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Prologue

	Tabby, looking at the cup of coffee she had cupped in her hands in the pilot house of the Persephone, ignored her bestie and my boss and friend, Paya, and asked me, “So Ange, any news on the health care front?”

	Paya squished her lips to one side of her face over being ignored and looking far too adorable for someone who ran the Flotilla Project. I looked out the window to the fleet of barges on the Thames here in London. The amazement never left me when I viewed them.

	These modernized versions of the floating slums Tabitha had lived on before she was discovered for the musical talent she is by London Harmony.

	Now, these converted grain barges housed some very upscale condos for the downtrodden of the city, giving them a springboard. A second chance to catch their breath before getting their feet back under them before they went back into the world that had done them no favors to be needing our help like this.

	Our latest endeavor was to bring in-house, a nurse-led clinic. Most of our community were just getting jobs again after finding themselves on the streets and couldn't get time off from work so soon to make their doctor's appointments or to pay much heed to their health maintenance during normal office hours.

	We are always looking for ways to remove the stress from our tenants until they have their feet firmly back under them. And we hadn't even thought of this one, as it seemed silly that in a country of socialized medicine where healthcare cost nothing, that some people weren't able to avail themselves of that luxury because of circumstances beyond their control.

	It had been Mrs. Yi being sacked from the cleaners, where she had just gotten a job, which catalyzed our resolve. She had to take so much time off to bring her children to the various doctor's appointments to care for her sick twins that her employers decided it would be best to look for a different person for the position.

	Tabby Cat, who originally organized and funded the Flotilla, met with me, Paya, and Lenore to brainstorm how we could alleviate the problem. That's when we learned of nurse-led clinics, where a qualified nurse could handle a lot of the day to day health maintenance concerns that people have, without the need of bringing a doctor into the mix.

	They could handle all the aftercare from physician visits, and even to an extent, prescribe medicines for common ailments, including handle simple things like casting breaks, or evaluating if a prescription should be renewed and the like. And if it were something above their pay grade, then at that time they would refer the patients to the doctors for diagnosis and treatment.

	So we determined that we could set up a clinic in the Flotilla for the residents here and the people in our Slingshot Program which provided permanent apartments for the people who move through the Flotilla and into a place they could call their own.

	It took six months for us to get the Jabberwocky's pilothouse set up as a mini-clinic and preparing the captain's cabin attached to it as a residence for the onboard nurse. While also getting all the proper permits and red tape taken care of.

	One thing I have learned is that you don't ever say something is impossible to Paya or our good mate June Harris-West. They moved mountains and proved that impossible is simply... possible. I don't want to know what kind of leverage June has over London as she seems to perform miracles whenever we need one. And Paya? She's a bloody force of nature.

	We must have interviewed three dozen physicians to be on call to handle the more serious cases, and to man the clinic every other Saturday with the nurse. We were pretty unanimous on hiring Doctor Michael Rheen. He was younger than most, but had lots of experience being in Doctors Without Borders, and practicing medicine in some pretty challenging environments in third world countries that didn't have access to adequate healthcare.

	More troublesome was finding a qualified nurse for the position which would require mostly after hours and weekend work. Let me rephrase, they were all qualified, doing a job I could never pretend to understand. But the ones whose training was just one step shy of being physicians themselves, for what we needed, was virtually impossible. They had done their time in the trenches at the hospitals in London and the surrounding cities, with the shite hours and being on call twenty-four seven.

	This was too much of a backslide at the pay rate we offered them, even if they would be in charge of their own clinic, so our circumstances were not as savory as we would have hoped.

	We had finally settled on a younger woman who just barely had the qualifications we needed. The youngest woman in Wales to receive her ANP, Advanced Nurse Practitioner, certification. And she was so very excited to have, as she put it, “Such an amazing opportunity to run my own clinic.” Though we were a little reticent about her lack of experience, she had all the qualifications we needed, and she seemed genuinely thrilled to be able to help the people in our little Flotilla... you'd have to be blind to not have seen the sincerity in her eyes as she said it.

	I smiled as I shared, “Nurse Davies will be arriving late tonight to assess the clinic and to move into her new quarters.”

	Tabs grinned. “Grand! She was such a sweet woman; I'm glad we lucked into her.”

	Our ignored mate snorted and added, “Not to mention she's the only one young enough to not realize what a challenging position it will be.”

	Tabby didn't look at her as she said while still looking at me, “Not talking to you.”

	I added in my own snort as she finally looked at Paya and they shared silly snotty looks with each other. Well, I for one, was on Tabby's side in the two best mate's current disagreement. So I prompted, “Now spill you cantankerous Indian-Brit. Who's the bloke that you've been seeing these past months? You could at least introduce us to him.”

	She blushed as Tabby grinned maniacally while nodded fervently.

	Then she gobsmacked us all into silence when she went off topic, saying as she looked out across the river, “I'm thinking on holiday in the Colonies come the end of next month.”

	It took me a full five seconds before I was able to get my wits about me. Paya, taking time off? The improbability of that was akin to the Queen popping in for tea with us. A virtual impossibility... something that has never occurred since Paya took the reins of the Flotilla. She devoted every waking minute to the place, caring for others, no matter how much Tabby, Speedy, and I argued with her to take some time away for herself.

	Tabby, looked twice as shocked as I had been, and if our dear Speedy had been here, Lenore would surely have uttered some colorfully inventive curse of surprise. Tabs blurted, “Yes, of course! The girls have the Flotilla, take all the time you need.”

	My exultation that Paya was speaking of taking time for herself was quickly dampened as I paled in the realization that the day to day operations of the Flotilla would fall upon my shoulders, as I was Paya's executive assistant. It would take an army a week to do everything she did in a day. But she had faith in me, and I was not going to let her down.

	She literally took me off the streets and gave me a reason to regain my pride, and I rose up from her runner to her second in command over the years, to alleviate some of the pressures from the woman. But with Speedy and hopefully Tabby's help, unless she conveniently scheduled a tour while Paya was away, we should be able to keep the Flotilla from sinking and burning in the Thames until our fearless leader returned.

	Then the copper-haired woman slowed with a thoughtful furrowing of her brow, a tiny tinge of a Russian accent coming through as she grinned. “Ah-ha! The bloke is a Yank! Oh, I should have known. You first went doe-eyed when that group from Harmony Trax hopped the pond to have those planning talks with London Harmony six months back! He was with the group speaking with June wasn't he?”

	My own eyes widened when I realized she had to be right. “And Paya had ditched a Thursday Night three months back when the group returned to finalize things. She told us it was a date, but we could never pry the identity of the guy who had finally won a 'yes' from our fearless leader.”

	Paya was positively red now. We were on to something!

	She grumped out, “Alright, that's enough from you two manky bints.”

	She pointed across the docks toward the freestanding storage units for the tenants and our small fleet of official Flotilla vehicles. “Speedy is pulling in now, aren't you going to turn into a pumpkin soon if you don't head home to the Water Witch? Won't Teresa and Terminator be waiting to have dinner with you?”

	At the mention of her wife, Tabby went sufficiently doe-eyed herself. They had been together since before Tabby became famous, and she still went all bashful and gushy around Teri. I started to smile then stopped, pointed at Paya and accused as I looked at our copper-top. “She's changing the subject!”

	Tabitha squinted an eye and pointed accusingly at our overly innocent looking raven haired mate. Then deflated and said to me, “Unfortunately, the bint is right. Keep me in the loop about how things go with Nurse Davies tonight.”

	Paya splayed her hands at her hips in invitation, Tabs rolled her eyes and smiled and collected the offered hug. Who could resist an offer like that from such a small, and ferociously cute package? Tabby mumbled into her hair, “Love you, snot.”

	Paya beamed back at her as they released each other. “Love you too, brat.”

	Tabs grabbed one of my hands and my waist, and performed a smooth dance maneuver, spinning us around so she could get to the door. She kissed my cheek and said, “Love ya, lady,” as I giggled at her antics.

	“Love you too. Drive safe.”

	She chuckled and said loudly as Lenny almost skipped up to the Persephone, “Of course I'll drive safe, it isn't like I'm Speedy or anything.”

	Lenore looked put out as Tabs hopped down onto the pier next to her. Tabby winked at her, and they bumped knuckles as the superstar basically strutted to her clunky old Hillman Imp sedan. She was always full of surprises that one. She was rich enough to drive any luxury vehicle in the world, yet she drove that bucket of bolts.

	It was the kind of car her father drove when she was just a little girl, so she feels safe with it. Even now, she's never felt comfortable with her newfound wealth and often shares with us that she feels like an imposter, living someone else's life. The only luxury item she has bought for herself is the Water Witch, her spectacular houseboat which is harbored here on the Thames just downstream from her baby, the Flotilla Project. She says she fell in love with the waterways when she was a water gypsy on the floating slums, and couldn't imagine living on the land again.

	Len took the steps three at a time, her frizzy and almost impossibly curly hair pulled back into a ponytail with one of her always present scrunchies.

	We all exchanged bullfrog eyed looks in greeting. Gah! We all hung out around each other so much we were starting to act like each other. She turned back before shutting the pilothouse door, and shouted out to Tabs as she got into her clunker, “And my driving isn't that bad!”

	I snorted loudly and had to cover my mouth when a chorus of voices from the various barges of the Flotilla all chimed out, “Yes it is!”

	Speedy's face reddened as she blushed and grumped out the door before shutting it, “A pox on you all!” Then she turned to us with a grin. “Hi boss, hiya Paya. Is she here?”

	Paya reached out to grab at her scrunchy to attempt to remove it. She, like the rest of us, thought her hair looked better down, but she only did that for one person, her wife. Lenny patty-caked the air to get Paya to abort her attempt.

	Then the Indian-Brit stated as she poo-pooed our intrepid runner's poor self-image. “Not yet. And you don't need to be here, we're just making sure she gets settled in alright. Shouldn't you be floating around somewhere on the Deidre with McGrath?” Was it the Hammersmith or Narrow Street they were moored at this week?

	She cocked an eyebrow in challenge. “That surly leprechaun can wait. I'm sure the nurse will have stuff to move into her cabin, are you two going to help with that?”

	I smirked at her and said, “You just wanted to see the woman again, I agree she does look like a much taller Paya.”

	“Hey!”

	Then I offered in a concession to our wide-eyed leader, “But she doesn't dress nearly as stately.”

	She started to smile smugly then narrowed an eye and repeated, “Hey!”

	We all shared a chuckle. We knew that there was no place Speedy would rather be than in the arms of her girl, even if they sniped and argued all the time. It was all nothing but a buildup of passion between them. I'm pretty sure that both of them were so contrary with each other expressly for the makeup sex.

	We knew that the real reason she was here instead of with McGrath was that it was low tide, which meant that for the next couple hours, the Deidre would be resting on the sand until the tide came back in. That was why she hadn't already driven home now that her day was over, twas because her muscular Irish wife was inaccessible to her at the moment, so she just wanted to waste some time by offering a hand.

	I looked between the two as Len poured us all fresh coffee from the coffee maker on the small conference table, then I smirked and shared, “So, Paya's beau is a Yank!”

	Speedy just about vibrated out of her skin, a huge smile on her face as she asked, to Paya's ignored protestations, “Oh? Do tell!”

	



	


Chapter 1 – Flat

	I sighed as I saw Robert showing up ten minutes late as always, just as the sun was setting. He was walking in that long, loping stride of his down the walk from the busses. Looking down at my sweet King Charles Cavalier working dog I asked, “Just like a bloke, huh Midge?” She wagged her tail and cocked her head in agreement.

	I glanced back up then turned from watching Robert to smile at a car that pulled up to the College Road toll gate, I stepped out the door of the little white toll house, which always reminded me of a garden gazebo with its octagonal shape.

	“Sorry, the machine is still buggered today,” I said to the driver as I indicated the toll machine with the paper sign over the basket reading 'out of service.'

	The familiar man bantered in a friendly manner, “Isn't that always the way of things?”

	I nodded and tipped the cap of my attendant's uniform as he handed me some coins. I had to manually raise the gate. This was the third time this month that the automated system had failed. Unfortunately, it was hard to get it serviced, being that it was the last operational toll gate in London proper. They had to call in a man from Germany, every time it broke down.

	Most days, this was the most boring job I've ever been saddled with, but I was grateful the women at the Flotilla were able to hook me up with the College Road committee which ran the gate. As mind-numbing as the position is, it is far superior to living on the streets, begging for money to eat. That Flotilla Project is a godsend, and I will work my arse off to prove to them that they didn't make a mistake recommending me.

	Usually, I did nothing but sit on one of the the stools in the booth, smiling and nodding at the cars as they drove by, tossing their coins in the toll baskets and driving through when the gate rose. The monotony of it all was broken up by the rare eejit who didn't have coins and needed change for their paper bills, or someone asking legitimate questions.

	I didn't mind the questions, having actual human interaction rather than just feeling like a set piece, smiling and waving as people went by, was a relief. Most just needed directions to the area beyond the gate, but I immensely enjoyed the touristy questions about the history of the gatehouse. Including the posted, hand painted sign listing historic tolls which included horses, mules, and donkeys.

	It was really fascinating for me when I started working here three months back, and I researched to learn even more than my employers could tell me. It is even listed on the national register of historic places, the toll-keeper's cottage just off the lane from the toll house was built in 1821. So it was always fun to share that knowledge with people who sought that information. I'm in more pictures wearing my silly uniform with tourists that I would care to imagine, and have lost track of how many people have me take their picture by the toll list sign.

	I looked like a cut-rate bobby, in the dark blues, and the bright yellow safety vest which lit me up like a Roman candle in the headlamps of vehicles at night. The cap, which looked like it came directly from the police station, was hot and uncomfortable, but we had to remain in uniform at all times while attending the gate.

	Robert, looking every inch a bobbing and gangly stork in my mind's eye, his beak of a nose lending credence to my imaginings, nodded as he stepped up, putting on his cap. He was quite the interesting character to see. My minds eye sees him as Ichabod Crane in that spooky story by Washington Irving. And as aggravating it was that he was late every single day, and I covered for him each and every day by punching his time card at six for him, he just had something about him that made you want to be his friend. And I viewed him pretty much as my best mate.

	I think it was the combination of his enthusiasm coupled with his almost tortoise-like way of walking and talking that made you smile. Not to mention, he really was a sweet man. He said to me that cheerful and slow drawl, “Allo, Emery. Wonderful night tonight, tisn't it? Sorry for being late. Took a spill running for the coach, had to take the next.”

	My eyes widened as I took a toll from another car and lifted the gate while I looked the scarecrow of a man over in concern, checking for scrapes or damage to his uniform. Why are all clumsy men so lackadaisical about it? “You're right then?”

	He nodded with a smile as he pulled on his cap and reached in to drop his supper on the counter and punch his timecard, but stopped when he saw he was already punched in. He said as he punched mine out for me, “Right as rain. I s'pose I've just two left feet.”

	I scolded as I reached into the toll house to snag my purse and the romance novel I was currently poring through. “You need to be more careful...” I smirked then added, “A fall from that height, and you're liable to break your fool neck.”

	He chuckled at me when he first bent to ruffle Midge's ears as I took her lead, then stood to ruffle my auburn locks when I slid my cap off. He assured me with a lopsided grin on his face, “I'm sure it seems that way from way down there, but I'm fine, Emery. Now off with you two, I'm sure you want to get back to your borderline porn.” He nudged his chin toward the book in my hand, and I felt my cheeks burn.

	I defended as he straightened for a car like a tin soldier, took the coins, then lifted the counterweighted gate with a single finger, “Hey, my stories are romance, not erotica. They are good stories with emotionally deep characters. But you wouldn't know, now would you, not with those silly space adventures you read.”

	The bloke just gave a satisfied grin over the fact that he was able to ruffle my feathers. I smiled, rolled my eyes, and waved him off as I teased, “G'night, Bob. Don't fall asleep again, Orville told me he found you in a pool of drool when he got in this morning for his shift.” Truth be told, I do not envy Robert the night shift, I had it my first month on the job, and I still don't have my internal clock fully reset to a normal workday.

	He called out and waved his inordinately long arm, smirking like I hadn't just zinged him, “G'night Em, Midge. See ya tomorrow.”

	I started the two block walk to where I park my old 1985 Skoda 130 sedan, my dog trotting excitedly at my side. How my old clunker hasn't fallen apart already is a minor miracle which I am thankful for every day, since it had literally been my home for seven months until a chance meeting with Angie from the Flotilla. She informed me of the project she helped run, and got me situated in a cabin on one of their barges and off the street, and they set me up with this job. I'm currently on the waiting list on their Slingshot Program to get a proper flat of my own.

	Where my car's ability to survive the abuse I put her through is a minor miracle, those woman at the Flotilla are true miracles which I thank whatever powers may be for every day.

	I looked back at the gatehouse before I turned the corner and had to smile. It seemed like it stood out of time, a relic of another time in our modern world. A lot of things in London have that feel to me like the city is some sort of mishmash of eras, where Victorian architecture blends seamlessly with the glass and steel of progress. They live in harmony instead of opposition, and that gives this city the flavor and personality that is so very hard to find anywhere else in this world.

	My smile widened as the shiplap sided building in the middle of the historic road went out of view behind the trees on the park-like road up to the college. I saw up the block, my rusted, faded green vehicle, with the duct tape patches on the vinyl top. Don't laugh, duct tape makes a great waterproof seal in a pinch.

	I gave ol' Annie a sad smile as I looked her over, with her mismatched wheels and tires. I could afford to replace the front passenger side tire now. It was as bald as Mr. Silverman, the head of the committee which gave me my job.

	I said to her as I walked around to the passenger side and yanked twice to get the door open and slid through to the driver's side since the driver's door was wired closed, so that it didn't open whenever I hit the slightest bump, “Hi, darlin'. I promise I'll be able to afford to pay for some proper attention for you soon.”

	Midge curled into the passenger seat as I closed the door. She was such a sweetheart and did her job for me like a trooper. I had used most of the money from panhandling to make sure she was well fed, better than I fed myself, she didn't deserve to suffer just because we found ourselves on the outs without a home and sleeping rough on the streets.

	I pulled the choke knob out, pumped the gas pedal a few times, took a deep breath hoping this wouldn't be the time she finally didn't start and turned the motor over. With a wuh-wuh-wuh, she wound up until the engine caught and she sputtered to life, ever faithful.

	I patted the wheel in thanks, then pushed the choke back in before she stalled. “There's a good girl.” As I sat for a minute, letting the motor warm up, so she didn't bog down, I looked around the interior. Just as worn and abused as the exterior, but empty now, instead of packed to the gills with all my worldly belongings.

	She still smelled a wee manky over the three air fresheners from me and Midge livin' in her for a few months, but I promise I'll get her fully detailed one day when I'm fully on my feet again. This automobile was a true warrior who deserved my respect.

	When she settled down and was purring along, I took that as my cue to get us home. A smile crept up on my lips unbidden as I said to my panting sidekick, “Let's go 'home' shall we?” She barked once like she knew what I was saying as I switched the headlamps on.

	I put Annie in gear, grinding first slightly, something that has just started occurring recently, and off we went. Just out of nostalgia, I asked, “Hammersmith or Tower Bridge?” The other bridges were faster to get to the other bank of the Thames, but sometimes I liked looking at the gorgeous architecture of the older bridges.

	Melancholy I guess.

	I had been an aspiring architect, but my condition precluded me from keeping my positions after the first attacks my employers witness. I'm always sacked for generic reasons after one, like downsizing, but I really know it is that they were freaked out and put off at having an ambulance haul someone off at their firm. That's how I found myself on the street with my only true friend at the time, Midge.

	She barked again, and I nodded as I smirked at her as I teased, “Ok, Tower Bridge it is. You're such a tourist.”

	We cut through Dulwich Park, onto Eynella Road and hadn't even gotten to Lordship Lane to head north when my headlamps fell upon a car with its flashers at the side of the road. I was going to do a rubbernecking drive by when I caught sight of a stunning woman digging in the boot of her bright red SUV and trying to drag out her spare.

	I smirked at Midge as I pulled to the side, admiring the woman's mane of midnight black hair that shone in my headlamps. “Shall we be good samaritans then, girl?” She just cocked her head the other way. I took that as her agreement that it was the proper thing to do, and not just because we wanted a better look at the dishy bird.

	Bloody hell, I was worse than a bloke, wasn't I? And if you haven't twigged yet, I have a preference for the fairer sex.

	A light drizzle had just started, so as I slid out the passenger side with my trusty sidekick in her service animal vest, I put my cap back on and stepped up to the woman who looked stymied by the jack.

	I called out as I approached, “Good evening Miss, you look to be in a bit of a spot.”

	She watched me approach, an almost silly look on her face as she stated in a decidedly Welsh accent, “Not at all officer. I think I have this all sorted.” She pointed at her flat tire and vocalized an astute observation that, “I'm pretty sure that's supposed to be round all about, not just the top bits. This mechanical accordion and spaghetti whatzit, lift the whole heavy lot, and this other round thing takes the place of the other.” To my amusement, she had delivered her entire assessment of the situation with a straight face.

	I tried not to chuckle but failed as I reached her, pointing out, “Not a Bobbie, my uniform is just embarrassingly similar. And it sounds like you've got the bones of it. Ever changed a tire before?”

	She looked a little sheepish as she gave me another once over, seeing the truth of the embarrassing uniform, then she lit up like a star from the heavens when she looked at Midge. What I wouldn't have given for her to have had that reaction to seeing me, her smile was breathtakingly stunning.

	In the light from the streetlights and my headlamps, it struck me how stunning her features were, having a healthy helping of Indian or Middle Eastern in them, the type of delicate cheekbones that Paya from the Flotilla had, and those dark chocolate eyes. You could have told me she was the matron of the Flotilla's much taller sister, and I would have been inclined to believe you.

	She said with the crooked smile of a child with their hand caught in the cookie jar, “I see. I wondered why your police dog was so little. And no, I can't say that I've ever changed a flat, I'm all bluster and no gale. I know what these bits do, but I'm a little out of my depth if I pretend I know how it all works. I was moments from ringing the RAC.”

	Her eyes dwelled on Midge's working dog bib for just a second too long, and then her gaze swung to my hand. I looked down to see my Medic Alert bracelet hanging below the cuff of my jacket and absently tugged my sleeve down over it. I felt overly self-conscious just then and wanted the attention off of me, so I offered, “Umm... no need to be calling that lot, we can get you sorted and on your way in a jiff.”

	I looked at her as she glanced back down to the folding jack handle in her hands again, as she pretended to crank it in mid-air. She was amusing, and overly gorgeous, and she definitely didn't need to be getting those hands with her flawless manicured nails, dirty.

	The wanker in my head added, 'And she's light years out of your league, twit.'

	I hesitated as I held my hand out for the handle as I looked at all the boxes she had stacked at the curb in the misty drizzle. She must have taken them out to get to the spare. My mind shot back to when my entire life had been stuffed into my vehicle, filling it to the gunnels. This was different, I told myself, as mine was borne of necessity, hers was well organized, and she was obviously a woman of means.

	I pulled my eyes from the boxes as I felt cold metal in my hand, and I turned to her. She seemed to be studying my face. I quickly recovered from the dour thoughts and smiled, asking as I nicked the scissor jack from beside her on the bumper, “Moving?”

	She nodded, and I could see the excitement of it on her face. “Yes, for my new job. They're putting me up, being a new town and all. I just hope I don't bugger it all up.”

	I assured her as I placed the jack under a hard-point on the frame and started turning the handle, “I'm sure you'll be brilliant.” Then offered, “Emery, by the by. I'll get you on your way before that lot gets too wet.” I nudged my chin toward her boxes.

	She cocked her head with an unreadable, wistful expression, like she was considering, and weighing my name, and the corner of her mouth twitched up as she inclined her head. “Margolis, but everyone just calls me Liss.” Then she added, “I'm not too worried, it's mostly clothing and linens in those that I can wash. And this is no self-respecting rain as it's more of an aggressive fog. I mean a decent rain has the common decency to at least drench you instead of making your hair go flat.”

	I tried not to smile any more than I already was. This woman was endlessly amusing it seemed, and her accent was at odds with the way she held herself. It sounded more common work-about than upper class like her clothing and appearance eluded to.

	And... I was used to having the most uncommon name in any situation, until now. Her's really fit her for some reason I'm not able to explain. Maybe it was that it was as unique as I viewed her.

	I inclined my head as the tire started to move slightly on the ground, “Liss it is then. Hand a girl the wheel brace?”

	She nodded with authority and said with all the confidence in the world, “I'm sure I have no inkling what you're asking me for, Emery. And shouldn't that tire be, you know, up in the air? Not that I'm tellin' ya how to be saving the damsel and all.”

	I shook my head and put her at ease, “Perish the thought.” I pointed. “The wheel brace, to take off the lug nuts.”

	This got her nodding and saying with just as much surety as before, “Ah, of course. Still am quite sure you're just speaking another language now just to stymy me.” She held her hand tentatively over the only other tool sitting beside her, eyebrows raised in question. I rolled my eyes, and she smiled and handed it over.

	I smirked and teased, “Very astute.”

	She nodded and offered helpfully, “Mother always says that about my obvious choices. I'm gifted that way, ya know.”

	Then I said in a scholarly manner, “I really think that people shouldn't be able to get their licenses if they can't drive a manual, nor change a tire. It should be part of the process.”

	She barked out a high squeak of laughter at me, which startled me and made me smile as she said, “I know perfectly well how to change a tire. Get all the bits and bobs out, stare at them in incomprehension, then ring the RAC. You just interrupted me before I could enact the final step of my brilliant and well thought out plan.”

	I sighed over dramatically and prompted her over with a nudge of my chin, “Come on then, I'll show you. Your master plan only works when your mobile is in service. What would you do then, Miss Smartypants?”

	She smiled almost seductively as she moved over to squat near me. “Then I would have sat out in the drizzle getting icky and sticky until a Princess Charming swooped in on her valiant steed to save the day.”

	I swallowed hard as she reached over to pet Midge. Was there heat in her tone?

	I inhaled deeply then exhaled to center myself. Of course, she wasn't flirting, I've already established that her league couldn't even be seen from mine. I got down to business. “You asked why I haven't raised your auto the whole distance. Let me show you. We'll call this tire changing 101.”

	I cranked the handle a few more revolutions, and the tire left the pavement. I grabbed the wheel brace and said as I placed it over one of the lug nuts holding the wheel to the hub. “If you try to remove the lugs while the tire is off the ground, you have no friction to overcome and...” I pulled on the brace, and the flat tire started to turn freely instead of the nut loosening.

	I lowered the jack until the tire just touched the ground again and then said, “But by leaving it in contact with the pavement...” I pulled hard, then squeaked and pulled hard again, breaking the lug loose with a smile.

