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 Prologue 
 
     I stood there in the basement of our third acquisition for the Flotilla Project.  A historic building in the group of old storage and warehouse structures at C19 Narrow Street.  The Sun Wharf buildings. 
 
    It sat adjacent to a private courtyard hidden from the street by the wall of the storage warehouse which was bombed on the first night of the London Blitz back on September 7, 1940.  You'd never know from the street, but that street-side wall is all that remains of that ill-fated building. 
 
    At high tide, the River Thames comes up to the foundations of the buildings along the north shore, making the old wharf buildings look as if they are raising from the river themselves. 
 
    I fell in love with the building on first sight.  We'd be able to create twenty living units in the structure.  We won't have as much trouble with renovations on this building as we did our first building, the Steinberg over by the Hammersmith.  Unfortunately, this building was partially gutted in 1983 for a filmmaker.  So we will be able to do quite a of modifications to partition it into apartments. 
 
    There are a few historical aspects of the building that the Office of Historic Preservation will police vigorously though, such as no changes to the exterior of the structure, and the greenhouse and its immense clock hidden inside which will need to be meticulously restored. 
 
    My evil sidekick, Angie, called out to me as I reflected on how many homeless or disadvantaged people we would be able to help in the Flotilla's Slingshot Program with this building.  Helping them get back on their feet with a place of their own they can call home.  “Earth to Paya, McGrath is here with the OHP rep and the heating man.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly, hamming it up and grinned at her.  “Sorry, just lost in reflection.”  Then I glanced around the old steam boiler room we stood in.  There were pipes, valves and pressure vessels, boilers and panels everywhere.  There was barely room to move around in the large cluttered space.  I felt like I was in an old movie in the bowels of an old steam ship. 
 
    She nodded at me and smiled fondly and echoed my thoughts. “Twenty more units.  With the barges and Steinberg and Canterville filled to potential, and all the co-opted flats occupied, this building and the two new barges expected next month with be a godsend.” 
 
    I nodded.  It seemed like we just kept losing ground.  For every person or family we were able to find a place of their own, there were two more to take their places on the barges. 
 
    I turned to look at our on call handywoman, McGrath.  She was a muscular Irish woman who had a gift for restoring old buildings.  Her knowledge of architectural history was rivaled only by the works of art she could carve when she set chisel to wood. 
 
    I grinned at the short but determined woman beside her.  Of course Speedy would be here.  Our resident runner doubled as McGrath's chauffeur, as the handy woman had no transportation of her own except her own barge, the Deidre.  Well, that and they are engaged to be married this coming July. 
 
    The two people next to them, I didn't know.  I had to blink.  When the OHP said they were sending a representative to oversee the renovation, I had assumed it would be Brent Hastings.  The infuriating stickler for the letter of the rules which had been a thorn in our side with the Steinberg. 
 
    Instead, a short brunette with a cuff crutch stood there in an immaculate black business suit, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.  She had stylish thick rimmed glasses that, instead of making her look more professional, which was no doubt her intent, made her look sort of cute.  She had a serious look on her face, and a satchel tucked neatly under her arm.  She had her OHP identification hanging from her belt. 
 
    I tried not to smile, she was trying far too hard.  Tried is the operative word, I smiled at her then looked at the man beside her in clean, dark blue overalls, a yellow hardhat under his arm, and a clipboard in this hand.  The Hart Heating logo was embroidered on the coveralls as well as a name, “Karl.” 
 
    As she scratched the back of her neck, McGrath said as she looked around at the mechanical systems, “Paya Doshi, this is Karl Hart from Hart Heating, and the Limehouse District inspector for the OHP, Melinda Stafford.”   
 
    Ah, I hadn't thought of that.  Mr. Hastings must be the Hammersmith Borough inspector. 
 
    I offered a hand to each of them. “A pleasure to meet you both.” 
 
    The man just nodded once, and Miss Stafford responded in kind, “A pleasure Miss Doshi.  I've heard many things about you and your foundation.” 
 
    I squished my lips to one side. “All good I hope.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not if I'm to put stock into what Mr. Hastings has to say, which I take with a grain of salt.  But I personally think your pursuits are admirable.” 
 
    I had to grin at that.  We had been such a headache for the stuffy old inspector, especially McGrath.  She was his personal boogeyman, a contractor who knew more about historic buildings than he did.  She has this knack for finding buried information about structures and using that to do top notch restorations. 
 
    McGrath blew out a huff of air and said with her ever so slight Irish accent, which only got heavier if she were angry or teasing,  “Well, it's hard ta take anythin' Brent says too terribly seriously.” 
 
    The woman started to smile but then her smile faded, and she stood straighter. “Don't think that for one moment that I'll be lax on the applicable preservation codes and requirements just because I approve of your pursuits.” 
 
    I don't mean to make light of someone being so serious, but the overall effect of this young woman, who was just barely taller than me, putting her proverbial foot down, was just a tad on the cute end of the serious spectrum.  Even so, I had no doubt she would hold us to the rules and our feet to the coals as much as Mr. Hastings had.  She had that determined professionalism I respected in people who took their jobs seriously.  It seemed a rare trait these days. 
 
    The corner of McGrath's lips twitched, fighting a smile.  Our Speedy, Lenore, reached up and slapped the back of her head and warned, “Be nice, Hunter.” 
 
    I had to grin.  Those two were like oil and water.  These two things which were diametrically opposed, and should never mix.  But it created an explosive chemistry between the two, and they loved each other fiercely, though they drove each other insane. 
 
    McGrath squinted one eye at her playfully then moved on from whatever barb she was going to say to the OHP woman.  Instead, she said, “We've the permits ta begin the demolition phase of the renovation.  As your initial letter ta us said we were ta preserve the steam radiators in the upper levels of the buldin' as much as possible, we've hired Hart Heating ta modernize the boiler room.” 
 
    Then she added, in defiance of Lenore, “Even though the buildin' never had steam heat until the repairs after the Blitz.”  She looked almost accusingly at Miss Stafford. 
 
    The woman didn't flinch, only offered, “It is a historic retrofit.  We would just prefer the radiators in the rooms remain, even if they aren't functional.  Just to preserve the historical significance of the era.” 
 
    McGrath quickly said, “Well I'm not a mechanical girl myself, but even my general knowledge of steam systems tells me this system has gone through major retrofits over the years.  Startin' with coal powered boilers...” 
 
    She pointed at a corner darkened by coal dust under a coal chute.  “Then from coal ta oil.”  She pointed at a huge oil fuel tank.  “Ta electric.  So forgive me if I'm...”   
 
    Speedy cleared her throat, McGrath smiled thinly, rolled her eyes, and she said, “I mean, of course, we'll do our best.  But first, none of this seems operational anymore, and I wouldn't know where ta start.” 
 
    She turned to Karl, this was his cue.  He handed the clipboard to the inspector, who seemed unphased by our Irishwoman's rant.   
 
    He said, “We could just strip the entire room since the OHP has indicated that the mechanical rooms weren't subject to oversight.  But the Flotilla's budget won't allow for that.” 
 
    He waved his hand around the space. “So if we utilize twenty to thirty percent of this mess, we could keep most of the radiator system on the upper floors and retrofit the new rooms with matching cast iron radiators if they can be sourced.  That would keep things consistent and eliminate the need for a secondary forced air system.” 
 
    McGrath nodded and asked, “How long will it take to determine what stays and what goes?  There are so many systems and no doubt code violations.  Then how long after you assess it can ya be startin' the demo?  We are on a tight schedule.” 
 
    He grinned, almost smugly, and said, “Oh... not long at all.”  Then he looked back toward the door in the old space, and I noticed a woman standing there silently, watching us all.  Had she been there the whole time? 
 
    She was as tall as McGrath and built almost as muscularly as her.  Her dirty blonde hair hung forward from her hard hat, half way down to her waist.  The yellow safety glasses she wore hid the color of her light eyes.  The name embroidered on her farm style bib coveralls read, Bea. 
 
    But my eyes homed in on the sledgehammer in her orange and white rubberized work gloves.  It was huge and had a solid steel handle that was welded to the head with what looked like brass, as it was gold in color. 
 
    Karl made a slashing motion with his finger in each direction and made two half whistling half hissing sounds as he looked at her expectantly. 
 
    She just nodded once and stepped in past us.  Her boss didn't bother introducing her to us.  I saw McGrath narrowing her eyes and cocking her head at the woman who moved to the middle of the room and just turned slowly around, her eyes darting everywhere in the room taking everything in. 
 
    She squinted one eye, and her lip twitched up into a sneer, and she nodded once to herself.  Then her arm muscles visibly flexed, and she was swinging the sledge over her head with both hands, slamming it down on a huge pipe fitting where a pipe twisted into the confusing nest of steam equipment.  I covered my ears at the metal on metal impact and the fitting fractured. Letting the pipe hang free with a metallic groan. 
 
    Karl said with a note of pride in his voice, “There, assessed, categorized, and demolition started.  We'll meet our timeline.”  This was punctuated by another clang of impact from the woman's sledge.  He was all grins as he says, “Beatrice is our secret weapon.  I don't know how she does it, but she can take in any mechanical system she looks at and understand what she is seeing without looking at any diagrams or sketching it out.  She knows what needs to stay and what needs to go.” 
 
    The look on McGrath's face told me she had somehow already gathered that.  Then I got it.  It was the same as her with building construction. I winced at the sound of another fitting breaking and a pipe clanging to the ground.  This Bea didn't play around. 
 
    I looked back at her and called out, “Hello.” 
 
    She paused, her sledge above her head, and she looked over.  She nodded once, then turned back and brought her hammer down, smashing another fitting.  They had to be cast iron for her to be able to crack them like that. 
 
    Karl said quickly, “Umm... she doesn't say much.”  Then he whispered, “We think she might be simple, but she's a bloody hard worker.” 
 
    We looked at the man then at her.  I wasn't sure if I liked Karl or not.  On the one hand, he seemed quite pleased to have her but then he seemed embarrassed by her the next moment.  Well, that was neither here nor there as I could appreciate hard workers.  None of mine ever stopped. 
 
    With that, Karl said, “It's best to just leave her to her work.  I'll give progress reports to your foreman...”  He looked around between us, and I grinned and tried to shove McGrath forward and almost fell on my arse when she didn't budge. 
 
    She turned her head, cocked an eyebrow and grinned at me then took a step forward.  He slid some paperwork from his clipboard and handed it to her.  She gave him one of her business cards. 
 
    One day I'll understand why she uses those old cards with someone else's name crossed out and hers written in their place.  We offered to have new ones done for her since she is basically employed exclusively by the Flotilla now, but she always refuses, and Speedy told us not to push. 
 
    With that Karl turned to leave, and McGrath called to Bea, “I can make a call and send down some people ta give ya a hand in a bit.” 
 
    The blonde stopped her hammer mid-strike and looked over.  She had to be as strong as our Irish handywoman to do that... then she shook her head once and went back to work. 
 
    Karl said in a cautioning tone as he went out the door, “She works best alone.” 
 
    Alrighty then. 
 
    With that, we all turned to the OHP inspector, and I asked, “Are you ready for the walkthrough?” 
 
    She nodded without taking her eyes off of the one woman wrecking crew, then she turned to me and said, “Of course. There were some questions I had about your original assessment of the upper levels.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 – Walkthrough 
 
    Miss Doshi asked me if I was ready for the walkthrough.  That pulled my attention from the tall blonde who was swinging that hammer which was half my size.  I don't think I've ever seen a woman that strong.  She was shattering cast iron like it was paper mache. 
 
    I glanced down at my crutch, I'd never have that sort of physical strength, my cerebral palsy made sure of that.  I felt oddly jealous of the woman. 
 
    I turned my gaze to the gorgeous Indian woman, I noted how the other women stood around her, giving her deference.  If I hadn't known she was the head of the Flotilla Project, I'd still know she was the one in charge. 
 
    She had such a cute smile and an expectant look.  I nodded and said, “Of course.  There were some questions I had about your original assessment of the upper levels.” 
 
    She made an ushering motion with a hand, and I started for the door.  Miss Doshi said a little smugly, “Come along children.” 
 
    The other three droned out like it was a lesson they were reciting, “Yes Paya.”  This caused the Indian-Brit to giggle a bit.  Was someone in charge of a foundation worth millions allowed to giggle?  I think I liked this group, they didn't take themselves too seriously like some I've had to deal with in my short career.  I straightened up as we walked, my left leg starting another tremor. 
 
    I glanced back at the door of the boiler room at the sound of a tremendous clatter, then over to the women as Miss McGrath asked, “Where would ya' like ta begin, darlin'?” 
 
    Just about everyone in the Office of Historic Preservation has heard of the late Connor McGrath and his daughter...  I paused.  Huh.  I didn't know what her name was. Wait, hadn't the messenger called her Hunter?  Unusual name for a girl, but I liked it. 
 
    The McGrath's had been a thorn in the side of OHP for years, but I'm still fuzzy on the why's and when's.  Just that they would argue preservation and restoration points into the ground.  But from what I hear, they are almost always right, so what was the problem?  If they wanted accurate restorations, didn't that make our job easier? 
 
    I had the pleasure to visit the Canterville and the Steinberg in the Hammersmith Borough to see the quality of their restorations and found they did beautiful work. 
 
    Still, it was best to be on my guard and not let myself get pushed around.  The animosity between the office and the McGrath's had to be there for some reason. 
 
    I looked at the woman and assessed her.  She was simply huge, like the Amazons on the telly, and her eyes were sharp and intense.  I actually loved her dark red hair.  The way she shaved the sides and let the odd pixie demi-bob flop forward didn't look out of place on her at all.  And she had tattoos that teased around the cuffs of her shirt and her neck that were outdone by the sheer amount of freckles on the woman.  I've never been one to find muscles attractive on a woman, but on her and that Beatrice, I was reassessing that notion.  I mean, did you see Beatrice swinging that hammer like Thor? 
 
    Oh yeah, I was asked a question.  I looked around, the women were looking at me expectantly.  Just great, walking around with my head in the clouds is not conducive to people taking me seriously.  I said, “Most of the building is gutted and open for new construction, not much to preserve, but lets got to the third floor, the conservatory, Miss McGrath.” 
 
    The woman screwed her face up in distaste, her copious freckles seeming to blend into one huge freckle as she said, “McGrath, please.  No need for formalities.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Melinda.”  Looking around the group and they nodded.   
 
    Then McGrath asked, “Stairs or freight lift?” Her eyes were on my crutch, and I blushed. 
 
    I hated people thinking less of me because of it.  But I really wasn't looking forward to traipsing up and down the stairs all morning.  She was leaving the decision in my hands instead of just heading for the lift, and that gave me a bit more respect for the woman. 
 
    Though I didn't want to seem weak, I said, “The lift would be easier.” 
 
    Nobody said a word as McGrath turned us the other way and we headed to the end of the corridor to an old double gate freight lift which had seen better days.  I said as we all loaded up,  “I thought it wasn't operational.” 
 
    Miss Doshi chuckled and said, “It wasn't.  McGrath here may not know much about mechanical systems, but she has this thing for both wood and lifts.” 
 
    I looked to the red-headed Amazon, and she shrugged.  The girl they called Speedy was grinning smugly.  Once the rusted iron accordion gates were pulled shut, the lift lurched, creaked, and moaned as we went up to the third floor. 
 
    Even though it was not original to the building, I was actually a little excited to see the two story tall conservatory that was grafted to the building when the damage from the London Blitz had been repaired.  It was what made the building, located a little way downstream from the Tower of London, historic. 
 
    I mean, there isn't anything much historic about a storage warehouse, but you could see the conservatory and the courtyard below it from the waterway.  It always screamed of history every time I boated past it.  And it... was the reason the OHP was involved. 
 
    None of the others saw it as very significant, so I got the short straw, being the low woman on the seniority ladder, but I was excited about it nonetheless.  We stepped out onto the third floor, and I looked around at the large open space which was pretty much stripped bare with only the support columns breaking up the space. 
 
    I saw the old cast iron radiators against the wall under the tall multi-pane windows, and I grinned at the sound of metal striking metal being transmitted through the steam pipes.  That Bea wasn't slowing down. 
 
    The west wall was dotted with bay doors that separated the two structures the warehouse was actually composed of.  I knew from examining the plans and pictures which both the Flotilla and the original owner of the place had sent to our office when they applied for permits, that the third floor of the other part of the structure was just one big open space.  And like this one, stripped down to bare bones. 
 
    But that wasn't what interested me.  I turned to the south wall with the others and just looked at the unassuming door at that end.  I knew where it led and I was genuinely getting excited to see what was beyond the short hallway beyond. 
 
    The other woman, whom I hadn't been introduced to yet, asked as we walked to the steel door, “How long have you been with the OHP Melinda?  You look young for the position.  No offense to your coworkers, but I imagined you all to be stuffy old crudgemuffins like Mr. Hastings.” 
 
    I snorted and covered my mouth in embarrassment, then said, “Well most of them are, Miss...” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just Angie.” 
 
    McGrath pulled open the old steel door which had a slot where a window had been broken out long ago.  It screeched in protest a little, and we passed through as I said, “I've just been with the OHP for eight months now.  I simply love the rich and sometimes convoluted history of our city, and this is sort of a dream job for me, Angie...”  I trailed off as I realized they were all smiling at my enthusiasm for something that would bore the masses.  I looked down. “Aaaaand I don't need to be boring you with all that.” 
 
    We passed the loos, one wall was half torn down, and the interior of the room beyond looked abysmal.  They had their work cut out for them.  I absently wondered why they just didn't build a new structure for the people the Flotilla helps.  It would likely be cheaper and less work. 
 
    Miss Doshi beamed at me. “Not at all Melinda, it is refreshing to meet someone with a passion for their job.”   
 
    I blushed and looked away and noticed the other door in the short hall and grinned, I knew that went up to the second wonder of this building.  We'd be heading up the stairs behind it next. 
 
    We stopped at a metal door at the end of the hall which matched the one we came through.  Again, it was unassuming, and McGrath put a smirking grin on her face as she looked at me.  “And here she is.”  Then with another screech of protesting metal, she pushed the door open, and they all waited for me to step through. 
 
    I stepped into a debris-strewn room and gazed up in wonder at the two-story tall conservatory as the others moved into the space.  Half the huge panes of glass were broken or cracked, and the wood frames were water stained and warped from leaking over the years.  Most of the vent windows were broken, and one was hanging precariously on a single hinge. 
 
    The planters were in disrepair, being exposed to the elements for so long, the mortar had crumbled, and the bricks collapsed, letting the dirt slough onto the cobblestone floor.  I knew they once contained exotic and beautiful plants, but now the dead husks of those plants remained, and the beds were covered in weeds.  The four large trees in the space had died from the lack of proper care. 
 
    But I turned slowly in place, my imagination filling in the details, and I saw the spectacular place this had once been in my mind's eye.  Wow. 
 
    Then I froze when the crowning glory of this amazing greenhouse came into view.  Above the door, on the brick wall, we had come through a Hatch and Bradley clock, fifteen feet in diameter.  The minute hand laying on the floor by the door and the frosted glass cracked and broken in places.  The delicate iron webbing of the clock face which held the glass panels was rusted and tarnished with age.  In some places it was rusted through, which allowed the glass to fall out of some sections of it. 
 
    Even with all of that, it was gorgeous to me.  There were only three surviving H&B clocks left in the UK, and here was one of them.  It was a shame this one no longer functioned, but hand to God, I was going to see to it that it was preserved in the renovation of this building, so it didn't suffer further degradation.  I would hold the Flotilla to that. 
 
