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Prologue









 I was ready to start pulling my hair out.  With Speedy gone off on her honeymoon with McGrath in Ireland, and Angie doing her best to manage the renovation of our latest building acquisition while they are gone for three weeks, I can't seem to keep up. 

It was fine when all I had to solo manage was the Flotilla ships and the Slingshot Program's housing placements.  I thrived in the process and the satisfaction of knowing I helped people, who had fallen upon hard times, to get their feet back under them and give them a place they could call their own.

But the Flotilla Project has grown to such a scale, that even with Mrs.  Smythe managing our various housing structures, our management team has been spread way too thin.  Maybe Tabby was right, and I needed to hire more people to take up the slack when one of us was taking personal time.

I can hear her now, with that amused tone she has when teasing, “I told you so, Paya.”

I grinned at that, because, yes, she told me so.  The little stinker.

I'd be ok, barely, if I didn't have to spend half my day doing all the running that Speedy could do in half the time.  I had no clue how she was so efficient...  well other than her driving, which endangered everyone in the greater London area that is.  I giggled at that.  The poor girl was perhaps the worst driver I have ever met, yet somehow she has never been pulled over or received a citation.  I think she may be magic or something, like when you find the last pastry in the market and it happens to be your favorite.

Well never let it be said that Paya Doshi can't swallow her pride and ask for help.  No really, never say that or I will hunt you down.  The two proper responses here are either, yes ma'am, or yes Paya.

Just great, I'm chastising thin air now.  I just need a runner for the duration and...  Ah-ha!  I grinned and grabbed my mobile and sifted through the contacts.  I stuck my tongue out at speed dial one, my best mate, Tabitha Romanov and found the number I wanted.

I was all for keeping it in the family and smiled when Speedy's sister, Christine answered with a smile in her voice, “Paya?  This is a pleasant surprise.”

I grinned and asked in a small and pathetic voice, “Help?”

She chuckled out with amusement in her tone, “What can I do for you today?”

I explained, “You know that traitorous sister of yours?  The evil one who ran off with that sexy muscular leprechaun with a tool belt, leaving us runnerless?”

She replied with a thoughtful tone, hamming it up, “I believe I may know the Lenore of which you speak.  About this tall?  Hair like this?" 

I could imagine her hand movements and had to stop from giggling.  Lenny's sister was a whole lot of fun and had her sister's sardonic sense of humor with a more than a dash of McGrath thrown in.

I nodded and then pointed out, “I know your brother is in school still, so I was wondering who else I knew that might be able to do Speedy's job while she is off galavanting in the land of Ire.  And you were the first on my list.  Willing to help a poor woman out and make a tidy sum on the side?  I'd owe you one.”

She sounded apologetic as she explained, “I really wish I could.  And having everyone’s favorite Indian-Brit owe me one is like money in the bank, but I've full-time employment now, and haven't been there long enough to request a holiday.”

I sighed, rather pathetically and overacted mind you.  But then she added brightly, “My umm...  friend, Reid, is doing temp jobs.  I'm positive Reid would fit right in there and knows the city inside and out.  Deliveries would be a snap.”

I mulled that over a second as I murmured, “Hmmm, a temp?  That might work..." I paused then smiled, my eyes widening  bit as I prompted, “Wait...  Reid?  Is this the person you've been secretly dating?  The one you won't tell Speedy or McGrath about?”

I could almost hear her blushing over the phone, and it was soooo cute.  She squeaked out, “Maybe.”

Ahhhh!  To be the first of the group to meet this mysterious bloke...  or...  hmm, Reid was a pretty gender neutral name.  Did our Christine prefer the fairer sex like her sister did?  Ok, I was doubly intrigued now.  We all saw Christine as our own little sister here.  And I would be the first to solve the mystery of the person who made her blush like a schoolgirl with her first crush.  I'd be the envy of the Flotilla.

I went fishing, leaving the hook dangling on the line.  “That sounds brill Tina, just have her?  Him?  Come on down to the Persephone and meet with me.”

She sounded excited as she rushed out, “Great! I'll bring Reid to meet you there within the hour!”

Grrr...  she didn't take the bait, but, I did soooo love surprises.  And I loved that we would still, by extension, be keeping this all in the family.  That was sort of important to me, which may be one reason I am always so reticent about hiring help.  Tabby Cat teases me about it to no end, but I did hire Angie, sort of, we had more adopted her than hired her.

I rang off with Christina, then leaned back in my chair, arms behind my head, feeling quite smug.  I'd get to solve a months long mystery here at the Flotilla as to who she was dating, while at the same time getting some pressure relief so that I can manage the bloody hell out of this place!

		











	

	
Chapter 1 – Pronouns









I grinned when someone opened the door of the Persephone's pilot house and stepped in, calling out, “Hiya, Paya!" It was Tabby's favorite greeting for me and has sort of caught on with the rest of our unorthodox Flotilla family.  Ooo...  an alliteration of the first letter, like Brady Bunch.

I turned from the paperwork which I could do in my sleep, and sometimes found myself doing.  I lived and breathed the Flotilla Project, and will be forever grateful to Tabitha for putting me in charge of her brain child.

I smiled hugely at Christina.  She reminded me so much of a younger Speedy.  She and Lenore both had their signature curls, but hers were more relaxed, graceful, and well behaved than her older sister's.  Not the frizzy mess that looked so endearing on Lenore.

Another person stepped into the cabin behind her, looking extremely shy.  But holy cuteness Batman.  I blinked as I realized I didn't quite know if they were a boy or girl.  I was leaning toward boy since he was wearing boy's dress slacks, a white dress shirt, which could have been for a man or woman, and a black tie.

But looking at his big feminine doe eyes, which were a dazzling crystalline blue, his bright red hair, pulled back in a ponytail, and his fine boned features...  I was questioning my assessment.

He sort of moved slightly behind Tina bashfully, as if she were his protector.  His androgynous look did nothing to take away from the cute feminine features that made me sure I was in error.  She was simply adorable.

Christine pulled my focus back by making introductions.  “Paya, this is Reid Masterson.  Reid, this is the head of the Flotilla Project, the lovely Miss Paya Doshi.”

I held a hand out as I offered up my best, I don't bite much, smile.  Reid stepped up beside Tina and shook my hand with a very firm grip I didn't expect out of the bashful person, then said to me in a low alto that was just as ambiguous as everything about him...  her? “I'm very pleased to meet you, Miss Doshi, I really admire what the Flotilla does for the people of London.  You should be proud of your work here.”

Reid looked down almost timidly, and I noticed their lower lip and left ear piercing.  It gave them an individualistic flair.  Nothing over the top, but enough to say that they were their own person.  

I said with confidence, “I am.  And thank you.  Please come over and have a seat, I've some questions and..." I paused.

Then I dramatically swung my body to look at Tina, with one eyebrow cocked.  She chuckled, so much like her big sister, and said, “Message received, oh subtle one.  I'll let you two get to it then.  I have to catch the tube to get to work.  I can't be late." Then she said emphatically, “I just know Reid will be a good fit here.”

Then she turned into a bashful lump of melting butter as she faced her friend and said hopefully, her hands wringing behind her back, “See you tonight?”

Reid looked so much more confident while looking at Tina and just nodded and said, “Wouldn't miss it for all the stars in the sky." 

Ok, Reid was good.  It was sigh worthy.  Sigh.

They shared a quick peck on the lips, then Christine almost skipped to the door and said, “Bye you two." As an afterthought, she chastised, “And be good, Trouble.”

I rolled my eyes, then took a chance on pronouns as I assured her, “She'll do just fine, now shoo.”

The little stinker said as she slipped out the door, “I wasn't talking to Reid." Why that little...  Reid's bubbling giggle brought me back to the task at hand.

I was quite pleased with myself since nobody corrected my wild arsed guess as to her gender.  One mystery solved and now on to another.

I moved to the small conference table in the pilot's house and motioned for her to sit.  She did, looking overly nervous as she started wringing her hands.  I wasn't scary was I?  It was time for some important questions, so I started with the basics, “How long have you and Christine been dating?”

She scrunched up her face then asked with a touch of awe in her tone as she blinked, “Is that what we're doing?" Then she shrugged and asked like I had the answer, “Maybe a few months?  She's sneaky, that one.”

I agreed, it was in the Elgin DNA.  “Yes she is.  It wasn't until I realized she had become my pseudo little sister that I realized she had weaseled herself into the position." It was true, just like June and Vanessa's little sis, Fran had done, Christine had become one of everyone's favorite little sisters in our group.  I just loved how my family was growing.

Reid nodded sagely as she said fondly, “She has a way of doing that.”

I nodded back and then asked protectively, “You're not the type to break her heart now, are you.  Because if you are..." I gave her my fiercest look.

She didn't look impressed.

Wait, what?  Was I not intimidating?  Well, I guess if I weren't a little shorter than her.  And had a handshake as firm as hers I'd...  She knocked me out of my thoughts, fierce thoughts, by asking, “Umm...  aren't you going to ask me about my job qualifications?"  Fierce I say.

Right.  I get wrapped up in being over protective of my family and friends too easily.  I nodded and asked, “Can you drive without causing thirteen near accidents, throwing out twenty derisive profanities at other drivers, flipping seven other drivers off, and being honked at at least twelve times to your destination?”

She blinked at that, confusion knitting her brow, then she asked slowly, “Umm...  yes?”

I grinned widely and said, “Brilliant.  That's better than our full-time runner, Lenore.”

She looked mildly amused and then her face morphed into one of concern as she added, “I do have my license, but I don't have a vehicle that can carry anything of any consequence, nor in a timely manner.  Christine didn't say this was a delivery position.”

Then she furrowed her brow again like she was remembering.  Then provided with an edge of suspicion in her voice, “Come to think of it, she didn't say anything at all except, 'get your lazy arse over here, you've an interview in an hour,' I just sort of...  well...”

I nodded and finished for her.  “...Just did what she said.  Yeahhh the Elgin girls have a way of doin' that without you noticing.  I think it is in their genes." We shared a knowing grin at that.

I absently wondered where Christine and her brother Bobby were staying while Lenore and McGrath took the Deidre, the barge they all lived on, to Ireland for the honeymoon.  A familiar panic started to rise in my gut.

I had an irrational fear of my friends living rough after watching Tabitha go through it.  I felt helpless about that, and I swore I'd never let it happen again to anyone if I had anything to say about it.  I offered the Persephone when it first came up, but the kids refused with excited looks in their eyes.

I had to ask, I know I should be keeping the conversation to business matters, but, “And where are Tina and Robert staying while the girls are out doing the newlywed thing?”

Reid smiled broadly and said with the same excitement I had seen in Tina's eyes, “The Duchess of Gloucester.”

I blinked and understood the kid's refusal now.  I'd be clamoring for a bed in the Duchess of Gloucester too.  It was the restored streamliner steam locomotive owned by a couple friends of ours, Bea and Melinda.  It was a steampunk aficionado's wet dream.

I had the pleasure of staying overnight in one of the berths in the sleeper car when they, along with Speedy and McGrath, had a double wedding on the train as it conducted its maiden voyage, steaming up to Scotland and then around the island.  So now I know why the little brats refused my hospitality.

I grinned at Reid, flashing teeth, then assured her, “The Foundation has its own fleet.  I'll just have to add you to the insurance policy for the duration.”

Reid just stared dumbly at me and chanced asking, “What?  Just like that, I have the job?  You didn't have any other questions?  I've a resume and recommendations from the temp agency." She dug out a resume from her shoulder knapsack.

I held up a hand as I shook my head and said with all seriousness, “If Christine has faith in your ability to do the job, that is all the recommendation I need.  I could give it to someone else if you want...”

She was in panic mode as she scrabbled with words, “No.  I mean yes.  I mean I'll take the job." Then she furrowed her brow cutely again and leaned in a little and asked, “Umm...  just what is the job anyway?”

I had to chuckle, this androgynous looking girl was far too cute, and I could see Tina's being drawn to her.  I explained, “We just need a driver.  Mostly for pickups and deliveries, but also to ferry around Flotilla staff and participants in our programs from time to time.  We'd need you full time for at least two weeks.  Pay is in cash every Friday, advances are available if you need one.”

She blinked and asked incredulously, “Full time?" 

I understood.  I've had plenty of people enrolled in our programs here who worked the various temp agencies in the city, they were usually filling two or three part time positions a day just to make ends meet.

I slid a napkin, mostly crumb free which I wrote the pay scale on, across the table to her.  She looked at it and tried not to look too excited, but I could see it in her eyes.  

She asked, “Weekly?”

I shook my head and clarified, “Daily.  Interested?”

She virtually vibrated in her chair.  We paid our people well, I wouldn't have anyone under my wing wanting for anything.  I cocked an eyebrow expectantly and supplied for the poor girl.  “The two proper responses here are either, yes ma'am, or yes Paya.”

She looked between the napkin and me then blurted, “Yes Miss Do..." 

My eyebrow winged up higher, and she paused and offered, “Yes Paya?”

I grinned in triumph, then reached behind me to pull a key ring off a wall peg behind me and tossed them to her.  She caught them deftly in one hand as I moved over to my little desk and pulled one of our company mobiles out and tossed that too.  Her eyes went wide in panic, and she bobbled it as she caught it.

I said, “Now off with you.  I need to crack down on some manage-y stuff here.  Captain McCray has a package to be delivered to one of our properties, some belongings a tenant left behind by accident.  He's the second barge over, the Tennessee.  He'll be in the pilot's house there.  Then I'll need you to run past London Harmony and grab a donation check from June Harris-West there.  Keep the mobile on you at all times, people will ring you when needed.”

Then I added with an evil half smile and manic wide eyes, “Your life is about to get a lot more hectic.”

I looked down to my own work as she looked to still be processing everything.  She gulped and then asked, “June Harris-West...  as in J8?" 

I had to bite back a smile.  I knew June simply as a snappy dresser and a close friend who had an uncanny knack for doing the impossible.  The rest of the world knew her as the singing sensation J8 who owned the London Harmony recording studio.  Oh, and the little fact that she happened to be the daughter of none other than Mandy Fay Harris.

I said, “The one and only,"  as I shuffled papers, looking for the zoning request for our latest housing acquisition.  It had to be signed and received today.  I stopped, grinning as I realized she hadn't moved.  Without looking up, I asked, “Yeeees?”

She responded in an embarrassed and apologetic tone, “Umm...  what vehicle am I driving and where do I find it?”

Oops!  I looked up, showing a lot of teeth in my embarrassed grin.  “Ah, that would be a good piece of information to have, now wouldn't it?”

Then she surprised me and was able to break out of her bashfulness for a moment to be funny, “I could wander around London trying the key in various random vehicles, but I hear that such conduct is frowned upon in many circles.”

I giggled.  No, I didn't giggle, you weren't there so you can't prove it.  Well whatever you sodding wanker, I giggled.  I pointed out the window at the dock.  “See the row of tenant storage sheds?  That lineup of SUVs?  The work truck at the end is the runner vehicle.”

She scrunched her head to her shoulders cutely and saluted with the keys, “Got it, boss." Then she said quickly, “Love your shoes, they're darling,"  as she scurried out of the cabin.

I looked down at my Jimmy Choos, the ones I borrowed from June and never returned, making them mine, and smiled.  I liked them too.

Yup, I knew why Christine liked this one.

I glanced out the window to see her making a spectacularly athletic vault to the dock without using the gangplank, then hustle toward the Tennessee like she had something to prove.  She was going to fill the position nicely until we got our thoroughly married Speedy back.

I turned back to my work and got lost in the melody of it all.  If I was born to do anything, this was it.  I loved the Flotilla and what I did here with a passion.  Maybe one day I'd be able to push some of the responsibilities of managing it to someone else without having a mini panic attack.  But today was not that day.

I didn't realize how long I was lost in the entrancing music of my work until my best mate stepped in, calling out, “Hiya Paya!”

I looked up, and Tabby struck a pose, hamming it up, as usual, the perpetual class clown.  I waved and bobbed my head, holding up a fistful of paperwork as she said with a sigh, “Don't tell me you forgot about lunch with Teresa and me.  You work too hard lady.”

I glanced at the time on my mobile and hopped up like my butt was on springs.  “Of course not." Ok, so I wasn't very convincing.  She just rolled those unique copper colored eyes of hers, which matched her hair, and offered an arm.

I bowed and took it like a lady and then we were hustling out and down to the main deck to head out to meet her girl for lunch.

We met Captain McCray on the pier as he was passing by to head out to his own lunch as well.  I inclined my head to the man.  “Cap." I expected his normal head bob, he was a man of few words, and when he did verbalize, he was usually gruff.

He had been the original owner of the floating slums that the water gypsies like Tabby lived on back before the Flotilla existed.  But when Tabby became a famous singer with money to spare, she bought half ownership of the fleet and had the old grain barges renovated into modern floating condos for the poor and homeless.  He captained the Flotilla and maintained the vessels for his portion of ownership.

But instead of a grunt of greeting, he said, “That Reid bloke is a really good egg.  Hard worker.  He's done a couple runs for Mrs.  Smyth and me already today.  He's picking up parts for Beatrice right now for the barge repairs she's doin' for us.  He just volunteered when he found out she needed some things." Then he nodded.  Apparently, that was all he had to say, which was more talking than he had done in maybe six months, and I absently wondered if he had sprained anything in doing so.

I squinted an eye in pain as I asked, “You didn't call Reid a bloke, did you?  You know she's a girl, right?”

He sighed, likely over the fact this required him to talk some more, then offered, “Of course I did Miss Doshi..." I didn't correct him about my name, I figure that if it didn't stick the first fifty-three dozen times, it won't now.  He continued, “He's a boy.  Don't let the makeup Reid is wearing fool you.  He's just, what do the kids call it nowadays?  Emo?”

I hesitated.  Oh lord, was I wrong, and Tina and Reid didn't want to embarrass me by correcting me when I called him a her?

Tabby chirped out like a grinning loon who's lost the trolly, “Who's Reid?”

I looked at her royal perkiness and explained, “Our new Speedy until we get Speedy back." Then I gave her my, I know something you don't, smug look.

She cocked an eyebrow, knowing me all too well and prompted.  “What? Don't make me beat it out of you, woman.  Spill.”

I exhaled loudly as we all walked, and said dramatically, “If I must." I let a second tick by before blurting out in a rush, “Reid is the one Tina's been all secretive about dating!”

Tabby's eyes widened and glinted in excited mischief.  This was a mystery we had all been trying to solve for months.  But now we had another mystery.  She snorted as we approached the line of Flotilla vehicles and asked the two of us like we were daft, “And you can't decide if Reid is male or female?" She looked at us dubiously.

McCray growled out in his gruff manner, “See for yourself." He nudged his chin to where Reid had just pulled up and slid out of the truck with a couple packages in hand.

Tabby looked intently, first one eyebrow started to twitch then the other.  Neat trick.  And instead of admitting that we weren't just slow on the uptake, she said cheekily, “Reid is sort of beyond cute.”

I quipped, “Bint.”

She shrugged and smiled and said smugly, “There's an easy way to solve this.  Ask for Reid's middle name.  Then it's case closed.”

I volleyed back, “That's...  well, that's actually brilliant." So I called out as we got to the vehicles, “Hi Reid, I need your middle name for the insurance rider.”

I could almost feel us all mentally leaning in in anticipation as Reid smiled and said cheerily, “Sydney.”

Tabby muttered, “Drat." 

And McCray grumped out under his breath, “Fuck.”

I lightly slapped the back of Tabby's head and whispered, “Great plan, Einstein.”

As Reid hustled past us with the parts for Bea, who we stole from Hart Heating as the mechanic for our foundation, I asked, “Join us for lunch?  We'll make it a girl's outing?”

I smiled smugly at the grumpy looking Captain when she responded, “That sounds great!  I'll be just a second, Bea is waiting for these parts." Ha!  She didn't correct me.  I win.

Then the Captain called out to the hustling girl, “Be a good bloke and see me in my cabin when you get back?  I have a run for you.”

Reid saluted back at us, “You got it, Cap!”

The smug look of challenge on McCray's face when he slid into his SUV, started the engine, and pulled away, was infuriating because Reid hadn't corrected him either.

Tabby summed it all up perfectly as she said as she cocked her head, “Blorp.”

I just nodded.  “Shut up and get in you manky bint." 

She just chuckled musically as we got into my SUV to wait for the enigma that was Reid Sydney Masterson to return.

		











	

	
Chapter 2 –  Bits 'N' Bobs









I was startled out of my thoughts by my manager calling out, “Earth to Christine.  You still with us?" I blinked and glanced over, then down at about the billionth text message from Reid which had me giggling again.  It read, “Oh my god!  Tabby flipping Cat is having lunch with me!”

The other messages during the day were just as entertaining for me, such as, “Some huggy goth woman at London Harmony just handed me a check for Paya, and I swear to god, J8 herself came walking past and said good morning to me after the goth hug-bot squished her.”

I sometimes forget my initial shock at learning of the circles my sister ran in.  From a runaway living on the street to being close friends with some of the biggest names in music here in London...  Lenny has certainly come a long way.  But then again, maybe I'm not entirely surprised, Lenore was always the strongest of us Elgin kids.  She always took the brunt of our father's drunken fury for us.  She and McGrath are my heroes.

I admit to internally squealing like a fan-girl each time she introduced me to some superstar or another like they were just friends from down the block.  An analogy that I see now is more true than I would have believed.

I've seen beneath all the fanfare and fame and glimpsed their humanity beneath, and they aren't much different than you or me.  They just dress waaaay better.

Now I see that they are more than just the idols they project, they are actually real people whom I can identify with under all that glitz and glamour.  They're family and friends.  So it is fun to see someone reacting like this to remind me of how spectacular these people really are, and just how lucky I am to know them.

Oh, the teasing that shall be had about it tonight is going to be so much fun.  It's so very easy to coax a blush out of my Reid.

I smiled at Mr.  Jameson, my boss here at Notting Hill Bits 'N' Bobs, “Sorry sir, my mind is somewhere else today.”

He smiled back in that way he had about him, which made you feel like you were with everyone's favorite uncle.  You know the type, a jolly overweight and balding fellow who always brings the best and most unorthodox gifts to the holiday celebrations, and is always laughing and having a grand time of it.  The type who always has a kind word and sage advice at just the right time, without being obtrusive.

Jasper Jameson, or JJ as he likes to be called, is a great, if not absentminded man to work for here.  Bits 'N' Bobs is the premiere prop supply house to most of Great Britain and Europe.  If we don't have it in the three story warehouse, which used to be a pickle factory, then we can source it from countless other prop-masters and artisans in Europe.

He smiled widely, causing his rosy cheeks to pooch up like a chipmunk who had squirreled away an entire tin of peanuts in them at one go.  “Oh pish gnish, not a bother, we all get distracted from time to time.  The Queen knows it happens to me on occasion.”

I tried hard not to snort, I swear I did.  I failed.  The poor bloke had two pairs of glasses on at the time.  Likely because he couldn't find the ones he had resting atop his head so he pulled out his spares to wear until he could find them.

I mimed touching the top of my head, and he cocked his in return.  I winged my brows up toward the rafters, and he furrowed his brow then brightened as he understood and patted the top of his head and then looked sheepish as he found his spectacles there.

He pulled them off and looked at them accusingly and said as he slid them in the breast pocket of the tweed jacket he wore everywhere,  “Right then, those have been hiding from me for hours.”

I smiled fondly at the man, and he straightened and changed the topic back to the current project.  “I was asking if you've seen the transonic wrench-y thing for the BBC project?  Their runner is going to be here for their prop-master any minute, and you've got everything but that neatly packed up for them.”

I rolled my eyes at him, he was being dense on purpose.  He knew bloody well that it was a sonic screwdriver.  Our prop service was a favorite of the studio who handled a certain time traveling 'Doctor' and his big blue box.  We're under a non-disclosure agreement, so I'm not allowed to say just 'Who' it is for.

They are working on an episode where multiple generations of the character meet up to take on a relentless enemy.  Bits 'N' Bobs had bought the props off the lot from prior seasons, and this is exactly why.  It will save their own prop-master valuable time reproducing the props.  Instead, JJ sold it back to them for a tidy profit.

I blinked at him.  How had the poor man survived to the ripe old age of sixty-five without help?  I sighed as I looked at his pocket where he had just placed his glasses beside the prop in question.  I asked innocently, “Have you checked by the Dalek shells in the back on the third floor?”

I tried hard not to smile, but my traitorous lips were quirking as he said as he slid his glasses up to the top of his head, “Of course.  I spent the last fifteen minutes there searching." 

I nodded sagely and asked, “When was the last time you saw it?  I'm quite certain I saw it on the packing list this morning." I nudged my eyes to his clipboard.

He huffed and looked at the clipboard and squinted.  Then patted his pocket for his glasses and hesitated as he looked down to see the prop in question and then pointed at me as he squinted an eye and said, “You, dear girl, are on the evil end of the spectrum.  Teasing a feeble old man like this.”

I snorted and stepped past him to try to locate a gas lamp for a steampunk film we were supplying props for, giving him a kiss on the cheek as I went by, “Old, yes, but feeble?  Perish the thought, sir.  You put men half your age to shame.”

He called after me with fondness in his tone, “You don't fool me, young lady, I know you're teasing ways.  Evil to the core." Then he said, “Why don't you take lunch?  You've been at it all morning without a break.”

Me?  He had already been there and working by the time I arrived a few minutes early this morning.  The man never stops.  I don't think I've even seen him stop for tea in the four months I have worked for him.

I remember the first time we met.  I was hurrying back to the tube after a job interview the next block over, and he came out of his shop, his arms full of this and that as he tried to lock the door behind him.

He was dropping items all over and would just drop more each time he bent to pick the prior spillage up.  I scurried over to him and said, “Here, let me help.  This is an awfully big load." I picked up what looked like a reproduction knight's helmet and some sort of space ray gun as he attempted to lock his door again.

He started to bobble, and I placed a hand on his shoulder, “Here, allow me.”

I put my free hand out, and he looked relieved and explained as he let me pluck the keys from his hand,  “My grandson, Bernard moved off to Cardiff with his new bride last week, and I find myself trying to do both of our jobs now here at Bits.”

I looked at the sign painted on the door.  “Notting Hill Bits 'N' Bobs, Eclectic Knick Knack Supply, If we don't have it, you don't need it.  Inquire within.”

I smiled, thinking it a secondhand shop.  I locked the door then turned to him, his hands were busy trying to tame the load of bizarre odds and ends.

I asked him as I took a couple more items from the top of his precarious stack, “Where's your car, sir?  I can help you load up.”

He furrowed his brow.  “None of that sir stuff now, girl.  I look around for my father when I hear that.  Jasper Jameson, everyone just calls me JJ." He went to offer a hand and bobbled his load but recovered, then carefully just wiggled his fingers.

I reached over and shook his fingers with a smile on my face, the poor man was an entertaining sort.  “Christine Elgin.”

He nudged his chin to, I kid you not, a little sky blue and white Austin Metropolitan from the middle of last century, in good repair.  I had to blink.  We moved to the boot, and he looked at me expectantly.  I realized I still had his keys.  “Oh." There were only three on the ring, I tried the only one that looked like a car key and unlocked the boot, and we spent the next ten minutes trying to get everything to fit.  I knew I had missed the next train, but I was having fun helping out Mr.  Jameson.

We closed the boot, and both turned to lean against it and exhale.  I had to grin at the fact he had a silly sense of humor like me.  He nodded firmly once, over our victory over the plethora of items we had defeated, and said, “Right then, shall we?”

Then the odd man walked over to the passenger side and slid in.  I stood there, just blinking, not knowing what was going on.  I looked at the keys in my hand.  He expected me to drive him?  I looked back at the tube down the next block, then back at him in the car.  I would be late for my next interview...

I sighed in resignation and then almost timidly slid into the driver's side and sighed again in relief, seeing the ancient vehicle had an automatic transmission.  Lenore taught me to drive a manual shift vehicle once, and we were both almost in tears by the end of the hour.  I drove like she did in a manual.

I couldn't believe it when he directed me to the BBC Television Centre back lot.  The man had a pass.  Was he famous like all of my sister's friends?  My curiosity piqued, I asked, “Just what is it that you do, sir?”

He shrugged and smiled as we got out.  “Oh, just supply them with a little of this, a little of that.  Props mostly." That's when I realized the odds and ends made perfect sense now, and he wasn't a secondhand store, he supplied props for shows on the telly and the cinema.

What an interesting profession that must be.  And to be able to see your wares on the telly in a show  must be exciting and gratifying.

I helped him unload, there were four young men and an older man helping, who wore a badge which read, Harold Greer, Prop-Master.  Harold, a clean cut, and quite ruggedly handsome middle aged man, looked over a list on a clipboard and compared it to the items we brought.  He picked up the ray gun dubiously and prompted, “Sub par, but...”

JJ snorted and bantered playfully, “Don't be playin' with me you wanker, you know this is grade A shite.”

Harold chuckled and then signed the bottom of the clipboard and handed it back to Mr.  Jameson.  “So it is.  Here you are you cantankerous old fart.  A pleasure doing business with you.”

The old man winked at the man, and they shook, I could tell it was a firm shake the way their knuckles whitened and Harold looked a little strained.  They let go, and I got the impression that the elder of the two won whatever testosterone fest they were conducting.  They shared a chuckle and a smile as Harold said, “Now go, get off my lot before I have security drag you out by that outdated jacket.”

They were nothing but grins as JJ got back into the passenger seat again.

We discussed the prop business on the short drive back to his shop.  I was enraptured by what he shared with me.

When we arrived, I handed him his keys and prepared to make my exit as he unlocked the building which I was taking a good look at now.  This was the only door, was the entire building full of eclectic stuff for productions?

He opened the door, holding it for me.  “Right then, don't dawdle, girl.  We've another order to fill today.”