	She was just nodding, and I said, “I recommend having a piece of metal tubing in your spare well in case you need a little more torque...” I yanked three times to break loose the second lug nut on the opposite side of the hub. “Since the only problem might be that...”

	I squawked and chirped and grunted a few times, throwing my full hundred and ten pounds at the wheel brace, pulling up with all my might. I gasped and exhaled and motioned a hand at the stuck lug, “...as demonstrated, some tire shops will over tighten the lugs with their air hammers over the recommended torque, and someone as small as me can't break them loose again.”

	She started to move to help, and I held a hand out at her, looking at her pristine overcoat, flawless skin, and impeccable manicure, then my hand already greasy and grimy from my task. “Just give me a moment, no need for a lady like you to get your hands dirty.”

	Liss exhaled in exasperation, shaking her head at me as she grasped the brace below my hands and said, “Ready then, Emery?”

	I nodded with confidence, grinning inwardly that she wasn't the prissy type who was afraid to get her hands dirty. “Right then, on three. One, two, three!”

	We both yanked, and I wasn't sure who squeaked louder, me, her, or the lug nut which budged less than a millimeter.

	I chuckled and said, “One more time.”

	We both yanked up and then the unthinkable happened, I should have been prepared. With a groan of protest, the lug nut came free, and the sudden lack of resistance had us sprawling onto the pavement. I tried to position myself under her but that just caused her to tumble, and we both wound up with our arses on the grimy and wet roadway.

	In terror, I looked at her sitting on that overcoat which likely cost more than my entire wardrobe. Then Midge just calmly licked my face, which brought an explosive bout of laughter from the woman. I glanced at my dog and gave her a crooked grin. “Thanks for the help. Where were you five seconds ago?” She wagged her tail in answer. Then I looked at Liss and couldn't help myself as we both burst into uncontrollable laughter when she said plainly, “Well, that's three.”

	A large work van pulled up alongside us, the bloke looked out his window at the state we were in and offered, “You ladies need some help?”

	Liss stood, dusting her soiled coat as she grinned at the man, getting her laughing under control as she assured the man, “Thank you, no. We have things under control, thank you for stopping, sir.”

	The man looked between us when we stifled another bout of the giggles. He tipped an imaginary hat, his brows furrowed, “Right then. Have a good evening, ladies.”

	I inclined my head. “Sir.” And we watched him go.

	Then Liss prompted, “Ok, what's next?”

	I successfully loosened the other nuts then jacked the car up and then unthreaded the nuts the rest of the way off. I slid the flat off and smiled at her and said, “Now you just slide the new one in its place.”

	She beat me to it and rolled it over and squatted to try to line up the lugs on the hub to the wheel. As she started to slide it on, I prompted with a serious tone, “Make sure you have the top side up.”

	“Right.” She turned back to the tire with a pained expression and started to pull it back off before she realized I was playing with her. She slid it back home and stood, pointing out the obvious, “Wanker.”

	I chuckled at her, and just finger tightened the nuts and started to lower the vehicle. She blurted in concern, “Shouldn't we tighten those before...” She paused when I stopped just after the tire touched the pavement and nodded, “Ah, right. Don't want it spinning all loosey goosey on us.”

	I smirked and agreed as I shook my head. “We can't have that now.”

	She nodded in staunch agreement. “Right, can't have that, now can we?”

	I showed her how to tighten the lugs on alternating sides until they were tight-ish. Then lowered the vehicle the rest of the way before given them one last tighten, using all the leverage I could muster pulling against the ground.

	Then I went about hoisting the flat into the spare well and replaced the tools, covering it all with the floor panel. Then I hustled over to where she was moving toward her boxes at the curb. I shooed her away and put them back in for her and shut the boot.

	She grinned like a loon and dusted her hands together and pronounced, “There. Told you I could do it.”

	I looked at her like her trolly had lost the track and asked, “You?”

	She nodded and raised her chin, smirking as she explained, “Of course. My Princess Charming plan. Once enacted...” She pointed at the replaced tire. “...then Bob's your uncle.”

	We both snorted and tried not to go into another giggle fit. Then she said, “But truly, Emery, thank you. I'd've been lost without ya.”

	I felt the burn of a blush, then she added, “And your trusty steed.”

	I smiled down at my dog and said, “Of course. Midge was all kinds of help.”

	She screwed up her face and asked, “Midge? Who in their right of mind, names their poor little dog Midge?”

	I cocked an eyebrow at her and defended, “I thought that would be quite obvious now, I would.”

	She nodded with a crooked smile, “I reiterate, wanker.”

	“Is that any way to talk to your Princess Charming?” I was enjoying all this flirty banter, and knowing that it couldn't possibly go anywhere, it emboldened me.

	She curtseyed, and I rolled my eyes then she asked, “So, what fascinating job do you do that you have to dress as a bobby then, Emery?”

	Ok, now I truly was blushing as I admitted, “It's ever so glamorous. I attend the toll gate on College Road, just the other side of the park there.” I motioned in the general direction.

	She brightened and shared, “Oh, I love that gate. The little toll house is adorable. I go through from time to time from Hastings on the coast when I drive to visit my folks in Cardiff.” Then she added as she gave me an appreciative, appraising look again, “Maybe I'll see you there sometime, Emery. Can't resist a girl in uniform. My kryptonite.”

	Whoa, wait. Had our flirting been real? My gaydar was a finely tuned instrument, and she hadn't so much as pinged it through all our antics until that look, now it was pinging all over the place like a screaming flock of gulls being tossed a chip.

	I squelched my building smile, reminding myself with an appreciative glance myself, that she was above my pay grade. It was just meaningless banter with a fun, flirty edge, and I was just happy she didn't look down upon my lofty profession. I gave a half felt smile as I opened her driver's door for her, agreeing, “Maybe. You have a great rest of your night, Liss. It was truly a pleasure meeting you.”

	She seemed to deflate a bit as she bit her lower lip. I felt self-conscious with that look. Was I rushing her away? What more was there to do or say? But just as fast as it had come, the look was off her face, replaced by a cocky smile as she inclined her head in thanks and moved to the open door, pausing to lock eyes with me, mesmerizing me, then leaning in to kiss my cheek and whisper, “My hero.”

	The closing door knocked me out of the heated fantasies her soft lips on my skin had elicited in me. She rolled down the window and said to me as she started her car, “Lancelot...” Then to Midge, “Noble steed.” And she drove out of my life, leaving me standing there like a muppet, just waving at her in the rain.

	



	


Chapter 2 – Announcement

	I had a silly smile plastered on my face as I drove straightaway to the Flotilla, not bothering to stop at the Tower Bridge for inspiration, I had already gotten inspiration from an unexpected muse. As always, I was later than most getting home, so the car park spaces reserved for tenants of the Project were full up, so I parked just down the lane. One day I'll actually get a spot in the car park and then I'll never move my vehicle again, setting up a fortress to defend my tires on the sacred soil.

	I was lost in my own world as Midge and I stepped out into the rain which had been deciding what it was going to do on the whole trip home, off again on again. I grinned at the drizzle, acknowledging how apt Liss' term, aggressive fog, was. I'm sure I would be adding it to my own lexicon from here on out.

	I looked up as we passed the flagship of the Flotilla fleet, the Persephone when I noted the lights still on in the pilothouse. Those altruistic women seemed to be working all the time, championing those who just needed a hand up from the mire they find themselves in at a low point of their lives. I absently wondered what had them staying late this time.

	I got to the Tennessee, and we scurried up the gangplank and down to the aft of the barge. I took a moment to wonder at the architecture of the floating housing units that were more akin to modern condos than a homeless shelter. There were two levels, not counting the pilothouse, above decks, and one level with only two flats below decks.

	I had one of the smaller, one person cabins on the main deck. I loved it. It was more spacious than the dormitory I had stayed in at University, with the added bonus of a loo of my own instead of sharing one with other tenants.

	I looked at Midge as we slipped inside, the space illuminated by the lights of the city before I switched on the lights and knelt to take off her bib and harness. Ruffling her ears as she wagged her tail, barking once in her perpetual excitement of life. “There's a girl. Let me get into something a little less soggy, and we'll see about filling your little belly, shall we?”

	I stripped out of my uniform and draped it on the couch to dry out a bit, slipped into a robe and started preparing a light meal for me and a bowl of Midge's favorite kibble topped with a bit of wet food as a special treat.

	I told her, “After I eat and get cleaned up, I'm going to use this burst of inspiration.” I stared at my portable drafting table sitting on top of the cabin's built-in desk. I've barely even touched it since I was booted from Simon & Harrington. I try to get inspiration by viewing the architectural marvels around the city, but it is hard to ignite the fire and drive I once had to come up with inspired building designs.

	Well, not that either of the firms I was hired at after University let me work on my own designs. It was mostly refining their conceptual designs on the drafting board or using computer-aided design tools. But just then, I was feeling that old spark of creativity burning red hot when I thought of the smirky smile on Liss' face when we had had our flirty banter session.

	It hit me like a lightning strike as I was toweling off after my shower, thinking of all the amenities the Flotilla afforded people like me who were down on their luck. I couldn't slip into my nightshirt fast enough to get to my drafting tools.

	I pulled out a fresh sheet of vellum, fastened it to the drafting table then ooffed when Midge jumped up into my lap and curled in as I tapped a pencil to my lips. I winked down at my content looking dog and said, “I know just what to do.” Then I started letting the pencil glide across the paper as I moved the straight edge out of the way, letting my imagination guide my hand.

	This... was going to be my masterpiece. One that only I would ever see, but I needed to keep my skills honed for the day when I land another job at an architectural firm. I had given up on my dream, but now? Just then I felt like I could do anything.

	That's how I found myself waking up at six in the morning, my face plastered against the drawings I had been sketching out like a madwoman. A sleepy pup was looking up from my lap in annoyance.

	I spat the hair out of my mouth and squinted an eye in familiar apology. “Sorry girl. It's been a long time since that's happened, now hasn't it.”

	She... was not amused. I stood, hugging her to my chest as I said, “Come on, let's get some cuddle time in bed before we have to get ready for work and get you out for a walk to do your thing.” I'm pretty sure she was already asleep once I picked her up. Midge really loved snuggling, can you blame her?

	I glanced back once and smiled at the work I had done before I had drifted off. I haven't felt so... so right, in a long time. I set my alarm for an hour and a half later, and snuzzled the one girl who loved me unconditionally, almost swallowing my own face in a big yawn before getting in just a few more decent minutes of shuteye.

	I sat up in bed in a panic, the alarm hadn't gone off, I was going to be... oh never mind, there it was. Heh. Paranoid much Emery? It was understandable I would think, not wanting to be sacked a third time in just a year. This position was just a stepping stone to get me back on my feet before I got brave enough to search for a job in my chosen profession again, but it was the job I had.

	Midge wasn't impressed with the mini waking panic which had denied her from leaching more of my body heat. I patted her, giving her good side thumps and scratched behind her cute floppy ears as I got up and started my morning ritual of yawning and stretching. I was a little sore and stiff from sleeping most of the night in a chair.

	I scratched my head and started to shuffle toward the loo to get ready for the day. I grinned at the sound of the two short peals of the little bell outside the pilothouse of the Persephone, that signaled eight o'clock to the residents. Speedy, the Flotilla's runner, had taken to doing that when Angie, the master of the Persephone and second in command of the Flotilla, had the cute ship's bell with the little string attached to the clapper installed.

	It was just another endearing addition to the cozy and tight-knit community here. The Flotilla felt like its own little village to me, and maybe that was part of the inspiration for my new drawings. Besides the barges, the Flotilla had three apartment blocks, one more being renovated, and two support warehouses recently purchased on the old docks.

	I absently wondered just how many people they have helped over the years, as I sniff tested my uniform draped on the couch. Nope. I trundled back into my bedroom and put on my second uniform after stuffing the manky one into the little half load washing machine that was stacked under the dryer in the little cabin closet with its accordion doors.

	The numbers had to be in the hundreds if not the thousands.

	As I sat down for breakfast, putting some of my scrambled eggs into Midge's dish; I know I'm not supposed to do that, but I liked spoiling my girl. I glanced over to the door when a sheet of paper slid underneath it. My fuzzy sidekick was there lightning fast to sniff at it as her tail swished like a furry fan.

	I moved over and picked it up. It was an announcement from the Project. I had to grin at how it felt like some sort of decree in medieval times that the town crier would walk around reading as he rang his hand bell.

	I looked at my excited Cavie. “What's this all about now?” I read the announcement, my eyebrow cocking higher with each sentence. I muttered, “Brilliant,” as I finished, my smile beaming. As if the women of the Flotilla and Slingshot haven't done enough for us, their charges, they were opening an all hours Nurse Led Clinic on the Jabberwocky. They even mention a physician will be available every other Saturday to do referrals from this Nurse Davies.

	That was pretty exciting, I'd have to check to see if I could do the health maintenance for my condition there or even just pick up my prescriptions there instead of at the chemist six blocks away. Being able to go to a clinic after hours was a dream. I'm always afraid that if I take time off for my frequent checkups, that my employers would see me as less than desirable for any position.

	I realized that this is exactly why Paya and the girls must have done this. To give the people here every possible advantage to maintain their employment at such a challenging stage in their lives. I've often wondered how much lolly it takes to run the Flotilla's ever-growing infrastructure. It had to be in the millions per month.

	I know that Tabby Cat donates the bulk of her ever-expanding wealth as one of the hottest singers on the planet, this being her brainchild and all. And rumors have it that London Harmony, specifically J8, June Harris-West matches her donations quid for quid. A lot of other performers are said to donate as well, even from as far as the States. I know there were many other sources of revenue coming in for the Flotilla as well, with all the fundraisers and events you see throughout the year.

	But things like providing medical professionals and having their own in-house contractor, and a manager for the various properties had to put a strain on the incoming funds, surely, hadn't it?

	I moved over to the fridge and used a platypus magnet to hang the notice on the door. I texted the number to request a meet and greet with this Nurse Davies as the instructions read. I loved that an office visit would just take a short jaunt to the end of the pier to the Jabberwocky.

	I glanced again at my drawings then said to my intrepid keeper, “Shall we be off then girl? I'm in need of coffee before we venture back to Dulwich.”

	I kissed the top of her head as I harnessed and bibbed her then we were off. She led the way, knowing my predilection for hot liquid caffeine in the morning. I'm quite sure her excitement had nothing to do with the fact that Jake, the barista at O'Donnel's Cuppa across the way has started supplying her with dog treats since we started going there shortly after getting a cabin at the Flotilla.

	I waved at the various people from the other barges going about on the decks or disembarking like me to head to their various jobs. Mrs. Kent's daughter, came squealing up to us. I know I'm not supposed to let people touch Midge while she's working, but little Jenner is just adorable in her little dresses. “Good morning, Jen. Midge was just wonderin' if you were about.”

	The five-year-old girl crouched so cutely in her little dress as she patted a wiggling Midge's head with so much care, like she didn't want to break her. It was adorable times two. Jenner's mum called out to us us as she rushed along toward us and her energized daughter, “Good morning Miss Brown, Good morning Madirigal.”

	I had to smother my grin when Mrs. Kent caught up to us and scolded with an inclined head of greeting to me. “Jenner Annmarie Kent you know you aren't supposed to bother a working dog. She has an important job to do.”

	I inclined my head back to her in a mirror of her greeting. “Mrs. Kent. Good morning. Really, she's no bother. Midge's job is a lot different than most service animals. She has just one job, and it doesn't preclude her from shamelessly vying for, nor basking in attention.”

	The honey blonde smiled at that and held her hand out, Jen just took it absently and allowed herself to be pulled away. “Julie, please. And I have to get this little ragamuffin to class, then it's off to the cleaners for another fun-filled day.” I loved the dry sarcasm in that last bit.

	I gave a little snort and offered, “Sounds as glamorous as taking tolls.”

	She nodded with a sly grin then waved as the tiny version of herself turned back to wave too, calling back, “Goodbye Madirigal.” Then I had to giggle a bit when she turned to her mother to ask, “Mum, can we get a doggie?” I'm sure the poor woman would be listening to her daughter reasoning out why they needed a pup all the way to the schoolhouse.

	We timed the traffic and dashed across the lane to O'Donnel's. The little bell above the door tinkled, and I got in the queue. Luckily it wasn't long today. I froze when the woman two places in front of me turned away from the counter with her order. There was instant recognition on her face as she beamed a genuinely happy smile at me and said, “Lancelot! Fancy meeting you here.” Then she beamed that heart-stopping smile down to Midge, inclining her head. “Noble steed.”

	My cheeks were hurting, I was smiling so wide, and my heart was thumping. If I didn't calm down, I'd've had an episode right there. “Liss, what are you doing here?”

	She held up her large cardboard cup of coffee with its white plastic top, eyes wide. I rolled my eyes and pointed out the obvious, “Smart arse.”

	Her musical laugh chimed out as she smirked. Then she offered, “My new place of employment is in the area.” Then she unfocused a bit as she looked from me to the door, then the small cafe tables in the small shop. “Have a sit with me?”

	I was already nodding as I bit my lower lip and glanced at the clock on the wall. “I've only a minute or two, but we'd be delighted.”

	She nodded, gave me an indecipherable look, then scurried off to a table to sit. As soon as it was my turn at the counter, Jake already had an extra large cup there for me with my name on it. I cocked an eyebrow, and he said, “Black as midnight and strong enough it'll eat through armor plate.”

	I gave him my cheesiest of grins as I uttered a long and appreciative, “Mmmmmm.” He pulled a cookie shaped like a cat from a little cookie jar behind the counter and leaned over the counter saying, “And for you, Miss Midge. My hubby, Wendell, made these just for you, liver and beef.”

	I exhaled loudly in mock resignation. “Between your man and the treats I sneak her, the poor girl is going to blow up like a balloon.” Then I inclined my head a bit as I slid him some quid, including a hefty tip. “Tell Wendell thanks for us. I'm telling you, he could make a killing selling those things to the pet shops.”

	He made a silly dismissing face as he waved me off. “Don't have too much fun at work, darlin'.”

	“Trust me, I won't,” I promised

	I moved over to the table Liss was sitting at, watching my exchange with Jake with interest. I felt so awkward again as I noted just how posh and put together she looked, and I was looking like a singing telegram in a bobby costume.

	She huffed out a breath and said, “Sit. Just don't stand there, you're making me self-conscious. There's a hamster on my face or something, isn't there?”

	Ok, I chuckled and admitted as I sat, “I don't know quite how to process that. Has anyone ever told you that you may be a half bubble off plumb?”

	I could see the effort she put into stopping another burst of laughter as I grinned over my coffee as I took a sample sip. Mmmm... strong enough to strip the varnish off a table at twenty paces, Jake really gets me.

	She said, “Let's see now.” She held up a hand and started ticking off numbers. “There's you, and...” She stopped as she held her second finger and then announced in triumph, “And then there's you.”

	I nodded and supplied helpfully to Midge, “All bat and no belfry, this one,” to Liss' chuckle.

	Why was she so flirty and fun? It was like the ultimate tease to someone like me. Dangle the pretty starfish in front of the fish to make her bump into the glass dividing the tanks. But I could give as well as I got, and I did like to see her smile, it seemed so... so sly to me.

	Her mobile buzzed and she held a finger up to pause our banter. She told me as she started flipping through screens. “Sorry, I've just been getting inundated with texts today, and I haven't... even opened many of... the...” She hugged her phone to her chest as she said, “Huh.” Then she grinned at me, showing off her teeth.

	I started to ask if it was important, but she waved me off responding to a couple texts, smiling almost impishly now, like she was ready to get into all sorts of mischief. Ok, if she didn't want to talk about the texts then... “So exactly what is it that you do?”

	My mobile buzzed in my purse but I tried to ignore it for now as all my attention was on this dishy woman in front of me.

	She shrugged and vague-booked me. “Oh, a little of this, a little of that. Nothing really exciting.”

	I glanced quickly at my mobile when she looked down at my purse, and I squinted my eye at the screen. Nodding, I slipped it back into my purse as she prompted with a furrowed brow, “Is it anything important?”

	I shook my head, it was from the Flotilla Clinic. I shared with her, “Just the new clinic where I live, they say the nurse can see me at six thirty tonight. That's a godsend being able to see someone without taking time from work.”

	She nodded and asked with an odd tone and unreadable smile, “New clinic? Is everything ok?” She cast a look at my wrist, and I absently checked to be sure my bracelet was still tucked away under my sleeve.

	I deflected, not needing her to know my medical problems. I know I didn't have a chance with her, but I would most certainly not jeopardize the friendship we had already started to form, knowing I could have a seizure at any moment. “Everything's fine. Just wanted to check in with the new nurse and see if I could get some inconsequential prescriptions filled there.”

	She cocked an eyebrow, and asked, sounding genuinely curious, “Oh, a new nurse?” Then she whispered in a conspiratorial tone as she looked over her cup to the people in the coffee house, “Is she cute?”

	I chuckled at her, she was so bad. “If only. But with my luck, Nurse Davies is likely seventy-year-old cantankerous schoolmarm type.”

	She squeak-braked a laugh and schooled her face, and prompted in interest, “Nurse Davies, you say?”

	I just nodded as I sipped.

	Then I looked up at the clock and shared to my dismay, “Midge and I need to get on the road in a couple minutes. So tell me more about what brought you to London, and...”

	She laid a hand on my arm, and I stopped breathing as she said, “So really, there has to be a story behind naming your dog Midge. You don't seem the cruel sort to me.”

	I felt like we were playing some sort of deflecting game, avoiding each other's questions, but I sighed and gave in. I got it I really did, we were after all perfect strangers, except for our adventure in automotive maintenance the prior night that is. I could be the one to break the ice. “Her name's Madirigal. You know, after the child's tale? My favorite tale.”

	She screwed up her face in confusion. I chuckled as I shook my head. “Oh come now, even in Cardiff, you must have heard about the story of the last little dragon. It came out around those books about the little wizard boy that were so popular.”

	She shook her head, eyes wide in interest. My smile bloomed at the inquisitive look, as she rested her elbows on the table and perched her head on her balled up fists. I prompted, “Do you really want to know? It is a tragedy, like so many other fairy tales, it holds a dark moral.”

	She nodded enthusiastically. “Go on now.”

	I sighed and picked up Midge and put her on my lap. “Dragons had always been able to see tragedies in the future, like premonitions, it was their gift and curse. And all of the dragons had been hunted almost to extinction by noblemen trying to prove their mettle. All the peaceful dragon-folk fell to their blades save one. The youngest and last, Madirigal. She watched over a village to the north, fascinated with the humans that bustled around the village below. Young as she was, and alone, she didn't know of the evils man was capable of, so knew not to fear them.”

	I sighed and pointed out the tragedy of it all, “From the shadows, she kept her people safe, seeing the ill fates that were to befall some. With her gift of prognostication, she assuring their safety. But one day, as she was frolicking in the snow and ice outside her cave in the mountains, she saw in her mind's eye, the village being buried in an avalanche.”

	Liss looked enthralled by the tale, and I leaned in closer. “This was a foe that Madirigal could not vanquish on her own. She knew she must warn her village, so she flew down to them. First a farmer, who feared she would eat him or his sheep, and while she had snacked on one or two stray sheep in her time, foraging down from the mountain, she assured him she would not. She gave the warning that the village must seek shelter from the future she had seen.”

	I ruffled Midge's ears to flap like the wings of a dragon. “When the farmer did not heed her words, she flew closer to the village, to the mason repairing a stone fence. Again she assured the man his fear of being eaten by her was unfounded. She warned him of the future, and he did not listen.”

	I felt like an old-time bard sharing the story to a captivated audience. “She flew to the well in the middle of the town, people fled screaming in fear, she entreated them to listen to her warning, and that they need not fear her, for she saw them as her people. They again ignored the warning, chasing her away. She sulked in her cave, inconsolable because she knew the tragedy was not far off.”

	I exhaled loudly, I hated this part as I leaned forward and lowered my voice, “The villagers had sent for knights, telling them of a ferocious dragon which had threatened their village with destruction, and the knights came from all the kingdoms to converge on her cave. In the middle of the night, the cowards snuck into Madirigal's lair and struck at her as she slept.”

	Her eyes widened, and she gasped. I smiled inwardly at how invested she had gotten in the cautionary tale as I finished in a dramatic tone, “The keening death wail of the last dragon echoed among the peaks and amplified and multiplied until the mountains shook and the glaciers cracked. Ancient snows which had never melted lost their tenuous hold on the mountains and went rushing down the slopes, destroying the village below.”

	I nodded sadly as I finished. “Every last man, woman, and child were killed save one, a homeless little matchstick girl who had heard Madirigal's warning and heeded it, leaving the valley before it was buried in the snow and ice, the only witness to the poor dragon who had tried to save the people from a death they brought down upon themselves.”

	I shrugged as she shook her head and said with a crease on her forehead, “I don't know if I care for that tale.”

	Smirking at her I agreed. “I told you it was a tragedy. Madirigal was the hero in the tale, and the humans the monsters. And my Madirigal is here to warn me of my future, and I'm the matchstick girl who will always take heed of it.”

	I winced, I had said too much. She didn't need to know how much of a freak I was. And it wouldn't take a rocket scientist to realize what a working dog could warn me of in the future. But she didn't comment on that. Instead, she just smiled cutely at Midge and mused, “Noble Steed indeed.”

	I grinned at that and put my pup down and said, “Sorry to depress and run, but I must get to work, those tolls aren't going to collect themselves. Least not while the mechanical bits are down.”

	She stood with us and said, “Well it has been surreal. We must do this again sometime.”

	I nodded and agreed, “We must. You know where I work.”

	It was her turn to nod then she called out as I was heading out the door, “That is your favorite tale? Really?”

	I gave her a discerning look, made a decision and then said with a note of wistfulness, “Yes. Madirigal was the hero in that story, and Midge is the hero in my story. Maybe one day I'll tell you about it.”

	I was smiling like a loon as she called out, “It's a date.” Then the tinkling of the bell above the door as it closed cut off anything else she may have said.

	I almost skipped down the street to my car responding to myself, “I wish,” about her date comment. Then we slid through the passenger side of the vehicle, and I stretched across my little dragon to close the door. I mumbled, “Was it hot in there or was it just her?”

	Midge didn't seem impressed by my humor. Fine, see if she got some of the castoffs from my roast beef sandwich I packed today. I beeped the horn, which sounded like a dying goose as we drove past Liss on the walk in front of O'Donnel's.

	She shot me that smile that seemed to fill the world and waved at us, and I had that smile on my mind the rest of the day.

	



	


Chapter 3 – Nurse Davies

	At the end of the day, when we pulled up to the Flotilla, the car park was again full, so we parked down the lane as always. I was knackered, but I still had to visit the clinic for the meet and greet. I had a few minutes to spare, so I'd just dropped by my cabin to change first.

