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Prologue
 
   Mondays are always brilliant in my opinion.  After a couple days rest, relaxation, and recreation, I'm always ready for another exciting week at work.  I have to have the best job in the entire world as the receptionist for London Harmony, the elite, invitation-only music label in the entertainment industry.
 
   You never know what interesting characters are going to walk through the door next.  With only a couple notable exceptions, the artists that June and Vanessa find to wow the music industry with, are nothing short of amazing.
 
   And the people I work with are the quirkiest, most unique individuals I can call not just my co-workers, but my mates, my slightly bonkers family.  I don't think there is a single one of us who fits the template that the stuffed shirts would call 'normal.'
 
   And the music!  I fell in love with music before I could even walk, and now I get to hear the world's most influential hits before anyone in the general public.
 
   I feel as if I work in a wonderland.  And I get to wear all the high-class business wear that makes me feel feminine and professional all at the same time.  I'm something of a clothes horse.  I'll never be sexy, so I wear what makes me feel good.  That is, except for the new Jimmy Choos I bought yesterday, they are already a pain in my foot, but they have to be broken in some time.  I just loved the color and the tapered kitten heels on them are adorable, so what if they will be torture for a couple days?
 
   I stepped up to the black door on the corner of the unassuming brick building that London Harmony was located in.  June owns the entire building, but she rents out the little shops on the lower level at discount rates so that she can cast her illusions to the outside world.  When people come to London Harmony, they are expecting exclusive, elite... well basically, they are expecting Oz.  But when they arrive, they see a little black door on a business block along with an old shoe repair business, film processor, and a Eurasian convenience store, to name a few.
 
   It is almost masterful.  I think she stole a page from the Doctor Who Handbook on disguising something amazing as something mundane.
 
   While London Harmony looks like nothing special on the outside; I ran my electronic key card across the hidden plate in the wall beside the door and walked in when I heard the buzz; it is as though you stepped through the wardrobe into Narnia once you are inside.
 
   I smiled and knelt to pick up Saturday's mail which was stuffed through the mail slot beside the door.  Then I stood and walked across the dark space, my heels clicking and echoing in the lobby; my lobby; clacking on the polished marble and wood floor.  I said into the air, “How about some lighting please?”  The system recognized my voice and the lights increased from the dim, almost imperceptible glow of night mode, to a brilliant glow, illuminating the grand space that would put even the poshest hotel lobbies to shame.
 
   I felt like dancing this morning and twirling I don't know why I was just in a great mood.  I said, “No, let's try something a little warmer today.”
 
   The lights softened from the stark white to a warmer orange tint.
 
   It really made my black marble receptionist desk stand out.  I smiled at the optical illusions that June had built in even here.  The subtle things that just screamed at you that you had arrived, that you had made it.  The dark wood inlays in the floor angled in slightly, just a few centimeters from the entry to my desk and the stairs and elevator beyond.  Making it all look farther away, giving a larger feel to the place than it actually was.
 
   My desk was purposefully higher than a normal level making it imposing like it was guarding the access to the upper levels.  I smiled at the old stairway that had been restored to the original grandeur of the building, which just played off of the original wood columns to spectacular result.  Giving rich character to the otherwise modern look of the lobby.
 
   I lifted a hand to run my fingers along the brass lettering on the glass elevator on the other side, the studio's name, before twirling and sitting on my tall walnut and glass office chair behind the desk.  I had to sigh now that the new leather of my shoes weren't digging into the backs of my heels.  It was worth it, though, they were so pretty.  No pain, no gain.
 
   I said as I put in my earpiece,  “How about we disarm the alarm before we get all sorts of bobbies raiding the place shall we?”  I saw the red indicators by the door and on the surface of my desk change to green.  I murmured, “Thank you.”
 
   I know it's silly, it's just a computer but if I don't treat her like a lady, she gets testy.  I feel sort of spooked at how good the voice recognition system is, and how it trains itself as I vary my requests.  June wants only the best and most impressive.  She wants people to feel that way about the place.
 
   I flipped up one of the leather desk mats to uncover one of the many monitors built in flush to the surface and looked at the security feeds from the different levels and the outdoor feed.  Then looked at the little watch embedded into my bracelet to make sure it was in sync with the computer's clock.  I loved my watch, it had a pearl band and was a gift from my mother when I turned twenty-one, along with the matching necklace.  It was 8:45, people, would be arriving soon.
 
   I started going through and sorting the mail.  We didn't get much here, most was delivered to a post office box just down the lane, and I picked that up twice a week after lunch along with any packages.  Then I straightened my skirt and checked my manicure.  I'd have to make an appointment this week.
 
   I smiled at the monitor as I stood.  As usual, the first person to arrive, and last person to leave was June.  Well besides me that is.  I open things and June closes down once she leaves for the night.  I have never seen a woman work as hard as she does.  There is a reason the label is successful, and it isn't because June's mother was famous.
 
   The door opened and June stepped in, deep into a playful argument with Vannie.  The two only had eyes for each other.  I had to smirk a little at June's clothing.  If you didn't know what you were really looking at, you'd think she was just dressed to go to a concert or something.
 
   But she had impeccable taste in clothes that rivaled mine.  Like everything else, what she wore was an illusion, made by the best designers in the entertainment clothing industry.  She had the air of a pop queen and the look.  Each piece was tailored to fit her.  When she wasn't at work, she wore high-end fashion clothes that just made me drool.
 
   They both paused in their argument as they got up to my desk.  June shot me one of those smiles that you just know are reserved for a friend.  “Hi, Jen.  How are you d...  are those Jimmy Choos?”
 
   I had to giggle a little at the fact that my shoes derailed her.
 
   I crinkled my nose. “Yes, I saw them in Fenwick this weekend and just had to have them.”
 
   June beamed. “You always have the best taste.  I may need to steal those.”  Then she teased, “After you've broken them in of course.”
 
   Vanessa snorted at us. “You two and your clothes and shoes.”  She winked at me as she pushed past her wife, taking the proffered mail I held out to her. “They look nice Jen.”
 
   June raced after her, taking her mail from me, as Vannie mounted the stairs. She protested, “Hey!  You say you like it when I dress up for you.”
 
   I just chuckled at their banter as they made their way to their offices on the third floor.  Then I grinned when I saw someone approaching the door on the monitor.  I hustled to the door and waited until I heard the mechanical buzz of the door unlocking, and I swung the door open.
 
   I had to hide my mischievous smile as Annette stood there with her hand poised to knock on the door.  She's a little obsessive compulsive and has to knock on every door she goes through three times.  I love playing with her.  She is our office assistant extraordinaire who keeps everyone organized and the database more efficient than mere mortals deserve.
 
   Not to mention the secret she kept from us here at London Harmony, the fact that she and her roommate slash girlfriend are two halves of the hot pop superstar, Minuette.  But she has to keep herself busy or go bonkers, so she still works here.  She says it is the best job she has ever had, and I understand completely.
 
   The short woman looked up at me and scrunched her face and narrowed one eye.  Then she cutely reached past me and knocked on the door three times.  I smiled at her and she grinned back.
 
   “You are an evil, evil woman, Jen.”
 
   I nodded my agreement and said, “And a good morning to you, Nett.”
 
   She blushed, she was always embarrassed when people were nice to her and it made her too cute.  She nodded and gave a tiny wave and started for the stairs just to make a glurking sound as she was pulled back to the door.
 
   My heart started racing as I tried to remain calm as I saw two pale arms wrapped around her from behind, with slender hands, and graceful fingers tipped with highly glossed black nail polish, which was as expertly done as my manicure.
 
   Annette was blushing profusely now as she was rocked side to side before she was released.  I tried to maintain my cool aloofness as she turned and said, “Morning Zil.”
 
   Zilrita Marx... sigh.  Our resident goth here at London Harmony has this hug fetish, nobody seems to mind at all.  I mean why the heck would anyone mind a sexy goth woman giving you a hug?  She did more work than five others could as the general manager.  June couldn't have picked a better person than one of her best friends for the job.
 
   She spoke in that tone that just set off a vibration in my core that spread through my veins like warm honey.  “Hiya Nett.”
 
   She turned those dark eyes on me, they were so deep you could swim in them for years and never find their depth.  I tried hard not to look at her glossy black lips.  I don't know what it is or what she does to me, but I almost can't breathe around her.  Which freaked me out a little bit at first.  I mean, I've never thought I was gay or anything.  I love my men, and the more manly, the better.  But I've never reacted to someone as strongly as this woman.
 
   She has this smile that you would march twenty miles through a storm just to see.  Which was odd for a goth to be so happy and smiling all the time like she did. It gave her youth and a... I don't know, vitality?  That gave the woman who was approaching thirty a cuteness belying her age.
 
   I swallowed and watched Annette head toward the stairs, counting her steps carefully as she went.  Another one of her endearing quirks.  I turned to Zil and put on my best smile for her.  She looked at me with that expression she got when she looked at me.  I couldn't read it, but she always hesitated like this.
 
   Then she asked, “Hugz?”
 
   It always sounded like she used a z in the word, and it wasn't just her American accent.  I smiled internally at a thought, maybe it is Z for Zilrita?
 
   I nodded and she gave me one of her patented squid hugs, you have to wonder just how many arms she has when you are captured in her warm grasp.  Like always, she held on just a little longer than she normally did with everyone else.
 
   I had mixed feelings about it.  I didn't know why she hesitated around me or why the longer hugs.  My paranoia and insecurity have me thinking that she has problems with me because I am a trans-woman.  Maybe being born a biological male before I went through my transition to become physically the woman I have always been inside weirded her out.  Maybe she felt bad about those feeling so she had to prove to herself and others that she was ok with me?  So she held on just a little longer.
 
   It hurt because she was my best mate.
 
   Bloody hell I was insecure.  Most likely I imagined it all because of how my body reacted whenever she was around.  I had to fight away the fantasies that ran through my mind every time she hugged me.
 
   She released me and looked down and blushed.  It was easy to see on her pale face.  She tucked some of that raven black hair behind her ear in an adorable manner and said, “Morning Jen.”
 
   She wouldn't meet my eyes.
 
   I smiled at her. “Morning Zil.”
 
   She hustled off toward the stairs and I just stood there like a muppet, watching her hips sway and her tight butt muscles work as she went upstairs.  Oh, dear Lord, it was hot in there, I'd have to check the environmental controls.  I bit my lower lip and willed my arousal away.  Bloody hell was she sexy.
 
   I jumped in surprise and squeaked when someone poked me in the ribs from behind.  I spun to see a grinning Fran.  Small Fry was Vanessa's little sister and everyone here including me saw her as our little sister too.  Who cares if she is a full grown woman now, she wasn't when she started here.  We've watched her grow into the person she is through secondary and now college.  She graduates this year.
 
   She crinkled her nose at me and said, “You're blocking the door Jen.”  She moved her head around me to see Zil disappear up the stairs. “You off in fantasy land again?”
 
   I blushed, caught.  Everyone here seemed to know about my infatuation with Zil, except Zilrita herself.  “You're just a mean little pipsqueak, Small Fry.”
 
   She placed a hand on my arm and gave it a little squeeze.  “You really need to say something to her woman.  With your refinement and sex appeal, and her Zillness, you'd make a sexy couple.”
 
   I sighed and she gave me a crooked smile and headed for the stairs.  Right, as if I had sex appeal.  When I look in the mirror, all I see are my flaws glaring back at me.
 
   I guess I was cute and feminine, but my eyes were too big and my cheeks too prominent to be classically pretty.  And I keep putting off the shaving of my larynx to get rid of the little Adam's apple that gives away what I am, of the boy people saw me as who I have been running from my entire life.  It would be my final surgery but it did run the risk of damaging my vocal cords.
 
   I took a deep breath, recentered, then remembered that this was a spectacular Monday.  I smiled to myself and sat to watch the procession of workers as they arrived for the day.
 
   I paused when I saw a tall black woman stepping up to the door.  I smiled in recognition, that would be the new talent, Kendra Tate.  June dropped a J-Card on the hip hop singer at a rave the other night.  I heard the scouting tapes of her and she has a phenomenal range and that 'something special' all the talent here at London Harmony seems to possess.
 
   I grinned.  She had the same confused crease between her eyes as she looked at the door then down the lane, wondering if this was the right address.
 
   I hopped back up and strode to the door.  Just as I arrived, I heard the hesitant knock.  I smoothed my skirt of my business suit, straightened my blouse and put on my greeting smile as I opened the door.
 
   The woman stood there gawking at me and at the black plastic and gold card in her hands.  I asked, “Yes?  May I help you?”
 
   She swallowed and held up the card to me, which I took from her.  She said nervously, “Hi.  Umm... I'm Kendra.  Kendra Tate.  June Harris-West told me to come here today and bring that card.”
 
   My smile grew, the bashful and nervous ones are always the cutest.  Now it was time for the shock and awe of the greeting program here.  I held out my hand and she shook it. “Of course Kendra, I'm Jennifer.  June is expecting you.  Please come in.”
 
   I motioned for her to enter as I stepped to the side.  I never get tired of seeing the shocked expressions on their faces when they first see the lobby.  I said in a gracious manner as I motioned a hand toward the front desk.
 
    
 
   “Welcome to London Harmony.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1 – Hectic
 
   I swallowed as I walked away from that sexy creature downstairs.  Jen is the only woman that gets my motor purring like a kitten and it is all I can do to act normal around her when all I want to do is just stare into her amazing dark chocolate eyes.  And that cute little heart tattoo under her left ear, right where you'd love to leave a hot kiss on her neck?  Torture.
 
   I rounded the stairs on the recording level and continued up to the third floor.  I share one of the two executive offices adjacent to the conference room there.  Though I most often have it to myself as my officemate, Vanessa, our vice president, is usually in June's office or out on the streets doing her scouting for new talent.
 
   I glanced across the Pit, the low cubicles that housed eight desks of the other workers at this location.  We have a second studio now that our talent base has outgrown our little studio down below.  I saw Fran disappear up the smaller staircase on the other side up to her office and workshop in the renovated attic.
 
   Music started piping through the office speakers, June selected some thrash for the morning wake-up track, and I started playfully dancing toward the conference room.  I admit to being addicted to the sheer variety of breakthrough music that we produced here.  There wasn't anything I didn't like... well except rap music.  June jokes that it is because nothing rhymes with Zilrita, except maybe pita.
 
   I slid through the glass door and then spun right, kicking my hip to the beat.  I popped through my office door and grinned.  Annette was there, organizing Vannie's inbox. I danced past her, using her back as a momentary rest then sort of plopped down into my chair, letting it roll back to clunk into my filing cabinets.
 
   I chirped out, “Hey, aren't you supposed to be Fran's little office gremlin?”
 
   The shy girl looked down and grinned a little. “Shush you, or I'll organize your file drawers.”
 
   Glurk!  Ummm.... “Shushing.”  I gave her a toothy grin and she just smiled and looked down again as she finished up what she was doing, and gave me a tiny wave then disappeared toward June's office.  Oooo that was always fun.  June whined about someone organizing her desk more than I did.
 
   I put in my earpiece and said, “Fire up the universe Cherry.”  I heard the little tick as the main computer connected me with audio feeds of every room in the building and synced video feeds with my iPad.  It cycled through each one, doing its self-check before muting each.  A channel would only be fed to me if someone called my name or I asked Cherry for audio from a location.
 
   This was one of our fearless leader's ideas.  She crafted every experience in London Harmony for our talent to project that we are state of the art and truly something special.  Right down to it looking as if their general manager, moi, was almost omniscient.  They speak into the air and magically I am responding.  I have to say, it has also made my job that much easier.
 
   I chuckled when the sound check cycled through June's office.  “What are you doing in here Squirrel?  No, no, no.  Nessie, make her stop cleaning!”
 
   Just to hear Vanessa say, “Don't be such a baby.  Let the girl work.”
 
   Then the system cycled to the Pit and I snorted.
 
   My earbud activated and I heard June again.
 
   “Zil, I heard you snort in there traitor.  You sent her didn't you?”
 
   I replied, “I don't have any idea what you are talking about J-Dub.”  Then I tapped the bud and cut her off, grinning to myself.  I cracked my fingers and looked around.  Ok, Monday.  It was going to be a hectic day.  Only twenty-three tasks on my pad, I rolled my eyes.
 
   The girls want me to get an assistant as the workload keeps increasing, but I just can't bring myself to do it.  I may possibly be a control freak or a workaholic or something, but I have everything just the way I like it and I have a system for everything.  I have to keep myself busy or my hyperactivity will have me bouncing off the walls.
 
   I checked the time.  Jen would be signing in the new talent and laying down the first wave of shock and awe right about now if they didn't panic and not show up.  Hey, it happens.  Then June usually goes out to hunt them down and talk them personally into showing up.  I swear J-Dub can talk a burning man into buying can of gasoline.  It is one of the things that makes her uniquely... well, just her.
 
   So who was the latest victim... I mean, talent?  I looked at the name on the contracts, oh yeah, Kendra Tate.  She could lay down some slammin' hip-hop prose that had you going one way then the other, just bopping your head.
 
   I placed my iPad on top of the paperwork and tapped on the lobby to take a peek.  The wide-eyed girl was just nodding at everything Jen said.  I really enjoyed the whole production that J-Dub has crafted to make each and every new prospect feel special.  They usually don't realize that they are as good as they are, and it is our extreme pleasure to have them on board.  They were not just gaining a record label but a tight-knit family of oddballs along with the deal.
 
   Kendra is a good example.  June and Vannie were at the rave to scout out some talent that had played at the nightclub in our secondary location.  However, before they came on, the deejay gave Kendra a set at the beginning of the night.  When Vannie sighed at the originality and that special something that only she can ferret out in mere moments, June knew she needed to sign Kendra. She dropped a J-card in her things then and there.
 
   Sometimes it is as easy as that, sometimes it takes months when the talent is elusive, like Minuette... but that is another story altogether.
 
   Knocked out of my thoughts I noted the lobby was empty now, I had missed them leaving.  A few seconds later I heard over my earpiece, “Package has been delivered brat.”
 
   I said as I tried not to chuckle, “Gracias Jen.”
 
   She replied in that honeyed tone of hers, “De nada.”
 
   I tapped the Pit and saw her swaying away toward the stairs.
 
   Then I stood and started moving, time for the well-timed entrance, the earpiece came alive again, “Zilrita, our office manager will be in in a moment.”
 
   And I stepped out the door into the conference room with a smile on my face.  They were all standing, with June and Vanessa on one side of the table and the cute chocolate skinned lady on the other.
 
   As I crossed over to stand opposite of June and Vanessa, next to Kendra, I tapped a control on my iPad, and the smart-glass of the conference room wall and the glass door took on a frosted appearance to give us all some privacy.  It always put the artists at ease not having three of us sitting across from them, which could give an adversarial feel.
 
   J-Dub said as I placed the papers and my iPad on the table, “Kendra, this is Zilrita Marx, our general manager, and resident goth.”  Then she looked at me. “Zil, this is Kendra Tate, our newest prospect.  She started to warn her as Kendra put her hand out to me. “Fair warning, Zil is a...”
 
   I gave Kendra a quick hug, I grinned, she was a tall one.  June finished with a sigh. “...hugger.”
 
   I released the woman who was frozen, not knowing how to react.  I said in a more professional manner as I shot June an imperious look.  “I'm very happy to meet you, Kendra.”  I motioned as I perched on the chair.  “Please have a seat.”
 
   She did, then our ballet of coaxing information from her and explaining the contracts began.  There had only been one guy to ever not sign.
 
   He believed that if he were good enough for London Harmony to sign, then he was worth twice what we were offering.  He didn't understand that London Harmony took just enough to cover our costs with only a two percent gross profit into June's pocket.
 
   There wasn't another label like us except Harmony Trax back in the states.  We are here for the music, not for the profit.  And let me tell you, two percent is nothing to sneeze at when the studio took in over five hundred million in receipts last year.  The man wound up dropping off the music scene within months of turning us down.
 
   We help our artists through the fog of disbelief that they had finally made it in the industry, that their music was going to be on the world stage.  We helped set them up with lawyers and financial advisers so they didn't self-implode, both before and after they sign.  And stress that they can run it past their lawyers before signing, there was no pressure there because we already wanted them and this was all on their timetable.
 
   More often than not, they'd... Kendra signed and I smiled reassuringly as I placed a hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze.  I was first to say, “Welcome to the family Kendra.”
 
   She looked like she was about to hyperventilate.
 
   After we were done and we stood, the ladies congratulated her.  I looped an arm through hers and led her out to the Pit.  “Let me get you to Randy, so he can discuss timetables with you that are acceptable, then I'll have Jen come up to give you the grand tour.”
 
   Kendra nodded, a silly grin of disbelief on her face.  I'm so happy that we get to help people's dreams come true like this.  Good God do I love my job!
 
   After the hand off I went to file the contracts both physically and electronically.  I tapped the front lobby. “And back to you in about fifteen lady.”
 
   Jen's voice came back, “On it Zil.”  Then she added offhandedly, “Sushi?”
 
   I nodded to myself and replied, “I could do sushi.”  We always ate together with June and Van.  Jen was just about my best friend in the world besides June's family.  I just wish she saw me as more than that, but she loved her manly men though she didn't date much because most men didn't take it well when they found out about her trans status.  Asswipes.
 
   I always fantasized that one time she would ask me to lunch as more than a co-worker or friend.
 
   I sighed then went back to work.  I had to make some heads roll with one of our suppliers who can't seem to read quantities correctly.
 
   Later that morning, I was tearing through my list, and, unfortunately, adding more to the next day's list.  I was finishing up a call with a venue in Dublin for Tabby Cat's European mini-tour this week, five countries in five days.  “No, I'm not interested in any excuses.  Deliver what you promised or we may be forced to use another venue on future tours for our artists. You assured me three months ago that you would have... yes.  Yes.  I'm glad to hear it.  Thank you.  Have a pleasant day, goodbye.”
 
   I tapped my earbud to hang up and gave the contact page on my iPad the evil eye.  It was fun to play the badass every once in a while.
 
   My badassery was interrupted by Jen.  “Where oh where could Zil possibly be.  Oh well, I guess that's more Sushi for the girls and me.”
 
   I snorted. “Ok, smartass.  Was just tied up on a call.  This is a business you know.  On my way.”
 
   I heard June and Vannie mocking me as they waited with Jennifer.  “Yes, Jen.” “Right away, Jen.”  “Whatever you say, Jen.”
 
   I snorted again and added, “I revise my prior comment to the plural, smartasses.” I had to grin as I took out my earpiece and grabbed my little skull and crossbones purse and headed downstairs to the unruly bunch.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Lunch
 
   We were in our usual configuration, J-Dub and Vannie on one side of the table and Jen sitting next to me, making it hard for me to breathe knowing that she was just inches away.  I swear the ladies pick booths on purpose everywhere we eat.  They have made my life hell like this ever since they figured out I was crushing on our receptionist.
 
   We were in a deep discussion about some of the antics that June, me, and the others in our renegade group of friends, which everyone dubbed June's Eight, had gotten ourselves into back in college.  June was almost in tears as she told Vannie and Jen, who were laughing so hard they were crying, “And then...”  She snorted.  “And then, the museum security guard asked, 'But why the ostrich?', and Zil...”  She made a squeaking laughing sound and tried to finish, “And Zil just looked up at the man and blinked innocently and asked, 'Why not?'.”
 
   The three laughing women exploded into more giggles as I blushed and defended weakly, “What? Every good plan needs animals in it.”  I gave them all a big grin as that sent them all into another fit of giggles.  My cheeks were hurting from smiling so much as I watched Jen trying to catch her breath.  I was proud that I had made her laugh.
 
   She was pleading with us, “Stop.  Stop.  No more.  My gut is about to burst.”  She dabbed the corners of her eyes with her napkin and set it down on the table.  It slipped off the edge and she started to reach down to get it when a GQ beefcake of a man in a well-fitted suit knelt as he walked past and picked it up for her and presented it across his arm as a royal gift.
 
   As she accepted it from him, Jen blushed demurely and said, “Thank you kind sir.”
 
   He shot her a dazzling smile and said in a deep basso, “My pleasure for such a lovely lady.”  He walked off to the register and Jen tilted her head to the side and had this dreamy expression on her face as she looked at his tight butt.
 
   It was like all the air was sucked out of me as I slumped in my seat.  The atmosphere seemed to dim as the girls looked at Jen and me, then shot me an apologetic look.  Jennifer turned back to us with a grin and she caught on to the change.
 
   June was quick to smile and ask, “So what about you, Stems?”
 
   She gave nicknames to everyone, Jen got Stems for her shapely calves that she showed off with almost every one of her immaculately pressed skirt suits she wore.
 
   She seemed to contemplate this.  “I didn't have any grand adventures like that.  I tried to hide in the shadows as much as possible.  Kept my head down to get my marketing degree.  It wasn't that long ago, but times were a little different back then, on the acceptance front. And I was sort of an infamous celebrity back then, as it was just a couple years after my reassignment surgery.  So I had men mocking me and threatening me, and women not accepting me for who I was, who I had always been.  They would comment on how I was just a man perving out in the women's loo and whatnot.”
 
   We were all silent then, thinking about this.  I couldn't imagine the hate and bigotry she had to endure.  But seeing the spectacular woman she had become, I could only feel sorry for those who went with hate instead of getting to know Jen better.
 
   She looked around sheepishly, realizing how much our moods had turned.  So I tried to lighten things back up.  “I've heard the story of the first time you met June.  But only from J-Dub's perspective.  Let's hear it from your perspective.”
 
   June looked at her wrist, at an invisible watch. “Isn't lunch over?”
 
   Vanessa looked at her with an evil glint in her eyes.  “No love, we still have about ten minutes before we have to start back.”
 
   June grinned at her. “Drat.”
 
   We all turned to Jen and she was tilting her head, a silly lopsided half-grin on her face as she relived the memory.
 
   “Well as it happens, it was at a restaurant like this.  I was at my favorite cafe for lunch, Cavendish's.  I was out and about handing out resumes and going to interviews after the fashion designer and apparel company I worked for went out of business.”
 
   She tilted her head cutely.  “I was just sitting there when a woman stopped beside me and said, 'Is that a Lane Bachman?  It is gorgeous.'  I had to blink.  I didn't know the woman or her companion, and a quick appraisal told me she was wearing some custom fitted clothing herself.  It isn't often I rub elbows with someone with an eye for fashion, nor someone who could identify a business suit by sight.  And Lane Bachman was the designer I had worked for as a receptionist and model.  It was a one of a kind original.”
 
   She smiled at us and shrugged. “Before I knew what was happening, they were sharing my booth with me as June and I talked fashion as Vanessa just watched us, her hand always on June.”
 
   She paused and looked over to me.  “I don't know why, but I felt comfortable talking to them and had revealed my... ummm... situation and how bigotry of some of the interviewers cost me.  J-Dub asked for a resume and Bob's your uncle, they had set up a meeting with this dreaded Zilrita person, the general manager of London Harmony.”
 
   She grinned at me and half shrugged. “She was supposed to be this badass, hard as nails slave-driver that made grown men weep and tremble.  What I got was this smiling goth lady that hired me on the spot.”
 
   She shrugged again then stole a shrimp off of my plate with her chopsticks.  “You know you can't have shrimp, it gives you indigestion.” 
 
   I nodded and took the spicy tuna roll, which she wouldn't eat, off of hers and said, “I still don't understand why you think these are too spicy.  You're just a lightweight.”
 
   She shrugged and blushed and I popped it into my mouth.  Mmm.
 
   Jen and I looked across to the overly amused women on the other side of the table.  They were always doing that.  Jen asked in frustration, “What you two manky bints?”
 
   June grinned in her overly pleased chipmunk manner, hoding her hands up in surrender. “Oh, nothing.”
 
   Jen pointed her chopsticks at them as she narrowed her eyes.  Vanessa deadpanned. “Scary.”
 
   That just got us all laughing.  I pulled out my Carbon Card, the flat, black card had only the card number and smart chip on the front and magnetic strip on the back.  June, Vanessa, and I all had one of these elite, no limit business cards, which were made of black carbon fiber.  They reminded us of our J-Cards.
 
   I covered it with my hand and then said in an exaggerated prompt, “I think Kendra Tate will make a wonderful addition to the London Harmony family.”
 
   They all responded in the same tone, “Oh my, yes.”  “I agree.”  “There's no doubt.”
 
   We all smirked at each other and I waved my card at the waiter.  That should qualify this as a business lunch for taxes since we talked shop.
 
   We stepped out and Jen started to peel off, looking at me, “Sally, help me get the mail, there will be packages and I could use some strong arms.”
 
   When she was feeling playful, Jen called me Sally, because she says I remind her of Sally from the Nightmare Before Christmas.
 
   I grinned and nodded as the nebulous twins subdued their chuckles.  What?  I often got drafted by the woman to help with the mail.  I didn't mind, it just meant I could be in her company for a bit longer.  That and my best friend was a girly girl and really needed help with carrying packages sometimes.  That fact just made me smile.
 
   I collected my required goodbye hugs from the ladies, then Jen took my arm and we walked down to the postal annex.  I asked, “What is it with those evil ones?”  Even though I knew their antics were because they wanted me to tell Jen my real feelings.  How could I do that when I didn't even understand them fully myself.
 
   She shrugged then changed the subject quickly. “Remember, my cousin Josie has that awards ceremony tomorrow night.  We mustn't be late.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and bumped hips with her. “Yes mother, you've told me three times already.”  Oh yeah, I almost forgot about it.  I fought off the embarrassed smile and played it cool.  Josie was in pharmaceutical sales and she was getting an award at a banquet for top sales in her region.
 
   I didn't mind going to what was most likely going to be a snore-fest, because I liked Josie.  She was the only person in Jennifer's family; besides her parents; who supported her for the tough decisions involved in her transition.  Most of her family distanced themselves from Jen and her parents, Theodore, and Millicent.  Plus she was a hoot.
 
   There was the added benefit of spending more time with Jen too, and how could that possibly be a bad thing?
 
   She prompted with one narrowed eye, “Dress not trousers.”
 
   I grinned at her.  Umm, I had only three sets of pants, black jeans, black lycra, and black vinyl.  The rest of my wardrobe was a combination of black, red, or purple dresses and skirts.  I could do formal-ish.  I wondered if my black lace parasol would be overkill for this occasion.
 
