.  “If we use SmartCanvas 2.0 the changes would be minimal, we could tool for both in the same line, or even just go 3.0 and have a dynamic design that can be adapted for either environment.  The production savings would be astronomical.  Then it is all just software, and convincing the artists to participate.  I don't do people.”
 
   Brandye reached over and grabbed the odd man's hand.  “I know you don't do people Tim.  I already spoke with June on that subject.”  Then she looked around at us all.  “Do you know what she said?”
 
   I blurted out a surprised bark of laughter when Zilrita, Brandye and I all said in unison, “I've got this shit.”  I covered my mouth and my smile.  That's my new sis for you, I haven't seen an obstacle she couldn't steamroll.
 
   We were called back in, and the shit eating grin on Professor Grey's... sorry, on Jillian's face got my heart pumping as I fought to keep a grin off my own face.  Dean Graham regarded our motley crew for a moment then nodded.  The silver haired man said, “This proposal is unorthodox and unprecedented.  But we pride ourselves here at Chelsea on being progressive and adapting with the changing face of artistic impression.”
 
   His stoic face broke into a little grin as he inclined his head slightly at me.  “We see merit in this idea, but must both caution you all, and require that Miss Brighton contribute a significant and measurable amount to the endeavor.   This is about her education more than any commercial enterprise.”
 
   Brandye spoke for our group, “Agreed.  We are supplying the vessel in which to transport Francine's vision.  The added benefit here is that she will be immersed into the business end of a real world project, giving her more experience and insight for when she graduates from Chelsea.  The school can only benefit from the prestige of including her as an alumni.”
 
   The Dean chuckled, genuinely amused, “No need to blow smoke up our collective arses Ms. Franklin, we have already agreed to approve the project.  There will be goals set, targets and reporting as dictated by Professor Grey.  Chelsea is pleased to embark on this endeavor.”  He looked around then said, “Now if you would all please excuse me, I have to pretend to run a school here.”  We all chuckled and left him to his work.
 
   We had all agreed to meet in the conference room with my other instructors the following day to lay out how the project was going to work, and set my educational goals on this entrepreneurial undertaking.
 
   Tim was already lost in his own world as we set up the meeting.  He was sketching on a tablet and mumbling all sorts of tech jargon.  He looked up at Brandye.  “Right Bran so lunch then?”  Then started working again.
 
   We all chuckled at the man and she nodded as she slapped his hand away from his tablet. “Yes Tim, but first use your manners and say goodbye to the nice ladies.”
 
   He gave us a cheesy grin and said, “Goodbye to the nice ladies.”  Then he went back to his work.
 
   I couldn't stop smiling at the man as Bran rolled her eyes and grinned at us as she dragged him off to forage for food. “See you ladies tomorrow.”  I waved.
 
   I can't tell you how hard it is not to blurt out everything to Tash when she asks.  I held my tongue, it was my gift for her and I was not going to blow it.  The unintended consequence was that it just piqued her curiosity even more.  It was so hard to fight off her puppydog eyes.  I found that lots of cuddling and snogging sessions did the trick of sidetracking her nicely.  Not to mention it sidetracked me too.
 
   We didn't do much more than that and talking at my place as we never knew when Max would walk in and we weren't juvenile enough to put a sock on the door handle... Well fine, I was juvenile enough to suggest it but Natasha's rolling eyes told me that we were more mature than that.  That we could control our urges and be civilized adults.
 
   Well until we got to her place Wednesday night, then... how do the Brits say it?  Bloody hell!  She gave into all of her urges.  I went down in a grinning shipwreck against her unstoppable tide.  We just talked until two in the morning before I had to get back to my room.  I really didn't want to go but I had to get my coursework done in the morning while I ate breakfast or it wouldn't get done at all.
 
   She gave me a kiss at the door of the Archives and I almost let an “I love you,” slip out but caught myself.  “I'll miss you.”
 
   She grinned and bunched up her sleeves in her hands. “Drama queen.”  Then she whispered, “I'll miss you too.”
 
   I skipped all the way down to Ponsonby Hall.  I badged the door by just bumping my bag to the scanner; a trick Max showed me; since it was locked after ten at night, then headed toward the North Wing.
 
   I paused when Amy's amused voice said from behind me, “Ooooo almost the walk of shame, but not quite late enough for that.  Building curfew is midnight, Francine.”  She said my entire name and I could hear the teasing in her voice as I turned to see her sprawled in one of the cushioned chairs that littered the main lobby.  Her crooked ponytail was more frazzled than normal and she had a book on her chest.  She must have fallen asleep reading again.  The poor girl had a weakness for romance books and loses track of time.
 
   She was grinning and focusing to my left.  I grinned back and crinkled my nose at her. “Oh, is it now, Amarissa?”  I teased back with her full name too.  It made her grin, she said she never cared for her name, but it sounded 'brill' with my Yank accent.
 
   She yawned and stretched then hopped up, fully awake just like that.  Her eyes were glittering as she looked around and almost whispered, “Is he cute?  Is he a cowboy?”
 
   I nodded and leaned toward her as she joined me on my trek to the North Wing, then whispered, “Yes she is very cute.  And no, sorry, not a cowboy.”  I had to suppress a grin, she obviously had some sort of thing for cowboys.
 
   To her credit, the woman didn't even blink.  Instead she blushed, grinned, and inquired, “Ooo, the girl you have been bringing around lately?  She's super shy, always bunching down in her clothes.  It was her eyes that caught you wasn't it?  She has so much going on behind them.”
 
   I grinned at the imp of a lady and shrugged, really thinking about it and slowly shook my head. “No, it was really more the entire package.  Each little thing about her builds up to more than the sum of her parts, to something almost like catnip to me.  Her smile, her personality, her quirks, her eyes, her voice, her smile.”
 
   She said cutely, “You said her smile twice.”
 
   I nodded and winked. “Why, so I did.”
 
   We shared a chuckle then she hugged herself, spun around once, then held up her romance novel.  “I'll find that myself one day, just you wait and see.”
 
   I gave a smiling emphatic nod as I badged the turnstile and said, “Anyone would be lucky.”
 
   She blushed and looked down. “You think?”
 
   I nodded. “I know it, you're a fine catch Specs.”
 
   This made her light up, then she looked at her book again.  “Well, goodnight Fran.  I have to get back to my book boyfriend.”  Then she started patting her pockets.  “Now where did my bloody glasses get off to?”
 
   I smiled at her and reached over and lowered her glasses from where they were perched at the top of her head, down to her nose.  She chuckled and said, “That's where they wandered off to.”  Then she bit the tip of her tongue and gave a tiny wave.
 
   I waved back and said, “Goodnight Amy.”  Then she was off toward her room in the South Wing, reading her mush.  She was such an odd duck and I was so happy I could count her as one of my friends.  I had to remember to make a point of inviting her when we do things as a group.
 
   I giggled when I got to my door and there was a sock on the handle.  I sighed and went to one of the little study cubbies in the hall, directly across from our door and laid down on the orange couch there and closed my eyes with Tasha on my mind.
 
   The next thing I knew, Max was shaking me gently awake.  I squinted up at her.  She had her hair in a tight ponytail and her gym bag hanging off her shoulder.  She was always out at the crack of dawn, to practice her fencing.  She squished up her face. “What you doing out here you silly Yank?”
 
   I squinted my eyes at her and pointed at the sock on the knob.  Her eyes narrowed in confusion at it, then she looked down the hall and snorted out a chuckle.  I followed her gaze and saw a sock on every single door.  She said, “Someone's attempt at humor, preying on the unsuspecting.”  Then she grinned. “Like you.”
 
   Shit, and I had just fallen into it.  She said more quietly with a conspiratorial grin on her face, “If I were busy with some bloke in there, you wouldn't need a sock to know what we were on about.”  Then she wiggled her eyebrows and added, “Boom a chick a boww boww.”
 
   I blushed for her as I said in mock surprise, “Maximilia Visintine Porter, you kiss your mother with that mouth?”
 
   She batted her long eyelashes innocently then winked. “See you tonight, girl.”  I nodded and watched her head down the hall.  Then I looked at the socks on all the doorknobs and shook my head in mirth.  I must have been distracted last night, I'm usually more observant.  I stood up stiffly and stretched and headed into my room.  I do not recommend hard orange vinyl couches for recreational sleeping.
 
   I stripped out of my clothes on the way to the shower.  Then after cleaning up and getting ready for the day, I did the studying I should have done the prior night as I ate some oatmeal.
 
   That became the norm.  Between school, work, my girlfriend, Thursday and Friday night, and my special project, I was beginning to think I needed clones.  But clones are not a good idea since I didn't want to share Tash with anyone, not even me.  I'm all greedy that way.
 
   Saturday I told Tash I'd be working late, and set up a study session with her for that night at my place.  It would be Max, her, me, and I invited Amy.  My redhead was vexed that I wouldn't tell her why I was going to be late other than it was for my freshman project.  My entire class schedule had been reworked, except for the one class I had with my girl, that was one thing I insisted on.  The middle of each day I spent two and a half hours with Tim, who remained in London to coordinate with me.
 
   She pouted. “Why are you being so secretive about it?”
 
   I quelled her curiosity by capturing her lower lip in my teeth gently and tugging, before giving her a steamy kiss and whispering into her neck, “It's a surprise.”  I loved the goose flesh that action caused to run down her neck.  She wordlessly nodded with a silly grin on her face.
 
   She whispered, “Okay, Allie.”  I had to smile, she had taken to using my middle name anytime she was feeling amorous.  I had not cared for my middle name my entire life until she started saying it.  It sent delightful shivers through me when she said it.  I put her on the short list of people who could use it.  The list in its entirety was her and me.
 
   I was a little surprised when I arrived at London Harmony.  I knew June was going to assemble a volunteer or two so we could get some rough proof of concept examples to work with for the project that Tim, Brandye, and I had officially called SmartCanvas 3.0 as Tim had said before.
 
   In the main conference room on the third floor between June and Vannie's office, I found Tim with, June, Tabby Cat, Abigail Addison, and I kid you not, towering over the others was Penny fuckin' Franklin!  June stood beside the other three women.  I have met her on many occasions, but being in the same room with a rock legend like Penny, was like standing too close to the sun.  I had just started getting over feeling that way around Mandy.
 
   The tall woman was in her mid-forties but she still looked fine.  If I were to guess, I would have said she was in her mid-thirties.  The only thing that always seemed strange to me was her chestnut colored hair, her natural hair color.  For decades, it was dyed black for her punk rock visage.  I swear she had a perma-smirk that made her all the more intriguing.
 
   June saluted in cheesy manner.  “Volunteers reporting for duty, Small Fry, ma'am.”
 
   I blinked.  “I figured we'd get maybe one person to volunteer, and it was probably going to be you J-dub, but four of you?  And Penny, you're with the Harmony Trax label.”
 
   They all chuckled at me like I said something funny.  June put on her 'poor Small Fry' face and clarified, “When I explained your idea to our artists, and mother told the Trax artists.  Every single one volunteered.  We had to pare it down since this is just proof of concept level.  These unsavories are the three I couldn't shake off of my leg.”
 
   I blinked again.  She smiled and said, “The entire London Harmony and Harmony Trax portfolios have been made available to the project once the proof of concept has been approved.  That includes all of Penny's non-Leather and Heels titles.  We have Frank Davenport working with the other label for those.”
 
   I looked around almost embarrassed.  “This is just a class project.”
 
   Tim looked up from where he was working on two tablets and a little box with what looked like a drum head stretched across it.  He looked at me like I had just told him to suck a lemon as he said, “I don't think you realize what this is going to do for the music industry.  It will have the same impact SmartCanvas had on art.   It is going to open up music to a whole new audience that couldn't fully experience it before.”  Then he looked back down and got lost in his programming again.
 