	It was quite humid and unseasonably warm today, so I started a quick load of laundry so I'd have a fresh uniform in the morning. Then I fed Midge and took a quick shower.

	I joked with my pup as I got dressed. “We best be on our good behavior, or Nurse Davies might rap us on our knuckles.” I snickered at the memory of my fifth-year schoolmarm, Mrs. Salazar. Us students believed her to be older than God, but that was through the eyes of a child, I'm sure she had only been in her late fifties at most back then.

	I looked down at Midge and asked, “So, you coming or stayin'? It's likely to be a boring intro and a game of twenty questions about my condition.” She sat and wagged her tail as she looked up at me. I sighed as I clipped her up. “Ok little dragon, but remember, I gave you a chance to avoid the monotony of it all.”

	As we hopped to the pier and started toward the Jabberwocky, a tall, powerfully set woman lumbered past carrying a lunchbox which looked to be out of a steampunk novel in one hand, and an electric generator the size of a small trunk in the other like it was of no consequence. I smiled at the pretty, muscular Amazon as we passed and said, “Evening, Bea.”

	I'm quite sure the woman is mute, as in all the time I have been at the Flotilla, their mechanical wizard, Beatrice, has never uttered a single syllable. But I adored the smile she beamed at me as she inclined her head, her facial expression somehow conveying her greeting and left the impression she believed it was a good night.

	I agreed as she moved along toward the car park. “Much better than last night's sorry drizzle. Say hi to Melinda for me.” Without looking back, she just raised her lunch box in acknowledgment.

	We turned back to our original destination as I thought about the woman. Miss Doshi has shared that there isn't a thing in this world that Bea can't fix, even if she has to build the parts herself. But that wasn't what I found most fascinating about the woman.

	Apparently, Beatrice and her wife are huge fixtures in the local steampunk community, Melinda is treated like some sort of royalty at the Victorian clubs of London, and they have all termed Bea to be a stone cold steam Delilah. I'd never thunk it of the work about, but then I saw some pictures online of the two of them and oh... my... god. They looked gorgeous and adorable in their steampunk outfits.

	The cherry on top of it all is that the two actually live on a streamliner steam train that they tell me Beatrice had restored to pristine condition herself.

	My life was so plain and bland compared to theirs. But one day I'll get out of my slump and run my own architectural firm, bringing back the artistry of the past in new modern structures. I mean, this can't be all there is to me anymore... can it? Midge whined, and I realized we were just standing on the pier beside the Jabberwocky.

	It was the largest and most modern and capable of the barges, built from the keel up to be the template for all future barges of the fleet. It was faster, had more room on deck, and two more cabins for tenants than the others. But it sat in the shadow of the smallest and oldest of the lot. The crown jewel of the Flotilla... the Persephone, flagship of the fleet.

	I don't care if the Wocky was gold plated, it didn't hold a candle to the barge where one of the most amazing voices in the world, Tabby Cat, had lived when the barges were one step up from living on the streets. The floating slums where Tabitha Romanov had been discovered by June Harris-West and London Harmony and propelled the young water gypsy to superstardom.

	Well, ok, I know that she was just the flagship in name, as the master of the Tennessee, Captain McCray, was part owner of the fleet and he helped manage the ships from the wheelhouse of his vessel. He always has a wry grin when people introduce the Persephone as the flagship, so I knew the real score, it was his Tennessee.

	We headed up the gangplank, my eyes on the lit pilothouse, it was odd to see any of the pilothouses lit in the evening beside the Tennessee and Persephone, as nobody lived in the other captain's cabins. We climbed the steps, knowing why they chose this ship over the others for the clinic, as it was the only one which had an elevator just inside the main corridor for accessibility, but I preferred the stairs, lord knew I needed some exercise.

	Outside the door was a sign, proclaiming this as the Flotilla Clinic, then Nurse M. Davies ANP. Then in smaller letters, “If the door is locked, ring here.” The arrow pointed to a brass doorbell button mounted next to the door.

	I tried the handle, and the door opened. I was not expecting what I stepped into. It looked like an antiseptically clean, modern hospital exam room, complete with that annoying overhead lamp over the exam table which physicians used to blind you as they examined you.

	And in the middle of the space was the familiar control column with the oversized ship's wheel being the only thing to remind you that you were on the bridge of a ship. I stood there a moment in the empty space, then looked down at my trusty sidekick and shrugged.

	I called out, “Umm... hello? I've an appointment with the nurse? Uh, Emery Brown.”

	A rickety old voice called out from the door marked 'Private,' “Just a moment, my my, children these days are so impatient.”

	I knew it, she sounded seven hundred years old! This was not going to be fun, but if I could save myself a walk to the chemist for my prescriptions, I could suffer through it.

	My heart stopped beating when a familiar voice chimed out in a half chuckle, “Well hello there Miss Brown, fancy meeting you here.” If eyes could get whiplash, then mine had almost accomplished it when I looked back at the private room door lightning fast, with a mix of panic and excitement.

	Instead of the grey-haired authoritarian nurse I expected, there stood Margolis leaning aloofly against the private door's frame in green scrubs with a stethoscope hanging over her shoulder. The smirky smile on her face was almost enough to chase away the rising panic. Oh dear lord, she was the nurse? Why hadn't she said anything this morning? Wait, she was looking at her texts at the coffee shop, while I was postulating about the age and disposition the nurse.

	I sputtered out, “Liss? You're Nurse Davies?”

	She inclined her head as she walked into the space, “Guilty as charged. You should have seen your face. Seventy-year-old cantankerous school marm you say? Well worth the admission, I'd say. Now come have a seat with me, and we can do our proper introductions. You'll need to sign the release so the clinic can access your medical records.”

	Is someone in the heavens gunning for me or something? Was I a huge wanker in some past life that I needed to be punished for? Here was one of the prettiest girls, who I had been taking a shine to, asking me to sign a form so she can learn about just how broken I am.

	I realized I had been backing to the door when I bumped into it. I was saying as my hands bumbled about for the handle, “I was just coming to meet the new nurse. Hello. I won't be needing your services. I just thought I could fill my prescriptions here, but you know... I shouldn't be lazy, and I'll just be taking a walk now.”

	I was blurting out, “It was great seeing you again, Liss.” She was calling out my name as I shut the cabin door. I was panting, and my heart was racing. Midge was growling at me in warning as we dashed down the stairs. I heard the cabin door opening above us, and I chanced a glance back to see Liss standing in the doorway with a concerned crease on her brow.

	Then we were hopping over onto the pier, Midge growling and yapping once at me. I told her, “I know, I know, I've got to calm down. I'll settle in our flat. That would be the icing on the cake, now wouldn't it? Me collapsing on the pier in front of the woman watching me, and convulsing in a drooling puddle.”

	I almost slammed the door behind us as we got inside at home, and I moved to the couch and closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. I took another anti-seizure pill, just in case, as I just ran my fingers through Midge's hair, and concentrated on long, deep breaths, slowing my heartbeat.

	When my fuzzy partner's whines subsided, I knew we were back in the green. I took a few more minutes, emptying my mind. I exhaled one last time. Bloody hell. I had gone and made a git out of myself now, hadn't I? I scrubbed my girl's ears and then almost jumped out of my skin at a light rapping at the door. “Jaysus Christ!”

	I stared accusingly at the door, already suspecting who it likely was, then I steeled myself and put on my best, “Why no, I didn't just freak out on you and run,” face.

	I squished my lips to the side as I walked to the door and looked down at my mighty dragon. She was not much help as she just stared at the door, tail wagging and butt wiggling. Fine the traitor could just sit there being all cute. So I bit the bullet and opened the door.

	“Liss, what a pleasant surprise. How are you this fine evening? And how did you know where... ah, the Flotilla register.”

	She eyeballed me critically, then repeated, “The Flotilla register.” Then she looked at me expectantly.

	“Oh... would you like to come in?”

	She cocked an eyebrow sardonically as she intoned, “That'd be nice.”

	I smiled and closed the door halfway as I nodded, “Unfortunate for you then, isn't it now.”

	She cracked and blurted, “Hey! Just hang on a moment you...”

	I rolled my eyes and opened the door, making an ushering motion as I shared, “You're just lucky Midge here thinks you're cute. If I were left to my own devices, you'd be takin' a swim in the Thames about now for that dirty trick.”

	Not one iota of regret made it past the cheesy grin which she couldn't hold at bay. “That may be true, but your face, it was priceless. It was just too good of an opportunity when I read your text while we were bantering over coffee. Imagine my surprise to find you lived on the Flotilla.”

	I pointed at her in accusation as she moved past me and took a seat on my couch without asking, my traitorous fuzz bucket shamelessly hopped up beside her to get what the more base part of my brain thought would be great to receive from the woman in the nurse outfit, some good lovin'.

	“Oh, sure, just make yourself at home. Don't mind me. It being my cabin and all.”

	She told Midge, “Your human certainly is an excitable one, isn't she now?” Then to me, before I could volley back a round of my own, “You don't have to use the Flotilla clinic if there is something that bothers you. Nobody is forcing...”

	“Good. Now that that conversation is over, would you care for coffee, tea, or maybe something to eat? I was about to sit down for supper before you came charging in like a bull and illustrating to me that my dog is a turncoat.”

	She exhaled, looking at me patiently, then she pulled Midge onto her lap and really started giving her a thorough snuggling. “Is she always like this Midge?” Then to me, “Actually, I wouldn't mind. As fate would have it, I've some free time, some brash tart just canceled their appointment. My last meet and greet for tonight isn't for another hour.”

	I pointed a finger at her and threatened as a smile twitched at my lips, “Don't think being all cute and funny is going to save you from a good trouncing, lady. Chicken fried rice?”

	She groaned, hooding her eyes at the offering, then nodded, “So, you think I'm cute do you?”

	Oh my God, it felt like my cheeks were on fire as the heat washed over them and down my neck.

	I narrowed my eyes at her and shook a finger in warning, then went about prepping the rice.

	Liss said almost absently, “You know, Em, there's no shame in having a medical condition. And you're managing your seizures in the most responsible way. What with Midge here and the anti-seizure meds.”

	I stopped what I was doing, staring down at the pan, my heart starting to speed up a bit. Had she gotten into my medical records even though I didn't give consent? I finally turned toward her, and I may have had an accusing look on my face because she held a hand up to stop me.

	“It doesn't take a rocket scientist to put the pieces together, Emery. A working dog of a breed that isn't physically helpful. Your Felbatol prescription bottle on the side table here.” She cocked an eyebrow in challenge.

	Oh.

	She was a smart one, wasn't she? I felt ashamed and embarrassed about my condition. And was torn between sending her away and ignoring the whole mess I'd made. Until I wound up snorting when she got a crafty look on her face and admitted in a half whisper, “And the handy Medic Alert tag you have on your baby dragon's collar here saying that you are epileptic is a clue.”

	Why was I so amused by her? I pointed my spatula in warning, looking over it with one eye squinted. “We're not talking about this. Now are you going to drop it and have a meal with us, or am I going to see if nurses sink or swim?”

	She ignored me and looked down at my pup, rubbing her nose on the cute doggy nose before her. “Don't listen to your mean old mum. We're right mates now aren't we, Midge?”

	I felt a wave of relief flow over me that was overly profound. I seriously didn't want to be talking about my shortcomings with someone I was obviously crushing on. It was bad enough she sussed most of it out herself.

	I was treated to her giggles of amusement as I muttered a list her qualities as the chicken sizzled in the pan. “Unruly, self-indulgent, overbearing...” I looked over to share a smile with her. God, she had a breathtaking smile.

	What the bloody hell was I doing? Just setting myself up for a fall like this by letting my crush on the woman overrule my common sense. A posh woman like her would have no interest in someone of my station who has nothing to offer. Either the little angel or devil on my shoulder – they're hard to tell apart at times – was prompting me, 'but you can certainly have fun with her as friends.' True. Friends, I can do.

	With that settled I finished preparing the quick meal as she stood and walked around the cabin, musing, “The Flotilla is certainly a wonder.” I agreed. Then she paused at my drafting table, “What's this?”

	Shite. I hustled over and turned the top sheet over. “Nothing. Just sketching up plans that nobody will see. It relaxes me, but they're not good enough for others to look at.”

	She said softly to herself in contemplation, “Ah, that's right, an architect.”

	I nodded and went to prepare the plates and paused to look back at her, brow furrowed, “I never told you that.”

	She looked a little sheepish as I regarded her with suspicion as I moved over to the couch and sat beside her, setting our plates on the coffee table in front of us. She shrugged and looked overly guilty and cute as she said, “I may or may not've asked Miss Doshi about you after our coffee this morning.”

	Liss had been... asking about me? Gah! She was so confusing. Our flirty banter was just for fun, wasn't it? Or was there something more to it than I thought? Oh just shoot me now, I was blushing.

	I changed the subject to take the spotlight off of me. “So just how did you land the position here? It must be a cutthroat field, and people fighting over the chance to run their own clinic.”

	She gave me a purse-lipped smile and shrug. “I just sent in my resume, and they spoke with me, and I found I had the position. I'm of a mind that I might have been the only nurse stupid enough to send in my resume, not knowing the demands of running a clinic single-handed.”

	I eyeballed her dubiously and speculated, “I'm sure there's a bit more to their decision than that.”

	She shrugged and said, “Shut your yap and eat, woman.”

	I sat but didn't shut my yap, as we bantered the whole meal until she had to go. I can't remember the last time I had had such a grand time.

	



	


Chapter 4 – Road Trip

	I was in such a great mood that night, and inspiration seemed to be infusing my very blood and soul as I sat at my drafting table and drew all night, Midge snoring softly in my lap.

	At the toll gate the next day, after relieving Orville, the automated toll collector was being repaired by the German tinker who had finally arrived. I had to direct traffic through one side of the gates, Robert arrived early to assist, pulling a double.

	He looked suspiciously awake and alert for someone who would only have had about four hours of shuteye, so I gave him the stink eye, knowing he had likely slept most of his night shift away. It was wasted on the aloof scarecrow of a man.

	The monotony of the day was punctuated with bright spots as I kept getting random texts from Liss about equally as random things. I admit I had snorted more than once at some of the pictures she sent of her adventures in the city core. I realized that she was being a tourist and shot a question to her. “You've never been to London?”

	She responded with, “Of course. A couple times to catch a plane at the London-Heathrow. And I had a medical conference here once. And I drive through it all the time to get back to visit my folks.”

	I rolled my eyes and typed out, “So, no then.”

	Then I chuckled at her response of, “No.”

	I took a toll from a lorry which just barely met the restrictions for the road, then looked at her clarification. “I've just never realized how big London was, but now that I live here...”

	I shook my head at the little smirk on Robert's face as he looked over my shoulder to our conversation. I poked him in the belly when he started singing, “Emery has a girlfriend.”

	“We're just mates, keep your fantasies in your pants man.”

	He hitched his thumbs in the suspenders under his uniform jacket and pulled them forward a bit, “What I do in my pants is my business, you evil woman.” Then he screwed up his face and tried to recover as I tried valiantly not to break out laughing at the poor awkward boy. “That's not what I... you... oh how I loathe thee, Emery Brown.”

	I shook my head at him as I passed by, stretching on the tips of my toes to kiss his cheek. “I'm lunching, think you can handle things for a few minutes? Or I can just snack with Madirigal.”

	Robert blushed and crouched a little, making an ushering motion, then he turned back and started striding toward a car that was trying to come through the gate the wrong way before being waved through. He was pointing at the small stop sign he was holding in his hand, “Oi mate, do you see the stop sign in my hand? I'm not holding it because of the aesthetic value, or because it makes my eyes pop. Go ahead, read it out loud for me and we'll sort this through together. S-T-O-P. That's right.”

	I was grinning like a loon. Bob was a funny guy at times.

	I looked at my mobile and stared at the new text on it and hesitated as I was 'accidentally' letting some of the leftover chicken from last night fall to the floor of the toll house for my dragon to snarf up. “Fancy a road trip tonight?”

	Like, going out and doing something with Liss... just the two of us? Well three of us? Or was I reading too much into it? I thought of all the ways I could make myself look like a fool depending on my response. But decided on the safest universal response, '?'.

	Her response clarified things a bit. “I don't have any meet and greets tonight because I have to head down to Hastings to sign some paperwork with my old landlord and pick up the last of my things from a friend's place. I could use the company.”

	Ah, got it, I was the muscle. She probably had, like some heavy bricks of lead she left with her friend. I asked, “Labor?”

	“Not pregnant that I'm aware of.”

	“Smart arse.”

	“Yes.”

	I chuckled and shoveled some food into my yap trap. Then waited patiently until she realized I probably was just staring patiently at the screen like I was. I got a smiley sticking out its tongue along with, “No you brat, I just wanted some company to make the two-hour drive go by with less monotony. Four boxes, not heavy.”

	Oh.

	Then she added with a little devil emoji, “And I'll be needing my Princess Charming in case another one of those round things on the car become less round again.”

	I snorted, causing Midge to look up at me in question. Then I thought for a moment and typed. “You don't have a spare now until you get your flat fixed.”

	She shot me a blushing emoji along with, “Already sorted. I rang the RAC yesterday, and they ran the flat out to be repaired. She's good as new now. Circular and everything.”

	I exhaled loudly and rang her. She answered on the first ring, and before she could say anything I was saying, “You know that is inordinately lazy, and an abuse of the RAC. The R stands for roadside.”

	I savored her giggling response. “Hello to you too Em. And my vehicle was on the road, technically when they arrived. I hadn't been assigned a spot in the Flotilla carpark yet.” Then her voice went an octave higher and sounded like a clueless git. “It is amazing what people will do for a naive woman who just didn't know who to call.”

	I muttered, hiding my amusement, “Shameless.”

	She agreed, pointing out, “It is all a matter of perspective. So are you in, or are you staying in protest of me using poor young mechanics wanting to be the hero to a damsel in distress? I mean, I prefer you being my hero, but a girl takes what she can get, right?”

	I repeated, “Shameless. And why do I feel as manipulated as those poor blokes at the RAC?”

	She said flatly, “Because you have a working brain. Duh. Does this mean it is working?”

	I nodded to myself, why did she have to be so cute, and funny, it was like having Superman sit in a chair made of Kryptonite. “Fine, but you realize we'd likely be out past midnight. Not what I imagined doing on a Friday night.”

	Liss was pleased as a chipmunk, “Great, it's all sorted then. I'll grab you at the toll gate, save us some time? And it isn't like it's a school-night Emery, or do you pumpkin-ate at midnight or something along those lines?”

	I quipped, “Fine, I'm off at six. You know I'm only doing this because Midge likes you, Liss?”

	She bantered back, “She's good taste, that one.” And then she just rang off, without even a how do you do.

	I stared at the phone until I became aware I was smiling. Then I froze, wait, she was picking me up here? I didn't have a change of clothes here. I'd be stuck in my uniform all night, looking like a cut-rate bobby. Bloody hell. My smile twitched back up as I realized I was going to be spending more time with Liss. Who cared what I was wearing. Well... I did, but that was beside the point.

	The rest of the day dragged by like we were in some sort of temporal quicksand, but at least the tinker had got the toll basket working again. By five, I was so looking forward to some face to face banter time with the rather off center, but overly amusing nurse and that last hour went by in three, I swear.

	I had just clocked out and turned to see a familiar red SUV, stopping at the toll-house, holding up the little truck behind her. She beeped her horn and Robert put down his comic book and started to stand. I placed a hand on his shoulder, “No, I got this.”

	He stood straight up, nothing but smiles as he asked with mischief in his tone, “Oh, is this your nurse?”

	He straightened his jacket and put on his cap and stepped toward the door before I could collect Midge and my things as I blurted out, “She's not my nurse!”

	I froze, seeing he had the door already open and Liss had a shite eating grin on her face as he asked her animatedly, “Hollo, miss, I've heard a lot about you. Emery will be with you straight away.”

	I slugged his shoulder as I scurried past, Midge on her lead, scolding, “You're an incorrigible man. Don't think you won't get the what for later.”

	The old truck behind Liss honked its horn impatiently. Robert pointed at him and called out, “Oi! Have a care mate, can't you see the lady is picking up her girlfriend here?”

	I squeaked out, “Robert!” My cheeks were aflame when I slipped into the car, and I tried averting my eyes from Margolis, who looked like the cat who had swallowed the canary, “Em.”

	I exhaled and mimicked her tone, “Liss.”

	Robert lifted the gate for us, letting us drive through without paying the toll, as employees we didn't have to pay. The truck tried to drive through too but Robert lowered the gate too fast, and we could hear him. “The toll basket is right there, mate, you've eyes, you'd best put them to use. And that finger you're waving is unbecoming a man of the faith, father.”

	We cracked up laughing as she rolled up her window.

	Then she was all sly innuendo as she virtually purred out, “So, 'your' nurse now am I?”

	I exhaled as she flipped a U to get us turned around. Then warned her. “Just shut up woman if you know what's good for you.”

	She made a show of looking away from me to Midge to acknowledged her, “Noble steed.”

	Robert waved us through the other gate, I showed him the same respect the padre had just shown him as we passed, waggling my middle finger. I could hear his chuckle, then snickered myself when the gate he had released to wave at us, came down to strike him on the shoulder. He ducked and looked up like the sky was falling. Serves the clumsy man right for embarrassing me like that.

	Then we were on our way. I noted, “You owe me, woman.” I ran a hand in front of me to indicate what I was wearing, “I'm stuck dressed like this for the duration.”

	She cocked an eyebrow and looked me up and down appreciatively with a sly smile, “Oh but I do love a woman in uniform.”

	My cheeks burned again, and I heard myself squeaking out bashfully, “Oh... ok.” Wait. Was she just playing with me, or were we really flirting? I was going to lose it if I couldn't figure her out.

	“You sorted? Or do we need to get some take out along the way? I've emergency rations in the bag at your feet.”

	I looked over at her as I unclipped Midge who swirled into her lap, the traitorous fuzz munchkin. I eyeballed the brown bag at my feet in the passenger compartment. I exhaled in exasperation, I had to know what kind of 'rations' she had in there. Nurse... so probably power bars and granola, or gods help me, I imagined actual rations.

	I took a peek inside and found myself chuckling. “Sweets? Really?”

	She shrugged and informed me that, “A girl has to be prepared.” She shrugged again and glanced over at me as she turned on the headlamps, then explained, “It's how I usually keep myself awake on the drives to Cardiff. The sugar rush.”

	I held up a Jaffa Cake and cocked an eyebrow. She just grinned, and I rolled my eyes, “Yes, maybe someplace for takeout would be best, if it won't add to much time to our trip.”

	Her smirk was priceless, and I wondered if this was how she was even in her professional life. I've never met a nurse as silly as her. I found it not only entertaining but admirable that she hasn't lost that spark through her medical training. Not to mention she was cute as hell.

	“Burgers or sarnies?”

	I waggled my fingers in a royal flourish and said, with an aristocratic flare, “Whatever you deem fit, James.”

	She looked down at my pup, who was almost asleep, and asked, “Is she always so snarky? How have you been able to put up with her?”

	I sighed and pointed out, “That blade cuts both ways lady.”

	She just flatly said, like it was a surprise to her, “I like you, Brown. You can keep up with my verbal banter. To be honest, it has been my biggest shortcoming, especially in my profession. I don't know why but I feel like I can be myself around you.”

	I... didn't know what to say to that. I went with humor, it was the best armor. Huh, was it her armor too? “It's the uniform. The ladies can't resist it.”

	She gave me another look, taking in my uniform and just smirked, cocking an eyebrow in apparent appreciation. It was getting a little warm in the vehicle just then. I attempted to take the focus off of me. “So why nursing?”

	I watched her as she contemplated the answer. I found that interesting that it wasn't just a simple answer to her. Finally, she shrugged. “I think it comes down to simply wanting to help people.”

	I shook my head and replied as I studied her closely, “Not buying what you're selling, lady.”

	She didn't look at me and then just sighed and admitted, “Partial truth.”

	Ok, now we were getting somewhere. I wondered if she trusted me enough to share something so personal with me. But I was a virtual stranger to her.

	She muttered, “You're staring at me.”

	I nodded and agreed, “I am.”

	Then she sighed and caved, “I'll tell you after we eat if you tell me what inspired you to be an architect.”

	I chuckled nervously and countered, “I'm a toll attendant.”

	She actually growled at that and snipped, “No, you're not. So do we have a deal or what?”

	I just looked at her for three heartbeats. Could I share with her? I was endlessly curious about her answer, and if she would trust in me, then I could put my trust in her. I nodded, and she gave a playfully evil chuckle.

	Why did I feel like I had just been played?

	We picked up sarnies at Marks & Spencer in Croydon, and I had to shake my head at the woman when she grabbed some ginger cakes as well. “You've a sweet tooth any self respecting eight-year-old would envy.”

	She chuckled and countered, “And you, with your pork pie and egg, is any better? I'm amazed you're as tiny as you are. That sandwich is over one third the recommended caloric intake for ...”

	I cocked an eyebrow in challenge at her, and she glanced at me and turned her eyes back to the road, a smirk on her face as she nodded once as she said, “Right. I'll not be a nurse on our road trip here.”

	I nodded for emphasis. “There's a girl. Besides, I'm not the only one consuming it.” I put some of the pork and egg on a wrapper and placed it beside me. Midge helped herself, devouring the offering with gusto. “You've upset her feeding schedule with our little adventure here.”

	Liss offered as she spoke to Midge, “All part of our master plan, wasn’t it girl?”

	I shot one of her smirks right back at her and spoke out of the side of my mouth, “Sure, yuck it up now, lady. You've never experienced dog egg farts in the close confines of a car before, have you?”

	The ebony haired woman looked genuinely concerned and aghast about the possibility of biological warfare in her pretty SUV. “And you went and fed her some? Are you masochistic?”

	I shook my head and shared, “No, but I can suffer through it for my sweet vengeance. Payback for calling me officer and ma'am in the queue back there.”

	Her burst of laughter was almost magical. “Well, that old woman in line kept staring at us. And I thought I was going to lose it when you told her you stripped at SophistiCats and was just popping in for a snack between shifts.”

	“Well then, she shouldn't have been looking down her nose at me with her silent judging, now should she have?” The old woman in the business suit had been looking at the way Liss had been leaning into me, and laughing at everything. It was obvious she believed we were a couple and she didn't approve. My uniform had her brow creasing. Oh, how I loathe these uniforms, mimicking the police like they did.

	Liss looked at my pup who was hoping for more sarnie. “Wicked, isn't she?”

	Then to me, Liss said, “I thought she was going to bust a gusset before she stomped off when you told her Wednesday nights were twofers, and she should bring her man by, and you'd treat them.”