    I winced at some spray-painted graffiti on the clock face and wondered how vandals had gotten in and then got up to the clock itself.  I looked around and saw some rocks that were out of place in the conservatory and balked as I realized the reason for some of the broken panes of glass in the greenhouse.  That would be how the bloody wankers got in to vandalize things. 
 
    I took one last look around, my smile blooming, knowing that this amazing space would be restored to its former grandeur.  Sure it wasn't original to the building, but the era of rebuilding after the war is a historic time in our history too. 
 
    My smile left my face when I realized all the woman were just staring at me with smiles on their faces.  They must all think me a bloody git.  I muttered, “Sorry.  I was just imagining it as it was.” 
 
    Miss Doshi said, “No need to apologize.  You have a passion for your job, and that is a rare thing.  You looked almost enraptured.” 
 
    I blushed and then prompted, “Have you seen that H&B clock?” 
 
    They all chuckled and nodded.  Then McGrath stepped away from us to the outer wall.  She seemed to take the entire space in like Bea had the boiler room, like she could see something the rest of us couldn't.  Then she laid a hand on the wood framework of the windows and muttered, “There, there darlin', we'll get you good as new.” 
 
    That was my cue.  I took a step toward her and said, “This... is the reason I'm here.  I'll be holding you to the highest standards on the conservatory restoration.  Original materials and construction techniques...” 
 
    I paused when the Irish contractor turned toward me, her eyes narrowed.  It was sort of intimidating... what had I said?  Speedy moved to my side and laid a hand on my arm and said to McGrath, “Down, you surly leprechaun.” 
 
    Then the smaller woman said to me, with a silly grin on her face, “I don't think you'll have a problem with that.  McGrath will have this space looking like the day it was built.”  Then she whispered, “Not a good idea to lecture her about original materials.  It's an insult to her to think she'd do otherwise.”  Then she gave me a silly toothy grin. 
 
    The redheaded Amazon retorted playfully, “Watch it Frizzy or you'll have sanding duty on this job.” 
 
    I shrugged and asked, “Sorry?” 
 
    This got the group to chuckle.  Was this McGrath as bad as everyone made out?  She seemed... intimidating.  But not to these ladies for some reason. 
 
    This got the woman in question to grin and inclined her head to me and said in a heavy tweedledee accent, “Lovely.”  Stretching the word into three syllables.  Then her eyes flicked over me, and I turned to look up at the clock which had her attention.  She asked, “Wanna see?” 
 
    I spun toward her, maybe a little too enthusiastically and nodded.  She sighed and said with genuine regret, “It's a bit heartbreakin' to see, though.”  She stepped past us all and called back, “Why ya all sittin' there like a band of wallys?  Let's go see the clockworks.” 
 
    We obediently followed.  The woman gave me the honor of leading the way once we reached the door in the hall which opened to the narrow and steep stairs.  I wouldn't be able to maneuver with my crutch, so I slung it over my back with the sling I kept wrapped around the handle and grabbed the two handrails.  My hand tremored a bit when my leg did, then I started hauling myself upwards. 
 
    I had just stepped into the space and pulled my crutch off my back and leaned into it to support myself when I deflated.  I exhaled loudly as I looked at the destruction which vandals had wrought.  Gears were torn from mounts.  Shafts were bent and broken, even the brazed joints torn away. 
 
    Somehow, one of the gears, which was about four feet in diameter, had been torn out of the mechanism and lay on the floor near some of the demolished driving weights.  It was somehow bent like it had repeatedly been hit with a sledge or... I looked at the lengths of steel pipe that were laying on the ground, and one which was sticking through a pane of the clock face. 
 
    The most heartbreaking thing was the brass bell that lay on its side, half way up to my waist, and it was battered and cracked on one side.  I could imagine it chiming once on the hour between six in the morning and eight in the evening.  You would have been able to hear it all through the building and even out on the Thames if the conservatory windows were open. 
 
    McGrath was right.  I could feel a knot in my guts and my heart physically hurt.  I asked as they joined me in the space, “How... how could anyone do this to a piece of history?” 
 
    The Irish woman shook her head and stepped past me to pull the steel pipe from the glass. Pieces of the glass panel tinkled to the floor of the conservatory below.  Her tone echoed mine, “I don't have an answer for that.” 
 
    Then she looked around and addressed Miss Doshi.  “I can restore the clock face, but these clockwork movements are beyond destroyed.  I wouldn't know what I was lookin' at even if it wasn't.  I don't do mechanical.  But we could replace it with a modern electric gearbox if you actually want the clock hands to work.” 
 
    I blurted before I thought, “You'll do nothing of the sort.  There are only three H&Bs remaining.  It belongs in an architecture museum.  If you can't get the original movements working, then it is to remain as it is, you can't deface it farther.” 
 
    I stared up at the muscular woman in defiance.  I was sure she could squish me with just one finger, but this... was important.  I was shocked when she blinked first and said, “There aren't many people left who would even know how to get it operational again, let alone work with brass like this where precision is paramount.  Just look at the broken brazed fittings everywhere.  They really did a number on the works.  Maybe they hated time?” 
 
    I knew she was right.  And if they could get someone in who could, it would be cost prohibitive.  The last H&B took three-quarters of a million to repair.  An American company manufactured duplicate, historically accurate gears for it, and it wasn't in half as bad of shape as this one.  I knew these women couldn't justify that kind of cash outlay for a clock when it could do so much more for people who rely upon the Flotilla Project. 
 
    I nodded to myself then looked at the woman and said, “I'll need to be in constant contact during the restoration of the clock face and conservatory.”  Then added hastily to McGrath, “No offense intended, but this is just really important, and I need to know it is being done right.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, and they all seemed to be holding their breath until she grinned and said to the others, “I like this one.  She's scrappy, not like Brent at all.”   
 
    They all exhaled in unison and smiled. 
 
    Then Miss Doshi said to me, “Angie here and I need to get back to the Flotilla before it sinks without us.  McGrath can do the rest of the walkthrough with you.  We look forward to our dealings with you Melinda.”  Then she smiled far too cutely with scrunched eyes. 
 
    I nodded and shook her hand. “Thank you, Miss Doshi.” 
 
    She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Paya, please, I keep looking for my mum every time you say Miss Doshi.  And my mum and I look nothing alike.  I mean, she wears brown shoes, and I wear black.” 
 
    Huh, what?  She was random and fun, not at all like I would have thought the person in charge of a large foundation would be.   
 
    She said, “The two proper responses here are either yes ma'am or yes Paya.”  She shot me a toothy grin. 
 
    I inclined my head.  “Yes, Paya.” 
 
    She seemed overly smug as the others rolled their eyes at her antics.  Then just like that, the two women left McGrath, Speedy and me, and headed down the stairs.  I told the remaining women, “I'll have to come back in here after the walkthrough to take pictures and catalog all the parts.” 
 
    They nodded, and I was ushered to the stairs to do the less exciting part of my job. 
 
    As I made my way slowly down the stairs, I realized I could still hear the steady rhythm of the clanging from the basement.  Bea was a machine! 
 
    The rest of the walkthrough was as expected, I took a lot of notes, but there wasn't much as far as historical value left in the gutted building.  Though I did encourage they try to compliment the style and age of the building with their new construction. 
 
    It was noon when we had finished up on the roof, and the women invited me to lunch with them.  However, I still wanted to get a look at the exterior of the building, including the upper patio outside of the greenhouse.   
 
    Speedy said, “Alright, but don't work too hard.  You have to take time for yourself too lady.  We'll be back in an hour if there is anything else you need us for.” 
 
    I had to grin at them and waved them off, “I'll be fine.  See you in a bit then.”   
 
    They headed off, and I looked out across the Thames from the elevated vantage point as they headed back inside, down the access stairs. 
 
    I had to smile as I looked across the river at the rich and varied architecture of Greenwich to the south.  I loved London. 
 
    That's when it stopped. 
 
    The steady sound of metal on metal of the boiler room demolition.  The silence was oddly unsettling.  Then I realized that that Bea woman must have finally stopped for lunch. 
 
    I glanced down at the miniature parklike courtyard between this building and the next,  seeing the remaining wall on the street which hid it from the public.  It was sort of a nice memorial for the old bombed out building. 
 
    With that I headed down, it was low tide, and I'd be able to get a look at the seawall foundation.  I made a quick side trip to the conservatory and out the back door.  I sighed.  The little patio was covered in debris and trash from people who has snuck onto it over the years.  I went down the stairs to stand on the cobblestones. 
 
    Then I looked around the space and imagined how it had looked years ago when it was in its glory, the planters green with life and people sitting at a patio table looking across the river.  I exhaled and silently prayed that the Flotilla people could do it justice. I had a feeling that McGrath would give no less than one hundred percent in breathing life back into the space. 
 
    I turned back to the stairs and sighed. Just the mere thought of ascending them again made my body tremors start anew.  I went up and back through the greenhouse to the freight lift.  Then I took a side door, which had been propped open with a scrap of wood, and stepped out into the courtyard so I could evaluate the building's exterior. 
 
    I hesitated when I saw Bea sitting on a stone bench under the trees of the courtyard, eating a sandwich.  She had her eyes on me, and I felt awkward.  I gave a little wave to her and absently checked for loose hairs from my ponytail as I squeaked out, “Hello Bea.” 
 
    She just stared at me then cocked her head and gave a crooked smile, and mimicked my little wave.  I scurried off, turning my attention back to the structure, and looking down at my clothes to make sure they weren't dirty or disheveled.  Why was that so important to me just then? 
 
    There wasn't much to see, but I took note of a couple features I wished to be sure were repaired instead of replaced, like the old copper rain gutters and drainpipes which had that marvelous green verdigris of age. 
 
    I found no way down to the shore, so I had to look over the railing to the seawall.  It was in good repair, that was a plus.  I could imagine the permits, environmental studies, and delays the project would be subjected to if they had to do foundation work. 
 
    I finished my notes and turned off my iPad and slipped it into my satchel then made my way back toward the door.  At the last moment, I veered off and walked over to where Bea was sitting, looking out over the river as she ate. 
 
    I stood in front of her and asked, “Nice autumn day isn't it?” 
 
    She looked up from the small can of crisps she was eating and looked around.  Her face was extremely expressive, and I could see her really taking in the world, the courtyard, the trees and grass, the river beyond, and the sky that had that perpetual haze of cloud cover that was typical of London in the fall. 
 
    Then she smiled crookedly again and nodded once to me.  Did the woman not speak? 
 
    I glanced back to the sky she had been looking at, then to her.  She was holding an apple out to me.  My stomach gurgled, and I felt my cheeks heating in embarrassment.  She chuckled, and pressed the apple into my hand, then patted the stone bench.  I smiled and sat, looking at the apple in my hands and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    Then I looked over at her, and she was looking at me expectantly, my smile grew, and I took a big bite of the apple.  This seemed to please her, and she smiled in satisfaction before digging in a unique looking domed lunchbox. 
 
    It looked new but antique at the same time.  Then I realized that it was steampunk-influenced. 
 
    Steampunk was one of my weaknesses, I had a fascination with all things steampunk when I was a girl and never really outgrew it. 
 
    Though I don't get a chance to ever let my geek out in my work life since my co-workers are pretty stuffy and curmudgeonly.  I don't get out much, but every Friday night I do dress the part and visit the steampunk nightclub, Gears, down by the docks.  It is a culture all to itself, and the patrons take authenticity pretty seriously. 
 
    I asked absently as I chewed a bit of apple, “Your lunchbox is pretty ace, did you build it?” 
 
    She looked up at me as she pulled a water bottle out of the lunchbox, ten back down at the box.  She screwed her lips to one side and squinted one eye and nodded almost sheepishly.  I don't think I've ever met anyone with such an expressive face before.  It was actually pretty cute on such a hardcore woman. 
 
    She handed me the water bottle and then hesitated and set the lunchbox next to me and made a prompting gesture with her hand.  I smiled at her and set the water bottle beside me and picked up the box. 
 
    It was heavy, and I shook my head in wonder.  It seemed to be made of copper with brass fittings.  The dome looked to be one single sheet of copper that had been hammered into the domed shape.  I could see no soldering or seams to indicate it was multiple pieces that were brazed together.  My smile was growing when I looked at the brass feet, they were all uniquely shaped, as was the hasp, and I had a suspicion. “You made the fittings?” 
 
    She nodded again, looking hesitant.  I placed the work of art down and said with total honesty, “That's brill.  I love it.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened, and so did her cheeks.  I made the woman blush at the compliment, and now I was feeling a sense of accomplishment.  I took a sip of water and then looked around and leaned closer to her.  She looked around too and leaned a little closer like we were sharing a secret, and I did. “This looks very steampunk, and I'm a punker, according to Hoyle.” 
 
    This got me an eye glittering smile as she nodded in understanding.  I felt a kindred spirit in her, so I leaned back and told her about some of the garments I made for myself to celebrate the culture.  She listened in rapt attention.  I loved the facial expressions she would give to prompt me for more or show her opinion of what I was saying. 
 
    I realized I had been babbling on for quite some time.  Then blushed at her. “Sorry, I tend to babble on at times.  Not many people want to hear of my hobbies.” 
 
    She gave me a beaming smile and shrugged.  I caught her eyes glancing up, and I followed her gaze.  She was looking up at the conservatory.  I looked back at her then prompted, “Would you like to see it?  It holds a secret.” 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically.  I stood and said, “Great, then let's pop in to look shall we?”  She quickly cleaned up the remains of her lunch, stuffing them in her box, then stood.  She offered a hand down to me. 
 
    I didn't like people trying to help me because I had to use my stupid crutch.  But I got the feeling she hadn't really taken it into consideration or even really noticed the crutch.  She was just being sort of sweet.  I could feel myself blushing as I took her heavily calloused but warm hand and stood. 
 
    Then she gave a silly roll of her hand and a little bow, indicating I should lead on.  I grinned and led the way back in and to the lift.  She silently followed, and I noted she seemed to take in everything at once, the way her eyes moved.  It was just like she had done in the boiler room.  I had seen that type of action before, and I wondered if she might have a touch of highly functioning autism. 
 
    Then we stepped through that second steel door and into the greenhouse space.  Her eyes lit up in wonder, and she moved into the space as I watch.  She slowly turned around, taking it in, then brightened visibly when she saw the huge clock face.  She looked at it almost longingly, and I asked, “Want to see the clockworks?  Some vandals destroyed it, but it is still something to see.” 
 
    The smug smirk on her face told me all I needed to know, and I said, “Grand, shall we then?”  I was feeling silly, so I offered an elbow, and she slid her arm in mine, then we headed up to see the tragedy of historic proportions.  I loved how playful the tall woman was. 
 
    When we reached the top of the narrow stairs, she moved into the space with a smile.  That smile left her face almost immediately and was replaced by one of concern and an odd sadness as she moved into the area and laid a hand on the wreckage of the clockworks.  It felt oddly like she was communing with the metal. 
 
    She was shaking her head as she looked around, her eyes moving around rapidly.  Again, I had the distinct impression she saw everything differently than me.  Like she was taking it in as a whole, while at the same time she was deconstructing the entire scene into little analytical bits. 
 
    Bea looked back at me with that pain in her eyes, and I nodded. “Yes, I can't believe some wankers could be so destructive... so irreverent to the history here.” 
 
    The woman grabbed that larger gear on the ground and examined it.  She moved it around like it didn't weigh as much as me.  She shook her head and looked at the rest of the clock movements and with a slight grunt, picked up the gear and walked it over to a bracket on the movement and set it in with a clank. 
 
    The display of strength had me blushing, and I don't know why, possibly because I would have thrown out my back even attempting it.  And to my surprise, the bent and battered gear seemed to seat in the cradle well.  Had she reconstructed the wreckage in her head and knew what went where already?  This woman truly had a gift that I envied. 
 
    She sighed in exasperation as the gear flopped on its axle due to the broken brazing.  I could imagine the cost of the Americans reproducing that massive brass gear, maintaining the precision required for the timepiece. 
 
    “It is a tragedy, this is only one of three Hatch and Bradley sounding clocks in Europe,” I said to Bea. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and her lips quirked into a smirk as she shook her head.   
 
    I grinned back in defiance?  “No?  You don't think it’s an H&B?  Explain this then smarty pants.”  I pointed at the etching of half of the H&B maker's mark on one of the surviving smoked and yellowed panes in the clock face.  Then walked beside her and pointed at the unmistakable ovaloid driving weights that were laying on the floor.  I said, “Only H&B used this style of driving weight.” 
 
    She shrugged and shook her head.  I cocked an eyebrow and asked, “Are you and expert in tower clocks?”  She shook her head again, now looking overly amused.  Then she pointed at me, cocking her own eyebrow in question.  Her face was so expressive.  I looked away at tried not to grin, “Well, no, me either.  But I have researched extensively, and history is sort of my thing, smart-ass.” 
 
    She shrugged and gave me a big grin.  She was.  She was a smart-ass, and I was amused by it.  Then we heard bells in the distance.  She straightened and held up her lunch box with an apologetic look on her face.  I nodded,. “Ah, lunch break is over.  Well, I look forward to debating the pedigree of the clock at a later date then.” 
 
    This amused her to no end, at least if the look on her face was any indication, then she started for the stairs.  I said as she started to descend, “Thank you for the apple.  And for listening to me babble through lunch.” 
 
    She paused, looked back and gave me a wink that made me smile and feel self conscious about my looks.  Then just like that, she disappeared down the stairs.  And I turned back to the destruction around me.  Why hadn't she thought this was a Hatch and Bradley?  All the evidence was right there, wasn't it? 
 
    Then I slung my crutch on my back and grasped the handrails and made my way down the stairs.  I paused to catch my breath at the bottom as I retrieved my crutch.  The I rested my weight on it as I waited for my leg to stop tremoring. 
 
    I had to smile when I heard an almost mechanical clanging coming up from below.  Bea moved fast to be in the basement already.  But then again, it did take me a bit to navigate those stairs. 
 
    I took a moment to look in the conservatory again, letting it come back to life in my head.  Hoping that this McGrath was as good as everyone seemed to think she was.  This was going to be like peering back to a time to just after the war and letting that era live again. 
 
    I looked up at the clock and imagined the face being full and the hands turning with the light from the room beyond lighting it up, and the single peal of the bell as it marked the passing of each hour. 
 
    I turned at Angie's voice calling out to me, “Knock knock.” 
 
    I looked back to see the Flotilla women filing into the greenhouse.  I smiled at them, and they looked up at the clock in curiosity, likely wondering what had held me enraptured.  I shared, “Bea doesn't believe it is a Hatch and Bradley 'sounding clock'.” 
 
    McGrath cocked her head and her brow furrowed a bit as she asked, “She said that?” 
 
    I shook my head and smiled as I explained, “No, not in so many words.  Well... not in any words.  I'm not sure the woman speaks at all.  But she made it clear that she was dubious that this was an H&B even though I showed her the evidence.” 
 
    The muscular Irishwoman stared at the clock-face then uttered a, “Huh.” 
 
    Then Angie said, “Well we're anxious to get started on the project, and if you are done with your walkthrough, we'll be on our way.  Lots of things to coordinate.” 
 
    I nodded then McGrath added in amusement, “We're not ones ta let moss grow on us.  We'll have a cleanup crew in first thing in the mornin' ta start removin' all the debris.  Then we'll be startin' construction straight away.  Once I get mahy minions on the general construction, I'll be lookin' after this grand space myself.” 
 
    They were certainly enthusiastic, and I really appreciated that.  I smiled at the rhythmic clanging sounds of demolition coming up from below us. 
 
    I offered my hand, and they each shook as I said, “It'll be a pleasure working with the Flotilla Project.”  I handed out business cards to each of them.  “If you need to contact me, don't hesitate to call.” 
 