   I had to haul four medium sized packages back to London Harmony as she carried the orange postal bag with hundreds of fan letters for all of our artists.  I'm sure there were a few actual business letters and bills mixed in.  It was pretty typical for a Monday.
 
   She buzzed us in then we went up to the second floor green room and put the boxes on one of the tables in it.  Jen would sort through it and put each artist's fan mail in the open cabinet that had cubes for each person.  The talent, or their manager if they had one, collected them from time to time.  Annette came up with the system, it was so much sleeker and organized than what we did before.
 
   After that, Jennifer would sort the business mail and make hand deliveries to everyone in the office before returning to her lobby.  It was her lobby, make no mistake of that, even J-Dub conceded that point.  Jen ruled over it with a silk glove.
 
   I looked at her and paused.  Grawl, I wanted a hug.  I steeled myself and then gave her that hug.  I counted my normal three count, then added a fourth heartbeat for her like always. Her scent drove me crazy.  Then I quickly made my way out and upstairs to my desk before I made a fool of myself.  I glanced back to see her standing in the doorway of the green room, watching me go.  She gave a little smile that had me skipping up the stairs.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Lunar Base Two
 
   That afternoon, I was going through my emails and paused at a troublesome one from the auxiliary studio in the Walker's building.  I was about to call June about it, when almost on cue, my earbud crackled to life and I heard J-Dub saying, “Stems, Zil, can I see you two in the conference room for a moment?”
 
   I replied as I nodded, knowing what it was most likely about, “On my way.”
 
   Jen echoed in the affirmative.
 
   I took another look at the troubling email and then took my iPad and walked out into the conference room.  June walked out of her office and we exchanged silly nonsense grins, born of years and years of practice. I flopped down into a chair bonelessly and she followed suit.
 
   She was about to ask something when Jen came sauntering in.  I mean, walking in.  She grinned at us and sat at the head of the table since June and I were sitting next to each other.  She got a regal look on her face and then spoke without her English accent, sounding very American,  “You're probably wondering why I've asked you here.”
 
   Then she broke down giggling as June narrowed her eyes playfully.  “Alright, smartass.  Get your cute little butt over here.”
 
   Jen stood and scooted backward, butt first, and sat beside me.  Then J-Dub smugly said, “You're probably wondering why I've asked you here.”  She stuck her tongue out at Jen, who giggled a little with a little smile.
 
   I had to grin at their antics.  I really liked how the company felt more like family than a stuffy old business.  The banter felt more like that between siblings more than between coworkers.
 
   I was nodding, I had read the email.  June flicked her fingers on the screen on the table and the glass wall went opaque and her screen was displayed on it.  We were looking at the email from Hector Gomez, the manager of our auxiliary studio.
 
   June said, “Hector had been suffering some odd chest pains the past week.  We finally convinced the man to see a doctor.  It seems things were a little more serious than we thought.  He's going in for coronary bypass surgery tomorrow and will be out for six weeks for recovery.  Thanh Ha will be out too, to care for him.”
 
   I winced, though I had the same email since I was the general manager, June just had a courtesy copy.  Hector was a good man.  A little obsessive compulsive like Annette, but that made him a good branch manager.  The man was tough as nails and had the air of that quirky uncle that everyone seems to have.  We knew that if he was complaining of discomfort, then it had to be something bad, because he never complained about anything.  He was only thirty-five so it was odd to have heart problems, but his father did die from a heart attack at a young age too.
 
   I asked with concern coloring my voice, “How is Thanh Ha handling it?”
 
   His wife was of Vietnamese origin and was pleasantly petite and plump.  She always had a smile for everyone and she had a wicked sense of humor.  I could see why the Spaniard fell for her.  She was our receptionist of the auxiliary branch.  They truly made a great husband/wife team there.
 
   I swallowed as I hoped that they took the time to hug before he went under the knife.  A familiar chill ran through me at the thought.
 
   June ran a hand through her hair, letting the strands filter through her fingers.  She did that when she was worried about somebody.  I could see that worry in her eyes, which she tried to hide, for someone she termed as 'one of her own.'  She felt responsible for every single person at London Harmony, and this must be worrying her sick.  “As well as can be expected.”  She turned to Jen.  “Can we send her some flowers and a card and some flowers and a card to Hector's hospital room?  I'd like for anyone who wants at both studios to sign them.  If anyone wants to visit him before visiting hours are over, they can leave work early.”
 
   Jen was nodding as her fingers were flashing across her iPad screen.  “On it boss-lady.”
 
   Then June told her, “I'll be heading over there to keep things running smoothly and get things caught up, as they were slipping a little as Hector started feeling ill.  I got this shit.  Jen, I'll need you there with me, I'm suspending any new recruitment until Hector is back in the saddle.”
 
   I stopped her, shaking my head.  “No it would be better if I went, I know all the irons they have in the fires there J-Dub.  I have things running here like a well-oiled machine and I can maintain most of it from the auxiliary studio.  Just kick back and let me do my thing.  Your time is more valuable on the music and recruitment end.”
 
   She looked at us then slowly nodded. “Ok, sounds like a plan ladies.  I dub thee auxilary-ites until we get our happy couple back.  Zil, can you...”
 
   I finished for her. “Inform all employees of this and set up contingencies and contact avenues.  And have Cherry re-route and call forward the appropriate contacts to Lunar Base Two.”
 
   June squished her lips to one side of her face and said, “Ummm yeah.  What she said.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and teased, “Not my first rodeo.”
 
   There was a look of... pride?  On June's face, and I blushed.
 
   Jen shoved my shoulder playfully.  Oh, dear lord, Jen and I were going to be in the same office for six weeks.  I repeated over and over in my head, “I will not let her distract me.  I will not let her distract me.”  As I got distracted by her questioning smile.  I shrugged and we stood.
 
   I watched Jen leave the room then started back to my office, I paused at my door and called back to June who had disappeared into her office already, “And don't touch my desk when I'm gone!”
 
   An evil giggle came in response and I threatened lamely, “I mean it, woman.  I have a system.”  Silence mocked back.  She was so going to pay.
 
   I flopped down in my chair and allowed it to glide back to my desk and bump into it as I said aloud, “Ok, let's get busy Zil.”  And I set about making the arrangements.  I smiled, I was in my element now.  The busier, the better.  Bring on the stress and make it my biotch.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I pulled up to Jen's place, she was waiting for me to pick her up in one of her professional business suits that looked to be painted on.  I grinned as she demurely slid into the passenger seat and brushed her hair back over her shoulder.  I paused, taking her in, I don't think I have ever witnessed even a single hair out of place on her for as long as I have known her.  It just isn't fair to us mere mortals.
 
   Then I leaned in and retrieved my morning hug, as was my due by universal decree.  I grinned as I uttered, “Grawl.”
 
   This got her looking down and grinning after we released the hug.  “Morning to you too you silly bird.”
 
   I put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb.  “You ready to take Lunar Base Two by storm?”
 
   She chuckled and shook her head as she said, “You truly are an odd nut, aren't you Sally?  Just call it the Auxiliary like everyone else.”
 
   I was nodding in mock agreement as we headed west.  It was so odd to be heading away from London Harmony on a workday.  It was something ingrained into me for the past eight years and change.  I sighed.  Ok, I admit it I really must be a workaholic.  My life was split down the middle between work and the friends I surround myself with in my odd little family.
 
   I felt a twinge of pain at the thought of family.  Maybe I should call mom.  I have avoided going back home, for over thirteen years now.  I occasionally call and send letters and cards on special occasions.  I just couldn't bring myself to be in that house again.  Maybe it would be different now that so much time has passed.  I think the memories were eating at them too.  I missed them.
 
   I was pulled out of the caustic line of thought by Jen, I heard her saying, “Earth to Zilrita?  Are you right?”
 
   I looked over to her and smiled, pulling myself back to the present.  “Yeah, sorry.  Was just thinking.  Have you ever been to the other studio besides when we go out to Walker's?  Well besides the party we had when we finally opened the doors for the first time that is.”
 
   She nodded. “I've had to drop off a few packages from time to time that get mailed to the wrong location.   Thanh Ha and I would gossip.”  Then the evil wench added with a teasing crinkle of her nose, “Mostly about you.”
 
   I shook a fist at her absently, narrowing one eye as I concentrated on the road, it was stop and go traffic during the morning rush hour.  She rested a hand on my arm when I relaxed and laid it on the center console.  Breathe Zil.  In, out, and repeat.
 
   She tilted her head.  “She calls you Rita.”
 
   I nodded and tried to sound casual when half my attention was on the hot hand on my arm.  “She has troubles pronouncing the Z.  So she's in the minority of people who use my old nickname.”
 
   She nodded and we pulled out of traffic into an almost empty car park... no parking lot.  They won't succeed in British-izing me.  I grinned internally.
 
   I studied at the old converted warehouse, it looked like it had stepped right out of the past.  We had it renovated when we purchased it and restored it to look brand new.  We only needed about a third of it for our secondary studio where the artists, in genres outside of the rock and pop purview, were recorded.
 
   The rest of the building was taken up by our jazz nightclub, Walker's.  We partnered with none other than Eliza Montrose, modern jazz legend, to run the club.  Each night, the first hour or two features music from every genre of music by up and coming artists that have been invited to play by London Harmony.  It gives our scouts an easier time of evaluating potential artists for our label, in addition to them trolling the underground scene.  The rest of the night is filled with smooth jazz that simply drips honey and resonates with your soul.
 
   Liza herself, Lil Walker, always starts the night with her playing that sweet sounding string bass of her's, Audrey.  I smiled at that, knowing that Audrey held a secret of her own which explained the richness of her tone.
 
   We pulled over to the east side of the building and parked near a little black door on the far end.  I had to grin, it was identical to the door on London Harmony's parent location.  Painted on it was our circular blue logo with a building silhouette and some gold lettering that read, “London Harmony Auxiliary, Meetings by appointment only.”
 
   I looked over at Jen.  “Tell me again why we are here almost twenty minutes before the day begins.”
 
   She sighed. “Not everyone is obsessively punctual like some silly goth we won't mention.  And when they arrive, if there is something that needs doing, it is good to have the receptionist already there to assist.  It is called professionalism, look it up.  Or have Fran quote it verbatim from that dictionary in her head.”
 
   She winked at me and I gave her a sour face, and said indignantly, “I'm professional, you British tart.”
 
   She chuckled teasingly as we slid out of the car and said drolly as she smoothed her skirt as I stepped around to her, “Apparently.”
 
   I bumped her hip as she looped arms with me.  I grinned, feeling like I was escorting a lady to the door.  She waved her card over the doorjamb and I opened it for her when it buzzed.  We stepped into the dim lobby and Jen called out,  “Lights please.”
 
   I grinned at her and said, “Cherry doesn't live here.  Maybe we should have matching systems, have more parity across the board between locations.”
 
   She smiled at me as she pulled out her iPad.  “Why must you give her that silly name?  She's just a computer.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow as she used an app to raise the light level in the lobby.  “Hey, she's more than a computer.  If she wasn't, why do you call her a she?  And I named her after the robot in the Cherry 2000 movie.”
 
   She snorted as she looked around the lobby,  “You are aware that Cherry 2000 was a sex robot, right?”
 
   I gave her a toothy grin in response before I turned to look around the lobby too.  It was such an eerie effect.  If you didn't know where you were, you'd have thought you were standing in our main studio lobby, right down to the sweeping staircase going up.  The only difference was the glass wall behind the receptionist desk on the other side where the glass elevator should be.  But the wall still had the brass letters that read London Harmony, with a smaller Auxiliary below the name.
 
   We had gone through great expense to duplicate the lobby like this.  But instead of the studios on the second floor, they were on the first floor beyond the stairs.  The entire second floor of London Harmony was duplicated back there too.
 
   If you took the unfinished stairs up, that was the admin level, with a much smaller Pit and conference room and one management office instead of two.  It was like the admin level had been left out in the rain and shrank down two sizes.
 
   The entire concept was to make the artists feel at home no matter which location they were at, and to give that same feeling of arrival into something great, something unexpected.  We have been doing it in phases.  At first, it was pretty utilitarian when we first opened the location.  Then every few months we would work on an area to give it the doppelganger effect.  After two years, we are finally adding the finishing touch, the grand staircase followed by the glass elevator for accessibility.  The stairs were roped off at the top and were just days away from completion.
 
   I made a note that even though cosmetically everything was the same, we needed to upgrade the network, computer, and automation systems to match.  I didn't want... sorry, we didn't want the Auxiliary to feel like the ugly stepchild that just got the hand me downs.  We wanted total parity.  Which is why they were getting the upgraded mixing panels in the main sound room here first, then the main office would get its upgrade right after.  We couldn't have both down at the same time.
 
   We stepped over to the doppelganger of Jen's desk and she said, “ How about we disarm the alarm...”  She trailed off as she remembered again, rolled her eyes as she flopped up a leather pad on the desk, and tapped in a code on the alarm panel displayed on a screen.  Then dozens of screens popped up with different cameras.  I watched with fascination.
 
   She made a “huh” sound.  I looked at her and she said, “A lot more coverage than the main office.  All the security for Walkers is mirrored here too.”  She pointed at a screen.
 
   I almost giggled.  Eliza was already over at Walker's, organizing the stage area for tonight.  She must have accidentally tripped and fell lips first onto her girl, Amy.  They were sharing a sweet but passionate kiss.  They broke apart and were both smiling dreamily as Eliza went back to work.  Waving goodbye to her lady who must have been leaving to get to her own job at Ponsonby Place.
 
   Jen said thoughtfully, “They make such an unlikely couple, but it is plain to see that they were meant to be together.”  I nodded as she minimized all the Walker's feeds and organized the other screens to match what she normally had at her desk.
 
   I took a single step toward the stairs and paused, looking at the lack of treads on the top three stairs.  Ahh... alrighty then.  I looked at the empty spot where a glass elevator should be and chuckled to myself as I remembered they had a freight elevator in the back of the place to get to the second floor until the stairs and glass elevator were completed.
 
   Jen snorted at me, pointing absently back over her shoulder. “In the back, goth girl.”
 
   I playfully slapped at her pointing finger like a cat batting at a toy.  “I know that.”  Then I almost skipped away from her.  I moved past the stairs and through a short hall that had restrooms just like the main branch, but instead of a wall at the end of the hall, it just opened into the doppelganger recording level.  I moved to the end of that hall and instead of a second janitor's closet, there was an old freight elevator with a decorative, wrought iron cage.
 
   When I got to the second level, I stepped out where June's office would have been.  Besides that, it looked like a shrinky dink version of the Pit.
 
   I could hear an imaginary Annette in my head screaming as I stepped into the managerial office.  It was in as much of a disarray as mine had been PA, Pre Annette.  I stared at the mess for a bit, seeing a submerged organization.  I chuckled,  Hector, for all his obsessive nature, was a slob like me.  Outside of his office, he appeared to be uber-organized and anal like I was.
 
   I nodded to myself.  It may have looked like a mess to the untrained eye, but I guarantee you that Hector knew exactly where everything was and that he had a system.  He didn't have a third of the responsibilities that I had since I ran the entire corporation.  But he still had a decent amount of work, managing the staff, and artists who rolled through here.
 
   June wouldn't let me run both locations, something about being only human or some nonsense like that.  I had argued, “What makes you think I'm human?”
 
   She shut me up by opening her arms. Grawl.  Hugz.
 
   I looked around, umm... earpiece?  Wait, they aren't that wired in yet.  I pulled out my iPad and verified connection to their network then tapped the front desk.  “Hey, lady!  How am I supposed to work without an earbud?”
 
   She responded with a chuckle.  “I know, right?  This is so odd.”  Then she added, “You do know that this means we have to modernize them here don't you?  It is like working with blinders on.”
 
   I chuckled about the fact we were of one mind.  It takes little things like this to appreciate what you have and want others to have the same.
 
   A few minutes later, I heard the workers arriving.  I tapped Jen's desk again. “Do me a favor and let everyone know there will be a short five-minute status meeting in the conference room in a half hour, once everyone is here and settled in.  We'll fill everyone in.”
 
   I could hear the salute and crooked smile in her voice. “Captain, my Captain.”
 
   God, she was fun.
 
   When the five other workers were was assembled, I joined them in the conference room.  I sat and Jen stood beside me.  I looked up at her and she cocked an eyebrow at me in response.  Then I realized that that is what she always did whenever June called her into any meetings.  She would stand at her shoulder.  Ooo...  I was J-Dub in this scenario.  I grinned.
 
   We quickly informed the staff of Hector and Thanh Ha's status, and that we would be filling in for them and it would be business as usual around there.  I saw the relieved looks on their faces.  They all knew me, I was involved in hiring each and every one of them, but being at a different location, I could understand the apprehension of having someone from the “main office” suddenly in charge.
 
   I put them at ease.  “Don't worry, I have no aspirations of ruling with an iron platypus.”
 
   They looked at me in confusion, eyes blinking.  Jen bent, placing her head near mine and corrected.  “Fist, woman.  Iron fist.”
 
   I turned to her and raised my chin.  “No.  Platypus.  Every plan is better with animals.”
 
   She argued with a half smile on her lips, “But that makes no sense you silly bird.”
 
   I sputtered. “No sense?  It makes as much sense as fist, I mean, what the heck is that supposed to...”
 
   I paused at the chuckles around the room and Darryl saying in his deep bass, with a toothy smile.  “Ummm... is it alright if the rest of us get back to work while you debate the methods of smiting?”
 
   I had to grin at the man.  His teeth gleamed white in stark contrast to his dark, obsidian skin.  I crinkled my nose. “Smartass.  You get the first platy-smiting.”
 
   His low rumbled laugh was joined by the others as I just waved them all off.  They stood and filed back out.  Jen smiled at me when we were alone and accused, “You did that to make them feel more at ease.”
 
   I shrugged with a smug smile on my face. “Pot, kettle.”
 
   She chuckled and headed toward the door, then paused. She looked as if she were going to say something, then she exhaled and changed tack. “You have a meeting with the Tanner Events in ten.”
 
   I nodded. “Still having problems with the Rowan Tisdale tour organization?”
 
   She nodded with a roll of her eyes.  They had been giving Hector the runaround as we tried to finalize the venues for Rowan's first tour.  It was hard to find larger venues for our country music star in Europe.
 
   I was tired of the noncommittal attitude.  There were plenty of other event organizers if they couldn't get us what we needed.  I'm sure that would light a fire under their butts since our clients are where they get over half their revenue.
 
   I sighed and said, “Time to wield the iron fist.”
 
   She teased with a grin, “Platypus.”  Then she walked out before I could counter.  I chuckled at the sound of her laced honey laugh retreating through the Mini-Pit.
 
   That was a brutal meeting.  I had to remind them that London Harmony has who had put Tanner Events on the map and that we could only partner with planners who had our backs.  Not every artist could draw a capacity crowd, but for country music, Rowan Tisdale was the biggest draw in Europe.  If he were in the States, he would be selling out to capacity crowds in minutes.
 
   Which reminded me.  June had to talk to Rowan about doing a tour in the States.  People back there are going crazy over his sound.  I made a note on my iPad.
 
   I was confident after the meeting concluded that they would give any of our artists the same effort they would give Tabby Cat, or J8 herself.
 
   Jen showed up in the Mini-Pit near lunch with Eliza Montrose in tow.  She said, “Liza was dropping off the mail for the studio and I thought we should spirit her away for lunch.”
 
   I grinned at Liza and asked, “Grawl?”  And the woman hugged me before I could capture her in a hug of my own.
 
   She chuckled and said, “Pre-emptive squid hug.”
 
   Her voice always sounded so interesting to me.  It had the same smoky tones of the jazz she played coloring it.  At times, I wondered if she were actually singing her words in a conversation instead of speaking them.
 
   Don't tell June this, but Eliza reminded me a lot of her, back when we were in college.  When June was a more cocky and sure she could conquer the world with only a smile.  The only difference between their attitudes was that Liza knew she looked good, but not in a vain way.  And she used her looks like another tool in her music and her dealings with others.  June never saw herself as pretty, not realizing just how gorgeous she really was.
 
   There was only one thing that could derail Eliza when she poured on the charm like a freight train, and that was...  She blurted out with a smile and barely restrained excitement, “Amy is joining us.”
 
   And there it was.  Amarissa Hoyte, the tiny, strong willed, infinitely entertaining, cowboy addicted matron of Ponsonby Place.  Then she added when she realized her excitement was showing, “The annoying little runt said she'd meet us at Gertrude's.”
 
   They were the cutest and most surprising couple.  Amy had won her over by simply being herself and making sure that Liza didn't take herself too seriously.  They had that same spark I envied in so many of the couples I knew, like J-Dub and Vanessa.
 
   I have to admit, I was starving, and Gertrude's was a unique experience in London.  It was located in a cobblestone alley with some other back alley shops.  It featured wood-fired pizza in an open brick oven.  You paid one fee and the proprietor brought you as many slices of pizza as you could eat.
 
   You didn't order, you just ate whatever she brought to you, whatever toppings she happened to put on each pizza as she fired them.  And it was sinfully delicious.  I had to watch what I ate for a week after going to Gertrude's, but it was so worth it.
 
   I grinned at the women and said, “Let me just grab my purse.”  I glanced over at the construction workers.  They were making good time on the stairs.  I guessed that they'd be done by this time tomorrow and we could safely walk them.  Then work would start on the glass elevator.
 
   I stepped into the office to find the phone was ringing.  I really missed my earbud.  I answered, and my face split as I smiled and said, “Hiya Paya!  Yes, I'm hiding out here for a few weeks.  No.  Yes of course.  I tell you what, we're heading over to  Gertrude's right now, why don't you join us and you can give me the paperwork there.  Great!  See you there.”
 
   I almost skipped out to the waiting women and said, “Ok, lets hit the road ladies.”
 
   And we headed to the freight elevator.  I added, “Paya is going to join us if you don't mind.  She has some papers for this year's matching contribution to the Flotilla Project that she needs to drop off.”
 
   The two ladies smiled.  I don't think there is a single person who doesn't like Paya Doshi.  She just has one of those genuinely optimistic and helpful personalities.  You always felt like she was looking out for you when she was around.  Not to mention I was jealous of her exotic olive complexion that her Indian heritage gave her.
 
   She is the lifelong best friend of Tabitha Romanov, Tabby Cat, even when Tabby was virtually homeless and living on a floating slum barge on the Thames.  So when Tabby wanted to use part of her earnings when she became famous, to fund a low to no income housing project, it was only natural for her to take on Paya as her partner to head the project up.
 
   We had a blast in the car as we headed to meet the others.  Liza entertained us with stories of how she used to employ creative funding as she backpacked through Europe, playing at various jazz clubs.  By creative, she meant pick-pocketing.  She had a very colorful past.
 
   We all smiled when we arrived at Gertrude's to find Amarissa, who followed the lanyard around her neck up to her glasses, to make sure she was wearing them and that they hadn't gone walkabout.  She focused to the left of Liza and stood on her tiptoes to give her a heated kiss.  Then Eliza said, “Pipsqueak.”  And Amy retorted, “Yank.”  Then they clasped hands, intertwining their fingers.  It was all far too cute.
 
   I sang Jaws music in my head as I sidled over then grabbed Amy into a hug.  Then I turned to the stunning Indian woman had just arrived beside the group, and wiggled my fingers, arms held wide.  Paya grinned and stepped into the hug as she informed everyone, “I'm not a bloody git.  Nobody in their right of mind would forgo a hug from our Zil here.”
 
   I smiled in a silly manner and flopped my head side to side before releasing her back into the wild.  See?  There is at least one person in the world who appreciates my hugs.
 
   Then we invaded the little pizza place, taking half of the indoor seating.  Most of the tables were outside under the big awning.  We chatted and joked all through lunch.  I was intimately aware of the tight quarters and that Jenifer's leg was against mine.  It was all I could do to keep my breathing steady.
 
   My smile only faltered once during lunch, when a businessman in an expensive suit walked past the window.  I noted Jen's eyes drawn to him as she looked him up and down and cocked her head slightly at his butt.  I was jealous.  I knew her type was well dressed professional men who looked like they worked out.  Hell, that had been my type before her smile had so thoroughly enthralled me.  I was such an idiot.
 
   She knocked me out of my thoughts by nudging my leg with hers.  I looked up at the concerned look on her face, smiled reassuringly, and went back to laughing with the girls.  Amy was telling us of the day Eliza had first worn cowboy boots to impress her.  Jen had grinned and encouraged her. “Good on you Amy.  It is all I can do to get this one to wear decent heels.”  She nudged her head toward me.
 
   I slapped her arm playfully. “Hey, I wear heels almost every day lady.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and explained drolly with the corners of her lips twitching into a smile, “You can hardly call those cheap knockoffs, heels.  I'm talking about real heels.”
 
   We stopped when we realized everyone was grinning at us.  Paya said, “You two make such a cute couple.”
 
   My heart fluttered.  Jen came to our rescue as she rebuffed, “We're not a couple.  I just can't have my best mate running around like an unkempt ragamuffin.”
 
   I crinkled my nose in a 'so there' gesture and stuck my tongue out at the women.  Amy rolled her eyes and focused off to my left.  I knew that meant she was looking directly at me as she chirped out, “Just keep telling yourselves that.”
 
   I got the last laugh when I said, “Would you look at that, lunchtime is over.”  I grinned evilly.  “I have to get these two back to work before they turn into pumpkins.”  I collected my hugs and smiled at Amy and Liza just being too cute as they kissed goodbye.  Then we were heading back to the office.
 
   I had just barely sat down when Jen was buzzing me.  I couldn't resist teasing, “Did you miss me that much?”
 
   She didn't missed a beat as she quipped back, “Yes, terribly.  When you are done being full of yourself, I have some delivery men down here with the new mixer board.  They need someone higher up than a mere receptionist to check for damage and sign off on the delivery.”
 
   Oooo... I knew that tone.  She was not amused.  A not amused Jen is a dangerous animal.  I could imagine the delivery men fidgeting under her glare.  I grinned and assured her, “On my way.”
 
   Once I got there, sure enough, there were two men were trying hard not to notice the intense scrutiny Jen had them under as they leaned against the large wood crate they had up on a dolly.  I gave Jen a grin and a wink as I passed by, then put on my business face.
 
   I asked them dryly, “Why was I called out of a meeting?”
 
   One man with a clipboard said nervously as he held the clipboard out, “We just needed someone with authority in the building to sign off and verify there was no shipping damage to the equipment.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow and said plainly, “Miss Harrison here has the authority, did she not convey that to you, gentlemen?”
 
   He fidgeted, still holding the clipboard out to me, trying to explain, “But, she's just a receptionist and this unit is worth three hundred thousand pounds.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Yes, just a receptionist who coordinates thousands of shipments a year of millions of records, CDs, and marketing paraphernalia for one of the most influential record labels in Europe.”  Then I looked back at her and said to the man with my eyes wide, “But she does have pretty shoes.”
 
   I grabbed the clipboard and then looked at the man.  He pointed to the bottom of the shipping invoice and said, “Sign there.”
 
   And I shook my head, I was just being mean now, but he marginalized my Jen so he deserved everything I dished out.  “Come on now, open the crate so I can inspect the shipment.”
 
   His eyes shot open and asked in disbelief, “You want us to open it?”
 
   I nodded and rolled my eyes and said like it was obvious, “How can I properly inspect the equipment and certify there was no shipping damage if I can't actually see the equipment?”
 
   He looked ready to pop a cork as he asked, “Is there a manager or someone we can speak to?”
 
   I paused and just looked at the man.  He cocked an eyebrow and asked in dismay, “You're the manager aren't you?”  I nodded impassively and he sighed and looked over at the other man and said with a sigh, “You heard the lady.”
 
   They took out small pry bars and pulled the side off of the crate.  I pulled aside one of the foam panels and whistled as I ran my fingers lovingly over the pristine EQ-9600 with the touch panel sliders.  She was a thing of beauty.  The guys were going to have an equalizer-gasm over this.
 
   I smiled and signed off on the clipboard and handed it to the man.  Then before he could say anything I turned to walk off, calling back over my shoulder, “Miss Harrison can show you where to unload it.”
 
   Jen was beaming at me as I passed her.  I tried hard not to grin as I heard her say in an authoritative tone, “Right then blokes, get her buttoned back up and I'll show you to the back.”
 
   A few minutes later Jen was buzzing.  I answered coyly, “This is Zilrita, how may I be of service?”
 
   She was chuckling at my antics as she shared, “You were bloody brill Zil.  I don't get to see your vindictive side much, just promise to never aim it my way.”
 
   I was grinning hugely now as she chuckled out, “I almost died. 'How can I properly inspect the equipment and certify there was no shipping damage if I can't actually see the equipment?' That was priceless.  I didn't think you had a mean bone in your body.”
 
   She said my part with an almost perfect American accent.
 
   I grinned as I shrugged to the universe and stated a fact, “Nobody fucks with my best friend.”
 
   She chuckled again then said, “They say the technicians will be by tomorrow afternoon to begin the tear-down of the old unit and installation of the new.  It should take just a day or two.”
 
   The rest of the day was pretty uneventful and I spent most of the time familiarizing myself with Hector's system and determined what needed to be addressed first.
 
   We waited until all the employees left before locking up.  I glanced over to the other side of the building and all of the club's lights and signs were powering up as Liza and Ronnie prepared for the night.  Jen bumped my shoulder. “Remember, we have the banquet tonight.  Just drop me at home and then go get yourself ready.”  She added as a reinforcement, “Dress not trousers.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at the woman as I mounted up in my car.  “I got it, I got it.  Now get in lady.”  Crap, I had almost forgotten again.
 
   She sighed and teased, her eyes sparkling with mirth, “Bloody hell, I'm going to have to dress you myself aren't I?”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at her, then pulled out onto the street, and said in an imperious tone, “I'm perfectly capable of dressing for a banquet myself, thank you very much.”
 
   The banter continued until I pulled us into an older, posh neighborhood.  The cobblestone street was lined on either side with ornate brick, stone, or wrought iron fences, and a center strip of ancient oaks split the lanes like a mini parkway.  Each yard was easily ten or fifteen times the size of the one from my childhood home.  They were well kept and manicured, looking like they belonged in storybooks.  With their little guest cottages and coach houses that made them timeless.
 