   June looked over to Abigail and said, “Peepers there came in early and has been working with Tinman the past hour or so to explain how music feels.”  I grinned, June and her nicknames.  I was hoping we could discuss my project with Abigail and June's mom.  Anabella was deaf but felt music in a way I could only dream, and Abigail, who had been mostly blind, has synesthesia and can literally feel the music.
 
   Tim looked back up and nudged his head toward the box.  “Hand.”  Then he looked back down.  June grinned and nodded.  I hesitantly put my hand on the drum head, he looked up at me and shook his head then reached over and splayed my fingers.  He measured each finger and typed something on a pad as he explained, “The final product will automatically scan for hand size.”  Then he just tapped a button on his iPad and J8's ‘Pickpocket’ started playing.  I looked down at my hand in shock as a smile slowly spread on my face.
 
   I picked up my hand and looked at it then put it back on the pad.  “How did you get it to do that so quickly?”
 
   He shook his head. “It is just rough right now.  There is a huge amount of work to go for this portion, but it gives the general idea.”  He tapped his pad and the music stopped.
 
   Then looked around.  “Who's first in the scanner?”  I chuckled as all the artists started running for the door, fighting over who was going into the isolation booth downstairs first.  It was comical really.
 
   Mickey was there at the controls when we all came stumbling into the room.  Penny warning the other women off as she pointed at them.  June chuckled. “Mickey, you choose.  Who is going to be the Tinman's first victim?”
 
   He looked around and his eyes landed on Penny and he smiled.  “My first teenage crush... Penny Franklin.”
 
   The tall woman turned to the rest, pointed at them, and said, “Ha!”  Fine, she wasn't pointing, she was flipping them off, but pointing sounds more polite.
 
   Tabby shot back with her lightning fast wit. “Fine you manky bint.  They seem to take the senior discount here.”
 
   The smile on Penny's face threatened to split her in two as she shook her finger at Tabby. “You... I like.  You got spunk.”  Then added after a beat with perfect comical timing, “For a teeny bopper.”
 
   We all chuckled and watched the queen of punk rock step past Mickey, giving him an innocent smile, and into the isolation booth that now had all kinds of makeshift gear crowding the normally empty sound booth.  Tabby calling out, “Break a hip... I mean, a leg.”  Penny gave a toothy grin like she had won the lottery.
 
   I had to chuckle when Mickey shook his head at us all and grumbled, “A bunch of unruly children.”
 
   June said, “Shut up, you love it.”  He looked cross-ways at her then broke into a smile.  We all watched as Tim adjusted some gear around Penny's head before he stepped out of the booth.
 
   Then he explained,  “First we just need an avatar.  Smile and don't move a muscle until the green light turns off.”  She nodded and smiled.  Well, it was more like her patented smirk.  The one she always got just before she'd arch her back and let out her signature “Meeeeooowww!”
 
   Green lines in a grid pattern lit up on her face and the part of the device that was emitting the light circled around her head and the light turned off at the end of its travel.
 
   Tim looked at his data then nodded and hit something on the iPad and said over the isolation booth speakers.  “Okay, now we're going to scan you as you sing the first number, ‘Yvette.’  We may have to do two or three takes.  All of this is untested.”  She nodded and put on her headphones, I assumed they had discussed the procedure already before I showed up.
 
   Mickey was squinting his eyes at Tim.  “How did you override my control board for the booth speakers?”
 
   June cocked an eyebrow at the question and we all looked at Tim who's fingers were flying across his two iPads.  He didn't look up and seemed distracted as he mumbled like it was obvious, “It was an easy matter to hack through your shit firewall and into your wireless.  Then just cloned the MAC address of the console and spoofed the IP.  Ghosting the controls was simple.”
 
   He looked up at Mickey and said, “Right then, ready when you are.”
 
   We were all grinning at the egghead.  June spoke out of the corner of her mouth slowly and humorously, “Zil?”
 
   Zilrita was grinning. “On it boss.  Get technicians in to beef up network security.”
 
   June looked around with a grin. “Just be glad he's on our side.”  We all nodded.  Then turned to the booth when Mickey cued the music and pointed at Penny, who exploded into one of her most emotional ballads, ‘Yvette.’  It was the least edgy song in her new catalog and it always brought a tear to my eye.  There was something buried in the words that told you there was something deeper than those words which hinted that the story was not fully conveyed.
 
   I just sat in awe, in the corner, playing with Sir Percival with Abigail as I watched all of these magnificent artists do their things with that green scanner going all the time.  I was surprised when Abigail whispered to me, “It always seems like some unreal dream, being around these bloody legends.”
 
   I nodded my agreement and smirked. “You're one of them you know.  I'm always in a daze around this place.  And here I am playing with a superstar's guide dog.”  She blushed, shook her head at me, and ruffled Percy's ears.
 
   We broke for lunch briefly but then went back to it until around seven that evening.  It was so bizarre to me not to see the bright red 'Recording' sign over the door not lit through the whole thing.
 
   We said goodnight to all the women and I thanked them profusely. Penny towered over me and looked down and smiled.  “I was so proud when my daughter and Tim devised SmartCanvas.  That's why I jumped at the chance to watch the program expand into music.  You are doing a good thing here Fran.”
 
   I blushed and she hugged me.  Then she added with a knowing smirk, “Bran did it for a girl too you know?”  I blinked, I didn't know that.  I wondered if it was for her lady, Robin Hartford, the blind painter in Seattle.  Then Penny hugged June and said, “I have to jet.  I'm having Sandra withdrawals.  She was thrilled to fly to London with me so she could meet with the little copper-top snot here and Paya Doshi to discuss expanding the Callahan Foundation to England in conjunction with the Flotilla Project.”  She ruffled Tabby's hair.
 
   Tabby slapped Penny's hand away and grinned up at the woman and said, “Let's get going then.  Now where is your bloody walker?  Don't want you falling in your advanced age.”  Penny exploded into laughter and we watched the two superstars walk out of the building, shoving each other playfully.
 
   I looked at my new-sis.  “That was an almost existential, inconceivable experience.  Like I just flew into a super nova and lived to tell the tale.”
 
   June bumped my hip.  “Big words for such a young lady.”  Then she got serious.  “I'm proud of you Small Fry.”  That hit me right in the feels.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – I Had Trusted Her
 
   Fran called out to me from her loo, where she was getting ready for another one of those bloody secret meetings about her art project with the Dean, for a status update.  “Do I really have to wear this?”
 
   Max and I responded in unison from where we sat on Fran's bed, studying, “Yes!”  I figured that if she were taking the project so seriously, then she would have to look professional at her official meetings.  Seeing as how bloody frustrating it was, knowing she was keeping something from me with no explanation why, she could suffer through wearing a skirt suit.
 
   It had not only the benefit of frustrating her, but her legs looked deliciously shapely wearing low heels.  Bonus for me!  Like she was reading my mind, the silly bird called out, “You're just saying that because you like looking at my legs when I wear heels.”
 
   Max snorted and winked at me. “She's got you there Tasha.”  I blushed and bunched up my sleeves in my hands, trying to pull myself inside to hide.
 
   For over a week now she has had meetings almost every day, and I missed her in my arms severely on Saturday when she had to work late.  It almost feels like her project is more important than me to her, and I am the mistress she sees on the side.  I know that isn't fair of me, she is taking her school project so very seriously it bodes well for her future success in life.  It was just cutting into our cuddling time.
 
   I noticed Max watching me and I asked, “What are you on about?”
 
   She grinned.  “Nothing.  I've just never saw two people that complimented each other so well.  Though the constant googly eyes are enough to send me into sugar shock.”  Then she tilted her head and looked at the door of the cottage.  “I'm kind of jealous.  I want to find the person that will look at me like that.”  I felt a pang of sympathy, she had just broken up with Kyle, the two timing wanker.
 
   I blushed then assured her, “You're a right fit bird.  I don't know another as toned as you.  Any bloke would be lucky to have you.  You're smile is radiant, and your personality isn't painful either.”  I grinned, wondering where the confidence to tease had come from.  My eyes drifted to the door and I knew.  Since I met my Allie.
 
   Max reached out and shoved me so I flopped back on the bed as she said with mock indignity, “Thanks for that.  You're supposed to be the nice one.  That bint in there is the mean one.”
 
   Fran called out in a sing song voice, “Yup, I'm still here.  I can hear you two you know.”  Max grinned and grabbed a shoe and threw it at the door and it hit with a thud, then we heard my girl chuckle.
 
   The door opened and Businesswoman Francine v1.0 stepped out.  I was all grins and she smoothed the skirt down nervously.  I mentally cataloged what she was wearing so I could recognize her later.  That skirt was doing all sorts of wonderful things to me.  I realized I was staring at her shapely calves, then looked up to meet her blue eyes.  She shrugged.  She was an odd dichotomy of confidence and self doubt at times. I smiled, then could see the confidence flowed back into her.
 
   I supplied my appraisal. “Yum.”
 
   Max said, “Get a room.” Then we all chuckled.
 
   I walked her to the door.  And smiled coyly.  I wasn't into public displays of affection.  Not that I ever had anyone I could exhibit it with, before Fran.
 
   I kissed her quickly on the lips and Max snorted. “You call that a kiss?  You really need to get over your shy streak Tash.”
 
   Fran took an imperious air and said with a highbrow tone, “Now now Maximilia, she is doing just fine.” The she grabbed me and dipped me back and pretended to ravish me.  I was nothing but giggles as she stood me back up.
 
   I whispered, “I'll miss you.  I might still be here when you get back.”
 
   She nodded and whispered, “If not, I'll see you tomorrow Tash.  I miss you all the time.”  Then she added as she handed me a paper from the shelf next to the door.  “I circled some possibilities.”
 
   That put a damper on my mood.  She was trying to find me a job that didn't require a flat address.  She even offered to let me use her address for the post.  It made me feel inadequate like she was ashamed of how I lived.  But she had been there.  She should understand.  I could do it on my own, my situation was only temporary.
 
   She read this in me and slumped and put the paper back on the shelf and slunk out the door.  Now I felt bad for killing her mood too.  I stared at the closed door a second and then took a deep breath and smiled and turned around.  “Right.  Back to study then.”
 
   Max shook her head at me.  “She's only trying to help you know.  She loves you.  Don't let pride get in the way.” She loves me?
 
   Max was the only person besides Fran, who knew of my situation.  Though I get the feeling that Amy girl who works here at the Ponsonby knows.  She is always watching with a keen eye.  She is starting to hang around with the three of us.
 
   Max overheard us talking about my situation a couple times, even though we try keeping our voices low.  She put two and two together and just flat out asked.  She's straight forward, that one.  For a moment I thought Fran had betrayed my trust until Max told us, “If you two want to keep secrets, hiding under a blanket five feet away from me and whispering is probably not the best solution.”
 
   I count her as one of my friends now.  She and Amy are part of this weird pseudo-family that Fran seems to be building without any effort.  It warms me inside, knowing I am part of that pseudo-family, and am starting to feel the same about everyone else in it.  I thought about my aunt and realized just how much I missed her and the feeling of family.  She was the only mum I had known, whether she wanted me calling her that or not.  I never thought I'd ever have that feeling of family, of belonging again, until now.
 
   I caught myself smiling at the thought of Fran then shook myself out of it and shot back at Max, “Oh shush, you.”
 
   She grinned and I rejoined her on the bed and picked up my textbook and started reading where I had left off.  Distracted by the thought that tomorrow was Thursday Night; movie night at the marina; Max and Amy were coming with us.
 
   I looked up from my book. “You'd tell me right?”
 
   Max looked up from her calculus. “Tell you what?”
 
   I nudged my head toward the door.  “What that damned secret project she is working on is, if you knew?”
 