What?  I didn't wish to be rude or anything.  I was on the fence about whether the man was as eccentric as he appeared or if it were an elaborate act.  So like a git, I hesitated a moment then stepped in.  He kept me busy the rest of the day.  Every time I got up the nerve to let him know I had things of my own to do, he'd break into some story or another about this production or that.

It was endlessly fascinating and I found myself enraptured by his tales.  He ordered Chinese in for us to eat lunch as we worked.  I was getting to understand the system behind the seemingly random groupings of items throughout the place.

At the end of the day, as we stepped outside, I realized how much fun I had had and that I was going to miss the crazy old bloke.  He turned to me and instead of saying goodbye, he pressed a key into my hand.  “Right then, I'll see you at ten sharp tomorrow.”

Again, I found myself standing there dumbly, not knowing what to say.  The poor man's trolly had lost the rail.  I couldn't keep helping him.  I needed to find a job, I felt bad taking money from McGrath for helping her with the renovations for the Flotilla.  I needed to prove I could make my own way in the world.

I caught a glint of humor in Mr.  Jameson's eye as he was unlocking his car.  I narrowed my eyes in suspicion.  “Wait a minute.  What's going on here sir?  I can't keep coming to help you.”

He looked at me in mock confusion, I was starting to be able to read the old coot.  “Isn't that what employees do?”

I blinked and repeated dumbly, “Employee?”

He nudged his chin to my bag and asked with a slight smirk, “Those are resumes poking out of your purse there aren't they?  Seems you need a job, and I was in need of a new assistant.  I thought it obvious, dear.”

I felt my heart speed up in excitement as I looked between him and the warehouse.  “You're offering me a job?”

He again furrowed his brow and then shook his head as he slid into the car as he grumbled to the sky, “Offering?  The girl's been doing the job all day.  I swear children are getting slower and slower every generation.”

Then he started the small antique car and drove off, leaving me standing there on the walk, blinking.  I watched him go then I spun to look at Bits 'N'' Bobs and smiled.  I could do worse, and I doubt I'd find a more interesting position with no experience.

Then my smile fell as I looked down the block at the receding car, then back toward the tube station.  I grumped out petulantly as I tried not to smile again, “Hey.  You could at least have given me a ride home, old man.”

I turned toward the station and almost skipped to it as I mused out loud to the universe, “I...  have a job.”

		











	

	
Chapter 3 – Intrigued









I smiled at the memory of what happened next.  A chance meeting that has changed my life.

That very next day I was on the train early, I didn't want to make a bad impression by being late on my first...  well, my second day.  McGrath was almost fussing over me more than Lenore was before I left.  They were acting like mother hens, asking “Is that what you're wearing for your first day?"  Or, “Do you have money for lunch?”

I had to wave them away, windmilling my hands in the air at them.  “I'm not a kid you two, I'm a full grown adult thank you very much!  It's just a job.  Stop being overprotective sisters!" I remember thinking, why don't they just get married already?

I almost snorted when McGrath looked over to Lenny and quipped in the tweedledee she let into her Irish accent when she was teasing, “Our little girl is all grown up now." Lenore fluttered her lashes.

I muttered, “Bints."  Then headed out, dutifully ignoring their snickering, before low tide could ground the Deidre.  If I missed high tide, I really would have been late while we were stranded on the barge for the duration.

I glanced back as I walked the narrow gangplank to the promenade along Lower Mall lane in the shadow of the Hammersmith.  I really loved those two.  I saw them as more Bobby and my parents than mom and dad had ever been.  I feel like we were given a new lease on life the day McGrath's shadow darkened our threshold back home, and pulled us out of our lives of fear, denial, and abuse.

Lenore had somehow found the strength and bravery to get out, something she feels she needs to make up for now.  She still doesn't realize that it wasn't her responsibility to take care of us back then.  She had been just a kid, like us.  And when we were reunited almost two years later, she had become an amazing woman whom I'm proud to say is my big sister.

I scurried up to Hammersmith Bridge Road and just caught the bus heading to the Hammersmith Tube Station.

Normally I would have walked the distance, just shy of a kilometer, to the Tube.  It gave me a chance to listen to my music, or to the sappy romance audiobooks Fran keeps sending me.  Well fine, I like the sappy romances too, so sue me.  They are my guilty pleasure.

I was listening to one such literary marvel when I Oyster Card-ed my way to the platform.  I had to turn off the earphones as the book was drowned out by the noise of hundreds of people talking over each other.  It was more crowded than normal.  Then again, I had never been daft enough to try the trains during rush hour.  We were packed in like sardines, or lemmings just waiting for our leader to move so that we could all follow.

Maybe I should have taken Lenny's offer to drive me to work.  But I quite liked not fearing for my life this early in the morning.  I preferred coffee to wake me up instead of nine or ten near misses on the streets of London.  I loved my sis dearly, but she was a shite driver.

Also, there was the fact that I wanted to show everyone that I could do this on my own.  I was almost twenty after all, and I lived on my sister's boat.  So this, I could do.

The train slid into the station, and the doors on the cars opened.  People impatiently waited for a few people to disembark before we became those lemmings I had just imagined, and we filed into the train.

I glanced over to see a cute bloke with startling blue eyes make room on his bench for an elderly woman.  His striking red hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, I gravitated that way as others flowed into the car behind me.  There were no seats left, so I took a rail handle, sandwiched between two businessmen with their brief cases and newspapers tucked under their arms.

I had to grin.  Did they realize the walking cliché they projected?  I mean really, who reads the paper anymore?  There was more news and current and relevant information available at everyone's fingertips in an instant on their mobiles theses days than they could possibly find in the paper.

My attention was drawn behind me when an almost meek, low alto voice said, “Miss, here, take my seat.”

I turned back to see that bloke standing now, motioning to his seat.  He was short and very effeminate looking, a very small young man about my age.  If I didn't know he was a boy, I would have said he was a really pretty girl.  Especially with the eye liner and lip gloss he wore.  The old lady beside him praised, “Such a sweet boy.  You mother should be proud.”

I tried not to stare at him as I smiled and squeaked out, “Thank you." Then slid into the offered seat as he took the rail handle in my stead.  Then I tried not to notice his cute butt just in front of me.  But, well, it was right there.

I exchanged a friendly smile with the woman beside me then I put my earbuds back in and started my book again.  I was a little distracted by the chivalrous boy in front of me.  He didn't seem put out at all over giving up his seat to me.

He wore cargo pants, but not baggy like a lot of the boys were wearing these days.  They were clean and well pressed and...  I smiled at the pink Sketchers on his feet.  Then I cocked my head as I looked at the white dress shirt he wore with a light jacket over it to combat the mild morning chill.  Was it a blouse?

I started feeling as though I had been mistaken as I reassessed, thinking now this boy was possibly a cute girl who was failing miserably at trying to look butch.  That was all it took for my mind and perceptions to flip flop, and I could see my err clear as day then.

I paused for a moment at a realization.  I had thought she had a cute butt before I realized she was a bird.  I blushed and looked at her butt again.  Yup, still cute.  I had never even thought of another woman that way in my life.  Unlike my sister who landed herself a prime specimen of womanhood for her girlfriend.

I found myself contemplating that there were levels of attraction and that maybe it wasn't as cut and dry as it had seemed to me my whole life.  I only saw it as black and white until that moment.  Like my sister was lesbian, and I was straight.  You either liked boys or girls.  But maybe there was a whole spectrum between, because I had to admit to myself that this androgynous girl in front of me was...  well she was cute.

Not in the overly cute and glamorous way that Paya was; I'd never been attracted to her like this.  But in the, I'd probably blush if this girl turned those electric blues on me, way.

I started questioning everything I knew about what I believed about my sexuality, like an insecure teen.  It wouldn't bother me if I had some lesbian tendencies, it would just bother me knowing I hadn't known that about myself.  We all like to think we know ourselves completely.  So when something contradicts what you knew to be true pops up, the questioning about everything else that makes us who we are start cropping up.

I looked around, shoving aside my self-doubt and distraction, Notting Hill Gate Station was coming up, and I prepared to get up as the train started to slow.  I stopped breathing when I noted the girl was looking at me.  I swallowed as I found I was right, I was attracted to her, I could feel the heat in my belly and on my cheeks.  I blinked, dear lord, she had been talking to me, hadn't she?

I sounded like a bloody muppet as I asked, “Pardon?”

She smiled at me so genuinely I couldn't look away as she asked, “I just asked if you could pass me the duffel under the seat there.  My rugby gear.  My mates and I have a match today.”

My mind was reeling, and I was a bit relieved that I had just been confused, what with his feminine look.  He was a bloke heading to play rugby with his mates.  I nodded and scrambled for the bag, blurting, “Sorry.  Of course.”

It was a little difficult to pull out as we were all packed in like cattle, but I finagled it out and held it up to him with both hands on the handles.  It had a bit of weight to it.  He smiled, his eyes glittering as he said, “Thank you,"  while taking the bag with one hand like it weighed nothing, even though I was a bit bigger than him.  My stomach was all collywobbles as I just nodded, still feeling the heat on my cheeks.

The train came to a halt, and I stood along with everyone else whose stop it was.  A man bumped me as everyone started pressing toward the door, and I was pressed closer to the boy.  He looked slightly amused for some reason, and his smile was contagious.  I pushed some of my curls out of my eyes and looked sheepishly at him.  God, he has the prettiest lips I've ever seen.

A bucket of cold water was thrown over my fascination with his looks when one of the business men took the occasion of everyone's bodies pressed together to cop a feel.  I looked back at the man with fire in my glare, but he just pretended he didn't notice, feigning innocence.  What made men think they had the right to do things like that?  Was it male privilege or something?

I turned back, and the boy's eyes were narrowed as he looked at the man and me.  He sussed out my consternation and looked like he wanted to growl as he angled himself to move slightly between the man and me.  His glare was on the man the few seconds it took for the doors to finally open.  The man wouldn't make eye contact with him.

Then we started moving off the train.  I was pleasantly surprised when the boy exited with our lemming troupe.  When we had breathing room, he turned to me as we headed for the stairs to Knotting Hill Gate and Pembridge.

He offered a hand.  “Sorry about that.  Reid, Reid Masterson." 

I took his hand, and it was firmer than I would have thought, though his skin may have been softer than mine.  I could tell he had a restrained strength and was being careful with me.

Reid was a strong name, one of those you'd expect from a man running a law office or something.

I squeaked out like a bloody schoolgirl, “Christine.”

Then he looked around, speaking loudly so the grope-y businessman bustling off to his office somewhere could hear, “Hello Christine, some men need to learn to keep their hands to themselves." The man still refused to look at us as he headed away.

If I hadn't wanted to just curl up in a ball and hide away at that, it would have been quite humorous.  But I did smile widely when he turned back to me, his big blue eyes wide with a comical manic look on his face.  He seemed pleased that he got me to smile and get my mind off the unpleasantness on the train.

Then he seemed to deflate and said, “I simply love your hair.  I'd die for natural red like that.  I get mine from a bottle." He brushed a lock, which had escaped his ponytail, from his cheek.

He was an odd bloke, and I think I liked him on the spot.

We talked as we headed up to the street.  When I shared I was heading to work, he had noted that he hadn't seen me on the train before.  “It's my first day,"  I explained.

He seemed pleased with that and said, “Well congratulations are in order it seems.  Well done you.  I'm dealing with the temp agencies myself.  Not many will take a chance on me...  looking the way I do.”

What was wrong with his look?  I mean, sure, I was so totally sexually confused while looking at his feminine lips, but he had individuality in spades.

As we walked down the block together, I learned that he was heading to a nearby park to play a match with a childhood friend who was in town for the week.  Then my confusion grew as he said, “Later, mum is taking me out on a girls night." He scrunched his face like he just licked a lemon as he shared, “Her idea of fun and mine are completely disparate concepts.”

Girl's night?

We stopped at the corner and he...  or she said, “This is where we part.  Good luck on your first day at work Christine, I just know you'll be brill." 

Reid didn't know me, but I still felt like I was glowing at the encouragement.

I had a little skip in my step as I headed toward Bits 'N' Bobs because Reid had turned back twice to give a little wave.  I know because I was walking backward, watching.  Dear God in heaven, I was crushing on someone I couldn't even tell was a boy or a girl, wasn't I.  I realized that Reid's in between look was sort of alluring to me.  I was told once that everyone has a little bi in them to varying degrees, maybe mine was a little more pronounced than I had imagined.  

My good mood sank the moment I realized that I'd likely never see Reid again after this happenstantial meeting.  As McGrath would say, “Well fecking A.”

I sighed and then took a deep breath to center myself as I arrived at the shop.  My smile returned as I pushed the door open.  I had a real job now.

		











	

	
Chapter 4 – Non-Binary









It was later that day, those four short months ago, when I remembered with a sinking feeling that I'd likely never see Reid again.  He had said he had only been on the train for the rugby game with his friend.

I smiled at the memory of my surprise when I got on the train the next day, and I noticed some familiar red hair in the next car.  It was difficult to push my way through the 'cattle car' I was in and to the doors separating the cars as the train started moving.  I peeked through the windows to see the back of Reid's head.  He was sitting on one of the benches with his hands clasped in his lap.

There were signs at the door which said to not change cars while the train was in motion.  This was London, who actually paid attention to those signs?  I smirked to myself, I was a Londonite now, so when in Rome...  I stepped out and could feel the pressure difference between cars, as I pushed into the next one.

Reid, like many others, looked back at the sound of the doors and that odd whooshing vacuum sound of the train hurtling down the tube made.  The others turned back to looking blankly into space, their curiosity sated.  But Reid had a broad beaming smile for me.  Those shocking eyes were still so startlingly blue.

I realized I was grinning like a loon as I made my way through the packed car to him.  I hesitated when he stood up and motioned for me to take his seat.  He was wearing a cute outfit that was clearly influenced by a schoolgirl uniform, complete with a pleated grey skirt.  I thought that maybe I could see the outline of a bra under the white blouse.  Reid was a girl, and I felt silly for ever thinking otherwise.  I mean, just look at her.  She was adorable.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't stop the stupid smile plastered on my face as I took the offered seat while my cheeks heated.  She should be sitting there.  I gushed out in a rush, “Reid, what are you doing here?  I thought you only took the tube for a game yesterday.”

She shook her head and said offhandedly, “Oh, I ride this train every day.  The temp agency is in Notting Hill.”

That was exciting to me for a moment as I asked, “Really?" Then I studied her face.  She was looking a little too innocent standing there, holding a rail handle.  I narrowed my eyes in an accusation, and she shrugged.

That was all I was going to get out of her it seemed.  Not that I was going to complain.  I was happy to see her again, and I swore to myself that before we parted ways again, I was going to get her contact information.  Nobody has ever made this kind of impression on me before, and if I am going to be completely honest with you and myself, I liked it.

When we disembarked at my station, she walked with me, and we shared a bit about our days.  I hesitated after I asked about the rugby match after she replied, “Me and the other boys had a grand time of it yesterday." Other boys?

Graaaaah!  I was so confused.

I looked at her intently, and for the life of me, I couldn't tell if she were male or female, the only visual clues were the skirt and bra.  But everything else about her said boy.  If he were a cross dresser, he was infinitely passable.

Our conversation held my attention as I hung on every word Reid spoke, leaving my confusion behind.  I wanted to know more about who Reid was, so started a barrage of questions.  Once I got through that bashful exterior, she was funny and bright, and damn...  we had arrived at Bits.

I looked back toward the station as I realized this fascinating person had walked me to work.  I was concerned.  “You won't be late for the agency will you?" I knew some of them only handed out positions to those on hand when they opened.

She shook her head and assured me, “Not at all.  It just up there." She pointed up the lane.

I narrowed my eyes at her again, I had walked this street when I was out job hunting, and I didn't remember a temp agency there.  She blushed...  caught.  And I asked, “Why were you really on the train this morning?”

She started wringing her hands, looking stressed and anxious and all I wanted to do was pull her to me and protect her.  Then she shrugged and said to her hands, “I was...  I was hoping to see you again.  I thought..." She looked up and tried again.  “I felt like we had a connection.  I don't have many mates...  well I have one, but he moved away.  He's the bloke I went to play rugby with, Dominick.  And I thought...  well I hoped we could, I don't know...”

I supplied softly, “Be friends?" 

She nodded, nibbling her lower lip.

I put my hand out.  “Mobile." 

She hesitated, and I wiggled my fingers.  She started then stopped then started again, and she pulled her mobile out of a cute clutch.

Smiling, I entered my contact information and handed it back to her.  She looked pleased.  I nodded once, “Friends, I'd like that." My mind was supplying all sorts of unlikely scenarios that made my heart race, but I could work with friends.  That way she'd be in my life rather than not.

She squeaked out, “Cheers.  Have a spectacular day at work.  You'll be brill." Then she scurried off so quickly I didn't have a chance to say anything.

I mumbled to her retreating back with a silly smile on my face, “Bye...”

Then I grinned hugely, Reid wanted to be friends, and I stepped into Bits, singing out, “Morning!”

***

The memories spun in my mind as I was brought back to the present.  

JJ was asking, “Thirteen Roman pikes?  Your head has been in the clouds since you got back from lunch.  Is it that Reid again?”

Right!  Thirteen pikes.  I waved him off as I headed toward the stairs.  The pikes were up with the ostrich feather masks on the third floor.  Don't ask, there is actually a reason for it, and it made sense when I was told.

I called back, “Is that your way of sussing out my relationships?  Not everything is about Reid.  Can't I be lost in thought over deep subjects?”

He chuckled at my retreating back and retorted, “No, not when you're as clearly smitten as you are.”

I sighed as I ran up the stairs, so he was observant as well.  These last four months with Reid have been...  frustrating to say the least.  I'm pretty certain we're a couple now.  But it is a slow process.  In a separate conversation not long ago, about someone else, Paya explained that some people are just not sexually attracted to anyone, and some people can only form that sort of attraction with someone they have already made a connection with.

The term is demisexual, and I pray that that is the case here, instead of Reid being asexual.  Because I definitely have no problems being sexually attracted to the beguiling person.  I'm not too proud to admit I have had to curb my sexual frustration myself at times, behind closed doors.

Without even trying or being conscious of it, Reid is a very romantic person.  Like later that first week, after walking me to work from the train each morning, I remember smiling most of the day when I kept getting random texts from Reid.  They were silly and...  well, like I said, random.  Like, “Orange cat just crossed my path, does that mean seven years of breakfast?" Then one mixed in the lot made me pause, “Let's go for a walk tonight, I've something to show you.”

That one threw me.  Was it like just walking for health reasons, or...  or hell, I don't know what I was thinking.  I hadn't responded to that one as it had me lost in thought the rest of the day.

Then after work, I stepped out to find Reid waiting, wearing trousers and a flannel shirt, a little too cute to look rugged, which kept my constant reassessing Reid's sex flip flopping.  Was I a bad friend that I didn't know?  That I didn't ask?  Would it be rude to ask?  Was it bad that when I was with the happy sprite, it didn't seem to matter a lick to me?

I had to grin at the cheesy one my friend was shooting me.  I asked as JJ stepped out behind me to lock up for the weekend, “Reid, what are you doing here?”

He said like it was obvious.  “Our walk." Oh...

Mr.  Jameson stepped past us with a smile I hadn't seen on his face before, it was one that looked full of fond, if not sad, memories as he said, “You kids have fun." Then to me, he said, “See you Monday, Tina.”

I leaned over and gave the old man a kiss on the cheek as I assured him, “Will do, have a great weekend.”

He beamed at us and then, got into his car, and drove off.

I was watching his car pull out when I froze up as Reid grabbed my hand and started moving excitedly toward the tube station.  Besides when he shook my hand when we first met, that was the first time he had touched me.

There had always been a sort of invisible force field between us, even when we walked, we were always close together, almost impossibly close, just shy of touching.  It was as if we were walking in two different worlds, but sharing the experience with someone of the same mind.  Together but a million miles apart in the same instant.

The contact sent a thrill through me I can't explain, it wasn't a sexual thrill it was something more...  I don't know...  important?  It was like at that moment, that invisible wall between us had shattered, and the connection between us that kept pulling at us was finally able to snap into place.

As odd as this may sound if I were to look back, I think that was the moment when our friendship was cemented.  Even if it never became anything more than friendship, Reid had become an integral part of my life.  And I was sure it had been a defining moment for him as well.

I chuckled out as he dragged me along, “What's the hurry?  I thought walking consisted of more...  well, walking.”

He just looked back at me, wiggled his eyebrows, then explained obtusely, “We can't miss the train, you'll see." 

Then we slowed down as we approached the stairs down to the station as he said, “I was looking at a blouse with a pretty floral pattern on it today, and it just reminded me of something I wanted to show you.”

I was in an inordinately good mood, seeing his smile, which drew my gaze to his lips again, with that understated frosted gloss he wore.  No...  I studied Reid's face as we walked quickly to a train.  There was something just a little too feminine about his bone structure.  Grah!  It was driving me crazy, she had to be a girl who was failing miserably at being butch.

How could I not care about her sex one moment, then be obsessed with knowing it the next?

When we switched to an overland train, I had to ask as we headed north, “Just where are you taking me?”

She looked far too pleased with herself as she said, “For a walk.”

I rolled my eyes and muttered, “I got that already, oh cryptic one...  where?”

The train pulled up at the Crouch Hill station, and she hopped up from the bench, with me following on an invisible string as she said, “Here, of course.”

That was apparently all I was going to get from her as she made a show of keeping her mouth shut.  I squinted an eye and shook a fist at her playfully, then flinched back at the sight of my fist when I flashed back for an instant.  Father in a drunken rage, his fists balled up and swinging.

Reid pulled me out of it as she brought us to a stop on the platform, grabbing both my hands in hers as people bustled past.  “Christine?  Are you ok?  You just went pale as a ghost." Then she added, unsure of herself, “We don't have to do this, I just thought it would be fun.”

I looked over at her, then down at our hands.  I made eye contact, and assured her.  “It was nothing.  I'm dying of curiosity here, where are we going, lady?”

She looked dubious for a moment then her excitement bled back into her as she shook her head and started quickly for the stairs the street above the outdoor platform.  She just kept repeating cutely every time I tried to open my mouth to ask, “Nope.”

I looked at my hand, where she was dragging me behind her.  I felt like a git just staring at our hands, enjoying the warmth, but enjoying more the touch of another individual who I had made a connection with.  I held my breath and then took a chance, moving my hand to lace our fingers.

I felt her stiffen for a moment before relaxing.  Then before I knew it, she was no longer dragging me, but instead, walking beside me as she studiously kept peering ahead of us, not chancing a look at me.  I smiled.  She was so bashful and that was a very attractive look for her.

We didn't say anything, we just shared a camaraderie silence, enjoying each others company as we went up two blocks then crossed over another to a gate with a pillar marking it as the entrance to a place called Parkland Walk.  The area beyond looked like it was straight out of the middle of a hidden forest somewhere.  But we were still in the middle of London.  How did I not know this was hiding here?

Well, the answer was obvious, I didn't grow up in London and hadn't explored the city as much as I ought.  We had only been here since McGrath took us away from the bad situation Robert and I were in and spirited us away to London.  And I've mostly stayed in the downtown core area, and the London waterways on the Deirdre since that is where everyone I knew in the big city was.

I looked around, eyes wide as we stepped out of the city and into a wild space that had wide paths through the center of it.  It was as if we had stepped through a portal, leaving the crush of the city behind us.

I turned my gaze to Reid, just to see her studying me intently.  She seemed pleased I had this reaction to the contrast between the two diametrically opposed environments.  I had to smile and asked in wonder, “What is this place?”

She shrugged as she pulled me onto the path, then explained, “You mentioned the other day that you wanted to explore London more one day."  She shrugged again, making an effort not to look at me as we walked, hand in hand, in the impossible forest inside the city.  “It's one day.”

Ok, I couldn't wipe the stupid amazed smile off my face as we walked along.  She shared with a bit of reverence in her tone, “This is my favorite place.  I thought I'd share with you, some of the secrets that London has hidden in plain sight for everyone to see if they'd just open their eyes.”

I glanced around and then asked in earnest, “Seriously, what is this place?”

She chanced a look at me, and I warned with a teasing grin, “Don't you dare shrug your shoulders.”

This prompted the smile I was shooting for, so she straightened up a bit and then pointed with her free hand, making sure not to let go of mine with her other.  “See the stairs covered in ivy?”

I followed her finger and then saw it, nature had just about totally swallowed an old concrete staircase, vines climbed the cracked surface and wrapped the rusted steel handrails.  “This is an old abandoned overland rail-bed.  The city repurposed it as a nature walk, it isn't the biggest one in the city, but it feels endless as you walk it.  You can see the old bones of the decaying infrastructures from time to time like that, or the bridges and stations.  This is Parkland Walk.”

Then she said in a low tone, with a bit of awe in her voice, “Every time I step into it, I feel like I've stepped through the wardrobe and into Narnia, leaving all the unpleasantness of the world behind.  Here nobody judges you, anyone you pass is here for the same thing, just to enjoy nature without having to take a day-trip out of the city.”

I hesitated at that, and a bit of anger welled in my gut, understanding that people likely judged her for her androgynous look.  But her individuality was so uniquely her, and it was...  well it was beautiful.  There I said it.

We must have walked over a kilometer like that, she talked about her mother and growing up in one of the most amazing cities in the world.  She prompted me for information about my childhood, but I was reticent, and only gave her my happy memories.  She didn't need to be saddled with the truth of our family.

I flinched when she reached up to brush some hair out of my face.  I hated that I still instinctively reacted like that when someone raised their hand around me.

She had a concerned look on her face over my reaction, and she pulled me over to a low, moss covered wall along the walk and sat on it, pulling me down beside her.

The expectant look on her face spoke volumes.  I didn't discuss this with anyone, not even my own siblings who lived through it with me.  But I felt...  I don't know, safe?  This was Reid's safe place, a world away from the world.  I'm sure she would figure it all out on her own, she looked as if she was already piecing things together as it was.

She was too intelligent.

I looked around, and except for a jogger who moved swiftly past us, sharing a little wave of camaraderie, we were alone.  Then I let go of her hand and started rubbing the sides of my other hand with my thumb, trying to wash away the invisible scars on my psyche.

I nodded once, not daring to meet her eyes.  She waited patiently for me to gather my wits, then I spoke of my shame, my family's shame, “My father was a raging drunk, a right tosser, and we all lived in fear at home.  It had all started when I was really young, Lenore was seven, and Robert was just a baby.  Dad had been sacked from his job and had started frequenting the pubs on the way home.”

I assured her, glancing at her blue eyes before looking away and said, “It was our fault really.  We shouldn't have made him angry when he was dealing with the stress of it all.”

I hated being a victim...  I took a breath and tried to explain that it really wasn't dad's fault.  “It started with the yelling.  Mum told us that he was just upset with his job.  But then one night it became more than yelling.  I can still hear the sickening sound...  the first time he hit her for not having supper ready when he got home from the pub.”

An arm wrapped around my shoulders as Reid pulled me to her shoulder.  I stared at a fixed point in space where my memories played out in front of my eyes, the memories I can't shut off some nights, the memories that were my own personal hell.  I hear Bobby in his berth on the Deidre sometimes, tossing and talking in his sleep, as the nightmare we had escaped invaded his sleep.  But not Lenny, she's always been the strong one.

I voiced that, “It just got to be how life was at home, he'd beat mum for anything she did to upset him when he was drunk.  But it was just the drink.  He wasn't that way when he was sober.  He only yelled at us children, until the day I accidentally dropped a glass of juice.”

My chest clenched and I found it harder to breathe as I shared, “That was the first time it spilled over to us.  He raised his hand and went to backhand me.  But Lenore...  Lenore was suddenly there between us.”

I grasped Reid's shirt with both hands and pulled in closer, pressing my face into it as I watched the memory play out.  “She went spinning to the ground...  but she got right back up again.  She stayed between us, and she got my beating for me being stupid.”

I straightened and said, “Lenny was so strong.  She was there anytime dad got home from the pub as we grew up.  She took every beating for us that she could.  Mum pretended not to know.”

My anger started to build at something that never made sense to me until I got older.  “It was our fault for making him mad, and he always made sure not to hit Lenore or Mum's faces after that.  I know now that it was to hide the bruises...  the signs of abuse.  We passed off the other bruises as falling down stairs or running into doors.”

I exhaled and lifted my head off of Reid's shoulder, staring at that memory as it played crystal clear before my eyes, something I never wanted to face, but I was safe with Reid there as I continued, “Then after Lenny had forgotten to do the laundry one night, he beat her and kicked her and kept hitting her when she had crumpled to the floor, unmoving.  I was so scared he was going to kill her.”

I turned watery eyes to my red haired companion who was just staring at me in wide eyed horror, “That's when I learned to be stronger, and when I knew what it was Lenore had been doing for us for ten years.  She was gone the next morning.  She had run, had found the strength to get herself out.  She's always been the strongest of us.”

That I was positive of.  Don't ever tell my sis, but she was my hero, it'll just make her head swell if she finds out.  There wasn't a day after she got out that I didn't wish for the strength to do the same.

I exhaled slowly then pursed my lips before continuing.  “After that, it was up to me to protect mum and Bob.  I was the target of dad's anger whenever I could be.  I wasn't as strong as Lenny had been, and sometimes I just couldn't stand up to him, and Bobby got hurt.”

I smiled sadly and locked eyes with Reid.  “Then one day...  McGrath came for us, the love of Lenore's life.  She came knocking when dad was beating Robert down for getting bad grades.  Dad told me to send whoever was at the door away.”

My heart beat faster as I shared that fateful night which changed our lives forever, “I opened the front door a crack to see this huge, muscular freckled woman who had this red pixie cut mohawk, the rest of her head just shaved red stubble.  She had a worried look on her face and asked in a voice colored with an Irish lilt, “Is everythin' ok in there?”