	I smiled, but I was also so weary. “You realize the woman thought we were a couple, don't you? I just wish the whole lot of haters would just get over themselves and realize that it's none of their business who someone dates. I used to feel ashamed when I got those looks when someone caught me appreciating a waitress or a female classmate. I think my whole brashness like that, trying to embarrass them the way they embarrass me is a sort of crude armor I wear.”

	Her own smile was replaced with one a little more thoughtful as she cocked her head as she watched the road. “You've a tough time of it? Coming out? I admit, except for my parents at first, it's only been rare occasions like back there that I've met disapproval.”

	I muttered to myself, “That's because you're gorgeous and sophisticated, a whole different world than mine.”

	She turned to me, eyes wide. Fuck, she had heard. I added quickly, “In a good way of course.”

	Her cheeks were a nice rosy color as she prompted, “Ah, like someone calling you gorgeous and sophisticated could ever be taken poorly?”

	I wanted to bury myself in the sand and forget to mark the spot for later retrieval. All I could muster in my defense, “Oh just shut up and drive, woman.” Why was I smiling?

	I narrowed my eyes, realizing that she was just stalling. I was having none of that. “Right then, Margolis, didn't you owe me a story?”

	She exhaled long and loud. That's right, you can't fool me for long. A day or two, or three... a week at most, but I eventually catch on. Ok, so maybe I'm not so swift at times.

	I loved her sarcastic, snotty tone. “Fine Emery.” Then she winked and said after taking another bite of her meal, “When I was eight, I was diagnosed with hepatocellular carcinoma. Due to a birth defect, I had a damaged liver, and cancerous tumors had been growing. After treatment, including having a third of my liver excised, I wasn't in the best of conditions. It was touch and go.”

	I found myself grasping her arm and giving it a little encouraging squeeze. Carcinoma... cancer, the revelation was heart breaking. I know how draining cancer treatment can be for adults, so it had to be hell on a child.

	Her voice sounded almost contemplative like she was just now putting the pieces together. “Through the entire process, the nurses were always there, taking care of me. Through the embarrassing times where I lost control of my bowels or bladder, to the times I'd wake up after going into cardiac arrest after the surgery. They were there and always smiling and encouraging me.”

	She shrugged. “I don't know. I mean, the doctors did the surgeries and all, but it was really the nurses who took care of me. As an adult, maybe it would have struck me differently, but for a child, it meant everything to have a smiling face there, helping you through the worst of it after the doctors left the room, and when my parents were sent home after visiting hours. The nurses were my heroes. So I think maybe, that was the driving force for me to become a nurse. I wanted to make a difference in people's lives like they had done for me. Even if I help just a single person, when they feel all alone and that all is lost, then it is worth it. Right? I mean, it has to be, right?”

	I just nodded, then realized my hand was still on her arm, and my thumb was stroking her reassuringly. I pulled my hand away and clasped my hands in my lap and said, “Yeah. It does.” My life felt so small in comparison to hers just then.

	She must have seen this, and she smiled almost sadly, reached over to pull my hands apart to grasp one, and gave it a squeeze. “So what about you? I showed you mine, now you have to show me yours.”

	That was so loaded and full of innuendo as she winked at me, knocking me out of my self-doubt. I had to grin at her.

	“I've questions.”

	She sighed. “Of course you do, but don't think you're going to welch on our deal.”

	I stuck my tongue out at her, then prompted, “You beat it. The cancer? And you lost part of your liver? Can a person live like that? Well, obviously they can as here you are, but...” I didn't know what I was asking. I just found myself with a knot of worry in my gut for this woman I barely knew.

	It sounded as if she had had this conversation before as she watched the headlamps of oncoming vehicles pass by us. “Actually, I'm healthier now. They had excised the damaged portion of my liver, and it grew back, healthy. The liver is one of the few organs that are capable of regeneration in the human body. So long as I can stay cancer free, I'll suffer no ill effects.”

	A liver can grow back? That I did not know. I was pleased that she wouldn't have to suffer or adjust her life for something that was thrust upon her as a child. I could see her drive and the reasons behind it now, and I was sort of in awe of her that she's done what she set out to do and has excelled while doing it.

	I was going to ask more, but she beat me to the punch. “Ok Lady McStalling, spill, why architecture?”

	I sighed and shrugged. “Nothing as life-changing as your story I'm afraid.”

	“Don't be afraid.”

	“Smart arse. Do you want to hear this or not, Liss?” I cocked an eyebrow in challenge as I unrepentantly stole one of her gingerbread cakes since she'd have to choose between fighting me for it or getting us into a fiery wreck in the middle of nowhere.

	She just smirked at me, and I made a show of taking a big bite as she said, “Please, go ahead. Zipping it here, I can always unzip later.” There was that innuendo and double entendre, accompanied by a wink that had me swallowing hard. I had to double-take to make sure I saw it. Her Little Miss Innocent look wasn't fooling me.

	I shrugged, took a deep breath, then reached for Midge on her lap, needing my confidence for this. She slapped my hand and scrubbed my tiny dragon's ears. “Mine.”

	Fine.

	I tried to explain what I've never really thought about before, knowing it wasn't anything as profound as her story. “I don't really know. I've just always been fascinated by old structures and have sought them out. I find them... I don't know, comforting in some way to me.”

	I thought about it for a second and said, “The first time that I really became aware to the artistry of a building was when my parents brought me to the Christmas service at St. Paul's Cathedral instead of our local church when I was six.”

	“I don't think I had ever really looked at a building before then. We were sitting there listening to the choir, and I had looked up, and it was like my eyes had opened for the very first time. All the stories and fairytales of castles and worlds of fantasy seemed to be real and possible to me when I actually saw the majesty of the structure. Something build by the hands of man that could touch the heavens.”

	She seemed intent on the road as I shrugged and added, “After that, I had started seeing the legacies left behind by visionaries in the buildings around all around the globe. In Westminster Abbey, the Empire State Building, even the Chrysler Center, and so many other building constructed in a time that buildings were works of art instead of these steel and glass monoliths of modern times.”

	I held a hand toward the windscreen like I could see the structures I described before me.

	Liss glanced at me, her expression unreadable as she rolled her hand, prompting for more.

	I didn't have more, so I just added, “I want to do that. To build something that will inspire others long after I'm gone. Maybe it is as simple as leaving my own mark on the world. My own legacy?”

	Then I chuckled and wiggled my eyebrows at her. “Now I take a mean toll.”

	She shoved my shoulder with a soft smile. “Don't sell yourself short, you'll find a position at some international firm and design the next Taj Mahal.”

	I smirked and shared, “Been sacked from two firms because of my condition, how do you think I wound up at the Flotilla?” Even I heard the sour tone in my voice. I played it down with a shrug and apologetic smile as I made a show of popping the last bite of the gingerbread cake into my mouth.

	Her smile was genuine and soft, and almost expectant as she reached over and playfully shoved my shoulder again, informing me, “Doesn't mean I'm wrong.”

	She made me want to believe, and I admitted to myself the past two days that she had reawakened my creativity and drive. She was my muse, driving my inspiration, so maybe it was possible.

	Liss turned back to the road, looking satisfied, and said, “Next stop, Hastings.”

	I repeated as I pointed forward, “To Hastings!” Midge barked once, picking up on our excitement.

	We spent the rest of the trip just talking about everything and nothing, just getting to know each other. And I started to believe that maybe our flirting had been genuine, which just magnified the crush I had on the fascinating woman.

	



	


Chapter 5 – Hastings

	By the time we arrived back at the Flotilla at almost two in the morning, I don't think I had laughed or smiled so much in my entire life.

	I walked her to the Jabberwocky, carrying some of her boxes. Hey wait a minute, she wasn't carrying any, I really was the labor, wasn't I? The sneaky woman! The smirk on her face, seeing my realization proved it. I muttered, “Don't get smug thinking you're too cute for the nurse float test, lady.”

	Liss chuckled and assured me, “Oh shush, I'm getting the rest myself. I was just seeing how long it would take for you to notice. Besides I have to unlock the door for you.”

	“Hardy har har.” I kicked her butt, which just made her smile more wry. She had been doing that all night, and it confused the hell out of me.

	I was a little caught off guard when we had reached Hastings, and she brought us to a cute little house a couple blocks from Conquest Hospital. I often forget how spread out yards can be compared with the big city, and there are more single family dwellings than apartment blocks.

	The house was an odd mix of Bavarian stucco and open beams, capped with a Spanish terra cotta tile roof between the two stacked stone chimneys. I'm positive the roof had been done at a later time since most Bavarian-style houses would have a cedar or slate shingled roof, and I can't imagine any architect mixing the styles. But it did give it an eclectic charm that you saw all throughout the UK since we have had so many cultures blended in the past century or so.

	She started to just open the door, which was unlocked, then paused and gave me a sheepish look. “Awkward. I don't live here anymore.” Then she pulled the door shut and knocked.

	“I thought you said you left your stuff at a friend's.”

	She gave me a plaintive look. “My flatmate was, well is, my friend, my best mate.”

	Then she was nothing but grins when the door was swung open by a curvaceous black woman in an oversized tee and some cute pajama shorts, her long shapely legs on display. Her curly black hair flowed down her back, making me absently reach my hand up to push my shorter, shoulder length, chestnut locks out of my face.

	I was feeling all kinds of awkward as the gorgeous woman smiled and eyed Margolis up and down appreciatively, then engulfed her in a hug. “Hey Liss, I was starting to wonder if you were really coming.”

	They pulled apart and gave each other a peck on the lips as Liss chuckled, “I said I'd be here, Rey.” That looked a little more than friendly to me, and I felt myself getting jealous. I had to remind myself that I was only crushing on the woman and had no claim on her.

	Then I found myself being evaluated by dark eyes. “And who is this cute little package?” She cocked an eyebrow and only partially turned back to Liss. Then she brightened and crouched, “Oh! Puppy! May I?” She hesitated as she reached toward Midge, seeing her working bib. I just nodded dumbly as she made baby-talk with my fuzzy girl as she gave her expert lovin'.

	Liss made the introduction. “This is the Princess Charming I told you about, Emery Brown. Em, this is my ex, Rey Parker, now best mate. And that adorable ball of fur is Madirigal.”

	The woman stood and took me by surprise when I offered a hand, and I found myself drowning in her generous cleavage when she engulfed me in a hug. She released me as a blush burned on my face and she said, “Thank's for watching her back, Emery. She's shite with anything mechanical.”

	Liss defended, “Hey now you bint, like you're any better.”

	“Really? Who fixed the leaky faucet in the kitchen?”

	Liss stated matter of factly, “Kimberly.”

	Rey nodded. “And who's girlfriend is she? Mine, wanker.”

	I felt like a spectator, and these two obviously had history. I just rocked on my heels, looking around, not knowing what to do. Rey must have seen my uncomfortable posturing and nudged her head inside. “Get in here ladies.” Then she added in reprimand, “You don't have to knock Liss, you know that.”

	A tiny woman with Chinese features wandered into the sitting room as we entered. She stretched, the large band tee she wore hit below her knees, making her almost look like a child wearing her father's shirt.

	She yawned as she approached us. Then said through another yawn in an American accent, “Hey Liss, glad you made it.” She stood on her tiptoes and gave her a kiss on the cheek then took Rey's arm and ducked under it, Rey holding her to her side in a loving, proprietary manner.

	The Yank looked at me and gave me a cute grin. “Hi.”

	I realized I was smiling back, as her's was infectious. “Hi.”

	Rey exhaled and rolled her eyes. “Kim, Emery, and Madirigal. Emery, Kimberly.”

	I waved like a git. “Kimberly.”

	She inclined her head then looked up at her woman. “I'm heading to bed, see you in a bit? We both have the early shift in the burn ward.”

	Kim leaned down to kiss her girl and nodded. “Be there in a jiff, sweetie.”

	The American girl inclined her head to me again. “Night ladies.”

	Then she shuffled away melodramatically demonstrating her exhaustion. I had to chuckle at the besotted look Rey had on her face while her eyes followed Kim as she went back through what I assume was a bedroom door. I pointed out helpfully, “You've got it bad, lady.”

	Rey smirked at me as she looked between Liss and me. “You don't know the half of it.”

	Liss explained to me, sounding entertained, “Kimberly is the girl Rey was cheating on me with. Why we're not still together. What we had was a relationship of convenience, but what they have is real.”

	I didn't hear any bitterness in her tone, and Rey didn't even look ashamed. Liss had said earlier that Rey was her best mate.

	They both chuckled at my consternation and Liss offered, humor twinkling around in her eyes, “Nursing doesn't leave much time for dating in an understaffed hospital. We were together, but more so that we weren't alone. When Kimberly showed up, I think half the staff fell in love with her, including Rey. I can't really say I was surprised, or even very upset when I caught the two together. Kim wasn't even aware that she was helping the bonehead here to cheat as she was never told we were a couple.”

	Rey muttered, “Oh shush. Do you want your shite or not? You love Kimmy, and you know it. It was even your idea to have her move in when you took the small bedroom.”

	The Indian-Brit smirked. “Blah, blah, blah.” Then she looked at me. “We best load up and get Em home before she turns into a pumpkin.”

	I had to ask, wincing at the incredulity in my tone, “You lived with your ex and her lover?” Then to Rey I asked, “Has she been hit in the head? Committed to the psyche ward?”

	The woman chuckled and said to Liss instead of me, “Her... I like.”

	I cocked an eyebrow when Margolis was quick to say, “What's not to like,” as she winked at me. There she was flirty again, in front of others, and I was feeling all kinds of warm and self-aware just then.

	True to her word, there were just four boxes which hadn't fit in her original load, and they weren't too heavy. I noted I carried two and each of them just one, their smirky smiles showed their shared history. That's when I realized she was getting back at me for implying I was just there for the labor. “Hey, snot.”

	They shared a chuckle, then Liss looked back at the house with the melancholy and nostalgia one used when looking back at a place they had once lived... been a part of. Rey caught it too and prompted, “Don't be a stranger. Just a two-hour jaunt.”

	“That goes both ways. Come up London ways and maybe we can talk the short one here to give us all the grand tour.” Wait, what? I was being drafted? I felt oddly happy I was being included in Liss' future activities so readily.

	Then they pecked each other on the lips again; is that normal? And I was glacking as Rey pulled me into a hug from behind, she told me, “Nice meeting you Emery, take care of our girl, she's not as well put together as she'd like us all to believe.”

	I didn't know what to say, so I just nodded as she granted me my freedom from silly constriction. So I just nodded. Then she couched to give Midge a good jowly ear rub.

	Liss chased her off. “Shoo, lady. You've a perfectly good Kimmy going to waste in there.”

	Rey waited at the door until we were on the road again, then she disappeared back inside. I said, “Well, she was...” I had no words.

	My ebony haired beauty said, “Exactly.” Her grin was catchy.

	I noted, “You two were awfully... kissy... for being exes.” Good lord, Emery, could you sound any more jealous?

	She sighed and appeared to think about it, offering in explination, “Old habits I suppose. Two years together and doing that everyday sort of makes it an automatic response... muscle memory and all. She's firmly on team Kimberly now, and I'd wager good money that she'll not stray this time.”

	“Do you miss her?” Zip it Em, what are you thinking?

	The woman smirked this time and glanced at me, an eyebrow raised. “Sometimes. You saw her, and let me tell you, in the bed she's...”

	I covered my ears and called out, “La la la, I can't hear you!”

	She was chuckling, and I realized she was just playing with me. I pointed out, “Good god woman, you can be a right wanker at times.”

	“All part of my charm.”

	“Bint.”

	“Guilty.”

	“Have you no shame? I'm disparaging you here.”

	“I'll let you know when you stray from the mark. A firm swat on the nose with a rolled up paper I suppose.” Ok, she was inordinately funny and uninhibited. Though I did think about what Rey said about Liss not being as put together as she projects.

	I smiled at the memory, and when she unlocked the clinic door and held it open, I slipped past her, noting she didn't give me much room causing our bodies to brush. I exhaled a breath I hadn't remembered holding, was she... was she trying to seduce me? I had no clue how to read her signals. Was she like this with everyone? Leaving a trail of broken hearts pining after her, or was she really interested?

	Hell, I'd be fine if she was just slumming it with me. Well, ok, maybe that wasn't true, I'd not want to be discarded after she got bored with me. I really liked the woman, it felt like we were becoming good mates.

	She led me to the back cabin, and it was pretty posh. A little smaller than the cabins for the residents, but much nicer in many respects, with all the polished wood and brass everywhere. Very nautical.

	I glanced around then started back out with her as I marshaled my courage and decided to just come straight out and ask. She cut me off at the door as we stepped out to the chill night air before I could say anything by saying, “Thanks for keeping me company, it was fun. Not bad as far as first dates go, wouldn't you say?”

	First dates?

	She gave me a peck on the lips as I tried to process her words, which was hard to do as my inner voice was squeeing like a mad woman. She yawned stating, “I got the other boxes. Lunch tomorrow? I have quite a few meet and greets all weekend.”

	I was still trying to form words when a realization hit me. “My car!”

	She acted innocent and surprised, I wasn't buying it. She looked down at Midge. “We'll get you and your slow one to your car tomorrow, Noble Steed.”

	She walked with us down to the pier, and we stopped in front of the Persephone. I really didn't want the night to end, but there it was. I found myself blurting, “Date? Have we been like, flirting? Were you seducing me?”

	I wanted to just jump into the Thames and let the current take me to my watery doom. What the hell was my mouth thinking? She just gave me that sly smirk I was growing quite fond of as she leaned in, her lips a hair's breadth from mine, and she whispered seductively, “What do you think, Lady Lancelot?” Then she was kissing me. I think I whimpered when she pulled back, leaving me in an almost painful state of breathless arousal.

	She actually skipped a little as she left me standing there. “Tomorrow, Emery.”

	I found myself giving her a tiny wave in my happy shock as I touched my lips, “Tomorrow.”

	Wait, that was a yes wasn't it? Was she still playing with me?

	She had some extra swish going on in her hips as she headed to her car. I found myself smiling widely, and I looked down at my fuzzy companion, “Let's get home, girl. You look beat.”

	First I brought her over to the little patch of grass by the car park so Midge could do her thing. My mind kept drifting to the fact that Margolis had kissed me, awakening so many things inside of me.

	Le sigh.

	When we got home, I found that I was still too wound up to sleep, so I moved over to my drafting board, and with Midge curled up in my lap, let my inspiration flow.

	



	


Chapter 6 – Is It Possible?

	The next morning I aborted a snore when someone was knocking at my door. Midge was already there whining and wiggling. Aw crap on toast, I had fallen asleep at the drafting table again. My poor tiny dragon must think I'm losing my mind.

	My lips curled up into a smile as I heard Liss calling through the door in a sing song voice, “Charming, get your little butt moving. I've less than an hour before my first meet and greet today. Need coffee if we're retrieving your car.”

	I yawned as I moved to the door and just unlocked it and started trundling toward my bedroom. I heard her slipping into the cabin as I yawned out, “I thought we were doing lunch.”

	She snorted, and I looked back over my shoulder to see her covering her grin with a hand.

	“What?”

	Liss pointed at her hair, sleek and shiny as always and whispered as she nodded, “You might want to run a comb through that nest.”

	I reached up to touch my hair as I pushed some of the chestnut strands out of my mouth with my tongue. How did it always seem to migrate there while I slept? Wait, bloody hell! She was seeing me like this? Kill me now! I squeaked in distress and slammed my door behind me.

	Then she was calling out, “Maybe I just wanted to see you before then.”

	I sighed and replied as I changed my clothes to something casual that could ward off the chill in the morning air this time of year. “See? Right there, woman, I can't tell if you're just flirting, or if you mean it. I don't have a clue where we stand. You're so frustratingly unreadable.”

	The cryptic response was of no help, “Your little dragon here knows, so it just has to be you who is daft.”

	Grr. Ok, whatever. If Liss keeps kissing me like she did last night, she can be as confusing as she wants to be. I looked at myself in the mirror above the dresser and winced. Then went about attacking my hair.

	I looked only fairly presentable without a shower, and I smoothed down my light sweater and steeled myself, putting a smile on my face and stepped out, just to freeze for a moment. Liss was standing at my drafting table, holding Midge up, her cute puppy face resting on the woman's shoulder as she looked over my drawings.

	I hustled over and placed a blank sheet of vellum over the other sheets, slapping at her hands in a patty caking motion as I squeaked, “Hey, I told you they were just for me.”

	She looked at the top sheet like she could see through it, then gave me a measured look as she said in a measured voice, “Looked pretty amazing to me.”

	I nodded and poked at her. “That's because you're a nurse and don't know a Wright from a Sinan.”

	She looked at Midge and said in her puppy voice, “We know who Frank Lloyd Wright and Mimar Sinan were, don't we Madirigal? Yes, we do. Emery is being a poopy face, isn't she? Yes, she is.”

	I squinted one eye, though I was pleasantly surprised she knew the references, then she said to me, “You're an architecture snob. But I like you anyway.”

	Ok, I'd take my deserved lumps if she qualified things by saying she liked me. I grabbed my bag and tapped a toe on the floor, causing Midge to start squirming in her arms to get down. Then the little scamp scurried over to me so I could put on her vest and harness.

	I asked back over my shoulder as the two of us headed to the door, “You coming, lady? Coffee doesn't drink itself.” Her musical chuckle, as she hurried to catch up, set off a tuning fork deep inside me which had me shivering in pleasure.

	She chirped out, “Tosser,” as I locked the cabin behind us.

	I chanced offering an arm to her, and she wrapped her arms around it and hugged it to her as we headed to the gangplank. I must have sounded like some besotted schoolgirl as I half whispered, “I'm glad you came early.”

	I got my very own kiss on top of my head to show for it as she said with that sly smirk of hers on her lips, “I just don't like to drink alone, and you seemed handy, being just down the dock and all.”

	Out of curiosity, I asked, “Is there only one setting on you, full on, all the time? I'm not complaining, mind you.”

	She shrugged and hugged my arm tighter and said thoughtfully, “I suppose so. I guess it's just my armor, so I don't have to deal with the harsh realities of life. As a nurse, seeing death come in so many ways, you have two choices, either become impassive and jaded, or put up some emotional shields, look for the good instead of the bad, and soldier on through it.”

	I could see that. I hadn't thought of all the bad things and tragedies that people in the medical profession had to go through. I don't know if I had the wherewithal to handle the types of things she must have seen every day, including the untimely death of her patients. That has to weigh heavily on her, and anyone in the medical profession.

	Then I looked up at her as I had an epiphany. Was that why she took the position here at the Flotilla? The likelihood of all that tragedy was greatly reduced, as she would be dealing mostly in aftercare and health maintenance, anything more serious she would be referring to the doctor or to a hospital for urgent care. Odds were she wouldn't have to be death's handmaiden for any of her patients either.

	She just kept that cheery look on her face, ignoring my scrutiny. Was I twigging upon deeper parts of the woman who tried to project a snarky and fun visage full of witty banter? I felt I understood her better just then. Was it wrong that I felt the need to protect her? I almost snorted at the absurdity of me capable of protecting anybody when I couldn't even protect myself. But I could try.

	We crossed the lane to O'Donnel's, and I held the door for her. She got that adorable half smile, “Very gallant.” I growled, then smiled at the tolerant look she gave me. Mornings were usually crazy at O'Donnel's, but I'd never been in this early on the weekend. It was insane. We'd stopped just two steps inside the door to queue up.

	Me being me, being an articulate font of small talk, just stood there in line, feeling awkward, rocking on my heels and looking at my fingernails. I almost sighed in relief when she started asking questions about my childhood and family. Neither of which I had much to share about, especially my parents who thought me being gay was something that needed to be 'fixed' just like my epilepsy. But the questions afforded me the ammunition to fire back a volley of similar questions of my own.

	I don't think the smile ever left my face as I learned more about the woman, my mind flashing back to our kiss, and my eyes focused on her lips. I had to blink when she chuckled while she was talking about her family's yearly excursions to India to visit her grandparents, and how different the culture was there from the UK. “Hey, short stuff, my breasts are down here.” She motioned with her hand.

	I blinked and met eyes with her, realizing I got caught obsessing over her lips, knowing how sweet they tasted. Then what she said sank in. “Whaaa? You're a weird one.”

	She chuckled and asked, “So what were you just thinking about, Em?” She was baiting me, and I knew it. She knew I knew it.

	I was still a little unsure if all of this was actually leading where I wanted, so I whispered out, “Are we...”

	I was interrupted by Jake, who said, “A large coffee, black and strong for Emery, and was it a large espresso, extra foam with a dusting of cinnamon for... wait, I got this... Liss?” His eyes widened in question to the tall woman who seemed amused that I didn't get my question out, like she knew what I was going to ask.

	She inclined her head to him as I looked around. I hadn't even noticed we had talked all the way through the queue and we were standing at the counter. “Very good...” She looked at his name tag, “Jake the Destroyer?”

	He chuckled and explained, “Long story.” He slid my coffee to me and said, “Have the espresso in a jiff.”

	I started to pull out a few quid, but Liss beat me to it and laid a fiver on the counter and stuffed a couple pounds into the tip jar. “My treat.”

	I whispered to her, “This is feeling like a... a date?” Then I hissed out to the middle-aged woman behind us who had overheard and put a sour look on her face. “Yes, that's right missus nosey, we're gay. Wouldn't want to get too close or you might catch it too.”

	She harrumphed as Liss chuckled, and the woman left the queue and headed toward the door.

	Jake returned with the espresso and asked as he put the lolly in the register and the change in the tip jar when Liss indicated, “What was she on about?”

	I shrugged and he handed a cookie down to Midge as I supplied, “She has a problem with gays. She would have loved you if she caught a look at that wedding pic of you and Wendell on the wall there.”

	He shrugged and offered, “Didn't recognize her, and I remember every face. So wasn't a regular. No great loss.”

	“I've gotta know. What set her off?” he asked

	Liss said as she led Madirigal and me to a table which had just freed up, “She was put out that Em was asking if our coffee date was a date.”

	Ok, right there. How was I supposed to process that? Coffee date didn't implicitly imply a romantical date. How was I supposed to process it when... she gave me a quick peck on the lips? “Stop overthinking and sit.”

	Again, I felt a schoolgirl with a crush as my face and other more interesting parts of my body heated. Still, I wanted some sort of confirmation. “You consider this a date? Not just two mates sitting for a cuppa.”

	She chuckled out, “Of course.” Then she sighed and clarified, “Sorry, a hazard of the nursing profession. Squeezing in personal time any moment we can. This would be considered second base in my circles.”

	I was beaming inside but managed to school my face as I quipped, “Oi, I'm not that easy. You'll have to work for second base.” I loved the quirky half smile she shot me. The insecure part of me was still asking 'Is it possible?'