    We shared the lift down, and they walked me to the door, we all paused at the sound of clattering metal hitting the floor below, then Speedy said to us all, “She's a one-woman wrecking crew.” 
 
    McGrath nodded and added, “I'd love ta have her on our crew.  She doesn't seem ta tire.” 
 
    Then we exited the building onto Narrow Street.  The women headed the opposite direction as me, and I ambled down the walk, sighing, my vehicle was a couple blocks north, the sparse few roadside parking spots were filled, even when I arrived early this morning. 
 
    Angie called out to me, and I looked back. They were opening the wooden garage door a few meters down from the little front door of their building, “You are welcome to use the garage here whenever you are inspecting, Melinda.  Parking is a real bitch on the road here.” 
 
    I smiled at that and waved back.  Mr. Hastings had warned me how difficult and exasperating the Flotilla people were to work with.  And the entire office warned me of the pure evil that was their bane, McGrath.  I was finding it to be quite the opposite.  I found them to be pleasant and accommodating, so I'm sure Hastings' frustrations come from his rigid and draconian approach to preservation. 
 
    I approached my car and had to grin at it as I arrived at her and took her in.  I was by no means wealthy, the OHP barely paid my bills, but my car, Millie, was my pride and joy.  I had been saving every penny since secondary school, and then some, to buy her.  She was my 1952 British Coach Works TD replica, and she was beautiful.  Not to mention that she played so well into my steampunk fascination. 
 
    I ran my hand over her rounded front fender, then slid into the drivers seat before starting her up.  I closed my eyes a moment to listen to her heart thrumming.  Then I opened them and checked the loose handle latch which held her convertible top closed.  I then pulled out into traffic and headed home while I imagined myself driving Millie in a Jules Verne novel. 
 
    I couldn't help but smile as I muttered to myself, “Not an H&B?  Yeah right woman.”  I could still hear the ghost of the rhythmic pounding of Bea's hammer strikes in my head. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 – Lunch Break 
 
    I dropped by the office in the morning to let them know I'd be on site that day, to oversee the cleanup and ensure nothing of historic significance was damaged or removed. 
 
    Hastings had a smug look on his face, “Ready to pull your hair out yet?  Or have you not met McGrath yet?” 
 
    I shrugged at the older man and said, “I found her to be quite passionate about the restoration.  And the other Flotilla women were such a delight to speak with.” 
 
    He hesitated and squinted his eyes as he asked, “We're talking about the same infuriating know-it-all, Hunter McGrath here, aren't we?  Arms as big as a barrel.  Sharp-tongued Irishwoman?” 
 
    I nodded, and he cocked his head in confusion and just uttered a, “Huh,” then moved back to his desk and started going through some paperwork. 
 
    I had to grin, knowing now that it was most likely him that caused most of the friction with the Flotilla.  I mean, sure it was scary when McGrath was staring me down, but the other women handled her quite readily, especially that Speedy.  If I were a betting woman... well fine, I'm a betting woman.  I'd lay odds that Speedy and McGrath were somehow involved. 
 
    I filed out some paperwork on my computer then headed on out.  I was looking forward to the job today.  Well, I always looked forward to it, but I was a bit more excited for this particular job.  I could hear the clanging of a hammer on metal in my head as I drove. 
 
    When I turned onto Narrow Street, I was disappointed to see a truck with an open skip on it, backed into the garage and taking up most of it.  I sighed and looked at the seven or eight parking spots on the narrow lane, and they were all full up. 
 
    I was about to resign myself to another long walk when a car pulled out of one at the end.  I played Hallelujah in my head and pulled in quickly to the vacant spot.  I did a fist pump of victory then checked my tight ponytail in the mirror, and adjusted my glasses.  I wanted to keep a professional appearance so that the people I had dealings with would take me seriously in my job. 
 
    I got out of Millie, and I heard a wolf whistle, blushed, and looked across the street to McGrath throwing some materials into the skiff inside the garage. 
 
    She slapped the dust off her gloves and hustled across the street, her eyes locked on Millie.  She said, “Now that's a thing of beauty.  MG?” 
 
    I shook my head and said as she took a glove off and trailed a finger down Millie's tapered hood to her chromed grill, and rested a hand on an orb-like headlamp.  “No, she's a reproduction.  It took every penny I had, I'd not be able to afford a real MG TD.” 
 
    She shook her head, smiled at me, and prompted, “Even so, she's what?  Sixty or so?  She's gorgeous.” 
 
    I was beaming at this woman who intimidated Hastings so much.  I said with pride coloring my tone, “Yes, she is.” 
 
    Then she squinted an eye in suspicion at me as she ushered me across the lane and accused, “Don't trust us enough not ta break anythin' or throw out somethin' of significance?” 
 
    I snickered, caught.  I said, tongue in cheek, “Something like that.” 
 
    Then she nodded, a smirk on her face as she shared, “I appreciate the dedication ta yer job.  I'll be lettin' ya know when you're wrong or when I disagree.” 
 
    It felt like she was half serious and half joking, so I played along. “Oh you will, will you?  Expect the same from me.” 
 
    She smirked.  “Deal.” 
 
    I echoed, “Deal.”  I was really going to like hanging out around these people.  I didn't really have any friends per se, so it was nice to have someone to banter with. 
 
    I hesitated a step when I saw Bea step up to the skid inside the garage, and throw a huge valve into it.  I resisted the urge to check to make sure no hair had escaped my ponytail.  She paused when she saw us as she turned to go back inside.  She smiled and waved.  I waved from my hip, feeling self-conscious. 
 
    Then I just watched as she made her way back inside.  McGrath looked between me and the door then grinned, “She was already here when we arrived.  She's a machine.  Has most the demo done, and is haulin' out the debris.  Hart Heating hasn't sent anyone else out to help her.” 
 
    I nodded absently and reminded her, “Karl did mention she works best alone.”  I glanced up at the muscular woman, she was grinning down at me.  I cringed at myself when I heard the whine in my own voice as I prompted, “What?” 
 
    She shook her head and just smiled as she said, “Nothin' darlin', nothin'.” 
 
    She led me in through the small garage, and I paused at the skip and tapped it with my crutch and asked, “Out of curiosity, you don't recycle?”  I could see all sorts of brass, iron pipes, wood, and metal scraps in the skip. 
 
    She sighed and said, “We only have room for the one skip.  And the Borough Council can't see fit ta issue a permit for us ta use one of the parkin' spaces there due to how few there are ta begin with.  So we're haulin' everythin' ta another location for sortin'.” 
 
    Ahh, that made sense and I was glad they were conscious of recycling.  I didn't envy whoever had to sort through the debris.  Then I winced, realizing it was yet another expense the Flotilla had to shoulder instead of using the money to help those in need.  I understood what a hard decision it was for Paya, debating where the money was best spent to have the most positive impact for the Foundation and the people it helped. 
 
    McGrath knew my destination and led me to the lift and then into the conservatory.  There were over a dozen people in hardhats, loading wheelbarrows and stacking bricks from planters to the side.  There were even a couple children there sweeping the cobblestones as people removed debris.  I mumbled under my breath in surprise, “It's an army.” 
 
    I wondered how they could afford so many workers when I knew they were on a tight budget.  I had heard other people cleaning up throughout the building as we had moved through it. 
 
    McGrath beamed in pride and straightened a little as she said, “Sweat equity.”  She moved her hand around the space and explained.  “Most are people from the barges at the Flotilla who will be livin' in the new apartments when we are finished.  The others, Flotilla volunteers.  It gives them pride in their new homes, knowin' they helped ta make them real.” 
 
    That was sort of inspiring.  I could see them easily making their deadlines now, having so many volunteers.  I asked out of curiosity, “What firm are you using as a general on the project?” 
 
    She grinned and said, “That would be me darlin'.  I'm the only contractor on the project except for the mechanical systems.  We use Hart for that.” 
 
    I blinked.  “You're the only contractor for the entire project?  How many in your firm?” 
 
    She held up one finger and grinned maniacally at me.   
 
    I said in a faraway voice, “But...” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have mahy army workin' fer me.” 
 
    Ok... I was shocked and impressed, I had seen her work at the Canterville and the Steinberg, but didn't know she only had volunteers to help.  Now this woman... was impressive. 
 
    She gave me a friendly nod then started pulling on her gloves as she moved in to start clearing debris. 
 
    As I watched the work progress, I noted that only McGrath herself handled the debris removal at the extensively complex window frames on the two sides of the greenhouse.  She sifted through it, keeping some materials 
 
    I moved closer to observe, and she looked over to me and said, “Fair warnin', we'll be pullin' those steel doors.  She pointed at the entry door from the corridor beyond.  Nothin' remarkable about them, and they don't match the feel of the space.  Weren't original ta the space anyway.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  Not that I would have objected anyway, knowing what I did, but I was curious if she was as good as I thought.  Or more accurately, how good she thought she was. 
 
    She grinned and took the challenge I was extending.  “Well seein' as how they have rolled steel frames, and the steel skins are seam wrapped and cheaply spot welded.  That would place them between the mid-sixties to modern times.  But the Clarke security hinges place them squarely in the early nineteen eighties.  When did ya say the retrofit done for that filmmaker?” 
 
    I chuckled and offered, “I didn't, but as it so happens, it was eighty-three.”  Ok, she had done her research, and I was impressed so far. 
 
    She said, “I'll be replacin' the frames with wood ta match the woodwork in here, and I have some period doors on mahy boat out back.” 
 
    Her boat?  I stepped to the far window and leaned on my crutch as I looked down. There, bobbing in the Thames as the tide slowly receded, was a green barge which had stacks of lumber, old doors, and windows all over its main deck.  A banner was stretched across the railing which read, “McGrath Handyman Service.”  There was a long board between the deck of the barge and the top of the seawall. 
 
    She worked off of a boat?  And what would happen at low tide?  Her barge would be grounded until the tide came back in. 
 
    I hesitated, seeing color glinting off the deck, was there stained glass in some of those doors and windows?  I suddenly wished I could see them, especially since she intoned there were some period pieces down there. 
 
    I hadn't realized she had moved beside me when she said with a touch of wonder in her voice, “That's my Deidre, a thing of beauty isn't she?” 
 
    I blinked, a beauty she was not.  It looked like one of those squat, Dutch style, enclosed barges I saw in the Netherlands once.  But beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and she spoke of this Deidre the way I spoke of my Millie.  So I just nodded my agreement. 
 
    She chuckled at me, then went back to work. 
 
    I felt sort of useless, I really thought I'd be guarding what little history was here, but McGrath had things well in hand.  I hadn't blocked out any other time for other jobs the next three days, thinking I'd need to oversee the debris removal and demolition tasks.  So I started helping the best I could. 
 
    I wound up at the brick planters, which had suffered extensive damage from swelling from freezes and thaws being mostly open to the air.  They hadn't been built for exposure to the elements. 
 
    I was helping two adorable children, Wil and Natalie, stack the bricks and sweep the loose mortar into bins, then pull the dead plants from the soil.  Nat looked possibly seven or eight and Will looked to be five. They cutely called McGrath, Aunty Builder, and Speedy Aunty Lenny whenever they stopped over to see our progress. 
 
    I learned from the very loquacious Natalie that Angie and the woman working with her on some of the heavier debris on the other side of the conservatory were their mums.  They called Angie, Mummy Kanga.  When pressed as to why, they both squealed in the enthusiasm that only a child can bring to bear, “Cuz we're roos!” 
 
    And they also shared that this September Friday was the last day of their summer break.  Wil proudly proclaimed, “I'm in first year.” 
 
    Then Wil asked as only a child could, “Why ya gots a crutch?” 
 
    I hesitated.  I really didn't like discussing it, as it always made me feel self-conscious, but he had asked with the innocence of a child, holding no pity nor malice.  So I explained, “I have what is called Cerebral Palsy.  Because of something that happened when I was born.  So my left arm and leg are a little weak, and they shake sometimes.  Though I'm lucky, since it is fairly mild.” 
 
    Nat just nodded like she knew all too well what I was saying as she moved the last brick into our stack, “Like Mum, Wil.”  The little boy nodded sagely. 
 
    I glanced back at their mothers.  One of them had CP? 
 
    Then I looked at our task and asked them as I straightened Wil's little hard hat, “Let's clean out more of the planters shall we?”  The two looked so cute with their little tool belts.  The way Nat had her hammer hanging from it made me think she was emulating McGrath. 
 
    But before we could grab another garbage bag, their other mum came over.  She had a facial tick as she smiled at them.  “Come on stinker's its lunch time.”  That tick could possibly be CP. 
 
    She introduced herself, “Hi, I'm Steph, the little mischief maker's mum.  Thanks for keeping them occupied.” 
 
    I smiled and shook her hand. “Melinda Stafford, with OHP.  They are a delight.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded.  “Ange had mentioned earlier that you were with OHP.  I didn't expect your lot would get their hands dirty like this.  No offense intended of course.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Of course.”  Then I shrugged as I wiped the dust off my hands. “I was bored 'overseeing' and thought I could lend a hand instead of just standing against the wall like a lump.  Can't do much...”  I tapped my crutch on the cobblestones. “So I did what I could to pitch in.” 
 
    She shrugged and shared, “That puts you head and shoulders over Hastings in my book.”  She reached her hands down, and her cheek ticked again, the 'roos' grabbed her hands, and she said, “I better feed these monsters before they start gnawing on the woodwork here.  Then McGrath would have my hide.” 
 
    I waved at the little ones and said to Steph, “Nice meeting you.” 
 
    She nodded with a smile. “Likewise.” 
 
    McGrath called out in a strong voice, “That's lunch all.  Be back at one.”  She pointed and swung her finger around the group and squinted her eyes.  This got a group chuckle, and everyone obediently streamed out and into the main building. 
 
    My stomach gurgled, and I chuckled at it then started for the door.  McGrath and Speedy overtook me, “Join us?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I'd love to, but I thought I'd have lunch with Beatrice.  She eats alone.  I've a lunch in my car.” 
 
    They shared a smile that had me wondering what that look was all about, and they bid me goodbye and headed down the stairs as I went to the lift. 
 
    I hustled to my car and grabbed my lunch sack and made my way through the building and out to the courtyard.  I was looking forward to another conversation with the imposing blonde, but to my dismay, I couldn't find her.  It surprised me just how disappointed I was. 
 
    So I went back inside and debated where to eat.  I could eat in Millie I supposed.  Then I brightened as I thought, or the upper patio.   I headed up again, then paused in the short hall to the conservatory when I heard the sound of something heavy hitting the floor above.  Someone was up in the clock room? 
 
    My eyes narrowed.  They better not be messing with the movements.  I haven't signed off on anything there yet.  I opened the door, slung my crutch over my shoulder and grasped the handrails and lugged myself up, ready to give the interloper a what for. 
 
    I paused at the top of the stairs when I saw there in the middle of the little room, was Bea.  She was sitting cross-legged in front of a gear she had placed on the floor.  She took a big bite of sandwich and then grabbed a wire brush and started cleaning the gear. 
 
    My mouth was moving before I realized I had started taking, “Bea?” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, and a big smile bloomed on her expressive face.  She waved with the brush, and patted the floor beside her, then went back to work on the gear.  Dripping some mineral oil on her brush as she went. 
 
    I sat and cocked my head at her, she was doing an expert job of cleaning the brass, her stokes going with the machining marks and bringing out the luster of the brass that had years of tarnish, grime, grease, and what little flecks of paint remained on it.  It looked as if she had done this before. 
 
    She paused for a bite of sandwich.   
 
    I looked at the stairs then asked, “Does McGrath know you're up here?”   
 
    She shrugged then smiled as she reached into her lunchbox and produced an apple, then offered it to me.  Bloody hell, I was blushing as I accepted it.  She waited, and I obliged her, taking a big bite.  That satisfied her, and she went back to work with a smile on her face. 
 
    I just sat there in fascinated silence as I watched her expertly switch up her strokes with the brush when she got to the teeth on the gear.  I realized I hadn't said anything, though it didn't seem awkward to me for some reason.  And I blurted out, “I was looking for you.  To have lunch,”  I held up my lunch bag like a git. 
 
    Her lip twitched up into a cross between a smirk and a half grin.  I was amusing the woman.  I shook my head and shoved her shoulder lightly.  Oh my, it was solid muscle.  My cheeks heated again, and I looked down to my bag and dug out my lunch. 
 
    I started picking out peaches from my fruit cup, my favorite, and asked as I chewed, “This is a piece of history you know?” 
 
    She paused in mid brush stroke and turned her head slowly with one eyebrow cocked in an expectant 'duh' expression.  Then she grinned and took a bite of her sandwich before she started back to work.  I said lamely, “Ok, good.  Just checking.”  I couldn't bring myself to be cross because she was doing such an exemplary job and... I looked down at my hands and swallowed.  She had this way of making me feel like an awkward schoolgirl. 
 
    Again my mouth was moving without my permission.  “You know this isn't your job.  You don't need to waste your lunch hour up here.” 
 
    Once again, she gave me a look that made me feel just as silly for pointing out the obvious to her again.  I could tell by the way she was handling the gear, that this was something she enjoyed immensely.  I guess it would be quite a change from the efficient destruction she had wrought down in the boiler room. 
 
    I asked with one eye squinted, “You do... know what you're doing there... right?”  She just exhaled heavily and just kept working, not even sparing me a glance.  I felt a little awkward. 
 
    I chanced a look up at her as her long hair fell over her face like a blonde curtain while she meticulously cleaned the gear.  An insecure part of me asked the next question, “Will you move to the next job after the boiler room is cleaned up?  Will Karl send in a different crew to install the new system?” 
 
    She shook her head and pointed the brush to her chest.  I brightened then asked, “Alone?”  She nodded, a bit of pride sparkling in her eyes. 
 
    I smiled at her and blurted, “That's aces.”  Then I realized how enthusiastic I sounded and looked down at my fruit cup.  She must think I'm a ditz. 
 
    She paused and looked at everything I pulled out of my lunch bag and pointed.  I looked down to what caught her attention.  My London Steampunk and Victorian Times magazine.  I sighed and admitted, “Sorry, I'm a bit of a geek.” 
 
    She prompted with a rolling motion of the brush, then went back to work.  What did that mean?  I hesitantly grabbed the magazine with one hand as I kept eating.  I asked, “What's it about?”   
 
    She just nodded as she brushed rhythmically.   
 
    “Oh, just the various happenings in the underground SP culture around the London core.” 
 
    She rolled her hand.  What did she want?  I hesitantly turned to an article about how to add Victorian flair to common household items and began to read aloud.  She seemed to relax and smile a bit as she worked. 
 
    That is how we spent our lunch, with me reading as she worked, while we snacked on each other's lunches.  She seemed genuinely interested in the articles and essays I read, and then she stood quickly when we heard a church bell in the distance chiming the hour. 
 
    In the span of a couple seconds, she slid her tools into a duffle she had and cleared the remains of her lunch into her lunchbox.  I blushed when she pulled out the second apple and set it beside me. 
 
    I was slower to gather my things into my lunch bag, and when I turned around saying, “Thanks for the company, it was...”  She was already gone. 
 
    I shook my head and found myself smiling.  She certainly took her job seriously.  I truly admired that in her.  Then I looked at a gear she had been working so diligently on.  It would have looked as if it had just come out of the milling shop if it weren't for the bent axle sitting beside it where the brazed joint had been torn away. 
 
    I walked over to the clock face and looked down to the floor of the conservatory through the empty spaces where glass had fallen out.  Some of the Flotilla workers were starting to wander in down below. 
 