I inhaled deeply and continued, my voice stronger, “That's when Bobby backed into the front room, dad following, his fists white knuckled and his face red with rage.  The woman's face hardened, and she pushed past me as I tried to push the door shut with both hands.  She had opened the door, sliding me along the floor like I hadn't been of any consequence to her obvious strength.”

I smiled wistfully as I relayed the miracle that occurred next, “This imposing woman stepped between Robert and dad without a moment's hesitation.  And for the first time in my life, I saw something in this world that was more frightening than dad's rage.”

The corner of my mouth quirked up.  “A woman with a cold look in her eyes that could flash freeze an ocean, a look that told everyone just how dangerous that woman was even though to all outward appearances she was as calm as the eye of a hurricane.”

I pointed at the memory in front of me like Reid could see it unfolding, playing out like some macabre play.  “She asked in a calm, icy tone, 'What's goin' on here?  I'll be askin' ya to leave the boy alone.'  Dad raged at her.  Going on about how he could discipline his kids how he saw fit and she needed to 'get the fuck out of my house!'.”

Reid didn't falter as she just held me close, I took strength in knowing I wasn't alone as I voiced everything for the first time.  It was sort of cathartic, like a shadow pressing down on me had somehow become less smothering, though I knew it would always be there, lurking in the dark, waiting to crush me.

So I shared, “I still remember just staring at this strange woman, who didn't fear my dad's clenched fists, who was actually making him nervous.  And she said to him, 'With pleasure.  I'll be takin' the children with me now, ta be with their sister.' Then this woman, who knew our Lenny, placed a reassuring hand on Robert's shoulder.”

I chuckled.  “That's when dad reached out and grabbed McGrath's arm.  I was terrified for her.  I knew the look in his eyes, and I didn't want this stranger to be the recipient of the fury that should have been directed at me.  I was the one who let her inside.  He railed, 'No you won't, and you'll get out of here now if you know what's good for you.'  Then something happened that had never happened before, he tried to yank her arm off of Robert's shoulder as he raised his other fist...  but...  he couldn't.  McGrath was stronger than he was, by a long shot, and I saw him hesitate for the first time.”

I chuckled dryly.  There was no humor in it as I said, “Even I was afraid when she said in a frosty tone, full of threat that made dad's pale in comparison, 'I'll be thankin' ya to remove your hand from mahy arm, lest it be the last thing ya remember in this life.  You may be able to bully those ya should be protectin', but let's see what ya can do against someone who can fight back.'”

My eyes were locked on Reid, who was still just silently staring intently at me, letting me get through this.  I chuckled humorlessly, “I think dad almost pissed his pants.  And I admit that it was at that moment I thought maybe it could really be true, that Lenore had sent this Amazon of a woman to retrieve us, to finally get us free of the fear.  And I felt...  safe, behind this woman for the first time.”

I shrugged and said, “She even offered to take mum with us, but she was too afraid to accept the lifeline being offered.  And just like that, Bobby and I was whisked off to London.  We haven't been afraid of anything ever since.”

As not to tempt the gods, I whispered, “He...  let us go.  McGrath was, as Bobby says, badass.”

Reid just looked at me intently with watery eyes, and she didn't judge, didn't pull away like I thought she would.  Instead, she said something I didn't expect, “Thank you...  for trusting me enough to share that with me.”

I chuckled and pulled away from her to stand and wipe the tears from my cheeks with the backs of my sleeves as I said, “Sorry, I'm a bloody mess.”

She stood and shrugged and then looked down at my hand and slowly held hers out from her side, fingers splayed.  I stared at her hand a moment, then reached out to take it.  She said barely audibly as she dragged me back to the path, “We all have our demons.”

I tried not to look over at her as I asked, “And what demons could you possibly have?  You're so well put together, and sure of who you are.”

She inhaled deeply through her nose and then smirked.  It was adorable.  And then she said with an accusatory tone, “Is that your way of coaxing out my inner battles?  Tit for tat?”

I wiped the last of the tears from my cheeks with my free hand and grinned at her, nodding.  “I'm not as sneaky as I'd like to believe it seems.”

Reid seemed overly amused by me, and that in turn amused me.  It was a vicious cycle.  Then she exhaled that breath she had taken in and muttered, “Fine, wretch.”

I internalized a little victory lap, and she bumped hips with me, warning, “The more you grin the less I tell." In an instant I was as impassive as the Sphinx, my face could have been carved in stone if I hadn't felt my facial muscles twitching, trying hard to smile without my permission.  I won...  barely.

She shrugged and said, “I've never had to go through your particular hell.  Mum has always been supportive of me.  She's me rock and a person could never love their mum more.  Home is my safe haven, sort of like the Parkland here.  Where I don't have to deal with the bigotry and hate of people who don't have a concept of non-binary gender.”

Her voice didn't waver, and she was matter of fact as she shared, “The constant bullying, teasing, fights, because I chose to be who I am and not what people believe I should be, has been a burden.  I'll bear it because I will not change who I am at my core for anyone, and nobody should have the right to try to define me any other way than I see myself.”

I understood to some extent now.  She wasn't presenting herself the way she did as some kind of defiance like I had originally thought, she was just expressing who she was on the inside.  I realized those striking blue eyes were studying me again.

I was going to say something when I heard myself asking, “Non-binary gender?" Ok mouth, check in with me before you go blurting shite out, please?  I'd hate to have to take away your cake eating privileges.

She perked up at the question and responded with one of her own, “Do you consider yourself female?”

I nodded absently.  Of course, I did.  Then she prompted, her eyes full of sincere curiosity, “Why?”

I blushed and said under my voice in case the couple who had just passed us and quirked an eyebrow at Reid's question couldn't hear, “I sort of have all the girly bits you know...  isn't it obvious?" I motioned toward my ample chest and my nether region as I looked around to make sure nobody was looking our way anymore.

She nodded slowly at me, her face now impassive, “So, just because of your ummm..." She blushed.  “Your external genitalia, that makes you female?  Do men think and feel the same, have the same emotional responses as women?”

I shook my head and supplied the obvious, “Of course not.”

She inclined her head sagely at my response.  “So it is more than genitalia that makes someone male or female?”

I saw where she was going with this and nodded as I agreed tacitly, “I suppose so.”

Then she asked a question I didn't understand fully why she asked, but I was getting an inkling.  “But what if there was no distinction?  Most people believe that gender is binary...  but what if someone is both or neither.  What if they identified as something outside of that black and white binary?  Would that be possible?”

I nodded slowly and admitted, “I guess so.  I mean, it happens with sexual identity, with transgender and transsexual individuals.  So I would assume the same could be true for gender.  Wouldn't they go hand in hand?" I had to smile at that, Jen over at London Harmony opened my eyes to that fact, though born genetically male, she had transitioned and was one of the most amazing women I knew.  You could never mistake her for anything but the woman she was.

Reid looked pleased as she said, “It's refreshing to find someone who knows that gender and sexual identity are two completely different things.  As is sexuality."  

I was about to ask but understood that too, my sister was a lesbian, and a lot of the women and men I knew were either gay or bisexual to varying degrees.

I nodded understanding, prompting with my eyes to go on, though I was pretty sure I knew where this was going and I suddenly wasn't feeling very happy with myself.  I like to think I'm an enlightened individual and I was starting to see that maybe I wasn't, and was just as guilty as others who weren't aware of their own transgressions.  I flt woefully ill-educated on the subject.

She said, “When we are born, we are assigned a gender by the attending physician, strictly upon how we look to them.  According to that external genitalia." She paused and squinted one eye.  “I'm saying genitalia an awful lot here.”

I snorted at the segue.  Reid was too cute.

Then she continued, “So some random person arbitrarily assigns a gender to an individual according to the binary rule society has applied to the situation, without regard to how the child would identify when they are old enough to understand themselves and their own gender identity.”

Her eyes shadowed and narrowed slightly as she added, “And regardless, they are trapped in the cage that was put around them when they were assigned a gender at birth, so everyone expects you to act, to dress, according to that binary of societies expectations.  If you don't, you are seen as something abnormal, an aberration.  Something to mock and ridicule because most of the populace doesn't understand.”

She gave my hand a squeeze like she was checking to be sure I was still there, I gave a reassuring squeeze back.  I was there and wasn't going anywhere as I nodded slowly in understanding.

She said in a goofy voice, “Pronouns." 

I squeaked an aborted chuckle since I understood completely.  I had been thinking in he and she since I met Reid.  Now I wasn't sure that was right to even assume.

So I asked, not the question I think was expected, but instead, “And how do you identify?”

Reid's eyes were as sparkling at the bright smile that accompanied them.  With her ever present shrug, the response was, “Gender neutral.  Maybe a tad bit gender fluid.  I'm just sort of, well...  me.”

Then Reid asked timidly, eyes searching mine, “Would you still be my friend if I said I was male?" 

I nodded dumbly, what sort of stupid question was that?  

Then the inevitable question followed.  “Would you still be my friend if I said I was female?" 

I nodded again.

Reid smiled at that and looked down and said, “I'm glad."  

God.  I just wanted to hug him or her or the gender neutral equivalent.

My mouth again went on a walkabout without adult supervision, and asked, “Soooo...  pronouns?" I gave a goofy look.

Reid's grin matched my goofy and raised me a silly.  “I prefer ze and hir." 

That coaxed a memory of reading something about gender neutral pronouns a year or two ago, there was a ton, but the ones Reid preferred were among the most common.

I tried it out in my head.  Ze looked pleased with hirself.  I mumbled, “Don't go getting smug now.  It's not like you're a unicorn or something.  Then you could get all full of yourself.”

Ze looked at me and then burst into giggles.  “I prefer to think of myself as a platypus.  Unicorns are...”

I realized what Reid was about to say and clapped my hand over my mouth to stop my own surprised giggle.  My mind was daring hir to say 'horny.'

My erstwhile companion was blushing now, and muttering, “I hate you so much right now.”

I countered.  “Too bad, so sad, I've grown a little attached to you, and quite literally it would seem." I shook our clasped hands to demonstrate.  Then realized again, for the four trillionth time, that we were holding hands and the contact was causing heat to rise in my belly.

We exchanged little squeezes of our hands and then continued on in the most comfortable of silences, walking to a point where we could see an old abandoned train terminal as the sun was getting low in the sky.  A sign hanging from the gutted building read Highgate.  Then Reid glanced around and started dragging me on a small, less used path, into the trees and undergrowth.

I chuckled then said, “Where are we going?  It'll be dark soon, we should be heading back." It wouldn't be safe out for two...  well for one girl and someone as small and cute as Reid was, to be out.

Ze remained silent and just shot a mischievous smile back at me as I was pulled along behind hir.  I had to admit, Reid could drag me anywhere as long as ze kept holding my hand.  I liked how I felt even closer, like our bond had solidified more with the sharing of our personal demons.  It felt like...  well like I wasn't alone.

We came to a wrought iron gate in the low brick wall just past some bushes, and I could see a road just beyond.  Reid checked the gate then exhaled in relief and glanced back, “Good, she hasn't locked it yet.”

I furrowed my brow and asked, “Who?”

Ze giggled and said cryptically, “The steampunk princess spirit that haunts these parts, she locks the gate each night." 

I couldn't tell if ze was teasing or not, but Reid looked sort of serious.  It conjured up images of the musclebound woman, Bea, who was working on the steam boiler system in the Flotilla's newest acquisition for housing people who needed a second chance in life.  She frequented the steampunk clubs with Melinda.

I asked tongue in cheek, “And this spirit just wanders Parkland Walk?" 

Ze nodded in all seriousness and then helped me through the gate to the walk beyond.  I blinked.  We were at a tube station.  The Highgate Station.  That explained the abandoned overland station beyond the trees.

Reid made a cute gesture toward the stairs with hir hand, “Your chariot, kind lady.”

I couldn't have stopped smiling if you paid me.

		











	

	
Chapter 5 – Meet the Mum









Mr.  Jameson found me daydreaming as I looked at the masquerade feathered masks beside the pikes I was sent up to retrieve.  He gave me one of those knowing smirks that old people got when you just knew they were reading your mind.

I blushed at him as he grabbed the bundle of pikes I had been holding.

Then the inevitable had happened, he sighed and said, “If you don't tell that Reid how you feel, then it is going to drive you and everyone around you batty.  You're daydreaming with that dreamy look on your face of a girl smitten all the time.”

He walked away with a smug look on his face.  I called after him, “Don't go getting full of yourself now old man." This just got me his boisterous chuckle in return.

JJ had somehow become a surrogate grandfather to me.  My mother's parents lived in Africa, so we only got to see gran and pop pop every couple years.  So Lenore and McGrath were the only real parental figures Bob and I had around until mum got done with her therapy and survivors groups.

So it was nice to have a male paternal figure around to call me on my shite, without ever raising his voice.  I smiled at the thought and headed down to start loading the car for a delivery.

As I hopped down the stairs, three at a time, my mind drifted to other parental units.  Namely when Reid asked me a terrifying question.

The weeks had passed, and I found my life had become more and more hectic by degrees.  Every moment I wasn't at work or helping with the renovation for the Flotilla with Lenore, Robert, and McGrath, I spent with Reid.  If I wasn't walking the Parkland with hir, then I was continually texting or having conversations with hir on my mobile.  I savored every moment with the beguiling redhead.

I felt sort of bad that I was monopolizing Reid and not wanting to share hir with anyone else.

Then one day ze had looked preoccupied with hir thoughts, and ze blurted, “Come meet my mum?”

As much as the question excited me, the chance to meet the woman who raised such an amazing person terrified me even more.  What if...  what if Reid's mum didn't approve of me?

I pushed away the uncertainty and responded with a confident, “Ummm...  ok?" So maybe I wasn't as confident as I would have liked.  Shut up.

This got a giggle from the amused looking sprite.  

“She won't bite, I promise.  And if she does, just bite her back, that'll teach her." Then Reid smiled at me.  “Just pop in to say hi.” 

I tried to keep my mind off my nerves as we rode to Parsons Green Station, just a stone's throw away from one of the favorite mooring spots for the Deirdre, just past the Hammersmith district.  I mumbled, “We need a car.”

This got a cocked eyebrow from my grinning companion, which just made me realize I said we instead of I.  I deflected hir humor with a well-timed nose crinkle and said, “You know what I mean, don't be a brat.  I mean we're constantly on a train or a bus, always on the move.  One of us needs to get our own private transport.”

I brightened.  “I'm sure Paya would loan me the keys to one of the Flotilla's fleet of SUVs.  They always have a spare or two at the pier.”

Reid just shrugged.  “Public transport is an intrinsic part of the whole London experience, TinTin.”

I felt my cheeks heat.  Ze had taken to calling me TinTin, and after asking why, I had to vocalize most adamantly my protestations.  I had thought it was because ze thought I was brave and adventuresome.  I loved the TinTin books and funnies when growing up.  But alas, the ultra smirky, blue eyed wonder had simply chirped out, “For Tina Tinkerbell.”

My infinitely mature response, of course, was a well reasoned and articulated, “I hate you.”

Which only got my heart beating faster when Reid countered with a well-timed snuggle into my shoulder, with fluttering lashes.

Soooo...  I'm TinTin.  Feck me sideways.

Now if only I could come up with an equally embarrassing nickname for the Reidster.  I grinned at how most of my curses were influenced by my Irish pseudo-sister now.  McGrath had quite a mouth on her when she needed it, and some of what came out would make a sailor blush.

I glanced at my companion as we disembarked onto the platform and realized that Reid was dressed awfully cute and feminine today, with a white knee length cotton dress, white tights, and some darling black flats.  Hir hair was also down, pulled back with a white hairband.  My eyes widened a bit as I looked down to what I was wearing.  A simple pink jumper, some white jeans, and my Mary Janes.  I looked like chopped liver next to hir.

I blurted, “You already told her I was coming.  That's why you are in your Sunday best.  And I look like a potato!" I ran my hands back through my curling hair to tame it a bit.

The only response I got was two big doe eyes, and a hand held out by hir side almost bashfully, fingers splayed.  I melted and took hir hand.  It felt like it was supposed to be, each time we held hands like that like I always wanted it to be.  I marveled at how our simple contact made me feel.

Then I groaned internally...  I wasn't just attracted to Reid was I?  I was falling for this impossible person.  Bloody hell, just what I needed to further complicate my feelings, I didn't need to bugger up our friendship.

Through our nightly phone talks into the wee hours of the morning, I had sussed out already that Reid was pretty much asexual.  Ze had never had that kind of romantic feelings for anyone, never dated.  The closest thing I could figure was hir relationship with hir old mate, Dominick.  The bloke ze had gone to play rugby with when I first met hir.  He was like hir protector and best mate, and from what I gathered, Reid felt like Dominick was hir brother.

So I was happy with the amount of intimacy of our innocent hugs, snuggles, and hand-holding.  It seemed something entirely new for the blue eyed mischief maker, and I wasn't entirely sure ze was even aware of it.

It felt...  I don't know, maybe it is wishful thinking, but it felt like some of the things Reid did with me were almost romantic, like an unorthodox inadvertent courtship, which didn't help assuage my crush in the least.  I was going to go meet the mother for feck's sake.

I muttered through a smile, “Being criminally cute isn't going to work for you one day..." Then I added, “Lady.”

Reid beamed at that, knowing I teased since I had gotten pretty darn good with the gender neutral pronouns.  I've only slipped once or twice since our talk in the Parkland.  And if the strictly binary pronouns others used around hir bothered hir in the least, it didn't show.  If anything ze seemed to bask in them if people used the one which most fit hir gender fluid mood that day.  It was only if they used the wrong one, or seemed to be judging, did she take offense.

Never once did ze correct anyone and I got the impression by the warning looks Reid would shoot me when I opened my mouth to correct them, that ze didn't want me to defend hir.

I glanced down at our hands when my companion shook them.  “Hey, lady, you're in think-y mode again.”

I squeezed hir hand and then smiled and let her drag me to a row of two story terrace houses a couple blocks away.

We stopped in front of a brown brick home which had the only garage on the block.  The garage door took up most of the front of their section of connected houses, the only window on their first floor facing the street was the one in the violet front door beside it.  I glanced up to see four windows on the second floor to let in more light up there.

I always love the individuality of terrace houses.  Usually each owner would paint the bricks a different color, so there was a clear delineation where one home ended and another began.  And the  Mastersons were apparently more individual than most.

I had to smile at the pastel lilac color that complimented the door, and the faux window boxes painted under each window with colorful painted flowers growing from them.  A false ledge was painted above the windows with some stylized painted cats lounging on them.  A huuuuge lion's head door knocker was painted on the violet door.  I was half expecting some animated birds to fly down to rummage through the flower boxes.

As ze tried to tug me along Reid said, “We're just here." 

But my shoes seemed to be glued to the walk.  I couldn't budge as uncertainty welled up inside.  With a furrowed brow ze asked, “What is it?  What's wrong?" Uncertainty started to cloud hir face too.

I mumbled as I looked down at myself again, the way I was dressed, “Maybe this isn't such a good idea.  I should change first.  I don't want to make a bad impression." This was important.

All it took was a single word to break free the immovable anchors my feet had become, and for all my insecurities to take a back seat when Reid breathed out, “Impossible.”

I was floating on air as ze virtually skipped up to the door and swung it open.  In a higher sing-song than hir normal voice Reid called out as I was pulled in front of hir like a sacrificial shield, “Mum, I'm home!”

I looked back at the grinning loon as ze held both of my arms, ready to push me into the fire.  A middle aged woman who looked so very much like Reid, except for the heavy scarring on her face that looked like burn scars; though the pattern was odd like it slashed across her face from upper left to lower right; appeared at the end of the hall.

In another life, I would have found it shocking, but many, far too many, of the people that the Flotilla Project helps out, have some sort of physical or mental disability, or signs of abuse or accidents which have scarred them terribly.  It didn't take long for me to learn the strength of these people and that any disability or affliction didn't define anyone any more than the color of their hair did.

June's mom, Mandy Fay Harris is famous for her belief that your scars make you beautiful.  I didn't fully understand that when I was younger, I understood it was inspirational of course.  But once I met people with the same sort of psychological scars like me, or more visible physical scars, and saw how they survived, how they persevered...  then I realized the true message behind those words that someone so young couldn't fully understand.

When you can take the worst the universe has to throw at you and survive, you show an indomitable strength which makes you shine more brilliantly than the brightest star.  And that...  is beautiful.

So now I look past any perceived weakness or flaws and see people for who they are.  And you know what I discovered?  I'm a happier person because of it.

The woman had a smock on which was covered in various color splashes and drops of paint.  She was wiping her paint covered hands, one of which was heavily scarred like her face, on a rag at the canvas apron at her hip.  Various paint brushes and tools were strung along in various canvas loops along the apron.  You couldn't mistake the woman for anything but an artist.

The most striking thing about her was the wide smile on her face as she motored toward us, arms wide.  It was a mirror of Reid's, with that same innocent joy I enjoyed so much.  Even her bubbled and scarred skin didn't take away from the gravity of it, which pulled your own smile out to greet it.

In a voice that could be used as a template for all mums in our fair world, she gushed, “You must be Christine!  I'm so thrilled to meet you.”

I gleeped as she pulled me from her child's hands and into an embrace.  I blushed and looked at the small woman as I stood there, not knowing how to react.  I finally just smiled and returned her hug.

She released me and held me at arm's length as she looked me up and down and said in the same tone, “My baby has told me absolutely nothing about you." Then her smile broke as she shot the trademark accusatory look at her child that seemed to be a standard issue amongst mums across the globe.

I was guilty of that as well, as I hadn't told my family about Reid.  I felt like I wanted to keep hir all to myself.  Was that how Reid felt too?

I blushed and said, “Ze's had nothing but good things to say about you, Mrs.  Masterson.”

She released me and batted at the air dismissively, “Mimi please." 

I nodded then stiffened when she said, “I was thrilled when Reid shared that a friend was coming home for dinner.  Not many friends that one.”

Squeak!

I glanced back over my shoulder to a guilty looking red headed Judas.  With a grin and a shrug, all I got from hir was, “We'll, pop in to say hi, and...  you know...  dinner?”

I narrowed an eye at hir and then lifted my chin imperiously and made a show of ignoring hir as I inclined my head at hir mother and said, “I'd be pleased to have dinner with you, Mimi.”

With a devilish cackle, she looped an arm in mine and pulled me down the narrow hall, calling back to her evil spawn, “Stepped in it this time, love.”

I glanced back to see a smug looking Reid following us.

We passed a door into the little garage and then stepped into a small sitting area that had french doors looking out onto the tiny patio with one of those shared gardens just beyond it, which stretched down the block between the rows of terrace houses.

There was an archway to a small kitchen, and a stairway up between the arch and an open door I assumed was the loo.  The walls in the entire space were covered in paintings of ivy and branches, and brick fences, with various cuddly looking cats peeking out from every nook and cranny in the paintings.

There was an easel in the middle of the room that had a painting of an adorable calico who was in the process of knocking a glass bird off a table.  The way she used white borders, and having the cat's ears go beyond gave it a realistic, three dimensional feel, even though the cat was too cute, too fluffy, too cartoonish to be real.

The painting appeared to be about half done, and paints and other miscellaneous art supplies were strewn about the coffee table next to the easel.  The unmistakable smell of oil paints and thinner hovered in the space.

I retrieved my arm from her and stepped closer to it as I asked over my shoulder, “You're an artist then, Mimi?”

She beamed a smile at me, but before she could answer, Reid supplied, “More a crazy cat lady who supplies the habit of like-minded feline aficionados.  You'd be surprised how much those with her particular addiction will pay for a picture of a fluff-ball batting at a butterfly." 

I caught the awe for hir mother underneath the gentle teasing.

Mimi shot me some patient duck lips worthy of Paya as she gave her child a dubious look.  “I like cats.  This one would be wise to keep in mind I could model a wet cat in a tub after them if they keep prattling on." She arched an eyebrow toward the now super smiley redhead.  Hmm, I wonder if Reid's real hair color is chestnut like hir mums...

Then I was captured by Mimi again as she led me to a little couch facing a telly.  “Pay Syd no mind.  I'll just clean up here and get supper going.”

My mouth, still stuck in automatic, blurted, “Syd?”

Reid slid onto the couch beside me and found my hand with hirs.  With a sheepish look, ze supplied, “My middle name is Sydney, mum pulls it out whenever she wants to embarrass me.”

That was brill.  Mimi was a wickedly playful woman.

Though I only had eyes for...  Syd...  I asked absently, “Do you have cats, Mimi?”

She quickly responded as she deftly cleaned up the painting supplies with the skill of someone who had done it most of their life, “Oh heavens no.  Deathly allergic.  They taunt me with their fluffy cuteness.”

I understood obsessing over something you could never have.  I glanced down at my hand in Reid's.  When I looked up, I saw Mimi was eyeing our hands too as she folded up the easel.  Should I not be doing that?  Should I let go?  I didn't want to let go.  But the wistful smile on her face told me not to worry.

She asked, “So, Christine, tell me about yourself.  Since my own traitorous child hasn't seen fit to share.  How did you meet my Reid, and how long have you two been friends?”

My companion blushed at the offhanded admonishment.  I smiled at the woman and said, “Reid gave up hir seat on the tube to me a few weeks back, when ze was going to play a rugby match.  I'm pretty sure that in some cultures that made hir responsible for me.  We've been best mates since.”

The elder Masterson cocked an eyebrow at her child, “Rugby?  Really?  I should have guessed when you said Dominick was in town.  What have I told you about that violent sport.”

Reid whined as ze looked down in embarrassment, “Muuum, I'm an adult now.  I can make my own decisions.  We've a guest...”

I squeaked out quickly as I held up a halting hand, “Don't go pulling me into this, I just need some popcorn to watch this play out.”

Mimi cackled in glee again and pointed at me as she said, “This one I like, Syd." 

I got a little hand squeeze from the sufficiently embarrassed individual who seemed to be sitting a little closer than before.  I could feel the heat from hir thigh.  I gave a little squeeze back, forcing my eyes not to look down at our proximity.

Then the interrogation began, it felt almost like a parent quizzing someone their child was dating.  I felt beat up and hung out by the time Reid rescued me, “Want me to help with supper, mum?”

This got the woman in motion, and I sighed in relief, shooting a grateful glance at the sly pixie beside me.

Mimi called to us, “You two can peel the potatoes while I brown some beef." 

We stood and dutifully followed.

I am of the belief that since I met Reid, my mouth and I have become two distinct individuals since I apparently have no bloody control over the things it blurts out.  “I'm just curious...  I noticed you haven’t used a single pronoun around Reid...”

Reid sighed long and loud as hir mum smirked at me as she stood over a skillet at the stove.  “I always get tripped up, even after all these years.  Ze, hir, ve, ver, fi fie fo fum...  I can't keep track sometimes.  If the stinker is being a manky bint, I call her on it.  If he's being a wanker, I'm quick to point it out.”

I opened my mouth, but she continued, “You'll learn that Syd has the propensity to lean one way or another depending on mood.  And I adjust my address accordingly.”

I had already noted what she described.  Like today, Reid was radiating femininity.

Then she said something interesting...  well more interesting than it had already been, “Reid has the tendency to lean toward the gender of her friends.  Ooo, look, a pronoun..." She gave me a grin that was all teeth then continued, “My baby has only had three really good friends.  Otherwise, Syd prefers to just stand on the outside looking in.”

She gave such a warm look as she shared, “Malana in primary school, the two were so frilly back then.  Then it was Dominick and all the rough housing.  I've taken note that Reid has been acting more feminine lately, and then she brings home a delightfully wicked young woman." 

I...  was influencing Reid's fluid gender?

I giggled as said fluid individual whined, “Muuuum.”

I reached a potato around the sufficiently embarrassed redhead and hugged hir close for a second.  Ze laid hir head on my shoulder a moment and stuck hir tongue out at hir mother.

Mimi looked entertained then narrowed her eyes a bit as she really studied me again.  I felt as if she could see right through me and knew that I wasn't good enough for her child to be hanging around with.

Reid exhaled in exasperation and pulled me back to our task of peeling potatoes, “Ignore her.  She can be overprotective.  Too much so sometimes." Ze shot an accusing look at hir mum, who absently touched her face.

My eyes widened at the subconscious gesture.  Had she gotten her scars while protecting Reid from something?  Reading my mind, the room sobered as she shared as she turned the beef in the pan with a spatula and answered the question I would never have asked in a million years.  “Small price to pay for my baby.”

I looked between them, feeling boundlessly awkward.  Reid said softly, “I was relentlessly teased and bullied when I was younger.  One boy, Aaron, had beat me soundly at recess, calling me a freak who should just go die in a hole.  He was expelled.”

I didn't even move as Reid continued, “His father took exception.  They hunted us down when we were walking to pick up groceries." Hir voice tightened.  “They drove past, and the man shouted out 'Fuckin' freak!' and tossed a cup of liquid at me." Hir voice broke a bit as ze finished.  “Mum moved between us to protect me...”

Mimi finished in a matter of fact tone.  “It was acid.  But that is neither here nor there, I'd do the same again.  Reid is my shining star I'd do anything for.”

She smiled at us and shrugged so very much like Reid did as she explained, “People aren't born to hate.  It is something they learn.  Aaron learned it from his father.”

Reid said with more venom than hir mother's calm tone, “And now he has learned that every action has consequences.  His father was doing fourteen years porridge in Brixton Prison still for his part, they judged it a hate crime.  He was released on parole just last year.  Aaron was thrown in Brinsford for a year, and had to attend two years of anger management for youths.”

We found a spatula pointing at us.  “Now slice those up in the pot and get them boiling.  I'll get the gravy simmering while we wait.”