	She said over her cup as she took a sip of her cinnamon concoction, “You have to get over your insecurity, woman. Now, where were we? Ah, so when did you realize you preferred the company of women?”

	Ok, so I chuckled at her. She was so bad. And she seemed genuinely interested in me of all people. I decided just then that I wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. And went about answering any question she had, except about my affliction.

	That was off limits, as I knew that intellectually she may think she could handle it, but I knew from experience, that when people see how broken I really am, they react in one of two ways, and neither leave me feeling like a real person anymore. They leave me feeling like I am my disease, that it defines me, and they can no longer see the person lying beneath it.

	Either they avoided me like the plague, or worse, they looked at me with pity and treated me like I'd break if they breathed on me too hard. And already, it would break me if she looked at me with pity in her eyes.

	The ones that struck me were the ones that even my first girlfriend had never asked, and they were so... simple. My favorite color? Odd as it sounds, brown, and not because it is my last name. Favorite book? The Poetics of Space by Gaston Bachelard. He examines the spaces in our homes where our dreams and memories live. My favorite quote from the book? “Thus, an immense cosmic house is a potential of every dream of houses.”

	She cocked an eyebrow. “How about something that doesn't involve intimate architecture, psychology, philosophy? Weirdo. That's work stuff.”

	I shrugged. “Ok smart lady, what's yours?”

	She chuckled and said, “About any lesbian romance.”

	I snickered at her. “Your preferred porn, huh?”

	“Hey now, not all of them are all about the sex, they can be pretty profound and concentrate on love and emotions that bring that love about.” I cocked an eyebrow, and she sighed and whispered, “And the sex is sizzling too.”

	We shared a grin, then I exhaled and said, “You've been monopolizing the questions, now it's my turn to ask a few. I need to get to know the real Margolis.”

	She stood with a sly grin, nudging her chin to the wall clock behind the counter. “Would you look at the time? Less than fifteen minutes before my first appointment of the day.”

	Whaaa? I accused, “You did that on purpose?”

	She put her hand out. “Prove it.”

	I sighed and looked at her hand timidly, her graceful fingers wide, then reached out and took it. My cheeks started to ache since I was smiling so wide when she laced our fingers and pulled me along. “Walk a girl to work?”

	I just nodded stupidly and followed her and Midge to the door, waving back at Jake as we headed out. I looked down at our hands as she watched the traffic, looking for an opening. We were holding hands, and it felt more right than anything I had experienced in my life.

	I looked up at her in wonder, and she glanced at me and did a double-take, her cheeks rosing up. “What?”

	I marshaled my inner mischief maker to get back at her for monopolizing our time with me talking about myself. I asked with that wonder in my tone, “Anyone ever tell you that you're fairly average looking?”

	This caught her off guard, and I was internally pleased that the seemingly unflappable woman could be surprised. She was so self-confident normally. She squished her lips to one side of her face as she supplied, “Umm... can't say that they have.”

	I nodded as I fought a smile as I said, “Thought not. You're bloody gorgeous, woman.”

	She tipped her head back and treated me to a barking laugh I hadn't heard from her yet... it was adorable. “Brat.”

	Then before I could capitalize on getting her off balance, she was leaning down, her face in front of mine, our lips inches apart. “You're pretty easy on the eyes yourself, Em.”

	I was buzzing, the words not soaking in because I was transfixed by her glistening lips. I started to lean in, and just before our lips met, she smirked and started pulling me forward, “There's a gap in traffic, come on short stuff.”

	It was like a bucket of cold water was splashed over me. I grumped out, “You tease! I hate you.”

	She acted all sweet and innocent as she asked, “Really?” All she was missing was the fluttering lashes.

	I said as I checked to be sure Midge was pacing us as we hopped up onto the walk on the opposite side of the street, “No, not really, I've become quite fond of you, and that's a dangerous thing.”

	“Is it though?”

	I nodded as I contemplated it, slowing at the patch of grass for Midge to do her thing. “In my experience, yes. Beautiful, successful women don't normally give someone like me the time of day.”

	She smiled and leaned in to kiss my cheek and whispered, “It's a quarter to nine.”

	“Smart arse.”

	She squeezed my hand and took a large sip from her espresso. “Just so.” Then added, “Put some thought into where you'd like to eat for lunch. You're the London native, and I throw my taste buds on the mercy of your culinary knowledge of the city.”

	I nodded with a smirk as our footsteps clonked on the dock as we stepped onto the pier, accompanied by the clacking sound of my little dragon's claws on the wood. “I've some ideas, but don't expect five-star dining, I know where the real food that reflects the soul of the city is.”

	She stopped in front of the Persephone. “Well, this is you. See you at half past noon?”

	I nodded, and she moved in closer, and I could feel our body heat mingling between us in the cool air. My toes were curling in anticipation, and she lowered her head and snogged me properly. Her tongue tracing my lips and probing in permission for entry.

	A few seconds later she basically left me in the puddle I had melted into, saying more to herself than me, “That's two dates, now. Is it the fourth or fifth that things really get interesting?”

	I didn't care, I was still a little light-headed, doing the backstroke on cloud nine. She could get interesting with me anything she wanted.

	I realized as I watched her arse sway toward the Jabberwocky. “Oh, bloody hell... I've got it bad.”

	



	


Chapter 7 – Madirigal Was Barking

	The next four weeks were like heaven to me. I watched Liss sneak out of my cabin at six one morning, to get cleaned up and ready for work. The woman certainly acts fast when she sees something she wants. As she said, it was our fourth 'date' that things got really interesting. The first actual date in normal human dating cycles in my opinion.

	Date three, lunch had been fun, pizza at Gertrude's, my drug of choice. She had never heard of the little pizzeria tucked away in an alley in the core. She was endlessly amused that you basically ate whatever Gertrude gave you. The only thing on the menu was, 'pizza' and then a variety of drink options. I've never walked away from the place disappointed, the woman was a certifiable culinary genius with pizza pies. I was introduced to the little alleyway pizzeria by the ladies at the Flotilla, and now I can't think of anyplace else I'd like to go for a slice.

	It was late that afternoon after she finished up with more meet and greets which she said she would still be doing for over a week, that we had what I would deem a real date. I had taken her out touristing.

	I have to admit, I've lived in London my whole life, and there were things I still hadn't done because they seemed silly to me, like the overpriced tourist traps like the London Eye. But with her, I couldn't decide if it was the majesty of the city sprawling below us, or her excited profile as she looked out over it that was more beautiful to me.

	That night I had invited her in for a nightcap. And found myself fully supporting the 'take it when you can get it' relationship mantra of nurses when she had me up against the door the moment we stepped into my cabin, her lips on mine and her hands roaming my body. I may not be the sharpest crayon in the box, but I'm not a complete muppet, I had followed suit... getting to know every curve of her body intimately.

	It was two days later that she moved our nightly snogging and heavy petting sessions into my bed. I likely still have a goofy look on my face after she reminded me why being a woman is so great. Twice. And when she had undressed and almost bashfully turned to me that night, exposing all that she was, she took my breath away.

	I had traced the scars on her abdomen with my fingers and kissed each of them, knowing they had saved her life.

	It was frightening really, I had known her for such a short time, but I knew that I was falling, and falling hard for the woman.

	We were tossed out of the Zoo for making out behind the Penguin exhibit. I was mortified, but she was endlessly amused about it and couldn't wait to call Rey and Kimberly, who insisted on her putting me on the line to let me know how scandalous we had been. The bints. Was it wrong that I really liked them?

	They even came up the second Sunday to hang out with us since they both had finagled their schedules at the hospital to get the same day off, though it sounds like it was Kim fluttering her eyelashes at the other nurses to get them to agree to swap shifts that had done the trick.

	I had some quality time alone with them, repeating the mini London tour with them as we had to wait for my girl to finish her odd hours of work. It was quickly obvious that Rey was a right scamp, no fear nor apparently shame. Outspoken and brash, and funnier than hell. I saw what had attracted Liss to her. And Kimberly basically had the sense of the two, constantly reining in her girl.

	I admit to almost gushing out a, “Dawww,” seeing how Rey complied almost instantly at the reprimands from the Chinese American woman. She was whipped, and she loved it. She didn't even make any pretense as to who was in charge of their relationship.

	I found myself saying, “Yes, ma'am,” a couple time myself to Kim when I got caught up in the mischief Rey seemed far too apt at churning up.

	This just got Rey asking, “See? Right?”

	I shrugged and defended myself, “She's cute, leave me alone woman, you're shameless.”

	The ebony woman countered, “You didn't see that being a problem when you were egging me on just then, Em.” Then she cocked her head and pulled her girl to her side for a hug, telling her, “Liss did good with this one.”

	Kimmy chirped out in her Yank accent, “I agree, she's acceptable.”

	I had rolled my eyes at them, giving a sarcastic quip, “I'm so glad I get your endorsement on my relationship.”

	Without missing a beat, Rey nodded as she said, “As you should. It's recognized throughout the UK, Northern Ireland, and the greater part of Antartica. You'd be surprised.”

	Kim elbowed her lightly in the gut, then we all shared a laugh.

	Wait, the greater part of Antartica? Not the whole continent?

	Then Rey's voice lost all its humor as she said tonelessly, the smile off her face, “You best not hurt her.”

	Kim growled at her, “Reyna Martha Parker, behave.” Then she looked at me apologetically, “Don't mind her. If you're unfortunate enough to be considered her friend, then it is a life sentence I'm afraid. Overprotective is her middle name.”

	I had confided in them, “I'm not sure why she chose me, but I'm not going to complain.” Then I hesitated and looked back at Rey, eyes wide in amusement. “Wait, Martha? Really?”

	She narrowed an eye and challenged, “We don't choose the names our parents decide to torture us with. I'm sure your middle name is all sweetness and light, is it?”

	Oh... bullocks. She cocked an eyebrow in challenge, and when I didn't rise to it, Kimberly joined in, “Oooooooo. It's a good one, is it?”

	I sighed and covered my face in my hands as I shook my head, mumbling, “Constance.”

	Rey exploded in a choked off laugh and blurted, “Well there you have it then, I'll be keeping Martha, thank you very much.”

	I exhaled, I deserved it for being so cheeky. Speaking of cheeky, I asked, “What about you Kim?”

	She just beamed a smile at me, and Rey answered for her, “Kimberly Belle Ivy.”

	“Drat.”

	The tall woman just shook her head at her smaller girlfriend and agreed with me, “Just so. She's cursed with all the cuteness. I'm convinced she may be the devil, here to claim my soul for all my past transgressions.”

	Kim bounced on her toes and assured us, “It's true. I'm the devil.” Then she added tongue in cheek as she bumped her girl's hip, “I try to claim this one every night.”

	I squeaked in surprise, then chuckled with her at Rey's expense. She really was a cheeky one, now wasn't she?

	When we rejoined Liss that night, and she reclaimed my hand and lips, I was exhausted. “These two can make Jackie's ass tired.”

	Kimberly asked, “Who's Jackie?”

	Rey added, “And is she pretty?”

	I pointed at them as we all sat around my coffee table, my traitorous pup hopping on Kim's lap. “See what I mean? Are they always like this?”

	This got me a three-way, “Yes,” from the group.

	I poked my girl in the belly. “Don't you go to the dark side with them, I need just one sane voice in the crowd.”

	I think this pleased her to no end, seeing that the three of us had got on just fine and that their non-stop banter hadn't put me off. To be honest, I had never hung around the popular kids in school, being an outcast for my affliction, and I felt this is what it was like to be in a tight group of friends.

	I asked how the day went and she had decompressed, almost melting into me on the couch. “The bulk of the meet and greets are done, now it will be a trickle in from the various Slingshot properties that the Flotilla runs. Did you know that there are over four hundred people or families currently under the Flotilla umbrella, and that there have been thousands since they started their programs?”

	I felt a little awkward, even though the numbers were so high, since I was one of them, “Um... yeah.” I wondered if I could just fade back into the shadows.

	She gave me a patient look for my reaction.

	Rey gasped. “Your clinic has hundreds of patients? And you're alone?”

	My girl tickled my side with the arm she had wrapped around me, and said as I tried to squirm away from the onslaught, being terminally ticklish, “Not everyone is taking advantage of an on-site clinic. Less than twenty-five percent on the barges here at the pier and less than ten percent for the Slingshot properties since proper medical facilities are closer, though some are happy about the ability to be seen after hours and weekends.”

	She added with a shrug. “And I'm not alone, Doctor Rheen sees the more pressing cases every other Saturday.”

	Kim sat up and asked in interest, “Doctor Michael Rheen?” Liss nodded, and our perky Chinese American friend then turned to Rey and professed, “He's yummy. He worked a clinic in South Africa a village over from me when I was in the Peace Corps.”

	I blinked, yummy? “I thought you were gay.” I moved my finger between her and her grinning girl.

	Kim shrugged and offered, “I'm an omnivore.”

	Rey rolled her eyes and supplied, “She's pansexual.”

	Her girl just smirked, teasing, “Same thing.”

	Liss and I sat back with grins on our face as the two argued.

	“No you bloody git, omnivorous refers to diet, not sexual preference.”

	“Oh yeah? Well, I can eat you all up.”

	“You just don't... wait...” Rey got a sly look on her face as her eyes hooded, “Reaaaally now?”

	Oh lord. The heated look the two exchanged was full of innuendo. I grumped out. “Ok, ladies. As much fun as some sort of uninhibited sexual exhibition between the two of you might sound... ew, not in my flat.”

	They exchanged looks then started cracking up.

	Liss whispered, “They're just yanking your chain.” She thought about it a moment, “Or maybe not, they did do it like bunnies at our place every chance they got.”

	Then she pointed at them and reasserted, “What she said, not in her flat.”

	I gave them a smarmy, self-satisfied look until I squeaked when she added, “That's my job.”

	I looked around, realizing all three of them were just having a let's pick on Em session. I stuck my tongue out at them.

	Then Kim cocked her head and looked at me with furrowed brow, then asked, “The implication Lissy just made was that you aren't availing yourself of her nurse-y services? Well except maybe playing nurse after hours, that is.”

	My girlfriend almost growled as she looked at me and confirmed, “No, she doesn't want to talk to me about her condition.”

	Then my cheeks were burning when Rey shrugged, stating plainly like it were common knowledge, “Seizures.”

	Kimberly nodded, adding, “Epilepsy,” like they were playing some sort of word association.

	I spun on Liss, she held her hands up to calm me, assuring me, “I didn't say a word, and wouldn't.”

	Then the Rey pointed out, waving her hand airily toward the side table, “Anti-seizure meds on the accent table there.”

	Kim nuzzled her face in my dog's fur. “Midge is a working dog, and has an Epilepsy medic alert tag on.”

	Oh. Why were all these nurses so fricking observant? I really needed to put my meds someplace else. Like in a safe, in a cave, under the sea. The odd thing was, none of them seemed the least bit phased or put out about it.

	Kim, being quite adroit at changing the subject, asked as she nudged her chin toward my drafting table, “Artist?”

	I shook my head, watching them to make sure they weren't just trying to make the poor sick girl more comfortable by talking about other things. “Not really. Relic left over from my prior life.”

	Liss shook her head at me, giving me a ' look,' and explaining to them, “She's an architect. Yet another thing she tries to hide away from people. I swear she has a Ph.D. in obfuscation. Her work is really amazing. It has something to do with a Flotilla warehouse building on the old docks.”

	I made an “Eeent!” sound when the two women started to get up, looking toward the project I had nearly completed. One that was just a fanciful dream to me that wasn't meant for anyone else's eyes. “Those aren't meant for anyone to see. And I 'was' an architect. Now I'm a toll attendant.”

	Kimberly cocked her head and prompted, “Was? So what...”

	I stood, Liss trying to pull me back down as I said with a sly smirk, “Would you look at the time. I'm sure you two need to be getting back before you turn into pumpkins.” I faux yawned and stretched. “I should really be bringing my nurse to bed, she's a patient to see early in the morn.”

	She shook her head and denied, “No, I don't.”

	Rey said to Kim, her eyes on me, “She's deflecting.”

	Kimmy nodded in agreement, also watching me,“She is.” They sounded like they were commenting on some sort of animal kingdom documentary.

	Then almost apologetically the ebony nurse type person stood, pushing her dark curly locks over her shoulder and said, “But, the brat does have a point. We best get back home.” Then to me, she said, “This isn't over, half pint. Thanks for the tour.” To Liss, she added accusingly, “Maybe next time you'll have time to actually visit with us.”

	Margolis eyeballed her as she stood. “You know bloody well what my schedule is, you're subscribed to my Google calendar. We all know this was just you two wanting to covertly determine my girl's suitability for me.”

	I snuggled into her to support her. “Yeah... wait, what?”

	Kim actually giggled at me. They had come specifically to what? To judge me? The Yank pleaded with bright eyes to Liss, “I like this one, can we keep her?”

	I lost what little affront I had when my girl leaned her head down to kiss the top of my head then agreed, “Yes, I'm quite fond of this one.” Ok, I melted a bit and found myself beaming at them all.

	Kim virtually skipped over to us and gave us each a kiss on the cheek, then saying, “We really need to get out and do something fun as a group together when our schedules align. And, Em, don't pay much mind to us. You're now a part of the coven.”

	Coven?

	Rey said patiently to her, “No sweetie, we're bitches, not witches. When is that going to sink through your thick skull?”

	I had to smile at the short, stacked asian woman, then looked up to Liss and asked, “Is she always like this? Is there like an off switch or something?”

	My girl got an evil grin on her face as she said, shaking her head, “Alas, no. What you see is what you get with our dear Kimmy.”

	Rey sneak attack hugged her girlfriend from behind, rocking her back and forth as she shared, “And we wouldn't have her any other way.”

	I nodded and reached out an arm when she freed one of hers for a quick hug as I capitulated, “Fair enough.”

	Then Liss got a hug, and we were walking them to the door. After exchanging another round of goodnights, I cleared my throat when they slipped out on to the main deck of the barge. I put my hand out expectantly, making grabbing motions.

	Kim pouted. “Drat.” Then handed me my little dragon.

	I scolded her, “Nice try, woman. Now scoot.”

	She was nothing but sly chuckles as we watched the two go. I may or may not have cocked my head in appreciation of their swaying hips and shapely arses as they moved toward the gangplank. Then I was laughing as my private nurse placed her hand over my face, fingers splayed like a brain sucker, and pulled me back to shut the door.

	I grinned up at her and asked innocently, “What? I'm human.”

	She nodded with a smirk, then my eyes brightened as I asked, “Lissy?”

	“Dear lord. You best forget that. Only Kim can get away with calling me that. She's too bloody cute to correct.”

	I nodded in understanding as I pulled her to the couch. “Yes, Lissy.” Then I cut short any complaints as I set Midge down so I could devote all my attention to kissing my Liss. I just knew that heaven resided somewhere in her embrace.

	Now there I was, a couple more weeks later, hugging the corner of my door, in a smitten stupor, watching her sneak off to work. At least it was a short walk of shame. But this time was different, and my heart was soaring.

	Liss had given me our normal parting morning kiss, and she said, “Love you, see you at lunch.” She had said it, 'love you.' My emotions started swirling in a warm fuzzy haze of joy as my heart started beating double time. I could feel it pounding in my chest as Madirigal started growling and barking. She had been whining for a couple minutes then.

	All these memories washed through me as I started to wave at her, but my hand wasn't doing what I wanted, I couldn't voice the words, “I love you too.” Our first declaration of love. Madirigal was barking. I knew what was happening, but I was still confused, like every time it happened. My normal panic was replaced with horror, as my worst nightmare came to pass, and I was helpless to stop it as I fell to the deck in front of the woman I loved. Madirigal was barking, and I heard Liss yelling my name as my muscles started seizing and convulsing.

	



	


Chapter 8 – Running

	I was confused for a few minutes as I woke up. Wait, the hospital. Had I actually blacked out? Was it a grand mal seizure this time? I blinked, trying to remember. It usually took a bit to remember it all, but I eventually did.

	People don't think a person is aware during an epileptic episode, but we are painfully aware of everything that happens unless we pass out. But up to that point, it almost always comes back to us as our brain chemistry normalizes again.

	Wait, Madirigal was warning me, but I hadn't listened to her, my heart was racing because of something else that had my attention. I lifted my hand to my head and winced. Part of my hair was shaved, and I felt some sort of bandage. Had I hit my head? That could be good news, maybe I was knocked unconscious when I fell, and it wasn't a grand mal.

	Wait, where was Midge? I glanced around the room quickly, and held my head, wincing in pain. I looked around more slowly. Where was my dog? She had to be here, I...

	I froze at a voice at the doorway I thought to never hear again, “Oh good, you're awake. Why am I still listed as your emergency contact if you never wanted to see us again?”

	I turned my head slowly, to see the middle-aged woman I had looked up to for so many years until I came out to her. She had Midge on a leash, and my fuzzy girl was straining and whining to get to me. Bloody hell. “Mum?”

	She seemed half upset and half concerned as she stated, “Still recognize your own mother I see.” She looked down at the pup straining against the leash and scooped her up and placed her on the foot of my bed as she crossed the room.

	I scrubbed Midge's ears as the excited dog bounded up my body and greeted me with her wiggling tail and tongue. I asked my mum, “What... what are you doing here?”

	She sighed and sat beside me and placed a hand on my arm. I stopped myself from pulling away. She reiterated, “As I said, you've still got me down as your emergency contact.” Oh. I hadn't even realized that. It was an oversight I'd have to correct post haste once I could get my bearings.

	She nudged her chin toward Madirigal as she said, “It was my turn to sit up with you. All those other women parading in and out of the room, leaving flowers and cards are taking turns with me. I assume they're all lesbians too?”

	Ok, now I was laser focused. A familiar anger welled up inside. This was more of the same shite as when I first came out to my parents. I said in exasperation, “Not every woman I know is a lesbian, mum. I know you don't I?” I froze in my admonition and went back, “Wait, other women? Who has seen me like this?”

	My heart started beating faster, panic rising. I couldn't let Liss see me like this. The one good thing to ever happen to me would be over. I couldn't live with myself if I saw the pity in her eyes I've grown to hate all my life.

	I heard the blood rushing in my ears in time with my pulse as Midge started whining and pawing at me. I looked down at her. Good god, I didn't need to work myself into another episode. I started trying to calm myself as mum went on, “Settle down, Emery, you don't want to trigger another seizure. I didn't come here to fight. As hard as it may be to believe, I love you and so does your father. I'm just trying to understand.”

	I interrupted, repeating more adamantly, “What women mum?”

	She paused and looked at me like I was still loopy then just waived a hand airily as she said, “Those well dressed Flotilla women. One was that gay singer, Tabby Cat.”

	“She's just a singer mum. You don't have to label her 'gay singer', it doesn't change who she is if you do. And she is a good friend.”

	She cocked an eyebrow and asked in disbelief, even though she had just said Tabby had been here, “You're friends with a mega pop star?”

	I nodded and offered with a tinge of venom over her disbelief, “A few actually. J8 and the Purple Horseshoes for example. They are all great friends with Paya Doshi, the woman who runs the Flotilla Project.”

	I froze, realizing mum now knew I had failed at everything in my life and wound up homeless if I was living at the Flotilla. Could my life get any more messed up? Now she'd have more ammunition with dad to say, “I told you so.” Even though my current state had nothing to do with my sexual preferences and everything to do with my messed up body.

	She surprised me by saying, “Ah yes, Paya Doshi, she's been one of the women taking shifts. Spectacular woman, that one, and what she does for the disenfranchised of the city is commendable. Your father and I made a donation yesterday to her cause.”

	She couldn't even bring herself to say homeless, she had to use words like disenfranchised. But I was surprised she had liked Paya. She obviously thought every female in my life was gay, and she and dad had made it clear they didn't approve of that 'lifestyle choice.' It isn't a lifestyle choice, it is just who I am. I'm right-handed, have chestnut hair, am gay, and I like dogs.

	Wait... yesterday? “How long have I been in here?”

	She cocked her head and said, “Almost two days now. You've had us all worried.”

	“I've never been out more than a few minutes. How bad was this one?” Midge started growling at me, and I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and calmed myself. Good girl.

	She shrugged and said, “Not much worse than normal, it was you hitting your head on the railing of the boat that had everyone worried. You gave yourself quite a concussion. They were going to do more tests if you didn't come around today. There was a bit of brain swelling but not too severe.”

	I had hit my head? That explained the migraine. To mum's credit, her face was creased in worry. Much different than the red face she had as she and dad were arguing with me that I needed to see a psychologist so that I could 'get better,' like being gay was some sort of disease.

	Then what had happened before I lost consciousness started to crystallize in my mind. The familiar confusion had fogged my mind over as the seizures began, I remember Midge had been trying to warn me, but I was preoccupied with Liss when she said she loved me.

	I gasped out, “Liss!” She had been calling my name. I remember hearing her running up to me as I convulsed. My head hurt so much, and my ears were ringing, that was new, must have been from hitting my head.

	I felt tears burning my eyes at the memory. No. She had seen. The one thing I dreaded ever happening. I cared for her so much, and now she'd be like all the rest, treating me different. Looking at me with that pity in her eyes I hated with a burning fire.

	I sat up and pulled out my IV, stating in desperation, “I have to get out of here.”

	My mother was there, grabbing my arms to stop me from getting out of bed. She was asking with worry in her tone, “Emery, what are you doing? You need to stay in bed, the doctors need to...”

	I cut her off as she hit the call button.

	“Did Margolis see me like this?” I asked?

	She looked confused as she tried to apply a little pressure to lay me back down.

	I hissed, “Liss.”

	Her expression clouded over as she said distastefully, “The nurse who says you're dating?”

	I shot a scathing look her way and rolled my hand. She nodded, “Yes, Miss Doshi and the others practically have to drag her out as we take shifts, otherwise she'd be glued in that chair there like the first few hours.”

	I pushed her arms away and lowered myself on shaky legs, repeating, “I have to get out of here.”

	She gave me the look, the one she gave me when I was misbehaving as a little girl. I locked eyes with her and said, “If you ever loved me, then do this one thing for me now. I have to get out of here.”

	My mother again looked concerned, and it confused me. They acted like they didn't love me anymore when I had left the house the day I turned eighteen. They had been treating me like some sort of alien had taken over my body. But here she was with that same look of concern she got when I had my first epileptic seizure.

	She looked as if I had just slapped her. Then she asked in a small voice, “Against medical advice?”

	I nodded and winced at the pain it brought about. My voice cracked as I whispered, “My life is over anyway.”

	To my surprise, without a word, she nodded and helped me get dressed and brought me out to the nurse's station. There she argued with them until they had me sign a form stating I was leaving against medical advice, just as mum had said. Midge was whimpering most of the time, reminding me not to get too worked up.