    Then I crouched and examined the remaining half of the maker's mark on the glass of the clock face.  I was positive that was Hatch and Bradley.  Then I moved over to the two driving weights, which were now laid out neatly, and examined them.  Their shape was unmistakable, and there at the top of each was the H&B logo and the patent number, stamped into the metal. 
 
    I smirked.  I'd have to point those out to Bea again.  Then I absently wondered if she'd be back up here for lunch on Monday.  I looked at my hand where it had been absently playing with the end of my ponytail, then I straightened up. 
 
    Then I hurried down the stairs and joined the rest of the group as they trickled in.  I noted how much cleaner the third floor was, before moving into the greenhouse area.  At this rate, they'd be done with all the demo and cleanup on Monday.  McGrath certainly was serious about wanting to begin construction immediately. 
 
    I found my tiny demolition companions, and we went about finishing the cleanup of the planters.  There weren't many workers left, as they had mostly all moved outside to start the cleanup of the patio. 
 
    I was amazed at how much work they had already accomplished in a day.  I was hopeful that they might actually get the space sealed up for the winter, if... my thought trailed off as I looked at the arched frames for the windows and the specialty arched triangular glass corner sections high up in the peaks, which had been broken out. 
 
    The sound of wood being pried apart got my immediate attention.  Who was... I hesitated.  It was McGrath.  She was prying some moulding from a window frame, and it was splintering! 
 
    I told Wil and Nat quickly, “I'll be right back.” 
 
    Even in my distress, I had to grin at little Natalie telling Wil like a school teacher, “That means I'm in charge until her return.” 
 
    I hustled toward the destructive redhead as I heard them cutely arguing behind me, “Nuh-uh.” “Yuh-huh.” 
 
    I stopped beside the woman and stared in horror at the chunk of brittle wood in her hand, splintered and broken.  I heard myself whispering, “What have you done McGrath?” 
 
    She glanced down at me in surprise.  The woman had been looking so intently at the moulding that she hadn't noticed the clacking of my crutch as I approached. 
 
    McGrath offered the destroyed piece of history shaking her head and pointing as she said in a sad voice, “Dry rot.  This entire section is going to need to be replaced.” 
 
    She used the claw of her hammer to pull away chunks of the rot from the main window frame she had exposed.  My heart sank as I looked at it.  The wood was mostly brittle, with maybe a third of it viable wood.  That made this portion of the framework brittle and unstable.  I looked up at the few remaining glass panels on this side of the wall. 
 
    I worried this would preclude them from restoring the conservatory.  Especially if this was not isolated to the area where the glass panels had been broken out.  The monetary outlay to restore it while keeping it historically accurate would be astronomical. 
 
    I've already seen a few historic buildings left to rot because the owners couldn't afford to restore them to be historically accurate.  It was a shame, as that was becoming a more and more common occurrence.  When it comes to saving some quid or saving history, money often won out.  The owners usually let the structures fall apart from age and neglect, then build new buildings over the bones. 
 
    Glancing over to the Irishwoman, I paused.  She was leaning into the structure running a hand almost lovingly along the affected frames as she said in a low voice that had that same tinge of sadness in it, “It'll be alright darlin', I'll get ya right as rain in no time.” 
 
    She took the piece from me and then looked down along it from the end and scowled.  It was a simple piece of trim, but she shook her head slowly.  “Alder wood.  I don't recognize this profile.  Was it custom ya think?  See the subtle sloping camber before the bead there?” 
 
    She ran her finger along it.  “That can't be more than one or two degrees.  But it gives shadow definition to the trim, makin' it look richer and warmer, without requirin' manual crafting.  It was machine made, and I'd bet a month's pay that it wasn't intentional, I'd lay odds it was a loose blade on the shaper cutter for this job, but I love the effect.” 
 
    I sighed and smiled, it sounded as if this major setback wasn't going to deter her.  Perhaps she didn't realize the scope of what it all meant for the bottom line of the project.  Unfortunately, I also knew it meant compromise.  But compromise didn't mean giving free range and allowing them to use plain and cheap materials.  I said in resignation, “Just try to match the materials and get close to the original trim as you can.” 
 
    She looked as if I had just slapped her.  Then she snatched the piece from my hand and said as if she took umbrage with what I had said, “We'll be restorin' her ta original specifications, thank you very much.” 
 
    I knew that she meant well, but sometimes reality has to step in, even when history is involved.  Most of us have learned the art of compromise in the OHP.  You had to choose your battles.  I pointed out, “You just said you didn't recognize the profile and it was most likely a fortunate accident.” 
 
    The handywoman just smirked knowingly at me and asked with a much heavier, and amused Irish accent, “Are ya sayin' ya don't think I can be matchin' that profile?” 
 
    I was skeptical, but she seemed quite confident, so I arched an eyebrow and said almost in question, “No, not at all.” 
 
    Her smile bloomed, and she said as Speedy joined us, “Lovely.” 
 
    This got the shorter woman to look between the two of us and narrow her eyes then ask, “Are you picking on the lady, you demented shamrock?” 
 
    McGrath looked stricken as she placed a hand on her chest and over acted. “Now love, would I do such a thing?” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Lenore said, “Yes, yes you would.” 
 
    They exchanged a glare of challenge between them that changed to something primal and heated between them which told me how much they wanted each other.  I felt the third wheel suddenly. 
 
    The tall, muscular woman smiled hugely then said, “I suppose you're right, Frizzy.”  Then she turned to me and assured me, “Just trust us.” 
 
    I nodded but picked up their playful banter and challenged, “Just prove it to me.” 
 
    Speedy rolled her eyes as if she were dreading what came next as McGrath inclined her head and said, “Delighted.  Challenge accepted.”   
 
    I had the distinct impression I would be eating my words very soon. 
 
    “I'm going to go check on Bea's progress in the basement,” I said as I excused myself. 
 
    When they shared a suggestive, “Oooooo,” I started blushing.  Then Speedy asked my retreating back, “Not much for the OHP down in the bowels of the building is there?” 
 
     I called back over my shoulder, hiding my smile from them, “Shut up.”  Not very professional, I know, but it made them chuckle.  These Flotilla women were actually pretty fun.  I seriously didn't know what Hastings' beef with them was. 
 
    Bloody hell, my face was heating even more as I sped up, and I had no clue why.  I reasoned to myself that there were reasons for me to check up on Bea's progress.  I mean, the old coal chute was there, and she'd have to make the connections to the existing steam radiators upstairs. 
 
    I heard the sound of a cutting torch and saw bright light flickering under the door into the boiler room once I got into the basement, with the alternating concrete and stacked stone foundation showing the repairs from the bombing. 
 
    When I opened the door, I blinked.  Except for the two large boilers, the fuel oil tank, and a few of the steam pipes left intact, the space was virtually empty and extremely clean.  Beatrice was at the old coal-fired boiler, sparks flying as she was cutting sections out of it.  Half of the eight-foot tall boiler was already gone.  She was... she was cutting up and scrapping it instead of just leaving it?  I knew there was no way to move something that big out of the building without demoing the floor above and the outer wall, which is why it was left in the first place when they did the first retrofit. 
 
    I glanced around.  There certainly was a lot more space in there, and modern boilers are extremely compact, so why was she taking on such a monumental task when there was plenty of room now? 
 
    A large section of iron plate clanged to the ground, and she bent to move it to a stack of similar sized plates beside her with her free hand.  It must have weighed ten or fifteen kilos, and she didn't seem to strain much as her biceps flexed. 
 
    The only part of her powerful arms that were covered were her forearms, under the heavy welding gloves she wore.  And she was covered in a sheen of sweat that made the tall dirty blonde haired woman look... I don't know... sexy?  I was entranced. 
 
    She had her hair pulled back into a ponytail to keep it away from the torch, and I saw beads of sweat trickling down her neck.  She turned to look at me, and I realized I was smiling like a git.  I looked anywhere but at her.  That bloody torch had really heated up the space hadn't it?  I mumbled to her, “Just dropping by to see how you're doing down here.” 
 
    She cocked her head almost cutely and gave a smile that looked almost shy to me.  She shrugged and waved the torch around the mostly emptied room.  Then slapped the remains of the boiler with one hand, causing it to thump deeply. 
 
    I chuckled. “I can see you're demoing the boiler.  But why? You've plenty of room for the new equipment.” 
 
    She sighed, giving me a patient but expectant look on her expressive face.  I held my hands up in surrender.  “You're right, you're right.  You are the expert.  Shutting my trap.”  I locked my lips and threw away the key. This prompted a giggle from her, which seemed almost innocent.  I had to smile back. 
 
    Then I said, “But...” 
 
    She widened her eyes and bit her tongue in a silly manner, pulling the lever on the torch to make the intense hissing cutting flame.  I nodded and grinned as I acquiesced, “Right.  Key... lock... being quiet now.” 
 
    She looked supremely smug, her cheeks dimpling as she turned back to her work.  Glancing back over her shoulder to me as she started cutting, causing me to avert my eyes from the brilliant light. 
 
    I was in an extremely good mood after that and headed back up to see how everyone else was doing and see if I could help out anywhere.  I glanced back as I left the room, then blushed.  Had I just check out her arse? 
 
    I was achy and shaky by the end of the day.  I don't believe I have ever done so much physical labor in my life, and I sort of felt a sense of accomplishment.  Like I had earned those aches, and wore them like a badge of honor.  I know it wasn't my job to help out like that, but I couldn't just stand around on the sidelines and do nothing. 
 
    A girl, maybe nineteen or twenty showed up at the end of the workday with a younger boy who looked maybe sixteen or so.  They were talking with Lenore.  The girl looked an awful lot like Speedy, with less curly hair.  I just knew they had to be related.  The boy stood a head taller than the two girls and looked quite muscular for a boy his age, and he had the same eyes as the other two. 
 
    The two newcomers traded fist bumps with McGrath, then the Irishwoman brought her fingers to her lips and let out a shrill whistle which seemed loud enough to make my ears bleed.  She called out, “That's a day everyone.  Demo volunteers, damn fine job ya all did.  I'll expect the construction crew bright and early Monday mornin'.  Now go celebrate the weekend.” 
 
    Everyone gave a little cheer, congratulated each other, and then started gathering their tools and heading out of a nicely cleaned up space.  I thought about that for a moment.  McGrath had shooed everyone out at the stroke of five the prior day too.  And they were taking the weekend even though they were on a strict timeline.  I think I liked that.  It was a healthy work ethic, separating work from personal life. 
 
    I started to head out.  Maybe I'd be able to talk to Beatrice before she left.  I caught up with McGrath's group and smiled at them.  Lenore offered as she wiggled her hand between the two newcomers, “Melinda, these are my brother and sister, Christine... Tina and Bobby.” 
 
    The siblings shook my hand and I shared a smile of greeting with them before I turned to McGrath and said, “A lot of work was done today, I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't witnessed it myself.  The Flotilla has a lot of dedicated people.” 
 
    She nodded and explained, “They can't wait ta be in their own flats.” 
 
    Tina chirped out to the group, in good humor, “So did a stuffy old OHP dictator ride your arses all day?” 
 
    Speedy gave her a reprimanding look, then said while nudging her head toward me non-subtly.  “Well I dunno Tina, why don't you ask her yourself.” 
 
    The younger girl blushed profusely, and I grinned and said, “I don't know about riding their arses, but they certainly tired mine out.”  I looked around. “I haven't done so much physical labor in recent memory, it sort of feels good.” 
 
    Bobby teased her, “Way to put your foot in your mouth, Brainiac.” 
 
    The girl smiled at me and squished her head to her shoulders cutely and offered a weak, “Sorry.”   
 
    I waved her off and smiled. 
 
    They surprised me by joining me in the lift.  I knew Speedy and McGrath preferred the stairs since they were faster.  We walked out, and the handywoman waited at the door with the others as the stragglers filed out of the building before locking the door. 
 
    They moved over to the garage door, the truck with the skip was now gone, and the girls moved into the garage.  Speedy said to me, “We promise, the garage will be available for you and Paya to park in whenever you visit the site after construction material deliveries on Monday.” 
 
    McGrath had her hand on the overhead door, ready to pull it down with them inside as she said, “Have a lovely weekend Melinda.” 
 
    I blinked as they all said their goodnights.  “Aren't you going to your cars?” 
 
    Speedy shrugged as she spoke up, “We're heading out back to the Deidre.  She's our home.  The Flotilla work truck is just down the way, she has a parking permit for the next few months.” 
 
    They lived on the barge?  I knew a lot of them had been converted into houseboats and I thought that was sort of neat.  I waved and said, “Right then.  I'll see you ladies... and gentleman later then I suppose.”  I had one eye on them, and one eye on Beatrice just down the way from my Millie, stuffing her welding equipment into the back of a battered old grey van with Hart Heating stenciled on the doors. 
 
    Speedy chuckled, and I glanced back at her.  I shook a finger at her, and she and her girl chuckled at me as they shut the garage door between us.  I called out, “Not funny.” 
 
    McGrath called out as tweedledee as you please, “Oh, quite the contrary, lass.” 
 
    I stared at the door for a moment then turned and quickly navigated across the lane.  I hesitated a moment.  They had a parking permit for the duration of the project?  What kind of pull did they have with the city to get that?  That permit may as well have been engraved on a block of gold. 
 
    I stood by Millie and watched Beatrice for a moment as she finished stowing her gear.  She looked up as she started closing the back door of the van, then paused when she saw me watching her. 
 
    I gave a little wave, and she smiled brightly and waved back, then buttoned up the van and started walking over.  I must have looked a mess of dust and sweat.  I resisted the urge to smooth my blouse and check my hair. 
 
    She moved up to me, then looked past me and whistled low as she ran her eyes appreciatively over Millie.  Was it wrong I felt a pang of jealousy... for a car?  I shrugged and tried to sound casual, “She is a sight isn't she?” 
 
    She nodded and then turned to me.  I felt awkward again, and I shrugged for some reason.  I started talking before my mouth could consult the grey matter I had between my ears. “My pride and joy.  The only nice thing I own.  So you're going home now?” 
 
    Of course, she's going home now Meli, you git.  She nodded and stuffed her hands into her front pockets, shrugging.  I prompted, “Any plans for the weekend?”  She waffled her hand noncommittally her face scrunched up in a so-so sort of expression. 
 
    I just kept yammering, pretty much because I didn't just want to say goodbye.  I liked being in her company.  “I'm going to Gears, down by the docks, tonight.  Ummm... its sort of a... ummm... a steampunk and Victorian nightclub.” 
 
    Bea was grinning, and I shoved her shoulder lightly. “Hey now.  I told you I was a geek.  So don't judge.” 
 
    She gave me a crooked smile and nodded slowly, then narrowed her eyes and moved her hand up and down in front of me.  “Oh, no... they sort of have a dress code.  I'll be...”  Bloody hell, she was going to think I was a muppet.  “I may have a Victorian outfit or two.” 
 
    She rolled a hand expectantly, extreme amusement sparkling in her eyes.  I growled out at her as I looked down in embarrassment, “Fine... or five or six.  You're enjoying yourself here aren't you?” 
 
    She just nodded emphatically, beaming her amusement at me with her expressive face, her cheeks dimpling adorably on such a powerful woman.  I stabbed her breastbone with a finger, though I couldn't hide my smile. “Hey watch it.  We all have our quirks.  Don't tell me you aren't hiding any of your own.  I saw your lunchbox remember.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip and said, “I best be off then.  Have a wonderful weekend.  I'll see you on Monday?  I'm sure I'll have to run roughshod over McGrath then if she's planning any work in the conservatory.” 
 
    She sighed, waved, and then opened my door for me.  Heat burned my cheeks and down my neck, and I slid in, squeaking out a, “Thank you.”  She nodded and started closing the door.  I called out to her, “Goodnight, Bea.” 
 
    She shut the door and crouched so I could see her through the window, and she waved as I started Millie.  How could a woman with such strength be so bloody adorable? 
 
    Being the awkward person I apparently was around her I found myself bashfully waving... again.  Then I pulled out into the lane before I embarrassed myself further.  I split my attention between the road and Beatrice in my rearview mirror.  Nobody had ever fascinated me as much as her in my whole life. 
 
    I found myself wishing it was Monday already, I was already looking forward to my next lunch with her.  I'd bring some better reading material next time.  Maybe some Jules Verne. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 – Gears 
 
    That night I sat in my tiny flat on my bed, looking into my closet, deciding which of my costumes to wear to Gears.  I really liked my corseted Victorian countess gown, but I was feeling inspired and went with my steampunk mechanic getup. 
 
    Hey don't look at me like that, we all have our hobbies. 
 
    I cleaned up then went about getting ready for the night.  After I dressed, I used makeup to make my eyes look bigger and added grease smears on my cheeks.  Then I put on the flat cap, letting my hair out of its tight constraint to flow down my back. 
 
    I checked out how the costume looked on me.  Everything was just right, down to the authentic buttons it took me forever to find a full set of.  Then for the finishing touch, I slid the foam cover over my crutch to make it look like a giant pipe wrench.  I looked in the mirror and smiled.  I'd never win any beauty contests, but I thought I looked sort of... I don't know, cute?  Like an anime-ish steampunk mechanic. 
 
    I just wished somebody... well anybody would look past the crutch and think I was cute too.  I learned my lesson many times that it wasn't a good idea to try to fake my way through without my crutch.  Especially when the tremors got too bad for me to walk without it. 
 
    I made a fool of myself my first night at Gears that way, when I couldn't get back to Millie without the help of one of the bouncers.  I had tired myself out and then didn't have the strength to walk out with my left side shaking too hard. 
 
    It took me quite some time to gather up the courage to show my face there again.  But now, I'd like to think of myself as sort of a fixture there.  Or I might as well be a fixture since I sit at a table against the wall and just watch everyone have fun in a world I feel that I was meant for.  I sort of lament not being born in the Victorian era. 
 
    I checked myself one last time and absently wondered what Beatrice was doing just about then.  Probably kicking back and relaxing in front of the telly. 
 
    Then I headed out. 
 
    When I pulled up to the docks, Gears was really hopping.  The gaslight lamps along the building blazed, giving a warm and authentic ambiance to the club.  Randall Sage, the owner, went to great lengths to ensure that as much of his client facing side of the club was as authentic as possible.  It must have cost a mint to ship in all the period pieces. 
 
    If you got past the little idiosyncrasies of our culture, then you'd see the actual history here.  Gears was almost a living museum of a bygone era, mixed with a little fantasy which you could step back in time and have fun with. 
 
    I pulled up to the doors, the line of patrons dressed in all kinds of fantastical costumes was already starting to get long, though not as long as they used to be when I first started attending.  You could separate out the posers from the legit people who really took the culture seriously, just by the quality of their outfits.  There were just as many copper and brass adornments as there were hats and brollies.  Then, of course, they had a wide assortment of steampunk or vintage props like mine. 
 
    I stepped out of my car, and Kendra, one of the uniformed valets, smiled at me and handed me a claim ticket.  I smiled back at the giddy look on her face.  She bit her lower lip as she looked at my vehicle and purred out, “Well helloooo there Millie.”  Then she added with a grin and wink to me as she slid behind the wheel, “Oh, and hello to you too Miss Stafford.” 
 
    I had to chuckle as she shut the door and drove off to park my gal.  They always fought over who got to drive Millie next, since she fit the scene so perfectly.  Perry and Tremaine looked downcast as they watched her drive off, until another vehicle pulled up and Tremaine went into action.  They both said, “Hello Miss Stafford,” as I passed them.  Decorum was of the utmost importance to the club. 
 
    I replied with a nod toward them, “Boys,” then I bypassed the line. 
 
    Randall had me on the permanent list at the door, with about a half dozen other 'genuines' as he called us.  Those of us who took our look and the authenticity of it most seriously.  He says we add to the ambiance of Gears when we are there. 
 