   I turned into a drive that had an ornate drive gate between large stone columns that melted into the old stone fence.  I punched in Jen's date of birth on the security pad and the sturdy wrought iron gate, which had a big H for Harrison on it, swung slowly open.  Her family home.  And what a home it was.  I drove around the roundabout and past the main doors of the manor and stopped in front of the old stone coach house with its thatched roof.
 
   Like a lot of well-to-do families, their home was multigenerational.  But when Jen wanted some privacy when she became an adult and wanted to move out, she came to a compromise with her mother.  She would live in the apartment above the coach house which was used by servants in a bygone era.
 
   She could have chosen the guest cottage, but the term cottage was a misnomer as it had three bedrooms and two floors.  Far too much room for a single woman.  So her mother had the coach house renovated and Jen has a gorgeous living space that makes most condos look bland.
 
   She leaned over the center console and hugged me, I held on an extra heartbeat before releasing her, and then she opened the door and reminded me again, “Seven.”
 
   I crinkled my nose and waved it off. “I know, I know, lady.”
 
   She chuckled and headed up the stone staircase to the second floor of the building.  I took a moment to admire what the stairs did for her calves before driving off toward home.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Banquet
 
   I rushed home then got dressed in a knee length leather and lace dress.  I loved the string corset on this one as the strings and fringe on the dress were a dark purple that seemed to make the dress glow.  Add some black tights and knee high spiked black heels with purple laces, and I was satisfied with my attire.  I did a little pirouette since I was feeling silly.
 
   I did up my hair in a knotted bun and secured it with one black and one dark purple chopstick.  Then went about doing my makeup.  I toned it down since this was a semi-formal occasion, but I did finish it off with a dark purple liquid gloss over black lipstick to match the dress.
 
   Oh, I almost forgot I picked something up last month.  I opened a miniature hat box beside the other full sized hatboxes in my closet and took out the tiny black lace bonnet with a dark purple bow on it.  I fastened it to my hair, off center toward the left side.
 
   I grabbed a little black purse with a string strap and started toward the door but hesitated with a smirk.  Jen was too worried about what I was going to wear, so I needed to poke fun at her.  I rummaged in the back of the closet and pulled out my black lace parasol.  I grinned at myself and headed out to pick her up, throwing a black loose knit wrap over my shoulders.
 
   It was already dark when I arrived at Harrison Manor.  As I pulled up, I noted that all of Jen's lights were off except her porch light at the top of the steps.  So I parked at the main house instead.  I hopped out and was feeling playful so I popped open the parasol and sashayed to the large front doors as I spun it in my fingers.  There were large windows all around the door, the lower ones we made of a bubbled, flowing glass that obscured the view of the interior.
 
   I pressed the doorbell and heard the familiar deep chimes of some sort of English melody playing.  A moment later, Mr. Harrison himself answered the door.  I had expected their maid, Diana, to answer.  Then I remembered she got off at six.
 
   He paused as I twirled my parasol nervously. “Umm... Hi Mr. H.  Is Jen here?”
 
   He gathered his wits and shook his head as he gave me a small smile.  “Miss Marx, I never quite know what to expect when I see you.”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows and whispered behind my hand like I were sharing some deep secret with him, “That's sort of the point.”
 
   His smile grew as he retorted, “Indeed.  She's upstairs with her mother, getting ready.  Please come in and have a seat.  Would you like anything?  Tea, coffee?”
 
   I shook my head as I stepped in.  “No, but thank you for asking sir.”
 
   He took my wrap and parasol and placed them on one of the benches by the door.  I grinned, he was such a gentleman.
 
   He lead me away from the formal living room and into a sitting room that the family used when not entertaining guests, it had more of a feeling of family and lived-in-ness than the pristine main room which could double as a small ballroom during formal events.  That room was just for show.
 
   I took a seat on one of the four or five couches arranged around the room and he sunk into an overstuffed chair that had a half empty cup of tea and the newspaper in disarray.  No really, I kid you not, Mr. H really did read a newspaper instead of getting his news online.  It was sort of cool.
 
   He smiled at me and said as he put his reading glasses on and picked up the paper, “You look lovely tonight Zilrita.” His smile became a half entertained smirk as he added, “Unorthodox but lovely.”
 
   I blushed at the compliment.  It took him a while to adapt to my look when I first started coming around after Jen befriended me.  I don't think he fully approves of my look, but he is an adaptable sort, and after I had chipped away his stiff exterior, I found a man I respected and truly liked underneath.
 
   I glanced at my hands then down the hall toward the great staircase.  He looked up over the rim of his glasses and smiled at my fidgeting, then assured me, “She'll be down in a moment.”  Then he looked toward the stairs then back to me as his brow furrowed slightly.  Then he lowered his paper and regarded me for a a long moment and said, “You know, I never did thank you.”
 
   I cocked my head, truly curious, and inquired, “For what?”
 
   He seemed to be looking for words, then he said slowly, “Jen's never been happier than when she's with you.  You know she's had a rough life, made rougher by dinosaurs like me that are so hidebound we don't understand anything outside of our own little box of understanding.  She was so much happier after her transition, but after she found London Harmony, and you two, umm... got together, she's always smiling.  Thank you for that, and thank you for accepting her.”
 
   I can never quite follow the older generation, but I understood what he was saying.  His was the last generation where things like being gay, or in Jen's case, transgender, were met with open hostility.  Sure there is still some of it now, we'll never get rid of bigotry and hate altogether.  It is just human nature.  I corrected him, “We're not together sir.  I'm not really her type.  I think her happiness had more to do with the way you and your wife accepted her than me.”
 
   He chuckled and looked toward the stairs then back at me, genuinely surprised, then asked, “She hasn't told you about her old man yet?”  He had a wicked gleam in his eyes as he spoke a little quieter as he confided in me. “I was possibly Jennifer's biggest nightmare for the longest time.  A man's man, who didn't understand my son's need to express the girl he felt he was inside.  It took an eleven-year-old to open my eyes.”
 
   I exhaled, his eyes tinged with shame as he explained, “When our son was born, it was the proudest moment of my life.  I was proud to have a son to carry on the family name.  As he grew, he was smaller than most boys his age, and to me, something seemed off.  Millie told me it was my imagination and she loved our James with all her heart.”
 
   He set the paper completely down now as he got into the story.  “I finally convinced Millie that something was wrong and we brought James in to see the doctor.  After a battery of tests, they determined that James had Androgen Insensitivity Syndrome.  It prevented his body from metabolizing testosterone correctly.  There wasn't much they could do for it until he approached puberty, but it meant that he was smaller and looked more feminine than the other boys.”
 
   The shame on his face deepened as he continued to share, “Of course that was a slap to my masculinity.  So as he grew, I tried to overcompensate by dressing him more masculine and the lot.  I was so bloody ignorant.  As he grew up, he wanted to play with the girls and their toys rather than with the boys.”
 
   He seemed angry with himself as he continued. “By the time, he was five he was insisting he was a girl and not a boy.  I even spanked him when he came home one day from the park in a little dress.  One of the girls in the neighborhood had traded clothes with him.”
 
   He half smiled. “Millie aggravated me more when I spoke about it, saying she was fine with whatever James wanted as long as he was happy.  I was of the opinion that no son of mine would be a... a... poof.  So to Millie's protestation, I started bringing James to a child psychologist.”
 
   He shrugged and smiled sadly. “To my dismay, the doctor had informed us that James was transgender and it had absolutely nothing to do with Jame's AIS.  I didn't really understand, I don't think I wanted to understand, so I fired the doctor and went to another.  It didn't take long for him to affirm the diagnosis.  When I asked how to fix it.  They told me there was nothing to fix.  Our son identified as a girl, but was stuck in his male body, it wasn't a disease or anything.  He was just mentally female.”
 
   He looked at his hands and rubbed a thumb on the back of his other hand like he were trying to rub some dirt off of it. “It went on for years like that, one specialist after another, telling us the same thing.  And because of his problem absorbing testosterone, by the time he was ten, he looked like any of the girls in the neighborhood, except for the buzz cut I insisted on and the boy's clothes.  He looked like a tomboy in them.  The boys in school would endlessly torment him and they beat him up regularly.  Calling him a freak and a homo.  My asinine response?  Buck up, it will make a man out of you.”
 
   His expression softened as he glanced toward the hall and his tone changed a little more loving.  “Millie was no help at all.  She was always saying that if it made James happy, then she was happy.  She'd even get him some clothes that looked suspiciously like girls cloting to me.  Androgynous I think the term is.”
 
   He tightened his jaw and looked up at the ceiling in memory as he said in a faraway voice, “I had come home early one night, when James was eleven, to him sitting in front of his mirror in his room, wearing one of his mother's dresses and wearing a ton of makeup, poorly applied.  And he was crying.  I was enraged and was going to put him over a knee and spank him until he gave up all the silly girl nonsense... but his tears stopped me.  He had been crying before I arrived.  So it wasn't because of my anger, or fear of punishment that he was crying.”
 
   He inhaled a shuddering breath and seemed to offer up his hands, palms up. “I couldn't bear to see my child crying like that, and it stayed my hand.  So instead, sat beside him and I asked why exactly was he was crying.  And he told me, and it finally got through my thick skull.  It took an eleven-year-old child to make me understand.”
 
   He looked down at his hands and exhaled.  “James told me to imagine I went to work in a dress, trying to fool everyone into thinking I was a woman.   Then he asked, 'Would you feel silly, like you are pretending, just wearing a costume?  That you didn't fit in with the other women because you really weren't one?'  I agreed, not quite knowing where he was going with it.  Then he said, 'That is how I feel every single day of my life.  Pretending to be a boy when I'm not.  I ache inside all the time knowing nobody can see past the costume I am wearing.  A costume I'm stuck inside of, even though I'm fighting to get out.'  And he cried as I just sat there stunned, I had never thought about it from his side...  no, her side.  And I felt ashamed of myself.”
 
   He smiled weakly at me and shrugged as if in apology. “After that I spoke with Millie, and we agreed we would help James in any way we could.  After two more years of dealing with therapists and physicians, they all agreed and we started him on hormone therapy.”
 
   He stood and walked to the wall beside the fireplace and looked at a picture.  “We let James grow her hair out as puberty was hitting like a ton of bricks.  Her AIS wound up being a blessing in disguise as she started developing into a pretty young lady.  Other trans-girls don't have that extra benefit and it takes years and dozens of painful surgeries for them to look the way they feel inside.”
 
   He turned back toward me and exhaled before he continued, “We switched schools, hoping the harassment would end but we were getting too much press about how terrible of parents we were to let our 'poor confused son' go through transition.  On the day James turned fifteen, she went through sexual reassignment surgery to finally become the young lady she has always been.”
 
   He motioned me over and I stood and walked over to his side as he spoke, “We had her name legally changed to the one she chose when we registered with the new school... Jennifer.”
 
   He put a hand out, palm up, toward the picture frame he was beside.  “And then we did this, it was just fifteen years late.” There was a super cute, young Jen, she was very feminine even then, and below her was a newspaper clipping from the London Times.  I smiled at it.  It was a birth announcement that read, “There was an error in the announcement of our baby's birth fifteen years ago, it stated that our baby boy, James Theodore Harrison had been born to Millicent and Theodore Harrison.  It should have read, baby girl Jennifer Theodora Harrison.”
 
   My left eye began to twitch as I grinned with evil mischief.  “Theodora?”  Oooo this was going to be fun.
 
   Mr. H shook a finger at me, smiling as he chastised, “Now be nice Miss Marx.”  Then his smile waned and a sad look replaced it as he said in a hushed tone, “I love my daughter with all my heart, and I'll be trying to make up for what I put her through for the rest of my life.”
 
   His voice cracked a bit as he said, “She's my baby girl.”
 
   I pretended not to notice, and gave him a reassuring smile, reaching out and giving his arm a little squeeze.  I said with surety, “She knows.  She's such a daddy's girl.”
 
   He took a deep breath and straightened up.  “Right then.  She should be down any minute.”  He turned and sat back down and started reading his paper with laser focus, pretending he hadn't just got choked up.
 
   I tilted my head and regarded him.  He was not afraid to own up to his own shortcomings.  I had just gained even more respect for the man.  I started walking back to my seat and froze when I saw Jen in the doorway with her hand over her mouth and tears brimming.  How long had she been standing there?  She quickly walked into the room and pulled her father into a hug from behind.  She kissed his cheek and murmured, “I love you, daddy.”
 
   He smiled, I could see the strain on his face as he fought off tears of his own as he patted her arms before she released him.  He grinned and continued to read.
 
   She turned her gaze to me and she gave me that crooked smile of hers that I loved so much.  It was one part happiness, one part amusement, and one part... something.  It always warmed me up inside.  She said, “Right then, give us a turn.”  I grinned and spun for her.  She shrugged and said, “You'll do I guess.”
 
   Mrs. H walked into the room with a long coat in her hands and a wicked smile on her face.  “Oh pish, she looks lovely dear, and you know it.”
 
   I grinned and gave Mrs. Harrison a little wave.  She shot a smile back at me then laid the coat on the arm of a chair and walked over to join her husband.  She sat on the arm of the chair he was in and he put an arm around her.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow in a challenge to Jen and said, “Thank you, Mrs. Harrison.”
 
   Jen just crinkled her nose to parry my jab.  Then I bit my lower lip as I looked at her in a knee length satin black dress.
 
   Mrs. H interjected, “I convinced her to wear the black to match you tonight.”
 
   Her hair was pulled back in an elegant ponytail, and she looked like beauty and grace had a competition to give her the presence of an angel.  She wore some black kitten heels instead of the taller ones she favored.  I'd actually be about the same height as her for once, with the high heels of my boots.
 
   I looked at my feet and said in a little voice as she stepped up to me, “You look beautiful tonight...”  Then added with a barely contained smirk, “Theodora.”
 
   She made an exasperated sound as she playfully slapped my arm and warned, “If that gets out, I will personally flay you alive, woman.”
 
   I grawled and hugged her as I assured, “It won't.  I'll use it as my own tease anytime you get out of line.”
 
   She chuckled and then said, “Right, we should be off then, Sally.  Punctuality and all.”
 
   The elder Harrisons stood and walked us out to the main door.  I snagged the long coat as we went.  Then I helped her into her coat and put on my wrap then wiggled my eyebrows as I shouldered my parasol and popped it open.  That got a little explosive laugh from Jen.  She shook her head in amusement at me.
 
   Mrs. H gave us hugs.  Mmmm hugz.  She whispered to me, “Take care of our girl.”
 
   I nodded, then I surprised Mr. H and gave him his very first Zilrita special.
 
   We headed out the door and hustled to my car.  Why did it feel like prom night to me?  Her parents waved and we were off to the hotel where the banquet was taking place.
 
   Jen looked nervous as she fidgeted in the seat and looked intently at the pearls in the watch band on her wrist as she asked, “He didn't talk your ear off did he?”
 
   I reached down to the console, grabbed her hand, and gave it a squeeze as I assured her, “Not at all, but that is probably the most he has ever said to me since you first introduced us.”
 
   She didn't let go when I started to release her hand.
 
   Jen was silent for a few seconds before smiling at me and saying, “He's warming up to you.  I don't think he knew what to think of you the first time you were over.  Well, not many people do.”  She smirked.
 
   I grinned and said as if it were obvious, “I'm good with parents.  This only took, what?  Five years?”  That elicited a giggle from her and I crinkled my nose in response.
 
   I drove for a bit as we listened and bopped to some music I pilfered from the talent scouts.
 
   Then she asked out of the blue, “Do you want children Zil?”
 
   I blinked as my mind caught up to the non-sequitur.  “Ummm... some day, I love kids.”  Then I paused and exhaled.  “But I'm thirty next year, time is sort of running out.”
 
   She nodded and admitted, “I feel the same way.  But the only way I can have one is to adopt.”  Then she smiled. “You have plenty of time, lady.  You just need to actually start dating first.  I swear I don't understand why you haven't had a single date since I've met you.  You're a fit bird and any bloke would be lucky to have you.”
 
   I blushed at that and kept my eyes on the road as I shrugged and countered, “Maybe the right person just hasn't asked me out yet.  Besides, can't a single woman adopt too?  And there are other options for single women.  Turkey basters and such.”  She blurted out a surprised bark of laughter.
 
   I could feel her eyes on me as we were pulling up to the hotel. Then she postulated, “I guess, but I'm sure the agencies frown upon single parent adoption.”
 
   I stopped at the valet and they opened the door and helped Jen out with an offered hand, I swear the poor boy was in drool mode.  She graciously thanked him with a smile that had him blushing and he ran around to my side and opened my door and blinked.  I loved that sort of reaction, I'm never quite what people expect.  He helped me out with an offered hand.  I winked at the boy as he gave me my valet ticket.
 
   Then I popped my parasol open and twirled it as I walked around the car to Jen.  I could feel the young man's eyes on me.  Then he finally got in and drove off when I joined Jen, closed my parasol, and took her proffered elbow.  She chuckled at me as we walked past the doormen who I swear were staring at her.  I understood.  I was walking next to the epitome of feminine grace.
 
   I had to smile.  Jen didn't seem to realize just how pretty she really was.  Hell, she could wear a burlap sack and still outclass me.  I think all the harassment of her youth and even a little now when people realize who she is, keeps her thinking she isn't attractive.
 
   We made our way to the banquet room and I had to blink.  When I was told it was for Josie's pharmaceutical sales company, I expected a small room with maybe twenty or thirty people in attendance.  This was one of those huge rooms with fold away wall dividers to partition the room into smaller venues, only they were all pulled back into their pockets.  There had to be around two thousand people in the room!
 
   I whispered in Jen's ear, “Just how big is Josie's company?”
 
   She gave me a crooked smile. “Big pharma is one of the most profitable industries in the world.  So, pretty big.”
 
   I squished my nose off to one side and spoke out of the side of my mouth, “Thank you for the astute observation, oh wise ass... I mean, wise one.”
 
   She parried off my snark with, “Daddy told you to be nice.”
 
   I countered as I cocked an eyebrow at her, “And you weren't supposed to be listening.”
 
   She gave a cute embarrassed smile and hugged my arm and then we looked around as we stepped up to the greeters at a table by the door.  Jen produced an invitation and the woman there looked it over then said absently as she looked at a seating chart, “Yes Miss Harrison, Table B3.  Have a nice evening.”
 
   We gave the woman a head tilt in thanks and then looked at the crowded hall.  It was very noisy with people milling about everywhere.  Some looked a little too tipsy, indicating the open bar.  I grinned at the irony of pharmaceutical salespeople self-medicating.
 
   There were a couple hands too many touching things they ought not as we made our way through the growing crowd to our seats.  We arrived at a large circular table that was like the dozens of others.  Each had twelve chairs around them.
 
   There was a little placard in front of one placemat that reads “Jennifer Harrison” and one beside it “Jennifer Harrison Plus One.”
 
   I grinned at her as I held her seat for her to sit. “Hi, I'm Plus One.”
 
   She snickered as I sat down beside her.  There were a few empty seats, no doubt people hobnobbing and networking.  Then we introduced ourselves around to the others.
 
   A server came around and offered us some white wine.  Jen accepted one and took an experimental sip, then smiled.  I declined since I would be driving later, and the man said he could bring me some coffee instead.
 
   We scanned the crowd looking for Josie, to no avail.  Then a silver-haired man in an expensive looking black suit stood at the microphone at the small little raised stage and podium that were set up at the end of the room.
 
   “Ladies, gentlemen, distinguished guests, thank you for coming to the Parker Pharmaceutical Awards Banquet tonight.  I'm sure you all know me, I'm the president of  Parker Pharmaceutical, Grant Parker.  We will be celebrating the best year the company has enjoyed, and awarding the employees and associates who put forth extraordinary effort this year.”
 
   We all clapped.
 
   Then he said, “First let's wine and dine before we start the proceedings.  So please take your seats and the servers should be delivering your meal shortly.”
 
   We all applauded again and the whole room was in motion until everyone found their seats.
 
   With everyone seated we finally caught a glance at Josie, she was at one of the tables up front.  She saw us and gave a little excited wave and we waved back.  The family resemblance between her and Jen always surprised me, they looked like siblings instead of cousins to me.  But Josie was more petite and compact, a tiny woman sort of like Amarissa.  I grinned at the apt comparison, both were very headstrong.
 
   The servers arrived with silver trays full of plates.  I cocked an eyebrow at the steak and lobster, surf and turf, the company must be very well off to afford such fare.  I guess the medical field is a profit industry after all.
 
   We spent the meal chitchatting with the people around us.  With Jen picking the broccoli off my plate and me stealing her dinner roll.  She wasn't a fan of starches.
 
   One woman, Mrs. Cliven, was watching us, she looked to be in her fifties and her brow furrowed each time Jen or I would fuss about each other or share our meal.  She spoke to us in a tone meant to be falsely hushed,  “So you're lesbian then?  A couple?”
 
   Before I could reply, Jen smiled demurely at the woman and asked, “Why?  Are you?”
 
   The woman blustered and looked at her husband and said dryly, “Certainly not.”
 
   Jen was smiling as she took a bite from her fork and I, and the rest of the table, chuckled.  Jen and I exchanged amused glances, why did everyone always assume we were a couple?  On the plus side, that was the last we heard from the Cliven's the rest of the night.
 
   After the plates had been cleared away, a sinful dessert was presented to us.  A chocolate souffle.  We looked longingly at the tray and when the server tried to give us ours.  Jen said weakly as she placed a hand lightly on her stomach, “Sorry, we shouldn't.”
 
   I nodded in agreement as I salivated.
 
   Then Jen put on her puppy dog eyes and looked at me.  I looked between her and the woman holding the evil offering, then caved as I asked nobody in particular, “Maybe we share one?”
 
   Jen blurted, “Brill!”  Then nodded enthusiastically at the server.
 
   The smiling woman sat one between us with two forks.  It smelled heavenly.  We each took a small bite and closed our eyes to savor it.  It was just as good as its sweet, rich aroma had advertised.  And only half the calories since we were sharing... that's good, right?
 
   I sighed and opened my eyes and looked to at the young couple to our left, the Tysons, then said to Patty, “This really is the work of the devil.”
 
   She lowered her own fork and nodded with a smile, “I know right?”
 
   Then she brightened, “And Neil here can't abide by chocolate.” She cutely snagged the rim of the ceramic bowl of his dessert with her fork, and pulled it to her as she said to us with a mischievous grin, “More for me.”
 
   I shook my head, it was just unfair.  I had to ask, “How do you keep your figure?”
 
   She sighed heavily and said, “Lots and lots of personal training.  So I get to be naughty like this at times.”
 
   Neil looked overly amused at us all as he slowly shook his head.
 
   We saluted Patty with bites of chocolaty goodness, and the microphone popped.  We all looked over to see Grant Parker as he announced with a champagne flute in his hand.
 
   “We'll give everyone a chance to finish and stretch their legs, then we will begin the awards ceremony in fifteen minutes.”  He saluted with the glass then took a sip and stepped down from the stage.
 
   The sound level doubled as people started getting up and stretching and moving around while others, like us, dutifully finished our desserts first. 
 
   We were just finishing up when Josie placed her hands on our shoulders and said in her bubbly voice, “There you two are.  I tried to find you before the meal.”
 
   We patted our lips with our napkins as we stood and passed around hugs like they were trading cards. Grawl.
 
   Josie stood one step back and shook her head with a bemused smiled on her face ad she said, “Jen, you look phenomenal.”  She turned to me with a mischievous smirk. “And Zil, you always make a fashion statement.”  Her eyes fell to my chair and asked, “Is that a parasol?”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows and grabbed my parasol and opened it, then made a show of spinning it on my shoulder.  Josie barked out a chirp of laughter as she exclaimed, “It's perfect Zil.”
 
   Jen rolled her eyes, shoved my shoulder playfully, and I closed the parasol and hung it on my chair.  Then Jennifer asked with genuine interest, “So where's this new beau of yours?  You never bring him around.”
 
   Josie lifted her chin as if she could see over the crowd from way down there at sea level and said, “Jeff is over by the bar.”  Then she added in a slightly annoyed tone, “Again.”  Then she brightened again. “I'm still a little undecided on the bloke.”  Then she changed the topic as she brightened. “Thank you so much for being here, both of you.  It means a lot to me.”
 
   We gave her a smile and she looked toward the bar.  “I better go find Jeff before everything begins.”  She grabbed each of our hands and gave them a little squeeze before heading off into the crowd.
 
   Jen looked at the tragedy of the empty cup with chocolate crumbs in it on out table and she said with a sigh, “We best freshen up.”
 
   I nodded and Patty bounced up like she was on springs, or more likely, hopped up on chocolate and sugar, and blurted, “I'll join you.”
 
   She was a happy sort.  I grinned at her and Jen hugged onto my arm as I led us away.  Patty looped an arm in Jen's and asked, “You must tell me where you found those darling shoes.”
 
   I rolled my eyes with a grin while they discussed all things shoe.
 
   After we had returned, things got into full swing.  It was excruciatingly boring, listening to the speeches of their featured speakers.  Jen caught me playing an exciting round of tic-tac-toe on my napkin with my spoon, and slapped my hand.  I stuck my tongue out at her and tried to pay attention to the various stuffed suits as they went on about all the successes their teams have had.
 
   Then finally, they started announcing the various awards.  I liked that part, I'm all for acknowledging people who put in the extra effort to excel at their jobs.  So I hammed it up a bit and applauded loudly for each.
 
   One roguish looking man who looked like he worked out was awarded for his work on a cutting edge chemotherapy drug.  When he passed by our table in his tailor-fitted suit, he gave Jen a wink as he straightened his tie.  She watched him go past as she looked him up and down.  Then she turned to Patty and I and said with a smirk, “Nice arse.”
 
   I gave a smile I wasn't feeling.  I mean sure, the man had a nice butt and would have had me drooling if I hadn't been so infatuated with Jennifer.  But it reminded me that it could never be.  This guy was just her type.  A well-dressed professional, gorgeous, and male.  I wondered if I were more like that, would Jen notice me?  I've changed my style once before, maybe I could do it again?
 
   Then my obsession started getting excited when Grant announced, “The final award is for Outstanding Salesperson of the Year.”
 
   He smiled as he looked over the crowd.
 
   “This individual has repeatedly gone above and beyond all expectations in landing new accounts and servicing her existing accounts in her sales region, creating record sales and growth.  We are constantly told by our clients that they are impressed by her professionalism and in-depth knowledge of each product we offer.”
 
   Grant turned his focus to Josie's table and announced, “She is a rising star here at Parker Pharmaceutical.  Everyone give a hand to our Outstanding Salesperson of the Year, Josephine Harrison!”
 
   We stood and applauded and I gave a shrill whistle as an embarrassed looking Josie went up to accept the plexiglass award that was shaped like a flame.  She shook Grant's hand and the man stepped away from the mic a step and motioned her toward it.
 
   She eloquently stated, “Bloody hell, I don't know what to say.  Thank you?”
 
   We applauded her again as she did a silly sneak off the stage as Grant announced the end of the ceremony and wished everyone a good night.  He reminded everyone to not drive home, if they had been partaking of alcoholic beverages as he had, and to call a taxi instead.
 
   I grinned as everyone went into motion.  You could tell the people who were just there for the free meal as they almost ran for the doors as others started circulating and hobnobbed with others, saying goodnight.  It would be havoc at the valet and Jen and I were happy to wait at our table until the herd thinned a bit.  Besides, we wanted a chat with the Outstanding Salesperson of the Year.
 
   It wasn't long before she made her way to us and we stood and congratulated her.  She seemed really proud of the award that had her name engraved in the plexiglass.  And she should be.  The company was huge and she outworked and outsold the rest.  I admired people who excelled in their jobs.
 
   Again he boyfriend was absent.  I prompted, “So where is this mysterious Jeff?”
 
   She gave us a sour look and said, “One last pass at the open bar I'm afraid.”
 
   We gave her sympathetic looks, and right on cue, a man in his late twenties came walking up, drink glass in hand, and obviously putting in an effort not to sway as he walked.  He wore black slacks, a nice white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and an almost pencil thin charcoal grey tie.  His dark hair was styled immaculately and his chiseled chin was clean shaven.  Josie did good.
 
   Josie looped an arm in his and started introductions.  “Jeff, this is my cousin, Jennifer Harrison, and our friend, Zilrita Marx.  Ladies, this is Jeffery Finnegan.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes and looked down at her and asked in a drunken slur, “This is your cousin?  I thought you said he was some crossdresser queen.  The freak is almost bearable to look...”
 
   My hand shot out in a fist and connected firmly with the asshole's nose.  I was enraged and seeing red.  All I wanted to do was to knock the guy's teeth in for his disparaging remarks about Jen.
 
   My blow had barely even moved him but he dropped his glass on the floor to grasp his bleeding nose.  He slurred out, “Bloody hell you bint.”
 
   I was growling something incoherent at him as I tried to swing again, but Jen was in front of me holding my arms, locking slightly amused eyes with me.  I tried to get around her but she pleaded with her eyes as she said, “Come on Zil, he's not worth it.  Let's just go.”
 
   I growled toward the man then exhaled and tried to pull myself together.  I had never hit anyone in my life.  I would have been ashamed of myself if he hadn't denigrated my Jen.  I heard Josie behind us, snapping at the man as Jen led me through a staring and murmuring crowd, “That's it, we're through you tosser.  I'll find my own way home.”
 
   Jennifer now had an arm around my shoulders as I took shuddering breaths, the adrenaline pumping through my veins bleeding off.  She was softly saying, “That's right, slow, deep breaths Zil.”
 
   I was whispering over and over, “I'm sorry.”
 
   Then Josie was on my other side and I looked over at her sheepishly and repeated, “I'm sorry.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and said with a humor tinged voice, “What for?  The man was a wanker and deserved what he got.  I only wish it had been me to bloody his nose like that.”  Then she smirked. “Looks like I'm on the market again.”
 
   I shook my head at her and promised, “I didn't mean to make a scene.”
 
   She tilted her head and waved it off, saying, “Oh please Zil.  That was nothing compared to the scenes people make at the Christmas parties, and Jeff deserved it.”
 
   Then she reached past me and laid a hand on Jen's arm, and said in earnest, “I'm so sorry about Jeff.  That wasn't at all what I had said.”
 