   She grinned and scrunched her nose. “Of course.  We're mates, you and me.  Don't think I haven't already tried to pry it out of her.  She's a vault on this one.”
 
   I grinned.  I had mates.  Then I went back to my studying, paused and looked up at her and opened my mouth to ask another question.  Without looking at me, the woman grinned, shook her head and closed her book.  “It's obvious I'll not be getting any peace to work on my lessons.  Let's gossip then.”
 
   I blushed and set my book down and said, “Sorry.”  She chuckled at me and we gossiped like the couple of college girls we were.
 
   I wound up sharing with her what my art project was.  I was sculpting Frannie's face, the way my hands remember it.  I was sculpting it in inverse relief, instead of convex relief.  Like a negative image depressed into the clay.  It looked a little abstract since I couldn't put it all together in my mind's eye, but the most important and memorable aspects of my girl were there according to my touch.
 
   The instructor really liked it because it was catching the essence of someone instead of simply reproducing their likeness in the clay.  Professor Lyndon thought that my affliction gave me a more unique perspective than most people.
 
   I woke up to the bed moving when someone sat on it.  I yawned and smacked my lips.  When had I fallen asleep?  Fran laid behind me and wrapped an arm around me as she said into my neck, causing a delightfully warm rush down through my core, “I'm back.  Want to just stay here tonight?  You look tired.”
 
   I rubbed my eyes and grinned at the chocolate brown feet near my head.  Max had fallen asleep too.  She was almost as busy as Fran, between classes, art projects and training for the fencing nationals.  I turned to look back into the crystal blues of my girl.  I couldn't help but smile at the hopeful look on her face.
 
   I looked over at the alarm clock with its huge oversize red numbers.  It wasn't even midnight.  Sheesh, how lame are we?  College kids are supposed to be partying till dawn every night.  I shook my head.  “I didn't bring a change of clothes and I don't want to have to walk back in the morning just to get some and return to campus for my shower.”
 
   She crinkled her nose. “Boooo.  Fine, in that case, you can't wear long sleeves tomorrow.”
 
   I grinned at her.  She didn't like me trying to shrink away into the world and pull myself into my sleeves.  If it were up to me, I'd wear long sleeve turtlenecks that blend into the background.  I rolled my eyes and nodded.
 
   I reached a hand out in front of me and tickled the surprisingly soft skin on the bottom of Max's foot.  She recoiled into a ball and mumbled, “Now that was just mean.  I was already awake with all the noise you two are making.”
 
   She drug herself off of Fran's bed and schleped the three steps to her bed and fell face first into it.  We chuckled.  I turned around and Fran and I spent the next five minutes not even speaking, but just staring into each others eyes as we clasped hands.
 
   She grinned and gave me a feather light kiss and asked, “Walk you home.”
 
   I couldn't stop myself from returning her grin if I had tried.  I nodded and we stood.  She took a second to run her hands through my bed tangled hair.  Bloody hell that felt almost erotic.  The we put on our jackets and linked arms and we were off.  One of Max's arms raised lazily to wave goodbye to us.
 
   We were almost skipping through the deserted main lobby and I noticed a girl was laying on one of the couches there reading a book.  She looked up at us, moved her glasses to the top of her head, and focused on the wrong point in space by us.  The round spectacles, the frazzled hair, it had to be Amy.  She waved cutely at us and I caught myself giving a tiny wave back.
 
   Then she looked at her wrist at an imaginary watch and grinned.  Fran called over to her, “Yeah, yeah, Specs, I'll be back by curfew...”  Then she added a second later, “-ish.”  Which got an explosive high pitched surprised giggle from the girl.  Then Fran finished with, “Don't you have a mushy romance to be reading?”
 
   She nodded in earnest and then looked around frantically for a second until her hand landed on her glasses on the top of her head.  She grinned and quickly bobbed her head down once, causing the glasses to flop down in place and she went back to reading as she mumbled, “Yank.”
 
   As she dragged me out the door Fran retorted, “Brit.”
 
   Then she lowered our linked arms and slid her hand into mine and made a play of lacing our fingers, one at a time.  She smiled at me and raised my hand to kiss the back of it.  “Missed you.”
 
   I wanted to just twirl around there on the walk as I smiled back and said, “Missed you too.”  Then tried to slip in, “You got that problem worked out on the project?  What was it again?”
 
   She bumped hips playfully with me.  “Nice try Tash.”  I sighed, a girl could try, right?
 
   Then Fran said as she looked around.  “I love London at night.  There is something special about it.  It is like New York.  It is one thing during the day, but then it is like a curtain is pulled back in some elaborate play as night blankets the city and a completely different world is revealed.”
 
   I looked around at the city skyline, all lit up.  It was gorgeous, but I knew it was even different for her.  We had talked about it last Sunday.  It was a matter of perspective.  I was so used to living in the city, where historic buildings blended with modern.  The United States had only been a country for a little over two hundred years, we had outhouses older than that here.  To her, London was something out of fairytales.
 
   She asked if I had ever wanted to see New York and I had said of course.  She asked why and I said that it would be amazing to be surrounded by concrete and steel structures that reached for the heavens, to see Central Park breaking up one of the largest cities in the world that was impossibly constrained onto a small island.  To see the Statue of Liberty in the harbor as she greets everyone to the Colonies.
 
   She had nodded and said, “Yes, and I just see it as my old home.  It is simply a matter of perspective.”  The smirk on her face had made me grin when she added, “Where I see fantastical castles and a city of storybooks here, you just see home.”
 
   All too soon we arrived at the Archives.  She just stood at the door holding my hands as she smiled at me.  I couldn't take it.  The tease was doing it on purpose.  I leaned over and she met my lips with hers, with a satisfied grin.  Cheeky girl.  Bloody hell, I could do that all night, but I finally broke off for air.  There was a blush on her cheeks and she looked down coyly. “G'night, Tash.”
 
   I fumbled with my key.  I was so aroused and flustered.  Then I unlocked the door and said, “G'night, Allie.” Then slipped through the door.  I stood there and finally exhaled as I bunched up my toes to hold on to the feeling of being near that fascinatingly sexy woman.
 
   Then I noticed Mr. Myong half way down the lobby oiling the hinges on a door.  He was grinning at me.  I blushed and waved him off as I slipped through a door into the stacks.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I woke early and shivered at the chill in the air.  The attic wasn't insulated well, some of the insulation had pulled away from the rafters, and not too much heat came up from below.  I must have trashed around in my sleep, I had somehow wound up on top of my sleeping bag instead of in it.
 
   I checked the time and stretched and rubbed my arms to make a little heat friction.  Then I grabbed my things and headed out toward the campus showers.  I stepped out of the Archives and took two steps and came up short when I almost ran into a woman in a well pressed pantsuit.
 
   A familiar voice said, “Well hello there.  I didn't know you worked here too.”  I took a step back and started bunching up the sleeves of my jacket as I took in everything about the woman.  Everything about her was immaculately groomed, and her gorgeous black hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  Everything inside me was screaming that I recognized her voice, but I just couldn't place it.
 
   The confused look on her face didn't help.  I loved the middle eastern caramel tone of her skin.  She did a self-chiding chuckle and her expression softened and she said, “Sorry, I forgot.  Paya Doshi.”  I almost did a face palm, duh.  Paya from the last Thursday Night movie on Tabitha Romanov's houseboat.  She had such a fun personality.
 
   I smiled in embarrassment. “Yes, of course.”  And shook her offered hand. “It's good to see you again.”  I didn't address her assumption I worked at the Royal Library Archive.
 
   She held up a large manila envelope and said, “I was about to slide these into the drop slot for Fran on my way to breakfast with my beau.  I promised her I'd drop them by...”  Then added after a second. “For you I would suspect.”
 
   I looked at the envelope she was offering me, then her, as I accepted it in confusion.  She smiled and said, “I'm sure there is a program we offer for your situation, if not, just ring me and we can discuss it.  We are still fairly new and are extremely flexible.  My number is on the paperwork.”
 
   I looked back at the envelope and she laid a hand on my arm and gave it a gentle squeeze.  “This is the part where you say 'thank you Paya, I'll look them over.'”
 
   I glanced up and had to smile at her grin as I mumbled out, “Thank you Paya, I'll look them over?”
 
   She winked and said, “There's a girl.  Now I'm off.  It was nice to see you again Tasha.”
 
   I caught myself waving like a bloody git as she retreated down the walk to her vehicle.  That was a confusing encounter if ever there was one.  Curiosity was killing me as I slid some papers out of the envelope as I walked toward the campus.  I stopped dead when I saw the logo for the Flotilla Project at the top of the pages, and I remembered where Paya worked.
 
   I blinked at the paperwork that listed housing and placement programs for homeless young adults.  My guts wrenched and I felt angry tears welling in my eyes.  Fran had told her?  But I had trusted her... and she betrayed me.  How many others did she share my shame with?  I told her I didn't want anyone to know, that my situation was only temporary and I would handle it myself.
 
   Why would she... Then I got it.  She was ashamed of me.  She had been in my situation before and she knew how low a person had to fall to be here.  My feeling of betrayal gnawed at me and stoked my anger.  The woman I loved was...  Bloody hell, I had loved her hadn't I?  Fran was embarrassed by me, I was a charity case to her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – Crumbling Around Me
 
   Max chuckled at me as I hummed to the music as I prepped for the day.  “Girl, you've got it bad.”  I just grinned at her because I couldn't argue the fact.  She smiled and shook her head as she left our room with her workout gear slung over her shoulder in a bag. “See you tonight, looking forward to that movie thing.”
 
   I shook my head, she knew darn well it was called Thursday Night by my family. I called out as she the door closed, “Bye brat.”
 
   I chuckled at the muffled, “Rubber and glue, Frannie, rubber and glue.”
 
   I grabbed my books to study as I ate breakfast.  I couldn't wait to have lunch with Tash, I grinned and texted that to her.  After a couple bites of cereal, I glanced at my cell and furrowed my brow.  She was usually an instant responder with some sort of sarcastic but cute comment.  She must be in the campus showers.
 
   I absently wished it was my Monday-Wednesday-Friday schedule today, then I'd get to see the imp in my first class.  I texted an “I miss u” to her before heading off to Chelsea.  God I was hopeless, but I had never been around someone before that made me feel this way.  It was so exciting and confusing and I felt like my entire body was tongue tied when I was near her.  June explained it in a Sean Connery voice that I was “Schmitten by the kitten.”
 
   Today was going to be exciting for another reason.  Tim says that he had cobbled together a clunky proof of concept unit that used the scans we had done on Saturday.  There was a lot of refinement to be done, and a user interface needed to be programmed, but this would satisfy the goal requirements for the first quarter the school had laid out for me already.  I absently touched my bag.  I had some rough sketches I had been working on all week for the user interface.
 
   June had some studio time set up for me to make some better recordings of me introducing the SmartCanvas v3.0 units and their function.  To my protest and embarrassment, our little group of collaborators had deemed that I would be the voice for the music applications of the units like Brandye was the voice for the artwork end.
 
   The sample voiceovers I had recorded on my iPad were just temporary placeholders for the ones we would do using the sound rooms in London Harmony.  Even though June and Mandy had pledged the catalogs of their studios to the project they were still making me write individual letters to each artist, and to hundreds of other artists and studios, asking if they wanted to be part of the project.
 
   There was so much to do, I felt like it was a third job, and I had classes too.  I was so busy, and I cherished any minute I could get alone with my girl.  Then I thought of Tim.  For how busy I felt, I wasn't the one who actually had to build and program the units, and the man already had a basic working proof of concept?  Good lord, he was either a genius or a worko-holic.  Possibly both.
 
   I remember the stories that circulated about how the man had built in just one day, the iconic steampunk looking prosthetic foot that Skylar Roth had worn on the final day of the first Karaoke Queen competition.  It is displayed in the London Rock and Pop Museum, in the Satin Thunder exhibit.
 