    I paused at the doorman, Raj, he was dressed in traditional Arab garb, complete with turban, playing to his Indian looks.  He played it up for the people in line as he said to me when I stepped up to him.  “Ah, good evening Miss Stafford.”  He gave me a little bow. 
 
    I almost rolled my eyes at him, he was really hamming it up.  I smiled, inclined my head a little in greeting, and responded with, “Good evening, Raj.”  I glanced back at the line then asked, “Do you have any wise words for me this evening?”  I was playing it up for the people who were watching our interaction intently. 
 
    Truth in fact, Raj was more British than I was, but he stayed in character as he unclipped the velvet rope to allow for me to pass as he said, “You must learn to be still in the midst of activity and to be vibrantly alive in repose.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  He gave me a quick wink as I moved past him and whispered, “Gandhi?  Really, Raj?”  He just gave another slight bow with a grin as he turned back to the line. 
 
    I heard him saying to a prospective patron, “I'm sorry, but we have a strict dress code here.  Primark knockoffs won't...”  I stepped inside, and the sound of the live Victorian Metal band drowned him out.  The music leant to the hybrid atmosphere of tech and living history. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 – A Vision 
 
    I slammed my crutch down with each step to give the foam wrench the appearance of weight.  Then I threaded my way toward the table in the far corner near the bar which I favored to do my people watching.  I exchanged nods and smiles with some of the regulars in the growing crowd as I went along. 
 
    Then I sat at the charming little table with my back to the wall. 
 
    No sooner had I sat, then a lithe woman set a glass of red wine in front of me, and took the little white placard with impeccable calligraphy, which read, “Reserved,” and placed it on her little silver tray. 
 
    The bubbly brunette said, “Good evening Miss Stafford, can I get you anything else this evening?” 
 
    I smiled at her and said, “Good evening, Charlotte. Whatever Gustav recommends.  I'm a little peckish tonight.” 
 
    She curtsied slightly, saying, “I'm sure Chef knows just the thing.”  Then she spun, her ankle-length black gown, which was the women's staff uniform, flared, and she expertly headed off toward the kitchen.  Almost all of my disposable income was spent on my visits here, the food and drink were a little steep, but I counted the entire experience as entertainment. 
 
    I felt like a different person here, like I was someone, like I important.  And I had much more confidence as this Victorian version of myself.  I felt like a lady here the way Randall's staff and the patrons treated me.  Almost like they didn't notice my CP. 
 
    I watched as the crowd grew and the dancing started.  I had to grin at the baby steamers, the newbies who didn't know how to waltz as I nursed my drink.  But the faster, more upbeat pieces between each formal number, brought them out of the woodwork to move about the dance floor. 
 
    I took a moment to really examine their costumes and props.  Sometimes I was surprised or inspired by something.  A lantern, or a gearbox clock.  And Randall always had something new decorating the place, up in the nooks and crannies all around. 
 
    Gustav... Chef knew just the thing for me.  A simple beefy soup full of vegetables and minestrone, and a plate of various bread and cheeses.  I grimaced at the bill, twenty pounds.  But at least I didn't have to pay the ten-pound cover charge, so it all averaged out ok. 
 
    Charlotte kept me supplied with grape juice in my wine glass to keep up appearances, knowing one glass of wine was my self-imposed limit, so I would be sober at the end of the night to drive Millie back home. 
 
    Before long I sighed.  I knew Randall expected us genuines to move about the place from time to time, giving people a look at how to really get into character.  They treated me so well here that I felt obligated, so I placed my hands on the table, getting ready to push off when something caught my attention and my eyes widened.  I was sure my eyebrows had been swallowed by my hairline as I sucked in a breath and stopped breathing at a sight to behold. 
 
    There, making her way through the crowd, taller than most, and looking around intently, was a vision.  I heard myself asking, “Bea?” 
 
    She wore a flowing crushed velvet hunter green gown, and a brown leather corset adorned with brass eyelets, making her prodigious cleavage even more... prodigious-er.  Her blonde locks were pulled up into a bun, exposing her long and elegant neck.  The crowd parted for her because of her height and bearing, and... wow. 
 
    Beatrice scanned the club with her sharp eyes and then stopped moving when they located me as I finished standing.  She got a lopsided grin on her face, and her eyes twinkled in amusement as I made my way quickly through the mass of Victorian re-creationists. 
 
    They must have turned the temperature up in the club about a thousand degrees, as I felt myself heating up as I stepped up to her.  Now she simply towered over me because of the nine-centimeter heels she was wearing with her outfit. 
 
    I just stared at her, gape-jawed.  Then she looked down and blushed at my scrutiny.  Bloody hell, I was making her self-conscious.  Way to go, Melinda, you git.  I got control of myself and my libido as I blurted out, “Beatrice, you look amazing.” 
 
    She smiled bashfully, shrugged, and grabbed the skirts of her gown and swished side to side.  I blinked when I realized just how attracted to her I was at that moment.  Here was a woman of almost amazon proportions like McGrath, and she was bashful around me. 
 
    I was attracted to her... wasn't I? 
 
    I felt awkward as ever around her.  She was a real woman, and I was, well, me.  I rushed out, “I didn't know you came to these types of clubs.  Your gown is brilliant.” 
 
    Her face screwed up into a sheepish confession and she shrugged one shoulder.  Did she come here for... did she come here for me? I swallowed then noticed something and narrowed my eyes playfully, “Did you just buy this?” 
 
    She lifted her chin and looked down her narrow nose at me regally and shook her head in the negative. 
 
    I tried to hide my smirk as I reached up and tucked the price tag into the collar of the gown. 
 
    She gave me a grin that was all teeth as she changed her shaking to a nod.  Then she blushed profusely. 
 
    A waltz started playing as we just stood there in the middle of the club, staring at each other and smiling.  Then a dapper man, in a dark brown top hat and matching coat with long tails, stepped up to us and cleared his throat. 
 
    He tipped his hat back with the handle of a mechanical owl cane and asked Bea with a charming smile and a little bow from his waist, “May I have this dance, my lady?” 
 
    My heart sank.  Of course, all the men would be flocking to this woman who looked born to be in a place like this.  Was I... jealous.  Yes, yes I was.  I was crushing on the well-toned beauty in front of me. 
 
    She looked down at the man, who was at least a half a head shorter than her because of her heels, and gave him an apologetic look and shrugged as she shook her head then pointed at me.  The man graciously bowed to her and gave us each a smile and a wink and moved over to a group of women by the bar to try his luck finding a partner there. 
 
    A part of me felt a little put out that the man hadn't even considered asking me.  Not that I would have accepted even if I wanted to.  I can't really dance a waltz well with a crutch, and it makes it awkward for any dance partner.  The faster numbers I had better luck with, as counter intuitive as that may sound. 
 
    I grabbed Bea's hand and dragged her to my table and babbled, “You can sit with me if you like.  This table is perpetually reserved for me.”   
 
    She cocked an eyebrow, looking impressed, then nodded once.   
 
    I felt relief and a bit of excitement as I held a chair for her and she pulled her skirts under her as she sat quite gracefully for a woman I have seen swinging a sledgehammer to demolish cast iron. 
 
    That dichotomy made her even more fascinating to me. 
 
    Before I could even move, Charlotte appeared at our table, Johhny on the spot, and asked us, “A drink for the lady, Miss Stafford?” 
 
    I looked at Beatrice and prompted as I pointed at my mostly empty glass, “Want one?” 
 
    She held up a hand and shook her head.  I added, “It isn't wine, just grape juice.” 
 
    She cocked her head, smiled then nodded at us.  So I turned to the hostess and said, “Two please, Charlotte.” 
 
    She curtsied, playing it up as she replied, “Very good, ma'am.”   
 
    When Bea turned back to me, Charlotte mouthed to me with wide eyes as she fanned her face, “Oh – my – god!”  I blushed profusely at that as she skittered away to work her magic. 
 
    I stood behind my chair with both hands on it, my crutch still supported by my arm by the cuff.  I looked around and saw Randall by the bar looking across the dance floor.  I was torn.  I told her, “I'll be right back.  I'm sort of obligated to move around a bit, so people see me.  The owner gives me all kinds of perks when I help immerse his patrons in the culture.” 
 
    She moved her chair back and stood, adjusting the train of her gown, then offered her hand to me primly, hamming it up.  I whispered just above the music, “You don't need to, I'll be just a second.” 
 
    She lifted her chin, turning her head slightly from me.  I got the distinct impression of, “La la la, I can't hear you.”  I sighed heavily.  Just great, here is a woman I can't hope to impress, about to learn just how much of a cosplay geek I truly was. 
 
    I stepped beside her again and dutifully offered an elbow, and she rested her fingers lightly on it, looking far too smug.  I muttered to her, trying not to smile, “Yeah, yuck it up, Monkey Wrench.” 
 
    This caused her to tilt her head back and titter out a restrained laugh.  I tried to look as proper as she did as I ushered her around the club, slamming my faux wrench down as we went.  She was well into character as she curtsied and bowed her head to the patrons as we progressed. 
 
    You could tell the hardcore re-creationists from the steam babies, as some merely inclined their heads or raised their glasses, while others just gawked at the blonde on my arm.  We did this for a few minutes, until I saw Randall raise a glass to me.  Good, he had seen me earning my table.  Then when another waltz came on, I brought her back to our table, my tremors getting worse. 
 
    I kept looking at the dance floor and wondered what it would be like to move as gracefully as the couples out there.  It was something I'd never experience. 
 
    Bea pulled us to a stop, following my eyes, then motioned her head toward the dance floor.  I blushed and shook my head and held up a hand in protest.  “No, sorry.”  I tapped my crutch on the ground and said, “I don't know how to waltz, and this would make it too difficult.  I'm almost at my physical limit for the night anyway, after a full day on my feet.” 
 
    Her light grey eyes held me captive as she reached for my crutch.  I resisted for a moment then she pulled it from me and placed the faux wrench on out table, where two fresh glasses of juice were, and to my surprise, a little plate of chocolate covered strawberries. 
 
    Then the regal looking blonde grabbed my weak arm by the elbow with both hands and started dragging me toward the dance floor, keeping eye contact the entire time.  I was helpless as I was drowning in the spark I saw in those eyes. 
 
    The way she held me looked as if I were escorting her, when in reality she was supporting all my weight.  I felt embarrassed as I felt a couple tremors travel trough my arm into her hands, she didn't need to know just how bad my CP really was. 
 
    Her support was like being held up by forged iron, illustrating her strength to me.  The part of me which wasn't embarrassed was relishing that strength and the feel of her hands on me. 
 
    We must have looked a sight, a tiny steampunk mechanic and a statuesque lady who towered over me.  The dancers parted to give us room, all eyes were on her.  I whispered as we stopped and she turned toward me, “Do you know how to waltz?” 
 
    She wiggled her eyebrows at me and shrugged, and she screwed up her expressive face and tilted her head slightly, letting me know she knew about as much as me. 
 
    She put my hands on her shoulders, then she placed her hands on my waist, just above my hips and just swayed with me.  My feet barely touched the ground as she held most of my weight without looking like she was doing it.  Just how strong was she?  It was sort of... well, arousing.  That... was something else she didn't need to know about me. 
 
    I stopped breathing when she pulled me closer and laid her head on my shoulder.  I was able to stop from hyperventilating by sheer force of will alone.  Then I basked in our closeness as we just swayed around in circles, her supporting all my weight and ignoring the bouts of tremors. 
 
    It felt almost like a fairy tale to me, as I had the most fun I had ever had at Gears, and the most intimate time I had had in my life.  Nobody ever held me like that before.  I blushed when I saw the other dancers and people seated at the tables all looking at us with smiles on their faces. 
 
    To be the center of attention for something other than my costumes was a different feeling.  And I felt proud to be dancing with the woman everyone was coveting at that moment.  Now they all knew how I felt when Bea had walked into the boiler room and started demolishing the twisted nest of pipes while I envied her strength. 
 
    I sighed and closed my eyes, laying my head against her.  I smiled.  She smelled like daffodils and soot.  It was so... her.  I would never have been able to get through a whole dance without my crutch if she hadn't been supporting me like she was.  I marveled that as the number came to an end, she still had that ironlike strength, yet it felt like she held me so gently at the same time. 
 
    I chanced a look up at her as we pulled apart.  She was looking down at me with something that twinkled in her eyes.  It wasn't amusement, it was something that had my cheeks warming as she bowed deeply like the other women, then she grasped my arm again with both hands and led me back to out table. 
 
    I squeaked out, “Thank you, that was fun.  I don't get a chance to dance much.” 
 
    She looked pleased, and I held her chair for her as she sat, then I moved over to my side and removed my crutch from the table.  I searched for something to say, but her eyes had me distracted.  So we just sat in a silence that didn't feel awkward at all as we shared a look. 
 
    Then she finally gave my free will back to me by looking away and at the table.  She held up a chocolate covered strawberry and cocked an eyebrow expectantly at me in question.  Then twisted her hand around as she waved it at some nearby women who were leaning on their parasols and gossiping abut something nearby. 
 
    She looked at the strawberry and then nudged her chin at the women, then I got it and blurted out before I could stop myself, “There are no other women.”  Oh, bloody hell.  Not only had I just outed myself, but she had thought I plied other women at the club with strawberries, like it was a move I was making. 
 
    I looked down, shaking my head and muttering, “Oh god, oh god... I'm such a wanker at times.”  I paused when a plump strawberry, coated in rich dark chocolate came into view.  I looked up to see she had an overly cute and pleased look on her face as she prompted toward the strawberry with her eyes. 
 
    Then, swallowing hard, with my cheeks burning, I took a bite of the sweet fruit.  She never lost her intense eye contact as she moved the strawberry to her mouth and took a bite of her own, her lips pressed against the fruit for an inordinate amount of time.  Some interestingly pleasant things were happening to me at that moment. 
 
    Some things in life are inescapable, like the fact I was sure I'd need a change of knickers if she kept that up.  I don't think I have ever seen anything so sexy or wantonly heated as that in my life.  And I've seen my fair share of...  umm, internet entertainment.  She was... she was flirting with me.  Intensely. 
 
    I caught myself licking my lips, and I tore my eyes from hers before I drowned in them.  Just how lame was I? 
 
    She chuckled, and I glanced up, and she smugly finished off the strawberry and licked her lips.  I was so confused.  Was she playing with me or, “Are you... flirting with me?” 
 
    Oh god, just shut up Meli.  I could have died right then and there, how much more awkward can one girl be? 
 
    Bea rolled her eyes, threw the strawberry shoulder at me playfully, then made duck lips in a 'duh' manner as she bobbed her head. 
 
    I defended weakly, whispering over the music, “How should I know?  Nobody ever... has... before.” 
 
    She grinned, almost in triumph, and grabbed another berry and snapped her teeth, taking a quick bite and pointed at herself with it.  Yes, I got it, she was, and I was a dork. 
 
    My heart was threatening to beat out of my chest as I watched this Victorian wet dream just studying my reaction, and she looked far too pleased with herself.  She was interested in me?  Flirting with me?  What was wrong with the woman?  Wait, don't answer that, whatever it was, I don't want it fixed. 
 
    I did what any self-respecting woman would do, I attempted to blush a hole in the universe, and drab myself into it.  I found myself looking down bashfully, which just made her look even more smug.  I reprimanded weakly, “Don't get full of yourself now woman,  I'm sure that all these other women have just been biding their time all these years I've frequented the club.  Any minute now...”  I bit into a strawberry and repeated with my mouth full, “Yes, any second now.” 
 
    She tipped her head back and laughed heartily.  I knew she wasn't making fun of me, and I felt a sort of pride that I could amuse her so much.  I felt a little empowered and less awkward.  Only she could make me feel that way while laughing at me. 
 
    I grinned at her and scrunched my head to my shoulders.  Then she was able to stop her laughing, wiped away a happy tear and then reached over and rested a hand on top of mine and gave me an encouraging smile.  But all my attention was on the fire she was now igniting in me with such a simple form of contact. 
 
    That is when the irony struck.  Here I was dressed as a steampunk mechanic, while she was in finery.  We had both apparently been influenced by the other in our costume selection.  Now here we were in some surrealistic role reversal.  A little corner of my mind was wondering if she liked role playing.  Come on Melinda, stop fantasizing. 
 
    Then Beatrice grabbed another strawberry and made a looping motion around me, stabbing the air here and there.  “You want to know more about me?”  She nodded and held her other hand out at just over a meter.  “You want to know about my childhood?”  She nodded and just spun the strawberry in her fingers by its green leaves. 
 
    So I started talking, sharing what it was like for me growing up in London, being different than the other kids.  How people treated me different and how frustrating it had been.  Some picked on me some treated me like I was slow, while other like I was fragile. 
 
    She prompted me, with her meaningful facial expressions, to tell her more about my Cerebral Palsy.  I've never spoken of it to anyone, ever, but this was Bea.  I found myself spilling my guts to her easily. 
 
    I told her how my umbilical cord had been wrapped around my neck during birth, and how it choked off the blood supply to my brain.  How that had had repercussions for me my entire life. With weakness and tremors in my left side, and an occasional seizure or two as I grew up.  But I was lucky that my symptoms were so much milder than most with my condition. 
 
    I don't think I have ever spoken so much to such an attentive listener in my entire life.  Once I started speaking, it just all came pouring out.  It was so easy to speak with Beatrice. 
 
    She took me out on the dance floor one more dance, when I felt obligated to mingle again to earn my keep.  Again she supported me, her iron-like arms holding me so gently. 
 
    And... her eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 – Bugger All 
 
    The next two weeks were full of moments like that.  I made every excuse in the office to be at the Flotilla renovation on Sun Wharf for at least a few hours each day.  Mostly citing the work, a restorer was doing on the old Hatch and Bradley clock.  Yeah, that's it, Bea is a restorer. 
 
    I smiled at that.  Not even McGrath knew that I met Beatrice in the clockworks room for lunch every day, or that the woman who held me in thrall had cleaned and polished every gear until they were gleaming brass. 
 
    She brought in some original Carmichael Green paint in cans, how had she known the preferred paint of clockmakers from last century?  Where she had found it is anyone's best guess as the company went out of business in the 1960's.  She had shown me some of the paint flecks she had cleaned off the gears, and it was a perfect match. 
 
    Then she gave me an apple and had me sit while she meticulously painted the gears by hand, leaving the teeth unpainted but coated in mineral oil. 
 
    I blushed every day when she handed me an apple. 
 
    I have to tell you just how much I am impressed by McGrath as well.  The woman had brought me a piece of Alder wood trim with a sample profile.  She matched it up to the piece she had torn from the frame, and they matched perfectly, including that fortuitous defect that gave it such character. 
 
    She only grinned when I asked where she had found it.  Later, Speedy had confided in me that McGrath was hand-making it on the Deidre.  I had looked around at the sheer volume of trim in the conservatory.  It would be a daunting task if she were making the trim herself, but nobody seemed concerned about it. 
 
    McGrath was everywhere at once it seemed, she was supervising the rapid framing of the new walls on all the levels of the building at the same time she was meticulously removing the panes of glass from the frames in the greenhouse space. 
 
    I nearly had a heart attack when she tore out all the dry rotted framework, but the frames she was constructing in their place couldn't be distinguished from the original construction except for the wood looking new.  Once it was painted, it would be a perfect match. 
 
    The prior day was fascinating, when I made my way up the stairs to meet Beatrice for lunch, I heard a torch and saw flickering.  When I arrived at the top, I saw her there with a different kind of torch than the one she had used to cut up the boilers into manageable pieces. 
 