   Jen just nodded and looked between us and said, “It was nothing compared to what I have endured my whole life.”  Then she smirked at me and said in a conspiratorial tone, “Though I didn't have Rocky here as a protector back then.”
 
   We chuckled and I looked down at my hand and flexed it, and hissing out, “Ow.  I think I broke my thumb.”
 
   Josie looked at my hand then hers and she made a fist.  Then she asked in confusion, “Your thumb?  Are you sure you're making a fist right?”
 
   Then she changed her fist to put her thumb inside her fist instead of outside and she blurted an explosive chirp of laughter, “Good Lord Zil, you hit like a girl.”
 
   I blushed and defended myself weakly, “Hey, it isn't like I go around punching people every day.”  Then I sobered and looked over into Jen's eyes and searched them as I asked, “Are you ok, Jen?”
 
   She smiled at me with something unreadable in her expression and said softly and teasingly, “Yes Rocky.  I'm fine.  I'm worried about you.”  She took my hand and I winced as she looked at the swollen knuckle on my thumb, then said, “Let's get you to the hospital.”
 
   I nodded as I took out my valet ticket then looked back to the banquet hall and said, “Wait, my parasol.”
 
   Josie turned around, started back in, and called back over her shoulder, “I'm on the mission, be back in a flash.”  She rejoined us a minute later spinning the parasol on her shoulder.  We all exchanged grins then she closed it and handed it to me and I winced in pain.  Now that all the adrenaline was gone, my thumb really hurt.  It almost brought me to tears, but I forced them back.  Just what I needed, looking like a baby after I just embarrassed both women.
 
   Josie offered to drive but I asked with the patient look of a mother at her, “Did you drink tonight?”
 
   She sighed and nodded. “Two glasses of wine.”
 
   Then I shrugged. “Then I'll be doing the driving, thank you very much.”
 
   Jen almost protested but I cocked an eyebrow at little miss three glasses of wine.  She grinned and wisely kept her distractively tempting trap shut.
 
   We continued the embarrassing night with the emergency room doctors telling me it was just a nasty sprain.  They put a little splint on it and wrapped it to reduce the swelling.  Then I got a prescription for some painkillers; which Josie proudly informed me she had sold the hospital pharmacy; and told to ice it when I got home.  Jennifer watched me intently the whole night and looked relieved when they said I'd live and would keep my thumb.
 
   Josie kept apologizing to me for wanker-boy even though I was the one who didn't keep my cool.  I had never had such a primal reaction to anything in my life.  She was also assuring Jennifer that Jeff had twisted her words.
 
   Jen assured her with a hand on her shoulder, “I know sweetie.”
 
   Josie admitted, “I love you like a sister.”
 
   And they hugged.
 
   Mmmm, hugz.  I asked, “Grawl?”
 
   And Jen, who speaks fluent Zilrita, opened an arm and included me into the hug.  I felt much better about the fiasco I had made of the night after that.
 
   I dropped both ladies off at Jen's loft apartment above the coach house, Josie didn't feel like going home alone that night so asked to crash at Jennifer's.  Jen stayed out in the car for a moment and gave me a soft, satisfied smile before letting it slide crooked as she turned to walk off saying, “Get some sleep Rocky, busy day tomorrow.”
 
   I snorted at her then headed home after a long, eventful day.  I looked at the splint on my thumb and shook my head and sighed knowing I'd do it again in a heartbeat if need be.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Trapped
 
   Then next day I was a complete and utter baby.  My thumb hurt!  I looked at my other hand and experimentally made a fist, then took my thumb out from it and shrugged.  Then I got ready for the day.
 
   I stood in front of the mirror for a long time without my makeup on.  Could I be more like Jen's type?  I tried to imagine myself looking more professional, in a posh business suit like Jen wore, and my hair it's natural color.  I almost couldn't remember what color it used to be.  A dark honey blonde I think.  It has been jet black for over half my life now.
 
   I had remade myself once, into this version of me, a better version than I had been.  I didn't know if I knew how to be anyone else than the person I have become after my rebirth.  But if I could just get Jennifer to notice me, maybe I could do it again.  Another stage in my development maybe?
 
   I sighed and went about getting ready for the day in my normal goth attire.  I really did love it.  It made me feel free, and sassy, and... fun.  I know those three things were contradictory to the stereotypical goth, but it was me.  I had originally done it as I experimented around in my grief, I mean, it was all things dark, like my emotions.  But unfortunately, life excited me too much and I found myself smiling through the pain.
 
   By the time I realized that the dark emotions burning in my heart were not in control of me, overwhelming me, I decided I loved the look and people's reactions to a cheerful goth.  It put smiles on their faces and I felt proud to have brightened their days.
 
   I took one last look at myself and then headed out to pick up the unruly and fun receptionist at her bat cave.
 
   After I picked her up, half way into our drive she took my free hand and I glanced over.
 
   She tilted her head and inquired, “What's up, lady?  You're awfully quiet over there.  You still worried about last night?  Don't be.  I've suffered much worse than a frat boy who never grew up.”
 
   I shook my head and gave a weak smile as I explained, “It's not that.  I was just thinking about things.  Didn't mean to dampen the party.”  I brightened my smile and used the controls on my steering wheel to turn on the radio.
 
   I snorted at the song that was playing, June's J8 song, “Pickpocket.”  I wiggled my eyebrows at Jen and started singing along.  This seemed to alleviate the concern on her face and she sat back and sang along.  I noted as we laughed and sang, that she hadn't released my hand yet and heat was spreading through my entire being.
 
   We arrived and opened shop.  As she disarmed the alarm, she tilted her head again to look at me., furrowing her brow as she stated, “You're still distracted.”
 
   I smiled back at her and admitted, “Just a little introspection, I'll be fine.  Think about where you want to go to lunch.  Crafford's maybe?”
 
   She nodded skeptically then countered, “Melting Pot?  You know seafood doesn't always agree with you.”
 
   I nodded, I had only suggested it because it was one of her favorites.  Then changed my nod to a slight shake of the head and pointed out with a grin, “You and endless amounts of cheese?”
 
   She sighed and surrendered.  “Cavendish's?”
 
   I gave her a cheesy grin in agreement and started for the elevator.  She snorted and I looked back in curiosity as I walked.
 
   She said with a wry grin, “We sound like an old married couple.”
 
   I scrunched up my nose at her before disappearing into the back.  It was a long morning, and I had to take a couple pain pills during it to keep the thrumming ache from my messed up thumb at bay.  We lunched with a couple of the workers, introducing them to fine American diner food at the little retro diner.
 
   I noted when we returned, that one of our house bands, the Purple Horseshoes had arrived to back up one of our artists.  It was the last day we could use our larger sound room for a day or two while the new boards were installed.  I thought about the band for a minute, our other house band was currently on a mini tour with Tammera Kyle, our Irish folk music talent.
 
   I sent a text message to June.  “J-Dub, we need to think about another house band for Lunar Base Two so that the Horseshoes don't have to scurry all about town when the other studio needs them when Violet Rose is out of house.”
 
   I got the expected response, she is constantly thinking of ways to improve the London Harmony experience, not just for the performers, but for the employees too. “I've had that on my mind for a while.  I was thinking about talking to the Roctoberfest third place finishers, the Bluebonnets wasn't it?  After we finished the construction there.”
 
   I grinned and replied, “My thoughts exactly.  I just put it in my planner before I messaged you, to have someone drop a J-Card on the Bluebonnets after the lobby is finished.”
 
   Her response was priceless, “You stinker.  I don't know why you even run this stuff by me when you already know what I'm going to say.”
 
   I bounced in mirth and typed back. “It adds to my omniscient vibe.  Besides you know, you love me.”
 
   I snorted at the expected, “Heaven help me but I do.  Things are too quiet over here without you running roughshod over the place.  I think everyone misses your hugs.  See ya soon brat.”
 
   I smiled and signed off. “Love you wench.”
 
   I had taken my splint off of my aching thumb, and I spent the rest of the afternoon dealing with miscellaneous contracts, dealing with company finances, and coordinating with Cornfed Potatoes Productions across the pond in Seattle to organize some music video shoots and some advertising.
 
   I was in the zone, I felt important when I was firing on all cylinders like this like I made a difference for June and the company.  It was the feeling a young child has when they feel they are unstoppable.  I was derailed and almost fell out of my seat when Jen started talking from right behind me.  So much for unstoppable.
 
   She said as I caught my breath, “You planning on working all night you silly bird?  Everyone has gone home already.  The technicians started the install an hour ago and are leaving for the night so I can set the alarm.  They said they need to turn off the breakers for the sound room tonight so their electrician can work on the hookups tomorrow.  I guess the fuse boxes are over in Walker's.”
 
   I nodded and said with a smile, “I'm sure Mickey is going to be jealous until the main office gets its new equipment.”
 
   She nodded with an evil grin.  The poor man took nothing but grief from an office where the women outnumbered men, two to one, but he loved every moment of it.
 
   She prompted, “Ok then, shall we be about it then, Sally?  They should be leaving about now.”
 
   I hopped up and gathered my things as I agreed, “Absolutely.”
 
   She looped an arm in mine and said, “I'm glad you're feeling better.”
 
   We got into the freight elevator and closed the cage and the doors.  The machinery started it grinding and groaning and lurched into motion.  I couldn't wait until the stairs were completed tomorrow.  I disliked this clunky old thing.
 
   As if the contraption was reading my mind and took exception, it lurched to a halt halfway down and the light went out in the car.  The only illumination was the light from the slit in the doors and the dim battery powered emergency light located on the wall which came on.
 
   For a moment, I thought there was a power outage, but then we wouldn't see light through the crack in the doors.  Then I realized what happened as Jen voiced it, “The bloody lift must be on the same circuits as the sound room.”
 
   I nodded then said in resignation, “They'll be leaving then.”  We glanced at each other then, with what I would look back on later as humorous looks, turned to the doors, and started pounding on them as she called out, “Hello?  We're stuck in the elevator!  Can you hear us?  You turned the power out in it!”
 
   I was banging and shouting, “Hello... hello?  We're stuck in here.”
 
   After a couple minutes, we stopped and chuckled at ourselves.  I pulled out my cell and shook my head as I flexed my thumb while I mumbled, “I'll just have Eliza pop over to turn the breakers back on.”
 
   That would have been a simple solution, Eliza was thirty seconds away, except for the fact that I was trying to use a cellphone in a big metal Faraday cage.  I had zero bars.
 
   I looked at Jen and she pulled out her phone, then sighed and showed me the screen. She had zero bars as well.  Oddly I wasn't frightened at all.  I was stuck in an elevator with the sexiest woman I knew.  What a total and complete bummer... not.
 
   Then I looked at the controls and grinned at her.  “Ah-ha.”  I opened the little access door and picked up the emergency phone receiver.  It would work as it was on battery power like the dim orange emergency light.
 
   Jen lifted a finger and started to say, “Umm... Zil?”  I held my hand up and listened to the ringing on the line.  I slowly lowered it from my ear when I heard a faint electronic ringing from somewhere in the silent building.  I blushed as I realized what Jen was trying to say.
 
   She gave an apologetic look and finished, “That rings through to the reception desk.”
 
   We looked around and then I asked, “Isn't there supposed to be, like, a maintenance hatch or something?”
 
   We looked up to the ceiling that was beyond our reach.  She chuckled. “Yup.  There it is.”
 
   We both chuckled again, as if either of us could climb up the elevator shaft and open the doors up there anyway.  Especially Jen in her tight fitting business skirt.  Though it would be fun watching her try.  She clasped my hands, lacing our fingers and held on tightly.  I realized that she was scared and just trying to take it as humorously as I seemed to be.
 
   I looked at her and assured her softly, “It's all going to be fine.”  I looked around then pulled her to the back wall and down to sit beside me, our backs to the wall.  “Looks like our night has been planned out for us.  Worst case, the employees will power us up in the morning.”
 
   She hugged onto my arm for dear life.  Then I learned something new about the woman who fascinated me so much as she admitted, “I'm not really good in small spaces.  The popular boys used to stuff me in my locker back in secondary.”
 
   I laid my head on top of hers to comfort her as I said, “That is unconscionable, but fear not, this is much bigger than a locker, and you have you very own Zilrita goth doll for company.”
 
   She pulled back a bit to look at me with an amused smile on her strained face.
 
   Then I freed my good hand from her death grip and stroked her hair as I observed, “You don't talk about your youth very much.”
 
   She shrugged and replied, “There isn't much good in it.  Not until daddy understood me.  School was a living hell and I didn't have many friends.  The girls who would befriend me were teased by their friends.  My only real friend back then was my own cousin, Josie.  And I only got to see her a few times a year.”
 
   She sighed and slumped back, relaxing a little and kept speaking.  “Then after mum and dad told his family that they decided to help me become the girl I always was inside, they sort of disowned us and forbade Josie to talk to me.  It wasn't until we were eighteen and adults that she was able to consort with me again.”
 
   I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her in so she could lay her head on my shoulder. She continued in a faraway voice, “Josie always saw me for me.  Whenever we were together, she treated me just like I was any other girl.  She would sometimes switch clothes with me when we were playing, then we'd switch back before my folks picked me back up.  She and my mum seemed like they were the only people on my side.”
 
   She smiled up at me for a second and said, “Though I'm pretty sure mum is gender blind.  I really believe she has always just seen me as her baby.  Boy, girl, it didn't matter to her.  And I always tried to get daddy's approval.  I cried happy tears all the time after we had that talk when I was eleven.”
 
   Then she whispered, “He doesn't know that he is my hero.  He saved my life that day.  He never saw his straight razor which I had sitting next to me.  I had dressed in mother's things, trying to leave the world as the girl I felt.”
 
   I stopped breathing then hugged her violently to me and kissed the top of her head as my eyes welled up with tears.  Thinking about the unimaginable anguish she suffered every day to be pushed that far.
 
   Then she shrugged and said, “Everything was different at home then.  And as I developed more feminine characteristics as I matured, then more and more of the girls in school treated me as a peer.  Though the boys became even more violent except a few.  To most I was a curiosity, like an animal in a zoo, after my reassignment surgery.”
 
   She smiled in memory and shared, “One boy in secondary, Gary McCartney, didn't believe the rumors nor the press.  He actively courted me, I felt like a real girl.  When he asked me on my first date, I had to explain to him before we got serious that I was transsexual.”
 
   Her smile faltered. “People get confused between transgender, transsexual, and transvestite.  They think they are all the same.  Transgender is a person who identifies as a certain gender, being stuck in the physical body of the other.  Transsexual is the term used for a transgender who had reassignment surgery to reconfigure their sex organs to match that of their inner self.  Some people crudely call it a sex change operation, when it is changing nothing, it is just moving their physical self more in line with their perceived self.”
 
   She laid her head back on my shoulder. “And transvestite is something altogether different and unrelated.  People have a more visceral reaction to transsexual, which is the label applied to me now, but I still use transgender since people seem more agreeable to that.  I think they wrongly associate transsexual with some sort of fetishism since it has 'sexual' in the name.”
 
   She exhaled fully then took a breath and continued, “That's how Gary reacted, unfortunately.  He asked, 'You're a bloke?' and then accused me of trying to trick him even though everyone had told him.  It felt like a knife to the heart when he said, 'You look almost too good to trick boys into the sack?'  Then he never spoke to me again except for the bullying he and his group of mates subjected me to until graduation.”
 
   I couldn't imagine the torment it would cause a person.  Enough to have you questioning your own identity.  Jen was stronger than anyone I knew.  She finished with, “I have to start out with the trans-woman label whenever anyone asks me out now or shows even the slightest bit of interest.  Even though I am not a trans-woman, I am simply a woman.  I hate labels.  But it diffuses any future uncomfortable situations that way.”
 
   She snuggled into me and I was intensely aware of her heat that was threatening to envelop me.  Then she pulled back a bit to lock eyes with me and whispered, “So you know my secrets.  What about the mysterious Zilrita Marx?  You never ever speak of your childhood. It is almost as if your life started in art school across the pond.  I've known you for years and all I know about your childhood is that apparently, you do have parents, so you didn't magically appear in the world a full grown woman.”
 
   I snorted at that.  Then she laid her head back down, I took a moment as I kissed the top of her head then laid my cheek on it, to think about if I really wanted to share my secrets and my shame with the woman who held my heart, even though she was oblivious to it.
 
   She pleaded with a cute voice, “Please?”
 
   With that, every defense I had crumbled on the spot.  I inhaled, taking in her scent and sighed in defeat as I nodded.  I swear I could hear her devious smile, knowing she had won.
 
   I said carefully as I flexed my thumb, “I don't ever talk about it, to anyone, not even June.”
 
   She seemed to push tighter against me, making me feel safe.
 
   My heart was beating and I was starting to sweat.  It was like the beginning of the panic attacks I had for a few months right after...
 
   I took three deep breaths to stave it off then thought about what I was doing.  I was really going to voice my shame to another person, a person who's opinion meant everything to me.  What if... what if she pulled away after this?  I swallowed and steeled myself, knowing I couldn't deny her if I wanted to, then began. “I was pretty much your normal girl growing up.”
 
   I thought back as I started playing with her silky hair.  “Mom divorced the sperm donor when I was four, not much nice I can say about him, he's never made an attempt to contact me.  I barely remember the guy.  Then she met Isaac and remarried a year later.  Isaac is everything a dad should be.  Strong, responsible, dedicated, a strong role model for anyone.  I love him lots.”
 
   I smiled at the memories. “I took a little flack at school from bigots who thought interracial marriage was wrong.  Isaac taught me that haters are going to hate, just let it roll off your back and enjoy the good things in life instead.”
 
   I smirked and admitted, “I was a little hyperactive and impatient when I was younger.”
 
   She snorted and I tapped the top of her head in reprimand as I grinned.
 
   Then I caved and said, “Fine, still am a bit, but not like back then.  I was always getting into trouble because I would finish assignments early and read ahead or bounce off the walls.”
 
   I scrunched up my face a little as I shared, “I was never a really good student.  I mean I was above average, mostly Bs with an occasional A or C mixed in the lot.  But the teachers saw me as disruptive, especially when I asked a gadzillion questions because I was bored.  Their solution was to advance me one grade in grade school.  The more difficult lessons kept me busy.”
 
   I thought about the next and fought back tears, I made an effort to keep my voice level as I said, “When I was eleven, mom and dad had unexpected news for me.  They hadn't been trying or anything, and it was as big a surprise to them as to me, but they had a little oops and I was going to be a big sister.”
 
   I chuckled at the memory.  “I think they thought I was going to be upset or something.  I didn't see how anyone would be upset about something as awesome as that.  I was going to be a big sister!  I was beyond happy.  All through the pregnancy, I asked a million questions about little Oops.”
 
   I bit my lip hard to force myself to continue in a shaky voice, “When Ratiana was born, I was the proudest big sister in the world.  She was perfect.  Lots of curly black hair and she had a beautiful skin tone, right between mother's pale white and Isaac's dark chocolate.”
 
   I smiled, both in spite of myself and the fist clenched in the pit of my stomach. “We were the neighborhood terrors by the time she was three.  I spent as much time with her as I could whenever I wasn't in school.  She was like a living ray of sunshine and could warm anyone's heart with her infectious smile.”
 
   My heart lightened a little as I shared, “And she was a hugger.  First thing when I got home each night, her arms would be spread wide asking for one, the same before I went off to school each morning.”
 
   I smirked a little at the next part. “When we taught her the alphabet in kindergarten, she started calling them hugz with a Z since Zilrita had a Z.  Though it wasn't until she was five that she could say the Z right, I was more like Swhil to her until then.”
 
   I stopped running my fingers through Jen's hair and thought for a second until she nuzzled her head into my hand as I started relaying the story again, “She loved dresses, and puddles, and animals.  We couldn't have a dog or cat of our own because Mom had severe allergies, so we visited the Denver Zoo frequently, and I would sneak her off to the local pet rescue as often as we could to pet the dogs and cats there.”
 
   I grinned down at Jen who looked up in my eyes, she looked haunted.  I looked away, to the elevator's cage and said, “She simply loved a Nightmare Before Christmas, she watched it almost every night.  She had me dress up as Sally, her favorite character, for Halloween and bring her around trick-or-treating.”
 
   Jen held her breath at that.
 
   I stopped for a long interval, trying to regulate my breathing, pushing off one of those long gone panic attacks.  Jen hugged my arm almost desperately, I knew she knew, the way I spoke in past tense.  I centered myself again, and said in a wavering voice, “Ratiana was just five, in first grade.  I had been bumped up a grade again and was floundering my way through my senior year, the lessons were so much harder.”
 
   I forced myself to breathe, why was this so hard to tell?
 
   My voice cracked as I continued, “It was right after my sixteenth birthday at the end of the school year.  I was filling out my application to the New York Academy of Art, stressing over the fact that I had only mediocre grades and they were an elite school.”
 
   I closed my eyes and felt a tear roll down my cheek as I said hoarsely, “Ratiana came into my room to ask for a hug before she went to her last day of little league soccer.  I had never missed a game, but I had to finish the application and get it mailed off or I'd miss the deadline.”
 
   I started shaking and Jen tightened her grip on me again.
 
   I composed myself and murmured, “I had told her, 'Sorry Rat, no time for a hug, I have to finish this college application, but I'll make it up to you this weekend.  I'll take you out to the park you like, the one with the really big slide.'  She had just nodded cutely and said, 'Deal!  And the Zoo?  Every plan is better with animals.'  Then she started to zoom off with all the energy of a kid but paused long enough to tell me, 'You'll get in and you'll do great.  There's nothin' my big sis can't do.'”
 
   I shuddered with a silent sob and forced myself to continue, “It was a freak accident.  Mom called me from the hospital.  Ratiana had been hit in the temple by a ball and fell to the ground like a broken doll.  The doctors said she had massive swelling of the brain.  By the time I arrived at the hospital, she was gone.  I never got to say goodbye and I never gave her a last hug.”
 
   I was openly crying now and somehow our positions had shifted and Jen was holding me now and shushing me as she stroked my hair as I rocked.  I looked up at her with bleary eyes, my voice was hoarse and pained as I said, “I never gave her that last hug, the damn application was too fucking important... that's why I have this obsession with hugs.  What if... what if I didn't, and... and I never see the person again?”
 
   I shook it all away and said in a calmer voice than I thought I was capable of, “I was a mess after that and wracked with guilt.  I know it is irrational, but I still felt guilty.  I had these panic attacks at school after the funeral.  I hugged mom, dad, and everyone I knew, as often as I could.  School ended and I was just a ghost of myself, I felt like my love of life had died with Ratiana.  I felt gloomy and depressed all the time.  So I changed my look to reflect that.  I think she was still influencing my decisions, I went goth, like Sally.”
 
   I exhaled and calmed myself. “Summer had begun, a letter arrived from the art academy and I just hid it away, unopened. Mom and Isaac sat me down to have a serious talk with me.  They were concerned about my radical personality change and were talking about things like therapists and the who gambit.  It was Isaac that knocked me out of my funk.”
 
   I grinned a little in the memory as I said wistfully, “He grabbed my hand and said to me, 'Life is really the shits sometimes, baby doll.  It's how we take the hits and keep on slogging forward that defines us.  Ratiana loved you with all her heart, you were her role model.  Do you really think she would want you to suffer the way you are now?  Or live your life to the fullest?  To embrace the world and make it smile the way you used to?  What would she tell you if she were here right now?'”
 
   Jen pulled back to look at me, her eyes were mesmerizing and I gave her a small smile and said, “I told him, 'She'd want me to be happy.  She said I'd do great.  And there wasn't anything I couldn't do.'  He had just cocked an expectant eyebrow at me and I sobbed into his shoulder.  I tried hard the rest of the summer to be the person my little sis looked up to.  I don't want to disappoint her.  I could feel my happiness and hyperactivity slowly returning, and I felt so guilty about it.  I never changed my look, I kind of liked the way people reacted to it by then.”
 
   I gave her an embarrassed look. “One weekend, mom asked, 'Doesn't the new school year start at the art academy Monday?  Why didn't they ever respond to your application?  The commercial artwork you sent in was unbelievable Zil.' That's when I remembered the letter.  I ran and got it and opened it with my parents.  I had been accepted, and I got a partial scholarship instead of a full one because of my mediocre grades.  They said it was the commercial art instructor that swayed their vote because she was really impressed and intrigued by my mock advertisements.”
 
   I shrugged and said with a sad chuckle, “We thought it was too late to accept.  Isaac called the school and explained we had a death in the family, and they were very understanding and said so long as I made up any missed assignments I could arrive at any time.  I told them it would be two weeks because I had to give my employer a two-week notice at the printing shop I was interning at, preparing art for the press and doing the books.  The Academy commended me for my professionalism and work ethic.”
 
   I smiled genuinely at the next.  “That's when I met June, Sammi, Abbey and the rest of June's Eight.  I felt with them, the same way I felt with Ratiana, like they were my sisters.  It wasn't the same intensity, but damn close.  I'll always have a hole in my heart where my baby sister lives, but these incredible girls helped bring my happiness back.  And damn are they all great huggers.  Grawl.”
 
   Then I admitted my other shame, “I've never been home since.  It's been thirteen years.  I still speak with mom and dad occasionally, and send cards and gifts, I just can't bring myself to go home.  I can't feel that pain again.  I miss Ratiana so much.”  Then I shrugged and murmured, “Maybe it's time, I'm just a coward.”
 
   Jen looked at me, into me, through me, I couldn't read anything in her expression, but her eyes threatened to drown me in their intensity.
 
   She whispered, “Oh Zilrita.”  Then she just held me for a while and I basked in her warmth. I felt... safe.
 
   After a few minutes of silence, she pulled back a bit again to look at me with a reassuring smile.  I felt so close to her at that moment.  Then she looked at my lips.  I bit my lip and looked at hers.  We started leaning in, and I could feel her breath, hot on my face... then we almost jumped out of our skins when someone pounded loudly on the elevator doors below.
 
   June was calling out loudly, “Zil?  Stems?”
 
   We started laughing uncontrollably as we looked at each other.  I know I had regret on my face as I turned to look at the floor and yelled, “We're stuck between floors June.  The power is off.”
 
   There was a pause and then her voice took on an incredulous tone, “Why didn't you just use the manual crank then?”
 
   The whosie whatsit?
 
   I called out, “The what?”
 
   We looked around the ancient elevator and at a circular device below the emergency phone that looked like a large drum with a handle on it and a button above it.
 
   I heard someone chuckle, it was deeper than June's and it was honey dipped, must have been Eliza.  June explained, “This is an old manual crank, traction, Otis Elevator from the nineteen twenties.  They retrofitted it with and electric motor but the hand controls still work according to the caretaker who told me when we were looking to buy the building.”
 
   I grabbed the handle and gave it an experimental crank and nothing happened.  I said, “You were misinformed, it doesn't do anything.”
 
   She sounded like she was an instructor, teaching a lesson to a dense student as she droned out, “There should be a large button.  That's the deadman's switch.  It uncouples the crank in case of, well in case the operator drops dead...  so the elevator doesn't come crashing down.  You have to hold it in as you crank.  The button runs on the emergency battery.”
 
   I exchanged crooked smiles with Jen, then I shrugged and pushed the button in, I heard a clank in the drum then pulled on the crank with all my strength, to my surprise, it only took a moderate effort and the elevator moved up a few inches.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at a surprised looking Jen,  She chuckled as I let go of the controls and she called down, “Just how do you know all of this J-Dub?”
 
   It was my turn to chuckle as I explained, “Because she's June, duh.  I stopped asking a long time ago how she knows things or gets things done.”
 
   I took a deep breath and smiled at her and asked, “Going down?”  Then I held the button and started cranking the other way.  The elevator started moving smoothly but slowly down.
 
   Jen laid a hand on my arm and shook her head and whispered, “Not yet.”
 
   I stopped and she smiled sadly and showed me my face in her compact.  Ewww!  Great running mascara Batman!  I looked awful.  Like an extra on the set of the Crow, or Bladerunner.
 
   She helped clean me up and I reapplied.  I put my arms to my side and cocked my hip in a silly pinup pose.  She chuckled and said, “Better.”
 
   I nodded a thanks then went about developing my biceps as I hand cranked the elevator to the ground floor.  When we stopped, I called out, “Ding!”
 
   Then June said from the other side, “Now past the cage you'll see a little metal scissor bar across the door.  There should be a foot press at the base of the bar.  Push that down to release the doors.”
 
   I looked down, and sure enough, I saw it.  I pushed my toe through the cage and pressed it down with a little effort.  There was a click and the doors opened an inch, then Vanessa shoved the doors open and stood there holding them as she said, “Hi.”  We shook our heads at her as we smiled hugely then opened the cage and stepped out under Van's arms.
 
   Our three rescuers looked into the elevator before Vanessa let the door close.  I handed out hugz like candy, then I grinned sheepishly and explained, “Apparently the elevator is on the same circuit as the sound room.  The workers flipped that breaker before they left tonight.”
 
   Then I paused and looked accusingly at June as I asked, “Wait, how did you know we were stuck in there?”
 
   J-Dub just put on her cocky, self-assured look, which always made me grin, and she answered with, “We didn't.  A couple hours after closing time, the security firm called me to tell me that the alarm system hadn't been armed tonight.  They asked if we wanted it armed remotely.  I couldn't imagine Jen ever not arming the alarm before she left.  That would be like Wile E. Coyote forgetting the phone number to the Acme corporation.”
 
   She wiggled her eyebrows at the apt comparison then continued, “So we called her.  No answer.  Then we called you.  No answer.  So I told Nessie we should check it out.”
 
   Eliza rolled her eyes. “What Miss Hotshot here isn't saying is that she called me in a panic on their way here.  She was spouting off nonsense about accidents and kidnappings and something about platypus tunneling machines.”
 
   June pointed at her and narrowed her eyes. “Hey now, I was worried about them, lady.”
 
   Liza batted at her finger like a cat.
 
   She gave Liza one last playful warning look and said like she hadn't been interrupted, “So when we got here, we heard your voices murmuring.  Then it was quiet until we got back to the elevator, and when it didn't come when we pushed the call button, we realized you must be stuck in there.”
 
   Eliza was grinning like a loon now and she said, “Well since there is neither blood and gore, nor ransom notes, I gotta bet back over tho the club before things get into full swing.”
 