   I grinned at that and cued up ‘Snowflakes’ by Satin Thunder on my cell and put my headphones on and almost danced through the campus, shooting smiles to all the people I passed that were looking at me like I was a loon.  I didn't care, I was in such a great mood, and, as they say here, the song is 'brilliant'!
 
   I dropped by the conference room which had a temporary sign on it that read, “Private Project Lab, Consult Dean's Office For Admittance”.  It was space the college had set aside for the collaboration of my project between myself, Phearson Robotics, and London Harmony.  The glass wall that faced the hall had white crepe paper covering the inside, giving it the appearance of frosted glass, that gave us the secrecy and privacy that the project required.  It was our 'headquarters' until the project was complete.
 
   The part that made my head swim was all the contracts that June's lawyer was sifting through for me about the commercial and retail uses of my idea fused into SmartCanvas, management and ownership rights.  We all thought it was quite fair and generous of Brandye and Tim to offer a thirty-three percent stake in SmartCanvas v3.0 if the project is a success.
 
   I found out how their original fifty-fifty partnership worked. Brandye funded SmartCanvas and was in charge of signing new museums and private art collectors to allow their works to be scanned and included.  She also did all the voice-overs.  Phearson provided all the manufacturing, programming, shipping, and maintenance of units.
 
   I had asked what I could possibly contribute to warrant an equal share.  They both looked at me like I was daft.  Brandye had simply said, “One, this brilliant use of SmartCanvas for bringing yet another kind of art to people who could not fully experience it before, is your idea.  Two, you have far more contacts in the music world than even I do.  Three, you have to manage the music end of our endeavor.”
 
   I had blinked realizing that if this actually worked, I was creating my very own career.  Then I couldn't stop my smile since it was all for Natasha.  I wanted her to experience a part of music that her, and people with afflictions like hers, or even people with hearing or sight disabilities, could never do before.  It was a surprise to me, the wide range of people the project would benefit.
 
   I unlocked the door and stepped through, making sure it locked behind me.  Then I turned to see Tim already there, he didn't look up, lost in his tinkering.  “Morning Tim.” I said as I pulled some papers from my pack and set them on the little card table I used as my desk.  I grinned at the card table next to mine, obsessive compulsively neat and organized.  Zilrita kept it as tidy as her desk at London Harmony.
 
   Zilrita and June would be joining us later that day when Tim demonstrated the monstrosity he was working on.  He grunted acknowledgment.  I turned to head off to class and paused when he said,  “Finger.”  I stepped over and he was trying to solder a wire to a contact, but the wire was popping up out of the little raceway and getting in his way.  I grinned and put my finger on the wire to hold it down and he soldered the contact and set the spool of solder down and put the hot soldering iron in its cradle.
 
   Then he playfully slapped away my finger and shooed me away.  “Class.”
 
   I chuckled. “Yes father.”  He didn't look up from his work, but he did grin in spite of himself as I turned to head to class.  The man is a stickler for education.  He has repeatedly enforced the fact that knowledge is not a gift, nor is it a right, it is something you earn, a privilege not to be squandered.  So he makes sure the project never makes me late for any of my classes.
 
   Then he finally looked up. “Oh, and good morning.”  I smiled as I left, it always takes him a minute or two to catch up to social conventions when he is in mad scientist mode.
 
   What a spectacular, magnificent, sensational, and remarkable day.  I stepped up to the History 101 lecture hall.  I saw Tash standing there with her arms crossed across her chest grasping a large envelope she was looking at the people walking into the room intently, paying more attention to the blonde women.  I smiled knowing she was looking for me.
 
   As I arrived, I hopped up to her side with a toothy grin on my face.  “Hi!”
 
   She did her quick confirmation it was me even though I knew that she couldn't mistake my voice for anyone else's.  Then I noted her eyes were puffy and bloodshot.  Before I could ask what was wrong, she shoved the envelope she was grasping, into my chest.  “How many others did you share my secrets with?  Putting my life on display for everyone else to see my failures.  I'm not some charity case Fran!  If I embarrassed you, then you should have had the guts to say it to my face.  Bloody hell, I can't believe I trusted you!”
 
   I stood there, stunned, as she let go of the envelope and it fell to the floor.  What the hell was going on?  I reached out for her hand as she started to walk away.  She yanked her hand away and hissed, “Don't!  Just stay away from me.”  I didn't know what to do and I stood there in shock as I watched the woman I was damn sure I was in love with, march off.
 
   I could feel tears welling in my eyes as I squatted to retrieve the envelope from the ground.  Written on it in loopy script that I did not recognize was my name.  I glanced around to see that the scene had apparently caught everyone's attention.  I slipped into the lecture hall, wanting to shrink away into nothing.  I normally sat in the front row in History 101, but I tucked myself into the back corner seat and stared at the envelope, wondering what evil it held to make Tasha so mad.  I sent her a quick text asking what I had done and that I was sorry for whatever it was.  To please talk to me.
 
   Then, as the lecture began, I gathered the nerve and opened the envelope.  A sheaf of papers slid out and I looked at them.  They were from the Flotilla Project.  Outlines of the various programs available to the homeless, and special young adult programs, as well as sign up forms for the different programs.
 
   This is the stuff Paya had promised me she'd deliver to me so I could approach Natasha with them when the time was right.  How did she get these?  I had never told Paya who I was asking for, she was just way to smart and observant and had guessed.  I would never have consciously told Tash's secrets.  I knew how fragile a person's pride can be when you feel as though you have dropped as low as you thought you ever could but then more things are piled on that make you sink even deeper.
 
   I lived it and witnessed my sister refusing it from June.  But I felt what Vannie did when June didn't turn away.  Hope.  She brought this tiny burning candle into the darkness.  Then we finally accepted the hand she had offered to pull us into the light.  She never made us feel as though we were less than people.
 
   I had hoped I could show Tasha what I had learned from that experience and help her take the various hands that were offered to her, judgment free.  But now she felt betrayed, and that is one of the most bitter poisons to someone who feels bereft of their last shred of dignity.
 
   I was on the verge of a breakdown as tears started flowing down my cheeks.  I stood and ran to the door.  The professor paused and I looked back in apology for interrupting the lecture and slipped out the door to run as fast as I could to the woman's restroom to lock myself in a stall.
 
   I sat on the lid of the toilet and looked at the papers I was grasping in my fist so hard the paper was tearing, and broke.  I sobbed until I couldn't catch my breath.  Then I panicked as I tried to get air into my lungs, but could only get little frantic gasps of it.  My vision was dimming.  I concentrated on calming and taking long slow breaths and eventually I succeeded.  Was it possible for your heart to hurt so much?
 
   I tried to stand on wobbly legs and gave up and sat there on the toilet lid staring off into space before I realized who would know what to do.  I dialed Vannie and it went straight to voicemail.  I hung up and cut back a sob, I should have known better, Vanessa rarely ever has her cell on while she is working.  So I hit speed dial two.  On the first ring, June answered and chirped out happily, “What's up Small Fry?”
 
   I tried to calm myself and I heard a small, shaky voice, coming from me. “I don't... she... I... want to come home.”  I closed my eyes tightly to stop the crying.
 
   Her voice was full of alarm and compassion as she said firmly, “We'll be right there!  Meet us up front.”   I nodded at the cell like she could see me and I hung up.  I told myself to just breathe and I did.  I just focused on the lock on the stall and thought of absolutely nothing, I didn't want to think.  I took long deep breaths, trying to get the adrenaline and other toxic chemicals out of my system.
 
   I finally stood defiantly and wiped my tears away on my sleeve and stepped out of the stall.  There were a couple girls near the restroom door, staring at me with concerned looks on their faces.  I gave a weak smile, shrugged and as I walked past them I said, “Girlfriend troubles,”  Any other time I think the surprise on one girl's face and confusion on the other would have made me chuckle.  Not now, though, with my world crumbling around me.
 
   I got outside and looked across the courtyard to see June's SUV already idling at the curb.  She must have broken every traffic law to get here so fast.  I got up to the vehicle and her face was creased with concern as she nudged her chin toward the back seat.
 
   I opened the back door to see Vannie, who put an arm out and I slid into the back seat and closed the door as she engulfed me in a tight hug.  June pulled us into traffic as I started sobbing into my sister's shoulder.  I had though I was all cried out, I was wrong.
 
   She just held me and shushed me until I could control myself again and I pulled back and wiped the tears and snot from my face.  She smoothed back my hair from my face and gave me one of her sisterly smiles she reserved only for me.
 
   June was watching in the rear view mirror.  “What happened Frannie?  Who's ass do I need to kick?  I have a shovel and duct tape in the trunk.”
 
   Even through the darkness and gloom in my head I had to smile, partially because it was such a June thing to say, she and Van would always be my protectors, and partially because she might even be serious.  You never mess with the people June loves.  God, I loved my new sis.
 
   The only person scarier than June when she is in protective mode, is Samantha Roth's wife, Abbey Jacobs, one of June's infamous June's Eight.  June has told me stories of Abbey kicking the asses of three men at once, without ever hitting them.  I could believe it too, the woman has a certain dangerous surety to her.
 
   I shook my head and gave an embarrassed smile to my sisters.  “Mine.  It's all my fault.”
 
   Vannie cocked her head.  I knew her more than anyone, and could read volumes in the simple motion.  She never spoke much because she never really needed to.  I nodded at her and said, “I think I fucked it all up with Tash.”  Then I explained everything to the women.
 
   I was finishing up, fighting off a fresh round of tears as I tried to text Tasha again as I spoke, when someone said, “Welcome to McDonald's, may I take your order.”  I looked around, June hadn't driven us to our condo. Instead we were at the golden arches?
 
   She ordered three breakfast sandwiches and three coffees.  As we pulled up to the window, she grinned at me in the mirror.  “A good cry always makes me hungry.  I didn't want to interrupt your story by going home.”
 
   We parked in the parking lot and ate.  I actually was hungry this soon after breakfast, I guess crying burns a lot of calories.  I was feeling much better and calmer though I couldn't stop the almost physical ache in my chest knowing I had inadvertently damaged my relationship with the most amazing woman I knew, maybe irreparably.
 
   June inhaled deeply then looked between Vanessa and I.  “When people feel at their lowest, they are a little irrational when it comes to their pride.”
 
   She gave a cheesy grin aimed at Vanessa, who smirked back at her and said, “Watch it, woman, I will end you.”
 
   June grinned. “And I will cuddle you.”
 
   Vanessa gave up one of her genuine smiles and said, “Done.  Fair trade.”  And she crinkled her nose.  I rolled my eyes, they were so sugary sweet around each other.
 
   Then Vannie sighed and looked between June and me and then nodded once.  Speaking ten thousand words in that gesture.  She had enough pride for ten people, even when we were reduced to stealing.  It was June that gave her the strength to swallow that pride and ask for help.  She knew the kind of damage something simple like believing I had betrayed her could do to Tash.  It may seem over reactionary to outside observers, who might even think it is silly, but when pride is the only currency you have left in the world, it is a huge thing.
 
   It was going to come down to how much, deep down in her soul, she wanted to grasp the hands offered her, and the strength of our connection.
 
   I shook my head at her.  “When did you get to be so smart and guru like?”
 
   Van grinned.  “Where do you think you get it from?”
 
   Then I voiced my inner fear in a half-choked whisper, “What if... what if she doesn't come back to me?
 
   June said, “Give her time.”  Then she shot a crinkled nose smile in the mirror back to Vannie.
 
   I put my face in may hands, shaking my head and teasing, “Oh good god, I don't have years like you two slow moving glaciers.”  I blinked as they chuckled.  How the hell did they get me joking and teasing when I felt so bad?  I had to smile as I already knew the answer; that's what sisters are for.
 