    She was brazing the axles onto the bent gear and onto the other gear which had a broken axle.  She was brazing!  She winked at me, and I just watched in fascination as she paused after tacking the axle to the gear then checked all around with calipers and, of all things, a string tied to a pencil on the axle.  She was centering the axle to within a hair's breadth it seemed. 
 
    She broke her tacking and redid it at least five times before she was happy.  I had reservations at first when I saw what she was attempting, but after watching her, I had no doubt that a professional restoration technician couldn't have done better.  She was just one surprise after another. 
 
    I asked her, “How do you know how to do all this?  I mean, I know you can weld and work with metal.  You've cleaned out the basement and have redone almost all the steam piping in the entire building, even added four registers where McGrath needed them.  But this is something on a completely different level.” 
 
    She just gave me some duck lips squished to one side of her face as she shook her head in amusement.  Then she handed me another apple and patted my head and went back to work.  Why that little... she looked away bashfully, and I forgave her with a happy sigh. 
 
    She joined me every Friday night at Gears.  I think we may be dating, but I'm too afraid to ask, what if she says no? 
 
    She has taken to giving me a lingering goodbye kiss at the end of each 'date,' which leaves me floating all the way home and screaming happily in my pillow while kicking my legs in the air.  I've never felt so happy before, and she made me feel desirable. 
 
    I munched on the apple while I watched her work on the bent gear.  I pointed out, my mouth full of the juicy red delicious, “I don't know why you are bothering with the axle, the gear is ruined, a new one needs to be made.” 
 
    She stopped and looked up at me with a sly grin, mock hurt painting her face.   
 
    “What?  What did I say?” I asked. 
 
    She reached over and grabbed what I took to be some scrap lumber from the renovation.  Four pieces of wood, maybe a meter long each.  She had long bolts through them with large flat washers and nuts, forming two twin assemblies. 
 
    She locked eyes with me and bit her lower lip as she slid one of them over the gear, bridging the bend, leaving it exposed.  Then, still holding me captive with her grey eyes, she slid the other assembly onto the other side of the axle. 
 
    Then she bit her tongue in amusement and saw fit to once again return my free will to me by looking away from my eyes to the gear.  God, she was going to kill me like that, I was burning with arousal. 
 
    I looked down at her contraption, and she looked at me like I should know what I was looking at.  She huffed in exasperation and pulled out a couple large wrenches from her tool box.  Then I watched as she tightened the nuts until the wood sandwiching the gear started to crackle as it got close to its limit. 
 
    The metal hadn't budged, had she thought the wood could bend the metal?  I chuckled at her and pointed at the gar with my apple.  “What now Einstein?” 
 
    She gave me a silly 'shut up and watch' look and picked up the brazing torch she had been using and made the flame go wide and unfocused.  She started holding the flame to the gear, alternating from one side of the bend to the other.  Then I watched in amazement as slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, the bend started straightening as the metal became red hot. 
 
    I was dumbfounded as I watched her tighten the nuts a turn or two then go about heating the metal again as the makeshift wooden clamps started smoking slightly from proximity to the hot metal.  Then I realized the genius of using wood, as it wouldn't mar the brass like metal clamps would. 
 
    In no time, the gear looked to be mostly back in shape.  She hefted the gear and flopped it onto its back and then struck the brass repeatedly with her sledge on a block of wood she had placed on the metal.  This caused sizzling and smoke to rise from the now burning wood block in her hand.  She was able to knock out the last millimeter or so that her improvised clamp system hadn't been able to contend with. 
 
    I just blinked and whispered, “Bloody hell.” 
 
    She looked overly pleased with herself as she grinned and cocked her head looking crossways at me coyly as she smothered the flaming wood and placed it in a metal box beside her torch. 
 
    I mumbled, “You're amazing, Bea.” 
 
    She flopped herself down beside me and gave me a quick peck on the lips and nodded smugly.  I shook my apple at her, “Hey now, don't go getting a big head.  I was impressed by a stack of old bottle caps Henry Jacobs made in primary school once.” 
 
    She rocked to the side playfully and bumped shoulders with me.  I blushed and leaned into her, then remembered something as she tuned away to dig around in her lunch box.  I reached in my lunch bag and pulled out a container with a single chocolate covered strawberry.  I felt like a blushing schoolgirl as I offered it to her in both hands. 
 
    She hesitated when she looked back up, then bit her lower lip as she cocked her head while she studied me.  She looked far too cute as she accepted the offering.  I may have had ulterior motives there.  I mean, have you seen her eat one of those berries before?  It always leaves me with the need to fan my face... and stuff. 
 
    I looked at the book I had been reading to her, Jules Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under The Seas.  Most of the lunch had been consumed by her metalworking displays, and I didn't have time to read, so I moved it aside then looked at the gear as we ate our sandwiches.  “You do all this like you have done it before.  Have you restored things in the past?” 
 
    She bobbed her head side to side, and her upper lip twitched way up while she waffled her sandwich at me.   
 
    I nodded and supplied, “Ah, work in progress?”   
 
    She nodded and took a big bite in satisfaction that I could understand her so well. 
 
    I asked as I looked down and picked at an imaginary thread on my business skirt, “Maybe one day I can see what you are working on?” 
 
    She paused mid-bite then looked up at me and cocked her head regarding me in a way that was so her.  The warm smile on her face was something you could write sonnets about, and it almost coaxed a sigh from me.  She just nodded once and then looked around when we heard bells in the distance. 
 
    She sighed for me and then started gathering her stuff.  That was depressing.  I loved spending time with her.  I looked at my half eaten lunch as she stood then stopped behind me and leaned over my back.  Her dirty blonde hair cascaded in front of me like a waterfall of honey and she gave me a quick upside down peck on the lips. 
 
    I blushed and gave her a little wave as she disappeared down the stairs, that smug look on her face that would have made me grin had I not been in a happy fog. 
 
    I blinked.  Did I... have a girlfriend?  Oh hell, mum would be over the moon.  I had to talk with Bea and ask the right fit bird if it were so.  But I was also terrified of asking, because what if I was wrong? 
 
    I just sat and grinned as I finished up my meal then headed out for a walkthrough on an old Baptist church that an accountancy was wanting to convert into their offices.  Not as exciting as this project has been, to be sure, but I still had a job to do. 
 
    The next day I was just barely able to make it to Narrow Street in time for lunch.  The OHP was funneling me all the shite assignments.  I was sort of sad.  The new, modern electric boilers would be delivered tomorrow, and with Bea's efficiency, her job would be done in a couple days, and she'd be out of here by Thursday. 
 
    Everyone had already vacated for lunch, and I entered a deserted building.  I navigated the maze of framing to the lift.  I heard something that brought back memories.  The rhythmic clanging of Bea demolishing something. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as I realized the sound was coming from above, not below. 
 
    As soon as I got out of the lift on the third floor, I scurried as fast I could drag my now tremoring leg to the stairs to the clock room.  I could hear things cracking and clanging.  What was going on? 
 
    My pulse raced as I slung my crutch over my shoulder and pulled myself up the stairs.  When I reached the top of the stairs, I looked on in horror as Bea gave a mighty swing of that damned sledge hammer of hers, and with a horrendous sound, the driving weight pulley system came crashing down. 
 
    She was demolishing it! 
 
    I stumbled to her losing my crutch, and she saw me and dropped her hammer to catch me.  I screamed at her, “What are you doing!? You're destroying it!”  I felt tears on my face as I pounded her chest ineffectually with my fists. “All that history!” 
 
    Then my rage bubbled up inside me, washing away my shock and the almost physical pain of seeing an irreplaceable relic from a bygone era reduced to a pile of junk.  I pushed out of her strong grip and hissed out as I pointed at the stairs,  “I want you out of here now!  Go and don't come back!  You aren't allowed anywhere in this building ever again.” 
 
    She just stared at me in shock, as if I were the one doing the unspeakable there.  I jabbed my finger at the stairs. “Go now.  If you come within fifteen paces of this building again, I'll see to it you're brought up on charges.” 
 
    The stricken look on her face almost made my resolution crumble.  She looked hurt, confused, and gutted.  Then she collected the tools in the room and then turned to me at the top of the stairs but I refused to look at her or I would cave. 
 
    I waited until I heard the door at the bottom of the stairs close before I collapsed on the ground and sobbed.  I grabbed a piece of the drive mechanism and let the tears fall.  I sat there rocking, holding the debris to my chest as I mourned not just for the loss of history that couldn't be replaced, but for the loss of the woman I knew I had been falling for. 
 
    I whispered as I just stared blankly ahead, “How could she?” 
 
    I don't know how long I cried there, feeling betrayed, and as if my heart had been stomped upon, when I heard a voice with a tinge of Irish in it, softer than I had ever heard her speak, “Meli, what is it?” 
 
    I looked over, I must have looked a sight, clinging to the scraps of wood and metal, sitting in the middle of the floor.  I'm sure my eyes and cheeks were swollen and red.  McGrath came the rest of the way up the stairs and set a piece of wood on the floor then she sat down beside me. 
 
    I held up the debris, helplessly, and said, “She destroyed it.”  This brought on another bout of tears, and the only woman I knew who was bigger and physically stronger than Bea, pulled me to her and shushed me,  I cried into her shoulder for a moment as she shushed and stroked my hair. 
 
    She asked, “Who did this?” 
 
    It felt like the name was dragged out of my throat, clawing, kicking and screaming, not wanting to come out. “Beatrice.” 
 
    She pulled me back a bit to look down at me, her face held confusion as she prompted, “Bea?”  Then she looked around and paused when she saw the pristine gears, receivers, and bearings lined up neatly against the wall. 
 
    Her lips quirked at the corners. “Have ya been restorin' this yerself?” 
 
    I shook my head as I pulled back from her and wiped my eyes on my sleeve.  My eyes and cheeks felt raw.  “No, Bea did it.  She's amazing with metal.  She argued with me about this being a Hatch and Bradley clock, then she started restoring the parts during lunch.” 
 
    Then my voice got hoarse as I fought off another wave of sobs. “But then I came in to find her destroying everything today.” 
 
    She had an eyebrow cocked in surprise, but she surprised me with her first question not being what I thought it would be.  “She argued with you?” 
 
    I had to chuckle at the shock in her tone, I felt a little silly and sheepish as I squinted an eye and clarified, “Well, ok, I did all the arguing while she just stared at me with that smug grin of hers.”  I was able to smile a bit, and this got McGrath to grin. 
 
    She nodded.  “I was goin' ta say. I've not heard peep one from the woman.  Not even when she gave me a piece of broken wood yesterday and walked off.” 
 
    She reached over from where we sat to grab the piece of wood that was about as long and stout as one of her legs and shaped almost like a sled runner.  “I assumed she needed it ta do her work, so I duplicated the piece for her.  I went to find her after lunch, but she wasn't anywhere in the buildin' so I thought I'd check up here, the only place I hadn't.” 
 
    I stared at what was in her hand then dragged my crutch back to me and stood.  Then I glanced to the parts lined up at the wall and saw a gap where a piece was missing.  “That's the fallot, it fits on the verge, and the regulating weights hang from either side.  See the series of channels?  Those are for adjusting the weights closer or farther away from the verge to fine tune the speed of the clock.” 
 
    She looked amused as she hefted the piece in her hand.  “I know what a fallot is, ya silly woman.  I just didn't know that's what I built here.  I had a dickens of a time findin' a piece of walnut that large ta work with.” 
 
    Then she shook her head at me as I took it from her and laid it gently down with the other restored pieces.  If she hadn't just told me she made it, I would have thought she had found an actual replacement part.  “Why would she be askin' me ta make a new part if she was planin' ta destroy the works?” 
 
    My question exactly. 
 
    The tall redhead stood and then her face went a little slack as her eyes darted around, taking in everything.  It was the same way Bea did when she assessed an entire room, seeing everything in just a cursory examination. 
 
    She looped her fingers around at the remaining framework. “She left all of the main armature alone, just this area that looked ta me like these big weights hung from.” 
 
    I hesitated and looked.  She was right.  I offered, “That is the driving weight system.  It uses gravity to power the main wheel that drives the clock.  Once a week, someone would need to go below to that cupboard door between the loos to operate the pulleys to rewind them.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow. “Ya think the pulleys insulted her prowess with that big hammer of hers?” 
 
    Despite myself, I chuckled at that.  This got a satisfied grin from her.  I saw what she was doing, and she was a good person for it.  Trying to get me out of my death spiral. 
 
    Then she seemed distracted as she stared at something, and looked back over her shoulder to me.  “Is a weight and pulley system the only way these clocks were powered?”  She seemed genuinely curious. 
 
    I nodded and said, “That is how all H&B clocks were powered.” 
 
    Then she asked thoughtfully as she moved over to the restored parts, “And Bea didn't think this was an H&B?  For argument's sake, if it weren't, what other ways could the clock be powered?” 
 
    She was looking intently at some of the gears. 
 
    I shook my head. “But it is.  See here...”  I moved beside her and pointed at the remaining half of the maker's mark on the glass of the clock face.  It read Hatch.  “Part of the maker's mark survived.” 
 
    Then I moved over to the two driving weights, at the top of one and said, “If the proprietary shape of the driving weights weren't enough, see here?  The H&B logo and the patent number is stamped into the metal.” 
 
    She was grinning and looking a little amused as she said, her accent thickening, “Just humor me a wee bit here.” 
 
    I exhaled in exasperation. “All manner of ways.  Spring systems, and fairly recent clocks like this, even electric motor belt drive.” 
 
    She prompted, “What about... steam?” 
 
    I nodded. “There were a few steam clocks the nineteen forties, most were phased out by the sixties.  Only one manufacturer from those days is still around.  They were actually the first steam powered clock company in the world.” 
 
    She looked up and rolled her hand in the air and asked like she was grasping at straws, “By any chance did they go by G&J?” 
 
    I blinked.  Did she research clock tower history and was just playing with me here?  I started to get an uneasy feeling in my gut.  “Umm... yes.  Gilette & Johnston.” 
 
    She smiled in triumph and stepped to the clock face and carefully pried the panel of glass with the maker's mark from the damaged leaded frame.  She shrugged and said with an overly amused smile.  “Well then, you were wrong.  Bea wins the argument.” 
 
    I was positive she was a loon, but my guts started churning as a pit in my stomach grew as self-doubt started creeping in on me.  But I was the expert here, she was a carpenter and Bea was a mechanical savant.  What did they know about clocks?  I heard myself asking, “What are you talking about, this is an H&B.” 
 
    She shook her head, that smile still there as she said, “So answer me this first, then I'll tell ya what I believe Bea knew.  That this is a... what was it?  Gillette & Johnston steam clock.”   
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Is a G&J more rare than a, what did ya call it before?  An H&B sounding clock?” 
 
    I nodded carefully, and my eyes started darting around the room, trying to see what she did.  A sense of foreboding was starting to weigh me down.  What was she seeing? 
 
    She nodded and over-enunciated what seemed her signature line, “Lovely.”  She seemed happy about something. 
 
    I huffed in exasperation, raising my crutch up to point at her.  “Don't make me beat it out of you woman.  What do you think you know?” 
 
    She placed a hand to her breastbone and overacted, “Mahy oh mahy, such violence.”  Then she got serious and stated flatly, with no room for error, “This is a Gillette & Johnston steam clock.”  Then she started walking toward the stairs like the conversation was over. 
 
    I spluttered. “What?  What are you talking about?  You're holding proof in your hand.”  I pointed at the glass pane in her hand as she turned back to me, still looking overly amused.  She was just hamming it up, she really wasn't going to leave me just hanging there like that.  This was a playful side of the overly freckled Irishwoman I hadn't seen yet.  I could see how she won Speedy's heart now.  But 'I' was not amused! 
 
    In my head, my mind was racing.  Thinking about the ramifications of what she was saying without proof.  But what if it was true?  If it were, then Bea was... was just clearing out the parts which didn't belong?  I swallowed hard. 
 
    She asked me one more question as she looked at the glass. “Do other companies ever retrofit other clocks when needed?”  I nodded hesitantly, starting to pick up on the trail she was leading me down. 
 
    She moved to the far wall and said like she was explaining something simple, “You based your assumption, quite understandably, on the evidence in front of you, so took it at face value without doing further investigation.” 
 
    She handed me the glass pane which was heavier than I expected and was about the size of both my hands spread wide.  She stared up at the ceiling and said, “See the white cloudin' around the etching there, outside the black paint fillin' in the etchin' itself?” 
 
    I nodded, and she grinned as she said, “That was done much later than the smoking of the glass, else you wouldn't see that clouding.  Tellin' us it was done at a later date.  Say when H&B retrofitted the drivin' weight system to the clock.  And it was done from the inside, not on the face itself.” 
 
    I stared at the glass in my hand, my horror building as I saw what she was saying.  Then she pointed to the driving weights. “Of course those would have H&B marks since they installed them later.” 
 
    Then she put her hands on her hips and nudged her head to a shiny new pipe which was capped a foot above the floor.  “This, was not here when we were in the room a couple weeks ago.”  She crouched and pointed at the wood.  “But the hole was.”  She pointed up at the ceiling where there was a patched hole directly above the pipe.  “Somethin' was taken out of the room sometime in the past.  Somethin' say, the diameter of a pipe.  A steam pipe.” 
 
    My voice said weakly, “You don't know that.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don't.  But did ya ever take a look at all those gears you say Bea has been restorin'?” 
 
    I walked hesitantly to them, hoping she was wrong.  Had I thrown Beatrice out for nothing?  Had she been right the whole time and my pride in my knowledge of history blinded me to it? 
 
    The Irish handywoman prompted, “So tell me darlin', why is it that every single part there has a G&J maker mark stamped on them?” 
 
    I closed my eyes against the possibility, if it were true, then the historic value of the clock was immeasurable, especially if it could be restored.  Then I opened them again and crouched and examined one of the gears, then froze when I saw it.  The Gilette & Johnston mark. 
 
    I whispered to myself, “Bugger all.”  I had just cocked up the first relationship that had ever truly made me happy... for nothing.  For my own mistake.  My own pride.  My shoulders shook as I suppressed another bout of sobs. 
 
    McGrath moved beside me and hugged me to her side and said with all the humor in the world, “Seems ya owe someone an apology.”  Then she hesitated, and I could hear the smile in her voice as she took the glass pane from me and said, “Ahhh... so it's like that is it.  Then ya owe it ta her doubly so.” 
 
    I squeaked when she slapped my arse and said, “Now go get yer girl.  And remember ta be humble as it was yer cockup.” 
 
    Chuckling, I caught myself as I dried my eyes.  “I don't know how Speedy puts up with you.” 
 
    She deadpanned, “My sparkling personality and devastatingly good looks.” 
 
    Again I chuckled and looked at the room through new eyes, rebuilding the history in my head into something even more amazing than I had before.  I headed to the stairs then paused and looked back as I slung my crutch onto my back, “Thanks, McGrath.” 
 
    She shrugged. “De nada.” 
 
    Hobbling down the stairs as quickly as I could go, my mind was reeling.  An actual steam clock!  But my heart was aching.  What had I done?  Beatrice would never speak with me again after this.  Well not that she has before, but she can say more with her actions and her expressions than anyone I have ever known. 
 
    I scoured the entire building looking for her, but her tools were all gone, and I didn't see the Hart Heating truck parked anywhere along the street.  She had taken me at my word.  Just how stupid was I? 
 
    The ache in my heart was getting bigger, threatening to consume me.  Bea was the first person to ever take any sort of interest in me, and she didn't see me as broken.  She didn't even seem to notice the crutch and made me feel... I don't know... desirable?  I had hoped our relationship would develop into something, more.  But all it took was for me to lose it like I had, for no reason, and I blew it.  I know I was falling for the woman and that excited me in a way I never thought possible.  It made me feel... like a normal girl for once in my life. 
 