   I collected my hug toll then the other two led us through the building to the door.  Jen armed the system and we exited the building and walked to the cars.
 
   I looked back at the building and the now crowded parking lot and the long line wrapping around the building.  It never ceased to amaze me, the draw that Walker's has.  And the old time look and feel made you think you were stepping back in time to the roaring twenties.
 
   We hugged our rescuers, and June whispered into my ear as we hugged, “Your eyes are positively puffy and red, you've been crying.  Do we need to talk?”
 
   I smiled and whispered back before I let go, “No, everything is fine.”  I nodded to reinforce it.
 
   We watched them go and then I drove my well-dressed accomplice home.  She hesitated as she got out of the car and said in a soft voice, “We need to talk Zil.  Soon.”
 
   I nodded, dreading the conversation about the almost kiss.  About emotions being heightened in the elevator and she didn't know what she was doing.  I waited until she got into her apartment before I drove off... alone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Denver
 
   I awoke from a fitful sleep by the Nightmare Before Christmas theme playing incessantly, my cellphone's ringtone.  I was beyond exhausted as I looked blearily at the glowing green numbers on my bedside clock.  It was three in the morning.  What do the Brits say?  Bloody Hell.  The music stopped as I was reaching for the cell.  Then it buzzed and quacked in my hand, now an incoming text message?
 
   I sat up and yawned then looked at the screen.  I blinked, talking about my parent's must have sent up a cosmic flare or something, it was from Isaac.  I shook my head to fully awaken, then I froze as I read the text.  I could feel the blood draining from my face as I got a little dizzy.  It read, “Esmeralda in hospital.  Emergency surgery.  Call home.”
 
   I heard a little girl somewhere on my head squeaking out a frightened, “Mom?”
 
   I quickly pulled up my voicemail and listened to Isaac's message.  Mom had a ruptured appendix and it was looking grim.  I was dialing him immediately.
 
   He answered with a strained, “Baby doll?”
 
   I rushed as I said, “Is she going to be ok?  Is there news?”
 
   He said in that deep bass rumble of his, “They just took her in, I don't know but I heard one nurse saying something about complications.”
 
   Please God, not again.
 
   I whispered, “Ok dad, I'll be right there.  I'm on my way... home.”  I hung up in shock and realized I was hyperventilating.  I forced myself to calm down as I quickly pulled up London Harmony's travel agent on my iPad.  There was a flight to D.C. heading out in just over three hours.  Then I can fly to Denver from there.  I booked a flight and dressed, then headed to the door with nothing but my purse and my passport.
 
   I was on the phone to Jen, I hadn't even realized I was calling her before I got a sleepy and concerned sounding, “Zil?”
 
   I said quickly, “I have to go away for a bit.  I don't know when I'll be back.  I'll call later.  Goodbye, Jen.”  I hung up and then added into space, “I love you.”
 
   Then I was calling June.
 
   She answered with all the pep in the world, “Barney's Roadkill Grill.  You kill 'em, we grill 'em.  How can I help you?”
 
   I took a deep breath and then tried to keep a level voice.  “Hi June, I need...  I need to take some time off.  It's mom... she's in surgery... appendix burst... I don't know when I...”
 
   She cut me off with all the compassion and surety I have grown to love about my pseudo-sister,  “Go home Zil, be with your parents.  We can handle things here, I got this shit.”
 
   I nodded into the air, my eyes blurring.  “I love you, I'll call when I know something.”
 
   She said without hesitation, “Love you too, lady.  Talk to you soon.”
 
   I nodded and then turned my phone off and concentrated on driving and focusing on the road, instead of letting the panic win.
 
   I don't really remember much about the trip from London to D.C. only that it took about a hundred times longer than I remembered.  Maybe I was just too worried about my mom.  First thing I did when we landed was to call Isaac.  He told me she was out of surgery and in ICU for a twenty-four-hour hold, for observation.
 
   I told him I would be in Denver in less than five hours and would see him at the hospital.  I hung up and went through customs.  The man at the counter looked at my passport then cocked an eyebrow as he whistled lightly and said, “Welcome home Miss. Marx.  You've been away for quite some time.”
 
   I nodded and sort of tuned him out as he asked all the usual questions while I answered on autopilot.  I had just eleven minutes to make my connecting flight.
 
   When I stepped across the line, into U.S. Territory again for the first time in the better part of a decade, I paused for a second to contemplate that.  I had been a terrible daughter.  I hurried down the concourse and just barely made my connecting flight.  I sat in my spendy first class seat; it was the only seat available when I booked it; then willed the plane to go faster when we took off.  Not like it mattered, I didn't really spend much, never went on vacation, and June had made me a very wealthy woman.
 
   I slept on the flight so it seemed to take no time at all before we were wheels down in Denver.  I could feel it when I stepped outside of the airport and inhaled deeply.  My body recognized the thin air of the Mile High City.  The airport hadn't changed much at all.
 
   I hailed a cab and minutes later we were pulling up to the hospital entrance at Denver Health, just across Cherry Creek in the Capitol Hill district.  It was just a stone's throw from my family home.  I paid the cabbie, made my way in, and found my way to the Intensive Care ward.
 
   Then one of the few times my look backfired on me reared its head, when I told the woman at the desk, who was eyeing me with a disapproving look, “I'm here to see a patient, Esmeralda Slader, she was admitted yesterday.”
 
   She pointed at a sign.  That said, “Intensive Care.  No visitors.  Immediate family only.”
 
   I nodded. “I'm her daughter.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, looked at some clipboard, then said, “I'll need to see some valid photo identification.”
 
   I pulled out my U.K. Driver's license and showed her and she examined it with an eagle eye then looked at the clipboard.  Then she handed it back to me and asked, “You married?”
 
   I shook my head in exasperation, what kind of dumbass question was that?
 
   Then she said, “Different last names Miss Marx?”  Like she had caught me in a lie.
 
   I exhaled loudly and said in frustration, “I'm a product of her first marriage if you really must know.”  I was on the verge of tears, and not thinking clearly in my frustration.  It was obvious this woman was going to do whatever it took to stop me from going back to see mother.
 
   I was about to say something I'd regret later, when a large looming figure started coming down the hall in his long characteristic strides.  Just like the superhero I have always seen him as, Isaac came stepping up to me and bent to engulf me in a tight bear hug as he kissed the top of my head and said in a voice full of emotion, “Baby doll.”
 
   I just held onto him and whispered into his chest, “Daddy.”
 
   When he released me, he motioned his head back to the hall and I shook my head and said, “She won't let me back to see mom.”
 
   He turned to the woman and said in his deep, calm manner, “This is Esmeralda's little girl.  Why can't she come back?”
 
   I noted that his shoulder length black locks now had some silver mixed in but the big man still had all his muscle.
 
   The nurse was obviously smitten with Isaac as she smiled and offered hastily, “Oh, I'm so sorry Mr. Slader, of course, she can go back.”
 
   Then just like that, he was guiding me down the hall with one of his giant bear paws on my back.
 
   He led me into a room and pulled back a curtain to reveal a woman who looked just like I would in seventeen years.  She had honey blonde hair and dark eyes that mirrored mine.  She looked so frail and sickly just then in her hospital gown, all hooked up to monitors and an IV.  Nothing like the vital and energetic woman I knew her to be.
 
   I squeaked out, “Mommy?” And she turned.  Her exhausted look transformed into a bright smile that was like a beacon of warmth.  There she was, the woman I knew.
 
   She held out a hand and grabbed the air in desperation, “Zil?!  Come here baby.”
 
   I ran to her side and Isaac just stood by the door, giving us this moment.  I hugged her carefully and she kissed my forehead and stroked my hair.  She smirked at me and said, “You look good.”
 
   I smirked back and retorted, “And you look like you're laid up in a hospital.  What happened?”
 
   She chuckled and Isaac joined us, sliding a chair into the back of my legs so I sat, still holding mom's hand.  She shrugged a little and I could see the tired weariness sort of sliding off of her as she shared, “I'm not really sure.  One moment I was hanging up some plants on the porch, the next minute I was waking up on this bed with all these tubes and machines hooked up to me.  Your dad can tell you more than I can.
 
   I looked around at the devices, there were two that looked like heart monitors and some other devices with squiggly lines on the monitors.  I didn't know what half of it was.  We both looked at Isaac. He gave a rumbling chuckle as he moved over to the other side of the bed and grabbed mom's other hand between his.
 
   He explained, “We were doing some yard work and your mother screamed and doubled over on the porch.  By the time I got there, she had passed out from the pain.  There were no warning signs, she had no pain before that, but they said she had a ruptured... no what was the term?  Perforated?  Yeah, a perforated appendix.”
 
   He was as calm as a mountain like always, then he added with a little smirk, “They were already prepping for surgery when the ambulance arrived here.  But they ran into another complication when they typed her blood.  They had to do things a little differently because of the baby.”
 
   The... what?  I sat there, not breathing for a moment as my mind caught up.  I glanced at the two heart monitors again, one heartbeat was going much faster.  Mother was... 
 
   Isaac supplied, “Pregnant.  The blood test showed she was pregnant.  Once they finished the surgery they wanted her to stay a minimum of twenty-four hours to make sure the baby is ok.  Your mother should recover in a couple weeks since everything went well.”
 
   I realized that a smile was slowly growing on my face.  I whispered,  “I'm going to be... a... a...”
 
   Mom smiled and squeezed my hand and supplied, “A big sister again.  They said I'm about eleven weeks along.  I thought I was just hitting menopause when I was late and thought my weight gain was associated.”
 
   Then Isaac looked rattled as he mumbled in realization, “Good lord, were going to be in our mid-sixties when the child graduates high school.”
 
   Mom and I both chuckled at the big man and I looked at my mom then the heart monitors again.  I asked, “Boy or girl?”
 
   She gave her husband a warm smile, he must have already asked.  Hey, like father like daughter.  She said, “They won't be able to tell with any surety for at least another week.  They've scheduled an ultrasound.  The docs want to keep a close eye on Eggbert in there since I'm at an 'advanced' age.  At least, I'm advanced in something.”  She gave a cheesy grin that was a mirror of my own.
 
   I almost giggled.  I was going to be a big sister again.  Then like Isaac, I did the math.  Holy schemoley, I'd be forty eight when the kid graduated.  Older sister indeed.  Then I sobered and laid my head on her shoulder and whispered, “I'm so sorry I wasn't here.  I should have been.  I was so scared that I was going to lose you like...”  I stopped talking and she nodded and squeezed my hand again.
 
   She said in that motherly tone that was full of warmth, “I know baby.  But you are here now.  That is all that counts.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Surreal
 
   They released mom at six that night, she looked a lot better with her clothes on and her hair done, though she moved slow from the surgery.  I had to grin at the old club cab Dodge Ram pickup with the big push bar in front of the grill.  Isaac has had that beast since I was a little girl.
 
   He had to carefully lift mom up to the front passenger seat since she couldn't get up the little-lowered step.  Having people poking around inside your abdomen and cutting and sewing things up or whatever they do in there, makes stairs and steps a little difficult.
 
   I hopped up into the back seat.  The interior was still as pristine as the day he bought the truck though the bed was well used.  That was a little odd.  He treated Tank like another child, and it wasn't like he hauled anything, working for the bank.
 
   Dad asked on the short ride across Cherry Creek to the family house on Eleventh, “Where's your bags, Rita?”
 
   I pursed my lips then admitted, “I didn't pack any.  I came as soon as I got your text.”
 
   He glanced at me in the mirror and said, “You've grown a bit since you ran off to college.  We have all your old stuff but not much will fit now that you're... umm...  well.”
 
   Mom chuckled at his discomfort and prodded, “You can say it Isaac, no need to blush. Now that you're a woman, Zil.  I have some stuff you can change into.  How long are you staying?”
 
   I felt my shame rising as I blushed and asked in a quiet voice, “How long is your recovery?”
 
   She smiled and said in a soft tone, “You'll probably want to run out and get some clothes and necessities in the morning then.”
 
   I nodded then started to ask some questions but stopped and just gawked at the three-story Victorian home lit up in the early evening twilight. It was wedged in between two similar homes on the long block they lived on.  It looked as if it belonged in a home showcase somewhere.
 
   Don't get me wrong, it was pretty before, and a great place to grow up in, but it was now restored to it's former glory from when it was built in the late eighteen hundreds, when Denver was still young.  The faded white I was used to seeing, was now rich hunter green with deep maroon accents.
 
   The old, sturdy, weather-beaten porch was restored to like new.  I noted a wheelchair ramp going up between the narrow strip of yard between the houses to the level of the porches on either side, effectively and artistically joining the wraparound porches between theirs and the neighbors.  Nobody thought about accessibility back in the eighteen hundreds.
 
   Our next door neighbor, Mr. Gonzales, always had the pride of neighborhood with his restored Victorian, and his prize roses on the other side of his brick fence with it's beautiful wrought iron gate.  But now that fence was extended in front of mom's yard, and they had a matching gate.  Instead of the little chain link fence I remember.
 
   I noted that both of the houses now had big brass plaques on them, declaring them to be on the National Register of Historic Places, and there was an old fashioned Bed and Breakfast sign hanging over the steps on Mr. Gonzales' porch.
 
   The yard was immaculate too.  A well groomed lilac bush at the corner of the house and a well-manicured yard with a short brick wall around the giant oak tree I used to play on.  The mammoth tree shaded the entire little front yard and it hung out over the sidewalk and street on the other side.  A far cry from the patchy lawn I used to mow with our old manual push mower.
 
   I noted an outdoor stairway going up at the back of the porch that wasn't there before either.  I turned to mom, my mouth hanging open in shock.  Mom chuckled at me and reached back, wincing, and closed my mouth.
 
   She chuckled out, “Isaac got a hobby.  We had to do something with all those monthly checks you insist on sending.  You really need to stop doing that baby girl.  We're fine here.”
 
   I nodded though I wouldn't stop.  Like clockwork, each month, half of my obscenely huge paycheck was sent to my folks, since the day I started working for... no... working with, June.  I looked away from her challenge and back at the house as we pulled past and turned down the road to the alley.  Isaac hit his garage door opener, and we parked in the large two car garage that had been meticulously restored as well.
 
   Even the interior of the garage looked like it was brand new.  I hopped out beside a small SUV, which I assumed was mom's, and paused at the rounded shape under a canvas tarp sitting in front of the vehicle.
 
   I couldn't stop my smile.  I couldn't believe they still had her.  My old Volkswagen Bug, Lady.  Isaac laid a large paw on my shoulder when he came around to help mom down.  He assured me, “I've kept the little deathtrap running.”
 
   He never liked the survivability numbers on a Bug versus good Detroit steel in a wreck, and always wanted me to get rid of Lady.
 
   He helped mom down, then pulled the tarp off of the car in a sweeping motion.  I giggled.  There was my dented up, partially rusted, bright yellow Bug.  I stepped up and ran my fingers lovingly along the silly green grass and flowers that Ratiana and I had painted on her hood in a fit of silliness.  How was I supposed to know the paint wasn't water soluble?  Lady definitely turned heads.  She wasn't a beauty by any stretch of the imagination, but she was mine.
 
   They must have been saying something to me because mother had to get my attention by laying her hand on mine, where it rested on the stick figures of Ratiana and me.  My triangle that was supposed to be a skirt was black “Like Sally” and hers, blue, her favorite color.
 
   I looked up, gave an apologetic smile, and said, “Hmm?  Sorry, what was that?”
 
   Isaac chuckled.  “I said, I'll move them around tonight so you can use it tomorrow.  The plates are current.  Ezie can't use hers for two weeks anyway.”
 
   I nodded and looked at the familiar dots of pitch all over my car from where I used to park it out on the narrow street under the oak tree.
 
   We exited the garage into the little back yard, which was now lush green like the front, and a brick path now led to the covered back door, lined with dozens of kinds of flowers in neat and tidy flowerbeds.  The giant oak that matched the one up front was still there.  I glanced at the little back porch.  The stairs I saw from the front, wrapped around the back and there was a small platform at a new door into the attic space.
 
   I smiled, when I was a little girl, I built a fort up there.  It had exposed rafters, and the exposed ceiling joists from the second floor had insulation sprayed between them.  There were sheets of plywood laid down to walk on.  They ran from the tiny attic door, from the narrow staircase from behind the linen closet, to the two arched stained glass windows on either end of the space.
 
   A couple sheets of plywood had been tucked beside one window and it had boxes of old knickknacks and Christmas decorations and such.  I had rearranged them to make a fort, where I would go to read to be alone and imagine all the adventures I would have as I grew up.  I had still used it even when I was a teen.  Though it was much improved by then with a tiny table, little reading lamp, and a comfortable chair.
 
   I smiled.  Rat had made some fun additions to it, including her stick figure art which we put in frames and hung on the beams on the wall, and a tunnel for her under the boxes.  The dread I thought I'd feel, being reminded of her wasn't there.  Sure, there was a heavy feeling of loss, that something was missing inside me, but the happy memories did something to soften it, to warm a part of that absence.  I was a little surprised at that.
 
   We got mother inside.  It seems they weren't done with the surprises.  The interior was just as meticulously restored as the exterior.  And the worn linoleum in the kitchen had been torn out and what looked like original hardwood flooring, now glistened with pretty carpet runners protecting the high traffic areas.
 
   Isaac said, “Get Ezie set up in the guest room, no need to aggravate her abdomen with the stairs for a couple days.  I'll get some tea brewing for her.”
 
   I nodded and brought mom through the show house I barely recognized.  Once I got her settled in and tucked an extra pillow or two behind her.  Dad joined us with tea.
 
   Then mom grabbed my hand and said, “Now that all the excitement is done, tell us about London.  Are you happy?  Is there a special someone there?  I know you write, but there is only so much you can put in a letter.”
 
   I nodded and smiled as I shared, “Yes, I'm happy.  I have the most wonderful group of people over there who care for me.  There isn't a special someone... well there is but they don't realize I exist outside of the friend-zone.”  I shrugged.
 
   She smiled as she grabbed my hand and postulated, “Well knowing how you are at expressing your feelings, I'd guess that you haven't told him.  That was always something you needed to work on, Zil.  He'd be lucky to have you.”
 
   I smiled weakly at her then glanced at Isaac before looking at my hand on my mother's  I tried to remember the last time she had done that... I exhaled, realizing it was the day I left for New York for college.  I corrected her quietly and admitted, “She.  She's a woman.”
 
   I kept my eyes down, waiting for her to withdraw her hand, I didn't really know how they would react to my admission.  Instead, she just gave me a reassuring squeeze as Isaac rumbled from where he sat in a plush chair by the vanity, “Then she'd be lucky to have you Baby Doll.”
 
   I looked up, my eyes were brimming with tears though I really couldn't tell you why.  I looked between the two best parents a girl could have and felt my guilt resurfacing.  I had been away for so long, out of my own irrational fear of coming home.  Afraid of my own feelings, afraid of the pain.  I whispered as I looked back and forth between them, “I love you guys.”
 
   They beamed smiles back at me, and mom asked, “What's her name?  Do you have pictures?”  She was just as excited as the first time I had a thing for one of the boys in high school.
 
   I sniffed and wiped my eyes on my sleeve and nodded with a smile as I pulled out my cell.  I powered it up and I saw a dozen missed text messages and a couple voice mails from Jen.  I pulled up a photo of her and said with enthusiasm, “Her name is Jennifer.  She's the most amazing girl, and pretty much my best friend.”
 
   Mom took it and looked at the picture and cocked her eyebrow and handed it over to Isaac.  He stretched out and took it and whistled when he looked at it and said, “Quite a looker.”
 
   Mom asked, “Is she a fashion model?  Please don't say you are pining over a model, they are so high maintenance and borderline crazy.”
 
   I chuckled at her teasing.  “No, she's not a model mom, well she did some modeling for her prior employer, but no.  She's the receptionist extraordinaire at London Harmony.  You'd really like her, she has a shoe fetish just like you.”  I contemplated that with a sly grin and added, “So maybe she is borderline crazy.”
 
   Isaac snorted and covered his mouth.
 
   Mom shot him a playful scolding look then she grinned at me as she defended, “A girl can never have enough shoes.”
 
   Then the two-way, question and answer session began.  I told them everything I could about London, and my pseudo-family over there and they caught me up on the happenings in the Mile High City.  It seems that Isaac's favorite cousin, Steven, had married Missy Hannigan back in Seattle.  I had to blink at the small world.  That was one of my friend's, Brandye Franklin-Callahan's, eccentric aunt.
 
   The painkillers were making mom drowsy so we decided to let her sleep.  I kissed her forehead and stepped out into the hall with Isaac.  He put a hand out in an ushering motion and he said as he followed me out into the living room then up the stairs, “She'll have more zip in the morning.  You look exhausted yourself.  We can visit more in the morning over breakfast.”
 
   He stood in the hall as I turned into my room.  I blinked at it then looked back at him.  He had the cheesiest grin; white teeth standing out on his dark skin.  I murmured, “What happened?”  It was set up like a mini den, with a desk and bookshelves on every wall.  None of my stuff was anywhere.  What did I expect?  I had been gone over a third of my life.
 
   He chuckled then said, “We moved your stuff to the attic.”
 
   I blinked and nodded and he made an ushering motion again as he shared, “You won't be sleeping here.”
 
   I started moving stiffly.  Thinking wildly that the only other bedroom beside theirs was... Ratiana's.  I walked mechanically beside him but exhaled in relief as we passed Ratiana's door.  I was relieved they didn't expect me to sleep in there.  I glanced inside as we passed, it was exactly as I remembered it.
 
   I was beyond confused just then.  We reached the little narrow staircase to the attic and he motioned his hand, palm up to the stairs.  He shrugged at my confusion. “Your mother said that if you ever came back home, you'd need your own place.  It has its own door and stairs outside.”
 
   He followed me up the stairs in my confusion, the wooden stairs protested under his weight. Then I opened the little door at the top and stepped into the attic and froze.  He just stood in the doorway, taking up the whole opening, with a shit-eating grin on his face.
 
   I turned away and took it in.  It was a gorgeous little studio apartment.  My bed was there in one corner and all of my things were neatly displayed around the great room.  There was a small kitchenette by the back door onto the stairs and the darkness of night beyond.  The stained glass windows sparkled.  The place was divided by a wall with two doors.
 
   Isaac stepped in, scooting me in farther to look around.  He explained, “There is a little bathroom shoehorned in there.  It only has a shower, there was no room for a tub.  The other door at the end there is the closet.”
 
   I turned and looked at him incredulously, then glommed onto him in a tight hug.  I whispered, “Love you, dad.”
 
   He kissed the top of my head and we released each other as he said, “I love you too, Baby Doll.  Now get some sleep.  I'll call you down for breakfast.”  Then he turned and lumbered out the door and headed down, stairs creaking all the way.
 
   I took a moment to look around the space.  All of my things were there, neatly tucked away.  The place was amazing.  I never imagined the attic could look like this.  I felt that familiar pang of guilt.  Mom had Isaac do this, hoping one day I'd come home.
 
   I yawned so wide and violently that my jaws ached.  Wow, that one snuck up on me.  I flexed my aching thumb then I yawned again and shuffled over to the dresser by my bed and opened the top drawer and smiled.  I pulled out an oversize black tee that I used as a nightshirt back then.  It was a Mandy Harris tour shirt, June would get a kick out of it.  It would barely reach my knees now.  Then I headed to the little bathroom to get ready for bed.
 
   By the time I shut off the lights, plugged in my phone charger and put the phone on my nightstand, I felt the past two days slam down on me like a lead balloon.  I snuggled into bed.  I felt beyond exhausted, but I had one last, extremely important thing to do.
 
   I reached over for my cell and looked at the time, crap, it would be almost three in the morning in London.  I didn't want to wake Jen.  So I texted.  “In Denver, mom was ill.  So very exhausted, will fill you in tomorrow.”  Then I hesitated, I had almost added: “I love you.”  Texting while drowsy is not safe.  Instead, I added as an alternative, “Miss you so very much, lady. -Zil”
 
   I faded off quickly, the last waking portion of my brain noting that my phone buzzed almost right away after I set it down.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Recovery
 
   I woke up finally feeling rested for the first time since being stuck in the elevator.  I stretched and looked around and was confused for a second until I remembered where I was.  I heard Isaac's voice calling out from the top of the second-floor stairs, “Rita?  You awake?  Breakfast in ten.”
 
   That's when I noticed the tantalizing smell of a home cooked breakfast had snuck its way into my room.  Oh dear lord, was that sausage?  I was drooling a bit as my stomach growled loudly.  When was the last time I ate anything?  That must have been what roused me before Isaac called up.
 
   I chirped out as I pulled stray strands of black hair from my mouth, “Be right down!”
 
   I rummaged through my old things and chuckled.  If I wore any of these shirts, it would be almost pornographic.  I found a larger tee which I used to tie at my belly, it would fit nicely now, then pulled out a pair of sweats.  Fashion statement this would not be, but as they pointed out, I'm not exactly the same size I was when I left for college when I was sixteen.  I've grown a couple inches and developed more umm... mature curves.
 
   I put on my socks, knowing the floors in the drafty house were a little chilly in the morning. Then in a fit of nostalgia, I ran to the door and slid on my socks.  I chuckled at myself then headed downstairs, I paused at my parent's room and noted the bed was neatly made.  Isaac hadn't slept there, I had no doubt he slept in the chair beside mom in the guest room.
 
   I set about following my nose down to the main level, to the eggs, sausage and... When I saw them, I blurted out, “Waffles!”  
 
   This got mom smiling over the rim of her coffee cup at me, her eyes twinkling.  Isaac turned around as I skipped to him and hugged his waist.  He beamed a big smile down at me and said as I released him, “They're still your favorite aren't they, Baby Doll?”
 
   I nodded and went over to mother.
 
   I looked at her, she was looking much better, still weary and a little pale, but much more like mom.  Only with a few little wrinkles and a bit of grey in her honey blonde hair.  Time marches on.  “How are you feeling, Mom?”  I held my own shoulders, afraid to hurt her if I hugged her.
 
   She smiled and held an arm out in invitation, “Sore, tender, and achy, but much better than before.”
 
   I accepted her invitation and hugged her like a porcelain doll.
 
   I went to grab a coffee, but Isaac put one on the table beside mom's and ordered, “Sit.”
 
   I sat my ass down and grinned at him and made dog ears with my hands and lolled out my tongue.  He shook a spatula at me and narrowed one eye as he smiled and rumbled out, “You ladies gossip or whatever womenfolk do, I'll have breakfast ready in a jiff.”
 
   He hopped to the side, chuckling as he retreated, avoiding the coaster he knew mom would fling at him as she snorted, “Womenfolk?”
 
   I was grinning like a loon that they were still so playful with each other after over twenty-five years together.  Dat be luv.  Mom was again smiling over the rim of her coffee cup as she sipped.
 
   Then I asked, “So tell me how things have been in Denver.”
 
   She shook her head and said in amazement, “I still can't get over how much you've grown.  You sent pictures, but... Look at you, you're a successful businesswoman now.”  Then she went about filling me in on things she hadn't put in our letters or emails.  It made me realize again that I had been away for so very long.
 
   Isaac went about moving the plates of food from the island to the table.  I went to swipe a sausage link and he slapped my hand with a wink.  I sat on my hands until he was done and finished pouring orange juice for us.  Then he sat and placed a napkin on his lap.  We were like ravenous wolves pouncing on unsuspecting waffles and eggs in their natural habitat.  They hadn't stood a chance.
 
   We chatted throughout the meal, catching up some more.  Then I contemplated the last bite of my fourth waffle.  I really needed to make the time to make proper breakfasts again, I missed home cooked food like this.  A coffee and a bagel for breakfast just weren't the same.
 
   As I pointed a finger and narrowed my eyes in warning at mom, who tried to get up to clear the table, I hopped up and started clearing and washing the dishes.  Isaac came over with a dish towel for drying duty.  Mom spoke as we worked, “Rita.  Isaac and I were talking this morning, we've decided that if Eggbert is a boy, we would call him Quinnel Isaac Slader.”
 
   I smiled, that was a strong name.  A good name.
 
   Isaac chuckled out, “Your mother was always a little eccentric with names.”
 
   I scrunched my nose at him and warned, “You shush, it's a great name.”
 
   He held his big paws up in surrender.  Then he said when prompted by a look from mom, “Your mother and I decided that if the baby is a girl, we'd like for you to pick her name.”
 
   I blinked at them.  Me?  I couldn't possibly... my traitorous mouth blurted out the name I wanted to use if I ever had a daughter of my own, “Luminita.”
 
   Mom smiled at that and softly said, “Luminita.  Little light?”  Then her smile grew, “I like that.  Luminita Ratiana Slader.”
 
   I swallowed at the middle name, then nodded my approval.
 
   Isaac was smiling as mother said it, she sounded like she was afraid to say it too loudly or the world would swallow the sound whole.  The he smirked and teased, “Dear Lord, there are two of them with the gift for coming up with eccentric names.”
 
   I slapped his shoulder lightly and he winked down at me and assured us, “I like it too.  If the child is a little girl, then Luminita it is.”
 
   I looked at the clock on the wall then at Isaac and asked, “Don't you have to be at the bank, dad?  I can sit with mother.”
 
   He shook his head and replied, “No, I took the day off.  You need to go get some things unless you're going to look like some sort of deranged combination goth slash hipster with an identity crisis while you're here.”
 
   I looked down at my cobbled together outfit and protested, “Hey.”
 
   Mom snorted as she shook her head and complained, “You two treat me like I'm an invalid.  I can take care of myself.”
 
   Isaac just crossed his arms with an expectant look. She rolled her eyes and saluted as she stood and took her coffee cup and trudged toward the guest room, “Aye aye, Captain Hook.”
 
   We both chuckled at her as she grumbled her way down the hall.
 
   I hugged my dad and said, “I'll be back soon.  Do you need anything while I'm out?”
 
   He looked thoughtful and offered, “Rope to tie the stubborn one down so she can rest?”
 
   I shook my head sadly and countered, “She'd just use her laser vision to cut them.”
 
   He chuckled and I headed upstairs for my purse.  I grabbed my cell and turned toward the stairs then paused, grinned, and spun around and used the new door and went down the outer stairs.
 
   I pause in the garage to look at my phone.  Jen had responded to me last night.  “I miss you too.  You need to tell me what's up.  Is your mom going to be ok?”
 