She was done talking about the unpleasantness, and we dutifully did as we were told.  I kept glancing at Mimi.  She seemed even prettier and larger than life to me now.  She steered the conversation to more pleasant topics, then I realized I was being interrogated about my family.

I didn't mind, as I had such a spectacularly unorthodox family now, which I loved with a passion.  I got more than one raised eyebrow when I mentioned parts of my family like Tabby as if it was normal to tease a music superstar.  But for me...  it was.  Tabitha was like a big kid.  Well, a big sexy as hell kid, with a wicked sense of humor.  I saw her as one of my many adopted big sisters.

After a nice dinner, I found myself playing a board game for the first time in a very long time.  Fran has a large collection of board games that she and Vanessa are almost obsessive over for some reason, but I haven't yet had the occasion to play one with them.

When it was starting to get dark out, we wound things down.  Reid mentioned, “I'd prefer you not ride the tube at night.  I'll walk you back to the station.”

I pointed at her accusingly.  “Now see?  This is where our own vehicle would be endlessly beneficial." I felt righteous smug-damnation.

Hir girlishness swung toward the masculine with the equally smug grin I got in return as Reid said, “I sort of do have a vehicle.”

Mimi made an exasperated sound and muttered, “Death machine is a more apt description.”

Again the whine that I was so amused by, “Muuum!”

Then I was glurking as I was pulled down the hall, away from the chuckling woman and through the little garage door.  I heard a click in the darkness and the space was lit up.  There had to be hundreds of canvases with varying degrees of feline-ness painted upon them, stacked everywhere.

Off to one side near the little high window in the garage door, was a bicycle that looked to be part Frankenstein's monster.  There was a little fuel tank under the center bar and a small gas motor sitting over the back wheel.  The entire thing was covered with a thick layer of dust.

She stepped up to the cobbled together mechanized whoziewhatsit and made a proper introduction, “Christine, Melody.  Melody, Christine.”

I giggled.  “Pleased to meet you." And curtsied to it to the amusement of the blue eyed imp.

Reid was all bloke now as he gushed about how many cc motor it was and how fast and far the bike could travel.  The he said with a touch of regret.  “She stopped running coming on a year ago.  I've no mechanical ability and haven't the foggiest what ales her." She was all girl on that last admission.  Not that girls don't know about mechanical things, rather I could see the dial swing visibly from masculine to feminine when she said it.

Now just a couple short years ago, I would have been shrugging right alongside Reid.  But I lived with McGrath and hung around with Bea.  Bobby and I helped McGrath maintain the two small gas powered generators on the Deidre all the time.

I stepped up to the contraption and pulled up my most condescending tone that all men in the American movies used, and said in an American accent, “Well then, little lady, it's lucky I happen to be around then." This got a snort, giggle, and blush that made me happy to have elicited from hir.

I explained as I looked at the little gas motor and pulled the spark plug wire off.  “I know the basics.  McGrath taught me.  There are really only three things it can be on small gas motors.  Either you are getting no spark, no gas, or no air.”

I held the cable close to the plug and pulled the starter rope.  We saw little blue sparks of electricity arcing from the wire to the plug.  “You have spark..." I unscrewed the wing nut holding on the little air cleaner.  The foam filter was a little dirty but not enough to cut off the much needed airflow to the motor.

I said, “This could use a good cleaning or be replaced, but it isn't dirty enough to stop the motor from running." I glanced up and froze for a moment.  Big blue eyes were wide with wonder as they looked at me.  I felt the heat on my cheeks, and I tried not to smile as I put the air cleaner cover back on.

I tried not to melt under hir gaze as I concluded, “So, barring a fouled spark plug, you're not getting gas.  Which can mean only one of three things:  fuel line, fuel filter, or a bad float.”

Then I felt so bashful for some reason as I looked at my crush and prompted hopefully, “I can come back tomorrow night if you want, and we can see if we can get Melody running again.”

Reid fluttered hir eyelashes at me and clasped hir hands over hir heart and said, “My hero." 

We shared a giggle, then it wasn't funny anymore as I found my hands cupped in hers.  Gulp.

After a moment Reid said, “Come on, let's get you on your way.  The next train is in twenty minutes." 

I nodded and allowed hir to lead me by the hand back into hir house where Mimi was waiting in the hall.

Mimi said, “Cat." She shoved a small canvas with a black cat painted on it into my hands.  “Kiss." She kissed the top of my head.  “Door." She moved past us to hold the door open.

I giggled at her as I was dragged out by her evil spawn.  I called back as we hustled down the walk, “Goodbye, Mimi.  Thank you so much for having me.  It was a pleasure meeting you.”

She waved, a genuine smile on her face before she shut the door.

I said with absolute certainty.  “I simply love your mother.”

Reid said with pride, “Me too.”

		











	

	
Chapter 6 – Mischief On Two Wheels









I smiled at the memories as Mr.  Jameson and I stuffed his Metropolitan to the gills with pikes and armor.  He produced a twenty pence and held it up.  He flicked it, and I blurted out hopefully, “Heads!" I really didn't want to sit around waiting for the Henningsly Production Group to come calling for their order.  That was soooo boring, and they were always at least an hour late.

The coin flipped through the air, and he slapped his hand down on it, capturing it on the back of his other hand.  He peeked under his hand and said in a false conciliatory tone, “Ohhh, a shame.  I'll be back before you know...”

I cocked an eyebrow at the slippery old man.  “Why aren't you showing it to me?  I smell something rotten in Denmark.”

The old man grinned at me and then lifted his hand, I looked to where the queen was staring back at me.  I slapped his shoulder lightly.  “You old snake.”

He chuckled and slipped the coin back into his pocket, produced his keys, and tossed them to me.  Playing the feeble old man with his voice, he said, “Not a scratch on her, you hear?”

I shook my head again at him, suppressing my smile.  I really did enjoy working with JJ, but I wasn't daft, I hopped into the driver's seat before he could change his mind.  I gave a tiny wave in the mirror when I saw him waving from the walk.

On the short drive to the BBC backlot, I looked at the steering wheel in my hands and thought about how freeing it was not to have to rely on public transportation.  I hadn't realized how restrictive it would be until Reid and I had our own way around town.

The memory of what occurred that next day all those weeks ago flitted around in my mind.  It had been a Friday.  JJ and I had taken to working half days on Friday, so I could rush home from work to help with the renovation.  I can't believe how gorgeous the greenhouse was becoming under McGrath's skilled hands.

I can't tell you how much I loved contributing to the Flotilla.  I felt as if I were accomplishing something to be proud of.  But on that day, I was looking at the time every few minutes.  I even caught myself looking up at the huge clock face that overlooked the inside of the greenhouse that was part of the housing structure, even though it didn't work.  The restoration of the clock face was progressing swiftly as well, and the entire building was starting to look brand new.

The moment McGrath called out as she clapped her hands loudly together, “That's five o'clock people.  Hammers down.  I'll be seein' ya all bright and early Monday.  Now go.  Have a great weekend.”

I was already shoving my tool belt into Robert's hands and running toward the exit.  Bobby groused out, “Hey!”

I just grinned but then remembered myself and skidded to a stop, ran back, hugged Lenore, McGrath, and Angie quickly and then dashed toward the door.  Ange was calling out, “Are you meeting this mystery person again?  His name again was...?”

I don't know why I was so greedy and selfish about my time with Reid that I didn't share with them.  But I truly savored every moment with those crystal blues looking at me, and I wanted them all to myself.  Besides, it was sort of fun to see my little family all a twitter and trying to get information from me.

I waved her off with a single digit on my hand and ran out to Narrow Street.  I had to hustle the few short blocks to the Limehouse Station.

An hour later I was hopping off another train at Parsons Green, I looked around hopefully, but the only person around not exiting the train, was a bloke walking along the platform, hands in pockets.  I stood on tiptoes to look over a couple exiting passengers and deflated a little.  Reid had said ze would meet me here.  We only exchanged about a zillion texts that day.

But then my smile bloomed on my face.  It was startling to me how relieved I was when I noted the bright red hair under the ball cap on the approaching boy.  The big aviator sunglasses hid Reid's blue eyes.  This was the most masculine I have seen hir, and it stirred a familiar heat inside me.

Then I grinned at hir decidedly shy and feminine smile that just threw all that masculinity out the window.  I couldn't help myself, I gave hir a quick hug that coaxed out a bright blush on hir cheeks.  I said as I released my bashful companion, “This is a new look for you.  Very sharp.”

Reid shrugged and bit the tip of hir tongue a moment before ze said, “I was feeling it today.  We're going to be doing mechanic-y shite and stuff tonight.”

I nodded sagely as I allowed hir to claim my hand and start pulling me along.  “Yes, mechanic-y shite and stuff.  That's what we'll be doing." I couldn't resist a little tease as I smirked playfully and asked deadpan, “You wouldn't know the difference between a spanner and pliers, now would you?”

The toothy grin I got in return as the sprite ignored my question, was all the affirmation I required.  I nodded, continuing my sage tone.  “No bother, at least you're pretty, you've that going for ya.”

This got me a super smiley version of Reid walking beside me as ze beamed at the backhanded compliment.  I glanced over and shook my head, releasing hir hand.  “What is with these glasses?" I slid them off hir face.  Then squinted one eye and pulled off the ball cap too.  I ruffled hir hair as she swatted my hands away with familiar windmilling patty-cake motions.

Indignantly, Reid pouted out as ze walked backward in front of me.  “They make me look rugged.”

I reached up and ran one hand through hir silky red hair, smoothing out the mess I made of it and countered as I said, “If by rugged you mean somebody's overly cute kid sister wearing her brother's stuff then yeah, you rock it.”

She was all girl as she gave me a pouty lower lip.  She raised her chin and looked down her nose imperiously at me and said in a regal tone, “Bint.”

I was having so much fun I just cuddled into hir arm, wrapping both of mine around hir bicep, and said, “To the home, good sir.  We've a motorbike to repair." This was apparently the right thing to say as ze looked at me smugly then did as I had suggested and led me to castle Masterson.

We must have cross kicked each other’s butts at least five times in the short walk to hir place, having a grand time.  Then Reid asked as we stepped up to the door, “You really think you can get Melody running again?”

The hopeful look in hir wide eyes had me gulping, I said with much more confidence than I felt, “Of course...  most likely...  maybe?" 

Reid giggled.  

Then I asked in a conspiring tone as I looked around, “You get what we needed?”

The sprite furrowed hir brow as we moved into the house as ze called out, “Mum, I'm home!" Then hir eyes widened in understanding and ze produced a spark plug from hir pocket, saying with pride,  “Pluggy thingie.  Same number as the text written on the old one.”

I snatched the spark plug from the least mechanically inclined person in this or any other universe as I chastised in fun, “This 'pluggy thingie' may or may not be needed, it is a 'just in case' scenario, in case the original spark plug is fouled.  It would be a good thing to replace it anyway as...  gleeep!" I was pulled into a hug in a sneak Mimi attack, I hadn't stood a chance.

I turned to the glowing woman who had paint on her cheek and in her hair.  She had an eyebrow cocked at Reid, who said sheepishly, “Oh, yeah.  Umm...  Mum, Christine's coming over for supper and to help fix my bike tonight." She went all girl and gave her mum the most innocent look, fluttering her lashes.

This just got her mum chuckling and shaking her head.  “I swear, sometimes I'd think you'd forget your own head if it weren't attached, love.”

She turned to me, ignoring her child and looped an arm in mine and started to drag me down the hall ignoring Reid.  “I'd be delighted to have supper with you, Christine.”

We both grinned at the whine behind us, “Muuuum, I need TinTin in the garage.”

Mrs.  Masterson relented and released me into the wild, in an expert tag and release, “Fine, fine.  I'll call when I have dinner ready.  You two have fun playing." She winked conspiratorially at me before marching off.  She was a delightfully evil person and knew just how to push all of Reid's buttons.

Said redhead grumped, “Muuum...  We're not children mother, we're fully grown adults.  We're not going to 'play.'”

I turned to hir, unable to keep the grin off my face and grabbed hir hand to drag hir toward the garage door, bubbling out, “Come on, let's go play." I giggled at hir harrumph and I soothed her, “She's just yanking your chain, silly girl." Then I hesitated when Reid turned on the light, and I looked at hir.  “Sorry.  Sometimes I forget.  Hard habits and all, years of binary address...  But sometimes you can be such a girl,"  I teased.

This just got a smile from hir.  “You actually do better than most, and you have a knack for reading me.  You seem to know when I'm feeling particularly girly and so what you say isn't entirely inaccurate at the time, and I sort of like that you can tell." 

I had to pry my eyes from hir lips as something inside stirred back to life, reminding me just what Reid did to me when ze was around.

I pushed away the arousal and moved purposefully off to the bike.  I felt the sprite at my back as I looked at the motor and pulled the spark plug wire again.  I compared the numbers on the plug...  just in case, and heard an indignant grunt.  “Just making sure,"  I teased

 “I did learn to read at a young age.  It would be a superpower if every other child didn't do the same,"  ze grumped. 

I grinned back at hir and explained.  “It pays to be doubly sure, some plugs extend farther into the cylinder and can damage the motor.”

With a scrunched brow I got back, “How do you know so much about this stuff?  You take auto shop in school?”

I shook my head.  “Nope, just learned from McGrath, when we service the generators and bilge pumps." I had to bite my tongue to stop from smiling at her bemused look, then prompted as I squatted again and held a hand out, “Adjustable spanner?”

With surety and conviction, all I got instead of a spanner in my hand was, “That's a tool thing, right?”

I turned my gaze up and cocked an eyebrow.  The impish grin I saw told me ze was messing with me.  Reid stuck hir tongue out at me and then dashed off to the far wall, saying, “Mum keeps a few tools in here.”

Ze brought a dusty metal toolbox over and opened it up.  I swear to all that is chocolate in this world of ours, hir hand actually hesitated over some channel locks before, with a nod to hirself, ze grabbed the spanner and handed it to me.

I said under my breath but loud enough to be heard, “We're going to have to teach you the basics, that was just embarrassing.”

Ze sputtered, “I'm not that bad, TinTin, you're just mean.”

I nodded sagely.  “Whatever you say, Reidster.”

 “No.” 

 I expected that reply every time I tried out a new nickname on hir that I sort of liked.  Hmm...  Reidster, I think that one will stick.  Much better than Reid-inator. 

I managed to get the spark plug out without barking my knuckles and swearing like an Irish sailor...  bad habit I picked up from my pseudo-sister.

It looked fairly clean with just some carbon build up.  I said, “It looks ok, but we'll replace it just in case." 

Reid was quick to pick up the new one from where I set it next to the tool box and handed it over then took the old one from me.  I arched an eyebrow when ze impressed me by tossing the old plug half way across the garage and into a small bin by the door.

Ze just nodded confidently at my surprise and nudged hir thumb at hir chest.  “Reid knows sports.”

I nodded skeptically, though I knew the smug one did play rugby.  “And does Reid also speak in the third person often?  I hear that is a sign of megalomania." I hid my grin as I installed the new plug and connected the wire.

I do admit to snorting at the response.  “Reid is aware of this and Reid will inform you upon any urges to take over the world.”

I giggled, handed the spanner to the next ruler of the world, then stood up and inhaled quickly.  We shared a look, and I pulled the cord a few times.  The motor didn't even try to kick.  I said in my sage manner, “The spark plug, was not the problem.”

Reid was nodding hir head and asked, “You think?”

I nodded back, having so much fun with our banter.  “Yes I do, frequently, you should try it.”

I giggled at the incredulous gasp I got in return along with a light slap on my arm.  I winked at hir and then bit my lower lip as I looked at the gas tank and taped it with a knuckle, it felt about half full.  “How long has the gas been in it?”

Ze said, “Better part of a year now.  I tried starting Melody after she sat over last winter, but she was dead.”

Ahh...  I nodded and asked, “Does the one who knows sports, also know that petrol can go bad?”

“No, the one who knows sports was not aware of that fact.” 

I looked over and explained, “If you are ever going to store anything with a motor in it for long periods without running them, it is good practice to run them out of petrol, so it doesn't go bad." I grinned internally, just a couple years ago I wouldn't have known any of this stuff.  I love the skills I have acquired since coming to London and working with McGrath and the Flotilla.

Then I thought I sounded like a commercial as I added, “You can also get fuel stabilizer additive to add to your gas to help prevent the petrol from going bad.”

Reid was just nodding like a student in class, and I felt silly.  Then ze asked, “So what is the next step?”

I looked around, then asked, “Do you have an old tin or anything you wouldn't mind getting gasoline in?" 

Reid hopped over to a large bin and peered inside, then brought an empty tuna tin to me.

I nodded then asked, “Vice grips?”

She shook her head.  “Nope.  But if you want to talk vices, I have a weakness for pastries." She stuck out her tongue before I could say anything and she asked, “Just what in our recent interaction makes you believe I know what these vice grips might be?”

I shook my head and teased, “I reiterate my previous observation, you're such a girl sometimes." Then I grinned at the indignant look that turned playful a moment later as I pointed.  “Just slide the box this way and let me see what you have in there.  And to be fair, I wouldn't have known a vice grip from a hacksaw a short bit ago.”

Reid's eyes widened in mischief.  “We've a hacksaw.”

I muttered as ze slid the toolbox over to me, “Smartarse.”

Ze laid hir head on my shoulder for effect and fluttered hir eyelashes at me.  “I do try.”

I pulled an old set of locking pliers out of the box in triumph.  “Ah ha!  Ok, we'll just pinch off the fuel line just outside the tank..." I pinched the rubber hose tightly with the vice grips and left them dangling on the hose as I got the tuna tin and a set of normal pliers.

I moved the hose clamp up and then said, ok, here's where it gets messy.  I moved the tuna tin as close as I could to where the hose connected to the carburetor and pried it off with the pliers, one eye squinted shut.  And nothing happened.  A single drop of gas fell into the tin, and it looked a little grainy.

I snorted when my handy dandy helper pointed out, “Well, that was anti-climactic.”

I agreed.  “The gas in the line should have drained out.  But it seems we've discovered the problem." I pointed at the solitary drop of gas that was beaded up on the fish oils in the tin.  “See that black grit?  It seems that the gas is fouled and the line is plugged with debris.”

I grabbed a small Phillips screwdriver and then looked at the hose and pushed the tip of the screwdriver in as far as it could go and pulled it out and winced at the black, tar-like goo stuck to it.  I used a professional mechanic's term, “Ewww." Shut up.

I stated the obvious.  “It appears the gas is somehow dissolving the rubber.  I don't know if that is normal or..." I pointed at the dubious looking redhead.  “Hey!  I didn't say I was a mechanic.”

I shook a finger at the smiling imp to prevent hir from opening her pie hole as I grabbed my mobile in my other hand.  I growled at hir, trying not to smile, “I have resources.”

McGrath answered on the second ring with a tinge of concern peeking through her Irish accent, “Tina?  Is everythin' ok?  I thought ya said ya had a special project ta be doin' tonight.”

I nodded to thin air and said, “It's all good.  I just have a hypothetical question about general motor maintenance.”

The concern was gone, but an amused tone replaced it as her tweedledee came to the forefront, “Oh, is that so?  Shoot.”

I grinned and asked, “Well hypothetically, if someone were to store a motor, without running it out of petrol...”

She interrupted, “Which ya wouldn't do, or you'd be walkin' the plank.”

I squinted an eye and channeled my sister, “Of course I didn't, you surly leprechaun.  This is purely hypothetical." I chuckled at the use of one of my sister's common reprimands for her.

“Oh, of course it is now...  what?  It's the wee one...  no, I'm not tellin' her ya love her, Frizzy.  We're talkin' important business.” 

I giggled and said, “Hi, Lenore.”

McGrath said with her hand over the receiver, “Now you've done it, you've got Tina distracted now.  Go play with the toaster in the bath while the grown-ups talk.”

I heard the thud of Lenore's backhand to McGrath's cast iron abs.  It played out in my head like a movie, I knew them so well.  I loved how much my sis loved McGrath even though the two mixed like oil and water on the surface.  I heard my Irish pseudo-sister utter her trademark three syllabled, “Lovely.”

Then like nothing was going on on their end she asked me, “Please, do go on.”

I nodded again and rolled my eyes at the Reidster.  “As I was saying, hypothetically, if petrol were left in the tank a few months and the motor didn't start.  And you found gummy black residue in the fuel line..." I left it open.

She chuckled and pointed out, “That's a mighty specific hypothetical question yer askin'." Then she gushed, “Our little Tina is workin' on a motor." 

I blushed, and she said, “It sounds like a cheap setup.  Some manufacturers cut corners on things and use materials that aren't right for the situation to save a bit of lolly on production.”

I nodded again to myself as she shared, “Some rubber breaks down in gasoline over time, an' turns ta sludge.  You best replace it, don't try ta clean it out.  An' if yer lucky, none of it made its way inta the carburetor or yer in a wold of hurt.”

I winced and said what I feared, “A hypothetical carburetor rebuild.  That's a little beyond my skill set.”

I could hear the nod in her voice as she agreed, “Hypothetically.”

I smiled and said, “Ok, thanks, Hunter.  Love you, see you tonight.”

Her voice softened as she said, “Love ya too little ship mouse.  See ya later, be safe.  Now I got ta track down a certain frizzy haired sibling of yers before she makes a mess of mahy boat.”

I rang off and then looked imperiously at Reid as I slid my mobile back into my pocket.  “I have deduced that some manufacturers use cheap rubber hoses that can degrade with prolonged...”

Ze grinned and interrupted, “I have ears, Sherlock, I heard.”

I stuck my tongue out and then asked, “I don't suppose you have any rubber hose about that diameter that we can test the theory with until we can get a proper fuel line?”

Reid squished up hir face in thought then held up a finger as ze rushed over to a little workbench and started rummaging in the cabinet below it.  Hir head popped up and she asked, “Would surgical tubing work?”

I blinked, I had no idea.  But it was temporary anyway, so I nodded.  “Let's give it a go." 

Ze ran back over with a meter long piece and some scissors and offered it up to me like a prize chicken at the county fair.

I couldn't help beaming a smile at the pixie, and measured a piece and cut it to length.  Then I said, “Ok...  now THIS is where the mess comes in.  Just pinch the middle of the tubing while I pull off the old hose and try to get this on before we lose too much petrol.”

Ze nodded and pinched.

I said tongue in cheek, “Yet another good reason not to store a motor with gas in the tank."  

I squeaked, springing up, almost diving through the wall when Reid decided the hose wasn't the only thing around to pinch as ze said, “Yeah yeah yeah, I got it.  Duly chastised.”

I giggled and rubbed my sore butt cheek.  I squatted down and said, “You, my dear Reid, are no gentleman.”

Ze nodded again and teased, “Again with stating the obvious.”

I turned away to look at the offending hose so that I could blush a bit, when I cooled down, I put the hose clamp over the end of the tubing then slid the hose clamp attached to the fitting on the tank down and said, “Here goes nothing.”

I twisted the hose with the pliers until it started moving freely.  I dropped the pliers and picked up the tuna tin and moved it over and then pulled the hose.  Gasoline came spraying out, and I grabbed the tubing with my free hand and shoved it onto the fitting, getting petrol all over my hands.

I started spitting to the side and working my tongue in and out of my mouth, trying to get the terrible taste of gasoline off of it.  Some of the spray had hit me in the face.  Lovely, I was going to smell like petrol for a day or two.

I grinned at Reid, who looked like she was a second away from dropping the tubing and running away to wash the tiny bit of gas that got on her hands.  She grinned back.  Then I took my own sweet time removing the second hose clamp from the discarded hose and then attaching the other end of the tubing to the motor.  She was giving me the evil eye at the slow speed in which I was working, which pleased me to no end.

 “Ok.  Release it," I said. 

Ze stopped pinching the hose, and we saw it darken slightly as gasoline made its way down the length of it.

Reid asked dubiously, “So...  is that it?”

I shrugged as I stared at my wet hands, gas fumes wafting up to me.  “I was beyond my knowledge when we found the hose was bad.  Only one way to find out." I motioned a hand to the bike as I backed off and started putting the tools back in the box.

Reid stepped up to Melody trepidatiously and grabbed the pull starter.  After two pulls the motor sputtered a little and died.  Hir eyes were wide with anticipation and excitement as I stood up beside hir.  One more pull and the motor buzzed to life like a weed eater on steroids.

We squealed like a couple school girls, mine aborted in mid squeak when I found myself in a tight embrace.  Hir scent filling my nose as hir ponytail whipped my face while she swung us back and fourth in a warm hug that was melting both me and my resolve.  Bloody hell, she was so strong for hir size and sexy as hell.

Reid released me and held me at arm's length as ze gushed, “You did it, TinTin!  You're brilliant!" Then ze pinched hir nose and grinned as ze added, “And you stink.”

I squinted one eye at hir and couldn't help but grin.  My body was on fire from our contact moments earlier, and I was riding an endorphin high, or was it a pheromone high?  “You're no spring daisy yourself.  You smell like a gas station.”

Then I said, “And you may want to shut that off before we die of carbon dioxide poisoning.”

“Right."  Ze nodded and shut off the bike.  Then Reid's smile slowly grew even bigger and said, “Now...  we have transportation.” 

I just giggled.  “There is no way in a million years that I'm getting on that thing.”

Less than minute later, after Reid called into hir mum that we'd be back in a flash, I was on the back of the bike, my arms wrapped around Reid's waist as I held on for dear life...  oh...  my arms wrapped around...  With a grin, I laid my head on hir back, the stupid goggles, and helmet not allowing me to bask in our contact.

We did a quick lap of the neighborhood, the little motor straining under both our weight, we couldn't have gotten up to more than thirty kilometers an hour.  I was feeling much more relaxed when we pulled back into the tiny garage.  I was sort of sad I had to let go of hir, and got off the bike.  When the door was closed, Mimi poked her head in.  “Ok children, get cleaned up, supper is ready.”

We virtually ran into the main part of the house.  Reid pointed to the door I assumed was the loo.  “Loo is just there, I'll use the one upstairs." Then with more excitement, ze said, “She fixed it, mum!  She's amazing."  And ze dashed up the stairs in a flash.

I turned to got to the loo and froze when I saw Mimi studying me with a thoughtful look on her face.  “You're good for my baby, Christine.  Reid hasn't been this happy in years.”

I blushed and shrugged I whispered, “It's all Reid." Then dashed into the loo before I died of embarrassment.

A fun and entertaining meal ensued, and Reid announced to the room when we had finished cleaning the dishes afterwards, “I'll drive Christine home." 

That was an exciting, if not terrifying prospect.  I'd get to see more of my personal obsession, though it would be on a rolling death machine.

We bundled up for the ride, then Mimi met us at the garage door.  I giggled almost uncontrollably as she said, “Cat." Shoving a small canvas into my hands.  “Kiss." She kissed the top of my head.  Then she pointed with a manic grin.  “Door.”

I smiled and gave a tiny hip wave to her.  “Good night Mimi, thank you so much for supper.  I hope it wasn't a bother.”

She shook her head as she shoved us out the door into the garage and said as she shut the door behind us, “You, dear child, are welcome anytime.”

Then through the door, she groused out, “Drive careful Reid.  Don't get distracted.”

Reid was blushing as we headed to the motorized bike.  “Muuuuum.”

I absently wondered what I was going to do with another cat painting, as the garage door raised.

		











	

	
Chapter 7 – Freedom









After my delivery to the BBC backlot, I hurried back to Bits 'N' Bobs, giggling at the latest text message from the red headed troublemaker.  “Does Paya take cute pills or something?  I see how she uses the adorable to get people to do her evil bidding...”

Yup.

I thought the question was so funny because that's about what I thought about Reid.  I mean, how can one person be so cute, in an ambiguous way.  Life had been different when my world was seen through the binary goggles we were taught to see through our whole lives.  I mean, it becomes second nature to think, she's cute, or he's handsome.  But when it comes to non-binary gender it is a whole different matter, because those two could be one and the same or neither...  something completely wonderful in its own right.

While I never thought I'd be more than passingly attracted to a woman, I find it quite pleasing to hunger for Reid's feminine lips.  I still remember our first, 'sort of' accidental kiss.  Mmmmm....  A happy misread on my part.

It had been that same night.

Reid had driven me home that night on her flaming bicycle of death.  Fine, it really isn't that bad, and Melody gives us some freedom and autonomy that we had not known we had been missing until we had it.

The little motor had buzzed like an angry swarm of bees, straining to push us along almost at the speed of the regular traffic on the streets of London.  I was content just to hold onto my crush from behind and take in the sights.

I realized after a minute that we were taking a circuitous route, weaving through the city, then along the Thames.  My chauffeur was giving me a tour.  If it wasn't for the chill night air, it would have been almost...

There!  Ze was doing it again, did the Reidster not realize that the things ze did with me could be construed as romantic?  I knew from hir stories and what Mimi had shared, that Reid had never dated, nor even seemed interested in anyone that way.  Which to me was endlessly sexually frustrating, knowing the object of my desire was apparently asexual.  But just being with hir like this was enough.

When I shivered at a stoplight, Reid looked back with concern on hir face.  She was all 'protective bloke' at that moment, and he actually put his jacket over me.  I melted a bit.  Then the winding journey became a direct route to the shadow of the Hammersmith where the Deidre sat low in the water.

The tide was going out.  If we had been any later, the Deidre would have been grounded until the tide came back in.

I wondered with an internal smile if that had been part of the reason Reid had been taking such a lazy route to bring me back home.  If we missed the tide, we'd have to hang around longer with each other until the tide came back in.

As we turned onto Lower Mall, he cut the motor and pedaled us along the promenade to the gangplank that McGrath had reaching out to the barge.

When we came to a stop, I slid off, and Reid put the kickstand down and stepped beside me and rubbed my arms to get some warmth into them as I took off the helmet and stuffed the goggles into it.