    McGrath joined me with Lenore when I made my way back into the building, past all the workers who were slowly transforming the storage warehouse into a bevy of flats as I witnessed it.  “No luck?” 
 
    I shook my head, and she asked, “Call her?” 
 
    I glanced up at her. “Call her?  The woman doesn't speak, why would she have a mobile?” 
 
    Speedy chimed in, “She's on her mobile texting all the time.  I assume to Karl Hart, giving him updates as to her progress.” 
 
    I blinked again.  I was so daft, making assumptions.  Of course, she'd still have a use for a mobile.  I had just never saw it.  I could have been talking with her every night before bed if I had been thinking.  We probably would text the nights away as I simply loved talking to her. 
 
    I hated when people made assumptions about me because of my disability, yet here I was, Miss Hypocritical, doing the exact same thing.  It is always sobering when you realize your own shortcomings like that. 
 
    I blurted, “Karl.  He'll know how to get ahold of her.”  I was grinning at the women as I pulled out the Hart Heating business card then rang them up.  I got a recorded message from Karl stating that they were out on a job site and would return my call soonest.  I sighed and left a quick message for him and Bea to contact me, then I rang off. 
 
    Speedy gave me an apologetic look. “I take it you don't have her number since you just learned she has a mobile?” 
 
    I shook my head then I narrowed my eyes at the two in realization.  McGrath gave me a defiant grin and held up Speedy's hand to show me the ring, “Future wifey gets all the juicy gossip.  Sorry, fer spillin' yer secrets darlin'.” 
 
    Oh wow, I knew they were together, but engaged?  That was a twelve out of ten on the awesome scale.  I found myself smiling.  It gave hope that the world was changing for the better, where love can win. 
 
    I exhaled then looked at the time.  I was supposed to be at the Higgins job in less than an hour.  I asked them, “Call me if you see her?  Otherwise, I hope she'll be here tomorrow, or I hear from Karl before then.” 
 
    They agreed and saw me to my Millie.  As I drove, my mind wandered, and I hoped that I could fix the damage I had wrought with my temper.  Good god, I already missed the woman so much... she already had my heart. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 – Trudging Along 
 
    After the most restless night of my life, sleeping with my mobile in case anyone called about Bea, I made my way back down to C19 Narrow Street.  A large flatbed with the Hart Heating logo on the doors was unloading five or six compact boilers into the garage, so I had to find a street side parking spot. 
 
    My heart raced wondering if Bea was there helping to move them to the basement. 
 
    I lucked into a spot to park a block down.  Well lucked into it is a misnomer, as I stalked the man who walked to his car and I sat blocking traffic and waving it around me for almost a full minute before he left.  I was not popular on the street that morning. 
 
    I found the boiler room empty after I hustled down the walk to the building and passed the workers as I made my way to the basement.  I may have cursed a bit as I made my way back up to the garage.  Karl Hart was there supervising two other workers who were operating the truck's boom to lower a boiler onto a pallet jack. 
 
    The man hesitated when he saw me, his facial muscles tightening.  He wasn't too happy with me, but that was ok because I wasn't too happy with myself either, so we were even.  I stepped up to him as he guided the boiler onto the jack.  He called out, “Alright boys, take five.  I'll take this one down then we can unload the others.  We need to be off the street by ten.” 
 
    With that, the young men hopped down from the truck and wandered into the building.  I asked in an almost pleading tone, “Good morning Mr. Hart, will Beatrice be here today?” 
 
    Instead of an answer, the man rubbed the silvering hair on his temple under his hardhat, and asked, “Was she not doing her job well?  Is her pipe work not satisfactory for the OHP?” 
 
    I exhaled and shook my head. “No, her work is exemplary, it was just a misunderstanding on my part.” 
 
    He took off his heavy leather work gloves, tucked them into his belt, then he said, “I had to reorganize our entire work schedule.  Bea is worth any two or three of my workers.  At least she got the bulk of the work done on this project.  All that's left is to pipe in the new boilers.  And no, she isn't here, I got her working two job-sites that any rookie could pipe.” 
 
    I winced at that, I had cocked up even worse than I thought.  “I offer my sincerest apologies for any inconvenience I have caused.  She can come back to this installation, I was out of line.” 
 
    He shook his head and started pushing the compact boiler, then he nudged his chin toward the large door in the back of the garage which led into the building.  I hustled over and held it open for him as he moved the equipment in.  He grumbled, “I'm not going to go through the nightmare of re-shuffling my guys again.  I'll install the boilers myself.  Next week.” 
 
    I understood it was asking a lot, and I truly felt terrible that I had wrought such chaos in his company, I knew how hard it was to keep a small business running. 
 
    I thought about that a moment and realized that the girls from the Flotilla were only using local family owned contractors for the few things that McGrath and her volunteer army couldn't handle.  Instead of the large conglomerates that would probably come in lower on any job bids. 
 
    I asked, “Would it be too much to ask if I could get her contact information so I can offer my apologies?” 
 
    He shook his head as I walked along with him as he guided the pallet jack to the lift.  I pulled open the cage for him to wheel it in.  “I'm not in the habit of giving out my employees personal information, Miss Stafford.” 
 
    He hesitated and then leaned on the boiler as he stood in the freight lift. “Just what happened?  Her message was brief, just saying she was removed from the job by OHP.  The bloody idiot savant doesn't say much with her texts either.” 
 
     “She's not an idiot!” I snapped out, perhaps too harshly. 
 
    He held up a hand. “Sorry, that came out wrong.  I'm too old to get the hang of all this politically correct vernacular.  We love her to death, and she is a genius with mechanical systems, but you have to admit that something is not quite right with the girl.” 
 
    I couldn't tell if the man was insulting her or not, just because she was mute and exhibited some signs of high functioning autism.  Though he did seem to genuinely care for her, so points for that. 
 
    I exhaled in defeat and Karl cocked his head at me and said, “Tell you what.  I'll let her know you asked the next time I see her, and I'll let her decide whether you can contact her.” 
 
    Then he said in a cooler tone, “Beatrice is not like other people and can be easily hurt, so I'll leave you with this warning.  If she says no, then that is the end of it, no discussion.”   
 
    Ok, so he did care for Bea. 
 
    I just nodded, given hope by his promise to ask her.  Some hope is better than no hope, and I just wanted this deep ache in my chest to go away. 
 
    He closed the gates on the lift, and I watched him start moving down into the basement.  I exhaled heavily again then waited a couple minutes and called the lift back.  I glanced around before stepping in.  They were already starting to put up wallboard where McGrath had already installed the electrics in the framing. 
 
    I made my way into the conservatory and saw only McGrath speaking with a woman in white coveralls in the clean space.  She hesitated and looked up at me with a questioning look, and I just shook my head.  She gave me a consoling look then said as she motioned a hand palm up toward me, “Miss Melinda Stafford with the Office of Historic Preservation.”  She moved her hand toward the other woman who had her hair up under a white paper cap like a painter would wear. “Mrs. Harriet Alexander, glazier extraordinaire from Alexander Glassworks.  She'll be restorin' the face of the clock, she specializes in came glasswork.” 
 
    The woman offered a hand and spoke with a more refined British accent which spoke of high breeding, “Miss Stafford, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.  This is a fascinating project.”  Her eyes were on the ruined clock face. 
 
    She continued, “I'm interested in discussing which methods of restoration you deem acceptable before I begin.”  She held up a clipboard demonstrably, and I noted some detailed sketches already drawn out on it. 
 
    That was apparently McGrath's cue as she bowed out, saying, “I'll leave you ladies to it, I've until this afternoon to finish the framework on the lower windows of the greenhouse as the window installers will be in at two.” 
 
    I glanced around, I was amazed how much work the Irishwoman had gotten done in the conservatory on her own while supervising the rest of the construction and doing all the electrical work herself.  She dedicated at least half of each day in this room and already had the frames of the lower level of the three tiers of windows restored.  At this rate, she'd have the space weather tight before the winter weather set in this November. 
 
    She called back to me as she moved to the far wall, “You'll want to drop by before five if ya leave today Meli, the gardeners are expected in at any minute ta finish the lower patio.  They'll be startin' the stonework in here later next week.” 
 
    I nodded, that sounded exciting, I wondered if the patio would turn out as I saw it in my imagination as I turned back the hands of time. 
 
    Then I turned my attention back to Mrs. Alexander.  It became readily apparent that she was just as passionate about her job as I was mine.  Who knew there were so many kinds of cames that fit between the segments of glass.  The only material I was concerned with was lead, as that was historically accurate in most cases I've had to deal with.  But a pseudo-modern retrofit to an older structure like this left some ambiguities. 
 
    After she went through about a dozen types of cames including lead, zinc, brass, copper, and even copper foil I said, “The clock would have been installed in the late nineteen forties, that is a little more modern than a lot of the structures the OHP is concerned with, so I ask you in a professional capacity, which material was used then.  We wish to be as historically accurate as we can.  Upon examination of the face, it appears to be all lead.” 
 
    She nodded. “Most of it is.  The failed areas are where new cames of different materials were used to repair the face.  Bonding of different materials is quite difficult and can cause these kinds of failures with extreme temperature changes, like being exposed to the elements.” 
 
    Then Harriet’s face brightened. “But to answer your question, both copper and brass were introduced in glasswork as an alternative to lead between 1890 and 1920.  Though it took some time for it to be widely accepted, and most came glasswork was still done in lead until the middle of the century, it gives you a good variety to pick from.” 
 
    She held a hand up to her side. “If I may make a suggestion.  Lead is caustic to work with, and more prep and cleanup needs to be involved in keeping it from contaminating the immediate area.  With the four-month timeframe I have been given by Paya Doshi for the project, we could use copper or brass instead.” 
 
    The woman smiled with enthusiasm for her craft.  “I would recommend copper foil as it would be the quickest and still give you the same look as what you currently have when the solder is applied.” 
 
    I had to smile at her, she sounded like me when I was talking about history.  I asked, “What about the broken panels?” 
 
    She responded quickly, “I have access to plenty of leaded glass like this so cutting and fabricating matching pieces will be of no consequence.  And it would be better to stay in the same color pallet and not get exact matches.”  She pointed to the clock face and explained, “See how every piece is smoked differently?  It gives that antiqued look to the face.  When done by hand instead of a machine, you would always have those variances.” 
 
    I appreciated her attention to detail and said, “Write it up, and I'll sign off on it.  I appreciate your enthusiasm.” 
 
    Harriett smiled and inclined her head slightly and said, “Well it isn't often I get to work on a piece like this, most of my work is in churches and a bit in new construction.  This is a fascinating challenge.” 
 
    I excused myself to catch McGrath up on my unfolding drama before I had to move on to the next job site. 
 
    I said my goodbye's then reluctantly headed out before noon.  It felt just... wrong, not going up into the clockwork room to eat and share time with Beatrice.  That though just wrenched at my innards anew.  I don't know who is up there watching, but I sent a silent prayer that Karl would speak with Bea sooner rather than later. 
 
    The rest of that day was just trudging along.  The only bright spot was when I returned to Sun Wharf to look at the lower patio.  It met and exceeded everything I had imagined.  It looked like something that had stepped right out of a novel right after the war.  It bolstered my hope that the conservatory would turn out half as well. 
 
    When I finally got home that night, I didn't even feel like going to Gears, but I got ready anyway, on the off chance that Bea would keep our informal date night.  I had to have hope, right? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 – Victorian Blues 
 
    I think my lack of enthusiasm and the pain in my chest was showing when I showed up at Gears in my all black gown with a black parasol as a cane.  And both the valet, Tremaine, and Raj asked if I was all right.  No, I wasn't.  I felt as if I were going to a funeral so I had dressed the part. 
 
    Yes, I have a corseted Victorian funeral gown, just hush up and don't judge. 
 
    I just waved it off, saying I was feeling a little under the weather and made my way to my table by the bar.  I just sat there, kicking myself for my hotheadedness, trying to think of a way that I could go about fixing this. 
 
    Maybe if she wouldn't speak to me after Karl talked with her, I could give him a letter to give to her, maybe with a chocolate covered strawberry?  I somehow doubted the big boiler-man would be keen on being a go-between. 
 
    Face it, Melinda, you can't fix this cockup. 
 
    I blinked when a glass of wine was put on the table in front of me before Charlotte slid into the seat across from mine.  She leaned on her silver tray which she sat on its edge and cocked her head, eyes creased in concern.  “Are you right, Miss Stafford?  You've been staring off into space the past ten minutes.” 
 
    Then she added as she reached out and slid the glass of wine a bit closer to me.  “Sorry it took so long to get to your table, we're absolutely packed to the gills tonight.” 
 
    I shrugged and confided in her, “I've been a right muppet and really lost the pot on someone.  I was hoping she'd be here tonight.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she leaned a little closer and whispered, “You mean that tall fit Audrey Hepburn you've been drooling over the past couple weeks?” 
 
    I nodded sheepishly, and she whipped me with her cleaning rag, shaking her head in incredulity. “You best fix it then.  You two were a smart match.  Anyone here at Gears with eyes could see that.” 
 
    That was like a slap in the face to me.  Sure, it was something I wanted more than just about anything, but I had thrown that all away.  I looked down at my hands and shook my head. “No, it's too late for that.” 
 
    She stood and shook her head sadly, placed a hand on mine, then said before she headed off to the other tables, “Chin up.  I'll bring you something to eat, on the house.  I'm sure she'll show, she has those same eyes for you.” 
 
    I gave a feeble wave then looked over the club, it certainly did seem a bit more crowded than normal.  I felt itchy in my own skin as I realized a lot of the patrons kept looking at me and looking around like they were searching for something.  I downed most of the wine in a single big gulp and shrank down in my seat.  I'm sure I was just imagining things. 
 
    Charlotte brought me a nice pasta dish and reassured me again before bustling off to serve the other patrons in the club.  I noted that the whole staff was moving around through the crowd,  Randall must have called everyone in to handle the overcrowded floor.  I hadn't seen Gears this busy for some time. 
 
    I drifted off in a downward spiral over the next hour or so as I listened to the music that everyone danced to.  Then I got mad at myself and determined that I would fix this.  This woman who I admit had stolen my heart, still had it and I needed it back.  I hear a heart is essential to life. 
 
    I squeaked and almost jumped out of my skin when a man dressed in a vintage bartender's outfit, complete with suspenders and his signature handlebar mustache, sat down across from me, cupping his hands together on the table. 
 
    His soft baritone rang out as he asked, “Penny for your thoughts, Miss Stafford.” 
 
    Oh hell, I had been ignoring my implied responsibilities all night as I wallowed in my self-pity and Victorian blues.  I blurted out, “I'm sorry Randall, I'll get out and mingle.” 
 
    I started to rise, and he reached over, and one of his huge hands rested on both of mine where I had been wringing them as I stood.  It reminded me just how big of a man Randall Sage was, as his hand engulfed both of mine.  The man was at least six foot six and built like a rugby player. 
 
    He shook his head and nudged his chin toward my chair, and I sat again.  “Miss Stafford... Melinda.  Don't worry about that.  It is clear that something has been bothering you, and I can't get Charlotte to spill the beans.” 
 
    He growled in amusement at that last part, and his eyes drifted across the crowd to see the woman, threading through it with a tray of food and drink, as easily as thought.  I blinked and smiled a little when I realized how he was looking at her.  Were those two...?  Or did he just...?  My smile grew more when he saw me putting the pieces together, and it was so cute to see a big bear of a man looking so sheepish. 
 
    This bit of accidental good news had pushed past my self-imposed depression, and I opened my mouth to comment, but he cut me off. “Not a peep, woman.  I get enough ribbing from the staff.” 
 
    I held up a hand as if I were doing lessons. “Just one question, does she know?” 
 
    He chuckled and overshared, “I'd like to think so as we've been sharing her bed.” 
 
    I pointed at him and squinted an eye and supplied, “Too much information, Mr. Sage.” 
 
    We shared a grin then the shadow descended upon me again.  He cocked his head. “Pining?  Over your girl?” 
 
    I nodded and exhaled.  There was no use denying it. 
 
    He leaned in closer like he was sharing a secret as the table squeaked under his weight.  He spun his finger in the air circling around the rustic nightclub. “They're all here for you two you know.  Everyone wants to get a look at the stone cold Steam Delilah on Miss Stafford's arm.” 
 
    He grinned at my shock, then confided. “They all think I've hired you two.  She just commands any room she is in.”  Then he chuckled. “Even if she does wear knockoff gowns.” 
 
    I crinkled my nose and agreed. “I know right.  She's just a steam baby, and I was hoping to get her to a proper fitting...”  I trailed off, and that ache in my chest multiplied. 
 
    He furrowed his brow and cocked his head.  “But, you're on the outs now?  Is that why the cloud of doom and gloom is hanging over you?” 
 
    I nodded as I looked around at the various eyes that were constantly stealing glances at my table, then asked, “Where did they all come from?” 
 
      He nodded back then made a show of standing back up, pushing himself up with his large arms.  He gave me a little smile as he said, “My competitors at the Airship are whispering about stealing you two from me after seeing the two of you posted on all the culture blogs in the London area.” 
 
    I blinked then started blushing in embarrassment at his revelation. “We're posted on...” 
 
    He nodded and gave a grin, showing his teeth. “Oh yes, and there's even video.” 
 
    Bloody hell!  I could die now.  I looked around again, feeling quite sheepish.  It was understandable that they'd be interested in Beatrice, I mean, she was a veritable steampunk goddess in a gown, but I was in the pictures?  Dear lord, I had to get out of there so I could pull up my mobile and check. 
 
    Mobiles weren't allowed in the club unless they were well disguised as a punk gadget, though people smuggled them in all the time.  They ruined the ambiance of a place that people escaped into to enjoy our alternative past. 
 
    It was obvious that she wasn't coming that night, it was getting late.  So I stood quickly, causing tremors down my left side and I grabbed my parasol and placed the tip on the ground to steady myself.  I inclined my head to Randall, who just gave me a head bob back and winked at me before he moved himself back toward the bar.  He looked amused.  He knew what I wanted to do.  I just had to see what he was talking about. 
 
     I was about to head for the door but hesitated.  I felt obligated to circulate through the nightclub at least once.  Gears was such an amazing place, and they put up with my sorry arse, so it was the least I could do. 
 
    There were a few familiar faces, but even more strangers milling about.  They had to be from the other Victorian venues, vying for a look at... what had Randall called Bea?  The stone cold Steam Delilah.  But strangers, as well as those familiar to me, were all giving little curtsies as I walked through the crowd.  I heard more than once, “Lady Stafford.” 
 
    A lot of people watched this and followed suit.  I was sure I was going to blush myself to death.  I felt so very self-conscious of my hand tremoring on my parasol and my limp was getting more pronounced as I got more and more nervous. 
 
    I glanced toward the bar and caught Charlotte's eye, she stood straighter, pushed her chest out and took and a deep breath, prompting me.  I nodded thanks, exhaled, then took a deep breath as I straightened up and lifted my chin to give the people the show they deserved.  I tried to act regal and acknowledged people at random, especially the ones who put in obvious effort into their outfits.  It is easy to tell the re-creationists from the posers. 
 
    Then by the time I got to the far end of the club, I caught Randall's eye and gave him a bow of my head, and he shot another wink back at me, holding an antique copper and brass clad telephone handset to his ear.  I smiled and then headed outside, I had to see what he had been talking about. 
 
    He must have called ahead because Millie was idling at the curb.  The valets were all in motion, making a path through the crowd of people still vying for entry into Gears.  Kendra held the driver's door for me, and I slipped in, giving her a smile as she said, “Miss Stafford.” 
 