	When we got out the doors, her leading me to her car, mum asked, “What's going on Emery? Why did you do that?”

	I almost yelled at her as the tears flowed down my cheek. “I can't. I just can't see her looking at me in 'that' way. I finally rebuilt my life a second time, and now it's strewn about like so much shattered glass.”

	She looked worried as we got into her car and I hugged my living dragon to me. The only thing left to me that was good in my life. She loved me unconditionally and never once let me down. I whispered over and over to her, “You're such a good girl.”

	I looked up when mum started the car and asked, “Where are we going?”

	I was running... wasn't it obvious?

	“I need my car and my things. Please bring me to the Flotilla.” I had to be fast. Before they found I was gone and came looking. I'd take just what I needed. I couldn't face Liss.

	I was such a coward.

	She just watched me the whole time as she drove us the short distance to the pier. When I got out with Midge, I told her something I never thought I'd ever tell her after I left the house, “Thank you, mum.”

	She asked, “What's going on Em?” She must really be worried if she wasn't using my full name now. Had I misunderstood the signals my parents had been sending. I took a chance, “I promise, I'll ring you and explain everything. Right now though, I have to go.”

	She looked at me for a long moment before nodding just once, a mix of pain, concern, and... hope? In her eyes. Then I turned and started toward the Persephone as fast as I could without my head feeling like it was going to split in two at any moment.

	I scolded myself. It was all my fault. I had always been a coward. If I had a shred of courage in me, then none of this would ever have happened. There is a procedure my doctors keep recommending, but it involves operating directly on my brain. There were so many complications that could leave me worse off than I was with my epilepsy. Sure the odds were slim I would suffer any of those complications, but I didn't want to take the chance. I was a coward then, I'm a coward now.

	If I had, then Liss would never have seen what kind of freak I really am. I've lost her. The one woman I thought I could love forever.

	In the cabin, I started stuffing my clothes and a few belongings into a shoulder bag and grabbed my uniforms. I started for the door and hesitated. The women here at the Flotilla had befriended me and given me my life back. I was going to miss them as much as I would the sultry Indian-Brit who held my heart.

	I scribbled out a thank you note, telling them just to donate the rest of my stuff to charity. I placed the key to the cabin on the note on the counter then headed out to my car, telling my pup, “Come on girl. Time to go.”

	I just drove for a while. I was determined that this time wouldn't be like the last. After being sacked and not being able to find a job as the bill collectors lined up, and wound up living in my car with Midge and all my worldly belongings.

	I didn't need all that stuff anymore, they were just things, something I learned the hard way. This time I had small but serviceable savings, not enough for the first and last month's rent and damage deposit that most rental managers demanded, but enough to live off of. And I had something now that I hadn't back then. And I would not wind up on the streets because of it. I looked at my mobile as I drove and dialed a number as I looked at Madirigal, telling her the difference, “This time, girl, we have friends.”

	On the second ring, he answered, and I said before he could say anything, “Robert? I need a huge favor.”

	He started babbling, “Emery? You're awake! The Flotilla contacted us to say you had a seizure and were in the hospital. I visited.” Then he added with pride only he could muster, “The cactus was mine. I figured that everyone brings flowers, so not one to be cliché, I bucked the system.”

	I almost snorted. I could actually see the awkward man bringing in a cactus and probably singing a little ditty as he did so.

	He said, “Hang on a moment.” Then I heard him place his hand over his phone as he yelled out, “Oi! I'm on my mobile here. Those round things buggin' outta' your forehead are called eyes. Use them and stop laying on your horn old woman, you're somebody's gran for God's sake!”

	Then he was back, sweet as punch as I felt a smile breaking through the wall of self-reproach and heartache. “Now then, where were we. Can I come visit? I'm doin' a shift and a half to cover for your absence, so won't have much time.”

	I shook my head, wincing, then told him, “No, I'm out of the hospital now. I... I was just wondering if you had room on your couch. I'm finding myself in need of a place to crash until I can get a flat of my own.”

	He sounded confused and started, “But the Flotilla...”

	I cut him off and closed my eyes a moment as I finished for him, “Is not in the picture. Can you do this for me, no questions asked? Please? I've no place else to go.”

	I could imagine him standing up straighter as he said, “Of course. But there is one condition.”

	I sighed and asked with one squinted eye, “And what's that? Bob?”

	He sounded on the verge of a laugh, “None of that lesbian porn you're reading, pretending it is actual literature. A man's castle doesn't need to have all that girly stuff in it.”

	I snorted and asked, “Castle? It's a second story walkup over a Thai restaurant.”

	He just asked me over a car honking, “Just so. Would you like curry with that?”

	I sighed and let him know, “You're not as funny as you think you are, man. For fuck's sake, see what she wants if she isn't tossing her toll in the basket.”

	He chuckled and shared, “She's a thousand years old, she shouldn't be in such a hurry.” Then he added, “I'm off in an hour, I can meet you at my place then.” He paused, and I cocked an eyebrow like he could see me, and he seemed to self-reprimand, “Right, no questions asked.”

	Then I heard the horn honk again, and he rang off, cutting off his exasperated, “Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, woman...” Ok, so the man really was as funny as he thought, but it was just a byproduct of the strange social graces he had. I loved that he didn't take himself, or anything else, seriously. He's the first man I can truly say is a true friend with no ulterior motives.

	My mobile started ringing, and I glanced down to see Paya Doshi on the screen. I turned it off then looked at Midge who was finally relaxing a bit, I guess I had calmed enough that it wasn't causing my body chemistry to set her off anymore. “Ok girl, let's get you walked, and then something to eat before we meet Robert at his flat.”

	Damn it, I hadn't grabbed her food before we left, we'd have to hit a market along the way for some kibble too.

	



	


Chapter 9 – Conference Call

	I smiled as I was heading down the hall to Em's room when I saw Kim motoring my way.

	She grabbed my hands and kissed my cheek, saying quickly, “I came as soon as I could, Lissy. Rey will be here soon, she's finishing up a double shift. How's our girl?”

	I shook my head in wonder. She and Rey had virtually adopted Em the moment they saw her. They were just as smitten as I had been when I first saw her that night in the rain in her sexy uniform, coming to help me with my car. My girl was short but mighty.

	Kim prompted as she looked down the hall the direction I started leading her, “She awake yet?”

	Shaking my head I said, “Not yet, but the Cerebral Edema is subsiding. No immediate complications from her mechanical force trauma are surfacing. X-rays are clean, no fractures. So her...”

	Kimberly took my hand and gave it a squeeze and shake, stopping me from reciting Emery's chart, which I had memorized as I sat beside her. She had taken quite a blow to the head on the railing when her seizure took her muscle control from her. But my girl has a hard head, and I knew from experience in the emergency room, that her prognosis was good.

	And I know that she's a fighter anyway, so she'd be ok. But as logical as all of that was, my heart ached so much. Nobody likes to see the person they love in the hospital. Unless of course you found an empty storage room during a break for a little heated time together.

	“She'll be fine. You don't need to worry about her. It'll take more than a bump on the head to slow her down.” Kim sounded so sure and reassuring.

	I looked down at the diminutive woman, her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, making her look much younger than her twenty six years. I pointed at the room at the end of the corridor. “The women keep kicking me out, saying I was obsessing. Em's mum made me go eat lunch, she's with her now.”

	Kim hesitated, and stated plainly, “I know things were rough with Emery and her parents, I'm surprised she's here.”

	Giving an expectant look, I said patiently, “Come on, Kimmy, she is her mother. Yeah, she's a bit reticent around me and the girls, deep seated homophobia, but she's lightening up and we're getting on ok now. Besides, whether she knows it or not, I think she's got some of the rainbow in her herself, judging by the way she's always looking at Paya appreciatively.”

	My erstwhile companion asked, perking up as she asked, “Paya, your mini-me from the Flotilla?”

	I exhaled, giving her the look a mother would a precocious child, “As in my boss, yes.”

	She nodded with a grin worthy of Rey, “Well we simply must meet this fun-sized version of you.”

	“Perverts. You and Rey are perverts. And to think, I always thought you were so sweet and innocent.”

	My smile left my face when we stepped into Emery's room and nobody was there amongst the forest of flowers, balloons, and cards, and the odd, large cactus sitting on the table. Who brings a cactus to someone in the hospital?

	The empty bed had my heart beating faster. She was finally awake! But the IV needle sitting on the bed gave me pause. I turned to look at the bathroom door and tapped on it. “Em, are you in there?”

	No answer, so I opened it and looked inside. I rushed to the bed in a panic and grabbed the chart hanging from it. Had there been a complication, had the swelling increased and they had rushed her off for a craniectomy or some other procedure? Kim slid next to me to read over my arm. Everything looked fine, she had been showing improvement, so where was she, and where was Mrs. Brown?

	The smartarse Yank looked up to me and winged a thumb to the bed as she said from the side of her mouth, “She ain't here.”

	I rolled my eyes and smiled at her. “I can see that, Sherlock. Seriously, don't quit your day job. Lets go see what's going on here.”

	She nodded sagely, and stated, “The unexpected.”

	I made a fist and lightly bopped her atop the head as I shook my own. “Again with the Captain Obvious?”

	“I strive to contribute to any situation.”

	I chuckled as we approached the nurse's station, “You're just lucky you're so cute, or wouldn't get away with it.”

	She just nodded in staunch agreement. Yeah, she knew how cute she was and used it like a weapon. I could easily see how she had won Rey over and domesticated her so thoroughly. I asked the nurse on duty, “Good afternoon, missus, where might Emery Brown from room 304 been moved to?”

	She gave me an inscrutable look as she pressed her lips together in a thin line before sharing, “Miss Brown has left AMA, with an older woman twenty five minutes ago.”

	I blinked dumbly, not making any sense of what she had said, “What do you mean she left? And against medical advice?” Why would she do something so reckless?

	The woman saw my distress and reached out to lay a hand on my arm to comfort me, “She wouldn't even wait for a medical consult.”

	I blinked and Kim's voice cut through my concern and confusion. “You go find our girl, I'll get her things from her room here.” I nodded dumbly and found myself walking toward the lifts. I glanced back to the nurse on duty, “Thank you, missus.”

	Her mother had checked her out? Took her somewhere? Em had told me they wanted her to got to some sort of conversion therapy to 'get better' when they learned she was gay. Had her mum just kidnapped her to bring her to some sort of de-programming horse shite? For some reason I couldn't see that, Mrs. Brown had seemed genuinely concerned and I got the impression that she wanted to reconnect with her daughter.

	First thing's first. I pulled out my mobile as I headed to my car, I hit my first speed dial, the one with a picture of a knight as the icon. Em didn't answer, it rang and rang then went through to voicemail, “Emery, what's going on? Where are you? I'm worried. Please call me when you get this.”

	I rang off as I reached my car and got in. Now where would she go? And why? We had finally been brave enough the other day to say our first love yous, and I swear that was the best moment of my life. I started driving as I tried to think like an intelligent knight in shining armor. WWLD? What would Lancelot do?

	I couldn't think of a rationale for this, and didn't understand. The only place I could think to look was home, so I started for the Flotilla as I rang up Paya. Maybe she'd know something I didn't. At the very least, she could let me know if Em was there.

	I smirked at the, “Go for Paya.”

	Then I rushed out in a jumble, “Are you at the Flotilla? Is Emery there?”

	She sounded confused as she said slowly and carefully, “No, I just got to the hospital to check on her. Is she not there? What's going on?”

	Well crap on a three legged stork. I exhaled then supplied, “No she isn't. They said she checked out of the hospital against medical advice while I was at lunch. She's conscious, but still not out of the woods. Brain swelling is nothing to play around with. I don't know why she's doing this.”

	She muttered a curse under her breath and then said, “Hang on a second, let me ring Ange in.” A moment later I heard ringing, then, “Hiya Paya. Whats up boss?”

	“Don't call me boss.”

	“Yes Paya.”

	“Are you on the Persephone?”

	Angie said with happy overtones, “Nope, I'm at the Steinberg over in Hammersmith, the Lings are moving out today, I'm getting Diana set up to take their flat, she's been on the Slingshot list coming on six months now. Whatcha need?”

	Paya sounded like an annoyed chipmunk as she sighed over the line then asked, “Who's over at the pier?”

	Ange sounded speculative and her tone was much more measured when she said, “Likely Lenore, or Reid, there's a run needing to be done to one of the contracted properties. Hang on a jiff I'll tie them in.”

	Paya blurted, “Ange,” but it was too late, she was off the line, then a moment later she was back and we heard ringing.

	On the first ring, I recognized Speedy's voice, “What's up boss?”

	Then it was Angie who was saying, “Don't call me boss?”

	The quick response was, “You got it boss, what can I do for you?”

	Angie sounded amused as she said, “Paya's on the line, she wants to know...”

	“Hiya Paya!”

	Paya sounded just as amused, “Hi, brat. I'm going to kill Tabby for getting you all to greet me that way.”

	Angie soldiered on, “She want's to know if you or Reid are at the pier right now.”

	“You betcha, we're both here, ze is fighting with me over who gets the next run. Hang on, I'll put hir on speaker with me.” Then she was yelling, “Reid!”

	“Yes boss?”

	“Don't call me boss!”

	It was like listening to those old black and white comedies from America, the Three Stooges. And if I hadn't been worried sick about my girlfriend, I'd be laughing my arse off just about then. This was the party line from some comedy dungeon.

	Then she said, “Ok, we're both here, what did you need? Oh and Paya, June and Vanessa are here, they dropped by on the way to lunch to see if you wanted to join them.”

	I heard a Yank with a powerful, musical voice say, “We're here Paya, where are you?”

	“I'm at the hospital, June, and we have Emery's girl on the line with us.”

	“Oh, how is Emery doing? Tabby has been keeping us updated.”

	I blurted, “For the love of all that's holy! Can someone just tell me if Emery is on the Persephone?”

	Someone with a cute voice, I assumed to be this Reid person, chirped out, “I thought she was at the hospital.”

	I figured that was it, I was going bonkers, I was living an Abbot and Costello skit. Who's on first? I blurted again, “She checked herself out against medical advice and I'm worried.”

	Then the line was silent, I heard rustling and multiple people running. Lenore was saying, “Checking now. Hang on a second.” All the humor was gone from her voice which now sounded tight with concern.

	Someone said, “Look.”

	Lenore was saying, out of breath, “Looks like we just missed her, her car pulled out across the way.”

	I whispered, forgetting they could all hear, “I don't know what she's doing,” then, “Can you follow her? She's not answering her mobile.”

	And what I heard in response was the last thing I wanted to, and the last thing I expected, Speedy... Lenore said with a surety and calmness in her voice, “No... I won't follow her. I know what she's doin'.”

	What? They were just going to let her go.

	Paya started, “Lenore...”

	But the girl had a steel in her tone that I hadn't heard from the contrary runner, who was Angie's right hand woman, “I know what I'm talking about. If we follow now, it will just make things worse.” Then she added in a hunted voice born of some sort of intimate knowledge, “Believe me... I know.”

	Tears were flowing down my cheeks, I was just a couple blocks away by then. Paya said with realization in her own tone, “Ok, I trust you Speedy. Everyone, meet at the the Persephone in fifteen minutes. Lenny can fill us in.” Then she added to me, “How are you holding up, Liss?”

	I took a deep breath to center myself, nodding to myself. Though I was feeling like I was in the middle of a panic attack, I said, “I'm right. Be there in two shakes.”

	Paya said in a voice full of compassion and understanding, “Ok, sweetie, I'll be there in a jiff. Got it everyone?” There were murmurs of agreement, then the leader of the Flotilla said, “Great, Paya out.” Then the line went dead, she had rung off, severing the mass conference call.

	I pulled into the car park and stopped in my assigned space, to see the group of women, except Paya, all waiting for me. It was odd, but in the short time I had been at the Flotilla, I have grown to see them as my ever-expanding family.

	My eyes widened at one newcomer. Bloody hell, this June lady was J8! And the cute, umm... androgynous person beside Lenore I've seen around, he... umm... she? Was her assistant runner. The other woman in the black hoodie who was holding June's hand must be Vanessa.

	They all had the same look of determination and support on their faces.

	Angie wrapped an arm around my waist when I stepped out to join them, “Come on, lets get to the pilot house to wait for Paya, then maybe Lenny can shed some light on what is going on.”

	I nodded dumbly and let myself be led along. It felt like the entire Flotilla had my back, but I still looked at the street as we walked, wondering where my knight in shining armor was off to.

	



	


Chapter 10 – Going Crazy

	I was just going through the motions, half out of my mind with worry for Em the past week. I glanced over to Mrs. Adami from the Tennessee barge, as I reapplied the bandage to the nasty cut her son, Vince had received on his arm while out playing where he shouldn't have been. After I had irrigated it, I saw it was deep but of no real danger to the child. Though it did need three stitches which he sat through like a trooper.

	“Just replace this bandage once a day, keep it clean but don't get it wet for the first few days. Come see me next week.”

	She asked something in a mash-up of Hungarian and poor English, I got the general gist of it, but Vince translated like he always did for his mother. “She asks if I need anti-umm... something.” Then he asked her something in Hungarian, and she responded, looking a little frustrated with herself.

	I already understood and supplied, “No, no antibiotics. It is only a deep cut, the stitches were just to hold the tissue together better so it can heal properly.”

	She chastised him, and he looked down, but I knew the look, whatever she told him not to do, he'd likely do again. Children were children after all.

	Then I smiled crookedly and voiced it to her, “He was only doing what boys do. I'm sure he'll be more careful next time, lest he comes to see me for more stitches.”

	He instinctively pulled away from me then defended, “It was Megan, she dared us to climb it.”

	I chuckled in understanding. “Ah. Women have us doing many things we ought not.” I shared a secret with him. “It is a superpower of theirs.” I offered a fist, and he fist bumped me.

	I stood straight and helped him hop off the exam table, asking him, “So... were you able to complete the task for her?”

	He gave me a grin with two teeth missing on his freckled face, the gap awaiting his permanent teeth to grow in making him adorable as he nodded. “I was the only one to get to the top... before I fell.”

	Nodding in appreciation, I replied, “Well good on you. Just next time, be more careful.” I held up the needle with the suture silk to punctuate my words.

	His eyes widened, and he absently put a hand over his bandage as if to protect it from me as he chimed out, “Yes, Nurse Davies.”

	I led them to my desk, and I typed in a couple things into his records and had Mrs. Adami sign the electronic tablet. “There we are, all sorted.” I tipped the container with the suckers down toward Vince, and he enthusiastically chose an orange one.

	I led them to the door, handing a printout of care instructions for the sutures to the woman giving her son the universal parent 'behave' eye. Then she leaned in and kissed first one then my other cheek saying something in Hungarian that sounded like praise then in broken English, “Thank you.”

	I did chuckle when Vince dove off the platform stretching his arms wide on the narrow stairs to slide down the railing to the main deck, his mother letting fly a string of chastisements. She looked at me and rolled her eyes. I patted her arm as she uttered one of the few Hungarian curse words I knew, “Szar!”

	I offered, “Good luck,” as I shut the cabin door behind her. “Yup, kids will be kids. I wish I had their energy sometimes.”

	I sighed and started peeling out of my scrubs, then cleaned up and sanitized the area before I headed into my living quarters, my mind already returning to Emery, my heart straining. That was the last of the appointments for the day, I was drained physically, and since my girl ran off, emotionally too. But the girls said I had to stick with the plan.

	They didn't understand. Em wasn't like anyone else. I've dedicated my life to helping others, and I enjoy it and excel in it, but Emery... Em was the first person to help me. And without even knowing who I was. My knight in shining armor. And when I saw her in that uniform, my heart had started beating harder in my chest. I know that part is superficial, but... just, yum! That was the icing on the cake.

	And just a few minutes of speaking to her had me yearning for more. That had never happened to me before. It was as if I were lightning and she was a lightning rod I was attracted to inexorably. I was captured, and I didn't want to ever be released. And here I had thought that love at first sight, was the nonsense ramblings of fairy tales.

	I thought back to that terrible day. The day Em had checked herself out of the hospital. When Paya had joined us at the Flotilla. She had just marched past us like a woman on a mission, no greetings, and with neither pomp nor circumstance. We all just fell in behind her like we were caught in the gravity of her wake. Even June fell in step behind us without a word. It was easy to see just who was in charge here at the Flotilla, and there was no question in anyone's mind.

	We circled around the small conference table in the pilothouse of the Persephone, and then the charismatic woman paused long enough to hug me and hold me at arm's length, saying, “Don't worry Liss, we'll get this all sorted.” Then we sat. And I wanted to believe her. Just then it felt as if I had an ice pick through my heart, I felt useless in my debilitating worry over my girl.

	She made a show of taking a deep breath, and I followed, and even through the turmoil of my emotions I almost smiled when I realized almost everyone else had too. All except June and the woman in the hoodie, both of who just leaned against the wall behind Paya, looking to be the most confident people in the room. The only thing that broke that impression was that other woman kept moving her hand over to touch June's arm every few seconds in some sort of obsessive compulsive gesture. If I didn't know any better I'd say she was checking to see if June was there.

	Paya said, “Tabs is on her way, so Speedy, you seem to have some idea as to what is going on with Emery, and why she would do this? Care to clue the rest of the class in?”

	All of our eyes swung to the runner who had almost impossibly curly hair. She looked around at all of us, steel in her eyes as she reached up to absently twist the gorgeous Celtic wedding ring on her finger. Then she exhaled when her eyes met mine, and she gave me an almost apologetic smile filled with the kind of pain and knowing in it which told you she knew what she was talking about when she shrugged and stated plainly, “She loves you.”

	I stared at her. That was her answer? I mean it made me happy that others could see what I had hoped to be true. What was worse, most of the group were nodding with the sad realization on their faces chiming out in a group, “Ooooh.” I was about to explode into exasperated pieces all over the floor.

	Before I could try to dive over the table to shake Lenore until her meaning dropped out of her pockets, Paya's gaze moved to the window. I found myself looking as well as a beat-up old sedan pulled into the car park.

	Even in my distress, I had to smile when Tabby Cat popped out of the beast and started motoring our way. The woman was a multi-millionaire, and she drove an eyesore of a junker when she could drive any car in the world.

	She sort of reminded me of those copper top batteries with all the energy she had, topped off by her copper-colored hair and eyes. She took the steps two at a time as she headed up to us, moving like a twenty-year-old instead of thirty something.

	She opened the door and backed in, trying to look all sneaky as we all just stared at her until she turned around and froze. Giving a single sweeping wave from her wrist, she asked, “Umm... hi?” She hit us with a thousand-watt smile, then sobered and asked Paya, “So what's happening? You can't just dump a 'possible code Speedy' on me and ring off you manky bint.”

	Lenore cocked her head and narrowed eyes in suspicion as she asked, “Code, Speedy?”

	Paya fluttered her eyes at the runner and said, “Shush now, sweetie, the adults are talking.”

	Angie sighed and held Lenore from behind as she growled and made a show of pretending to go after their leader while Reid started giggling at the sight. Speedy grumbling out, “I'd adult you right upside the head if you weren't so cute, woman.” Then the space exploded into chaos as everyone started speaking at once, slinging one-liners, and playful banter back and forth.

	Again I wondered if I was caught in some sort of tragic comedy. Were these women always like this? I glanced over to see June was still just leaning against the wall, looking every inch the superstar she was, and she winked at me and brought her fingers up to her lips, and then I was wincing at the shrill whistle she produced.

	All eyes swung to her, and she didn't say a word as she smirked, but the other woman said in an American accent, “Ladies, please. Stay on point.” June nodded once to punctuate.

	Paya shoved Tabby's shoulder playfully, moving the woman toward the last open chair at the table, then said, “Right then, Speedy, you were saying?”

	Lenore again looked far too knowledgeable on the subject as she sobered quickly and said again, “She loves you, Liss. And she's ashamed of her affliction. She never wanted you to see her like that, wouldn't want to see any pity in your eyes. So she's running.”

	The others nodded, Ange placing a hand on Lenore's shoulder for support. I got more an inkling Lenny was speaking from experience like I had twigged. I just blinked and whispered, “But... but why would I ever look at her in pity? I love her.”

	She hugged herself. That was something I have never seen from the headstrong woman who had tamed McGrath, the muscular Irish handy-woman of the Flotilla... insecurity. Like a big sister, Angie was grasping her shoulder. Lenore shrugged and said, “It's because she loves you, she is running. Just knowing her for the short time I have, I know she is afraid people might define her by her disease, or worse yet, pity her. That would mean a difference in the way you saw her, and that would break her.”

	I started to open my mouth but she held up a hand. “I'd bet the Deirdre that she's terrified to see that in your eyes. No matter how misguided that may be, fear has a power of its own that sometimes has people seeing the logic from a skewed lens.”

	I blinked at her. I knew I didn't give a shite about Emery's affliction, and I was hopeful all the women in the room knew that too. It scared me that it might be possible Emery didn't know it. I looked at Speedy, she was one of the youngest of the group there, but she seemed to have the haunted look of someone much older adding to the feeling that she knew all of this from personal experience.

	I whispered, “What do I do?” I was lost.

	Speedy stood up, and it was like with a mental effort, she shoved her own ghosts aside and gave me a confident, knowing smile. “She just needs time. Time to remember who she is and remember your love.”

	I didn't want to give her time, I wanted to go to her and re-profess my love. I felt... broken. She had already become such an integral part of myself. It was like a piece of me was missing. The young woman had moved beside me, and she took one of my hands and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

	“You might think you're not strong enough to wait, but you're not alone. We have your back. In the meantime, we have to come up with a grand gesture to remind the woman how you really see her.”

	Cocking my head, I whispered to myself, “A grand gesture?”

	Everyone turned to June, who had just pushed off of the wall to smirk at the collective, and said with all the surety in the world, leaving no question, “I've got this shit.”

	They all started just nodding, smiles blooming on their faces. I looked a question to Paya, and she said, “If June says it, then it is already done. I could tell you stories about what she and her group has accomplished in the past, but I'm sworn to secrecy, and in some cases, by court order.”

	Huh? Ok, were we slipping back into their world that was disconnected from reality again? I was feeling like just one more thing would leave me laughing maniacally on the floor.

	It was Reid who chirped out, “Who's that?”

	We had followed her gaze to where she was pointing out the window to the pier. A middle-aged woman was standing at the gangplank, then she looked at a slip of paper and scurried up the ramp. I asked, “Mrs. Brown?”

	I rushed to the door. Paya and Tabby followed me, with Paya putting her hand out to say, “Sit, stay!” To the rest. They all made disappointed groans, Speedy barked and sat on a chair, waggling her middle finger at her boss. Was that smart? Apparently so, because Paya looked pleased as punch by the gesture and bobbled her head.