That same look of almost tender concern was in hir eyes, and I was lost in those crystal blues.  Then my heart skipped a beat when ze leaned forward with a smile.  I leaned in to meet hir half way, and Reid froze when our lips met.  Hir eyes were wide, and then I felt hir take the helmet from me.

Feck me sideways!

I had misread the hell out of the situation.  I stepped back, my entire body was hot with embarrassment.  As Reid said in a halting, whispering voice, a look on hir face I couldn't decipher, “I was...  I was just reaching for the...  for the helmet...”

I turned to run to the gangplank, I was mortified.  I'd never been so embarrassed in my entire life, and I was so afraid of what Reid was going to think now.  I didn't want to lose hir friendship.  You bloody git, Christine!  What have you done?

I was halted by a hand on my arm.  I turned back, and tears were welling in my eyes, I had been so stupid.  There was nothing but concern in those huge blue eyes of hirs.  “What's wrong?  Are you ok TinTin?  I'm...  I'm sorry.”

I shook my head and placed a hand on hir cheek, “You don't have anything to be sorry about.  I just...  I'm so stupid.  I thought...”

The redhead looked uncomfortable, shifting hir weight from foot to foot, then to my surprise ze said, “I don't know how to...  I've never.  Was it ok?”

I don't know why, but I chuckled and wiped my eyes on the sleeve of hir jacket I still wore.  Which I was claiming as my own by the way, if I hadn't just turned our friendship into a fecking mess like a looney gobshite that is.

I asked carefully like I was speaking to a skittish animal who was about to dart into traffic, “You're not mad?”

Ze shook hir head and smiled sheepishly, “Of course not.  You're my best mate.  And I don't think I've ever felt...  I...  you're different, and I don't know why.  It's all sort of confusing.”

I asked shyly, “Did you...  like it?”

I held my breath, waiting the infinitely long single heartbeat that went on and on until ze nodded and shrugged.  “I...  I think so.  You confuse me so much.  I like...  holding your hand and stuff.  Things I never did with my other mates.”

I smiled and felt my blush returning like a long lost friend.  “Well, I like holding your hand and stuff too, Reidster.”

I loved the blush on her cheeks, for she was all girl just then and she looked so deliciously bashful.  She grumped out with a slight smile, “I'm still not going to answer to that.”

I exhaled a huge sigh of relief that I hadn't just pushed away from the person that makes my heart beat so hard in my chest it sometimes actually physically hurts.  I bit my lower lip then gave her a quick peck on the cheek and turned to run away home, “G'night Reidster.”

She still hadn't let go of my arm, so I turned back, and her bashfulmess had multiplied exponentially as she looked down at her feet then up at me.  She caught me by surprise with a quick kiss on the lips before diving on the motorized bike and yanking the cord, bringing the small motor to buzzing life.

She squeaked out as I just stood there, still in the fog of my happy shock, trying to process the fact that Reid had just kissed me on the lips...  of hir own accord this time.  “G'night TinTin.”

Then ze was off, Melody buzzing like a frantic chainsaw as she darted away on Lower Mall.  I giggled and squeaked and waved at hir back then hugged myself, then spun around to board the Deidre.  I froze when I saw Lenore, McGrath, and Bobby all stepping out onto the deck, looking at the bike as it disappeared around the corner.

McGrath was asking, “Did you see him, Frizzy?" Lenny was shaking her head, and Robert was cursing, which got him a chastising look from Hunter.

I exhaled heavily, shaking my head at my nosy family and marched across the bouncing plank to the Deirdre and hopped onto the deck.  A detached portion of my mind remembered how terrified I was the first time I walked across that thin board.  Now it was second nature to me and easy as pie.

I raised my chin, moved past the gossips on the deck, and went down into the main cabin.  McGrath, leading the snoopers behind me, asked, “So, was that the person you've been spendin' so much time with the past few weeks, now?  An' what did you say the bloke's name was again?”

I said as I headed through the cabin toward the back hall where my berth was, “It's none of your business, and I didn't supply a name before.  If and when I'm ready to share, I will." Then in my best imitation of McGrath's voice, I added, “So don't be makin' trouble where there isn't any, or I'll have ta be puttin' a hurtin' on ya." Lenore snorted.  It was a great impersonation, and she knew it.

McGrath grumped, “I don't sound like that." 

Lenore and Robert assured her that she certainly did, and I was grinning, but they wouldn't know it as they continued trailing me from behind.

  McGrath said through the door when I closed it in their faces, “Bob messed up yer kitchen.  Seein' as how we had ta fend fer ourselves tonight.” 

Bobby blurted, “Hey!”

I snorted because of all of us, I was the only one with any experience cooking anything that didn't come out of a can.

Lenore added, “Don't try deflecting her ire from you to him.  Us Elgin girls don't distract that easily you demented shamrock surfer.”

I buried my face in my bed with a pillow over my head when McGrath said seductively, “Oh really now,"  and I heard a wet kiss and Bobby screaming playfully, “My eyes, my eyes!”

I giggled and turned to look at the ceiling, placing the pillow under my head and letting my fingers drift to my lips.  Reid had kissed me.  I paused and looked at my door then pulled my pillow out from behind my head and threw it at the door.  It struck with a fluffy thud as I called out, “I know you're all still out there you bloody muppets.  Move along now.”

I smiled as I heard them chuckling and moving back down the hall.  Then my hand was shooting to pull out my mobile when it buzzed.  I looked at the text from Reid, “Night.  I'll pick you up to give you a ride to work in the morning.”

As much as I didn't want to ride on the evil egg beater again, I wanted so badly to be holding hir from behind again.  So I shot back a smiley.

Reid...  had kissed me.  Well sure, after I made a boneheaded mistake and kissed hir first, but the second time was by choice.  I spun around and screamed with glee into my mattress.

Once the redhead in question had made it safely home, one of our all night texting sessions began.  And I realized that I was feeling happier than I can ever remember.  It was a tiny step in our relationship, but ze didn't seem adverse to it.

I typed something up then erased it a half dozen times before squinting an eye, tilting my head back, and hitting send...  then instantly wanting to take it back.  “Was that really your first kiss?" What the feck?  I was acting like a smitten teen.

I just got a blushing emoji in return, and I let it drop and enjoyed the hell out of the rest of our marathon conversation.

That wound up 'not' being our last kiss by a longshot.  It seems that Reid was clumsily coming to terms that ze seemed to be attracted to me, the connection we had made was something new to hir and ze seemed amazed about the romantic feelings that were growing at a painfully slow rate for me.  I had pieced together that Reid truly was demi, and that I was that lucky one in seven billion she had made the connection with.  

I was patient because kissing and cuddling seem to have become the blue eyed imp's favorite pastime hobby when we were alone...  and I was good with that...  swoon.

I had to snort when Lenore asked one night when we were both sitting on my bed reading our sappy romance novels together, “What's with all the cats?”

I looked at the wall, which had a couple dozen small cat canvases adorning it.  I had just shrugged and said simply, “I get 'Cat, kiss, door.'-ed a lot.”

When it was obvious that it was all I was willing to say on the subject, a pillow fight ensued.  Lenore won as always.  It's because she cheats.  I'm not sure how, but I just know she cheats somehow.

As the weeks went along, Reid and I had become mischief on two wheels as we seemed to go anywhere and everywhere together on that damnable bike.  We had found our freedom, and it was brilliant.

		











	

	
Chapter 8 – Nosy Birds









JJ was chuckling at me the moment closing time rolled around, and I was off and running to the tube.  We closed at four every night, to avoid rush hour, and that gave me an hour to get to the Flotilla to see how Reid's first day had gone.

I ran from the station to Flotilla Pier and skidded to a stop before rounding the corner of the row of little tenant storage sheds.  I didn't want to seem overly anxious.  I walked at a relaxed and sedate pace, trying to look aloof, forcing my legs not to take off in a mad dash.

It was so paramount to me that my unorthodox family take a liking to Reid.  I was so anxious that I wanted to wring my hands in nervous apprehension but forced myself to act normal.  Reid was such an important part of my life now, an irreplaceable part.  I've been so selfish, wanting to keep hir all to myself, but now that I've decided to share hir, I really wanted them to see hir for how spectacularly amazing the Reidster was.

I tried not to run up the steps two at a time to the pilot house of the Persephone but realized I probably couldn't as my legs had started to shake.  Come on Christine, pull it together.  I glanced back and hesitated when I saw a familiar clunky old Hillman Imp sedan in the VIP parking space.  Tabby was here?  Well, the Flotilla was hers after all, but...  why was she here this late.  When she visited, it was usually the weekends, as Paya always came in 'just to check in,' or around lunch to steal Paya away.

Had she met Reid then?  Of course she had, Reid had texted me about lunch.

I was obsessing, hoping she, like the others, saw my imp as the shining star ze was.

I stepped inside, right in the middle of an argument between Paya and Tabitha.  It had way too many smiles and an overuse of the word bint interspersed in the back and forth between the two best mates.

I brought two fingers to my lips and whistled shrilly to get their attention before they started throwing popcorn at each other from the bowl between them on the small conference table.  Because normally Lenore would be the one to clean up the destruction of one of their food fights, and with her off doing things I don't want to imagine with the illustrious Hunter McGrath, it would probably fall to me or even Reid to clean up.

Speaking of.  Where was Reid?  Probably off on a run.

It amazed me how, just since I came to London, the sheer volume of deliveries Lenny has had to make in a day had increased almost exponentially with each new property the Flotilla acquired to help the less fortunate people in the city.

But Len had this knack for making every delivery each day and never falling behind.  A byproduct of her driving, which terrorizes all of London when she is on the streets, and earned her the name Speedy.  I had to grin.  That was the one thing I was better than my older sister at...  driving without giving heart attacks to the people around me or on the road.

One may think we just tease Lenore about her driving, but trust me, we are serious.  We believe the examiner gave her a pass on the driving test just so that they didn't ever have to ride with her again as we don't think Len has ever had the patience to drive normal for the duration of a test.

How she has never had a single point taken off of her license, nor ever even been pulled over, is one of the great British mysteries.

Now that I had the arguing women's attention I grinned at them and gave a little wave.  “Hi, Tabs.  What are you two on about now?”

Tabitha shot me her winning smile, her copper eyes flashing humor.  She opened her mouth, then seemed to change directions before she spoke after a sly glance at her best mate, and said with all the mischief in the world in her tone, “Reid is such a hard working bloke.”

I nodded enthusiastically, this meant they like hir work.  I shared, “The temp agencies all rave.”

Tabby got a smug look on her face and crossed her arms in satisfaction across her chest.  I could hear her unspoken “neener neener"  toward Paya.

I began to twig to the topic of their argument even before Paya added, “And she's such a sweet girl.”

I grinned and nodded as I said, “I agree." I blushed at my own following sigh.

The two were so in tune with each other after growing up together, and they both exhaled in exasperation simultaneously, Paya complaining, “Listen smitten kitten, not you too, stop teasing.  This is killing us, Tina, you have to tell.  Is your blue eyed dynamo male or female?”

Smitten?  Why yes I was, thank you very much.

I looked at them and considered.  I was just as curious at first, trying to key in on any clues as to Reid's biological sex.  I thought the training bra ze wore sometimes was a clue, as was some men's boxer shorts I saw peeking out when ze bent over to tie hir shoe once.  Not that I was staring at hir cute arse at the time.  But there was never anything definitive.

Then that curiosity wafted away once I got to know hir better and I don't even know why it had been so important to me before.  It was just silly.

I just see hir as Reid.  As unique as a platypus ze had invoked before, just with wings, and it really doesn't matter to me.  Sure, there might always be a little part of me that will always be curious as to hir biological sex, but it just wasn't important as it wouldn't change the way I feel when Reid is around me.

I said in all seriousness, looking at first her then Tabby, “Would it change anything if it were one way or another?  Would you treat Reid any differently?”

They both furrowed their brows and seemed to deflate a moment as they considered the questions.  Then slowly, first Paya, then Tabs, started shaking their heads.  Paya chirping out, “No.  I suppose not.”

I smiled fondly at the two, I could see a million thoughts going through their eyes as they processed what I was truly asking.

Then the little devil inside me smirked in mischief as I said innocently, “And the answer is neither.”

They both narrowed their eyes in that, “I wonder if Christine would float if we pushed her into the Thames,"  kind of way.

Tabby pointed at me as she looked at Paya.  “She's a little rat.”

Paya agreed.  “A true stinker." Then she cocked an eyebrow at me.

I sighed and said, “Not that it is any of your business, because it really isn't, but Reid is non-binary.”

They digested this then Paya blanched as she realized...  “And we've been throwing around bloke and girl all day.  Why didn't Reid say anything?  Correct us...”

I shrugged and said, “Because this is a binary world, and everyone wants to throw binary rules on it when there is a whole gender spectrum out there.  It is easier just to go with the flow than to make waves.  Not to mention Reid doesn't mind specific gender pronouns if ze is sending out that particular vibe.  But ze prefers gender neutral pronouns like ze and hir.”

Tabitha nodded slowly and said, “That's really no different than sexuality.”

I nodded back.

Paya cocked her head cutely.  “I feel like a right tosser now.  I had never thought of this before.”

I shrugged.  “Most of us haven't.  I still mess up at times.  It is hard to unlearn a lifetime of expectations.”

They again exhaled in unison.  I almost snorted, wondering if the two knew how much they influenced each other.  They were two peas in a pod, and it was easy to see why they were best mates.

Then Paya asked, “But...  YOU know umm...  hir? Biological sex?" Then she squeaked out in a rush, “No!  Don't answer that!  Sorry!”

I was blushing so much at that point I swore I was either going to spontaneously combust or pop out of existence.  But I said softly, “No.  I don't." Then with a smirk, I said, “Nosy birds.”

They both started giggling at my uncomfortableness.  I wanted to die right there realizing I had basically just told them I hadn't slept with Reid...  yet.  I pointed a finger, waggling it between them and assured them, “What you were saying about each other when you were arguing when I came in?  You're both right.  You're a couple of manky bints.”

This got their giggling to double and my smile to bloom at their antics.

But then I got serious and asked the simple question which coincidentally was also the simple immutable truth of it all, “Does it really matter?”

This got them to settle down long enough to think about it.  Then again, they started slowly shaking their heads.  Paya said in an almost loving tone, “Lesson received." It was a hard lesson, I was still learning it, and I hated that I needed the lesson when I had always believed I was more enlightened than that.

Then she cocked her head at me like she was just seeing me for the first time all over again.  She smiled, almost sadly, as she asked wistfully, “When did you grow up without us noticing?  Yesterday you were our kid sister, but now you've become this awesome adult.”

I blushed and felt tears welling in my eyes for reasons I still can't fathom.  Paya opened her arms, and I stepped over, and she pulled Tabby and me into a three-way hug.  Just then we heard the door open and Reid's voice asking, “Hello?  What's this?”

I glanced over at the redhead who held my heart and held out one arm.  “Group hug." Hir eyes brightened as much as hir smile, and ze almost skipped up to us to join in.  I pulled hir against me and basked in hir warmth and the love from my mates.

When our hugfest was done, and we all stepped away, Reid took my hand as ze looked around.  Then said like an extremely pleased chipmunk, “That was fun.  I should come up to the pilot house more often.  Is this something we do at the end of each day?”

Tabby giggled and just said to the sky, “Adorable.”

Paya said, “No, but we should make it a custom.  Your girl here was just teaching us a lesson.”

My crush nodded sagely.  “Nasty habit of hers.”

I slapped hir arm lightly before laying my head on hir shoulder.  “Hey, don't be a bint.”

Ze laid hir head on top of mine, then Tabby started clawing at her tongue.  “Ack!  Cuteness sugar overload!" 

I reached over and snagged some popcorn from the bowl and threw it at her, to her giggles.

We all stopped when Robert stepped into the cabin.

Since Lenore and McGrath had gone on their honeymoon, we had been staying with Bea and Melinda on the Duchess of Gloucester so he would hang around at the Flotilla, helping out after school until Bea drove us to the station.  I still grin every time I think about Highgate Station and knowing now that Bea truly was the steampunk princess spirit that haunted Parkland Walk.

The look on Bobbie's face was almost haunted, and he was pale as a sheet.

This had all my protective instincts screaming at me as I stepped away from my imp to grab his hands.  “You ok Bobbie?  What is it?”

He held up his mobile.  “Mum rang me up...  she wants to talk with us.”

I blinked dumbly at him trying to comprehend the words.  Our mum...  the woman who let dad raised his fists to us...  the woman who looked the other way and pretended not to see?

Heaven forgive me, but I still loved the woman.  She was our mum.  But as much as I wanted to, I couldn't forgive her for...  I know it was irrational, as she was just as much a victim as us, but...  we were her children.

We hadn't seen her more than a handful of times since McGrath had spirited us away.  I was happy that she finally sought professional help, and that she stood tall during dad's sentencing after she finally spoke out about the abuse.  It had taken losing her three children before she had.  We hadn't seen her for almost a year now.

I heard my voice asking tightly, “Why didn't she ring me?" I already knew the answer, because she was afraid of Lenore and me.  Robert was the weak link in the chain, her baby, the one we girls had all protected to the best of our ability.  He'd be the one to ask as he hadn't seen most of what dad did, hadn't been through for as many years as us as he was too young at the time.

I closed my eyes tightly as he started to speak, already knowing what he was going to say, “I...  I said yes.  She wants to meet tonight, she's in London.”

I looked up into his eyes and sighed, then reached up to tussle his hair.  He wasn't my little brother anymore.  He was taller than me two years back, and now with all the physical labor he did for the Flotilla with McGrath and Bea, he had filled out and muscled up.  I could see the man he would be one day.  I simply told him as he watched me with worry in his eyes, “Ok.”

As the worry faded from his expression, I added mostly to myself, “I wish Lenore were here."  Then I realized that this was the most likely reason for the timing of the visit.  She knew Lenny wouldn't be here; even though she didn't attend the wedding, McGrath had insisted that mum get an invitation; and she could talk to her youngest children first.

Paya was instantly in her protective mode, where all her kindness and sweet disposition were tucked behind a fierce armor that was almost shocking to see from the woman who's default setting was smiley.  “You can use my place." The cold tone sent shivers through me since it was coming from her.

Before I could say anything, being the eldest Elgin present, Robert spoke up sheepishly, shaking his mobile in his hand and admitting, “Bea already texted me that it was ok to use the Duchess of Gloucester.  So that she and Melinda could be present since I'm still underage and they are my temporary guardians until Hunter and Lenny get back.”

I gave my brother a sad smile.  Of course, he had already texted all of this to Bea.  He had a planet sized crush on the tall, muscular blonde, which was almost as huge as his hero worship of McGrath.  It didn't matter to his schoolboy crush that Bea was now married to our friend Melinda.

Texting was Beatrice's preferred method of communicating.  She was virtually silent otherwise, communicating only with body language and her expressive face.  The woman was otherwise a mechanical genius, and we suspect that she has high functioning Aspergers but have never asked because just like Reid, it just really didn't matter.

The women stepped closer, and Tabby said, “Want us to be there?  Should Angie know?”

I blurted, “Dear god no.  Ange can barely deal with the abuse that Steph had endured, she'd go crazy over our mum who let that sort of abuse spill over on children." It was odd speaking so freely about what we had endured, but I felt safe there.

Then Reid's hand was in mine again, and I felt hir strength as ze said in a matter of fact tone.  “I'm coming." Warmth spread through me, and I felt myself nodding even though I didn't want hir exposed to my family's dirty laundry.  That is when I realized that I considered Reid part of my family now.

Then Bobby said in a dreamy tone, “Well hello there.  And just who might you be?”

Feck me sideways, not again Bobby.  I sighed in resignation as I looked over at his goofy look.  Sure enough, I saw another crush building.  He was one hundred percent teen aged boy...  I shoved his shoulder to get him from staring at my girlfriend...  boyfriend?  Just what was the gender-neutral term for how I viewed Reid?  Love interest?  I smiled at that thought as I teased, “Hey now, eyes off you, this one is taken.  Stop crushing.”

I was rewarded by a squeeze of my hand from my amused looking sprite.

Before I could make introductions, Paya exploded into Paya-ness and blurted out excitedly, “Bobby, this is Reid, the mysterious someone your sis has been hiding from us all.  He...  ummm ze is the temp we hired to do Speedy's work while she is off doing god knows what with McGrath.”

The dreamy expression on his face change to confusion as he looked between all of us and said, “But, Cap McCray says you hired a boy to do the running..." He stared at Reid, and I could see him picking out some of the more masculine traits in hir, though not as pronounced as hir feminine aspects.

Then a confused disappointment crossed his features as he stood straighter and offered a hand, “I'm sorry mate.  I just thought you were...  I mean you look...”

Tabby offered, “Cute?" At the same time, Paya suggested, “Adorable?" My redhead was blushing profusely at that.

“What a fecking clusterfuck." I shook my head and muttered as Reid shook Bobby's hand and just shrugged.   

“It's a pleasure to meet you.  TinTin has told me all about you.” 

This got Bob to cock an eyebrow at me and said as he said in an accusatory tone that almost had a tinge of McGrath's Irish in it, “Really now, did she?  TinTin?  And she's told me absolutely nothing about you.”

I muttered, “For god's sake all of you.  Fine, I was selfish.  Yes, I'm dating Reid.  Now back on point.”

Reid was nothing but a beaming smile, and I had to roll my eyes at hir too.  Ze had to know that what we were doing was dating.  You don't just make out with random strangers, repeatedly, after all.  Wait...  was ze was teasing me like the rest.  To a group chuckle, I muttered, “I hate you all." They were all picking on me, and we had more pressing matters.  Mum was in town.

Paya exhaled then put on that winning smile of hers.  “Reid, if you're caught up with the runs today, then let's knock off a few minutes early.  We're getting nothing done like this.”

My imp opened hir mouth to argue, hir work ethic as ingrained as McGrath's and earned every quid she was paid.  But Paya intercepted with an expectant, “The two proper answers are...”

Reid chirped out like a student in lessons, “Yes Paya.”

Paya said, “There's a girl...  oh...  ummm...  what's the best way to address you in those instances, I don't want to offend.”

Reid said to her, “Whatever feels appropriate.  I answer to just about anything but late for supper.  I know there aren't many alternatives except enby or gul and the like." 

Then I got shot a raised eyebrow, and I felt like I had just been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.  I knew I shouldn't have been talking about Reid's gender with others behind hir back, it isn't my place.

I mouthed sheepishly, “Sorry.”

I was saved by our resident Indian-Brit as she said, “Then, there's a gul." Paya was nothing but mischievous grins.  Then she said, “Now shoo you three, the adults need to talk business.”

We were pushed out to the stairs and the door shut behind us.  Reid grinned.  “I really like those two." Robert and I nodded agreement and then I got 'the look' as Reid said to me, “You, lady, are in the hot seat about now.”

I hugged onto hir arm, “Sorry.  They were just driving me mad trying to guess...  they made the same binary assumptions I had, and I didn't want you to feel uncomfortable around them.”

Again, ze shrugged in hir usual manner and then got a little grin on hir face as ze shared, “Most of the time it is tedious...  but sometimes, it's a little fun.”

I blinked as I realized my red headed obsession was inferring ze had been playing with them!  I giggled.  “You wretch.  Now I don't feel as bad.”

We had completely forgotten about Bob until he asked from behind us as we reached the bottom of the stairs and walked backward in front of us, “So you're like, not a girl? Or a boy?”

I blurted, “For god's sake, Bobby!”

We moved past him to the gangplank walk to the pier.  Reid was blushing and burying hir face in my shoulder.  “He's not normally this dense,"  I said as I shot a glance back accusingly.  “Nor rude.”

He whined, “What did I say? "  We hopped onto the Elizabeth, where Bea was working below decks on the heating system.

I waved to Benny and Margret, two of the children who lived in one of the cabins on the boat with their father, Bernard.  They waved enthusiastically back and then swarmed my imp, little Margret said, “Reid, Reid!  Daddy says we can go for a ride with you on your bike if you stay in the car park.”

Reid smiled at them and said, “Alright then, tomorrow after you get out of school.  But it has to be a short ride, I've lots of work to do for the Flotilla." 

I saw something I've never seen in hir face when the children squealed and ran off.  It was almost a look of wonder and longing.  My gul loved children!  It was so sweet.

I shot hir a questioning look as Bobbie held the door for us like a proper gentleman.  He still had that puppy love twinkle in his eye that almost made me forgive him for being so brazen earlier.  Ze blushed and said, “I caught the wee ones hiding below decks, spying on Beatrice before my last run.  They were whispering about superheroes.  Then I looked over to see Bea picking up that portable generator on wheels like it was a laundry basket and understood what they were saying.  That lady has muscle to spare!”

Then ze added, “They were all full of questions about my bicycle when I hauled them above deck to find their father.  When they asked if they could ride it, I thought I was letting them down easy by saying they had to ask their dad.  My folly it seems." Ze didn't look upset by it one iota, what with hir beaming smile and all.

We reached the equipment room which was much roomier than the old retrofitted barges like the Persephone, there was plenty of room for and the mechanical systems and the huge diesel engine since the new barges had been designed this way from the keel up.

Bea was just holding some sort of mechanical box up to some ductwork like she was just holding a child's toy.  She flicked her head, and the welding screen flopped down over her face.  We all looked away instinctively before she welded the unit in place.

When she was done, she looked over at us, raised her visor, then gave us a dazzling smile.  If you had told me that a big Amazonian woman who was ninety percent muscle like she was could be cute and almost girly even, I would have just rolled my eyes at you.  But our Beatrice was all woman.  Scary as hell how strong she was, but all woman.  She cocked her head as if asking what we were doing there.

I said, “Paya sent us to fetch you early.  She's being all motherly since she heard mum contacted Bobbie.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of mum then grinned in the direction of the Persephone.  I nodded.  “Yeah, sort of hard to argue with our Miss Doshi.”

Bea's grin widened, shaking her head, then she fluttered her lashes then rolled her eyes.  Bobby grinned and agreed, “Yeah, she is far too cute at times.  We all have that same weakness." Then he looked around and lowered his voice conspiratorially.  “You think anyone has ever said no to her?”

The blonde mechanic cocked an eyebrow at me and I asked incredulously, “No, you really think?"  She just nodded.  I couldn't imagine.

Reid looked to be at a tennis match, hir head bobbing between us as we were conversing like that.  Then Reid squeaked, “No offense Bea..." Ze turned to me.  “You know what she's saying?  She used a notepad with me.”

I just chuckled, and Bea looked at the time, sighed and started packing her tools away.  She pulled out her mobile from time to time, and her thumbs flew over the screen.  I smiled, knowing she was texting Melinda if the smile on her face was any indication.  The woman loved her wife with a burning passion that one could only dream of.  And Bea was sort of addicted to texting.

She grabbed her “go bag,"  the tool kit she carried with her at all times.  It was a present from Meli on their wedding day and swung her chin toward the door.  Robert and I saluted, chiming out simultaneously, “Aye aye ma'am.”

We started to turn when an eager Bobby, moved over to Bea and took her go bag in both hands, straining under its weight.  I had to snicker and wonder if there was anyone he didn't have a crush on as we headed up to her van.  Bea just grinned at him, ruffled his hair, and grabbed her steampunk looking lunch box as we left the equipment room.

Reid's hand in mine gave me a reassuring squeeze as my anxiety started spiking over the prospect of seeing mum again as we climbed the stairs.

		











	

	
Chapter 9 – Mum









It was a tight fit in the panel van, with the four of us and Reid's bicycle wedged in among all the pipes, tools and other various metal doodads.  It had been Beatrice's work vehicle when she worked for Hart Heating.  The owner, Karl, was such a good sport about losing his most productive worker, and I'm pretty sure he saw himself as a surrogate uncle to her.

He had told her to take the van, and they could square it up with each other at some other time.  I was quite sure that some other time was never.  It still has the faded Hart Heating logo painted on the side.  She helps him out from time to time when he is in a tight spot making a deadline, without accepting a single quid from him.  That was something I liked about my new family, they all looked out for each other.

I realized the folly of riding with them as Bobby peppered Reid and me with a million questions about Reid, our relationship, and why I kept it so hush hush.  Bea interjecting with easy to read expressions and various versions of her cockled eyebrows.

I finally broke, “Gaahhhh!  Stop with the third degree you two!" I pointed an accusing finger and squinted my eyes at another one of Bea's cocked eyebrows, it was her amused expression.  “Yes, you too Miss Nosy!  Don't pretend you haven't been egging poor Bobby on to be your foil.”

Reid giggled out, “It's fine, really TinTin.  I'm curious too, why you haven't told them about me." 

Gah!  And another one gangs up on me!

Bob chimed in, “Yeah 'TinTin'.”

I pointed at him and shook a finger as I growled out, “Don't call me that.  Only Reidster can get away with that." I turned to the overly amused trouble making imp and then blushed and looked down at our hands where they were clasped in the bench seat behind the front seats.  I said in all honesty, “I...  well, I wanted you all to my self.”

Reid looked two parts bashful, and one part excited about making me say it out loud like that.  I knew ze didn't think I was hiding our relationship...  such as it is...  because I was ashamed or anything.  My eyes widened in realization that the smug little snot just wanted to hear me say it.  I again narrowed an eye then smiled and gave hir a peck on the lips.

From the front seat, Bea cooed out, “Awwwww.”

Reid did a double take and blurted in surprise, “You can talk, Bea?”

The Amazonian mechanic shrugged and grinned as she turned her attention back to her driving.  I chuckled.  “Of course she can talk...  but only when it is important.”

That was that, and the attention finally turned from Reid and me to our unorthodox means of transportation in the back of the van.  I noted that when she lifted the contraption into the vehicle, Bea's eyes were looking it over with keen interest.

I listened as Reid discussed it in more detail than ze shared with me.  I just saw Melody as a motorized bicycle, a tool, a means of transportation, and had never thought to ask the specifics.  Just like I'd never ask about a car I was riding in.  I quickly found it was more fascinating than I would have thought.