   Time... I would give her time.  I shot her a text message to call me anyway.
 
   Then Vannie looked at the time on her cell then at me.  I took a deep breath and sighed then nodded.  “Yes, my proof of concept milestone meeting starts in thirty minutes.  I'm okay.  It just hurts.”
 
   June chuckled.  “I thought I was the only one that could do those wordless conversations with you, Nessie.  Now I don't feel as special anymore.”  My sis just gave a toothy grin and wink to her eyes in the mirror.  Then June glanced back.  “Let's get you back to school.  I promise, one way or another, this is all going to work out.”  I nodded, hoping she was right.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16 – A Special Level of Hell
 
   Natasha wouldn't return any texts all day, and she wasn't at the archive when I got to work.  It was clear she was avoiding me.  I left a piece of paper in her cubby that just had a tiny heart drawn in the center of it with an F next to it.
 
   I was so distracted that it took Harold to re-focus me when he pointed out I had pulled the wrong book for a requisition sheet.  I had puled the Political Landscape of the Ming Dynasty Volume Two instead of Three.  I paid better attention after that.  It was my first mispull at the Archives.
 
   I knew I was only dreaming, but I was hoping she'd be willing to talk by the time I went to Thursday Night.  No such luck, Max and I waited at our room until the last possible minute.  I had explained to her what was going on and she was supportive.  “You don't see the way she looks at you when your back is turned Fran, her conflicted feelings will fade and she will come back.  You can't fake the emotions written in her eyes.”  I hoped she was right.
 
   I was about to voice my insecurity about the whole thing when there was a knock at the door.  I was up and to the door before they finished.  I blurted, “Tash?” To a startled Amy, who was still knocking on the air.
 
   She blinked. “Umm... no.  Amy.”
 
   I grinned at her and shook my head.  “Sorry, lady.  I was just hoping you were...”
 
   She finished for me.  “Tash.”  I nodded in embarrassment, and she shook her head.  “Nope, not your turtledove.”
 
   Max met us at the door and we headed out to the marina.  Max and I just let her know that I had just gotten Tasha mad at me. However, the woman was way too observant, way too intelligent, and way too intuitive.  She shared that she had deduced my girl's circumstances from broken pieces of conversations or slipped words here and there over the past few days.
 
   This made me wonder just how many people back in school in New York knew about me but never said anything back when I was living on the streets.  So we filled Amy in.  She hugged the romance book she brought along and focused to my left and said, “Love is love.  And love is far too fragile a thing when pride is in the picture.  When people realize this and get around it, then love is stronger than anything in existence.”
 
   I asked as I turned the car into the marina parking lot, “Who said anything about love?”
 
   She shrugged and sighed, then looked at her book and said, “Your eyes, and your tears.”
 
   I looked at her then wiped my wet cheek.  “Smartass Brit.”
 
   She grinned back at me. “Sodding Yank.”
 
   Then we made our way to the Water Witch, with me wondering the whole time what Tash was doing at that moment.  I texted, “Thursday Night, wish you were here.”
 
   I had to deal with a frantic Paya the moment we set foot on the houseboat.  The grapevine, i.e.,. my sisters, had filled her in.  I had never seen Paya in that state, she is always playfully in control of any situation.  She could have you doing anything she wants you to do with a smile and a, “Yes Paya,” and not even knowing how she did it.
 
   She was so upset that she inadvertently caused any friction between Tasha and I.  “I had just assumed you two had talked about it.”
 
   I had to calm her by grabbing her hands and giving them a little squeeze and smiling as I said, “It's not your fault.”
 
   Then I held my arms wide.  She grinned and hugged me, and we both giggled when we heard Zilrita exclaim from half way across the upper deck, “Ooo hugs!  I want one!”
 
   Paya gave me a crinkling smile and asked, “Does that bird have hug radar or something?”  I nodded emphatically as we were both pulled into a 'Zilrita Special', a group squid hug.
 
   I was distracted from the movie, looking into the city in the direction of the Archives, where my heart was.
 
   The following days were a special level of hell for me.  Tash wouldn't return any calls, each day at the Archives I would peek into her cubby to see the paper I drew a heart on for her each day was crumbled in the middle of the floor.  She sat on the far side of the back row in the English Literature lecture hall and refused to even look at me.
 
   She just sank away into her sweaters, even covering her fingers as she bunched up the sleeves like she just wanted to melt away.  The was the most heart breaking to me, she had been slowly coming out of her shell before I fucked it all up.
 
   Tim, who was oblivious to the world around him, even noticed my blue mood.  I didn't have much energy or excitement for the project anymore.  The only thing keeping me just going through the motions was the fact that this whole thing was for her.  If I couldn't fix us, then she would never know.
 
   We had successfully presented our proof of concept stage of the project to the Dean and my instructors, and they were excited about the project and signed off for the next phase.  They were babbling about the prestige the college would have with a Chelsea student spearheading the revolutionary idea.
 
   Harold was concerned at the change of my personality, he said I was so reserved now and the bubbly young work study American I had been seemed to have vanished.  He asked if there was anything he could do.
 
   I shook my head and said, “No, but thank you for asking.  I think I may have had a breakup.  I'll be okay eventually.”  I tried to be a little more upbeat for the man, I really did count him as a friend and I didn't need to be bringing him down too.
 
   I took a moment to reflect on myself, was this what depression was like?  If so, I hated the affliction more than I had before.
 
   After another week, it was a Saturday when the straw broke the camel's back.  I was listening to some recordings Vannie had made the prior night at an underground rave, to see if there was any promising talent.  Everyone says that I have Vannie's ear, and I have even scouted one of the artists for the studio.
 
   I always thought I would wind up being a scout at London Harmony just like my big sis.  I was reserving that determination until after I finished college.  If I were still as excited about it then, then it would be my chosen profession, if not, it would still be something I loved to do as I pursued an alternate career.
 
   June had walked over to where I sat with Vannie, both of us lost in the music playing on our headphones and she tapped her ear.  We both paused our music and removed the headphones and looked at her.  She asked, “Frannie, Peter is working on the marketing blurbs for my new J8 track, what's a good term to use instead of innovative?  That word always sounds pretentious to me.”
 
   I said, “Dunno, anything is good.”  I swear Vannie stopped breathing and her eyes snapped to me and June slapped the desktop so loud it sounded like a clap of thunder.
 
   My eyes went wide and June hissed. “That's it!  This ends now!  You've even lost your love for words.  Talk to her Fran, force the issue.  You need to resolve this one way or another because it is unhealthy, I feel like you are dying one little piece at a time and I'm not going to just sit by and watch it happen.  No to someone I love.”
 
   I felt tears welling up.  “But she's avoiding me.  I hear she even requested a transfer from our only class together.  How can I even try to apologize if she won't even see me?”
 
   Vannie's lips slowly curled into a devious smile as she turned her head to June, who just smirked back.  June looked at me and simply said, “I've got this shit.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17 – Her Gift
 
   Another week had gone by as I sat in my space late Saturday afternoon.  It was exhausting, avoiding Fran.  She was everywhere, even in my thoughts and dreams and it was so bloody painful.  I was second and third guessing myself.  She really couldn't have betrayed my trust could she have?  I had fallen for her so completely, she had to feel the same shouldn't she?  Was she really ashamed of me?
 
   Every day she texted, and every day she left a little heart in my space.  I came in late every night after the Archives closed to avoid her.  It hurt far too much to see her in class and I had asked for a transfer if space became available in another American Literature class.  I could shuffle my schedule.
 
   Whenever I glanced over to see her blonde mane in that red bandanna, which I knew she wore only for me, the tears would threaten, and the fist in my gut would tighten again.  I had even gone to the marina and watched the movie on Thursday Night from a distance.  I left half way through.
 
   I looked down at my math book and tried to study as I listened to the music Fran had given me.  I closed the book, my heart wasn't in it.  It wasn't into anything, I think I had lost it when I lost her.  I sat up with a start when I heard a banging and June's voice calling out from the far side of the attic, “Rocky!  Where are you?  Don't make me walk this maze!”
 
   I tried to make myself small and melt away.  The woman just kept calling out, it was obvious that she wasn't going to give up.  I finally stood and started trudging through the bloody labyrinth, not trusting myself since I was so bloody emotional.  Twitching my right and left hands to count the turns.
 
   I got to Cross Row 1 and stayed out of sight at the gap.  “What do you want?  How did you get in here?”
 
   She called back, “What I want, is to show you something.  How I got in here?  Jun-seo let me in.  The man is extremely loquacious and couldn't stop talking about you.  About how he's been worried about you the past few days.”
 
   Jun-seo?  Wait, is that Mr. Myong's first name?  Loquacious?  He's never said a single word to me or anyone else as far as I know since he met me the first time Auntie brought me in to see the Archives all those years ago.
 
   I closed my eyes and smiled in spite of myself.  This woman was June Harris-West.  There are still urban legends floating around about all the impossible things her June's Eight had accomplished in New York.  So I guess getting one sweet old man to talk wouldn't be much of a feat for someone like her.
 
   I peeked out and she was standing at the end of the row looking through the opening.  She actually smiled though she sounded angry earlier.  And her voice was warm as she said, “There she is.”
 
   I inventoried her, even though I knew it was her.  It was just a lifelong habit to continually reassure myself.  There was her wife's bracelet and she was wearing her Converse, like always.  “You said you had to show me something?”
 
   She nodded and said, “Yup.  Come on lady, time is wasting.”
 
   She started walking toward the stairs and paused when I didn't follow.  I squeaked. “It is somewhere else?”  She just gave me a goofy 'duh' face and bobbled her head in a silly manner.  I hate myself for smiling, she was with the enemy.  Bloody hell, did I consider Frannie, my enemy?  No... no, I didn't.  I glanced at June and cut back a sob that I didn't understand.  But then I suddenly got it.  June being here represented something I didn't dare believe in.  Hope.
 
   I pulled my jacket tightly around me and zipped it then bunched up the sleeves in my hands and shuffled out after her, keeping my eyes down, trying to make myself small so the world wouldn't see me.  Why was I even following her?
 
   Her car wasn't in the car park, she just walked beside me toward the Chelsea campus.  Half way there she bumped my hip and said, “You look like you are in a funeral march. Stop hiding yourself away or I'll duct tape your sleeves out of your reach.”  I glanced up at the superstar and she cocked an eyebrow in a dare.  I let go of my sleeves and the bloody bird smiled off into the air like she had won some great prize.
 
   I glanced over and tried to really take in her face, but like my entire life, it just became the only face in my life and I had nothing to compare it to.  I can't tell you the kind of frustration that gestates in a person.  Knowing your brain is broken and wondering what else may be wired wrong in there.  I can remember everything about a person except what they look like.  I can read books and not picture a face from a description.  I always wonder what kind of bad person I must be to deserve an affliction like this.
 
   I sometimes wonder if it wouldn't be better if I were truly blind, then there wouldn't be that expectation that I will somehow recognize someone close to me.  That is only wishing for the impossible.  I know because I had that hope for years, only to have it dashed time and again when I fail to recognize my own aunt walking across the street in a new jacket or something just as insignificant.
 
   June was pretty, I knew that, but I also knew I'd loose that the moment I looked away, except for the fact that she is pretty.  I would always remember her purposeful stride, and the way she carried herself, and her body language.  Those aspects, her bracelet, and shoes were June in my mind.  Her hair for now, but people change hairstyles so I learned not to depend on it for visual identification.
 
   We got up to the main entrance, and I was about to tell her that my student ID wouldn't work on the door on a weekend, we'd have to go tot the student entrance, when the door swung open.  I glanced at a man in a dark grey janitor's uniform.  I appraised him, but there wasn't anything I recognized about the burly man.  He looked in his fifties and he just turned away and started swabbing the floors with the mop he had in his hands.  So I assumed I didn't know him and then I found myself in motion.
 