   I got such a warm feeling from that for some reason.  Then wondered what she had been doing up so late at night to respond.
 
   I sent a reply, explaining a little what I hadn't had time when I left London in a panic.  I added a little heart emoticon at the end and assured her I'd call her the moment everything slowed down over here.
 
   I got a little heart in response that made me smile and want to hug myself.
 
   I almost got in the right side door instead of the left, then chuckled at myself and mumbled, “Get with it, Zil.”  This was going to be an adventure, re-learning to drive on the right side of the road instead of bass-ackwards like in the UK.
 
   ***
 
   Isaac returned to work the following day after being almost shoved out the door by mother and me, and the week just seemed to fly by after that.  When I wasn't with mom as she got more and more active each day, I was on the phone with Jen.  I had really been a terrible friend, leaving her in the dark in my rush to leave.  I should have known that June wouldn't share my personal business with anyone, not even Jen without my consent.  Well, anyone but Vanessa, that is.  So Jen had had no clue as to what had made me run to Denver.  Oh dear lord, did she think it was because of our almost kiss?
 
   Mom always got a little grin on her face when she saw me on the phone with Jennifer.  She said, “I love the smile you get when you are talking to her.  You really need to tell her baby girl.  She makes you so very happy.”
 
   Then she gathered her purse and held mine out to me as she prompted, “We should get going, Isaac will meet us there.”
 
   I nodded and took mine from her and we headed for the back door.  I was humming with excitement.  That was the day they should be able to tell the sex of the baby with the ultrasound.  I could tell mom was just as excited the way she would absently grab her earlobe and rub it.  She would be so terrible at poker, she had too many tells.
 
   When we got to the garage, mom cocked an eyebrow when I headed for the driver's side of Lady.  She asked, “You don't expect me to ride in that do you?”
 
   I whined, “Moooom.”
 
   She grinned and crossed her arms then gave me 'The Look'.  Well, that was that I suppose.  Once she does that there was no arguing with her.  I suffered under The Look my entire childhood.  I was always getting into mischief since I couldn't seem to sit still for more than a minute or two.  That look always stopped me in my tracks.
 
   I sighed in resignation and droned out, “Fine, I'll go park Lady up front, I'll be right back and we can take your car.”
 
   She got this slightly pleased, smug look on her face and I shook my finger at her as I narrowed my eyes. This just got her laughing and me smiling hugely.
 
   After the switch, we were on our way in her car.  The radio started playing when I started the car.  I was surprised at the coincidence, it was Tabby Cat singing ‘Water Gypsy.’  I smiled at mom and sang along.  I was mildly surprised that she hummed along with it.
 
   It wasn't until the third song that I thought something was hookey.  The second song had been Abigail Addison singing ‘Ice Cream Van.’  Now it was J8's ‘Pickpocket.’  Three songs in a row from London Harmony was too much for me to swallow as coincidence.  I cocked an accusatory eyebrow at my mom and asked,  “What station is this?”
 
   She smiled and laid a hand on my arm as she shared with a mischievous tone to her voice, “It's streaming my playlist from my iPhone, sweetie.  You don't think didn't I keep tabs on what my baby girl helps to create?”
 
   I blushed a little and she chuckled out, “I was a little surprised that that June girl you always wrote about in college wound up being that J8 artist.  She sounds as amazing as you described, just like her mother, Mandy Harris.”
 
   My blush drained from my face and the shame rolled in again.  They have never met any of the people I see as my pseudo-family in London.  Most likely they never will since mother is deathly afraid of flying.  I offered to fly them over to visit many times, but she just couldn't overcome the fear.
 
   All of our family vacations had been by car, and one by train when I was young.  I understood phobias far too intimately, how irrational they are, and how real they seem to the person suffering from them.
 
   I absently wondered if she'd be ok on a cruise ship.  Maybe I could get them over on one of those transatlantic cruise lines.
 
   Isaac met us at the doctor's office.
 
   “Looks like your baby bump is starting to show mom,” I giggled out when the ultrasound technician spread the gel on her belly.
 
   She smiled at me where I held her left hand, Isaac was on the right.  All of our eyes became glued to the monitor as the technician did her thing.  The woman started pointing out things and mom could obviously see what the woman was pointing out.
 
   To my embarrassment, I couldn't make head nor tails of what I was seeing.  I shot a meek look over to Isaac, who mirrored my look and shrugged.  The technician chuckled at us and then froze the screen, then with her finger, she traced the outline of the baby's head.
 
   “See, right here is the child's head, and theses cute little things here are its little feet.”
 
   Then I saw it!  When dad's eyes unfurrowed and he grinned, I knew he could see it too.
 
   Then she went back to work and she stopped at one point and we could hear a swishing sound repeating quickly.  She said, “A nice strong heartbeat.”
 
   And that was all it took to start my eyes watering.  Isaac looked extremely proud at that moment and he raised mom's hand and kissed it.
 
   Then the woman looked at mom and asked, “Did you want to know the sex?”
 
   In unison dad and I said, “Yes!”
 
   Mom chuckled at us then nodded to the woman and she did some exploring with the wand or whatever the device is called and she smiled then leaned in to whisper in mother's ear.  Hey! No fair!
 
   Mom looked at us with a warm smile, I could see her tearing up too and then she looked back at the monitor and said, “Hello Luminita, we can't wait to meet you.”
 
   I think I let out a little squeak as all sorts of emotions seemed to crash down around me.
 
   I let go of mom and ran to the hall with my hand clamped over my mouth.  I put my back to the wall and slid down to sit on the floor.  I started hyperventilating as I sorted through what I was feeling.  Top of the chart was extreme joy, then on top of that was almost debilitating guilt that I was so happy I'd have a little sister again.  It felt like I was diminishing all the joy I had with Ratiana in my life.
 
   I glanced up through tears as Isaac slid down the wall to sit beside me.  One large hand pulling me into his shoulder.  Then like he was reading my mind, he said in a deep, soothing voice, “It's ok, baby doll.   Luminita is not replacing Rat.  It is ok to open your heart to let another in.  That hole will always be there, where your sister was.  And that's a good thing, it shows you how much you loved her, and reminds you of all the joy she brought into your life.”
 
   He kissed the top of my head and continued, “The heart is a funny thing, it can grow to include new people, there is always room without pushing someone else out.”  He pursed his lips. “Now I know I'm not your father, but...”
 
   I slapped his chest hard and looked up at him, I was surprised how mad I was at him for saying that, I said sharply in a hoarse voice, “You're my dad!”
 
   He tilted his head in apology and smiled warmly at me and continued, “I was so very proud of you, the way you loved your little sister.  Some siblings don't always get along so well, and sometimes an older child feels less loved or jealous at the attention a baby gets.  But not you, you were the best sister that little Ratiana could have wished for, and she loved you so much.”
 
   Then he smiled sadly. “God saw fit to call her home too soon, but now there is going to be another little girl that is going to need her sister, need that shining role model.  I can tell you this, Luminita is going to love you so much as well.  And I know you'll make me proud again.”
 
   I cried into his shoulder a little more, then got myself under control and nodded.  I took a deep breath and wiped my eyes on my sleeve and stood back up.  He grinned and put a hand up for help standing.  It prompted a smile from me and I rolled my eyes and pretended to help him up.
 
   We stepped into the room and mom was thanking the technician, who was handing her some paperwork.  Mom looked first at me, then she smiled at Isaac.  She knew what he had done.  She looped her arm in mine as I said with a grin, “I'm going to have a baby sister.”
 
   She licked her thumb then wiped under my eyes and said, “And I am going to have another daughter.”  She looked between her husband and I. “Lunch?”
 
   In unison, both Isaac and I said, “At home.”
 
   Mom exhaled loudly and said in resignation, “Poo, you two are no fun.”
 
   I chastised her,  “Doctor's orders. Two weeks of bed-rest, not one.”  I pointed toward the parking lot and she marched off with us like a petulant child, which only got Isaac to give a rumbling chuckle.
 
   There was a little spring in my step, I was going to be a big sister again... and I think dad was right, I have enough room in my heart for both of my sisters.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Upside Down
 
   June was calling again from upstairs here at the Annex, or Lunar Base Two as Zil calls it.  “Jen?  Where the hell would I find the information on the packaging and radio promos for Rowan?”
 
   I almost chuckled.  Zilrita had never taken more than a day off since London Harmony opened its doors.  She never would tell me why she never took vacations.  But here she had been gone just a week, and it was almost as if London Harmony was falling apart around our ears.
 
   June came to the Annex to manage it while Vanessa, Fran, and Mickey tried to keep things running smoothly at the main office.  Even with four people doing Zil's job, they needed all the help they could get.  It was complete chaos, but I knew that June was actually reveling in it, she was one odd duck because she lived for a challenge, and the bigger, the better.  She excelled in this chaos.
 
   I chuckled and typed on the touchscreen on the reception desk.  “According to Annette's database app, Sally sent it to you at the main office the day before she left.”  A twinge of guilt hit me when I said that.  I really needed to stop calling Zil, Sally.  After she shared the story of her sister with me, it must be painful every time I call her Sally and remind her of her sister.
 
   June grumbled, “Shit.”
 
   I chuckled and said, “I can print new copies from here since Annette makes everyone scan every single hard copy for the database.”
 
   Annette seemed to be the only person who was unphased as the universe crumbled around the rest of us at London Harmony.  She was so organized in her head and her obsessive compulsiveness meant that she knew where everything was and where everything should be in her job.  As she always says, “A place for everything and everything in its place.”  I grinned, she was our go-to girl if we really couldn't locate some of Zil's work.
 
   June said in a silly voice, “Yes yes, that would be great.”  Then she added before hanging up, “Zil really needs a raise, how did she do all of this without an assistant?”
 
   I snorted.
 
   I pulled up the required documents and selected the printer for Hector's office. Then went back to shuffling the recording schedule for the next week.  I was actually having fun taking on a lot more responsibilities than my normal job.
 
   Then June rang again, I answered wryly, “Yes, oh great one?”
 
   She chuckled then said, “Remind me to remind Zil to get this computer system to mirror the main office.  I sat there saying your name for like ten minutes before I manually buzzed you, forgetting we didn't have Zil's Cherry.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, that sounded so wrong on many levels.  I sighed out, “Oh, not you too.  Don't encourage our goth by using that name.”  I could imagine the crinkled nose and stuck out tongue as she hung up.
 
   I shook my head with a big smile on my face as I added the note into my system.  Then I paused.  Wait a minute, Zil had the system automatically connecting to me when someone said my name, just like she had set up for her?  Why hadn't anyone ever told me?  I grinned, it actually made me feel special, she didn't even have that set up for June.
 
   Then I sobered. I couldn't believe it was possible to miss someone so much that your heart actually hurt.
 
   I didn't know what to think when Zil had called late that night of our almost kiss in the elevator.  I hadn't been able to sleep at all that night, I had just been dwelling on that moment, wondering if I had read it correctly.  Then she was ringing me, I answered on the first ring since I had been staring at the mobile in my hand for hours, wondering if I should call her to talk about it.
 
   My heart sank when she said, “I have to go away for a bit.  I don't know when I'll be back.  I'll call later.  Goodbye, Jen.” Then rang off before I could say anything.  Bloody hell.  I had thought I chased her away.  What had I been thinking in the elevator?  I was caught up in the emotions, but I knew that she had some sort of hangup about my situation though she would never voice it.  It hurt me that my best friend still hadn't fully accepted me.  And now I had buggered it all up.
 
   When I had asked June in the morning what Zilrita had said to her when June showed up to run the Annex, she stated in a carefully measured voice, “She has personal business in Denver.”  Then after a slight pause she prompted, “You'll have to ask her yourself.”
 
   I had closed my eyes and nodded to myself.  June was the staunchest of friends and would never share personal information about any of her friends, even with another, without consent.  I put her in a difficult spot as she was friends with both Zil and me.  So she answered in the only way she could.
 
   I said as I nodded, “I understand.”
 
   Then she asked me to lessen the awkwardness, “Lunch, Cavendish's?”
 
   I had grinned and agreed.
 
   I had left multiple unanswered texts and voice messages for her.  I thought that she didn't want to speak to me.  No, don't think like that Jennifer, she's on an international flight, she probably just can't call.
 
   We really haven't had a chance to catch our breath after that.  In a trickle-down effect, just about everyone in the company has had to take on more responsibilities to cover for the people who are covering for Zil.  Only our overly shy Annette seems unaffected, like she is in some sort of personal temporal and spatial bubble.  I guess that's what being more organized than God can do for you.  I chuckled at the thought.
 
   I dwelled a lot on the 'almost' in the elevator.  I had felt the heat of her breath on my lips and it felt so right.  I closed my eyes.
 
   I was elated when she finally texted the next night.  I again couldn't sleep when my mobile buzzed, it was a text from her, “In Denver, mom was ill.  So very exhausted, will fill you in tomorrow.  Miss you so very much, lady. -Zil”
 
   I hate admitting it, but I had squeaked out a combination laugh and sob as I instantly answered in relief, “Miss you too.  Ring when you can. -Jen”
 
   I can't tell you how bloody relieved I was that it wasn't me that caused her swift retreat back to the States.  But then worry set in for her mother, and for what it would do to Zil if things did not go well.
 
   I slept soundly after that, with the pleasant, recurring dream of just laying in bed with Zil holding me.  I loved that dream, it felt like... home.
 
   I spent some time assessing myself in the mirror the next morning.  Trying to figure out if I looked attractive... feminine.  My friends always compliment me but they have to right?  That's what friends do, it's in their contract.  And I can't rely on mum and dad's opinions, they are clearly biased because I'm their child.
 
   I looked from side to side, seeing my every flaw, seeing beneath the skin to my other failings and knowing that they can be seen by everyone.  I wondered if Zil would go for someone like me if she were gay, or if I had not been born biologically male.
 
   I touched my little Adam's apple self-consciously.  Was this reminder to people, of what I was... Damn it, I can't think like that... of who I was.  Had that kept her from noticing me as more than just a friend?
 
   I had scheduled my chondrolaryngoplasty, the shaving of my trachea to remove the Adam's apple, a few times in recent years.  But I always backed out, afraid of the chance I could damage my vocal cords.  Or maybe because I was scared that with that final surgery, people still wouldn't see me as the woman I was, the woman I wanted to be.
 
   I stroked it with my fingers.  Was it why she hesitated, that she saw me as someone I wasn't?  I took a deep breath and nodded to myself in resolve.  I'd call Doctor Granger and schedule it immediately.  I was determined to follow through this time.
 
   I thought about the little boy, James, who never had a chance to live.  I mourned him even though he was just a costume I wore which just held the real me imprisoned inside.  I also wondered if it hurt father to lose the son he thought he had.  Huh.  Maybe that's why I backed out each time, it was the final remnant of what could have been.
 
   I scheduled the surgery, they had a recent cancellation for a facial feminization surgery; which I was blessedly lucky I had not needed because of my AIS; at the end of the week, and they could slip me in there.  Otherwise, it would be almost three months before they could get me in.  For some reason, I was terrified as I agreed.
 
   Then the calls and texts began pouring in from Zil and I was a much happier woman.  Everything worked out alright for her mother, and Zil was going to be a sister again!  She was so upbeat and it felt almost as if she were here again, just in another room.  I spent endless hours on the phone with her at home.
 
   Now today was the day, I'd have to leave in a few minutes to go to the clinic.  I fasted the previous night so that I wouldn't get nauseous from the anesthetics.  They wouldn't put me under like my reassignment surgery, but I still got queasy every time I had any sort of anesthesia.
 
   I was suddenly apprehensive.  Like I was on the verge of a panic attack, this is about when I would call and cancel at the last minute and pay all the hefty cancellation fees.  The minutes ticked by agonizingly slow as I forced myself to not pick up my mobile.
 
   Then it was noon and I let out a shuddering breath and collected my purse as employees started filing out to lunch.  June came walking up with a swagger and a half smirk as she said, “Ok lady, let's get you to the clinic.”
 
   I blinked.  What?  She wanted to come?  I murmured, “You're coming?  My mum is driving me since I'm not allowed to drive... or operate heavy machinery, for eight hours after the procedure.”
 
   She chuckled out, “We don't have any heavy machinery here, and I'm driving.  I called your mother already and she is meeting us at the clinic.”
 
   I blinked and she reached out and grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze, her smirk was gone and she replaced it with a warm smile as she admonished me, “You're one of my best friends, lady.  You didn't think I'd let you do this all alone since Zil isn't here for you, did you?”
 
   I was tearing up and I said in a wavering voice as I laughed nervously, “I still might cut bait and run.”
 
   She grinned at that and pulled me into a hug and whispered, “Then I'll help you run away like brave Sir Robin.”
 
   I did laugh at that when we pulled apart. “Quoting Holy Grail?  Really?”
 
   She beamed at me.  “Seemed appropriate at the time.”
 
   I straightened my blazer and smoothed my skirt as I took a deep breath and said to her, “Right then, shall we?”  Then I added as I glanced at her, “What about work?”
 
   June looped arms with me and waved it off with her other hand, “The world won't stop spinning if June Harris-West isn't around for a few hours.  Friends are more important.  Liza will lock up for us.  I got this shit.”
 
   I chuckled and shook my head as I told her, “I love you, lady.”
 
   She crinkled her nose and escorted me to the clinic.  I wasn't surprised to find Vanessa in the car already.  This was it... I was terrified out of my gourd even though it is a simple procedure.
 
   The ladies said they got some good blackmail material recorded from my ramblings when I was all drugged up in the recovery room.  They accompanied mum and I home.  Mum insisted I stay in the main house overnight.  It would only take two weeks to fully recover and I was to massage the area of the surgery frequently to prevent scarring.
 
   Zil wasn't aware of what I was doing and I just had a long text session that night instead of talking to her.  My throat felt a little raw yet.
 
   After signing off with that hyper-smiley goth that made my heart beat a little faster just saying her name, I stood in front of a mirror.  There was swelling and a bandage over the location so you couldn't tell visually that anything had happened yet.  But I knew.  I could feel it.  I was complete.  I was finally me.  And I wept into my pillow that night until I went to sleep.  I couldn't tell you which emotions I was feeling at the time, it just seemed to overwhelm me.  My world had turned itself upside down.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I dressed and stood at the mirror again Saturday morning.  I felt as if a completely different person stood in front of me.  An enormous weight had been lifted from me and I tested my voice.  It was a little hoarse but undamaged.  I saw for the first time in my life a whole woman standing there looking back at me.  This small, insecure voice in my head wondered if people still saw me as someone just pretending to be a woman.  I hated that little voice.  Fuck that voice. Sorry for the vulgar language.
 
   I touched the small bandage and thought of Zilrita.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Redefined
 
   The next week rolled by quickly, mom was doing great and was ready to go back to work, and I'd be heading back to London in a couple days.
 
   I had just hung up with Jen when I pulled up to my destination.  My heart was beating overtime and I was forcing another panic attack away.  I mumbled to myself, “I can do this.”  I parked and got out.  I remembered the exact location and just walked down the pathways and stopped at a long row.  I counted seventeen spaces in and stopped at the headstone that had the small marble cherub statue on it.
 
   I ran my fingers over Ratiana's name and the dates carved deeply in the obsidian granite.  The tiny white flecks on its surface looked like a million stars in a midnight black sky.  The site was immaculate, and the stone looked just like it did the day of her funeral.   The second worst day of my life.
 
   I felt the tears welling as I pulled out one of the two brass vases that slid into the base of the stone and turned it around and clicked it into place as I put the handful of violets I had brought with me into it.  Violets were Rat's favorite flower, and I had a hard time finding a florist that had some since they are so small and not so easy to incorporate into bouquets. 
 
   I patted the flowers feeling guilty.  I just sat on the grass in front of the headstone and then looked up to the trees overhanging this row of graves.  With a cute, mischievous grin on her face, she would have labeled these, “Trees not yet climbed.”  
 
   I smiled sadly and turned to look at the trees.  One had a low hanging branch, not more than five feet off the ground, it stuck straight out from the large trunk and then turned to the sky after a few feet.  I stepped over to it then pulled myself up onto the branch to sit in the crook of it.  Thinking “Mischief managed.”  She had loved the Harry Potter movies so much.
 
   I must have looked a sight sitting in a tree in a graveyard.  A woman wearing plum lipstick so dark it looks black, in a black leather dress, corset, and lace up boots.  I really didn't care what anyone thought.
 
   I finally found my voice through the silently falling tears as I looked at the headstone.  “Hi, Ratiana.  It's me, Zil.  I'm sorry I haven't come before this.”
 
   I smiled weakly and forced myself to continue, “I suppose you already heard, mom is pregnant, you're going to be a big sister now yourself.”
 
   I choked back a sob and rasped out, “I really miss you Rat.”  I took a deep breath and centered myself and added, “I'm living in London now.  I have a lot of really great friends that treat me like family.  You'd really like them and I know they'd have loved you.”
 
   I idly picked at a seam in my new dress as I confided in her, “I met someone.  Someone I want to always have in my life.  As a friend... or even more.  I just don't think she sees me the way I wish she did.”
 
   Then I smiled and wiped tears from my cheeks and chuckled out, “I've had all sorts of adventures over the years I have been gone.  And included animals wherever I could, since like you always said, every good plan includes animals.”
 
   I sniffed, smiled, and shared, “There was this one time, in New York, with the Staton Island Ferry.  People are still talking about it.  June had heard that...”  And I went on relaying all the adventures I had in college and with our makeshift band of friends, June's Eight.  Of my adventures in London and all of the new friends I have been making.  Of the amazing artists I have witnessed.  And of Jennifer, my impossible girl.
 
   I voiced every fear I have had and every joy I have received, it felt cathartic to finally voice it all to someone.  I shared how I wished so much she had been there to share this all with.  I lost track of time,  I was leaning against the trunk of the tree as I softly spoke to her as the world started slipping into twilight.
 
   I closed my eyes and yawned widely and stretched.  Then the thick tree branch moved and groaned in protest as someone pulled themselves up to sit beside me.  I looked over and wasn't surprised to see Isaac sitting there looking down at me.
 
   He smiled and I smiled back.  Then he softly said as he turned to look at Ratiana's grave, “Your mother thought you might be here.”  He had pain in his eyes that he hid behind the wistful smile.  I couldn't imagine the pain he must shoulder.  I had lost my sister, but he had lost his baby.
 
   I couldn't imagine the pain of losing your own child.  He had been mother's rock throughout the whole thing.  We didn't really think about it at the time.  He had always been so strong, unwavering, and that is how he was through arranging the funeral and comforting mother and me.  But I knew that behind that armor of comforting strength and assurance, that the man had lost his baby.  I know he must have cried when nobody could see him, he was so full of love for us all.  And now my heart ached for him.
 
   I leaned into him and he put an arm around my shoulder and I laid my head on his broad chest.  We sat in silence for a couple minutes.  Finally, I murmured, “How long have you been here?”
 
   He said, “Long enough to hear a few things.”  Then he tilted his head around to look at me and assured me, “She knows you loved her baby doll.  And she knows she won't be replaced in your heart by the baby.”
 
   I nodded, hoping it was true.  Then he exhaled a deep breath and looked out over the graveyard as he said, “It is ok to be happy and want to be happy Zilrita.  And this Jennifer seems to make you believe that.  You need to stop hiding and be yourself.  You need to talk to her.  If she is truly your friend, she will still be your friend even if she doesn't feel the same attraction that you do.  People can surprise you if you give them a chance.”
 
   I nodded.  I was a coward, though.  He, of all people should know that.  I redefined myself in high school after Rat's death, then I ran.  I redefined myself yet again when I started college.  And if I am honest with myself, I even redefined myself when I took the reins of London Harmony for June.  The evolution of Zilrita through the years.
 
   Maybe I could redefine myself again.  I wasn't Jen's type, a rugged professional man in a suit, but maybe I could make myself more desirable to her.  I absently grabbed a handful of my shiny ebony hair and looked at it as I let it slip through my fingers.  I made a decision.  Yes, that is what I'd do.
 
   He squished me to him and released and said, “Come on, let's get home, your mother has dinner simmering.”
 
   I stopped him from jumping down with a hand pressed to his chest.  He looked at me and I said with all the earnestness in my soul, “Thank you, Dad.  For always being there, for always being strong for mom and me.  I know it must have torn you up inside and you feel her absence too.”
 
   I looked down at my dangling feet as he said in a hoarse voice, “I feel it every day, baby doll... every day.”  He kissed the top of my head again and he slid off the branch and held his hands out and I slid into them and he lowered me to the grass like I weighed no more than a rag doll.
 
   As he walked me to the cars, I made a checklist in my head of the things I needed to get done before I left for London.
 
   Isaac asked, “I do hope this means we'll see you around more often now?”
 
   I looked up and smiled and nodded and assured him, “You couldn't keep me away.”
 
   He gave a genuine chuckle at that and said with humor coloring his voice, “I couldn't if I tried, Rita.  The women of this family are formidable forces of nature.  Why do you think I married your mother?”
 
   I chirped out quickly as I wiped the drying tears from my cheeks, “Because she would have ended you if you didn't.”
 
   He nodded and said in a mock-serious tone as we went, “There is that.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Zilrita?
 
   I was bubbling with excitement, Zilrita would be here any minute.  She had called before she boarded her connecting flight to New York from Denver, and told me not to pick her up at the airport.  That I needed my sleep and the flight didn't get in until midnight.  That she would see me at work.
 
   I agreed but then went to the airport anyway to surprise her.  There isn't much happening at London Heathrow that late at night, and I watched the passengers of the couple of flights that landed that late, wander out of the terminal to a couple of taxis and the parking structure.
 
   I must have missed her because I didn't see her at all.  There were only a couple women and a man who took cabs.  She's hard to miss, she stands out like a shining goth beacon that makes me purr.
 
   I went home and called and she chuckled, saying she was already home.  Well, drat.  How was I supposed to surprise her when the bloody sneaky bird got past me?  She spoke with me for an hour, until we were both drifting off.  Then before we said our goodnights, she said, “You'll have to find your own way to work tomorrow.  There are a couple errands I need to run first thing, but I'll see you at work, lady.”
 
   We said our goodnights and rang off.  I had a fitful sleep, I was too excited to see her again.  I caught myself absently touching my throat.  All that was evident now was a little angry red line that would fade over time.  It was easily concealed with makeup.
 
   I dressed in my finest suit.  The lavender one that Zil liked so much.  I checked my hair and makeup one last time, then smoothed my skirt as I headed off to the door.  I was so nervous that I was a little wobbly on my feet.  As I got into my car, my mobile buzzed.  I looked down and couldn't help but bark out a chirp of laughter.  June had texted, “I know you are nervous and excited, but just breathe Jen.”
 
   I sent back a, “Smartass.”  I found a big smile on my face, June always knew just what to say.  Then I paused.  Wait, how had she known I was nervous?  I narrowed my eyes, the bint was teasing me about liking Zil again, wasn't she.  Even though I denied it, she and just about everyone else could see right through me somehow.  I thought I guarded it well.
 
   Besides, I shouldn't be the only one excited to get our resident goth back.  The company had descended further into chaos this last week and only June and Annette seemed to keep us afloat and calm.  I'm pretty sure some people were close to tears with the extra work piled on everyone.
 
   I must have smoothed my skirt a thousand times as I stood beside my desk.  It was a nervous habit I needed to break.  I would catch myself smiling and leaning slightly toward the door each time someone arrived for work.
 
   I checked the time on my pearl watch, two minutes before the day started.  Where was she?  Zil was the most punctual woman alive except maybe for Mia Jacobs.  From what I hear, her internal timer was so accurate, it made even the atomic clock jealous.
 
   Everyone was now accounted for except, my girl.  Then my heart skipped a beat as I heard the door lock buzz.  I started walking forward but stutter-stepped to a stop.  It wasn't her nor any other employee or artist.  How had the woman walking purposefully through the lobby gotten in?
 
   I've said many times that Zilrita was the only woman who had ever turned my head and made me question my sexuality.  But the vision walking toward me had me swallowing like I did the first time I saw Zil.
 
   She was maybe a couple inches shorter than me and was impeccably dressed in a high-end charcoal skirt suit with a pressed white blouse.  My eyes bulged as I recognized it as an Elizabeth Courtier original.  Her charcoal heels couldn't be mistaken for anything but Giuseppe's with their signature forest green soles.
 
   Her long straight hair was this honey blonde that had golden highlights.  It was pulled back loosely to flow back over her shoulders with a charcoal headband.  Her expertly applied makeup made her look like a fashion model.  And the way her hips swayed.
 
   My mouth was almost watering.  She looked so very familiar.  Something in the back of my brain was screaming at me to open my eyes.  I knew her but I didn't know how.
 
   I remembered where I was and said as she approached me.  “Miss?  Can I help you?  Our studio is by invitation only.”
 
   She didn't pause as she walked past me with a cute little smirk on her face as she reached up a graceful hand with professionally sculpted nails sporting a beautiful satin manicure to move her Ray Ban sunglasses down on her nose.
 
   I caught myself drowning in eyes I knew better than my own, as the woman chuckled. “Don't be silly, Jen.  I'll be in my office if anyone needs me.  I'm sure June has made a mess of things.”
 
   I had no words.  I just watched her walk past, elegant as you please.  My brain finally caught up with me and I squeaked out, “Zilrita?”  I watched her hips sway their way up the stairs.
 
   I blinked in stunned silence for a minute before I said to myself, “Zilrita.”  Then I was suddenly self-conscious.  She hadn't as much as said good morning after being gone two weeks.  And... she didn't hug me.  I caught myself with my arms across my chest, intensely missing the hug that accompanied any encounter with her.
 
   I reached up and rubbed my throat, she hadn't noticed.  Or maybe she had.  Was she finally not going to pretend that something about me bothered her anymore?  And what was with that getup?  It was gorgeous, but it wasn't her... was it?  It felt like she was wearing a costume.  I should know.
 
   What happened to our resident smiling goth?  It was all almost the opposite of Zilrita.  The only thing that didn't seem fake to me was that hair.  Oh my lord.  I thought the raven black was titillating, but that golden honey was just, wow.  Was that her natural color?
 
   I was knocked out of my thoughts by someone buzzing me.  I stepped behind my desk and physically stopped myself from smoothing my skirt again.  It was her. “Yes, Zil?”
 