	Ange called after us, “Don't think this gets you out of telling us about this bloke you are running off to the States to meet, woman!”

	Paya gave me an evil grin until June asked Ange before the door closed, “What?!”

	Then the stylish woman grumbled, “Drat.”

	I had to ask, “You're meeting someone in the Americas? Is it a romantic encounter?”

	She sighed and looked at an extremely interested looking Tabby and said to me while giving her best mate the evil eye, “Maybe.”

	I couldn't probe anymore as we got to the main deck to see Mrs. Brown knocking on Emery's cabin door. I asked as I moved ahead of the other women, “Mrs. Brown?”

	She stepped back, seeming indecisive as she looked at her clasped hands. “Miss Davies, Miss Doshi. I... umm, Emery had me drop her off here from the hospital. I just wanted to check up on her. She's not answering.”

	I cocked an eyebrow, had the girls been mistaken when they thought they saw Em's car driving off? “She's here?”

	She shrugged. “I dropped her off here a couple hours ago. She... she was talking to me. She said maybe we could talk. I shouldn't have helped her check out, what if she has a relapse? I just...”

	Paya looked concerned and stopped her. “So she's here then?” Then she was getting her master key out, knocking on the door. “Emery? Are you there? It's Paya Doshi, we're coming in.” She unlocked the door, and we all swarmed in like women on a mission.

	Tabby said as she moved through the main room toward the bedroom, “Maybe she's asleep.”

	I shook my head and said what I knew to be true, “She isn't here.”

	Tabby stopped and glanced in the room anyway then looked back at me. I shrugged. “Her noble steed would have come running out to greet us?” They all looked like my trolly had skipped the rail. I prompted, “Madirigal.”

	Paya gleeped out an, “Oooh,” then spun in place like the dog might be hiding behind her. She froze and picked up a key and a note from the counter, frowning at it.

	My girl's mother looked concerned as she asked me, “Where is she?”

	I started, “Lenny thinks she...”

	But Tabby interrupted from the drafting table that my girl has put up an invisible no-fly zone around, but it never stopped me from looking at her masterwork. “Paya? What are these?” Her voice was tinged with excitement, and she started paging through all of the drawings and floor plans.

	Paya moved over, and Mrs. Brown and I joined them as Tabby looked up and told Paya as she stabbed a finger at the plans. “I want this!”

	Paya's eyes widened as she started paging through the plans as well, stopping at the external view of the building, whispering, “Bloody hell.”

	Mrs. Brown asked, “Emery did these?” Her voice was full of wonder.

	I looked at her confusion which in turn confused me. “Yes, she did. She's an... well, was an architect?”

	When she said, “Oh,” looking almost ashamed, I got it. Em had left home after she turned eighteen and never looked back. Apparently, her mother hadn't even known she had gone to college.

	She saw me looking at her, and she stepped to the sofa, sat, and placed her face in her hands. “I've been a failure as a mother, haven't I?”

	I sat beside her and hesitated, then wrapped an arm around her while Tabby and Paya looked the plans over. The elder Brown looked up at me with watery eyes which looked so much like her daughter's. She asked hopefully, “Tell me about her?”

	I pulled her up by her hands and smiled and stepped her back to the girls. “This can tell you all you need to know about your daughter. This is Emery's greatest vision, which she thinks isn't good enough to be shared.”

	We all just went through the drawings of one of the support warehouses that the Flotilla had bought down at the old docks. It was an amazing renovation, a fusion of the original structure and retro victorian architectural additions that turned a warehouse into something grander.

	The second level was all living spaces for at least a dozen families ringing the structure, leaving the center open to below. Greenhouse style skylights leaving the lower level exposed to sunlight all year round.

	The notes she had scribbled in all the margins told us her thinking in all her decisions, both structural and utility, and what she envisioned for each space. The lower level was composed of a ring of street-facing shops that she mentioned could be run by residents of the Flotilla and Slingshot Programs. There was a daycare to help out the parents in the programs who had jobs to help them get back on their feet without the worry of the high cost of childcare.

	One area was labeled as a gym for members of the programs, and classrooms to learn English and vocational skills. The entire central area, however, was the jewel in the crown of the building. An atrium... an indoor park with grass and trees that was open to the skylights above, where she had jotted ideas such as a year-round farmer's market, or indoor street fairs and activities that were open to the public.

	Paya said, “She's created not just a multi-family dwelling, but an entire community. Why hadn't we thought of daycare and vocational classes?”

	Tabby sounded just as stunned as she said when she pulled out another sheet, “She's thought of everything. Look at this.”

	We all stood behind her as she laid the sheet on top of the others, and there was a sketch of the city along the Thames like it were just an abstract blurring of the city except for all of the Flotilla properties, all within two blocks of the river. She had a series of docks along the river, one near each property.

	Her notes had a bunch of questions. Such as postulating a water taxi service for Flotilla and Slingshot residents that could ferry them to her amazing vision of the warehouse she had named simply “The Dock” so they could participate in the programs.

	Tabby pointed at Paya again and said with certainty, enunciating each word clearly and precisely, “I... want... this.” She stabbed her finger at the plans to punctuate.

	My eyes were on Mrs. Brown, who was looking at the plans, reaching out timidly and placing her hands on them, her fingers tracing the lines on them. She had wonder and pride... and shame in her eyes.

	She looked at me and asked, “My daughter drew these?”

	I nodded and said, “She's an amazing woman.” Stepping over and sitting on the couch, she followed. Then I added, “And now she's running.”

	She said as she slowly nodded, “She does that. In my case, it was for a good cause.” We shared a sad smile.

	Paya, being so smooth and stealthy, said to her best mate, “That's our cue Tabs. Exit, stage right. Run away!”

	I sighed loudly, “Subtle, oh boss lady.”

	She automatically replied, “Don't call me boss, we'll be upstairs,” as they slipped out the door, waving at us as they fled.

	I paused at the irony, I had become one of them, and that was endlessly amusing to me. This tight-knit group of people in the Flotilla felt like family to me already. I was already slipping into their banter patterns.

	Em's mum looked at me in confusion, I explained, “The unsubtle twins are giving us a moment to talk.”

	She looked at the door then me, then chuckled without humor. “They are pretty amazing.”

	I nodded and told her, a wistful smile on my lips, “As is Emery.”

	She smiled at that as she studied my face almost critically before asking, “You really do love her don't you?”

	I nodded, laughing at my own emphatic nod, “I really do.”

	“Tell me about her.”

	The next hour we just talked about everything I had learned about Emery's life after she left home. And she told me about the precocious girl with the indomitable will she had been before that. I don't think my smile could have grown any wider.

	Then I walked her to her car letting her know the ladies had a plan to bring Em back home. I promised to call her when we did. It was a bit shocking when she said, “I can see what Emery sees in you.” She hugged me and was off. Then I turned my eye on the rambunctious women up in the pilot house, and steeled myself for whatever convoluted plan they had dreamed up to find and get my girl back to me.

	And now here was what June had called E-day, and it was almost time for me to do my part, now that June's plan had been going on all week. “Softening the target.” They acted like it was some sort of covert mission, and I had been swept up in it, going crazy in anticipation.

	That was my last appointment, so I locked the clinic's door and headed into my cabin to get ready for that night.

	



	


Chapter 11 – Slightly Perturbed Birds

	“Em, Em, Em, Em... Another one...” Robert droned on and on. I sighed heavily and exhaled as I moved past the stubborn bloke, pulling up my slicker over my hat to brave the storm raging outside the Toll House while he sat with his feet up on the counter, playing that Slightly Perturbed Birds game on his mobile.

	This whole week had been insane. To my immense shock, the committee who ran the College Road toll gate had taken me back immediately. I expected to be sacked like every other time my employers were inconvenienced by one of my episodes. They were very accommodating, though they had somehow heard I had checked out AMA, so insisted that for two weeks the attendants were to double up.

	That was it. They didn't seem put out or even shown pity. Mrs. Green, who had been the one to speak to me, said everything matter of factly like this sort of thing happened every day. It was surreal that the most mind-numbingly boring job I had ever held, was the most understanding people I have ever worked for, and they didn't judge.

	So to my surprise, and endless torture, they had assigned Robert to be my second, telling him it was about time he got off the night shift anyway.

	I slapped his feet, and he lowered his legs to let me through the forest of Black Knight Scabiosa and Snapdragon flowers crowding the small space, saving a little stuffed nurse bear from falling to the floor as I opened the door.

	There, driving another vehicle from the Flotilla fleet was a woman I recognized from one of the barges, and her three kids all grinning at me and waving. I sighed and smiled and waved back as I stepped into the downpour. I moved to the driver's window, and the woman rolled it down and just held out an adorable little brown bear in a nurse uniform, complete with a stethoscope.

	I accepted it and sighed as she handed me a quid. I tossed it into the basket, and she went through when the gate rose without a single word. I knew better than to ask any questions. I stood there in the storm and just watched her flip a u-turn and toss a coin in the other basket and drove off down the way she had just come, the children all smiling and waving the whole way. It was an adventure to them, and a lesson in embarrassment for me.

	I looked to the Toll House and said to Midge, who was standing in the doorway, watching me instead of coming out into the miserable weather, “Traitor. What kind of support dog are you?”

	Robert supplied helpfully, “One a spot smarter than you I'd assume.”

	I narrowed my eyes at him as I rejoined them in the shelter of the booth. “You can be replaced with the business end of a toilet plunger, you know mate?”

	He chuckled at me as I tossed the bear to him, which he placed in a pornographic position with another nurse bear on the counter. I cocked an eyebrow at him as I slapped his feet again, and he let me through to my stool.

	He pointed out for the seventy six thousand, two hundred and third time, “They're not going to stop until you do the right thing and get out of my flat and go home to your girl.”

	I chuckled and pointed out, “You're obligated to say that, and just want me out of your man flat.”

	He complained, “You've gone and girled it all up.”

	I sighed out, “Your limited vocabulary is showing, you mean I cleaned it up.”

	He shrugged and went back to slinging birds on his mobile, “Semantics. And I have purple curtains now. Purple. What self-respecting ladies man has purple curtains?”

	I had to chuckle at him. The poor bloke didn't have shades that worked at his flat, and you could see him wandering around in his boxers from the street if he moved too close to the window in his room. I know, my retinas had been burned out the first time I inadvertently looked up there from the sidewalk. I've not seen such an expanse of zombie-pale flesh in my life.

	I... 'gifted' him some curtains the very next day and helped put them up myself to save further destruction of my or anyone else's eyes.

	But truly, the bloke was a godsend. True to his word, he took me in, no questions asked, and Midge and I have been crashing on his pullout sofa bed since.

	“Twas for the good of all mankind. And I'm pretty sure I'm the only lady in your life, Casanova. So shush you.”

	He placed his hands over his chest. “You cut me to the quick.”

	I looked at him, for all he has always been a great source of banter and amusement, I knew he was doubly so now to keep my mind off things I've been dwelling on since I left the Flotilla. I told him, “But really, Bob, you're a good bloke, my best mate. Love you for that.”

	He just shrugged, pretending it was no big thing as he kept playing, but I saw the slight raising of his chin and blush on his cheeks. He was going to make some anime and science fiction loving girl a great catch one day. If he doesn't wind up stumbling and breaking his neck that is.

	Truly, a man with the grace of an upside down flamingo shouldn't have had so many tripping hazards strewn about his flat like he had. That was my first task when he had taken me in, making sure his 'castle' was free of said tripping hazards. It wouldn't do for him to wind up with any broken bones on my watch.

	And his idea of cooking was takeout from the Thai place downstairs, and some sort of chocolate crunch cereal he ate without milk. Though he takes every moment to complain about all the changes I've brought about at his place, he hasn't once complained about my cooking, nor eating proper meals since I arrived.

	It felt like he was my funny and gangly little brother, even though he was a year older than me.

	He sighed and asked, “You do realize that you'll eventually have to do something about all of this? Sooner rather than later would be nice.” He waved a hand airily around the flowers and bears without removing his attention from his mobile.

	Then he added as I looked at the overflowing space, “If you don't want her, you can have her ring me. I've a regal chin, so I've a chance, right?”

	I smirked and tossed another bear at him, which he bobbled in his hands, dropping his mobile then bashing his head on the tabletop when he bent to pick it up, and almost falling off his chair when he pulled back, overcompensating.

	I bit back a chuckle, and he eyeballed me suspiciously, then added the bear to his suggestively posed nurse bears, making a bear-erotic scene. I exhaled long and slow. “You're incorrigible.”

	He obstinately went back to his game. “It's one of my endearing traits. Tell your Margolis this when you bring me up.”

	I wasn't going to win, so I let it drop, instead just looking down to where Midge curled up in front to the heater vent, soaking up the heat. “You're as bad as he is, girl.”

	Then I told Robert while I settled in to let the water drip off of me as I tried to warm back up, “She's not mine anymore.”

	It was his turn to exhale dramatically, looking over his mobile to take in the forest of flowers and menagerie of bears. “Pull the other one, will ya?”

	I had to stop to follow his sardonic gaze, it was overboard and sweet in a cutely awkward way. All these knights, dragons, and nurses. I'm not daft and knew very well the symbology. And I was weakening. I had been determined to stay as far away from the Flotilla, as far away from... her... as I could.

	I just knew that everything would be different between us once she saw me flopping around on the deck of the barge like a breakdancing narwhal. And of all the people in this world, I didn't want to see that look which it instilled into every person I have ever known. And I wouldn't be with someone out of pity, no matter how desperately I loved her.

	I looked around. Was I wrong? It was too late though, wasn't it? Even if I had been wrong, I had still run from her. How could she be with someone so monumentally fucked up?

	Yet... I looked down to the tiny space left on the workspaces that wasn't covered by the offerings, and marked the log, indicating I had interacted with a vehicle. Under interaction, I simply wrote 'bear.' When the caretakers saw the last dozen or so pages of our logs, they were going to be one hundred percent confused. Robert flatly refused to deal with them anymore and just made me take the gifts. They would always just ask for me when he tried.

	It had been the day following my flight from the hospital, after showing up for work with Robert after speaking with the committee that it all began. We had settled in, punched the time clock, and looked over the log from the night shift. The new girl, Juanita, had only one entry, entered at the very end of her shift. She looked almost manic as she said, “Thank the Great Spaghetti Monster in the Sky, the morning shift has arrived.”

	I approved of the woman's sarcasm, you needed it for this job. And she got extra points for referencing our lord and master of the noodly appendages who boiled for our sins, ramen.

	It wasn't five minutes and four cars later when the first umm... delivery vehicle pulled up and stopped. When they didn't toss a quid in the basket, Robert put a hand through the window and waved them on, “Oi, the toll basket is right there.”

	When they just tooted their horn, he sighed and prompted, “Call it.”

	“Heads.”

	He flipped the coin and muttered, “Bloody hell,” as he stood and moved out the door, Midge trying to follow him out, tail wagging, until I made kissy sounds to call her back while he said under his breath to me as he went, “Probably a Mensa candidate who didn't have the grey matter to actually bring proper change.”

	I chuckled at that as the door shut behind him. I heard muffled words exchanged, and then he walked back in and sat down, putting his feet up on the counter as the car idled outside. I glanced at him, seeing him pull up a game on his mobile and asked, “Well?”

	He waved airily as he said, “I dunno, they asked for you, when I asked what about, they wouldn't say.”

	I stood up and chastised, “Why didn't you say?”

	He shot me a toothy grin and explained, “I assumed you'd twig to it after a bit.”

	The man was certifiable. I moved past him, slapping his feet, and he pulled them back so I could pass with my trusty tiny dragon. I hesitated, recognizing the sleek black SUV with the tag Flotilla-07 next to its plates. It was one of the fleet vehicles from the Flotilla. I almost dodged back inside, except for the fact I didn't know the grinning teen in the driver's seat.

	I took a deep breath to center myself then stepped to the vehicle's window, Midge on my heels, cocking her head, looking as curious as I was. I prompted, “One quid toll.”

	He asked brightly, “Emery Brown?”

	I nodded carefully, then he bubbled out, “Brilliant.” Then he handed me a potted plant and held up a quid for me.

	I blinked at the little reddish purple poofy flowers that were on wiry little green stems, looking like something from someone's gran's garden rather than the type of flowers you'd see at a florist. I looked up from the live plant. “What's this?”

	He looked at the coin in his hand. “The toll I s'pose.”

	I narrowed my eyes at the boy who didn't look old enough to be driving, but then again, anyone under twenty looked like a child to me now. “Not that. This.” I held the pot up. Then the cheeky boy just stared straight forward, not even acknowledging me, still holding the coin out.

	With a growl, I took the coin and threw it in the basket myself. I promoted, “You best be on your way if you're just going to be obstinate then.”

	He gave me a little wave then drove through the gate. Then to my surprise, as the gate lowered, the boy turned around and went through the other side of the gatehouse, tossing another quid into the other toll basket and just drove back down the road the direction he came.

	I watched the car leave. Now that was a little surrealistic and as confusing as hell. I stepped back in, Midge running around me looking up to the pot in my hands as I examined the flowers then looked for a card or something. There was none.

	I set it in the middle of the wraparound counter and then proceeded to stare at it. Robert sat up and asked, “What's that?”

	I shook my head and shrugged, still looking at the almost fragile looking stems that looked to be straining to hold the colorful little dark purple balls up. “I dunno, the cheeky boy wouldn't say. I've never seen this flower before, what is it?”

	He got an almost aristocratic look on his face as he sat up straighter and shifted his mobile toward the plant and said, “The Flowered Up app can identify it.” He took a picture then furrowed his brow and said, “Scabiosa atro- umm- atropurpurea? Common name is Black Knight.”

	Something inside me twinged at the name, and I wasn't quite sure why, but I had to cock an eyebrow at Bob instead of figuring out why. “You've a flower app on your mobile?”

	He went back to his game, saying like he didn't expect endless teasing from me, “I'll be thanking you to never bring that fact up again.”

	“Why do you have a...”

	He interrupted, “When I find a woman who finds herself not adverse to me coming courting, then I'd not like to make the mistake of bringing her flowers that meant 'I'm sorry your mum died unexpectedly in a steamroller accident' or some such other non-romantic thing.”

	I had to pat his leg and tell him truthfully, “Any girl would be lucky to have you.”

	He nodded and said speculatively, “I suspect so, but could you twig them in on that for me?”

	I sat back just grinning at him. Maybe that could be my new project, finding him his soulmate since like an arse, in my panicked retreat, I failed to take my drafting board with me. It's for the best I suppose, since the life of architecture was a failed dream anyway.

	At the bottom of the hour, another vehicle stopped at the toll house instead of tossing their toll, and beeped their horn. Again, Robert lost the coin toss, and again he trudged back inside a few moments later to sit down and started browsing through some social media website on his mobile without a word. Swiping left on the screen. If I were to think of a word to describe the bloke, subtle would not even make the top seventy-three on the list.

	I stood, and Midge and I made our way out to a beat up truck, a huge bear of a man I had seen around the pier asked in a deep gravely voice which sounded like ancient stones grinding together, “Emery Brown?” I nodded as I cocked my head in curiosity. He just nodded back and handed me some potted flowers, Snapdragons, then held out a coin. It all hit me like a runaway carriage. The Black Knights and now Snapdragons?

	It was Liss, playing on her romanticized version of our first meeting.

	I narrowed my eyes at the man, who went about ignoring me, just holding out the coin, a smile threatening at the corners of his lips. I grabbed the coin from him and growled out, “No need to be smug now man.”

	Tossing the coin in the basket, I watched him motor through the gate and just turn around to go out the other gate. I couldn't help myself, I smiled at the flowers as I stepped back in with my trusty dragon. My heart ached for what I had lost, and I wondered if, in time, Liss wouldn't see me as some sort of broken person.

	I found myself starting to second-guess my flight from all that I knew and loved as I set the flowers down next to the others. Bob supplied without looking away from what he was doing, “Snapdragons. Didn't even use my flower app.”

	Exhaling and grinning, I pushed my heartache back down behind my shields. “Thanks for that, Captain Obvious.”

	“I live to please.”

	The top of the next hour another vehicle stopped at the gate, it was another Flotilla fleet vehicle. Robert didn't even look up, from where he was reclined back, Midge curled up asleep in his lap. He just waved his hand in the air airily. “I believe this one is for you.”

	I exhaled and stepped over his legs and out into a chill breeze. It was Bea! The hugely muscled woman who worked on the mechanical and plumbing systems for the Flotilla and Slingshot Properties. I think she may be mute since I've never heard her utter a single word, yet she somehow communicated well.

	I moved up to her window, and the woman gave me a wink and held up a cute little bear in a nurse's outfit, making it dance in the air. Ok, it was simply adorable, doubly so being held by the woman who had biceps as big as my thighs.

	My exasperation and embarrassment couldn't come to full bloom, what with the look she was giving me. It was if she could see right through me. My fear, my pain, my... heartbreak. And that look somehow conveyed so many things to me, most startlingly, understanding so deep I had to look away from her eyes.

	I muttered to her, “What makes you so damn insightful?”

	She smiled and shrugged and then moved her hand out the window with a coin on her thumb. With a flick, it spun toward me, and I instinctively started to lift a hand to catch it, but instead, my eyes widened as I followed the arc over my head to see the coin land perfectly in the toll basket. Wow! I turned back, but she was already gunning the engine through the open gate.

	I scurried to the other side before she could turn around, and watched her flick another coin in the other basket. That was both entertaining and impressive. I waved at her from the hip, and she smiled and waved back as she roared past.

	Then I looked down at the bear in my hands. “Hello there. You're such a cutie. I think I'm going to call you Little Liss. That will teach her to be all sweet like this.” Oh lord, I was rhyming now.

	When I re-entered the toll house, Robert looked up and made a grabbing motion toward the bear. I hugged it to my chest. “Get your own bear, this one is mine. Little Liss.”

	He harrumphed. “No flowers?”

	I made the bear dance in front of his face like Bea had done. He snapped his teeth at the little thing, and I pulled it back protectively, stroking it. “Animal.”

	“Please, put that on the list of my redeeming features when you speak to your nurse about me. So that's a regal chin, and an animal in...”

	He stopped, looking at the stapler I had picked up, eyeballing him. Then I prodded, “Why oh why do I put up with you?”

	“Because you'd be on the streets if you had a more sensible best mate, I suppose.”

	I tapped the tip of my nose and pointed at him. “There's that.” Then I let him see the little bear as Madirigal opened her eyes long enough to determine if it were a chew toy or not.

	I looked around at the symbolism of the three gifts, and it almost broke my resolve. I missed Margolis so much it hurt.

	Then every half hour until we left for the day, different vehicles stopped to give me flowers or a bear. I was laughing maniacally by the end of my shift.

	There had even been one bloke, red in the face, panting and puffing on a bicycle who pedaled up with a bear. Had he come all the way from the Flotilla on the bike?

	I figured that had been the extent of the insanity as Robert and I retired back to his place. He noted, “It seems having a motor vehicle is more handy than public transit, the coach would've taken twice as long to get home. Maybe I should take the time to learn to drive myself.”

	My eyes winded at that. “Hold the phone, You can't drive? I just thought you were being environmentally responsible by riding public transit.”

	“Oi. I didn't say I didn't know how.”

	“You just said you should learn.”

	He pointed accusingly at me. “Don't go using facts and logic woman, they're both lost on me.”

	I had to chuckle at him. “I can see that.”

	We found out the next day that the madness had only begun.

	All week long, every half hour, a resident or worker from one of the Flotilla programs dropped by a knight, dragon, or nurse bear.

	The other attendants wondered what madness had befallen our little gate house, I'm quite sure Robert had given them exaggerated and completely inappropriate explanations. Judging by the various bear-erotic scenes he had been setting up around the booth. I had the presence of mind to place Little Liss on the 'do not touch' list. I'll start worrying about my best mate's state of mind if he starts taking pictures of his efforts.

	I had long since broken, believing that perhaps I was wrong as to how Margolis saw me, but it was too late now. I was so conflicted and ashamed of how I handled the situation to be able to face her again with any shred of my dignity left intact. So it was best just to hold her as the most treasured of my memories. A reminder that there is truly good left in this world which seems intent on beating us down. I knew now, that one day I could be happy again.

	



	


Chapter 12 – Dark and Stormy Night

	Friday was a dreary day. The storm gods were determined to show us mortals, who sometimes forget that we are subject to the whims of nature, who reigned supreme. This was punctuated by streaks of lightning that lit the sky, and rolling thunder that reverberated across the land shaking the world with its power. The punishing downpour from the dark clouds in the grey sky, however, did not deter the delivery of the reminders of how important a cog Liss had become in the machinery of my heart.

	The days had been growing shorter, and near the end of the shift, the street lamps had already been on an hour. I was looking forward to getting back to Robert's flat and into some dry clothes. I felt like a damp prune, feeling as though I had had to swim out to the Flotilla offerings every thirty minutes. The little box heater in the booth just wasn't up to the task of drying me out between deliveries.

	An hour before my shift was over, a car pulled up and started idling outside. Robert looked at the time and didn't even bother standing... it was of course delivery time. I mentally did a tabulation, knowing it was time for a Black Knight.

	Midge made a distressed sound and snuggled into Robert's lap when I looked at her to see if she would brave the storm with me. Nope, the fuzzy traitor. I pulled up my slicker, looked down at my duck boots and sighed as I pushed out into the darkening evening.

	I looked up to see a tiny, sporty car, revving its motor. Behind the wheel was an expectant looking Kimberly, and in the passenger seat sat Rey. The ebony woman swung her fingers from me to her eyes then back again. Before I could think of anything to say as the window lowered, and Kim tossed a coin in the toll basket, and she revved the motor once more, and they drove through. Rey pointing at me the whole time they turned around in the lights of the toll gate to go back the way they came after flicking another toll in the other basket.

	Rey never lost eye contact with me until they passed behind the booth.

	Gulp.

	That was frightening. But they were in on whatever Liss' plan here was since they arrived on schedule. Ok, now I was disconcerted, and thinking about how terrible and selfish a person I was.

	I thought to escape a last foray into the breach when our relief came, but no such luck, another set of headlamps pulled up outside, tooting its horn as the three of us sat around watching the seconds tick down on the clock so we could do the time card punch dance.

	I signed heavily as Bob just waved me off lazily with a flick of his fingers. I saluted him with my middle finger and pulled my slicker up over my hat. I exhaled and stepped into the rain, Midge was too smart to follow me out as she just sat in the doorway, cocking her little doggy head as if she were wondering how dense I was to willingly step out into the tempest.