It turns out that Reid and his best mate, Dominick, were out junking on the outskirts of the city in an abandoned lot.  They saw a tire sticking out from under some refuse that was dumped there.  They pulled out a busted up bicycle that had a motor over the back tire.

It took them the better part of the day to get it dragged back to Reid's as the tires were flat and rims bent.  After some research, they discovered it was an old 1958 Raleigh All Steel Cycle with a Trojan Mini-Motor.

Dominick's father was a mechanic, so Dom himself had a bit of a knack for mechanical things.  With some tinkering he got the motor working again, and they replaced the rims and tires and put an extended seat on it so they could both ride.  Then they had found the freedom to terrorize the neighborhood.

Dom maintained it, and Reid kept it at hir place until Dominick had moved away.  And without him maintaining it, we know what happened to it then.  But now the beast was running again, and I could understand the love I saw in Reid's eyes for it now.  I looked back at the weathered machine and smiled at it.  A living memory.  It really was something, wasn't it?

I had a lot of respect for Dominick, and if I'm completely honest with myself, a bit of jealousy.  It seems that Reid has had many passing acquaintances but really only three real friends in hir life.  Not many understood Reid and felt ze was rebelling and was androgynous by some sort of choice.

But you can't choose the sex you know yourself to be, any more than you can change your eye color.  It is just who you are.  And from what ze has shared, it sounds to me like it wasn't the kids who wanted to be friends that were the problem, but their parents telling them they didn't want them hanging out with someone like that, the freak.

This unfortunately just fueled the fire for the kids that picked on hir endlessly.  Marie in primary was hir biggest advocate back then until her family moved to Sussex, then one day at a park, Dominick was there with friends from school, and they needed a fifteenth for their team to play a rugby match with a rival neighborhood.

Reid had been walking by, and Dom called out to hir, thinking hir a boy.  When Reid turned to see, the other blokes started complaining in disappointment that it was just the 'little poof freak.'  But Dominick had rebuked his friends, calling them all a bunch of tossers and asked Reid if ze wanted to play.

The other team teased that they had a girl or a fruit on their team.  But that was when they all found out something I knew about Reid.  Ze was strong and fast, and athletic.  What ze lacked in mechanical ability, my gul more than made up for with athleticism.

They won the match, and after that, Dom and hir were the best of mates, no matter how much ribbing they got from others.  Life was so much better for Reid in school after that as most people were afraid of Dom's imposing size.

But my jealousy was quelled by the knowledge that they were just best mates, that Reid had never had any romantic notions toward Dom.  Ze had as much admitted that when my smiley redhead had shared that what ze felt around me was something new and exciting for hir.

I found that I really wanted to meet this Dom.  He had been Reid's protector and the one that got into all sorts of shenanigans with hir.  If he was hir friend, then I knew I'd get along with the bloke brilliantly.

Part of my unwarranted jealousy was seeing the picture album that Mimi pulled out once to show me pictures of them growing up, and Dom was a pretty young man.  Well toned and with one of those classically handsome carved granite jaws and dark curly hair.  How could someone not appreciate that?

We pulled up to Highland Station and was pleasantly surprised that Melinda was there already, leaning up against her TD replica car.  It was a work of art that reminded me of some sort of Victorian steampunk Rolls Royce.

I cocked an eyebrow in suspicion at the back of Bea's head.  She must have texted Meli that we were leaving early.  She wouldn't have been here for another half hour otherwise.  She started moving over to us, using her forearm crutch for stability, a huge smile on her face for our muscular blonde chauffeur who hopped out of the van and with a bashful look, offered an apple to her new bride.

One might think it awkward that an apple is Bea's way of expressing her feelings to her girl, but it melted me inside every time I witnessed it.  You just wanted to run around hugging yourself after witnessing it, especially the look of love and wonder in Melinda's eyes each and every time as she accepted the offering.

I blushed as Reid's hand found mine the moment we got out of the vehicle.  She had that “Daww,"  look on her face too, as she was channeling her feminine side big-time at the moment.

We almost hopped over to the girls, and Melinda's eyes were wide in curiosity.  I noticed a little tremor in her hand from her cerebral palsy.  She must have had a long day.  We needed to get her home.

I started proudly, moving Reid forward like an offering, “Melinda this is my...”

Bobby blurted, “This is Reid, the person Tina's been dating behind our backs.”

He was all grins as I shoved his shoulder for robbing me of my thunder, muttering, “Twat." This just turned his grin into the toothy variety of the species.

I looked at Melinda who looked entertained by our antics as I straightened and said, “Yes, this is my Reid.  Reidster, this is one of our pseudo sisters and Robert's current legal guardian for the next couple weeks, Melinda Stafford-Abbott.”

Reid looked at me and stated, “I'm still not answering to that,"  before turning to Meli and shaking her hand.  “It's a pleasure, Mrs.  Stafford.  Umm...  Abbott.”

Meli's eyes twinkled as she shook and said as she apprised Reid with her eyes, “Melinda.  Please.  And no, the pleasure is all mine, finally getting to meet the one traipsing around our back yard with our Tina here." Then she made a show of looking around my gul and talking behind her hand, “A real cutie, this one.  Well done.”

I squeaked out in protest, “Meli!”

They all got a good chuckle at my expense as Reid buried hir face in my shoulder.  I just added to hir embarrassment by simply hugging hir and agreeing, “Yes, ze is.”

The redhead mumbled into my arm, “I hate you." 

I nodded staunchly in agreement.

Then Reid gathered hir wits and stood aside and asked in all earnestness, “Right then.  TinTin says you all live on a train when she isn't living on a barge." My gul furrowed her brow and turned to ask me, “You ever live in a flat?" 

I shoved hir shoulder before pulling hir back to my side by our still clasped hands.

Ze looked toward the station then gave me a knowing look.  Yes.  This was 'our' station when we went for our walks in the Parkland.

Meli said, “You're right Bea.  We should get a move on and clean up before Mrs.  Elgin arrives." 

I must have missed a look from the towering blonde.

Bobby nodded and started toward the station, full of teenaged energy as usual.  I made an ushering motion to my cuddly companion, who gave a humorous curtsey to me before letting me lead hir along.  The more adult-y adults followed behind, the rhythmic crunch of Meli's crutch setting the pace for us.

I gave a smug look to Reid as ze started to turn down the steps down to the station and I pulled her after Robert to the little gate we were so familiar with.  As Bobby opened the gate for us, I explained, “Not 'that' kind of train."  

I nudged my chin back at the ladies and said smugly, “The wandering steampunk princess spirit who haunts these parts...”

Reid's eyes went even wider, the blues shining brightly in recognition as ze looked back at Bea.  Ze blurted to her, “That's why you looked so bloody familiar to me when we first met today.”

We got some familiar questions from hir, as they were our same questions when we first learned of the Duchess of Gloucester ourselves.  Like, “Do you live in Parkland Walk?,"  or, “You live in an abandoned overland station? "  as we stepped into the clearing.

Now I knew how much fun Bea and Meli had when we had asked the same.  We just answered cryptically until we entered the maintenance building behind the station and beheld the majesty of old  Number 6225 in all her glory under the overhead lights.

I relished the gasp which escaped Reid's deliciously feminine lips.

Meli clacked past us with a grin on her face, her girl in tow as she said offhandedly to Reid as they moved past, “Welcome to our flat.”

Ze shook my hand excitedly and moved toward the fully restored red and gold streamliner locomotive and her cars.  It was a steampunk or art deco aficionado's living wet dream.  Reid giggled in glee as ze looked on, while Bobby used some of his boundless energy to run to the back executive luxury coach and hop up and dangle from a vertical handrail.

I inhaled the smell of steel, grease, and coal.  I love this train.

I squeaked when Bea lifted me by the waist up to the entry platform at the door of the luxury coach, right after she did the same to Melinda.  I started chuckling when Reid's squeak followed mine.  Beatrice was having far too much fun with all of us shorties.

Meli had already headed inside since Bobby had swung over from his position like a monkey to hold the door open for all of us.  I was mesmerized by the look of complete amazement on my gul's face as ze took in the train before heading inside as I held an ushering hand out.

I grinned at the familiar gasp of someone seeing the interior of the luxury executive coach for the first time.  It was basically Bea and Meli's living room and kitchen.  Their bedroom was in the next car, the sleeper.  That's where Robert and I were staying for the next couple weeks.  We each had our own private cabin.

I moved in behind hir as Bea and Bobby slipped past us, and I watched as she took in the space that looked like it had stepped out of the roaring twenties.  From the two small couches and two wingback chairs which were arranged around a low chestnut colored table on a rich looking area rug to the kitchen area on one side.  With its rich cabinetry and exposed brass pipes heading down to a small sink.  It was like a prop straight out of a steampunk novel, with a Victorian flair.

Did I mention I love this train?

Finally, Reid found hir voice and said in that delicious alto of hirs, “It's simply amazing." Then ze turned to look between Bea and Meli, “You live here?" 

Bea nodded with a certain pride behind it that I understood.  This train was her life's work, her pride and joy, and a way to honor her grandfather who had been the engineer of the Duchess of Gloucester when she first ran the rails.

Melinda said, “Tina, why don't you show Reid around while I start supper early.  We can get that out of the way before your mum arrives.”

She knew better than that.  Just like at the Deidre, I had claimed the kitchen here on the Duchess when we were dropped off to stay.  I reluctantly left Reid's side as I countered, “How about you show hir around your home while I whip up something for everyone.  I don't need you messing up my kitchen." It was mostly true, but I also wanted them to get to know the amazing person that was my gulfriend without me standing over everyone and making things awkward like a clingy girlfriend.

Bea snorted, Meli chuckled, and I shook a finger at them.  “Yes, my kitchen.  Unless my cooking is not up to your sophisticated pallets." Bea held her hands up in humorous surrender as I muttered loud enough for all to hear as I shook my head in distaste, “Drinking out of bottles and cooking from cans like savages...”

I had to grin at Meli's explosive giggle behind me.  Then she said as I started pulling out some fresh greens from the icebox, “It appears I'm to be your tour guide tonight young sir...  or...  I mean...”

Reid's, “Brill!"  put her at ease.  I smiled from where I was pulling out some beef to start mixing with some breadcrumbs and an egg for some quick meatballs.

The imp looped an arm in Meli's as the tour started.  I caught the knowing look Bea had given me before I turned back to the task at hand, washing my hands in the little sink.  Yeah yeah, she knew what I was doing.  I wanted my fiends and family to like my gulfriend.

I absently listened to the lecture from Melinda as I prepped our meal.  She sounded like a professor giving an excited lecture on the history of the Duchess.  I loved her enthusiasm and again marveled how she and Beatrice were a perfect match for one another, their mutual steampunk obsession aside.

I realized I was also keeping myself busy by taking on the cooking so my mind wouldn't remind me of mum's impending visit.  I could feel my anxiety surging and unwanted memories threatening to be released and crash over me like an unstoppable wave.

That realization also caused my anger to rise.  I had to remind myself that there were plenty of happy memories in our lives, though our minds, not by choice, dwell upon the things that hurt us, as they are burned into our own sense of survival.  So our reticence to see mother is more that we don’t want to be reminded of the bad things that occurred in that house we grew up in.

I know it wasn't fair of me to associate it with her.  She wasn't the one who perpetrated those acts, it was our father, and she was a victim too.  But, she was our mum, she was supposed to protect us.  We almost lost Lenore for good because of it.  And now mum has lost all three of us.

Feck me sideways, I was a neurotic mess.  Fat lot of good my attempt to sidetrack my mind was doing.

I looked down to where I was violently kneading the egg and breadcrumbs into the beef as the oven got up to temperature.  I exhaled and then looked up to see Meli taking Reid out to see the sleeper car, Bobby in tow.  That made me smile.

I exhaled long and hard, getting the poisonous thoughts out of my mind and almost jumped when a large hand was placed on my shoulder and gave it a light squeeze.  I looked over my shoulder into Bea's intelligent eyes that looked as if they were seeing right into my soul.

She said volumes with the understanding look.  Bea shared this incredible empathy and understanding with people that I found uncanny since from what I hear, she had an incredible childhood with loving parents.

She cocked her head almost imperceptibly, and I said, “Yeah.  Thanks, I'm fine." I patted her hand, and I cued in on some other micro expression I can consciously say I could identify.  I nodded and said, “Yeah, yeah, ok.  I'll listen when she's here." Then I added as she removed her powerful hand from my shoulder, “No need to lecture.”

She chuckled at that, and I could easily see how Melinda had such in-depth conversations with the woman without Beatrice having to verbalize much.  She may be selectively mute by choice, but that didn't mean she didn't say more with just a single expression than most people could say in an entire discussion.

I was sliding the baking pan into the oven as the others returned.  Melinda asked as she sat on her favorite couch, motioning for Reid to sit across from her, “What did we miss?”

I said off handedly as I started to saute the fresh string beans in butter with a bit of diced onion in the skillet, “Bea was just being a chatty Cathy.”

Meli nodded.  “Sometimes it is all you can do just to shut that one up." She gave Bea a peck on the lips when she joined her on the couch.

Bobby came over to see what he could pilfer food-wise while the meal cooked.  I slapped his fingers away when he stole a green bean.  I swear, teenagers can eat their weight in food each day.  Oh lord, I've become mum.

Reid was cocking a well-shaped eyebrow dubiously at us.  I said, “What?  You don't believe us?  Take a look at her now and then try to disagree.”

My redhead glanced over at Bea then did a double take.  The Amazonian blonde had been evaluating, categorizing, and judging my snuggly companion with that slightly cocked eyebrow of hers.  Meli nudged her ribs.  “For fuck's sake, Bea.  You're making poor Reid nervous.”

I had to grin.  It was rare for Melinda to curse like that.  But when she did, it had a comedic effect.  Bobby cleared his throat as he put the old coffee tin in front of Melinda on the table with a clink of coins.  She opened her mouth to curse on instinct but held her tongue to the amusement of us all.  She grabbed her bag and dug around in it.  She shrugged at Bob with a victorious grin as she held up a fiver.  “Sorry Bobby, all I have is five quid.”

Before she could blink, he snatched it from her fingers and dropped it into the swear tin.  He shrugged and said, “House rules are house rules.”

She growled in amusement, “Bloody hell.  Then I get four more.”

Bea shook her head and held up three fingers as the rest of us laughed.  The swear can tin set up mostly to help my sister curb her propensity for her colorful triads of profanity laced epitaphs toward McGrath when they visited.  It was a match to the tins we used on the Deidre and Paya had on the Persephone.

Lenore single handedly fueled the snack purchases for the Thursday Night get togethers at Tabitha's Water Witch each week when she wasn't out on tour.

To our amusement Meli almost cursed again, but was able to stop the never-ending cycle with a grin.

I listened to their banter and Bobby explaining to Melinda about how Reid wasn't a bloke, nor bird.  And to use gender neutral pronouns.  He completely botched it but I had to grin at his attempt.

Reid was shaking hir head with a crooked grin then looked back at me.  “I take it this is going to go on for days according to how big your extended family is." 

I nodded in apology but then smiled at our conversations about my unorthodox family, and it was certainly huge and growing.

Ze said to Meli in earnest, “Really, anything is fine.  I'll let you know if I'm feeling uncomfortable.”

When the meal was ready, pan fried spaghetti, meatballs in marinara, and sauteed greens, I called them all to the kitchen space.  I blushed profusely when I got a hug and kiss on my forehead from the ever sexy Reid.

We used the fold down buffet table that was normally tucked against the wall, disguised by the attached wine cart, and Bobby pulled out the folding chairs from the little cabinet beside it.  Usually, we just ate in the sitting area, but I think Meli was trying to set a good example for my gul.

I noted the conversation was steered by Melinda and Reid away from current events and I caught Bea noticing both Robert and I repeatedly glancing at the door.  They were all exerting a valiant effort in their attempt to keep our anxiety from eating us alive.

Then when Bea stood and started bringing dishes to the kitchen to start cleaning up, that signaled the weight that was sitting in my chest like a stone, to triple in size.  It was time.  I checked my mobile.  Sure enough, mum would be arriving at the station in about fifteen minutes.  Just enough time for me to go retrieve her.

I exhaled audibly and centered myself then said, “Right then, I'll go meet mum.  Back in a flash.”

Melinda offered, “You want Bea or me to come?" 

Reid moved over to me as I shook my head.  “No." Then I looked at Reid who had a determined look on hir face.  “Stay here with the others." Then I smirked.  “Help them clean up the carnage from supper.  I cooked, you all clean.”

Meli grumbled to her girl as she took some dishes to the sink, “I'm beginning to think that she cooks just to get out of this part." 

Bea nodded sagely.  

I gave Bobby a reassuring look as he busied himself cleaning up.  I knew he didn't want to be the one to get mum.  He'd cave and forgive her in a minute, just like he said yes when she asked to meet.

I shook a finger at him as I snagged one of the rechargeable torches Bea kept near the door, “Hands to yourself.”

This coaxed a smile from him I was shooting for.  He grumbled like a kid so only I could hear as he passed me, “I don't have a crush on Reid." His blush told me otherwise.  I was happy I got his mind of what was about to come.

I smiled sheepishly and then headed to the door, giving one last glance at all the eyes on me before dashing out and heading back toward Highland Station.

I tried pulling up all the happy memories of my childhood as I trudged the paths through the Parkland.  Then I hesitated at the iron gate as I saw my mum standing across from the stairs of the station by the family car, checking her watch and looking at least as nervous as I felt.

I took a moment to look her over as she trained her eyes on the tube station.  She still had that look about her, not comfortable in her own skin, looking meek.  That look we all had when we were expecting dad home and wondering if we'd be ok or if he'd show up at the door drunk off his ass and the abuse would begin anew.

But...  we had all escaped that.  She didn't need to feel that ever again.  Was I making her feel that way?  That thought made me throw aside my anger and disappointment in her for the moment, as I found myself quickly stepping through the gate and onto the walk.  I didn't ever want to be the reason for someone to have that look.

I stepped to the edge of the lane, taking her in.  She had the curly hair of us Elgin girls, though hers was much more tightly spun like Lenore's, and was shot through with grey.  I saw so much of my sister in her and could imagine Lenny wouldn't look much different than mum when she reached middle age.

She was still pretty, and looking vulnerable to the world, is that why she had become a victim?  She was dressed in her best dress, which fell to her knees in pleats.  The one she wore to Sunday service.  Was she trying to impress us?  Was she really that nervous and unsure?

Then she saw me, her eyes locking on mine as her hand covered her mouth.  She said my name across the lane, “Christine,"  and I had to stop myself from sprinting across and engulfing her in a hug.

Instead, I just nodded and walked across to her, stopping in front of her.  “Mum.”

		











	

	
Chapter 10 – Reunion









We stood there, taking each other's measure as I fought my eyes which were trying to water.  I said, “Robert said you wanted to talk.”

She nodded and finally dropped her hand from her mouth.  “I did.”

I don't know why I pushed, but I found my traitorous mouth asking with an accusatory tone to it, “Coincidence you called when Lenore was out of the country?" I already knew the answer.

She shook her head and said in resignation, “It is not.”

My mouth kept moving of its own accord, I don't know why I was provoking her.  “You weren't at her wedding." I was going to have to have a stern talk with my mouth after all of this business was over, it was always just running off without permission.

She didn't even try to make excuses she just looked down at her hand and rubbed her empty ring finger.  “I was not." 

I noted that even after all this time, there was still an indent on her finger where her wedding ring had sat for near twenty years.

I found myself saying, “She'd have liked if you had.”

She shook her head slowly.  “No.  You don't know what she did for you and Robert when I was supposed to be the one protecting you.  You just got part of it...  at the end.  It was better I didn't remind her of that on her happy day.”

I snorted.  “No.  You're afraid of her.”

She nodded slowly, searching my eyes, the hurt in hers making me want to just forget my anger and hug her.  “I suppose." Then she looked around quickly.  “Where's Bobby?  Why are we meeting at a tube station?”

I exhaled then finally looked away from her and toward the gate.  “We're staying with friends until Lenny and Hunter get back.  Come on, Bobby is dying to see you.”

This seemed to chase away the gloom and doom that followed her like a cloud.  I pulled the torch I had brought, out of my pocket, as the sun had already set.  I switched it on as we arrived at the gate, where mum was looking around the station entrance for Bob.

I said, “This way, mum.”

She looked at the gate then me as I pushed it open them lit up the path for her to step through, then I followed after her.  She was quiet most of the walk there, and I didn't know what to do or say.  It was surreal how awkward I felt around my own mother, and I hated the feeling.

Finally, we arrived at the overland station, mum looked at the dilapidated structure with all its windows broken out, and the trees and undergrowth that were cracking the platform, trying to reclaim it.  I shone the light on the maintenance building beyond it, which was in good repair and said, “We're staying in a train, just in there.”

She hesitated.  “You're living on a boat with that McGrath person, and now a train?  Robert should be in a proper flat, not living like a...  like a common hobo." 

It stung that she said Robert and not included me, but I guess she saw me as an adult now, like Len.

I chuckled and asked, “How do you envision the way we are living?  If you saw the Deidre, you'd marvel at it.  It is finer than any flat we could ever hope to live in.  Lenore and Hunter would never have us there if it were like living rough in any way.  Hell, it's feckin' nicer than our old home.”

I shut my mouth quickly when she chastised just as fast, “Tina, language.  And...  Irish?" Then I remembered I was an adult, but still, it wasn't polite of me, McGrath certainly has rubbed off on us.  I grinned that she was a little put off by the fact it was an Irish profanity.

I started to get an uneasy feeling when I thought about her words, about Robert being in a proper flat.  Was she implying that he should be living in one with her?  Was she...  she didn't want to take Bobby away from us since he was still a minor, did she?  But Lenny and Hunter have all the guardianship papers, mum signed them herself.

He's happy now.  Doing great in school.  Has a whole ration of friends.

Take it easy Christine, no need borrowing trouble, you don't know what's going on yet.

I forced myself to exhale the breath I was holding, along with the anger that was building with all my wild thoughts.  That scared me more than anything.  My anger.  I always saw flashes of dad's rage in me, and it horrified me.  I would not be like him.  Ever.

I gave her a sardonic smile as I unlocked the small maintenance door next to the huge rolling doors and into the building, saying, “And this isn't some boxcar we're staying in, it is a train like no other." I motioned a hand to the Duchess and smiled at her gasp.  I said as I strode past her, switching off the torch, “Toffs pay a thousand quid for a two day UK tour on the rails with the Duchess of Gloucester here when the girls take it out once a quarter to exercise the engine.  We're living like royalty here.”

She stopped walking, and I looked back at her, then followed her gaze.  Robert was standing on the entry platform of the luxury coach with a stoic expression I saw on his face only once before.  It was the one he gave Lenore when we were reunited with her when McGrath had liberated us from our lives of abuse.

He had been so mad at Lenny.  He felt she had abandoned us.  It took a while for him to accept that Lenore had just been a child like us.  She wasn't responsible for us, and she took the abuse for us for as long as she could until she was almost beat to death.  She got out when we didn't have the courage to.  But even so, he had this underlying hope and joy of being reunited with our big sis.

That was what I saw in him now.  That anger and that hope in his eyes, as he stood there, his arms defiantly at his sides.

I had to remind myself that mum was a victim too.  By all that was holy, we had a pretty fucked up family.

Mum said in a hopeful voice, “Bobby?”

He leapt down onto the gravel floor with a thud and a crunch under his feet and regarded her for a moment, it struck me how tall he had grown.  He was a gangly boy when we left home, already a head taller than me, but looking at him and mum, I could see he was as tall as dad was now and possibly more muscular.  He just said in that hurt tone with undercurrents of anger as he reached us, “Mum.”

We all looked back to the train when we heard the door.  Bea stepped out onto the little platform and crossed her arms over her chest as she observed us.  Mum said as her eyes widened, “Are all the women you know giants like McGrath and her?”

This prompted a chuckle from me and got Bobby's dower expression to crack for a moment as he grinned.  It certainly would seem that way to an outsider...  until they met Meli, Paya, and Tabitha.  It made me take a moment to consider our tall blonde friend.  She had this odd combination of imposing strength mixed with a heavy serving of feminine grace that you wouldn't expect.  I heart me some Beatrice.

That momentary chink in Robert's armor was all it took for mum to seize upon it.  She opened her arms in question, in a surreal pantomime of our reunion with Lenny.  Bob inhaled sharply, and it looked as if he were chastising himself as he caved and embraced her.  He whispered into her shoulder as he leaned down to her level, “Mum.”

Why were my traitorous eyes watering?  I moved past them so they wouldn't see and headed in.  Bea offered a hand down when I reached the short ladder to the platform, and she swung me up with one hand.  Bloody hell she was a powerhouse.  She dutifully didn't notice me wiping my cheek with my sleeve before I stepped into the luxury car.

I hesitated when I saw a concerned looking Reid stepping away from the window and offering me one of his, in this case, innocent smiles that were too cute for human consumption.  It took just a slight raising of his arm in invitation for me to step in and let him hug me.  By all the kitties in the world, it actually made me feel better.

I smiled up at hir and got a crinkle nosed smile in return.  Melinda looked far too innocent, sitting in her favorite spot.  I prompted Reid, “She ran to the couch when she saw me coming?" 

Reid nodded with a grin.

Meli squeaked.  “Hey!  Traitor.”

My gul shot her the wide eyed look that always worked on me.  Yup, same result, Melinda was placated and grinning.

We heard voices approaching on the other side of the door, and Melinda stood, sliding her arm into her cuff crutch.  She looked as nervous as I had been.  I smiled when my sprite slid her hand into mine as the door opened.

Bobby came walking in backwards, in an animated discussion with mum.  His enthusiasm was showing as his hands moved in the air to add emphasis to his words, “...and she let me pilot the Deidre on the open sea.”

Mum was just nodding as he spoke while she stepped into the coach.  She hesitated, wide eyed and in shock as she took the space in.

I thought to myself, unfairly, “Not living like hobos, now are we, mum?" What the feck is wrong with me?  Am I really that petty a person?  I would hope not.  I think it was just the fear that I believed she was there to try to take Robert away from us.

When the imposing shape of Bea darkened the doorway, mother snapped out of it and moved farther inside, followed by Beatrice.

I made the introductions, “Mum, this is Beatrice Abbott.  Bea this is our mother, Phoebe." Bea's large callous hands engulfed mums and she shook as she inclined her head.

Mum said, “Pleased to meet you, Miss Abbott.”

Bea winced and I supplied, “She prefers Bea, mum." She looked up at our blonde friend and Bea nodded.  Mum accommodated her, “Bea." This got a big smile from Beatrice as she moved beside Melinda.

I motioned a hand palm up, “And this lovely lady is her wife, Melinda Stafford." Mum hesitated then offered a hand, Meli shook her hand with gusto, “Mrs.  Elgin.”

This got a sour look on mother's face and she quickly countered, “It's Foster, I go by my maiden name now.  And, Phoebe, please.”

I offered, “Bea and Meli are taking care of Robert while Lenore is on her honeymoon." Bea cocked an eyebrow, and I defended, “What?  I'm an adult, I'm just staying with you, you overprotective steam Delilah." Then I added with a  sheepish grin, “And thank you for that.”

Melinda snorted and grinned hugely at my backpedaling as Beatrice beamed.  She was so bad.  I smiled at them.

Then I gave Reid's hand a little squeeze and lifted it as I said, “And mum, this is my Reid." I hesitated because of the subtle reaction she had to my introducing Melinda as Bea's wife.  It was that same sort of hesitation she had when she found out Lenore was lesbian.  Did she have a problem with gay people?  Then I clarified in case our holding hands and me claiming Reid as mine wasn't enough, “We're dating.”

Come on Christine, stop reading so much into things and assuming the worst.

Mum nodded, her face unreadable, then she offered a hand, “Pleased to meet you."  Reid dropped my hand to shake mother's and I found I missed the contact already.  I needed hir strength to bolster my resolve and not just defer to mum.

Reid shook enthusiastically, I could tell ze was being careful not to use hir full grip.  “The pleasure is mine ma'am." Mum gave a hesitant smile, her brow slightly knitted.  I could tell she was just as confused as everyone else who met my gul, trying to figure out hir gender.

Melinda, always the model hostess, gestured toward the sitting area, “Please have a seat.  I'm sure you have a lot to talk about.  Would you care for tea or coffee?”

Mum nodded as she moved to one of the wingback chairs to sit.  “Coffee would be divine, thank you.”

Meli moved to the kitchen, Beatrice in tow, as she said offhandedly, “Just pretend we aren't here.”

Bobby was standing there in indecision, looking between the ladies and mum, so I prompted him into action, “Don't stand there like a git Bob, sit your butt down.”

This got him into motion.  He practically leapt into the the other wingback.  Are all teens so hyper and always full of energy like that?  Had I been that way at his age?  If so, I owed mum an apology for putting up with my hyperactive arse.

Again the physical restraints which I had tied my mouth down with to prevent it from blurting things out before I had time to instruct it how to be tactful, failed.  I found myself asking tonelessly, “So, mum.  Why are you really here?”

Robert shot me a glare and Melinda chastised from the kitchen, “Tina!”

I shrank under Bea's raised eyebrow as Reid and I sat on one of the couches.  Hey, they were only a few years older than me.  I didn't want to meet Reid's eyes because I knew ze would be looking at me with a raised eyebrow.

Mum actually smiled and held up a placating hand to everyone defending her, “No.  It's a fair question." Then she smiled a little wistfully as she added, “You get that fire from Lenore.  It's what gave you strength at home.”

Then she looked at her hands, pressed them together then raised them to her lips as she exhaled.  She looked up to me then Robert and said, “Besides missing my children so very much, as if that isn't reason enough...  there are actually a few other reasons I wanted to meet with you.”