   June used my distraction to capture one of my arms in hers.  She was a tricky one, she knew I was trying to keep my distance, trying to keep my mad on.  She patted my arm in the crook of hers and said, “That's my brand new friend, Horace.  The weekend custodian here at Chelsea.”  Then she gave a truly fearsome yet delightful grin and added, “He does a great inverse Gandolf for twenty quid.”
 
   I furrowed my brow and she did a fairly passable impersonation of the old wizard in the Lord of the Rings movies. “You shall pass!”  And she brought her free hand down like she was slamming a staff down.  Then I stutter stepped.  We weren't supposed to be in here?  I couldn't afford to get in trouble with the college, graduating from Chelsea was my only hope of returning to some sort of normal life.
 
   Then I made some sort of squeak as she tugged me back into motion.  “It's ok, you're with Francine's SmartCanvas project today.  Official beta tester.  We just needed someone at the door to let us in so we didn't bother the Tinman.”
 
   SmartCanvas?  Like in the museums?  What did Fran have to do with that?  She would have been like thirteen when Brandye Franklin-Callahan wowed the art world with that invention.  And I know from the little Fran had let slip that her project had something to do with music, not paintings.
 
   We stopped at the Private Project Lab that Fran never let me into and she knocked.  A few seconds later a tall man opened the door.  I did a quick inventory of him, he was familiar, but I didn't feel I knew him.  June introduced us, “Rocky, this is Tim Phearson, CEO of Phearson Prosthetic and Robotics.  Tinman, this is Natasha Reed.”  I shook the offered hand.  Holy cow, this was the man who made Skylar Roth's artificial leg!
 
   He said, “Pleased to meet you.”  His eyes followed mine as I inventoried the man.  He squinted and looked back at the conference table, where some sort of contraption sat, then back at me and a small smile spread on his face.
 
   I parroted his words and June dragged me over to the conference table and sat me in front of the contraption.  I glanced two chairs over, and there was a blonde woman sitting there with an impassive look on her face.  It was a pretty face.  I looked for visual clues as to her identity, but I was pretty sure I had never met her, just like Tim.
 
   She wore round glasses that sort of reminded me of Amy's.  Dangling gold earrings that looked an awful lot like the style Max wore.  Her blonde hair was tied up in a tight bun so it wasn't any help.  She wore a gorgeous, high end, pinstriped business skirt suit that was similar to the one Jen had worn the day I met her.  She wore charcoal grey stilettos and her feet were crossed demurely at her ankles.
 
   Her posture was straight and rigid and the woman had virtually no body language at all.  Now that I understood my own sexuality, I could admit that I would find her sexy if not for her rigid, no nonsense posture and expression.
 
   Tim sat between us as June said, “Tasha, Clara Oswald.  Clara, Tasha.”  Clara Oswald like the Doctor's companion?  Clara shot a scathing look at June though she seemed to put an effort into schooling her face.  Was she one of those stick up the ass control freak types?
 
   June stuck her tongue out at the woman and said, “She's Tim's assistant today.”  Tim sat back as I offered my hand.  She stiffly took it, shook quickly, and released it.
 
   I said, “Pleased to meet you.”  She simply nodded once in response.  Then Tim cleared his throat.
 
   June spoke up, “Before we start the show and tell, I want to clear the air a bit.”  If possible Clara sat even straighter and her blue eyes widened a bit.  Was it panic or disapproval?
 
   June seemed nonplussed and continued, “So you know, I love my little sis.  Small Fry means the world to me.”  This much I knew.  She took a breath and thought a moment then said, “She didn't betray your trust.”  She held up a hand to prevent me from responding.  “Paya is a smart woman.  Fran was just getting information about the programs for you for the future, in case you ever decided you wanted to pursue that avenue.  She never told Paya who it was for.  But as I said, Paya is kind of scary smart and figured it out all on her own.”
 
   She exhaled and said, “Fran would never do anything to betray you.  She sort of loves you, you know.  She knows how fragile pride can be when it is the last thing a person has.”  Love?
 
   Then she looked at me with a grin. “When you are young, you're not half as smart or tricky as you think you are.  Lots of us were clued into your situation, Frannie didn't need to say a word.  But we all love you and don't care about your living situation, except that we would all jump to give a hand if you ever asked.  That was Small Fry too.  She has a unique perspective on the subject I could never possibly know.”
 
   I was blushing profusely, wanting to shrink away into my chair.  She was revealing everything in front of two strangers.  I started chewing on my jacket sleeve as I bunched it up in my fist.  I wanted to die right there.
 
   She must have read this.  She took my hand before I could react.  Causing me to release the sleeve.  She gave a soft smile.  “This lot knows because of Francine's brainchild here.”  She motioned her free hand to the gizmo.  “This project is her gift for you.  Her magnum opus.  It says the three words to you she is scared to say.”
 
   Then she almost growled, “I hate seeing both of you hurting.  I want you to see what she has created for you then either forgive her or leave her.  But make a clear decision so that neither of you suffers anymore heartache.  I want my Small Fry back one way or another.”
 
   Then she cocked an eyebrow in question. “Deal?”  I nodded once hesitantly as I tried to figure out the turbulent emotions threatening to make me flee.
 
   She gave my hand a squeeze and released it and nudged her chin toward Tim.  The man took his cue.  When he spoke, I got the impression the bloke wasn't really comfortable speaking with people. “Are you familiar with SmartCanvas and the new world of art it opened for blind people and people with limited vision?”
 
   I nodded.  He looked at the contraption then back at me.  “You understand that music isn't just an audio medium, right?”  I squinted and he explained, “Musicians are entertainers, if it were simply about the music, then there would be no need for live concerts and the ilk.”
 
   He seemed to think and he glanced at Clara, who hadn't moved a muscle, then back at me.  “Music is an experience.  People want to feel the beat, see the joy on the musician's faces as they sing. It is hard to experience for some people.  Whether you have varying degrees of blindness or deafness, or suffer from cognitive facial recognition afflictions like you do, you are not getting the whole experience.”
 
   Then he smiled.  The first human emotion he had exhibited.  “Francine devised a way that we could use SmartCanvas to allow the deaf, blind, or face blind a way to experience music in a way they never could before.  She is driven, like a mad woman.”  The blonde kicked his shin and he grinned.  “She is so emphatic about this project working.  All for a girl.”
 
   He tilted his head at me and said softer, “All for a girl who cannot store faces in her head.  A girl who shared that if she could feel a face, it was something she could remember.”  Why was my heart racing so fast?  I could feel it pulsing in my neck, was that healthy?
 
   He smirked. “The fact that the concept is going to blow the lid off of the music industry by making it more accessible to so many people who suffer from a wide array of afflictions, is just icing on the cake for her.  So long as she could give it to her Brit girl.”
 
   I was breathing deeply now and I had to force calm upon myself so I didn't hyper ventilate.  Tim tapped a finger on a pad in front of me that looked like canvas stretched over a metal frame.  “Place a hand there, please.  You get to be our first beta tester since you are in our target group.”
 
   I hesitated and placed my hand on the pad as he explained, “That part of SmartCanvas v3.0 is for people with limited or no hearing.  The pad reacts to the music and different portions of your hand will  experience different parts of the music, from bass in your palm to voices in your fingers.”
 
   Then he pointed at the large vertical canvas standing on the table in front of me and he had a satisfied smirk on his face.  “There is where you will be able to touch the faces of the artists as they sing.  That's her gift to you.  It is her love note to you, just like Brandye had used the original SmartCanvas as a love note for Robin Hartford.”
 
   Touch the faces of the artists?  Love note.  I cut back a sob.  Why was I crying?  I wiped my face and he said, “Here we go.”
 
   He hit something on an iPad and the big screen bloomed to life.  I had seen SmartCanvas before so I knew it was more than a computer monitor the very surface could morph to display the physical brush strokes of artwork for blind people to touch and feel the work of the masters.
 
   I blinked and fought a smile when Fran's voice came from the display and I pulled my hand off the pad for a second when it reacted to her voice, bouncing up at my fingertips.  I put my hand back on it as I listened.  “Hello.  Welcome to SmartCanvas version three.  We hope you enjoy your venture into the world of music in an immersive experience like no other.  Feel free to touch the screen in front of you as the faces of the artists are displayed in a three-dimensional environment.”
 
   I noted that on the keyboard in front of the unit, another pad had braille scrolling by as she spoke.  I almost sighed at her voice, I had missed her so much.  And it was starting to sound like I was wrong about her betrayal.  Had I royally fucked it all up?
 
   A woman's face appeared on the screen and the canvas stretched a bit.  I had seen it at work before but it was more jagged, like needles poking the canvas from behind, but this was a lot smoother and it could duplicate brush strokes up to four or five millimeters deep, but the three dimensional image on this one was around three centimeters.  It looked like a mask pushing in from behind.
 
   I couldn't help but grin, the woman had Fran's hairstyle and coupled with her voice I knew I was looking at her.  I tentatively placed a hand on the face and closed my eyes and felt her familiar curves.  This was definitely her.  Then I was surprised when her lips moved when she spoke again.  “Scroll through our growing collection of titles to experience the music like never before.”
 
   I opened my eyes and blurted, “Bloody hell!”  Though her face didn't move on the screen, her lips did.  I felt her familiar smile.  This was so bloody amazing!  My mind was racing at a million kilometers a second.  What I was seeing had far more potential reach than this application.  Imagine what this could do for the telly or cinema.  A theater with a gigantic SmartCanvas for three-dimensional movies.
 
   The woman I knew was Fran just smiled on the screen waiting.  Oh!  I scrolled the menu, there were only five songs available.  I glanced at June then blushed and looked down as I selected an unreleased J8 song called Now You See Me.  She snorted, and the voice of Fran said, “You have selected J8's, Now You See Me.  This title is in the pop genre with heavy...”  I was distracted from the description by a different woman's face appearing on the screen.  I reached out and brushed my fingers across it.  She had June's hairstyle.  I grinned and closed my eyes and felt her face.  She had cute rounded cheeks.  Now don't go telling her I said that you wanker.
 
   I tuned Fran back in.  “...and enjoy.”
 
   Then the face started speaking in June's voice and her lips moved as she spoke.  She even blinked occasionally so it didn't feel so unnatural.  “Hi!  This is J8 with Now You See Me!”  She gave a cheesy grin and the music started.
 
   I could feel the way the music was organized in my other hand, it swooshed and swayed and I realized it was getting me to sway with the beat.  When June sang the amazing song about stepping out from behind a fog for the very first time, I cried.  I ran my fingers along the canvas, feeling what she looked like in a way I could remember.  More often than not I closed my eyes and just rested my hand on the face on the canvas as it sang.  I could feel her frown, and smile, and raise her chin up as the words became something inspirational.
 
   When it was over, I could tell you that I had never experienced music like that before.  I felt I could truly feel the emotions that went into the music because I could feel them on her face.
 
   Fran returned to the screen to prompt for another selection.  With a shaky hand, I selected Penny Franklin's ‘Yvette.’  By the end of it I was openly crying.  It had to be the most heartfelt song I had ever experienced.  I knew it before, but I could feel the strain on her face, the absolute sorrow at the loss of a light in the world, and the lines of determined hope and inspiration creasing her eyes at the end.  I could never appreciate fully the impact the music had on the people singing it until now.
 
   When Fran came back on to prompt a selection, Tim switched the unit off.  With bleary eyes, I looked up at June, who was standing there watching me closely with her hands pressed together against her lips.  She said, “She loves you Natasha, and she would never do anything to hurt you.”
 
   I shook my head. “I pushed her away.  I ruined everything.  She'd never take me back.”
 