	I narrowed an eye at her judging doggy eyes then smiled at her as I turned to the Flotilla SUV and froze. A smiling Paya Doshi was looking at me through the cracked open car window. Tabitha Romanov was with her, as well as Angie, Lenore, and June Harris-West.

	They were all just giving me cheesy, toothy grins and waving at me as I sputtered out, “Miss Doshi?” Then I looked down, feeling small under the chastising look the woman gave me. “Paya,” I corrected. That made her beam that winning, far too cute smile she wielded adeptly like a weapon meant to disarm.

	I was disarmed.

	She chirped out with a surprising amount of compassion in her tone, and none of the admonition nor pity I had expected, “It's time to come home, Emery. We all miss you. Nurse Davies, Liss, needs her heart back.”

	With a smirk, she looked at the overflowing gatehouse, “You've been surprisingly resistant to her attempts to get you back.”

	I glanced back to see the greenhouse the booth had become and had to cover my mouth to stop a snort, seeing Robert in the doorway, making two nurse bears kiss, and umm... never mind.

	Paya's face screwed up in humor, and she asked me without taking her eyes off the bizarre display, “Is that bloke right in the head?”

	I shook my head and said with equal humor, “Not even remotely, but he is my best mate, so I've got to ignore it.”

	She kept watching him for a moment like one would a train-wreck moving in slow motion before she pulled her gaze back to me expectantly. I shook my head. “I... can't. Liss...”

	Paya interrupted, “Loves you, you dense eejit. So do we. We hope you feel the same and will come home to the Flotilla, where you belong.”

	I whispered, admitting my own cowardice, “She... she saw.”

	Tabby almost crawled over Paya to poke her face into the window opening, her copper-colored eyes ablaze. “She's seen that a thousand times and more in her job, and worse. Do you think that a stupid epileptic episode would make the woman look at you any differently? You're only hurting her and you by letting your own insecurity win out over love. So finish up here, get in your car, and get your butt home to where people love you.”

	The others were murmuring their agreement with her chastisement, sounding again to me like a comedy skit gone so horribly wrong. I was so thankful for this dark and stormy night, the driving rain hiding the tears making their way down my wet cheeks.

	I whispered again, after a huge wave of rolling thunder passed, “I'm not strong enough.”

	It was Bob that called out in an almost angry tone from right behind me in the storm, “Oi, that's so much bullshite, Em. You're the strongest person I know. Now either step up or forward my list of redeeming qualities to your nurse. It's actually ok to be happy, so stop running from it and wallowing in self-pity and woman up.”

	I smiled at him, and punched him lightly in the stomach, he made a show of doubling over as I told him with fondness, “There's more to you than just a teddy bear fetish, mate. And Margolis is taken... I hope.”

	My emotions were everywhere. Sheer terror was constricting my very soul as I just nodded and the women cheered.

	Everyone laughed when Bob looked up at the sky. “It appears to be raining.” Then he said to me, “Drop a mate at his flat? You can pick up your shite this weekend.”

	“You're awfully certain I've the spine going through with this.”

	He nodded. “I do, and the faster I get rid of you, the faster my flat becomes my manly castle again.”

	The girls looked between each other, a little nervous and distressed then Tabby called out, “We'll drop you at your place, Stretch. She needs to get home now. Her, umm... mum is waiting at the Persephone. Besides, we've business to discuss.”

	They all looked at her in confusion for only an instant, then they were all smiling and nodding like gits saying things like, “Absolutely,” or, “Yeah, that's it.” Why did I feel that games were afoot?

	He beamed at them and handed me Midge's leash that led back to my dry pup in the doorway of the toll house. “I've punched us out.” He stuffed something in my pocket as he dashed around the car, to slide into the front seat with Tabby and Paya.

	I hid a smile as I heard him saying to the occupants of the vehicle as Paya rolled up the window on me, “Has Em shared that I've a regal chin and... bloody hell! You're Tabby Cat!” The poor bloke would likely suffer a heart attack when he realizes J8 was in the car as well.

	I pulled out what he had stuffed into my pocket and had to smile at Little Liss. After tucking her back safely away, I started to move to close the door when Paya tooted her horn again. Oh. I manually lifted the gate before I realized she hadn't paid the toll. The little rat. I smirked and waved to my replacement and started walking for my car as they turned around. The cute Indian-Brit was going to have to pay the other toll, that'll teach her.

	A few seconds later they were buzzing past me as I made my way to my car, tooting their horn and everyone cheering out into the rain from their lowered windows. Lunatics! True. But entertaining as hell lunatics.

	My heart was beating faster in an odd mix of apprehension and excitement as I realized that I was actually going to do this. I was going to earn Liss' forgiveness if it took my entire life, or as long as she would have me. If I hadn't already destroyed everything that is.

	My pulse was so quick I started to worry, but I looked down at a wet and perturbed looking little fuzzy dragon at my feet, and she wasn't whining or concerned, so it was just your every day average panic attack then. I chuckled nervously at that thought, but my mind was elsewhere, lost in the chocolate brown gaze of the nurse who owned my heart and soul so completely.

	But, what would I say? What would I do? I didn't deserve someone like her. I wasn't beneath begging for her forgiveness. All these thoughts were swirling around in my head as we slid through the passenger door of ol' Annie.

	Midge shook, spraying water all over the inside of the vehicle. I sighed at her. I started Annie and sat there in indecision as her motor warmed up. Could I really do this? Go back to my life that had so much more promise, where I felt loved? Part of me was still terrified that Liss would look at me differently, and the others were wrong. It was the terrified child inside of me who had run before when the way my parents looked at me had changed after I came out to them. I could just drive with Madirigal and not look back, then I wouldn't have to face my failings.

	I put the car in gear, my foot still on the brake pedal as I looked at the intersection ahead of me, to the left led to my past at the Flotilla, the right to a new life where nobody knew me, and I could start fresh.

	I looked at Midge as I took my foot off the brake and drifted up the lane in the storm, the wipers barely keeping up with the torrential downpour. “What do you think girl?” The sky lit up as we reached the intersection and I slowed as the thunder rolled over us.

	I still didn't know what I would do when I looked down at a soft ticking sound, to see that I had put my turn signal on. I hadn't even realized I had done it. I bit back a sob and composed myself, and sat up straighter as I saw the little arrow blinking left. I nodded, and we turned left, driving a route that I had driven so many times before.

	We drove past the park, and I was nervously babbling to Midge, asking her if she missed the pier as much as me. Talking about anything but what was really on my mind. I slowed a bit when through the storm I saw emergency blinkers on the side of the road. Some poor bloke had broken down on such a miserable night. I did not envy them, just a minute out in the storm at a time had me soaked to the bone.

	I closed my eyes and chastised myself, knowing I couldn't just drive past without asking if they were right. “Bloody Hell Emery, you're not right in the head.”

	I pulled in behind the vehicle and then found it hard to breathe as my headlamps lit up a form. I blinked, knowing the lightning and rain were playing with my head. But when the skies lit up the world for just a moment, I saw standing there in the rain, with a tire spanner in one hand and a pleading hopeful look on her face, was the woman I had tried to profess my love to, right before I ran from her life.

	I just stared at her as the report from the lightning strike shook the ground. She was even more beautiful soaked to the bone like that, the rain flattening her already straight hair to frame her angelic face.

	I hear myself whispering as I mechanically took the car out of gear and pulled the emergency brake, “Liss?” My own voice was tinged with disbelief and awe.

	I slid out into the rain, my headlamps lighting Margolis in the night. I said in a hoarse voice to Midge, “Stay here where it's dry and warm, girl.”

	I pulled my slicker over my hat and walked hesitantly to where the woman, whom I dearly loved playing nurse with, stood in the storm.

	I took a deep breath remembering vividly the first time I laid my eyes upon this beautiful creature, and I channeled that moment as I said as if we had never met, “Good evening Miss, you look to be in a bit of a spot.”

	Her lips quirked up in a smile as she mimed innocence, then repeated the first words she had ever said to me, “Not at all officer. I think I have this all sorted.”

	Then she looked unsure of herself... the first time I have seen that on her face. She said almost shyly, “Still riding to people's rescue I see.”

	“Liss.” I didn't know what to say. My terror and insecurity clawing at my consciousness to pull themselves to the forefront. Any self-confidence I had ever had just shattered.

	She looked up to the sky as the roiling clouds lit up like they were mired in a snapshot in time, the discharge flashing its light down upon the Earth where us insignificant humans could only marvel at its ferocity. “It's raining.”

	I nodded, and she almost asked, “I'm not that person.”

	I knew what she was talking about and I saw everything in her eyes except the one thing that would have torn my heart into pieces. There was no pity, only patience, and hope.

	I was nodding, she was nodding, the world was nodding. Then the thunder rolled over us, causing us to jump. I looked past her and at the tire. “You don't have a flat.”

	She shrugged and stated, “Doesn't mean I don't need saving... that 'we' don't need saving.” She had just kept walking toward me as she spoke until she was standing directly in front of me. It was as if I could feel the gravity of her pulling me in, and I was lost to it, unable to pull free, and I didn't want to escape.

	I found myself in her arms and crying into her shoulder. “I'm so sorry, Liss. I'm a coward.”

	She shook her head and pushed me gently back to hold me at arm's length so she could look me up and down. She shook her head. “No, you're Princess Charming, and that over there...” She indicated Midge who was going crazy in the car trying to get out to her. “Is your noble steed.”

	I was chuckling a broken sob as I pulled the nurse bear out of my pocket and I made it dance in the air as I said like a lame idiot, “Little Liss.”

	She chuckled, and I realized it wasn't just raining rolling down her cheeks. Shrugging she mumbled, “It's something about every good plan needing animals.” Then she started to lean down, and hesitated, her lips just shy of mine. I swallowed, my whole attention on her lips, and I broke and stood on my tip toes to close the gap, and we were kissing like we were desperately gripping a lifeline.

	Then I was crying as she held me. After a few seconds, she said again, “It's raining.”

	“Yup.”

	“Let's go home.”

	“Yup.”

	Then we both started to each other's cars and stopped and shared a chuckle. She offered, “Let's take yours, so we don't inconvenience the little dragon.”

	Bloody hell! I was so Liss drunk that I hadn't remembered Midge wasn't at my side.

	I nodded, and we slipped into my car, Midge just about mauled Liss with her tongue, she had grown to love my nurse too. It was almost surreal. I hadn't lost her? I still had a home to go to with her? The Flotilla hadn't given away my cabin?

	The raven-haired beauty said as she tried to wring some water from her hair as I just stared at her in wonder, “The going home part works better if you actually drive.”

	I smirked. “Smart arse.”

	“All day, every day.” Then she paused and said, “We can talk in the morning... we need to talk in the morning. But right now, I miss you.”

	“I've missed you too. I'm so...” She held a finger up to stop me, cocking an eyebrow as I put the car in gear and we headed home.

	Instead, I offered, “Your battery will likely be dead in the morning if the car isn't towed.”

	She winked and shared cryptically, “Doubtful, June has it covered.”

	Then she reached over with the hand not petting the little dragon on her lap to grab my free hand. She whispered almost shyly, “Love you.”

	I nodded, she had shown me the truth of that this week and I felt inadequate and guilty as I whispered back the words that I had tried to before, “Love you too.”

	I parked on the lane down from the Flotilla, it feeling oddly haunting to me to be doing that again, even though I had only been away a week. And to my endless embarrassment, as Liss walked me proudly to the Persephone and my cabin, unlocking the door for me, the people lining all the barges were all cheering and wolf whistling at us. Dear lord, it had to have been every resident plus some.

	As soon as we stepped in, her dropping the key on the entry table, she turned slowly and deliberately, blocking my way past as she crouched and unclipped Midge. Then she stood, “Now... about you running away.”

	I swallowed, but her eyes were burning with a fire that had certain interesting parts of me heating.

	 

	Then she kissed me.

	



	


Epilogue

	It took us a week to get things sorted after we got our Emery back with our Nurse Davies. And I was fielding in-depth questions about my impending holiday in the States.

	“Come on Paya, just a hint? Was it that cute sound engineer, Tobias?” Tabs almost whined out.

	I shook my head. “Nope. Stop prying. I told you we've been taking it slow. We want to be sure of things before we announce it to everyone.”

	Ange asked, “How can you be sure when you've spent virtually no physical time together with... oh is it an older man? Tim Phearson?”

	I chuckled and shook my head at her fishing expedition. The bints had even taken to bribing Zilrita over at London Harmony with hugs if she would give them a list of the blokes that came over with Harmony Trax for the meetings. “Not Tim, though I'm not convinced he doesn't have a robotic lover. Now stop asking. We're thinking of making things official if this trip goes well. Otherwise, people would put so many expectations on us.”

	Speedy opened her pie hole, so I shoved a pastry in it from the plate on the conference table in the Persephone to shut her up. I challenged her, “No.”

	She chewed with a vengeance but was silent.

	“There's a girl.”

	Then I changed tack on them. “Now before I need a ride to the airport, I want to make sure we have The Dock all squared away, I don't want to hold up any progress on starting the renovation just because I'm half a world away.”

	Speedy said from around another bite of pastry, “Oh, I can drive you.”

	There was a resounding panicked chorus of, “No!” from the peanut gallery. I love Lenore dearly, but my heart can barely take the terror of riding with her. How that girl has never been cited for reckless driving, nor been in an accident, I don't think we'll ever know.

	Tabs crunched on some microwave popcorn with a silly grin on her face. I prompted, “Enjoying ourselves are we?” She nodded vigorously with a toothy smile, then munched another handful of popcorn. I rolled my eyes and winked at her.

	I glanced behind Lenny to the towering redheaded Irish woman sporting that adorable pixie cut with shaved sides. She grabbed Lenore by the waist with her powerful hands and lifted her like a toy to move her aside so she could step up to the plans laid out on the table.

	Lenore gave her girl a little shove from behind, which was wasted on McGrath, who didn't even notice. She's the only woman I know who comes close to being as muscular as our Beatrice with her huge demolition hammer.

	The handy-woman said, in her playful Irish accent, as she leaned on her arms, hands splayed flat on the plans, “It seems our dear Emery has thought of everythin'. The OHP signed a waiver as the building holds no historical significance. So the borough council approved the renovation after the city gave us the permits without suggesting any changes to the plans.”

	I looked to Tabby who was sitting by a positively pale looking Emery. This was their baby. Tabby had fallen head over heels for the project the moment she saw it on Em's drafting table last week, and she would move hell or high water to make the plans a reality. It would be the crown jewel of the Flotilla, and everything we had ever hoped we could do for those who just needed a little leg up to get back on their feet.

	I don't know how we had not thought of many of the ideas our new official live in architect had included. Some seemed so simple and common sense to us now. I think the biggest thing on the plans for me, was the daycare. That would be the most helpful for all the single mothers and fathers to maintain their jobs without sacrificing the bulk of their income to child care.

	When Em had tearfully accepted the position, she had initially turned down our salary offer. Her eyes had bulged and almost fell out of her head. But then she composed herself and said she would require an assistant, and would rather split the pay seventy-thirty with Robert if we agreed. We agreed, I was quite amused by the gangly bloke when we had driven him home from the toll gate the other night. I guess we can have a second Robert in our crew.

	For the record, the odd duck does have quite the regal chin.

	The other thing Emery refused was one of the Flotilla fleet vehicles. She was almost haunted as she said she'd prefer to keep her own rundown vehicle if she could get a repair allowance to bring it up to snuff. Tabs had almost instantly agreed to that but insisted she park in the fleet vehicle area of the car park.

	I sort of got that, but I'm sure that I'll never fully understand why the two women prefer their clunkers. The human mind is a complex thing, and it gets to be a spaghetti matrix of chaos when you mix emotions into it. And I know their choices are driven by emotion, and underlying scars on their psyches. I love them both, so don't tease... much.

	We discussed the first steps to make the project a reality now that we had permits in hand, and I stepped back to look at all the people I loved... my family. And I was so very proud of each and every one of them.

	Reid chirped out, “Paya, you're crying.”

	Christine turned quickly, and everyone was rushing over to me to give me a group hug.

	I smiled widely at them as someone dabbed my tears away. “I love each and every one of you.”

	After we all just shared our closeness, they got back down to business. I extended the handles of my two suitcases and started for the door. All motion ceased as they collectively looked up at me. I heard someone exhale and looked beside me.

	Beatrice grabbed the handles of the suitcases, ignoring the wheels and the weight of everything I had packed in them and lifted them with ease. Then everyone rushed to the door to give me hugs and kisses as I headed out.

	My heart was pounding. I hadn't felt this anticipation since I met my first and only boyfriend, Harry. I sometimes wonder how different my life would be if I had left England to go with him when he got his dream job. But I know that I would have regretted leaving the people in need here at the Flotilla, and it would have weighed heavily on me no matter how much I had loved him.

	We both knew that we couldn't ask each other to give up our dreams for the other's and so we did the hardest thing we had ever done in our lives, and let each other go. I still second guess myself until I see the smiling faces of the people of the Flotilla and know it had to be this way.

	Harry and I still keep in touch, and he's one of my best mates. He found a lovely, sarcastic woman and married. They have a cute little three-year-old boy now. I've been watching him grow through their emails and Christmas cards. Though I do give him a ration of shite for naming his son Harry Jr. I've always been of a mind a child should have their own name.

	But these past six months I have been feeling that excitement and anticipation of a budding romance. I had thought not to experience it again. I've never had the time to even think about dating as I devote all my time to helping others. I've sworn I would never let another person waste away like I saw Tabby doing when she lived on the floating slums. She was too proud to accept my offer of living with me until she got back on her feet.

	But I was at London Harmony when the group from Harmony Trax arrived, and my heart actually skipped a beat when I saw someone in the group... then it started beating faster. We spent some time together before they had to go back to the States. But we had forged a bond I never thought to have again.

	I tried to deny it, but every email, every text, phone call or date through Skype held that thrill. I was falling and falling hard. And when they were here with the group for a follow-up visit, they dated the hell out of me, and we found we were more than physically compatible. My toes still curl at the thought of it.

	We have been getting more and more serious, as our talks are including the future instead of the here and now and that scares the hell out of me. But it is time to be an adult and have the serious talks to see if this is heading where we think it is and if we are both on the same page. Until we know that, I'm not going to introduce them to my family here, or they would pressure me to make decisions that shouldn't be done in haste, especially when it means one of us would be moving halfway around the world if this is really the beginning of something real. I know what love feels like, and it is shocking and ominous that I recognize it now.

	Tabs chirped out, “Earth to Paya, you in there?” when we reached her car. I blushed, and she said, “You're thinking about him, aren't you?”

	I poked her in the gut as she opened her boot and Bea placed the bags in and shut it. The Steam Delilah moved over to me and opened her arms. I beamed at her and moved into her arms, and she lifted me off my feet, swinging me side to side, my feet swaying with the motion.

	Then she sat me down and uttered actual words to me for maybe only the third time since we met. She's on the spectrum somewhere, I think Aspergers, and is a mechanical savant, and does most of her communication with her actions and her expressive face. Meli says that she only speaks when something is really important. “Good luck, Paya. Love you.”

	My smile widened, and I tiptoed a kiss to her cheek. “Love you too. I'll be back before you know it.”

	She smiled and then headed back to the meeting of the minds, or lack thereof, on the Persephone. I glanced back as I slid into Tabitha's clunker and then brushed away a tear that was welling and waved back at my family who were all out by the railing waving to me. By the gods, I loved my family.

	Then we were off to London Heathrow. I took a deep breath, panic rising with the excitement of it all. I said to myself, “You can do this.”

	Tabby glanced over at me and prompted, “So now that it's just the two of us...”

	“No.”

	“But.”

	“No.” I cocked an expectant brow. “The two proper responses here are yes ma'am, or yes Paya, you cantankerous woman.”

	She sighed and droned out in exasperation, “Yes Paya.”

	“There's a girl.”

	Then I cocked my head, trying to think. Then asked my inquisitive best mate, “When was the last time I holidayed?” I seriously couldn't remember.

	She said flatly, with condemnation in her tone, “Not since the day you took the reins of the Flotilla.”

	I thought about it and deflected, “No. Can't be. Nine years?” Bloody Hell, was I thirty-three now? How the heck had that happened? It just snuck up on me I suppose.

	My copper-haired accomplice nodded sadly. “I thought it never to happen.” Then she smiled widely. “Nor for this to happen.” Then she got serious and spoke to me as someone I saw as my sister, if not in blood, then in everything else that truly mattered, “Does he make you as happy as Harry did?”

	She blames herself for our breakup, I knew that. She thinks that if she hadn't taken me as her partner in the Flotilla, putting me in charge, that Harry and I would still be together and have a half dozen little Payas running around by now.

	I found myself nodding vehemently, laying a reassuring hand on her arm as I said, “Yes. Truly.”

	She looked away to the road to hide her watery eyes at my reply, stating emphatically, “Then that's enough. I'll stop prying now.”

	“No, you won't.”

	She snorted and agreed, “No. Likely not.”

	Then she asked as she tilted her head in question, “So, Vancouver?”

	I shook my head and countered, “Seattle.” She smirked, and I poked her. “That won't help you narrow it down, brat.”

	My mobile started ringing, and I looked at the screen and felt my cheeks burn. I answered, “Hi there... no... yes we're on our way to the airport now. See you in about twelve hours... yes... yes I'm excited too.”

	I pushed Tabby back upright as she was leaning closer and closer to eavesdrop as she drove. I shook a finger at her then looked at my feet and squeaked out as my cheeks heated even more, “I tolerate your existence too.” Then I rang off.

	Tabby was busy exploding into puppies, rainbows, and unicorns behind the wheel. “Awwww... you love him.”

	I reiterated, “Brat.”

	“Guilty.”

	As she stopped on the curb at the terminals and I hopped out, she ignored the signs saying 'No stopping or standing. Driver must stay in the vehicle at all times.' Which I found silly, since if there was no stopping, then why say driver must remain in vehicle at all times? She rushed up to me as I dragged the three metric tonne bags out of the boot and put them on the ground, extending their handles.

	I glurked as she hugged me tight. “Love you, Paya. Have fun in the Colonies. We have things here, lady.”

	I asked her, “Who loves you, Tabs?”

	She murmured, “Paya loves me.”

	I grinned and said, “I can't hear you.”

	Then she said with much more fire, “Paya loves me.” Then before she released me, she whispered, “Be careful.”

	I knew she wasn't talking about being careful in a foreign land, but every instinct I had was telling me that my heart was safe.

	She hustled back into her car and pulled back into the stream of cars driving past who were looking for an opening to pull over. We waved like fools until she was out of sight. That put me in a brilliant mood, and I led with my smile into the airport.

	After checking my baggage, I was then, in turn, being checked myself, being asked to step through the body scanner instead of the normal security, while they spent maybe a little too much time scrutinizing my passport.

	The first class lounge made the hassle worth it. Tabby had insisted on upgrading me.

	Still, after almost a decade, I still couldn't get used to having more money than I could ever hope spend. It always felt strange indulging like this, or being materialistic. With one exception, of course, my weakness was my wardrobe. I simply loved some of my outfits, and I had some shoes for which I would kill for and bury the bodies in a hamster farm somewhere.

	I was awake for the entire ten-hour flight, I was too excited. And I felt spoiled with all the room I had in my seat. I'd have been rubbernecking at some of the recognizable people there in first class if I didn't hang around with superstars all the time, seeing as June Harris-West was one of my dearest friends.

	Now I may owe June more than I could ever pay back... it is because of her that I could still feel for someone, a burning, and almost all-consuming passion. I'd resigned myself to just loving my work after Harry, pretty much figuring out that I was demisexual, and probably would never form another connection strong enough for a romantic relationship.

	That was always ok with me because I had my growing family I love dearly, and I always found I could include more people into my heart as we kept expanding the Flotilla to help more and more people who needed just a little love of their own to get back on their feet.

	But now, here I was, flying half a world away to find out if what I am feeling is real. By the thudding of my heart and the smile I find on my face when thinking of them, I think it is. I trust my gut, it has never led me astray.

	My excitement doubled when the seatbelt light came on, and the pilot announced over the loudspeakers that we were coming in for a landing at SeaTac Airport in Seattle. I was practically vibrating in my seat.

	Now I knew the genius of First Class, even if it hadn't been Tabby's intent. We were allowed to deplane first, after any people with small children and any people with disabilities. I clapped with everyone when a man and woman in United States military uniforms were included in that group. Meow. People in uniform are sexy as hell.

	I vibrated my self out through the jetway and down the concourse and into the customs queues. Le sigh, was the world deliberately trying to keep us apart? I had to sigh when it was my turn, and the man looking at my passport narrowed his eyes and asked the general questions, like did I have anything to declare, “No,” was I there for business or pleasure, “All pleasure.”

	I saw another man in uniform coming over and exhaled. “Miss, could you please come with us? You've been randomly selected for additional screening.”

	Ah, this reminded me why I didn't travel by air much. There was nothing random about being racially profiled, because I looked like I might possibly be from the middle east, therefore must be some sort of Muslim extremist.

	My business in the States? “Vacationing with a friend.” What friend? “You can't ask me that question.” What is my religion? “Not that it is any of your business, but I'm an Atheist, though my parents are Christian.” Can I unlock my mobile for them? “Not in a million years without a warrant. I'm quite familiar with all of my rights.”

	Then it was fifteen minutes of them leaving me sitting alone in a chair, me drumming my fingers on the table until they returned, generic officer number two handing me my mobile and my passport with a US stamp in it. “Thank you for your cooperation Miss Doshi, welcome to the United States, enjoy your stay.”

	I sighed and said as I stepped out the door he held open for me, “My pleasure.”

	Now that that unpleasantness was over, I almost skipped down the concourse, my excitement building, making me wonder if I had ever been this excited to see Harry. I stopped at the brass line inlaid in the floor behind the customs counters, on one side it said, “International Territory,” on the other, “United States of America.”

	I did a silly hippity hoppity dance back and forth across the line singing, “US, UK, US, UK" until I saw generic officer number two looking out the interview room door at me. I motored on before he changed his mind.

	I couldn't contain myself and was biting my lower lip as I emerged past the security points to the main lobby of the airport, and turned toward the baggage claim. There were many chauffeurs there with signs with people's names on them, and I froze when a super colorful one caught my eye.

	It was neon pink, and instead of writing on it, it had three big silly emojis. A smiling face sticking out its tongue, a big red heart, and what looked to be some sort of malformed duck. The short bouncing redhead holding it when she saw me was nothing but smiles, her white teeth gleaming.

	There was no mistaking June's cousin, whom she had shared a crib with, with anyone else. She had her own style, and mischief and fun just oozed out of her pores.

	I chuckled at the display. This... would be my ride, Eve Rand. I stepped forward into the next chapter of my life.

	 

	The End

	(To be continued in The Pike: New Beginnings)
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