Then she shook her head in a sad amazement when she looked at Bobby again, “You've grown so much in such a short time.  And look at how strong you've become.  You look so much like your..." She trailed off and paled.  We all knew what she was about to say before she realized it.

Robert, looking more mature than a teen just then, said calmly, “It's alright.  You can say it.  I look like dad.  Its not a bad thing, it was just the things he did that were wrong.”

She nodded slowly and smiled, lost in an old memory as she said, “Not making excuses, nor trying to defend...  but he wasn't always the monster he became.”

She left it at that and we all sat in silence for a few heartbeats.  I knew what she was saying.  Lenore remembers dad before the drinking.  And she has said he was a totally different, loving man back then.  I could see glimpses of that whenever he was sober.  But the truth of the matter is, he wasn't that person anymore.  And I don't know if he could ever be that person again.

Even if he could, he'd have to live with the knowledge that that monster could rear its head at any time, at a moment's notice.  It was a part of him, and that couldn't be changed.  You can't wish it away.

We all looked up when Meli offered a cuppa to mum, who took it gratefully as Bea sat a silver tray on the low table with drinks for everyone and some crackers, cheese, and...  I had to smile...  apple slices.

Mum inhaled the steam from the coffee, closing her eyes and smiling a little.  Then she took a sip and placed it down on the table.  Bobby jumping up and sliding a coaster under it, which made me smile.  It was something McGrath had ingrained into us as everything in the Deidre is carved wood that either her father or she had handcrafted.  So coasters were rule number one.  Well it shared the number one spot with 'don't poke the bear'...  McGrath being the bear.  And we poked her all the time.  She was just a teddy bear...  with lots of muscles.

Mum smiled at Bob as he sat back down as we all took cups, Meli sitting next to Bea and feeding her an apple slice.

Then our mother looked up at the ceiling before dropping the bombshell on us.  “Your father is out.  Paroled Monday for good behavior." I found myself instinctively pushing back in the couch, making myself smaller, as if he were in the room and I didn't want him to notice me or to upset him.

Reid squeezing my hand and pulling me closer to hir alleviated some of the irrational fear, and I was instantly glad that my redhead insisted on coming.

Bobby said, “But he had two years more on his sentence." His voice was up an octave from normal and I knew he was feeling the same anxiety as me.  Then he asked, “What does that mean?”

She patted her hand in the air as if to soothe the tension that was now heavy in the coach.  “Nothing.  Nothing to worry about.  He's been sober since the trial.  He's got two years probation, mandatory sobriety meetings, and anger management therapy.  He can't leave Essex until his parole ends, and the restraining order is still in place.”

I exhaled, wondering if he resented us for his incarceration, or if he understood the depths of the physical and emotional damage he inflicted upon his family.  He tore our family apart.  Would he honor the restrictions and not come looking for us?

I said, “I suppose he's home then." I couldn't imagine mum taking him back in.  She was as much a  victim as us, and she had gone through so many victims groups and therapy herself.  The cycle could start all over again.

She shook her head and said, “No.  Therein lies the other reasons I wanted to meet with you.”

She looked up with a hopeful smile and looked between us then to Meli and Bea who were just silent observers.  I felt safe knowing that things couldn't possibly get out of hand with Beatrice's intimidating presence there.

She looked back at her ring finger as she rubbed it absently.  “As you know, the divorce was finalized last month." We nodded and she continued, “I've sold the house.  I was awarded it in the divorce settlement.  I...  I'm moving to London.  I can't be in the same city as him.”

This made us both sit up straighter, Robert beaming.  “That's brill mum!  We can see more of you.”

She looked at him and and said, “I sort of hoped...  well I hoped you'd stay with me Bobby.  Until you're an adult that is.”

I inhaled sharply and found myself accusing, “That's why you called while Lenore was out of the country.  You want to take Bobby away from us.  Lenny is his legal guardian now, you signed the papers.  You can't...”

Robert interrupted me.  His voice oddly calm, and sounding more reasoned and mature than a teen's should be.  “I can speak for myself..." then he added with a wry smile, “TinTin." Reidster snorted and I looked between the two.  They were ganging up on me now with that nickname!  No way would I answer to it!

I exhaled in exasperation and inclined my head.  I sometimes felt more like his mum than his sis, and I understood the torture it must have been for Lenore to run without us.  Because if I felt that way, I knew she had felt that tenfold for Bob and me.

He moved over to sit on the arm of the couch next to us and reached out and took our mother's hands in his.  He dipped his eyes to meet hers and said, “Mum.  You know I love you.  I mean, you're my mum.  But...  I'm happy right now.  Living with the girls on the Deidre.  I've a new life now.  I'm thrilled to death that you're moving into town, and I promise I'll visit as often as I can.  But..  I just don't want to leave my new home.”

Things were silent for a very long time as the two just looked at each other.  And I felt an odd sort of pride swelling in me.  He was so young I had thought he'd jump at the chance to be with mum again.  But he was maturing.  It was so odd to think, Bobby was growing up, and I really liked the man I could see him becoming.

Finally mum nodded, and wiped a tear from her cheek and smiled.  I could see that same pride in her eyes ads she just kept nodding and the heartbreak mixed with happy resignation was making my own eyes water.  She smiled widely and then prompted, “But you will come see me?" She looked over at me and added, “Both of you?”

I broke when I realized I was trying to hold onto my anger.  But mum, was human just like us.  And I did truly love her fiercely.  I said in a wavering voice, “Of course mum." She held one hand out to me and I grasped it.

Then she nodded once, released us then clasped her hands.  “Right then.  Enough of this drama.  Tell me all about your adventures here in London." Then she added almost meekly, “Your sister...  Lenore...  Is she truly happy now?”

I nodded, allying her fears.  “I've never seen her happier, or more alive, mum.  Just one look and you'll know that she's found the love of her life.  Well so long as they don't kill each other that is." The others chuckled at that as mum furrowed her brow in confusion.  But she looked truly relieved that her eldest had found happiness.

I almost sighed in contentment when Reid pulled me closer when I was talking about love.  I blinked and turned to hir.  Those huge blue eyes intent on me and I realized that it had snuck up on me so slowly I didn't realize it was happening.  But I loved the smiling pixie.  We exchanged a bashful smile and then turned to join in the conversation.

I laid my head on Reid's shoulder as we talked the night away.  It felt good, it felt like family.

		











	

	
Chapter 11 – Lenore









Hunter was chuckling in her infuriating way and prompting me, “Lenore, darlin', relax.  You pilot the Persephone all the time and she's easily three times the size of our sweet Deirdre here.”

I countered, “Shut up and let me drive you shamrock stuffing leprechaun!  We're going to crash, and sink, and they'll never find our bodies!" I was screaming on the inside as we barreled toward the seawall in the shadow of the Hammersmith at breakneck speeds.  We were going to die!  A duck paddled lazily past in the Thames, easily outpacing us as McGrath started laughing hysterically.  Oh if she weren't so fuckin' sexy, she'd just be asking for it!

Fine, maybe we weren't moving along the river as fast I it felt in my head.  Coming to anchor has always been the most terrifying part of piloting the Persephone.  I always felt like I was going to crash into the pier and sink the barge.  I think that's why my evil bride was making me bring us in to port in our own, much smaller barge.

She sputtered out between bouts of laughter, “If ya don't see fit to give it at least a little throttle, the current is gonna be takin' us away downstream, Frizzy." I glared at her and the duck quacked from far ahead now...  everyone is a critic.

Then Hunter got control of her giggles and asked, “How can someone be hell on wheels, terrorizing the streets, but be the most timid sailor on the water?”

I growled, “Not helping!  Now shut up and let me bring us into port!" Another duck drifted ahead of us.  Ducks are assholes.  I pointed as we saw our growing family on shore, motioning us in with wide beckoning motions.  Smartasses...  They were all ducks!  See if I ever drive any of them around again.

My smile broke through my terror and grumpiness.  It was so good to be home.  I leaned back into her as Hunter stepped up behind me and wrapped her arms lazily around my waist.  I added to myself, 'and married'.  My smile widened.  I was married.

I squinted when I saw someone with them who shouldn't be there.  My eyes narrowed farther as I pushed away a flood of unwanted memories.  What was she doing here?

“Frizzy?” 

My eyes widened and shot around the gathered group at the Lower Mall promenade, he wasn't here was he?  I felt my pulse quicken in minor panic.  I would have been more panicked if it weren't for the reassuring solid strength of Hunter McGrath at my back.

“Lenny?” 

I didn't see him anywhere, to my relief, but...  oh good there's Bob and Tina.

Hunter almost yelled at me, “Lenore!" And she reached past me and slammed the engine into reverse.

I blinked and got out of my panicked thoughts as I realized my inattention had just about brought about the crashing into port and sinking which I had prophesied earlier.  Hunter was spinning the wheel from behind, putting me into a cage of her arms.  She sideslipped us broadside to the seawall as the laboring engine ate our forward momentum and brought the Deidre to rest mere feet from the wall and the wide eyed greeting party.

The Irish pain in the ass I was betrothed to, chastised, “Dear lord, darlin'.  Where's yer head at?  Ya drive the Deidre like ya drive the work truck.”

I gave her a sheepish look then pointed out the window to the woman I hadn't seen since dad's sentencing hearing, where I hid in the back of the gallery to watch justice being done.  Not even McGrath knew I had snuck out that day to see him get his comeuppance.  I had told everyone I just needed some time alone that day.  I can be such a petty woman sometimes, but the man did beat me half to death. 

I said in a faraway voice, “What is my mum doing here?" Then my eyes widened then narrowed again as I growled out, “And what's that bloke there doing holding Christine's hand?" My eyebrow twitched uncontrollably.

I looked back and up as she shut down the motor from behind me.  I craned my neck up to watch her shrug, “Well there's only one way ta find out now, isn't there, Frizzy?”

I almost forgot about what had sparked my anxiety as I stared longingly at her lips as I shot back, “You're about as useful as a fork with no prongs, McGrath.”

She chuckled as we headed out to drop the bow and stern anchors as the barge started to inch downstream with the current.  “That'd be a spoon, love.”

She was too funny sometimes, I loved her so much, which was surprising seeing how aggravating she could be when she teased like this.  I paused at the door at an realization, “Dear lord.”

She glanced back with concern in her eyes, “What is it?”

I smiled at her and slipped past my well muscled wife, “I just realized that I'm a McGrath now.  I'll never be able to wash that kind of stink off." In reality, I was actually happy to take her last name and get rid of my Elgin last name, which had marked me as related to my father.

I squeaked when a calloused hand reached out and turned me around to pull me into a kiss that had my toes curling and a raging desire igniting in all the right places in me.  She whispered, “And don'cha forget it,"  to the cheers and whistles from the peanut gallery on shore.

I blushed, ignoring them as I scurried off to drop anchor as she went the other way, bowing and waving.  She was so bloody sexy, and she was mine.  I smiled as I pulled the release and the big metal drag anchor splashed into the water.  A few seconds later, with both anchors down, the slight movement of the Deidre was arrested with the clink of chains going into tension.

Bobby was already pulling out the gangplank that Hunter kept hidden just under the railing of the seawall.  I'm sure the Hammersmith borough council would have it reduced to toothpicks if they ever found it tucked away there under the promenade.

They hated McGrath...  ummm...  us McGrath's mooring here.  But we followed the London waterway fair moorage rules and made sure to move the barge to a new location every few months.  Usually to one of the two Flotilla properties along the river.

Paya lets us moor at the Flotilla Pier any time we like and the property on Narrow Street has an actual metal gangplank for the Flotilla barges when they move new tenants into the building.

I helped Hunter re-secure the ropes which held the banner that was stretched across the railing that read, “McGrath Handyman Service." She still did odd jobs here and there, mostly in the Hammersmith borough between the Flotilla renovation jobs that have her working almost all year round.  Mostly, she says, to keep close to her roots.

My girl caught the end of the plank as Robert swung it over and I dropped the two pins to secure it on our end only.  I chuckled about how natural this all seemed to me now.  The Deidre was our home and I almost can't remember a time I wasn't on the water now.  I found it hard to sleep ashore without the sounds and motion of the water around me.

She bowed and made an ushering motion to me.  I blushed and gave her a heated smile as I walked across to shore, bouncing on the plank as it bowed, suspended eight feet above the river.  My footing was sure and I barely thought anything of it anymore.  The first few times were nerve wracking though.

I hopped ashore and then a moment later, with a solid thud, McGrath joined me as our friends and family cheered us.  Holy crap, there must have been thirty people there.  Was there a party that we weren't told about?  My heart swelled that my pool of loved ones had grown exponentially since Angie had found me on the streets and took me under her wing at the Flotilla.

I gave Bobby and Angie hugs and then was constricted from behind by one of Zilrita's patented squid hugs that left me giggling.  She repeated the process with my stalwart wife, who stiffened up, not knowing what to do.  Then I swung toward Christine, my eyes narrowing as I glared at her hand in the grasp of that effeminate looking bloke I saw from the water.

Even though I had to admit, if I were into guys, this one was cute as hell.  But he was holding my sister's hand.  Don't look at me like that.  I know she's an adult...  but...  she was still my responsibility to protect.  Whatever.  Shut up.

I stepped past mum, I was still trying to process her presence there, and up to this boy who thought he was good enough for...  oh...  she's a girl.  How had I thought she was a bloke?  Maybe because she was trying to dress butch?  But the nervous smile and those huge blue eyes were anything but male.  I hadn't known that Tina was into girls.

I kept my eyes locked on the newcomers, taking her measure as I opened my arms and Christine released her hand and hugged me as I asked, “And who, is this?”

She ignored the question intending to deflect as she said brightly, “Welcome home sis, welcome home McGrath.”

I slowly looked away from the girl to my sister, cocking an eyebrow at her total fail at looking innocent.  I glanced back at the group and asked, “Anyone?”

They had that same failed innocent look, so I exhaled and disentangled myself from Tina, who was playing on my happiness to see her to try to keep me engaged, “How was your honeymoon?  Anything in the Deidre I need to disinfect before preparing supper tonight?”

This caused a nervous chuckle through the group, with mum chastising, “Tina!" My personal muscle seemed amused at their antics.  A fat lot of good it does to be married if she just joins in on whatever this conspiracy against me was.

I windmilled Christine's arms away in a pattycake and turned my attention on the girl beside her who was fascinated with the sky.  I took a single step in front of her and into her personal space, mum warning, “Now Lenore." I waved her off.  I'd get around to her once I figured out just who this was.

I cocked my head as someone giggled out, “Squirrel fight!"  I'd get to Paya later too.

I offered a hand from my hip in our close quarters, cocking my head, “Lenore Elg...  umm...  McGrath.  Christine's sister.  Her OLDER sister.  And just who might you be?”

I gotta say, when the girl, who looked nervous as hell, turned her eyes to me, I was impressed.  Though she was nervous, I didn't intimidate her as she locked gazes with me.  She took my hand in a firm grip, one worthy of Hunter or Bea, and shook.

She opened her mouth and Paya interrupted.  “Lenore, this is the temp we hired to do the running and chauffeuring while you were out, ummm, doing whatever Tina is gonna have to sterilize." I'm sure she was giving one of those melt your heart smiles of hers, but I was busy just then, taking that girl's measure.

God, how is Paya not taken yet?

The girl waved everyone's favorite Indian-Brit off with her other hand and said to me with a disarming smile, which was congruous to a Paya Category Four smile, that impressed the hell out of me that someone could get up the cute scale that high.  The rich, low voice that came from her had me questioning if I had misjudged her gender, “Reid.  Reid Masterson.  It is truly a pleasure to meet you Lenore.  Everyone has told me nothing but good things about you.”

Ok, my gaydar couldn't make heads nor tails of this person, I wasn't so sure she was a girl now.  I went with my first impression as I let his hand go and he rubbed it with his other as he offered, “That's some grip you have there." That almost made me snort.  Before meeting the women at the Flotilla, I probably had one of those wimpy grips.  But a couple years of working with my hands helping out in the renovation of various Flotilla properties with my new wife, has strengthened my grip significantly.

I approved of the way this boy moved slightly between Christine and me protectively as my sis reached out and laced her fingers with Reid's.  I grinned internally as I realized that this must be the mystery person filling her room with fluffy cat paintings.  We could never get her to talk about who she had been sneaking around with.  All we knew is that she always returned home with that silly smitten look on her face.

Ange said, “This is the person that Tina has been running around with the past months.  She brought Reid by when we needed someone to drive the truck on deliveries and supply runs.”

I was glad to meet the person who had made my sister so happy, who had changed her from simply making it day to day out of the shadow of the abuse at our old home, to actually living in the real world and daring to to actually be happy.  It was almost as satisfying as it was humorous that everyone seemed to be afraid of how I was going to react.  Was I really that bad?

Tina offered brightly, “We're sort of...  well we're dating, Len.  The little imp had me at hello.”

I started to smile at the tinge of longing and the sound of adoration in her tone.  If the group of all the people I loved were trying to defend this person, and my sister, one of the best people I knew sounded in love, then I was happy to welcome Reid with open...  wait, wait, wait...  “Wait a second." I turned around looking at everyone accusingly.  “You gave him my job...  my truck...  AND my sister while I was gone?  What the hell everyone?  You giving him Hunter next?  I mean he can have her when she's being surly, but seriously, what the hell?”

They all chuckled and seemed to deflate in relief.  What?  I wasn't joking?  What the hell, man?  Well I guess I was a little preoccupied the past three weeks.

I pointed at the bloke and warned, “That's my truck.  Do what you will with my sis, but that's my truck.  No wait, don't do what you will with my sis.  You hurt her and this lot isn't going to save you.”

There was that chuckle again.  What?  Was I not intimidating?  I should put them all on my list.  That will teach them, I should...  I sighed contentedly when Hunters arms wrapped lazily around my waist from behind.  Fine.  Whatever.

I tried to regain control of the situation, “Is there anything else of mine you'd like?”

To his credit, Reid inclined his head to me, his smile for Tina full of warmth as he said, “TinTin here is my top priority." Then he brightened and said tongue in cheek, “And to answer your other question, I'd love to borrow your hairband sometime..." He gushed far too cutely, “It's darling.”

Shite, he is a girl.  I was so confused.  But I found a hand absently touching my hairband that Hunter gave me.  My curly red hair was unmanageable and I always kept it in a ponytail...  until Hunter told me with heat in her voice that she liked my hair down.  I do that as often as I can just to see the hunger in her eyes when I do.

She keeps giving me these hairbands...  and I keep wearing them.  Huh.  Am I whipped?

Dear lord, I was blushing.

Hey wait a moment, the pixie had just stolen my thunder by being all cute like that.  I squinted one eye and squished my mouth over to one side of my face at her.  Then I smiled and everyone went back into motion.  Gathering around.

But I wasn't done yet.  I turned slowly around to look into a mirror of time.  Looking over the middle aged woman who looked so very much like an older version of me.  I glanced over and put my hand out to the side, between Reid and Tina when they went in to kiss each other.  Just to give my hand wet kisses.  Tina sighed audibly in frustration, and I would have smiled if I didn't have more pressing matters at hand.

Speaking of...  I wiped both sides of my hand on my trousers.

I said tightly, “Mum.”

She had such a hopeful look on her face, along with something else that looked so very familiar that I couldn't place as she said carefully, almost timidly, “Lenore.”

Then my eyes widened as I recognized the look.  It was that same apprehensive fear that we all got when dad got home from the pub.  Bloody hell!  I actually backed off a step, giving her more room.  Was I the cause of that look?  I'd never...  I may talk brash, especially with someone like my bride who thrives on it, but I'd never raise a finger to hurt a fly.  Unless of course they harmed those I loved.

A thought occurred to me at that and I looked quickly between her and Bobby.  Had she come for him?  Was that why she was afraid?  I blurted, maybe a little too harshly, “What are you doing here mum?" Was it wrong that I just wanted to hug her and forgive her and get that damn look of fear off her face.  It was terrifying me.

I asked, “Bobby?”

My brother slipped up beside us and offered, “I said no sis.  I'm staying at home.  But mum is moving to London."  His hand indicated the Deidre when he said home, and my heart warmed over the fact that he saw the barge that way too.  Us siblings had all bonded even closer than ever before, on the boat, and I saw it as my home too.  Well, my second home, my real home was by Hunter's side.  True, I may be drowning her in a bowl of soup at the time for being aggravating, but she was my home nonetheless.

Hunter said as she looked around, “Thank ya all fer showin' up ta welcome us home.  It looks like the clan Elgin has a wee bit ta discuss.  I think we'll be takin' our leave for now.  We can meet at the Flotilla later ta say our proper hellos.”

Everyone's eyes were on me and my mother as they offered welcome homes and dispersed.  I was still waiting for mum to tell me why she was here.  The little girl in me was so happy to see her.  The girl who had taken so many beatings at my fathers hand while she pretended not to know, wasn't so eager.  I knew objectively that she had been just as much a victim as us, but we were just children and couldn't defend ourselves.

McGrath broke our silence virtually no trace of her fluid Irish accent that seemed to ebb and flow with her moods, “Mrs.  Elgin, it's good to see you again.  Why don't we move this reunion inside?”

Mum said absently, not looking away from me, “Foster.  Ms Foster...  or Phoebe." I blinked at that.  I knew the divorce had been finalized.  I have been watching everything closely behind the scenes, while keeping my siblings protected from the nasty bits.  I still didn't know how to tell them that our feckin' father had been granted parole.  It shouldn't have surprised me that she wanted to get away from our tainted family name just as much as I had.

She finally looked from me and up at my girl, who towered over us all but Robert, who was only a hand shorter than my bride now.  She said with a smile, “Thank you miss McGrath.”

Hunter inclined her head and said while shooting warning looks to all of us, “Hunter, please.  You're my mum-in-law now after all.  We're all family here." There wasn't a woman alive who hated their first name more than my Hunter.  But I thought her name was beautiful, and fit her so very well...  not to mention it was sexy as hell.

Mum smiled at that and nodded.  “I suppose we are.”

Bobby bounded across to the Deidre, and We followed Mum who was supported by McGrath across the gangplank.  I noted Tina doing the same for her girl...  or boy...  whatever.  I felt like a bloody git not knowing.  She was just so androgynous.

Mum looked dubiously at the door to the cabin that Bobby was holding open for us.  She muttered, “You all live on a boat...”

Christine said from behind us, “Mum, I told you the Deidre isn't just a boat.  Go inside and look at our home.”

Mum looked back with a question in her eyes and I just arched an eyebrow st her.  Smug in the knowledge that our home was grander than any flat on shore.  She exhaled then ducked through the door.  We all shared a knowing smile at the gasp that followed.

We all slid in behind her and then we turned at another gasp.  Reid was wide eyed like a little girl on Christmas as she took in the grand space with all the carvings that climbed the walls and ceiling, which were crafted by my girl and her da.  That's right, my sister's secret love has never been aboard.  We've seen her sneaking off on shore on that noisy little bicycle of hers.

We all glanced over at Christine as she motored over the the kitchen and pulled some rubber gloves, a rag and some spray cleaner out from the cupboard and said, “Right then.  You all talk, I'm just going to go about cleaning any of the places you two may have..." She trailed off and prompted McGrath, “Maybe it would be easier if I asked if there was anyplace you two 'didn't'...”

Hunter and I blushed and looked at each other, and I'm embarrassed to say, we both started to look around instead of answering.  My sister said with comic timing as she started scrubbing the kitchen counter, “Right then, the entire barge it is.”

I eyeballed 'the temp', who went to help her scrub, then looked at mum, who was covering her mouth in amusement.  I got myself back on task, “Right." I motioned to the sitting area and then asked,  “So mum.  What brings you around?”

She looked up at me with hopeful eyes as Robert sat next to her and held her hand to lend support as she straightened her shoulders to say, “To congratulate you two on your marriage.  And to...  to beg for forgiveness.  To see if we can all start fresh.”

I exhaled.  I dreaded this as much as it was everything I wanted.  Since all I wanted to do was just to hug her desperately.  I hoped I had it in me to forgive.

With Hunter grasping my shoulders from behind as I sat I realized, maybe, just maybe, it was just that simple.

I pointed toward the kitchen without looking and made a buzzing sound.  Tina and Reid stopped in mid-lean then aborted the kiss, and I had to smile at the chuckle that circulated through my...  family.

		











	

	
Chapter 12 – Thursday Night









Lenore called down the short hall from the main cabin, “Tina, Reid is here!”

I couldn't stop the smile on my face every time my gulfriend came by.  Though I'm sorry I hadn't been ready yet because I know my sis can be a little overbearing and overprotective.  But I'm an adult and can date whomever I like.  And I like Reid.  Ok, don't look at me like that, I heard the dreamy tone in my voice, so just leave me alone.

I still don't know if she approves of Reid yet.  They got along fine the past month, but I don't think we've even got in a kiss or two around her without her interrupting us.  Does she have some sort of radar?  Or eyes in the back of her head?  Maybe she has premonitions or just likes playing the let's throw a bucket of cold water on the little sis game.

I caught the smile she hid when she 'grudgingly' admitted to Paya that she could use some help with deliveries now that the Flotilla had expanded so much.  But she insists on calling Reid a runner 'apprentice'.  She whined a bit when they gave Reid one of the SUVs in the motor pool to drive for Flotilla business.  But when Reid offered to take the work truck instead, my sis blurted, “No!  She's mine...  I mean the Project's.”

That set Paya off on a giggle fit and she deadpanned, “That's why I offered Reid a different vehicle in the fleet, Speedy.”

Part of me wanted to quit my job at Bits, to work more closely with Reidster, but a bigger part of me was falling in love with what I did at Bits 'N' Bobs with JJ and wanted to make sure I didn't crowd the sprite who stole my heart.  Besides, I still got to put time in at the Flotilla on half day Fridays.

I called back down the hall, “Just about ready, be there in a jiff!”

I turned back to the little mirror, which was wedged in between the sea of cat paintings that dominated one wall.  And were stacked on my nightstand, and dresser, and under my bed.

What?  I get cat kiss door-ed a lot.  I've taken to giving some away to friends and family and the kids at the Flotilla.

I grinned to myself, even McGrath and Lenore had a couple in their cabin.  I didn't have the heart to tell Mimi that I had more cats than wall.

I snorted at the first time Mimi met my mum when we invited her to a girls outing one weekend.  It was really so that our parents could meet.  That was when mum got her own cat painting as well when we all parted ways from the spa, and she doesn't even like cats, she's a dog person.

Our two mothers couldn't be any different.  Mimi has that fun but slightly neurotic vibe, while mum is more down to earth, but with a wicked sarcastic streak that is starting to come out.  Who knew mum could be fun?  I can't tell you how relieved Reid and I were that the two got along.  We had both been anxious messes until we were able to speak with each of them after the fact.

The fact that it mattered so much to us didn't register with me until later.  We really wanted our parents to get along and...  approve of us.  Things were getting more and more serious between Reid and me, and we wanted everyone to approve.

It is sort of odd that it feels like my redheaded temptress; hmmm wonder what the gender neutral for that is; and I have been together always.  I swear ze is the missing part of me that makes me whole.

I was excited for tonight.  It would be Reid's first Thursday Night on Tabby Cat's Water Witch.  It was no small thing that Reid was invited, as the ever growing group of us with standing invitations were a close knit troupe.  They were all part of my unorthodox family.

I didn't want to ruin the surprise, so didn't give any details other than it was a gathering of friends on Tabitha's boathouse.

I checked my hair one last time, I was so nervous for some reason.  I liked my wavy red hair but wished it was curlier, like Len's.  I have absolutely no clue why she hates her hair so much.  I exhaled and said to my reflection as I hoped I looked ok for Reid, “You got this.  Let's do this, lady.”

Ok, lame pep talk.

I turned and grabbed my bag and my jacket...  whatever...  Reid's jacket.  I let hir wear it from time to time to get hir scent back on it.  I almost skipped down the hall and started to open the door to the main cabin at the end, but paused at the sound of my gul's voice.

Ze was talking in a matter of fact tone.  “I know it's not my place, but I think it's really great that you've finally forgiven your mum.  I know how hard that must be.  I see it in Tintin's eyes every time she looks at her mum.  I can't imagine what you kids had gone through, I was lucky.”

I almost pushed through the door to come to Reid's aid.  Lenore didn't talk about it, ever, and she just got aggravated when people did.  But to my surprise, she didn't respond, and Reid continued, “Every one of us has made mistakes.  Sometimes they are minor, and sometimes they are huge.  But they all leave a mark on us, a dark smear.  None of us can say we always did the right thing.  It is how we pick up the pieces and learn from our mistakes that is important.  Because they define us in a way that those mistakes never can.”

I laid my forehead on the door and listened as the person who holds my heart added, “It is a huge first step just to find the courage to admit that we had made them, that we are human and made those mistakes.  I know I've made my share.  I can see your mum is a good person and is trying to fix her biggest mistake.  I don't think she realizes though that she was a victim too.”

I blinked at that.  How would you not realize that?  Then I thought of the regret mum must feel seeing her children facing the same fate as her and being too scared to do anything.  We had had some conversations with mum since she moved to London, but we really never talk about the abuse.  Maybe...  maybe we should.

Reid finished with, “I think...  I think that earning your forgiveness is the first step for her to be able to forgive herself.”

There was silence.  Then my sister's voice sounded far away when she said, “Thanks...  Reid.”

I took a deep breath then stood tall, put a smile on my face...  and then screamed in surprise at the Irish accented voice right behind me, “A smart one, yer darlin' is.”

I actually fell through the door in my surprise, and a grinning McGrath stepped up to help me up as Reid came darting over.  Hunter must have been in the wheelhouse earlier.

My Amazonian sister-in-law chuckled out with her tweedledee accent in full force, “This wee one is shite at eavesdroppin'." She pulled me up like I weighed nothing.  Reid and Lenore cocked eyebrows at me like they had choreographed the synchronization.