   Clara stood up from her chair and kicked off the high heels.  She took off her glasses and set them on the counter then reached up and shook out her hair.  I knew that style and the new posture and body language she was displaying suddenly.  Good lord... it was...  She clipped on Fran's studded leather bracelet and slipped on some shoes and stood in front of me.  I was just looking down in shame.  Her feet came into view with the smiley face drawn on her shoe.
 
   Frannie said, “Oh, I think she might.”  That was such a dirty trick.  But I sobbed once.  She pulled me into a hug and I openly cried into her shoulder as she said, “I know I pressure you, but it is only because I am in love with you Tasha.  I'd do anything to help.”
 
   She was in love with me?  I was such a git.  I nodded and tried to compose myself.  She ran the fingers of one hand through my hair.  Then her voice cracked when she said, “And I've missed you so much.”
 
   I nodded and locked eyes with her I was happy that her face was the only one in my world at that moment as I whispered, “I'm in love with you too.”  Then she smiled and added, “This was such a dirty trick.”
 
   She half chuckled, half cried as she said, “Us Yanks play to win.”  I was going to retort but decided against it and any other cognitive brain function as her lips met mine.  I could taste the salt of our tears.  Then I just held her as we both calmed and tried to get our breathing back to normal.  Which was hard with all the heat her body was generating.  I glanced down her form in Jen's suit appreciatively and cocked an eyebrow.
 
   Fran slapped my shoulder playfully. “You are so bad Tash!”
 
   I blushed and said, “Right back at you Allie.”
 
   Then June spoke and startled us.  I had forgotten anyone else was there.  “Thank God.  Now maybe things can get back to normal around here.  No more mopey Small Fry.”  Then she looked at Tim as she shook her head and said, “Kids,”
 
   The man didn't seem to fully get what was going on as he started telling me in a clinical voice.  “This is extremely rough, there is tons of work left to do before we have a commercially viable product.  So...”  There was a double smack as both June and Fran slapped his arms.  Then he grinned like a bloody git and said, “Oh, and congratulations you two.  I'm glad you opened your eyes.”
 
   I didn't want Fran to let me go as we stood there.  Then I chastised her, “I'm still upset with you.”
 
   She nodded and said, “And I'm still discomposed, perturbed and disquieted about this as well.  But I love your sorry ass.”  Then with comic timing added, “So there.”
 
   June was rolling her eyes. “Oh dear lord, Tinman, we woke up thesaurus girl again!”
 
   We all chuckled and June said, “Come on Small Fry, let's walk your girl home so Tim can get back to work.  I'm sure we are harshing his mellow.”
 
   We followed her out as Fran asked, “Harshing his mellow?  Are we stuck in a Cheech and Chong movie and nobody told me?”
 
   June simply said, “Shut up.”  And they grinned at each other then at me.
 
   On the walk back to the Archives Fran explained again what June had said, she never told a soul.  And she punctuated the fact by pointing out as she said, “If I were embarrassed or thought you a charity case, I would have got June to hire you on as an intern at London Harmony.”  June nodded agreement.
 
   Then Fran was back to herself like she was just wiping the slate clean and asked, “So how is the job search going anyway.”
 
   I gave her a what I hoped was a cute “Grrr.”
 
   She chuckled then we all stopped dead in our distraction at the front of the Archives when a familiar male voice said, “If all you needed was a job then... report for work after school Monday.  I can always use more work study students.  And unless I miss my guess, you've been helping Fran out on the pulls recently anyway.”
 
   I blinked up at the man I knew well, in all the years I knew him, he never changed the way he dressed or his hairstyle.  His voice and body language were unique to the man too.  He always wanted me calling him... “Uncle Harold?”
 
   He grinned as he unlocked the door for us to walk in.  “And maybe I can get my bloody attic back then.”
 
   I blinked at the man.  “You... you knew?”
 
   He chuckled and said basically what June had, “You young ones always think you are far smarter and sneakier than you really are.”  June chuckled at that and he cocked an eyebrow at her. “You're just as bad, you facilitator of delinquency.”  June lowered her eyes like we did, but she still grinned.  Then he said, “I've wanted to help you ever since Mrs. Reed passed away, God rest her soul.  But I hadn't a clue how.  So I let you think you were sneaky, staying up in the bloody attic.  I let you believe you were slick, but I felt better when you were where I could keep an eye on you.  Keep you safe.”
 
   He grinned. “Then when this one...”  He indicated Fran.  “Didn't 'report' you to me after she had gone to the attic, I let you keep your conspiracy.”  Then he looked smug.  “Both of you, for all your smarts, forgot one thing.  The premises has CCTV cameras everywhere.”
 
   He looked at us like we were misbehaving children. “I was just here locking the door.  You didn't close it all the way when you left earlier and the system texted me.”
 
   I opened my mouth and he shook a finger at me.  “Don't argue.  Just show up to work on time Monday.”  And the man walked off down the lane, whistling a tune as we just stared at his back as he went.
 
   June broke our silence. “That man... I like.”  We all chuckled in agreement.
 
   Wait.  Bloody hell!  I had a job!  I blinked then looked at Fran and said in a low voice, in case it was all a joke the universe was playing on me, “I have a job.  Then I can get a place.  Maybe I can ask Paya for the paperwork agai....”  I was interrupted by a familiar manila envelope being thrust into my chest by a certain Fran who had a shit eating grin on her face.
 
   I stood in the doorway which Uncle Harold had just opened for me.  Fran and June stood there smiling at me.  I bit my lower lip and reached out and yanked Frannie through the door and shut it behind her.  We broke out laughing at June's muffled voice, “Right then.  You're welcome girls.  Bye.”
 
   Fran cocked her head at me with an inquisitive look on her face.  I didn't have time for that, I just grabbed her hand and headed toward the stacks in the most seductive voice I could manage,  “I 'really' missed you, now get upstairs.”  I wanted her out of that fabulous borrowed skirt suit, immediately.
 
   She almost purred out as I led her to our private nest, “Yes ma'am.”  And like that, the most heart-rending chapter of my life came to a close.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   Jen sat beside me in the chairs and said in that honey-thick voice of hers, “Zil.”  I gave her a toothy grin and leaned over and squid hugged her.  I glommed on maybe a fraction too long.  Feeling her warmth for a heartbeat too long like I always did.  Feeling the thrill of her soft cheek against mine.  I have always maintained to my friends that I was straight... ish.  Jen was my 'ish'.  My kryptonite.   The woman who got put the va in my voom.  She, unfortunately, didn't have any 'ish' in her.  I opened my eyes and put my smile back on my face and released her.
 
   I said excitedly, “This is so amazing what Small Fry accomplished with Brandye, Tim, and London Harmony.”  I nervously straightened the plaid mini I was wearing and looked around to most of the  London Harmony staff and more superstars from so many different labels sitting in all the chairs along with press from around the world.  It is hard to believe that Small Fry will be starting her sophomore year in a couple of weeks now.  She is growing up too fast.
 
   Mandy Fay Harris and Congresswoman Anabella West were the guests of honor at the unveiling.  I grinned over at them.  They were in an intense discussion with Small Fry, Natasha, Brandye Franklin and her wife, Robin Hartford.
 
   I knew that Tasha, Anabella, and Robin were there to demonstrate the use of the unit, and testify to the experience of SmartCanvas v3.0 from the point of view of the three groups of people it was targeted at.  The deaf, blind and cognitive disorders that prevent a person from enjoying a fully immersed music experience.
 
   The entire hall at London's Rock and Pop Museum was packed.  The curator came to the podium by the first of the new SmartCanvas units which were being unveiled in the first twenty locations today and spoke into the microphone as everyone settled, “Ladies and gentlemen, I am Doctor Kent Grey, curator of the London Rock and Pop Museum.  “It is with great honor and genuine...”
 
   I tuned the man out and stopped breathing as Jen absently took my hand and laced our fingers as she looked on with great anticipation of the unveiling of our girl's accomplishment.  I smiled slowly as my heart sped up as I gave her hand a little squeeze, which she returned with the cutest smirk at the corner of her mouth.  Oh, dear lord, it was hot in that museum.  Grawl... I need another hug.
 
    
 
   The End
 
   


  
 

Books in the Music of the Soul universe...
 
   (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
 
   Music of the Soul
 
   A Deafening Whisper
 
   Dating Game
 
   Karaoke Queen
 
   Silent Bob
 
   Five Feet or Less
 
   Broken Song
 
   Syncopated Rhythm
 
   Progeny
 
   Girl Next Door
 
   Lightning Strikes Twice
 
   June
 
   Dead Shot
 
    
 
   Music of the Soul Shorts...
 
   (All short stories are standalone and can be read in any order)
 
   Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker
 
   Wallflower
 
   Accidental Date
 
    
 
   Books in the London Harmony series...
 
   (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
 
   Water Gypsy
 
   Feel the Beat
 
   Roctoberfest
 
   Small Fry
 
    
 
   Books in the Urban Fairytales series...
 
   Red Hood: The Hunt
 
   Snow: The White Crow
 
   Ella: Cinders and Ash
 
   Rose: Briar's Thorn (September 2015)
 
    
 
   Books in the Techromancy Scrolls series...
 
   Adept
 
    
 
   Books in the Drakon series...
 
   Awakening
 
   Dragonfall
 
    
 
   Books in the Bridge series...
 
   Trolls
 
   Traitor
 
    
 
   Books I collaborated with in the Bridge ~ Inner City series...
 
   Gargoyles
 
    
 
   Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...
 
   Return of the Asgard
 
   Bloodlines
 
   Folkvangr
 
   Seventy Two Hours
 
   Titans
 
   Books in the Fracture series...
 
   Divergence
 
   


  
 

Sample Chapter from Rose: Briar's Thorn...
 
   Prologue
 
   My head snapped up from where I sat curled in my cell. Flames from my jailers newest attempt to torture and kill me ate away at the mass of writhing briar-bramble and vines that I called forth from the ether.  I used them to protect me against my own will so that I might suffer this never ending life of mine.
 
   Today's method of choice was plasma jets.  Unfortunately the brambles were absorbing the heat as they were burned and vaporized to keep the heat and flames from damaging my real body. The pain was excruciating as a steady flow of thorny vines and twigs extruded out from within me to form the protective shell.
 
   My curse made this torture, as the black magic tore its way out of my body to ensure I stayed alive in a world that was lost to me.  A world where I could never feel the touch of another living being.  I was just an observer here on Earth now, never to be part of life as my touch was death to any living thing.
 
   The government of the new world held so much promise for me as they said they could help me end my existence.  I had hope that they could finally help me find peace, so I allowed them to take me to this place, a Department of Defense facility at Gig Harbor on the Olympic Peninsula.
 
   It became rapidly apparent that even the United States government had no idea how to end my centuries long torment.  They studied, poked, and prodded me for my secrets. The neurotoxin that seeped from my skin and the thorny briar vines that were my jailers, that were tasked to keep me alive for all of time, to kill and destroy anything I might hold dear.
 
   They would never be able to duplicate it, it has its root in the black magic that burns in the core of my being.  Since they couldn't use that to their benefit, they tried to make good on their promise for a bit.  They tried every modern weapon to no effect.  Nothing could get through the endless streams of brambles that could painfully tear their way out of my body.
 
   When they realized this, they tried to recruit me to be a weapon for them to use, a weapon of death.   I want nothing to do with that.  All I was, was a poison to this world, and I did not wish to kill, though that is all I am good for.
 
   When I realized they could not grant me release I opted to stay here, where I couldn't harm any innocents.  It would be an easy matter for me to leave this place if I were ever so inclined.
 
   The past few years, which might even be dozens of years, they have taken to coming up with ways to have my own vines torture me. They realized it caused great pain to me for them to tear from my body to protect me.  I think they feel I'll agree to work with them if they torture me long enough.  I chuckled at the thought, I had endured greater pains in the centuries before their country even existed.
 