   She said efficiently in a calm, professional tone, “Please email me the revised schedules and any pertinent paperwork that will need my immediate attention.”
 
   She rang off as soon as I gave an affirmative.  No banter, no teasing.  Who was this Anti-Zil?  Who was the mirror of Superman?  Bizzaro?  This was Bizzaro Zil.  Bloody hell.  Maybe it was just jetlag.  I had a million questions for her to ask at lunch.
 
   From time to time, she called down with questions or for me to locate other documents.  She kept it short and on business only.  I was starting to wonder what I had done wrong.
 
   I rang up at noon. “Lunch?  Cavendish's, or would you like pizza at Gertrude's?”
 
   She answered with, “I'll just be lunching in the office.  There is a lot of work for me to catch up on.  June made a mess of my system here.”
 
   Oh.  I said in a small voice, “Right then.  Did... did you want me to bring anything back for you?”
 
   She said, “No, but thank you.  Have a good lunch.”  Then she rang off, leaving me sitting at my desk just blinking at the phone as the other workers headed past me to lunch.
 
   I was stuck in that surreal shock the rest of the day.  All my interactions with Zilrita were just all business.  It was like the job was all that mattered and anyone speaking to her was just a distraction.  People were calling down asking me things like I should know what in the bloody hell was happening.  Like, “Who pissed in Zilrita's cornflakes?”  Or, “Why is Zil being such a slave driver?  And what is with the new look?”
 
   I knew the answer.  It was me.  With the time apart, she had come to a decision about her opinion of me.  So she was distancing herself from me.  I rubbed at my throat and fought the need to break down crying.
 
   At the end of the day, June, Vanessa, Fran, and Tasha showed up from the main office with nothing but grins on their faces and bounce in their steps.  Fran practically skipped up to me and said excitedly, “I'm so glad our squid hugger is back.  I thought London Harmony was going to burn to the ground.  We're here to welcome her home.  So how is she?  Is everything good back home now?”
 
   I shrugged and fought back tears and rasped out,  “I don't know.  She won't really speak with me except for business.  And she looks... she's changed.”  I repeated in a wavering voice, shaking my head, “I don't know.”
 
   June was there like magic, hugging me.  I took a deep calming breath and got myself under control.  I nodded at her and she smiled and released me.  Then she said, “She sounded overly nervous on the phone today.  We'll go out and celebrate her return and see if we can't suss things out.”
 
   I nodded my thanks again.
 
   It was closing time and employees started leaving, they all said goodnight to us as they left.  Then Zilrita came walking out to the lobby and stopped by us.  The women had looks of curiosity on their faces.  It was June who realized it first as she blurted out, “Zil?”
 
   The doppelganger nodded, and said, “It is nice to see you all again.”
 
   Fran almost danced up to her and opened her arms wide.  Zilrita hesitated then put out a hand.  Fran stared at her hand, then with a shocked, confused look on her face, shook her hand
 
   Natasha looked the new Zilrita over to find new ways of identifying her since she was face blind and all her usual visual cues were now gone.
 
   Vanessa was scowling at Zil, because of the hurt on Francine's face.
 
   June stepped up and grabbed Vannie's hand before she could speak, and said with her head tilted, like she was studying the woman we all thought we knew, “Let's head out and celebrate your return.  You can tell us all about Denver.”
 
   Zil hesitated, but replied as she patted the stack of paperwork she held in one hand, “Thank you, but I have some work to catch up on.  I can call you later to discuss things.”
 
   She gave us all a tight smile and a single head bob then she stepped away and out the door.  Vanessa asked, “What the fuck just happened?”  As the rest of us were left in stunned silence, looking at the door.
 
   Fran finally whispered toward me, “That... that was Zil wasn't it?”
 
   I shrugged and answered, “I don't know.  That Bizarro Zil just showed up this morning.  I think... I think this is her way of distancing herself from me.”
 
   June almost snapped, “That isn't it Jen!”  Then she calmed herself. “Sorry, didn't mean to snap.  I'll find out what is going on.  Just know that it isn't you Jen.  She didn't even give any of us a hug... and that new look. Something big must have happened in Denver.”
 
   She looked around at everyone and stated, “I'll head out to speak to her.”  She gave a sad, apologetic smile to Vanessa as she added, “Alone.”
 
   Vanessa just grabbed her hand, gave it a squeeze, and gave her a peck on the lips.  Then she turned to Fran, “You get to drive me home Small Fry.”
 
   Fran jut nodded, still in a confused daze.
 
   June forced me to look into her eyes and she smiled and said, “I got this shit.  I'll get to the bottom of this Bizarro Zil thing.  You ok?  Or do you want the ladies to keep you company?”
 
   I wiped a tear away, which was threatening to fall, with a finger, then shook my head and said, “No, I'm right.  Thanks, J-Dub.”
 
   She winked and signaled to the others as I armed the security system and followed them out as I told myself.  It isn't me.  June said it. Right?
 
   Why don't I believe it?  Though it was true, she treated the others strangely as well.  And not hugging anyone?  That would have almost killed her before she left for Denver.  That was so out of character, especially knowing what I do now as to why she is almost obsessive about it.
 
   I found myself missing my best friend.  Whoever came back from Denver wasn't her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 -  I Died a Little Inside
 
   I gripped my steering wheel as I fought off the mother of panic attacks in the parking lot.  I was so excited to see Jen and the others but I couldn't show it.  I had to be the consummate professional like Jen likes.
 
   I hadn't hugged anyone the way I wanted.  Oh god, what if I never saw them again?  I hadn't hugged any of them.  I loved them so much and I... I... come on Zil.  Pull yourself together!  This is your last chance to have Jennifer see you as something more than just a friend.  I could do this.
 
   I took three long, deep breaths, and calmed down.  Then I started the car and headed home.  It was a little disconcerting, retraining myself to the wrong side of the road again.  It had been only two weeks but for some reason, it felt like another lifetime at the moment.
 
   I got home and kicked off the heels that had been torturing my feet all day.  I aborted a sob and my body shook once with the effort.  What in the hell was that about?  But my emotions were everywhere.  It was so hard on me the whole day to act like someone I wasn't.  But I needed to redefine myself even if I died a little inside each time I couldn't act on my emotions.
 
   I sat at my little breakfast nook with the stack of paperwork.  I chuckled at it.  J-Dub had actually kept up with stuff, even though she destroyed my carefully crafted system.  She never fails to impress me.  They may all talk like the company was crumbling around their ears, but as she always tells us, June had this shit.  My guess that the extra stress of doing my job was actually fun for her.
 
   Then almost as if that thought had conjured her out of thin air, there was a loud knocking on my door and June's angry voice calling out, “Zil, open the goddamn door!”
 
   I winced.  Shit.  I knew I had been short with them all but I had to be as professional as I could for Jen.  I walked to the door and opened it with what I was sure, the look of a misbehaving child who was caught with her hand in the cookie jar.
 
   I looked at my enraged friend and squished my head to my shoulders and squeaked out, “Umm... hi?”
 
   She just pushed past so I could shut the door as she ground out, “Don't 'hi' me.  You left Jen in pieces back there and you hurt Small Fry.  What the hell is going on, and who...”  She motioned up and down at me. “...is this?  And where the fuck did your hugs go?”
 
   I looked at my feet and admited, “It was killing me not to.  I wanted so bad to hug you guys into the next dimension, I missed everyone so much.”
 
   She didn't say anything and I looked up to see her just studying me, her eyes blazing with her bright intelligence.  Then she suddenly relaxed as her eyes widened.
 
   She whispered, “Jen.”
 
   Shit, she had figured it all out, just like that.  I could see the realization on her face.
 
   Then she held her arms open, a pained compassion on her face, and I glommed onto her in a desperate hug as I cried into her shoulder.
 
   She said, “There she is.  The Zil we all love.”
 
   After a minute, I pulled back and wiped a tear away.  I admitted what she had already understood, “I thought if I were more her type that...”
 
   Sh started giggling.  Her giggling became laughter.  Her laughter became wheezes as she gasped for breath as I just stood there, stunned that she would laugh at my desperation.
 
   She tried to talk as she held her belly, “Her... her...”  She pulled herself together and wiped happy tears from her eyes and grinned at me, “Her type?”  She suppressed a titter.
 
   I glowered at her and she just deflected it with a nose crinkle that only she could pull off.  She asked, “Do you want to know that woman's type, lady?”  She pulled out her cell and tapped a couple things and thrust it out at me.  “This is her type.  Her only type.”
 
   I blinked at the photograph of me on the screen.  It was from June's wedding when she married Vannie, I had loved the black leather dress I wore to that.
 
   She clarified with a smirk, “Sure she loves her eye candy, beefcake in a suit, but the day she saw you is the day she swore off beefcake for something more... goth-ish... more Zil.  She's crazy about you and you are crazy about her.”
 
   Before I could say anything, she added as she motioned up and down at me again, “Case in point.  This is insane, it isn't you.  Everyone is calling you Bizarro Zil right now.  Wondering if a cyborg from the future was sent back to take your place or something.  There isn't anything about this new you that Jen would like.”
 
   She paused and smirked as she raised a hand to run her fingers through my hair.  “Except maybe this hair.  Is this your natural color?  It's gorgeous.”
 
   I blushed and looked down as I tried to make sense of what she was attempting to tell me.  I shrugged and said, “It is the closest I can remember.  I used an old picture my mom had to show the stylist.”
 
   Then I looked up at her and asserted, “Jen just sees me as her best friend.”
 
   She dragged me over to sit on my couch as she shook her head.  “We have all been trying to tell you two for years that she sees you as much more.  Both of you are just too blind to see it.  You make the cutest couple in the world who doesn't realize they are a couple.”
 
   I shook my head.  I knew Jen.  “She likes men.  The more chiseled and professional the better.”  Then I looked down at myself.  “I thought if I redefined myself... that...”
 
   She chuckled.  “You thought wrong.”  Then she looked at me as I sat in confusion and her expression softened and she asked, “How's your mom?  I haven't heard anything from you since you left.  Is Denver still the same?”
 
   I knew she asked the last bit because no matter how strong and self-assured she acts, it is just an act.  She's just as insecure as the rest of us, she's just better at hiding it.  I know she is always afraid that Vancouver and Seattle would change so much between her visits, that one day she won't recognize it.  I know because I felt the same when I arrived in Denver, and I know June.
 
   I told her how much I found had changed, especially the medical district, but how much was exactly the same as the day I left.  The biggest shock was how much the family home had changed.  I added, “It was odd, but I felt like a visitor instead of feeling like I was home.”  Then I whispered, “I think that Jen is my home now, and that scares the hell out of me.  What if you're wrong?  What if she doesn't...”
 
   June rolled her eyes at me and said, “Was it good seeing your folks again?  Your evil partner in crime here wouldn't share what you two talked about every day on the phone.”
 
   I looked up at her and I felt my apprehension bleed away to be replaced by excitement.  “I'm going to be a big sister!”  I almost said, “again.”  I wasn't sure I was up to sharing with more people yet.  Maybe it was about time that my friends knew more about me.
 
   June's eyes were glittering with genuine happiness.  I know how fiercely she loved her own little sister Lizzy, so this was great news to her.  She said with surety as she gave me a hug, “You will love it!  Boy or girl?”
 
   I found myself smiling as I said, “A girl, Luminita.”
 
   She pulled back and said, “Well, little Luminita couldn't ask for a better big sis.”  Then she smiled at me and said in a serious tone, “It is nice to learn you didn't just pop into existence in college, lady.  I've never pried, but why have you never shared your home life with anyone?”
 
   I regarded her for a minute.  She had been my best friend for years until Jen elbowed her way into the position with her smile.  Maybe I had been unfair to J-Dub.  I mean, she has always shared everything with me.  She was an open book to anyone she loved.
 
   I exhaled loudly and made a decision.  I sat back and said in resignation, “Let me tell you about a the most amazing, loving little girl.  Her name was Ratiana...”  Then I shared my story with her for the very first time.  It takes a lot to make June cry...
 
   ***
 
   By the time I finished my tale, it was getting late and a wet-cheeked June nodded at me.  She wiped her cheeks and smiled.  “I can't imagine that pain, but I can tell you one thing, she would have been proud of the woman you have become.”
 
   Then she looked at the time and said, “I'm going to do something I had to do with a couple Freshmen we knew.  Get out of that silly suit...”  Then she paused and smirked. “But keep it in case Jen has any Naughty CEO fantasies.”
 
   I glurked and looked at her in shock as I blushed.  “June Elizabeth Harris-West!  I can't believe you just said that!”
 
   She bobbled her head in a silly manner with a cheesy grin on her face.  “Shush, now get ready.”
 
   I squinted my eyes. “Ready for what?”
 
   She rolled her eyes like it was obvious. “I know you are oblivious to it, but you hurt Jen today.  Badly.  She was so excited that you were coming home today, but instead she got Bizzaro Zil.  She thinks that she did something wrong.”
 
   My eyes went wide.  “No.  I was just trying...”
 
   She cut me off by pulling me up and pushing me toward my bedroom.  “Go, I have a call to make.”
 
   Oh, dear lord, she was concocting a plan.  All of New York cringed whenever she devised one of her impossible plans, but she somehow pulled them off every time.  And she usually let me include animals, every plan is better with animals.
 
   I absently did as I was told as a bit of panic started spreading from the pit of my stomach.  I had... hurt Jen?  That was the last thing I'd ever do.  Did I really just fuck up?  I heard June call out to me, “Your best outfit.  Make it snappy, goth it back up, lady.  We miss us some real Zil.”
 
   Even in my panic, I had to grin a little as I snapped back, “Ok, ok, stop being so pushy... mom.”  I was rewarded with an explosive giggle that made me smile a little more.
 
   I started pulling out the outfit I wore to June's wedding.  I simply loved that dress, it went so well with... I paused.  I was enjoying this.  When had I lost sight of the fact that when I redefined myself the first time, I was just really finding myself.
 
   I held the dress up to my chin and looked in the mirror.  This is who I really was, and it made me so happy.  I smiled at myself.  I'd have to do something about my hair later, though.  It looked pretty like this but just didn't fit quite right.
 
   I took my time, it felt like I was finally coming home.  I froze at the realization that it felt like I was taking a costume off to reveal the real me inside.  It was exactly like Jen had described herself, and I understood more than ever now.
 
   Once I was dressed, I sat in front of the mirror at my vanity and slowly applied the liquid black, gloss lipstick with its touch of deep blood red highlight.  It was the finishing touch.  I smiled at the goth pixie in the mirror with her honey blonde hair tied back in a ponytail with a black ribbon.  “Well hello there Zilrita, welcome back.”
 
   I stepped back out into the main room and June stood with a beaming smile on her face.
 
   She echoed my thought as she said, “Welcome home Zil.”  She held her arms wide and I hugged her like I hadn't seen her in two weeks.  Hugz... grawl!
 
   She looked me up and down appreciatively after we released each other.  She said, “Now let's get a move on, we've someplace to be.”  Then she grabbed my parasol that was hanging by the door as we left.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Squid Hugs
 
   It was a long drive home, I was still in shock over Zilrita's transformation into a cold businesswoman who didn't have time for her friends... her family.  The girls were reassuring me all the way home that the change wasn't because of anything Zil had decided about me.
 
   They came up and we all sat and talked.  It somehow devolved into personal stories each of us had with Zilrita and how she had impacted each of our lives.  Each story ended with everyone laughing and smiling.  That was the impact she had on everyone, you couldn't help but be happy when Zil was around.
 
   When it was my turn, I was still hurting inside, I didn't even bother hiding it anymore.  I thought I had lost the one good thing in my life that I felt I couldn't live without.  I admitted for the first time as I absently rubbed my throat, “I... I think I'm in love with her.”
 
   Nobody commented and I looked up, and they all had expectant looks on their faces.
 
   Small Fry tilted her head and widened her eyes a bit and prompted, “And?”
 
   Not a single one of them looked surprised.
 
   I asked, “And what?”
 
   Fran shook her head and deflated as her sister prompted, “And... what are you going to do about it?”
 
   I blinked at them.  What was I going to do about it?  Then I thought for a second, yeah Jennifer you sodding wanker, what the bloody hell are you going to do about it?  A smaller voice in my head asked what if I've lost her already?
 
   I was so conflicted and the day was so emotionally draining, I looked at the woman I viewed as sisters and shrugged.  “I'll have to sleep on it.”  I prompted them, “Thank you all for cheering me up.  I best be to bed now.”
 
   None of them moved and Vanessa looked at me like I was daft.  “Umm.. we can't do that yet.”
 
   I grinned at her for her silliness and asked, “And why not?”
 
   Small Fry responded for her with, “Well, because you two dense women just got June involved.”
 
   Natasha nodded and added, “Yeah, it shouldn't be long now.”
 
   Then almost as if on cue, Vannie's mobile started ringing.  She just grinned at me and didn't even look at the screen as she accepted and said, “Yes June?”
 
   She nodded and turned away from all of us and spoke in low tones, I couldn't make it out.  Then she turned back as she rang off.  “Ok then, Fran get her ready.  They are on the way.”
 
   They who?  Small Fry looped an arm through mine and just grinned as she dragged me toward my bedroom.  Van called out, “Her finest dress.”
 
   Fannie saluted the air without turning around. “Aye aye captain!”
 
   I asked her, “What's going on.”
 
   She grinned at me. “Don't be even more dense, lady.  Zil is on her way.”
 
   Bloody hell!  After that, I didn't need much prodding from everyone's favorite little sister.  I changed into a dark forest green dress I reserved for the finest dinner parties that mum and dad have thrown.  It was the most elegant thing in my closet.  I resolved to not be afraid, this might be my last chance to ever let Zilrita know how I really felt about her.
 
   Why was I so afraid?  Then I admitted that I was afraid of exactly what had happened today.  I couldn't handle it if Zil became detached and I lost even her friendship.
 
   Small Fry fussed over my hair as I worked on my makeup and put on my favorite pearls.  I tried to be confident as I looked at the person I saw in the mirror.  I tried not to look at all of her flaws... she'd just have to do.
 
   The doorbell rang as I stepped out of my room with Fran.  They ladies turned to look at me and smiled.
 
   Van said, “You're looking stunning, Jen.”
 
   Natasha added, “So pretty.”
 
   The doorbell rang again and Fran gave my hand a little squeeze and pushed me gently toward the door.  I stepped up to it and smoothed my dress around my hips.  Then I looked back at my friends as I absently rubbed my neck.  They were all nudging me with their eyes and chins to the door.
 
   I exhaled loudly then took a deep breath.  Was I going to find Bizzaro Zil on the other side or the woman that makes my heart beat faster? There was a persistent knock on the door, and I opened it to see June standing there with her hand still knocking the air.
 
   She looked at me and her eyes widened, then she smiled and looked to her side.  Her brow furrowed and she reached over and dragged a dark angel, who looked so bashful, to her side.  My breath caught, as our eyes met.  She was a vison.  My goth princess was back and looking even more alluring with the contrast her honey blonde hair made with the dark goth accouterments.
 
   I realized I had the same stupid smile on my face that she did.  June cleared her throat as she shook her head while she rolled her eyes.  “Worse than a couple Frosh, do I have to do this again?”  Then she stepped back a bit and said, “Stems, meet Zil.  Zilrita meet Jennifer.  Zil is stupid and makes assumptions about Jen's tastes.  Jennifer is stupid and doesn't realize just how pretty she is or that she makes Zil swoon.  Each of your hearts goes pitter patter for each other.”
 
   Then she pulled Zil's arm, yanking her directly in front of me.  I searched her eyes for the impossibility of it and saw my eyes mirrored in hers.  She was questing with the same questions, the same hope reflected in them.
 
   She tilted her head and pleaded with her eyes and I just nodded once as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest.  She moved forward and I saw tears forming in her eyes as she said in a wavering voice. “I... I'm crazy about you Jen.  I...  I thought if I changed you would look at me as more than a friend.”
 
   I found myself whispering as we moved even closer, our foreheads touching so we could gaze into each other's eyes, “I've been crazy about you since the day I set foot in London Harmony.”
 
   She asked, “Yeah?”
 
   I nodded and then she moved forward and whispered, her lips brushing mine, “I'm going to kiss you if that's ok.”
 
   I nodded again as I smiled and felt tears on my cheeks.  Then she asked, keeping me in my heightened state of excitement and arousal, “Did you get your operation while I was gone?”
 
   Bloody hell!  The tease!  I claimed her lips to shut the git up.  Why was she talking when we could be kissing?  My entire being felt as if it were set afire, and I couldn't get enough of her lips.  My heart was soaring as I realized my dream after so many years of being with her but not able to hold her the way I dreamed of.
 
   We pulled back, gasping for air when we remembered we weren't alone when we heard awws and little squeaking and happy crying sounds from Fran.  I looked around, I felt drunk. My body was blushing and I felt light headed as I said as diplomatically as possible, “Ladies?  Not to be rude but, please... get out.”
 
   The women laughed and moved to comply.  Zil's twinkling eyes held me as she said, “Just a second.”
 
   I nodded and she crinkled her nose at me then turned.
 
   Then she asked, “Grawl?”  And each of the women held their arms out and Zil gave them each their very own squid hug.  She said as she gave the last one,  “Dear Lord, I was dying inside not being able to give you guys those today.”
 
   June said with humor coloring her voice, “Well, as fun as it is watching two supermodel looking ladies making out, we should go.”
 
   I nodded emphatically as Van slapped her shoulder with a wry grin on her face.
 
   They all waved and headed down the stairs as we stepped back inside and closed the door.  She hugged herself as she looked at me hungrily and mumbled, “Hugz.”  Then she stepped up to me and I received the warmest, longest, most welcomed hug I had ever received from the woman of my dreams.
 
   Everything was right in the world suddenly and I couldn't imagine anything better... her lips were again on mine, her hot tongue gently tracing my lips... oh there was that.  I giggled into the kiss as she started backing me toward my bedroom.
 
   She whispered, “I love you, Jen.  Always have.”
 
   I nodded and broke the kiss and turned as I grasped her hand and dragged her to the bed.  “Me too you silly goth.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Back to Work
 
   Holy shit.  I giggled.  Hooooly shit.  I never knew it could be like that.  I smiled at Jen's sleeping form, cuddled into me like a kitten seeking heat.  I stroked her hair, acutely aware of her bare skin against mine.  Fires blazed everywhere we touched.
 
   For our first lesbian experience, I think it was the most amazing night of my life.  Nothing could have prepared me for that.  I think it wasn't really what we did, but who I was with that made it so intense.  I finally knew the difference between having sex and making love.
 
   We took our time getting to know every inch of each others bodies.  I even gave her throat a little kiss with it's new smoothness. I worshiped her as we made love and I felt worshiped in return.  She made a woman of me again and again, and I returned the favor as our souls reached out and embraced.
 
   Then we did something even more intimate after we collapsed with a happy, glowing exhaustion, we just lay there cuddled together and just stared into each other eyes.  Baring our souls to each other in a silence that was louder than the chaos of creation.  We laid bare all our emotions, hopes, and fears to each other, and they shone with blinding clarity.  I was hers and she mine and I wept with her.
 
   I studied her gorgeous face.  It was unfair to the rest of us just how sublimely feminine she was.  Then she started to smile with her eyes still closed.
 
   “You're staring at me.”
 
   She cuddled in tighter.
 
   I nodded and grinned.  “Just memorizing your face.”
 
   She smiled wider and opened one eye.  I leaned down and kissed the nape of her neck and gave it a little nibble.  I was rewarded by her sharp intake of breath.  She almost purred as she stretched.
 
   I sighed and said, “We better get moving before we're late for work.”
 
   She exhaled an, “Oh poo.”  Then gave me a quick peck on the lips and stood, displaying her lithe naked form to me in all its glory.  She started toward the bathroom and paused to look demurely over her shoulder.  “Breakfast?”
 
   How do they say it here?  I'm no bloody git!  I almost sprang from the bed and followed her like I was on a leash to the shower, where she showed me that last night had just been the beginning.  I was mewling like a kitten by the time we exited the shower when the water had started turning cold.
 
   I said to her, still panting to catch my breath, “Hey now lady, what's with the smug look?”
 
   She just crinkled her nose in response then started getting ready for the day.  I was still a little jelly-legged as I dressed in what I came in last night.  It would have to do, I didn't have time to go home before the workday began.
 
   When we got into my car like every normal day since a few days after we met, she looked down at her hands and asked, “Did you know... umm, that that would happen last night?”
 
   I shook my head with a nervous smile.  Was she regretting it? “Only in my wildest fantasies.  June convinced me that not admitting my feelings to you was hurting you, and I... I didn't ever want to be the reason you were hurting.”
 
   I think it was the right answer because she smiled shyly and blushed as she took my hand and slowly laced our fingers like she was as fascinated and excited about it as I was.  I chuckled to myself and turned on the radio and we sang our way to Lunar Base Two.  I don't think I had ever felt so happy, so... complete, in my entire life.
 
   There were already familiar cars in the lot beside Eliza's.  Jen mumbled, “Bloody hell.”
 
   I nodded and said with a smirk, “I concur.”
 
   She shook her head. “They aren't going to let us live this down are they?”
 
   I shook my head. “I seriously doubt it, but it doesn't matter.”
 
   She cocked her head in question.
 
   I shrugged and added, “Because I love you.”
 
   She seemed to melt and she scrunched her head down to her shoulders with a grin that was far too cute for human consumption.
 
   We stepped out of the vehicle and I gravitated to her side.  We got lost in each others eyes for a moment before I could pry my eyes away with a silly grin on my face as I took her hand in mine.  She didn't hesitate to lace our fingers then give my hand a little squeeze as she straightened up to stand tall. “Right then, shall we go pay the piper then?”
 
   I nodded and matched her air of confidence.  We buzzed ourselves into the lobby and were not surprised to see J-Dub, Vannie, Small Fry, and Tasha all standing there with stupid grins on their faces.  They cheered when we came in.  I don't know who was blushing more profusely, Jen or me.
 
   June asked, “Well?”
 
   I held our clasped hands up and said in a disbelieving tone, “It appears I'm her girl.”
 
   Jen matched my tone and said, “And I'm hers.  Queen mother help me.”
 
   Hey!  I bumped her hip, “Hey!”
 
   She just gave a cute smug grin in response as the others chuckled at me.
 
   I released her and held my arms toward the women and wiggled my fingers. “Grawl?”
 
   Fran was the first to pay the hug toll.  The others followed suit, then Tasha asked in a teasing voice, “Hey, isn't that the same outfit you had on last night Zil?”
 
   Oh god.  I don't think I could have blushed any harder and I buried my face in Jen's shoulder.  She came valiantly to my rescue as the others chuckled again.  “Could be.”
 
   Hey!
 
   I mumbled into her shoulder, “Can I go die now please?”
 
   This got a silvery, tittering laugh from her.
 
   June showed mercy and asked, “Chinese?”
 
   Jen nodded and said, “That sounds divine.  We'll see at the Red Dragon at lunch?  We can't do Golden Garden, their chow mien doesn't sit well with Zil.”
 
   “Don't lay it all on me, lady.  You know what their egg rolls did to you last time.  You...”
 
   She grinned at me with sparkling eyes. “Oh hush, the adults are talking now.”
 
   I gleeped as the others just started chuckling at us.  Then I beamed at my girl.  I can say that now.  My girl.
 
   June looked at Van who nodded then she looked at us and said, “It's settled then, Nessie and I will see you at lunch.  Now I have an office to pull out of crisis mode.”  As the four evil wenches headed out the door, she then teased, “Have a great day ladies.”  
 
   I called after her because I know how much June likes to have the last word, “And who put the office in crisis, woman?”
 
   I heard her amused laugh through the door.
 
   Then I turned bashfully to Jen and bit my lower lip as I ground my heel on the marble floor.  I tilted my head and raised my eyes to hers.  “I should... umm... get to work too.”  She looked as bashful as I felt and just nodded.  Then leaned in and we kissed.
 
   Of course, Bridget and Oliver would pick that instant to buzz themselves in.  They stepped in and Jen and I pulled quickly apart, blushing profusely.  The two paused and looked at us, then Bridget rolled her eyes and said, “It's about bloody time.”
 
   Oliver chimed in, “Quite.”
 
   They both gave us tongue in cheek smiles as they walked past without making eye contact with us.  They seemed awfully smug and full of themselves as they scurried along.  I took off after them up the stairs.
 
   “Hey!  No need to get all smirky about it!  Don't tease the boss!”
 
   They just chuckled at my embarrassment so I pulled them to a stop and squid hugged the hell out of them.  There, that'll teach them!  I strode imperiously through the Mini-Pit, through the conference room, and into the office.  Then I exhaled and shut the door quietly, placing my back to it as I replayed last night and this morning through my head.
 
   I squealed and started hopping up and down as I hugged my arms to my chest.  You couldn't have wiped the smile off my face if you tried.  Oh dear God, I had kissed Jen and more.  She... she loved me back!  I bunny hopped to the desk and settled in to work, distracted by the phantom feel of the memory of her soft lips on mine.
 
   I heard more employees murmuring through the wall as they arrived.  I hit the intercom and said, “This... Is going to be an awesome day!”  I heard some chuckles and added, “Shut up and get to work.”  Which only got more laughter.  What?  Was I not an intimidating boss?  I smiled and attacked the huge stacks of paperwork with enthusiasm.
 
   Yes, this was definitely shaping up to be one of the best days of my life.
 
   I paused when I got to an envelope I had overlooked the prior day when I returned.  I was more concerned with the financials.  I looked at it, it was a heavy envelope with gilded letters on the front which read, “Hugmaster of London” on it.
 
   I grinned and opened it.  A single announcement card slid out and a RSVP form.  I don't know why but a single silent sob escaped my lips as I smiled at the card.  An invitation to the graduation ceremony for Francine Allie Brighton. My God, had it really been that long?  I knew her when she was just an overly cute, overly cheery girl entering her teens, who had a thesaurus for a brain.  Now she was graduating college?
 
   I felt so proud of her and what she had accomplished, I've watched her grow into the amazing woman she was like she was my own... little sister.  I took a deep calming breath and smiled as I ran my fingers over the invitation.  I quickly looked at the RSVP and felt a new warmth inside as for the first time in my life, I checked the plus one box with a big smile and a happy tear rolling down my cheek.
 