I blushed and shrugged in embarrassment over being caught, as McGrath said to Reid appreciatively, “You're wise beyond your years." Then she presented me to hir, holding me out by the shoulders.

With a squinted eye, my gul accepted me and then smiled and said, “You look darling tonight, Tintin.”

My smile widened, and I took hir in.  She was going all girl tonight, with cute white tennis shoes and a little mini skirt over white tights, and a white blouse that was trimmed in pink.  She saw my drooling admiration and gave me a bashful look then did a little twirl for me, making the pleats on the skirt fly out a bit.

I whispered in awe, “You're gorgeous, Reidster.”

I leaned in to give her a quick welcoming peck on the lips, only to kiss the back of my sister's hand...  again.  Eww!  I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand as I made a sour face.

Reid looked overly amused.

I glanced at my sis and said cooly, “Lenore.”

She inclined her head in amusement and responded in kind, “Peanut.”

I sighed and just took Reid's hand in mine.  At least she gave us that.

I noted she was looking at Reid a little differently now.  Had something in their talk made her regard hir differently?  To me, it felt like my sis could see the Reid I did for the very first time.  And not just as the interloper who was dating her little sister.

Hunter said as she grabbed her and Lenore's jackets from the table, “Shall we?  Sundown is comin' fast.”

Len growled out as she hid her grin, “Fine fine, you surly leprechaun.  We're off.”

Hunter replied with her three syllabled, “Lovely.”

Reid brightened and asked as we headed to the door, “Sundown?”

McGrath's mouth quirked up in a grin.  “Oh, you've not told yer darlin'?”

I shook my head and blushed at her calling Reid my darlin'.  Oh, she was right, but I've never in all our months been able to get past second base with my gul.  I was a sexually frustrated mess, but I was letting Reid process us and proceed at hir own pace.  I can't imagine feeling asexual your whole life then suddenly having an interest in someone.  My gul was almost a textbook definition of demisexual.

The girls exchanged a knowing smile with me.  I wanted tonight to be a surprise.  I remember the first Thursday Night I had attended, and it was almost magical.

As we proceeded across the gangplank, Lenore cocked an eyebrow at Reid's motorized bicycle as we all put on our jackets to fight the chill air.  “Why don't you two ride with us in the truck?"  she offered

We both blurted out in unison, almost desperately, Reid's voice going up three octaves in panic, “No!”

I almost chuckled at that, in the memory of how my gul's face pales every time we mention Lenny's driving.  Ze had the misfortune to ride with her...  once.  She shared that night, “I thought I was going to die five times in the first minute, and never see you again.”

I had giggled so hard at that I cried, and shared that, “I warned you on multiple occasions, but did you listen?  No.”

Reid had grinned and asked, “How does McGrath ride with her every day?”

I gave the only answer we could figure out after all this time.  I shrugged and offered, “She's Irish." My gulfriend nodded like that explained everything.

As we snapped on our helmets, Reid said to them, “We'll follow you there.”

Hunter started chuckling and nodding as she mused, “That'll force the Fuzzy one ta drive slow.  This will be priceless.”

Lenore stalked past her wife grumbling, “We know who isn't getting any tonight.”

We chuckled at them as Hunter followed after her, countering, “We'll just have ta see about that, darlin'." We could all feel the heat and promise in that.  Good lord, was it hot out there?

Reid asked as we hopped on Melody and I wrapped my arms around hir waist, “Is it wrong that I think those two are cute together?”

I shook my head and said, “Not at all." Then Reid started pedaling and dropped the motor on the wheel to start it instead of pulling the cord.  Huh, I didn't know it could start that way.  We buzzed off after my sisters.

I'm sure Lenore was about to bust a blood vessel by the time we made it to the little Marina that the Water Witch was docked at.  What with having to slow to just below normal traffic speeds so that we could keep up on our more, ummm, unique form of travel.

I didn't mind that it took us a little longer to get to our destinations than most, it gave me an excuse to cuddle...  I mean hold my gul close.  Especially on a chilly fall night.

We puttered up to the marina.  The security gate was open, and we moved past the small empty gatehouse, the familiar sign was taped to the window of the gatehouse which read, “Thursday Night,"  with a big red arrow that pointed down into the little marina.

We puttered into the car park and pulled up next to the girls.  Lenny looked as if she were about to burst a blood vessel, as one of her eyes was twitching at us as we parked and took our helmets off.

Reid looked around as we ruffled our hair to get rid of the helmet hair.  Ze was taking in the place with eagerness.  The imp was excited that we would be having supper with Tabby Cat and her wife.  I hadn't exactly told here there may be one or two...  dozen...  more people here.

Bobby was so jealous that he wasn't going to be able to join us, as his class was on a two-day outing to the Stonehenge area.  He sort of has a crush on all the ladies at Thursday Nights.  I'm starting to wonder if there is anyone the poor boy doesn't have a crush on.

The marina looked the same as it always did.  And there were never any new yachts or houseboats moored at the docks.  The group of us had a feeling that something was hinky about the place.

I harbored a sneaking suspicion that Tabitha might own the whole place, and controls who the marina manager allows moorage.  All the boats had people who lived aboard, none were ever empty when we visited, and the people were all quite cordial and happy folk.

Though the marina went through excruciating effort to make the place look quaint, it was obvious it was anything but.  The charming little marina office was done up to look like something out of the fifties or sixties, but it was a little too convincing I think.

The girls joined us, and we all started toward the large houseboat at the end of the dock, with the best view of the river and city skyline.  As we approached it, me dragging my gulfrind along, the bold black swoopy letters on the boat came into view, which declared it as the Water Witch.  I smiled and pointed.  “That's Tabby's flat.”

My redheaded sprite arched an eyebrow.  The houseboat was as long as most of the yachts there, with two floors.  And like any Thursday Night, no less than two dozen people were milling about on the deck on the top of the vessel.  We reached the end of the dock at the base of an aluminum gangway to the boat, beside a wooden signpost with a Victorian looking wooden sign that had the slip number, 7A, carved into it and Water Witch carved just below that.

We could hear the laughter and murmurs of conversation drifting down from the upper deck.  McGrath and Lenny gave a nervous looking Reid a smile, and they headed onto the boat.  We all knew better than to knock on Thursday Night.

I grinned and walked backward, pulling hir onto the lower deck of the Water Witch with me.  We entered the lower cabins in the spacious interior, with huge glass panels everywhere in the living space with the kitchen on one end.  The views from inside were spectacular wherever you looked, which of course was the whole point.

Reid's eyes were bugging out as ze looked around.  Then we paused when we saw Zilrita in the kitchen area pulling drinks out of the huge fridge.  We all winced when Reid released me, and ze and Zil squealed like old friends and ran to exchange hugs, it was all far too cute.  “Reid, I didn't know your girl was dragging you along tonight!”

Then I was gacking when I got my own squid hug to cherish, as the silly goth woman went down the line.  My smile almost split my face when she released me, and I saw a familiar golden retriever following the goth, limping slightly along.

I squealed “Percy!" I knelt and gave the pretty boy a big hug.  His tail was swishing excitedly behind him.  If he was here, I knew who else was here.  Reid's head was going to pop.  I said from where I was crouched, “Reid, this handsome boy here is Sir Percival.”

Reid crouched with a genuine smile and offered a hand.  To hir surprise Percy lifted a paw and shook, his tongue lolling out as Reid said, “Pleased to meet you Sir Perci..." Ze froze then looked at our little group.  “Wait.  Sir Percival?  As in Abigail Addison's seeing eye dog?  The one woman band?”

I stood quickly with a smirk on my face and teased as I looked at the other girls, “Stand back, the Reidster is about to start fangirling." It was true.  No matter how many of the endless supply of famous entertainers who hung out around London Harmony Reid met, ze was always fangirling each time.

It made me step back a time or two and realize just how surreal my life was at times.  I had reacted the same on my first meetings, but now I just saw all of these famous people as family.

Reid stood up, leaving one hand down to scratch Percy's ears, “I'm not that bad, woman!" Then ze blushed and gushed out, “Did you know that Abigail Addison has synesthesia, and can see sounds in bursts of colors and with her other senses?  It's how she makes music out of everything around her and..." The cherry-top faltered as ze saw our overly amused faces.

Ze narrowed an eye cutely, scrunching hir nose, “Of course you do.  You're just a bunch of bints now aren't you?”

Zil broke into giggles as I retrieved my bent out of sorts gul's hand.  Ze instinctively laced our fingers as ze smiled hugely at us.  Zil blinked and looked around to the rest of us as she hooked a thumb at Reid.  “Does this one share some DNA with a certain Indian woman we know?”

I shook my head and said, “Nope, I think it is an instinctive defensive adaptation.  When teased upon, this one pours on the cute like a cobra opens its hood.”

Zil chuckled and retrieved the bottles and cans on the counter, saying as she headed toward the stairs, “Grab some drinks, pizza is already here.  It is about to start." She motioned her head at the stairs, and Percy loped after her, tail wagging.

I skipped over to the fridge and opened it asking the girls, “Fizzy pop, juice, water?" For effect, I added, “beer?" Lenore and I wouldn't ever drink, even if I was of age, we had an almost irrational aversion to alcohol after seeing how it tore our father down and us with it.  And I knew Reid wasn't even interested in the stuff.

But our McGrath was always up for a beer or two, but never went past a gentle buzz.  The one time Lenny says the Irishwoman was drinking heavily around her, she found her to be an emotional and apologetic drunk.  I've never seen her drink a beer on Thursday Nights.

Len grabbed my shoulders and moved me aside, rolling her eyes as she grabbed a couple fizzies for her and Hunter, then she made a point of handing some to Reid and me.  I grinned toothily at her.  Then chuckled at Reid who was about to ask a question.

I instead grabbed hir hand and said, “Come on, we better hurry if we want to get any pizza before it begins." I glanced out to the water which was reflecting the oranges and reds of the sky as the sun set.  I dragged the giggling gul up the stairs and out into the sea of entertainers and our sort-of family members.

I felt smug and satisfied when Reid's eyes virtually popped out of hir head as ze recognized more than a handful of faces that graced covers of so many London Harmony album covers.  I said, “Come on, there will be time for introductions after, right now we better grab a slice or two and find some good seats before they are all taken.

Ze just nodded absently, tearing hir eyes off the people milling about and talking and joking with each other.  “After what?”

I shushed hir.  “Shush...  Just come on, you'll see.”

We grabbed some paper plates, and I put a large slice of pepperoni and olives on my plate.  Reid piled three various slices on hirs.  Lord, I wish I had hir metabolism.  Ze could eat like a teenage boy and never gain any weight.

I pulled hir over to a wicker couch by the rail facing the marina.  We curled in, placing out plates on the little wicker table in front of us and I grabbed one of the many throw blankets that were everywhere around the various seating areas and pulled it over us.  I curled in even tighter to the overly sexy looking imp, placing my head on hir shoulder for a moment then giving hir a peck on the lips before grabbing our slices.  I winced at Lenore somewhere in the crowd clearing her throat.  Damn, she has to have bloody kiss radar or something.

Between taking a big bite of Hawaiian pizza and opening our cans of cola, Reid asked, “So what exactly is this Thursday Night?  Curiosity is killing me.  If that happens, you'll be stuck dating a corpse, and I'm pretty sure that society frowns upon that.”

I nudged my chin toward June Harris-West as she stepped to the rail and looked around at everyone with her winning smile and that commanding presence that made you sit up and take notice.  “Thanks for coming tonight everyone, and thank you Tabby, as always, for hosting our little get together.”

The two exchanged nods and smiles with each other, then June said as she looked over at Vanessa with all the love in the world conveyed in a single glance to her.  “We have a special treat as tonight's selection.  A throwback to my first Thursday Night with my girl.  So sit back and enjoy.”

With that all the lights on all the boats shut off, the only light was at the marina office as everyone clapped.  When it quieted down, I pointed to the decks of the other boats for Reid to see all of the occupants out on lawn chairs, facing the office.

Ze looked excited, knowing the secret was about to be revealed and I just laid my head on hir shoulder as a large white sheet unfurled between some large trees behind the office.  Then the clicking sound of an old film projector wound up to speed and light flickered a moment on the makeshift screen and the Sound of Music flickered into existence.

I whispered to a super smiley Reid, “Welcome to Thursday Night.  It is always a musical." Ze shared a smile with me and pulled me closer, tucking the blanket around me and then turned back to the screen with a look of wonder on hir face.

As I lay there, so close to the person who made me feel safe just being myself, I realized how genuinely happy I was, and I never wanted the movie to end.  I could have just lived right there in hir arms and want for nothing.

I looked up meekly into Ried's eyes when ze looked down at me, and I said in amazed wonder, “I love you.”

Reid swallowed and nodded slightly, then looking away ze whispered back, “I love you too, Tintin." 

Was that a tear in hir eye?  I gave hir hir dignity and looked back to the screen, laying my head on hir chest as ze pulled me even closer to hir, as if in a need to be one.  I sighed in utter contentment and watched the classic movie, caught up in the feel and sound of hir heart pounding against my cheek.

I awoke to someone gently shaking my shoulder.  I groaned and cuddled into the amazingly comfortable pillow, my mind protesting being taken from such a peaceful slumber.  My eyes snapped open to Reid whispering, “Wake up sleepyhead, the movie is over.  You snore like a squirrel.”

I grinned happily, inhaled hir scent deeply then sat up, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes and stretching as I asked, “How do you know what a squirrel's snoring sounds like?”

Ze was infinitely amused as ze grinned and capitulated, “Fair point.  But still, you snore.”

I about leapt overboard when Paya's face appeared in front of me with her cute grin, “It's true, we all heard.”

I sputtered, “Bloody hell woman!  You about...  gave...  me...  a..." I trailed off, and my head fell when I realized everyone was watching us with amused looks on their faces.  I murmured into the crook of Reid's neck, “Feck me sideways.  Can I go hide in a hole and die somewhere?”

Reid said matter of factly, “There we go, circling around to the awkward questionable morality dating scenario.  I think for this to work best, we both need to be among the living.”

I sat up grinning and shoved hir shoulder playfully, “Smartarse."  Ze nodded and then we both took a shared deep breath, and I looked around, “Hello." Which got a chuckle rolling across the people gathered like a rippling wave.

I grinned maniacally and popped up, flopping the blanket over my Reid.  My heart still swelling from our whispered admissions earlier that had changed something between us, solidified our bond that much more, and said, “It seems introductions are in order,"  as ze extracted hirself from under the blanket like a chipmunk fighting its way out of a paper bag.

The grin on hir face was in the adorable range when ze succeeded, and I pulled hir up to my side.  Then we went about introducing my heart to our closest friends and family, and they enthusiastically welcomed hir into the fold.

The whole time, Lenore had her eyes on us, with a look on her face I couldn't decipher.

After my gulfrind was done embarrassing me and hirself after fangirling out almost a dozen times, the party was winding down as we found ourselves with Tabby and Terri.

McGrath and Len wound up joining us,  Hunter's arms wrapped lazily around Lenore's waist in the way that she did that showed the world that my sister was hers.  It was one of those things the tall Irishwoman did that was so endearing.

Paya joined us as Lenny yawned big and asked Tabitha, while she was looking at me, “Tabs, would it be an imposition if McGrath and I crashed at your place tonight?  I'm more tired than I thought.”

I blinked at my sister as Tabby chirped out as she looked carefully at Lenore and myself, “Of course, you can take one of the guest rooms.”

I looked at the women who looked to have just had some sort of silent conversation.  What gives?

I never did contend that I was quick on the uptake.  Bobby wasn't home.  Lenny and McGrath wouldn't be either.  The Deidre was going to be empty tonight.  Two and two flowed through my mind as Lenore looked between Reid and me like she could see that something had changed tonight between us.  The two numbers wouldn't connect to make four in my head until Reid grasped my hand.

Oh dear lord, the Deidre was going to be empty tonight! Lenore was finally giving her blessing on my relationship with the most amazing person I had ever met.  The person I loved.

I was blurting out as I dragged the Reidster toward the stairs, “Ummm...  we have to go.  Thanks again Tabs for such a wonderful night.  Night everyone!”

There were some chuckles as we made a mad dash for the stairs, but then I overheard Tabby asking Paya, “So popcorn and chick flicks tomorrow night?”

I almost stumbled down the stairs when our fearless leader chirped out, “I'm sorry Tabs, I can't.  I have a date.”

The conversations of the lingering people all stopped when we all as a group stopped and turned toward Paya with wide eyes.  I blurted, “You have a what?  Who!?" My smile was threatening to tear my cheeks I was smiling so wide.  It was about time she put herself back out there after breaking up with her fiance a couple years back.

Paya just flashed us one of her stunning smiles and gave a coy and demure look around as she headed toward the stairs.  Ignoring all the questions being blurted out, she said, “Goodnight everyone."  She passed us she asked, “Don't you two have someplace to be?”

That was all it took for my overwhelming curiosity to be replaced with a frantic need.  I called down after the evil woman as I started dragging Reid along again to hir giggling pleasure, “Yes Paya.”

She motioned me over when we reached the car park, and we started to put on our helmets.  I gave Reid a quick peck on the lips and then scooted over to the woman who looked full of mischief.  She asked quietly so Reid couldn't hear, “So, I know we discussed this, but was Reid born a boy or girl?”

I didn’t know why she was asking now, I was pretty sure she saw Reid as one of her own.  I told her the truth, “Truly, I don't know.  But Paya...  does it really matter?”

The Indian-Brit cocked her head and shot a smile over to the waiting Reid, and she said with a thoughtful shadow on her expression, “Huh.  I don’t suppose it does, now does it." She ruffled my hair, and I snapped my teeth at her hand.  Then she giggled as she retreated into her large SUV.

I rejoined my gul and we waved as Paya drove off, mischief in her eyes.  Then wordlessly, we put on our helmets and were buzzing down the lanes to the Diedre.  I sighed as I pulled my gul to me, basking in the warmth of hir body against mine as she steered us home with a driving need.

I mused to myself as we went along knowing I wanted to be holding hir like this always, “This must be what forever feels like.”

		











	

	
Epilogue









Why was I crying?  It didn't make sense.  I was so happy, so why the tears?

We had arrived at the Deidre after the frantic ride home from the Water Witch.  We sat there on the couch just staring into each other's eyes without a word for the first few minutes, and it sank into us that this is the first time we had been truly alone at one of our houses.

Just sitting there looking into hir eyes, knowing that right then we were the only two people in the universe, and it felt more intimate than anything else we had done.  It was exciting and frightening all at once.

I felt so very alive when Reid smiled so very bashfully and leaned in and kissed me gently.  It was so very different than the copious amount of times we had kissed before.  It said so very much in the whispering contact that sent a delightful fluttering shiver through me.

It was like ze was trying to say so very much with that single kiss, and I melted into hir.  Giving everything that I was to hir with no reservation.  Reid was my everything, and I could see in hir eyes that she just might feel the same about me.

Odd how a chance meeting on a train could have led me to the one person in this world that didn't care who I was or where I came from because they could see the Christine hidden in the core of me.  The one that hid from the world, but bloomed like a flower in the sunlight whenever ze smiled at me.

I whispered again because volume would diminish the message, “I love you so much Reidster.”

Ze smiled, hir lips a breath away from mine, whispering back to my grin, “I'm still not answering to that."  Then ze added, “And I do, I love you too Tintin.  I never thought I would ever feel like this, so exposed and so safe around anyone until you.”

All the right words were added in hir eyes, and we came together, kissing each other desperately, trying to show that love.  It was passion, it was hunger, and it was real.  I would die happy even if this was all the physical intimacy ze could ever offer me because I knew without a doubt then that my gul loved me.

And I was crying...

I don't know how long we made out like that, pulling each other close until I couldn't tell whose heart was beating at my chest, mine or hirs.

Then my strong and confident Reid, curled up into my chest and asked almost meekly, “Can I stay with you tonight?”

I just kept nodding as I tried to wipe the fecking tears out of my eyes.  I whispered, “Of course.”

We stood, clasping our hands together, not wanting the contact between us to end.  I led hir to the door to the hall, and za hesitated and looked at the loo.  “Mind if I get cleaned up first?" 

I shook my head, and ze gave me a quick kiss full of promise before disappearing into the loo, and I heard the door lock and grinned.  I wasn't going to invade hir privacy.

I touched my lips, still feeling the phantom of hirs on them, it was divine and made my core warm in want and need that I knew would never be sated.  I would never push Reid.

I smiled and spun in place then ran to my room.  I looked at all the kittens on the wall, staring at me, judging me.  I exhaled sharply at them then scrambled to find something to wear other than the tee shirt I stole from Reid for a nightshirt.

I could hear the shower running as I rummaged through my things and pulled out my old nightshirt and shook my head.  No, it wasn't right.  Then I settled on a nightie I had bought on a silly whim a year ago.  I looked at the sheer material and winced then I looked at the wall toward the shower I heard turning off.

I felt like a gobshite and quickly struggled out of my clothes and pulled on the nightie.  What the feck was I thinking when I bought this thing?  I looked around then dove into my bed and pulled the covers up under my arms to cover myself as I heard the light knock at the door.

I smiled softly at hir shyness and called out, “Come in.”

Reid stepped into the room, looking so very bashful and unsure of hirself, hir hair was wet and combed back, and she wore one of the fluffy white robes that McGrath kept hanging by the shower.

I smiled warmly at my gulfriend.  At my darlin' as McGrath would say.  And ze just held the robe clasped shut over hir chest.  I realized that the robe was the only thing Reid was wearing as ze swallowed hard then gave me a questioning smile full of fear, as ze let the robe fall to the floor, baring hirself to me.

I blinked and smiled in wonder as I breathlessly whispered to the angel in front of me, “My god Reid...  you’re so beautiful...”

 

The End
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Sample excerpt from Open Seas: Just Add Water...

Chapter 1 – Clearing My Head

The Coast Guard Cutter, USCGC Steadfast had been in our home port for three days now for maintenance, refueling, and resupply.  I was itching to get back on the water again as I sat under a pier near my boat in Ilwaco, Washington.  Just a stones throw away from where the Steadfast was in Astoria, Oregon.

It was a seventeen mile drive or a fifteen mile swim, but as fast as I could swim and how easy it would be for me, it was still faster to drive over the Astoria Megler Bridge.  The Kraken, old retired research vessel I lived on would take over an hour to eat up the distance at it's top speed of twelve knots.  Overland it was less than half that time.

I inhaled the air, I could feel the barometric pressure dropping quickly.  I could taste it in the air, a storm like no other was coming.  I didn't need to listen to the weather reports that were talking about the freak storm that was roaring in toward the west coast, nor see the dark clouds roiling beyond the horizon, to know it was out there.

But what those reports didn't tell us, was that something was off about this storm.  It wasn't right.  I could feel the water temperature dropping too fast from where I sat.  It was unnatural and the wrongness of it set my nerves on end.

It wouldn't be long before the first calls would start coming in and the crew would be called up to head out to assist sailors caught off guard by the sudden violent weather system.

I sighed, they didn't know just how bad this one was going to be.  The Steadfast had only about a four hour window before the storm hit landfall, and five hours maximum before we needed to get out past the jetties and the Columbia River Bar, and into the Graveyard of the Pacific before the corridor will become unnavigable.

That only gave me an hour or two to swim.  I started to reach for my jacket as I stared longingly at the water when I hesitated at a voice behind me.  “Mera?”  I chuckled at the old nickname that was bestowed upon me by my high school swim team.  Mera was Aquaman's wife in the comics.  I got it because of my ability to stay submerged for longer than any of the other swimmers.

I chuckled at that.  If they only knew.  Actually, my name is just about as ironic as that, Marina, Marina Caliban.  Mom knew even back then.

I looked back to the blind man making his way between the pylons, his white cane tapping them and the concrete pilings of the seawall I was sitting on.  By the brackish waters of the Columbia delta, where the waters of the Pacific Ocean mixed with the fresh water of the Columbia River.

I brushed my long brunette hair over my shoulders to dissuade the rising breeze from blowing it in my face, “What is it Max?  You shouldn't be down here, the tide is coming in.”  The tide differential here was only a couple of feet, but that was still enough to rise above the sand covered concrete I was sitting on.

Maxwell Eddie Preston, or Meep to his friends, and I have been thick as thieves since the first grade.  He lives below decks on the Kraken with me and seeing or not, he's one of the best mechanics on the waves.  He earns his keep on my floating home by keeping it floating for me.  He is also the only person besides my mom who knows... well, knows everything about me.  For a geek he is funny as shit and my best friend.

He nodded to me and came over to sit beside me, “I know.  But I just wanted to come out to tell you that that storm is coming in faster.  They are saying it will hit landfall in around four hours.  I smiled at him and nodded to myself.  “I know Meep.”

He chuckled, “I thought you might.”  I've got the Kraken battened down and brought your pager.

I blinked at that.  Oh crap, I patted my left arm, how had I forgotten that?  I'm sure it would be flashing and buzzing soon, calling me back to duty.

I took the bright yellow waterproof box from him.  Thanks Max, you're a life saver.

He beamed at me and I shoved his shoulder playfully.  He had been sort of an awkward boy growing up, and he had grown into an awkward man.  He still had his baby fat that never seemed to leave him, and he had that mop of hair of indistinct color, stuck half way between blonde and red.  His crooked smile and just as crooked laugh were to me, his most endearing quality.

Unfortunately, not many girls as we grew up would look past his affliction or his slightly chubby appearance.  It was their loss, my buddy was one of the smartest people I knew and had a sharp wit, and was as loyal a friend as anyone could wish for.

I told him, “I'm just going to take a quick swim before I get ready for the call.  I need to clear my head.  Something isn't right about this storm coming in.”

He nodded and said, “The air pressure and water temp are both dropping too fast.”  I smiled.  He could see more than any sighted person at times.

I started stripping off my leather jacket and my clothes, handing them to an amused looking Max as he started stuffing them into the mesh bag I had tacked above the high tide mark on the piling we sat by.  I stuffed my panties and bra in it myself to his snickering.

I gave him a crooked smile and teased, “Take a good look perve.  It's the only free show you're going to get.”

He chuckled and placed both hands over his heart, “You cut me to the quick, Mera.”  Then he added,  “When I write my memoirs, this is where I'll say I brailled your body.”

I rolled my eyes as I stood there naked, with only the pager strapped to my left bicep, the clothing would just slow me down.  I looked at my hands, spreading my fingers wide to look at the webbing membrane between them.  When I was a child, the doctors kept telling mother they could cut the webs out surgically so my hands would look normal.  Mom kept refusing, saying if it didn't interfere with my development, then not to ask again.

I flexed my double jointed toes outward to examine the webbing there before I turned to Max, “Get back aboard the Kraken, the tide is coming in and I'm sure the storm swell is going to top the charts on this one.”

He nodded and stood keeping my leather jacket with him.  He smiled my way as I just stepped back a step, over the edge of the concrete and plunged into the water.  The water was in the mid fifties this early in the fall.  It was invigorating for the few moments it took my body to acclimate to it.

I sank to the silt bottom and closed my eyes and just listened to all the boats cutting though the water on this side of Sand Island.  The stress of my day, of my caged feeling being on shore for so long just bled away.

I heard a swishing and opened my eyes and looked at the chinook salmon cutting through the brackish and cloudy water.  I smiled then headed around Sand Island to the southwest and toward the north jetty and open seas.  Slipping quickly past the plethora of pleasure craft darting about, not heeding the weather warnings yet.  Once the black clouds are seen on the horizon, they'll all scurry to port like rats.

I was elated to be free again of the unnatural constrains of my humanity.  I hesitated after ten minutes or so and surfaced for the first time as I contemplated.  Was I truly human?  Mom insisted I was just the next evolution, and we hid from everyone what I found I could do.  Just what I needed was to be strapped to some dissection table somewhere.

I dove and tasted the sea as I passed the jetty faster than any commercial vehicle and faster than some pleasure craft.  I sighed that I couldn't go to depth since I was wearing the pager, and it was only good for sixty feet or so.

The current at the Columbia River Bar, shot me out into the Pacific like I was being fired out of a fire hose.  It was always thrilling!  I dove under an incoming cargo freighter, running my fingers along the underside of its hull before breaking off before the powerful churning propellers came fully into view.

I veered south and just swam for an hour, diving out of the water acrobatically like a dolphin from time to time to whoop my pleasure.  This is what I was born to do!

I floated on the surface, watching the horizon, seeing the sky darkening and feeling the leading edge of the storm swell that was being pushed by the winds and rain of the monster system heading our way.  I sighed and turned around.  The call would be coming in soon.

I chased a juvenile leopard shark for fun on the way back, I was moving so fast I think it thought I was a bigger predator.  I swam shallow and avoided the River Bar altogether on the way back.  I didn't have time to fight that powerful current just now, as much fun as it was to power my way upstream into the delta, the Steadfast was going to need me soon.

Just as I rounded Sand Island and the pier and the Kraken came into view, as if I had conjured it, the pager on my arm started buzzing and the red light flashed on it.  This was it.  I turned away from the pier, where my clothes waited, Max could get those after the storm passed.

I dove under the Kraken and came up in the moonpool, the entire reason I bought the Kraken with every penny I could scrape together to save it from the scrapyard.  I could enter and exit my boat from where the submersibles launched without anyone seeing me.

I poured on the speed and broke the surface, flying up fifteen feet and I grasped the railing of the upper catwalk.

Hey, its a girl's prerogative to take a shortcut if she wants.  My feet clanked on the metal catwalk and I sighed as I wrung out my hair and headed to my cabin to get dressed and call in.

 Jethro Tull that was echoing around in the ship from where Meep was blasting it in the engine room as I found myself walking to the beat. I smiled, that invigorating swim was just what I needed to clear the cobwebs. 
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