   Over the centuries, before being brought here, I had sought out the other avatars.  Sisters in my torment that had the power to end my suffering.  The Red Hood, Gretta Snow, and Ella Deathbringer were constructs of evil like me, who had not let the evil consume them.  They are the fist of the good and righteous, brought forth to bring balance to the world and destroy evil.
 
   To destroy... me.
 
   But the fates, the Scales, would not allow a meeting and engineered it so that no two of us could be in one place at any given time.  That is how I found my way to the America's.  Seeking out whatever cursed soul wore the cloak of the Red Hood in these modern times.  But I always missed her by mere days in my hunt.
 
   I have always felt the movements of the darkness around the globe. It is a part of the dark pit that serves as my heart, the origin of the blackened vines and thorns that exude from my very soul.  I reveled in every victory the avatars took over the darkness.  I could feel the huge energies that Ella Dethbringer could bring to bear.  The steady strength of the Red Hood that was like a fixed point in the streams of energy around us, untouched by anything.  And the darkness in the giver of life and Gretta's own balance when she commanded the Wild Hunt and she drew upon the remnants of the power of Perchta.
 
   I have hidden during most of my existence so I could not harm innocents.  But the call of the seductive dark magics sometimes calls me out.  I knew that seduction and it had to be destroyed.  I have had many names over the centuries.  Reaper, Mother Death, Thsalias, Queen of the Underworld, Pestilence, the Sleeper, Death's Lady.  I relished the times I could snuff out the evils before they could spread, it made me feel that there was still a small ember of my humanity left inside the monster I have become.
 
   I fear I my sanity has left me so long ago I cannot find my way back.  Just as I have forgotten the warmth of human contact... a simple touch.
 
   But I can feel what was prophesied by the Scales.  They spoke of a Gathering.  Where the evil would descend upon this world in a great walled city and the avatars would be there to strike the balance.  The fate of the world would hang in that same balance.
 
   I looked toward the great city of Seattle.  I had felt many of the avatars in recent days. I prayed for the Gathering so my sisters could rid me of this existence after we took down the greatest evil in this world, the brothers Marcus, Alphas of the werewolves that plagued the Earth.  Masters of the lupus curse that infected nearly a third of the people on Earth.  They were coming, I could feel it.
 
   I felt every blow in the recent battles, like a song in my soul.  This was it, the Scales were finally allowing us all to meet.  I could feel them all gathered in the city across the great waters of Puget Sound.  They were calling to me and it was time to leave.  Time to answer their call.
 
   I looked around and then thrust my arm forward. The mass of thorny vines and black brambles exploded from me in a rush that that overwhelmed the giant plasma burners that the... humans... were trying to destroy me with.  They slammed into them and I could hear metal bending against the onslaught.  The pain was tremendous as the vines sawed their way out of my flesh.
 
   I felt the vibration of the tanks of whatever liquids they were using to fuel the burners just moments before they exploded.  My vines formed an organic wall of black magic infused matter to shield the people manning the observation booths around my cell.  More streamed out of me to replace what was destroyed by the blast.
 
   I looked at the windows, too bad Pike wasn't here, the worst of the haters of the group who seemed to enjoy watching me in pain.  I would love to have knocked him out with the rest with what I was about to do.  I used my body as a sponge to pull in the neurotoxins from the vines leaving microscopic trace amounts. I could feel my tissues necrotizing and rotting away under the onslaught of so much poison just to have new tissue replace it.
 
   I smiled up at the windows at the people watching in fear.  I hoped I didn't look as insane as I felt as I spoke in my hissing tones, “Thank you for your hospitality, but I will be taking my leave of you now.”
 
   I splayed my fingers wide and the thorny vines obeyed my will. They shot out in all directions, slamming through the bulletproof glass like it were tissue paper and scratching all of the observers in all of the rooms with the thorns containing trace amounts of my toxins.
 
   They all fell unconscious within seconds, and I withdrew my vines.  Even with microscopic amounts of my poison, they would be out at least two days.  If I had not taken the poison on myself, they would have been dead instantly.
 
   Alarm klaxons and strobing lights were going off everywhere.  I looked in the direction of the calling, of Seattle.  A straight line would be more efficient than weaving my way through the facility, and I'd have to put less of these assholes to sleep.  As much as I longed to do that, I still paid a toll in sickness and pain by holding back my natural poison.
 
   I thrust my hand forward at the three foot thick, reinforced concrete outer wall.   My dark enforcers and jailers flowed from me and struck the wall in a churning motion and concrete and steel peeled away under the onslaught, ground up into minuscule pieces of rubble.  I stepped through the gaping hole in the wall and took a deep breath of ocean air.  It was much more refreshing than the recycled air I had been forced to breath the past couple decades.
 
   I heard howls and growls all around and looked up.  It was night... a full moon.  Feral wolves were out and Gig Harbor was not a walled city.  I glanced at the hole I put in the secure facility's wall.  The wolves would get in there and make short work of anyone in there.
 
   I hissed to myself, “Heavens be damned!”  I hated them all, but that didn't mean I wanted them dead.  I let the poison flow back out of me into the writing mass around me, letting the poisons flow, then brought a palm up and spread my fingers. Vines and brambles packed in and sealed the breach, then snapped off from the living mass surrounding me.  Any feral that touched them would be dead in moments.
 
   Wolves were hard to kill, true, but not even their metabolisms could counter my poison, as it was infused with dark magics.  I turned away as I heard a yelp from the first of the ferals try to attack me from behind, they had seen me and I was food to them, poor dumb animals.  The mass of evil surrounding me did its job by keeping me alive so I could suffer this eternal life devoid of contact that the curse demanded.
 
   I started marching across the compound leaving a trail of dead werewolves behind me.  My brambles intercepting all the sniper fire from the sniper towers around the facility.  They annoyed me, not like they could hurt me.  So I took on the poison myself again from a couple of the thorny vines, and sent them writhing and climbing the towers and through the silver Full Moon Bars to put the snipers to sleep.
 
   It was a short walk to the Sound, my vines destroying anything in my path and putting to sleep any humans who tried to stop me.  Making sure they were safe behind silver FMBs.  I saw no boats that would be easily commandeered. I spread my arms with my palms down and the vines started churning through the water making sure each step I took was like walking across level ground. The vines whirled and slapped the surface of the water, cocooning me on an orb of windmilling brambles.
 
   I could feel the pull of the other Avatars.  My sisters.  I walked for an hour, around the south end of Vashon Island and started walking north.  A U.S. Coastguard Vessel intercepted me on the open water and they sprayed me with automatic weapon's fire.  Oooo, a boat I could use to speed up the crossing of the Sound.
 
   I let my vines flow across the vessel, putting the crew to sleep and raising me up to the deck.  I got into the control room but couldn't make heads nor tails of the controls.  I exhaled in frustration. Looks like I'd have to walk most of the way.  I let the boat continue traveling north, over twenty miles up into Elliot Bay.  That was going to be the closest I could get to the West Gate of Seattle before the vessel grounded itself somewhere around Magnolia.
 
   I stepped over the railing onto a firm surface of brambles.  I could see the flashes of flamethrowers and rifles at the city gates from there and hear the gunshots and howling in the distance.  I was traveling about twenty miles per hour in my windmilling mass of seething vines.  Objectively it just felt as if I were simply walking.
 
   I dealt with the men in the port towers, and then waded through the expanding chaos of wolves as I neared the West Gate.  I could see, and feel my sisters and my heart quickened.
 
   The defenders at the gates turned their defensive fire on me and my protectors absorbed the attacks.  It was a simple matter to allow my thorny vines to thread through the main gates and put the defenders to sleep while using a shell of poisonous brambles behind me to shield the city.  I hissed out, “Sleep for now children,” as the men and women at the gate, slumped into unconsciousness.
 
   Just then more gunfire erupted from farther away and vines crisscrossed in my vision as they blocked multiple shells aimed for my head.
 
   I'm sure I gave a maniacal laugh when I recognized Special Agent Pike by a group of women who radiated magical energy like the surface of the sun. I encircled the man with my vines and branches.  The man looked about ready to wet his pants as my thorns hovered just a fraction of an inch off of his skin.
 
   I tried to suppress the snakelike hiss of my voice that I hated so much, and said to those around my vines, “Now if I were any of you, I wouldn't touch my lovelies.  They are loaded with a neurotoxin I brewed especially for Special Agent Pike here.”  I laughed a laugh that sounded psychotic even to my own ears, and tried to settle my mind.
 
   Pike promoted me in a wavering voice, “Just do it you monster.  How did you get out?”
 
   I tilted my head.  What did he mean, how did I get out?  I just left of course. Then I got it, and smiled at the daft lad. “Oh.  You thought you held me captive?  I came to you to kill me, to end this cursed existence.  You couldn't do it so I let myself be subjected to your poking and prodding and torture at that base since it was somewhere I couldn't hurt anyone.  But the Gathering is upon us, the Scales have called and the balance must be struck.”
 
   I giggled and caused a single thorn to extended and stab Pike, who was screaming like a little girl by that time.  I pulled my vines back through the gates to me and rolled my eyes at the look of sheer terror on Pike's face.  The fool really thought I had just killed him.  As he held his hand over the puncture, I hissed in my serpentine voice, “Don't be a baby, Pike.  It's just nap time.  I need to discuss the approach of the Alphas with my kin.”
 
   I looked at the law enforcement officers who were staring between Pike and I, and shrugged and grinned. “He'll sleep for a couple days.  I never kill willingly.”
 
   Then I turned to see that the four women with auras that dripped with power had moved to the gate.  I looked at the beautiful woman in the red cloak, she was just as I had imagined her, and she held herself with such surety and confidence, power held in check by an iron will.  Power that could finally end me.
 
   I tilted my head at the Red Hood and pleaded, “I have sought you three for so long.  Will you sister, after we stop the Marcus brothers?  Will you grant me death from this torturous existence?”
 
   She reached a hand forward and I recoiled, hissing out, “My touch is poison!  It would kill you.”
 
   The woman seemed nonplussed and smiled with confidence as she shook her head, there was something gentle yet pained in her voice as she said, “No, it won't.  Only a wolf can end the curse of the Red Hood, just to have another rise to take my place.”
 
   She reached through the bars and cupped my cheek with an unnaturally warm hand.  I closed my eyes and basked in the feel of flesh on flesh that had been denied me for so long and reopened my eyes to look at the woman who was very much alive as she comforted me.  The impossibility of actual contact was overwhelming to me.
 
   I looked at her in shock then fell to my knees sobbing uncontrollably as I held her hand to my cheek.  I whispered between sobs, “You can... you can touch me?  Human contact, after so long.”
 
   Another moved closer to the bars, the one that had more raw power than the others, but with a slippery grip on it.  I jerked back as she started to lay a hand on mine but then I smiled through my tears as she didn't fall down dead either.  Her hand had a glassy sheen to it.
 
     The third had a warm energy that made me just want to gaze upon it and confess my sins.  She changed her appearance and grew antlers and a feathered cloak in an instant.  She looked like a goddess to me and I knew this was Gretta Snow.  Then that actual goddess of nature reached through the bars to stroke my hair and said in a voice that was all sunlight and warm breeze, “It is alright now child.  Everything is gong to be just fine.  We will all face the balance of the Scales together.”
 
   I looked around at the women, my sisters, and nodded through my tears.  We all looked back across the waters to the west.  Something evil was coming, something that had the reek of death and power.  It was the Gathering.  I felt my upper lip twitching up into a sneer as I thought. We're right here Marcus brothers, your move.
 
   But right now... I closed my eyes again and reveled in the contact as the fourth woman laid a crystal hand on my other cheek.  I thought back over the centuries before I had been cursed, to the last time I had physical human contact.
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