   I had, and was, the plus one of the girl I have loved for so long.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   To the woman who made my heart skip a beat every time she smiled at me, I giggled. “Slow down Jen.”
 
   She turned to walk backward grabbing my other hand and pulled me along.  “I can't help it, Sally, I'm just excited to see your childhood home and your parents!  Not to mention this is my first trip over the pond.  I traveled a lot with my parents through Europe and Africa, but never to the Colonies.”
 
   I smiled at her and pulled her up short before she bumped into the people in line at the customs counter.  She let go of one hand and turned around, I couldn't help grinning like a fool at her excitement.  She reached over and ran her hand through my layered hair.  The black layer parted, showing the layer of honey blonde hiding just below it.
 
   I have to admit, I felt sort of the same when I had first arrived in London when June asked if I was interested in spearheading the renovation and management of this pie in the sky idea of hers for a recording studio that specialized in the underground music scene.  As unlikely as it would have sounded to anyone else, I knew that if anyone could pull it off, it was June.  Though she wouldn't let me include any animals in her grand plan.
 
    It was a non-decision for me and I was onboard before she finished asking.  Now I think it was fate.  If I hadn't, I never would have me the overly cute and excited woman in a high fashion sundress beside me.  She was almost vibrating with excitement.  I squeezed her hand to make sure she was really there and not just a dream.  She squeezed back.
 
   I had to blink at the customs counter as the agent thumbed through pages and pages of her passport to find an open page to stamp as she asked, “Reason for visit, business or pleasure?”
 
   Jen said, “Pure pleasure.”
 
   The woman stamped her passport and slid it back, “Welcome to the United States, Miss Harrison.” She nodded with a cheesy grin on her face as she took her passport and waited for me to get cleared.  When we stepped past the desk and she stood behind the line that marked U.S. territory.  She wiggled her eyebrows and hopped over the line and reached over and dragged me with her.
 
   I was just giggling at her antics as we hurried to our connecting flight.  She scrunched her lips over to one side and said, “Huh, it looks just like the inside of a building to me, I thought the United States would look bigger.”
 
   I snorted and bumped her hips.
 
   She grinned and asked, “What?  It seems you use walls to hold your roofs up here just like we do.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “What am I going to do with you, lady?”
 
   She pulled me to a stop and turned to put her forehead against mine, her lips an inch from mine as she gave a sly smile and whispered, “Anything you want.”  She closed the gap and right before our lips connected, she turned away and chuckled at me as she pulled me down the concourse.
 
   I growled out under my breath, trying to quell my arousal, “Damn tease.”  This just turned her wicked smile into a smug one.
 
   I couldn't seem to get enough of her.  And we may or may not have become members of the mile high club over international waters.  My lips are sealed.
 
   What?  It was a long flight.
 
   The hop to Denver went by quickly as she had me telling her all about the places I would visit in Colorado when I was young.  We ended our conversation as the plane touched down at Denver International with her squeezing my hand that always found its way into hers and her saying, “I want to see it all.  Bring me everywhere?”
 
   I placed my other hand over our clasped hands and chuckled as I said, “You do realize we're only here for three weeks don't you?  London Harmony will fall apart if we stay any longer.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. “Oh poo.  I sort of have access to all the employee records and you have taken an entire three days off in almost ten years, besides when you had to fly home to take care of your mom. You have over thirty weeks of unused vacation.”
 
   Then she said, “Besides, it's good for June's heart to fill in for you.  The stress keeps the blood pumping.”  She bit the tip of her tongue and crinkled her nose at me.
 
   I felt like swooning at the look.
 
   We made our way to the baggage terminal and then spent ten minutes retrieving my one large suitcase as it moved past and her FOUR large suitcases.  I shook my head at her as I almost landed on my butt when I pulled the last one off.  It had to weigh half of what I did.
 
   I teased and repeated, “You do realize we're only here for three weeks don't you?”
 
   She took on an imperious air and spoke with a more refined accent than normal, “A girl must be prepared for any emergency.”
 
   I scrunched my face in doubt and deadpanned, “A clothing emergency?”
 
   She answered with a silly grin and nod.
 
   Fine, she wins.
 
   She whispered to me, “I don't suppose you packed that business suit did you?”
 
   My eyes went wide as my brows tried to crawl up into my hairline in surprise, and I sputtered, “Really?”  She bit her lower lip as she smiled hungrily and swung side to side playfully as she nodded.  I blushed down to my core.
 
   I swallowed and we turned around to look for one of those cart thingies to get us out to the curb with the contents of her entire closet. Then a smile split my face when I saw a huge ebony man grinning our way holding a sign that read, 'Harrison and Bat Lady.'  Jen followed my gaze and chirped out a surprised gleep of laughter.
 
   I chuckled as he wiggled his eyebrows and came striding over.  Each step covering twice the ground of mine.  I jumped up into his arms and he dangled my feet off the ground as he hugged me.  Into his shoulder, I murmured, “Daddy.”  
 
   He said in a pleased rumble, “Baby doll.  It's good to have you home again.”
 
   He placed me down and I turned to Jen, who had one eyebrow cocked and a silly grin on her face as she looked Isaac up and down appreciatively.  I slapped her shoulder lightly, “Down girl.  That's my dad you're eyeing.  He's taken... and so are you point in fact.”
 
   She seemed both surprised and delighted.  Then I understood.  I had never shown anyone pictures of my family and I don't think it sank in to Jen after I told her the story of Rat, that he was black.  Truthfully I never really think about it.
 
   I said, “Jen, this is my dad, Isaac Slader.  Dad, this is my... girlfriend, Jennifer Harrison.”
 
   She put her hand out and Isaac just engulfed her into a hug worthy of me.  I grinned with pride, my apprentice was learning, I should advance him to hug journeyman one day.  She gleeped and giggled.
 
   Then she said as he released her, “I can see the family resemblance.”
 
   I sighed and said, “Smart ass.  I told you mom remarried.”
 
   Isaac looked at her, purposefully ignoring me. “Don't listen to her, I think she has my eyes.”
 
   The two laughed at the look on my face then I rolled my eyes at their antics and grabbed two suitcases by their handles and started marching off.  I heard dad's rumbling chuckle, “Car is other way, Einstein.”
 
   I turned around and lifted my nose in the air and marched the other way as I said, “I hate you both.”  I grinned at their laughter as they caught up with the other luggage in tow.
 
   Jen looked past me to Isaac then at me and she leaned in and whispered, “Your dad is hot.”  Then after a heartbeat.  “And huge.”
 
   I bumped her shoulder with a pleased grin on my face as dad lead us to the car.  I was so happy that they got along so well.  Wait a minute, why were Isaac and I hauling two suitcases each while she only had one?
 
   I thought about her own father and mother, and how they had reacted when Jen and I had nervously stood hand in hand in their living room and told them that we were together now.  Her mother had just tilted her head back to look at the ceiling and said, “Thank the Lord, it's about bloody time.”
 
   Her father seemed immensely pleased and later that night he had pulled me aside to express how happy it made him that I made Jennifer so happy, and to deliver a threat,  “If you ever do anything to hurt my little girl...”
 
   I couldn't stop grinning, I had just got the traditional boyfriend threat from her father.  I know he was sort of serious, but at the same time, it was his way of accepting me into the fold.
 
   The past six months have been like a dream to me.
 
   The evil ones made me ride in the back seat when we got to Tank in the airport parking garage.
 
   On our way to the family home, after Jen got over her mini-heart attack when Isaac pulled out into traffic on the 'wrong side' of the road, she piped up from the front seat, “So Mr. Slader, what embarrassing things can you tell me about my girl here when she was young?”
 
   He rumbled out his chuckle as I tried to protest, “Please, call me Isaac, Jennifer.  Hmm... there was this one time, when Rita was... it must have been eleven when we brought Ratiana home from the hospital.”
 
   I started thumping his shoulder from behind.  “Oh dear lord, don't tell her that.”
 
   He chuckled at my embarrassment, and just plowed forward as Jen listened with rapt fascination.  “Her mother and I went up to put her mother's things away in the bedroom.  Ezie had handed little Ratiana to our Rita here and jokingly said, “Now don't drop her, she's fragile.”
 
   He grinned at me in the rearview mirror as I pouted.
 
   “The look on her face was priceless, wide eyes and I think she stopped breathing when her mother said that.  When we came back downstairs so Esmeralda could rest in the living room and watch some television with the baby.  Zilrita was still standing in the same spot, holding her sister like a porcelain doll, face pale as a sheet.”
 
   I said as Jen grinned back at me, “Hey, I was terrified I'd do just what mom said and drop her.  She was so small.  And when someone tells you not to do something, that's all you can think about.  I was too scared to move.”
 
   Isaac had a sad smile on his face as he added, “She was mumbling about precious cargo and bubble wrap when Ezie retrieved little Rat from her.  I knew right then how much Rita loved her little sister and I had no doubt she'd be the best big sister there was.”
 
   I shared a sad smile with him and deflated a little.
 
   Jennifer said to both of us, “Well she will be the best big sister that Luminita could ever wish for.”
 
   We smiled at her and I reached forward to take her hand for a moment.  Then we changed the subject and Isaac shared some of my more of my less shining moments from my childhood until we passed through downtown.
 
   Like a little kid, Jen had her face plastered to the window as she looked at the glass and steel canyons of the soaring skyscrapers.  Then her smile bloomed as we passed the Capitol building.  Her eyes were locked on the gold plated dome.  Then she turned back excitedly as we entered our tightly packed residential neighborhood and turned on to Eleventh.
 
   Being the consummate host, Isaac drove us past the house slowly as I pointed it out to an excited Jennifer before he pulled us around to the alley and into the garage.
 
   Dad said as we got out, “Just leave the bags, I'll get them in later, your mother is waiting.”
 
   I nodded as my excitement built.  I wish babies worked on a timetable and were predictable as to when they were born.  Then I could have been here two days ago for the birth of my baby sister.
 
   Jennifer paused as we walked past mother's car and she looked at my battered yellow bug.  She purposefully looked past me to Isaac with a sly smile on her face.
 
   “Tell me this is Zil's.”
 
   He nodded and she gave me a toothy grin and looped her arm in mine, quite smugly I might add.
 
   I defended my car's honor, “Hey, Lady is a great car.  Dependable, and she has character.  Plus she has a one of a kind paint job.”
 
   She hesitated and her grin faltered just a moment as she saw the grass and flowers I had painted with Ratiana.
 
   Then we followed dad into the house.  He loudly said, which to most might sound like a bellow, “Ezie, were home.”
 
   She called back, “In the living room.”
 
   Jen was looking all around like she was trying to take everything in at the same time as she followed us through the house.  I was buzzing with excitement.  I hopped up to mom who stood up from the couch, looking radiant with a little bundle held lovingly in her arms.  I kissed her cheek then reached back and hauled Jen up to her.
 
   I grinned at them as I held my arms out, wiggling my fingers in a gimme gesture.  Mom handed the little-wrapped bundle to me as I absently said, “Mom, this is my girlfriend, Jennifer.  Jen this is my mom, Esmarelda Slader.”
 
   As they shook hands and traded niceties, I was lost in a happy haze as I looked down on the face of a little angel.  Her skin was a beautiful tone between milk chocolate and caramel.  She was wrapped in a fluffy baby animal pattern blanket and had a cute little pink cap on.  She was perfect!  I softly said, “Hello there little Lumi.  I'm your big sister Zilrita.”  I kissed her forehead and smiled as a tear rolled down my cheek.  “We're going to have so many adventures together every time I visit.”
 
   I looked up and everyone was looking at me with warm smiles on their faces.  I offered my baby sister to the woman I loved.  “Would you like to meet my little sister?  Luminita Ratiana Slader?”
 
   She paled a bit and swallowed and held her hands out as she nodded.
 
   I hid a smirk as I handed my tiny sibling to her.  “Support her head.”  Then added, “Don't drop her now.  She's really fragile.”
 
   The look of terror and wonder on my girl's face at that was priceless.  My little inner evil Zil was rubbing her hands together and saying, “Yessss.”  That will teach her to giggle at my embarrassing moments.
 
   She smirked at me.  “I hate you.”
 
   I blurted out a surprised gleeping giggle and said, “It serves you right for laughing at me.  And, tough, I love you.”
 
   I leaned in and gave her a quick peck on the cheek then turned to mom and opened my arms wide in invitation, “She's perfect mom, you do good work.”
 
   She grinned at me and gave me a tight hug.
 
   Isaac grumbled, “Hey, I had something to do with it too.”
 
   I waved him off, “Eww.  I don't even want to think about your contribution dad.  And I'm pretty sure you didn't use the 3D printer in your uterus to build a baby inside you.”
 
   Mom said with all the humor in the world as she pulled me down to sit with her on the couch,  “Listen to your daughter dear.  She is a wise woman.”  Then she winked at him.
 
   We all laughed at the sulking man when he said, “A wise something all right.”
 
   I looked at the object of my affection who was paralyzed there, just holding Lumi like she was made of brittle eggshell.  Mom showed mercy and chuckled, as she held her hands out and Jen shuffled over ever so carefully and gave my sister to her.
 
   She seemed to exhale in relief that she hadn't dropped her and I pulled her down beside me.  I crinkled my nose at her and said, “Not so funny now, is it.”
 
   She just smiled, bumped my shoulder and said to mom, “She's gorgeous, and so tiny.”
 
   Mom smiled and said, “Thank you.  She's the smallest of my daughters. Five pounds one ounce.  They say it was because of my age.”  Then she made a silly face.  “Which will also make it harder for me to lose all this baby weight too.”
 
   Jen lifted her chin imperiously and countered, “You look amazing, especially for just having had a baby, I see where Zilrita gets her good looks.”  She added with a little wink to dad, “And Zil gets her stunning eyes from you, naturally, Isaac.”
 
   Mom furrowed her brow in confusion as we all laughed at the joke, and said, “You're as charming as Zil has said.  I can see why you won her heart.”
 
   I blushed and Jen claimed my hand as hers and laced our fingers.
 
   Then we just sat and visited and had a general good time.  Lumi was passed around a bit, we were all such greedy baby-mongers.  I even indoctrinated Jen into the art of diaper changing.
 
   She had paused and tilted her head as her face screwed up in curiosity.  “When did you get to be so good at diaper changing, Sally.”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows and mother told her, “Rita insisted on changing her little sister's diaper all the time to help me out.  She got to be quite a pro.”
 
   After dinner, Jen and I washed the dishes.  Then I just laid down on a baby blanket with Luminita in front of the couch, and just gazed at her in wonder as my parents shared embarrassing tale after tale with Jennifer.  I whispered to my baby sis as she held my finger with her tiny hand, “I'll do better this time, I promise.”
 
   A familiar longing hit me, just like when I held June's sister, Elizabeth's baby, Fay.  I glanced back to Jen, who had her head tilted back, exposing her graceful neck as she laughed heartily at something Isaac had just said.  I... I wanted a baby.  I smiled when Jen caught me looking at her and she smiled back.  Maybe some day.
 
   We were all yawning by the time dad went out to lug our suitcases upstairs.  We said our goodnights, I collected my hug tolls and Jen and I retired to my mini apartment in the attic.
 
   As we climbed the last set of narrow stairs, Jen chuckled. “I feel the need to make a bat and attic joke here.”
 
   I winked at her and let her go first through the little door.  “This isn't like any attic you have seen before, lady.”
 
   She paused in the doorway and said, “Bloody hell.”  Then she chuckled and went in with me admiring her sexy butt as she stepped into the space.
 
   She didn't even look back as she said, “Eyes front, sailor.”
 
   I grinned at her back.
 
   I motioned to the new fort that Isaac had built for me, prompting her to explore.  When her curiosity was satisfied, we got ready for the night and slid into bed.  She said matter of factly, “Your dad does good work.”
 
   I nodded and shrugged with a crooked smile on my face. “He does.  Who knew?”
 
   We kissed for a bit, reacquainting our lips to one another's and then laid there facing each other and smiling into each others eyes.
 
   She whispered, “I really like your parents, they were not quite what I was expecting with a contradictory happy goth daughter.  But it is a pleasant surprise.  And your sister is too adorable.”
 
   I nodded with pride. “She is isn't she?”
 
   Then I hesitated and said, “We need to talk Jen.  About plans.”
 
   She nodded, “I want to see everything.  And of course, the zoo.  Every plan is better with animals.”
 
   I smiled hugely at her then exhaled and said, “I mean... the future.”
 
   She got serious and sort of snuggled down deeper into the mattress as I explained, “I was... well, I'm going to be visiting Denver an awful lot now, at least for the next few years until Lumi goes to school.  I was... I was sort of hoping you'd... you know, come with me each time.”
 
   She tilted her head and I couldn't read her expression but she said in a hoarse tone, “I'm not letting you haul me back and forth across the pond unless there's a ring on my finger.  We already live together.”
 
   I froze and blinked at her.  She had convinced me to move into her place last month.  Well, I agreed readily when she asked me to live with her while we were umm... having an interesting time in the shower.  I vaguely remember saying “Yes.”  Or was I screaming it?  I shook the pleasant memory out of my head.  Was she asking what I think she was asking?
 
   I asked carefully, just above a whisper, “Was that a proposal?”
 
   She just stared at me as she got a shy smile on her face, “Of course you daft woman.”
 
   I finally exhaled and nodded like a fool as I sobbed a happy cry.  She kissed me with a burning passion she had never used before.  My toes curled as she owned me.  I smiled into the kiss as I saw I wasn't the only one without dry eyes.
 
   Then I whispered, “I want a puppy.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And a child.”
 
   She nodded again and her crooked half smile cut across one side of her face as she whispered back,  “Let's start with a puppy.  If our incompetence doesn't kill it in a year, then we can talk about a baby.”  Then she nuzzled her head into my shoulder.
 
   I was good with that.  I laughed through my happy tears.  “Good plan.  We'll start with a puppy.”
 
    
 
   “Every plan is better with animals.”
 
    
 
   The End
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Techromancy Scrolls: Soras...
 
   Chapter 1 – Alexandru
 
   I ducked under a sweeping blade and spun away just to parry away the strike of another attacker.  My blade, Anadele left an almost ghostly afterimage of wispy white as she shone brightly in the dwindling light of Father Sol.
 
   The world was alive in color as amber sparks trailed from my eyes as I dove over a huge blade which was almost as big as I was as it swept past where my legs had been a moment before.  I landed in a roll the put distance between me and two of my opponents then I rolled up onto my feet, panting.  They were wearing me down.  They had been at it for over ten minutes now.
 
   I could feel them moving around me, like wisps of white ghosts on the edge of my perception.  Since the day of my second igniting I have been able to feel all of the life in the world surrounding me.  I may possess the weakest magic potential of all the Techno Knights of Wexbury, but I was an Adept, and my abilities spanned the spectrum of known magics.
 
   It was a state secret that I also possessed the magic of the People, the magic of the Mountain Gypsies that inhabited the Whispering Walls range.  That was giving me the edge now, as the world came into focus on in instinctive level when I was accessing it.
 
   Who years hence, the band of gypsies who befriended me and saved my life, the Lupei family, had imbued my cloak and my blade with charms that made me harder to hit and gave me just a little bit of luck.
 
   I could feel the strike coming and I whipped Anadele up behind me to catch a blow that drove me to my knees.  I panted as my blade sparked, her razor sharp edge never dulling thanks the glowing white runes on her and the fact that she had changed in nature in a way the Lupei could not explain.
 
   They say that something happened to the metal itself when I had channeled so much power through her in the battle of the Monolith that had left me scarred in more ways than just physically.
 
   My hand blurred forward, leaving ghostly afterimages from my spell imbued silk glove, I intercepted the blow meant to finish this fight, as my luck continued.  We all knew it was just a matter of time.  They had pushed me far past my limits and I was slowing down in my exhaustion as they continued their relentless assault.
 
   I spun on my knee into a stand as I stretched out my blade.  The tip of Anadele tapping each of the four swords in my opponent's hands.  I almost smirked, it is what the love of my life, Celeste often did to indicate her reach and dare anyone to enter that circle.
 
   This drew chuckles from all around me as I smirked in defiance.  Then the huge blade came crashing down on me and again I was driven to my knees.  Sir Tennison grunted as I deflected his blade into the ground.
 
   Celeste said, “Good Laney, that's better.”  As she came at me from my weak side in a spinning fury of blows. I rolled over the ground in the hole made by Tennison being off balance.  I kicked his leg on my way past and the big man tumbled to the ground with a resounding, “Ooof!”
 
   I was able to get to my feet as I deflected the flurry of blows.  Both Celeste and I leaving behind wispy ghost images as we danced.  She too had the blessing of the Lupei in her cloak and blade.
 
   Verna struck from behind and I just barely sidestepped in time to grab the end of her blade, Gertrude, with a gauntlet. I yanked her off balance before Celeste renewed her attack.  Sparks flew as our swords clashed.
 
   Someone called out, “Just yield Laney.”
 
   Another asked, “Why doesn't she yield?  She is outmatched.”
 
   As Celeste hacked away at me, drawing my guard off time and again, she said between potentially debilitating strikes, “Laney...”  She reversed direction almost faster than my eyes could follow and I barely got Anadele in place to intercept, our blades sparking.
 
   “Doesn't...”
 
   She did a probing thrust that I didn't bother using my blade to deflect, I slapped it away with my free hand as I panted.
 
   “Know...”
 
   She did a sort of pirouette that I have never seen from her before, her hair billowed out like a red sea of fire behind her, and she ended in a double handed overhead strike that had me falling to a knee once again with a grunt.
 
   “How...”
 
   She just started hacking down at Anadele which I had over my head.
 
   “To...”
 
   She grinned and went for my exposed side.
 
   “Yield!”
 
   Then she was suddenly on a knee in front of me, her blade at my neck and she winked at me and gave me a quick peck on the lips as Verna said, “Laney is out.”
 
   I grinned and over-dramatically collapsed onto the ground, letting Anadele clatter to the cobblestones of the practice yard as I gasped for breath with a silly grin on my face.  Countess Celeste of the Techno Knight Order, Blade of Temperance of Wexbury, daughter of Prime Techromancer Donovan, Lady of the Court, stood and crinkled her nose at me as she sheathed her blade.  She wasn't even breathing hard, neither were the other three knights.
 
   She offered a hand and I grabbed my sword then accepted her hand with a smile and she pulled me to my feet with no effort at all.  My hand remained on hers, and she laced our fingers as we stepped over to Verna, who was collecting coins from the knights and squires who watched the spectacle of me getting trounced by my fellow knights.
 
   I didn't know why they insisted on picking on me when they needed to demonstrate why defense was more important than offense to the new recruits.  I slid Anadele into her scabbard as my Lady  asked her best friend, “How much did we make, Verna?”
 
   The musclebound woman grinned as she made two identical stacks of coins and handed one over to Celeste.
 
   “Your share is twelve gold two penny.”  Celeste absently just gave our bounty to me and I slipped it into one of the many pouches on my belt.
 
   One of the new knights we had received in the new cross training program, from the ranks of the new defenders of Far Reach Keep, Donald, spoke up.
 
   “The outcome was a given.  Everyone knows that Lady Laney here is a poor excuse for a knight.  Wexbury only allows her to defend, she doesn't know how to attack.  It is common knowledge through the Lower Ten that she has the least amount of magic potential of any Techno Knight in history.”
 
   I sighed, the details of the battle of the Monolith are a tightly guarded secret.  The leader of Wexbury Keep, Duke Fredrick does not want the other realms in the Lands of Sparo to know the real strength of Wexbury's defenses.
 
   All who were present for that terrible battle will all swear to the bravery of Lord Samuel though rumors circulate of the actual outcome of that awful night, which left me with physical and mental scars that will never heal.  They will always remind me of the evil that Rogues can bring to bear.
 
   It was Verna who spoke up to my chagrin, “Do you wish to test your blade against Laney's, Sir Donald?”
 
   What was she doing?  I was almost too tired to stand.  It was all I could do to keep standing after that punishing sparring match just now.
 
   He smirked.  He was a good sort, and we got along, but he was always puffing up like a rooster on display.
 
   He asked, “You call that tiny toothpick she wields, a blade?”  He nodded and stepped toward the courtyard as he drew his long-sword.
 
   I deflated as everyone started yelling out bets and Celeste winked down at me and nudged me toward the man.  I really didn't need another beating today.  All I wanted to do was take a nice long soak at the bathhouse and then go to our quarters and cuddle with Celeste.
 
   The evil Verna, who had instigated this cut off the betting, then stepped up to us, Celeste was at my side.  Our well-muscled friend grinned at both of us, I was going to make her pay, mark my words.  She said as Donald checked his backpack that would electrify his blade so he could stand against a Techno Knight's magic powered blade,  “Remember, this is only a sparring match.  First blood.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at both of us as everyone in the courtyard repeated, “First blood.”
 
   Donald sheathed his blade in his insulated scabbard and said, “First blood.”
 
   She turned to me and I nodded and echoed, “First blood.”
 
   Then Celeste and Verna stepped away.  I said to Donald as I tried to stop my heavy breathing from the last match, “Let's just call it a draw?  I'm exhausted and just want to rest.”
 
   He shook his head with a confident grin.  Celeste caught my eyes and nudged her eyes toward the man in a prompt with a wicked grin.  I understood what she meant and tried hard not to snort.  She was positively evil, did she really want me to do that to the poor man?
 
   I sighed as I thought of the words of people much smarter than myself.  “Even the smallest thing can turn the fiercest battle when it is not expected.”
 
   I started gathering my meager power as the world again became brighter and flooded with the colors and tastes of all the metals around me.  Liquid amber sparks started dripping from my eyes as rivulets of power arced down my arm.  I sought out my target.
 
   Verna held up a glove then dropped it.  The moment it hit the ground I released my power faster than Donald's hand could travel to the hilt of his sword.  With a little pinging sound, his metal belt buckle tore off of his belt and his sword clattered to the cobblestones along with his trousers, and I turned my back to him and walked off to my Lady as Verna said, “Donald is out!”
 
   In first blood, disarmed is the same as injured.  I tried so very hard not to smile as I heard him making exasperated sounds.  I held my hand out to Verna for our take of the bets when I staggered, grabbing my head.
 
   I suddenly found myself moving through a forest at breakneck speeds.  I was hurt, I could see the ramparts of Castle Wexbury and the walls of the keep through the trees as my horses strong legs thrummed on the ground as his chest heaved as it took in labored breaths.  Its coat lathered with sweat and foam dripping from its mouth and nostrils.
 
   I winced as I twisted in the saddle, hanging over impossibly to the side, facing backward as I drew up my bow and nocked an arrow fast as thought and let loose.  I watched the deadly shaft with it's brightly colored feathers slice through the air and find its mark in the neck of one of my mounted pursuers.
 
   I saw, at least, five more as my vision pulled back for me to see  Alexandru hanging from his saddle.  Then I was back in the courtyard staggering as Celeste steadied me.  She started to ask, “Laney, what is...”
 
   I blurted out, “Alexandru!”  And ran at the line of horses on the far end of the courtyard.  I called back as the other knight started running after me.  “Sound the alarm!  An ally is under attack at the gates in less than five minutes!”
 
   I reached my huge black Percheron, Goliath, and sprang into the air, my silk gloved hand blurring, leaving that ghostly afterimage as I grabbed the pommel of the saddle. He was already in motion, sensing the urgency as I swung myself gracefully up onto him.  Graceful would never have been a term I would have applied to myself just two years hence.
 
   I didn't bother with the reins as I laid across his neck and patted it as I spoke to him,  as his mighty hooves kicked up sparks on the cobblestones as we shot through the main arch and onto Lord's way.  “Give me everything you have my beautiful boy.  A friend is in need.”  Like he could understand me, he stretched out farther as his lungs worked like huge bellows and our speed increasing.  I glanced back to see the other knights falling behind on their slower steeds, Celeste leading the pack.
 
   I heard the great air powered war horns of the keep sending out a long steady rumble that rolled through the keep.  When the people of the village heard this, they all moved aside on Lord's Way and the Crossbar and I thundered past them unhindered.  All eyes were on me as I passed.
 
   I reached for that elusive magic of the People and let it flow from me in wispy sheets of silk and into Goliath, giving him more energy, more stamina.  I wasn't very good at using that magic of the spirit element without someone to teach me, but this much I could do.
 
   I cut across the Roundabout at the Church and flew down the Crossbar as my techromancer power rose within me, leaving a trail of amber sparks in our wake.  As I approached the main portcullis, where the gate guards were assembling to the call of the war horn which had finally stopped echoing through the keep.  They made a hole and I shot through the portcullis, under the heavy iron gates. I yelled, “Make way!”  
 
   Just as I cleared the keep, I saw Alexandru's horse break out of the Whispering Forest and into the clearing.  He was hanging from the saddle just like in my vision, he was firing volley after volley at his pursuers.  There were more than I thought.  Ten men broke out of the cover of the trees in pursuit.  Another of  Alexandru's arrows hit home, make that nine pursuers.
 
   I raised a hand and quested to the limits of my range and I could taste the steel arrowheads in the return fire as Goliath thundered past my injured ally.  I screamed out in defiance as I slapped my hand to the side, knocking all of the incoming arrows to the ground as my power grasped the arrowheads.
 
   I slowed now that I was between the injured gypsy and the enemy, I swatted away another flight of arrows in mid flight as Celeste and the other knights swarmed past by me.  The attackers pulled up short and reversed course.  Half of the thirty knights in pursuit pulled up and turned back as the others gave chase.
 
   I gave some pressure to Goliath's side as I reached for the reins.  He reared a little and turned back as Celeste slid into my right looking ready to chastise me for being reckless.  I shook my head at her and gave a pained look of apology and said, “He's hurt.” As we caught up with Alexandru, who was now just hanging limply from his saddle.
 
   Celeste reached his side and grabbed the reins of his mount and urged it to a stop.  We dismounted and I ran over to them as Celeste helped him out of the stirrup and to the ground.  I got to the man I owed my life to and he was barely conscious.  The handsomely rugged man raised a hand up to first cup Celeste's cheek then mine as he rasped out, “My Soras.  I have found you.”
 
   He gasped, then said in a pained voice, “Mother Udele has been... kidnapped.”  The man passed out, leaving Celeste and I staring at him in stunned silence.  Mother Udele?
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