    I grinned back at her as I took her hand, slipping a five-pound note into it, “Kendra.”  I blushed at the people in the crowd moving closer to get a good look at my sleek TD replica, then pulled out onto the lane. 
 
    I pulled over at the first cross street and fumbled through my purse to find my mobile.  A Google search later and I found myself blushing.  It seemed the entire underground London steampunk scene was abuzz about this Steam Delilah who had been patronizing Gears the past few Friday nights. 
 
    I blushed at the caption of a picture of me in my mechanic's costume with Beatrice beside me.  I read it aloud, “Who is the mysterious Victorian vixen on the arm of Miss Melinda Stafford from Gears?”  They really did seem to think that Randall employed me. 
 
    Another was from the following Friday night, where I wore a gown that matched hers, well mine was authentic, and hers was a pretty good knockoff.  “Lady Stafford and the statuesque mystery woman on her arm are reinvigorating the SP scene at Gears.” 
 
    I wasn't sure I was happy that people knew who I was.  I liked it better as the anonymous steampunk geek who helps bring an authentic air to the scene.  I ran my fingers across that picture of Bea, and my heart ached.  God, I had to fix this. 
 
    Like a schoolgirl with a crush, I grinned at myself as I set the picture as the wallpaper of my mobile before turning it back off. 
 
    I exhaled then put Millie in gear and headed home. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 – I Didn't Trust Myself 
 
    The weekend dragged by like it was on the edge of an event horizon as time was standing still.  No word from Karl or Beatrice.  I kept my mobile fully charged and on just in case they tried contacting me.  It never happened. 
 
    I think I ate a whole gallon of Morelli's chocolate ice cream in what I called my mourning phase.  Again, don't judge.  I didn't even feel like going to work, but as adults, we must.  I got ready for the day without much enthusiasm.  I realized I hadn't even put my hair up in its tight professional ponytail when I was pulling into the garage at Sun Wharf. 
 
    I looked in the rearview mirror and scolded, “Pull yourself together Meli, the world isn't waiting on you.” 
 
    I stepped inside and found myself making my way to the lift to go to the basement, hoping beyond hope that Bea was there, and I could throw myself at her mercy. 
 
    I smiled when I heard a metallic grating sound as I approached the boiler room and I excitedly stepped in.  I came up short.  It was Karl Hart and one of his workers moving a boiler in line with the others, which sat in a neat row in front of the equally neat row of steam risers that Bea had installed earlier. 
 
    Compared to the rat's nest she had demoed, her setup was a work of art, everything spaced evenly and meticulously aligned.  She had even stenciled onto the pipes, the floor and quadrant that each of the pipes served. 
 
    I heard myself saying in disappointment, “Oh, it's just you, Mr. Hart.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “I haven't heard that much disappointment upon seeing me in a woman's voice since the missus woke up this morning.” 
 
    Ok, he was funny, and I had to smile as my cheeks heated.  “I'm so sorry, I was just hoping...” 
 
    He finished for me.  “That it was Bea?” 
 
    I nodded, my cheeks were at a full burn just then. 
 
    He slapped some dust off his gloves and took them off as he looked at the young man with him.  “That's all we can do until the electrician hooks up the electrics.  They'll be in tomorrow, be here Wednesday morning, and we'll do the steam hookups.” 
 
    The young man nodded and left without a word while Karl tucked his gloves into his belt as he regarded me. 
 
    Then he blew out a long breath and shook his head as he reached into a pocket, saying, “I know I'm going to regret this.  No... let me rephrase that.  Don't let me regret this Miss Stafford.” 
 
    He pulled out a slip of paper and started to hand it to me, but then held it back for a moment as he said, “She's been all out of sorts since your little blowout.  She didn't exactly give me permission to give this to you, but I'm worried about her, she's not been herself after whatever it was that happened between you two.” 
 
    He handed the paper to me and written on it was simply Beatrice Abbott and an address.  I brightened, and he tutted, “I just want her to be happy or to move on.  You mess things up even more, and I'll have nothing more to do with you.  Understood?” 
 
    I nodded and gushed, “Yes sir.  I understand.  Thank you.” 
 
    I started to turn, and he added, “She's on a job site now, but I expect she'll finish early.  It is a cakewalk for her.  She won't be home until later this afternoon at the soonest.” 
 
    Then he gave me a half smile. “Hell, I've never seen her place myself.  I should take more time to get to know my employees better one day.” 
 
    I thanked him again and dashed off... well fine, I hobbled off to the lift.  I went up to the third floor then into the conservatory.  It was a madhouse of workers. 
 
    Masons were working on the raised planters and glaziers were installing windows in the lower frames. 
 
    Even Harriett Alexander was there, fussing about a young man who was setting up a scaffolding up to the clock face.  I absently wondered why she didn't just do the work from inside the clockwork room, but I realized all the steel frames on the outer ring were out here.  So she'd probably be working in both spaces. 
 
    It was a total transformation from how empty and sedate things seemed in the greenhouse on Friday.  I looked up at the space and imagined the arched glass as it should be.  With a jazz band maybe in the corner, taking advantage of the acoustics in the space as residents hosted a garden party.  People milling about the indoor greenery, sitting on benches on the cobblestones, while the world outside was in the throes of winter. 
 
    I almost jumped out of my skin at a voice beside me. “You can see it too, can't you?” 
 
    I exhaled and placed my hand on my chest. “Miss Doshi... I mean, Paya, you startled me.” 
 
    She just grinned and wiggled her eyebrows.   
 
    I nodded and said, “Yes.  I was just picturing what this space was like in it prime.  I can see the history everywhere I look.  I know it isn't as old as... well, as most of London, but history has to start somewhere.  That starts with someone remembering it.  It is my job to remember for the people of the city.” 
 
    She cocked her head at me and just nodded slowly as she regarded me.  “Then we're all lucky to have you on the job.”  Then her eyes twinkled, and she scrunched her nose and added, “Lady Stafford.” 
 
    I might have squeaked in alarm as my blush burned my cheeks with a vengeance.  I leaned in closer and whispered in alarm. “How did you...” 
 
    She shrugged, looking like a pleased chipmunk.  Well, a right fit pleased chipmunk.  “It is amazing the things one comes across on the interwebz.”  Did she just hop a little there? 
 
    I squinted an eye and shook an accusing finger at her. “Not a single peep.”  I nudged my chin toward the other workers. 
 
    She blinked innocently.  I exhaled loudly and dropped my chin to my chest as I shook my head in embarrassment. “You've already told them all, haven't you?” 
 
    She was almost bouncing now, looking far too pleased with herself.   
 
    I whined, “Don't make me look up new regulations for you to have to follow.” 
 
    The woman giggled.  Not laughed, but giggled.  Should a woman approaching middle age be allowed to giggle?  Fine whatever, I chuckled with her, then she looped an arm in mine, supporting my weak side.  “Do my weekly walk through with me?  It'll be nice to have some company.  I know McGrath will be happy to be rid of me.” 
 
    She said the last in good humor and I knew that McGrath was more than a contractor to her.  She considered her a close friend. 
 
    I nodded and allowed her to drag me around in her mischief making perusal of the ongoing construction.  Of the dozens of workers, she knew each by name.  I had a suspicion that she knew the names of every single person of the hundreds the Flotilla Project helps.  It seemed extremely important to her to address each person by name. 
 
    I understood, especially the way she made sure to make eye contact with each person.  She wanted to let them all know that even though life had thrown them curveballs, and they had fallen upon hard times, that they were someone.  That they were worthy of recognition and respect.  And that gave them a sense of self-worth. 
 
    It was easy to see why the woman was chosen to run the Flotilla.  It made me want to go down to Flotilla Pier and see those amazing barges of theirs close up.  I see them from time to time on the waterway, floating down the Thames when they exercise their engines.  It is sort of a spectacle of an event that happens every other month.  It is a thing to see the group of barges, which have been converted into what is essentially floating condos, moving down the river in... well... in a flotilla. 
 
    I looked out a window we passed, down to McGrath's Deidre, sitting on the sand at low tide.  Paya must have guessed what I was thinking and said with mischief in her tone, “The Flotilla will be parked out there at high tide when the building opens, delivering the new residents and their belongings.  I thought we could make it a big event for them.” 
 
    I glanced at her before returning my gaze to the river, imagining the spectacle that would be, and smiled. 
 
    Then I narrowed my eyes when I noticed a group of men at the seawall of the courtyard, tearing out the old pipe railing that ran along it.  She moved beside me and followed my gaze.  “Oh, we made a deal with the Harbormaster and the neighboring building owner.  We can build a roll out gangway for the barges, if we install a new and safer railing along the promenade, and put new benches in the courtyard.” 
 
    I blinked.  Paya had that kind of pull?  It would usually take months, if not years, to get the Harbormaster to allow any modifications to the seawalls.  The permits alone were mind-boggling.  That is why it was fortuitous that the seawall and foundation of the building were still in good repair. 
 
    She again seemed to read me like a book.  “A friend of mine, June, is sort of a force of nature.  She pulled a few strings.” 
 
    I hesitated.  June?  I had a suspicion about who she meant.  June Harris-West... owner of the London Harmony music studios and pop sensation J8.  It was no secret that Paya's best friend, and partner in the Flotilla, was none other than Tabby Cat.  And she held a contract with London Harmony. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow, and the silly woman wiggled her eyebrows again.  Sweet platypus in heaven, her 'friends' were all famous!  I tried not to look too stunned or like a fangirl, but I guess I failed because she said tongue in cheek, “Tabby will be visiting from time to time to look at her investment in the project.  The little stinker should be here next week for her first visit since she is finishing up a mini-tour.” 
 
    I stood up and then put on an impassive look and shrugged. “Oh, cool, whatever.”  Then I cracked up when she grinned and bumped my hip.  “Oh Lord, please don't tell her I was fangirling.” 
 
    She shook her head almost swallowing her upper lip and said, “I'm sorry, but your discomfort is my pleasure.” 
 
    I just blinked at her in shock, trying not to smile as I whined, “You are a simply wicked woman.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Thank you.” 
 
    I exhaled.  “It wasn't a compliment.” 
 
    She shrugged and grinned. “Yet that is how I took it.” 
 
    The whole time we toured the construction, my mind kept going to the piece of paper, burning a hole in my pocket.  It wasn't until later when I was at another job site that I realized that was Paya's whole intent.  She had helped keep my mind off of Beatrice for a couple short hours. 
 
    Which meant... I growled out to myself, “I'm going to kill McGrath.”  Just who else had she told of my cockup? 
 
    I kept pulling out the slip of paper.  I had memorized the address by then. 
 
    Later that afternoon I found myself staring at it again, my breath fogging the chill air as I shivered a little.  The days were getting colder as winter made its slow approach, and my suit-coats weren't suited to battling the cold off.  I absently thought I'd have to start wearing my long coat to work. I slid into Millie's driver's seat to get out of that chilly air and started her so I could warm up. 
 
    As the car idled, I pulled out my mobile, hesitated, then input the address into my navigation app.  I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel in indecision.  I didn't want to ambush her at her home right when she got there.  I'd do the sensible thing and wait until after six to drop by. 
 
    I chewed on my lower lip, then forced myself to drive to the Golden Arches for an early supper to pass the time.  I didn't trust myself otherwise. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 – Streamliner! 
 
    When I was finally on the road toward Bea's, I was an anxious mess.  My anxiety kept redoubling every few blocks as I drove. 
 
    As I approached Finsbury Park, I started to wonder exactly where she lived.  I don't know why I expected her to live in the core.  I pulled over for a minute to examine the map on my mobile.  There was a pin in what looked like the middle of Parkland Walk at Highgate. 
 
    I pulled out the paper with Bea's address on it to see if I had entered it incorrectly, though I was sure I had it memorized.  I found I had entered it right and was confused, so I looked through my papers and called Karl Hart to verify he wrote it down correctly.  Of course, it went to voicemail since it was after hours.  I exhaled in exasperation then rang off. 
 
    I muttered to myself, “There nothing for it then,” and continued on the course my nav app laid out for me.  I recalled the time I had gone to Parkland Walk to try to exercise my leg a bit.  It was sort of amazing.  It was along an abandoned surface train bed, surrounded by trees. 
 
    It had the feeling of being deep in the unsettled forest even though it wove through London near Alexandra Palace.  The feeling of nature was only broken by the remains of the infrastructure of the old abandoned rail.  Bridge buttresses and small tunnels under roadways and the like. 
 
    Just a short way in I had to turn back when I reached my limit, but my imagination brought the place to life.  I can imagine if the line hadn't been abandoned, what it could have been and what it was now.  I was sort of happy they had given it new life by making a natural area in which you could walk through history. 
 
    I wound up on Archway as I drove steadily north.  I turned off the main road onto a side road and wound up in a car park that was barely a wide spot at the end of a little road.  I glanced around.  It was Highgate Station for the Tube. 
 
    I was about to give up when I noted a familiar van parked at the end of the car park by the old brick wall which lined both sides of the lane.  I looked at the battered old grey van, which had Hart Heating stenciled on the doors. 
 
    I was glad it was after rush hour, or I'm sure I'd not been able to park, but many of the spaces were free and more were vacating as a couple more people came up from the Tube to their cars.  I parked behind Beatrice's van and stared at the map.  The obstinate pin was still stuck in the middle of the trees in Parkland Walk, behind the stairs heading down into the station. 
 
    After considering a moment, reasoning that there wouldn't be a pin if the address didn't exist, I turned Millie off and got out into the chilly evening air.  The sky was all oranges and reds as the sun hung halfway below the horizon already. 
 
    Walking up to the van, I cupped my hands on the window and looked in.  She wasn't in there, so I stepped back and looked around.  I walked to the station entrance and hesitated when I noted something out of the ordinary next to a narrow rusted wrought iron gate that was set into the brick wall surrounding the station's car park.  There was a small postbox mounted there. 
 
    I stepped up to the stylized little red box which had seen better days.  It was a security box, and the keyway looked clean and well used.  But my heart sped up when I noted the address painted on the box matched the one Karl had given me.  That's when I realized the post box construction looked eerily similar to Bea's lunchbox. 
 
    Moving quickly to the gate, I and looked through the bars to a well-worn path leading into the bushes and trees beyond.  Was there a house in Parkland Walk?  The gate was as tall as the wall, and I noted it had a shiny padlock locked in one of the latch's holes, but it was in the open position. 
 
    I reached out almost timidly and pulled at the gate, and with a moaning creak of protestation, it started to open.  For some reason I glanced quickly around like I was doing something illicit, I have no idea why I felt that way.  But the feeling persisted as I pulled the gate open farther and slipped onto the path beyond, pulling the gate closed behind me. 
 
    Holding my breath, I expected an angry voice to call out, saying I wasn't allowed back there, but none came.  Then I slipped into the twilight, the sound of my crutch clacking as I walked was the only noise besides the distant sound of traffic beyond the trees. 
 
    I asked myself as I emerged from the old rail bed of Parkland Walk, “What are you doing here Melinda?  This is obviously some sort of mistake.”  But Bea's van and postbox begged to differ with my assertion.  I exhaled and looked at my mobile again.  It showed me less than two hundred meters from my destination. 
 
    Turning that way, I decided to soldier on and I started walking.  About fifty meters later I found a side trail that led off in the direction of my destination.  The sun had almost extinguished itself now, and the shadows were long and my footing not as sure.  I knew I should turn back, but I had come this far and was apparently right on top of her house, so I turned on the light function on my mobile to illuminate the trail. 
 
    There was some thick underbrush at the treeline which I had stepped through and into what looked to be a little-abandoned rail station.  The old brick building was dilapidated, and some of the windows had been broken out, likely by the same wankers who had tagged the building with graffiti. 
 
    I looked around the clearing.  In the waning twilight, I saw a past abandoned to time, surrounded by trees.  The beds of a couple removed tracks were evident, passing by the station, and there was an old train house or warehouse building looming behind it. 
 
    Squinting my eyes at the larger structure, I took in all the details.  It looked to be built around the same time the little station had been, as the materials were similar.  But a few things were off.  First, the old tin and copper roof seemed in excellent repair, as were the windows set up high along the length of the building, maybe ten meters up.  Then there was the lone set of rusted rails heading into the building which hadn't been removed like the others had. 
 
    The main thing that caught my attention, however, was that there were dim lights on inside, and I could see the telltale strobing that told me someone in there was welding something.  My heart started racing, and I looked at my mobile.  My destination was twenty-five yards in front of me.  Bea lived in an old train warehouse... ? 
 
    I moved carefully across the debris-strewn ground to the building and looked at the huge bay doors.  Inset into the right side of one of the doors was a smaller man door with a dirty window in it.  I grinned at the door.  Painted in the same script that was on the mailbox, was the address. 
 
    She did.  Beatrice Abbott lived in a train house.  That made me smile for some odd reason, then my smile faded, and I muttered, “It doesn't matter if she can't forgive you, you bloody git.” 
 
    I heard the familiar thrumming of a huge hammer against steel, then some clattering of metal and the welding started up again.  I hesitantly raised my hand to the door and knocked lightly.  Nothing.  Of course not, she's in there welding and beating the shite out of some metal, she's not going to hear me knocking.  I pounded on the door and waited, still nothing. 
 
    So I tried the door, and to my surprise, it opened.  I stuck my head in and called out into the space, “Hello?  Bea?”  Nothing but the answering clang of a hammer on metal, then the welding began again. 
 
    I couldn't see around the little wing wall, so I stepped inside, crunching the gravel of the floor.  The whole space smelled of ozone from the welding, and grease and old oil.  Again I could picture this building in its heyday with mechanics bustling about train engines and cars, making sure they were rail worthy. 
 
    Once I got past the wing wall, I saw the length of the building was divided by a huge curtain of semi-translucent plastic sheeting.  I could see the shadow of something huge on the other side whenever the arcing of the welding lit the place like the sun. 
 
    I found a seam and stepped through.  That's when I believe my heart actually stopped beating while I stood there in stunned shock.  There in front of me was like the holy grail of Victorian steampunk legend, holding just as much awe in me as if I had seen a dirigible behind the plastic sheeting. 
 
    There, looming in front of me, was an art deco style Streamliner steam locomotive and two railcars in varying states of restoration.  The locomotive was in worse shape than the rail cars, but... it was beautiful.  I don't know why my eyes were watering when I had remembered to breathe again. 
 
    I called out again, my voice a little hoarse, “Bea?” 
 
    I winced at the sound of metal impacting metal in a steady beat, then the clatter of iron hitting the gravel floor.  I moved around the mammoth work of art which looked to be half rusted out, and half restored. 
 
    Moving to the front of the beast, I timidly reached out to run my fingers along it, just to verify to myself that it was real and I wasn't dreaming this.  The feel of the cold steel under my fingers had me buzzing with an excitement I had never known before. 
 
    I rounded the front of the monster and froze, blinking at the sight before me.  Dressed in welder's leathers and coveralls, with round welding goggles on her face, was Beatrice.  I may have gasped when I realized that she was in truth, an actual, honest to god steampunk mechanic straight out of my wildest fantasies.  The angles of her face lit up in the flashing of the welding she was performing on the skin of the streamliner, just making her that much more severely beautiful to me. 
 
    It wouldn't have surprised me if at that moment a light shone down upon her from above and a gothic choir started singing Rise of the Fallen as she worked on a machine very few would ever have the pleasure to see.  An actual piece of the past. 
 
    I admit I may have ben getting overly aroused when I realized the welding had stopped and the object of the fantasy playing through my mind was staring straight at me, her goggles pushed up on her head, the torch in her hand.  The look on her expressive face told me what she was thinking.  She may as well have voiced, “What are you doing here?”  But behind that, was there a glimmer of... hope? 
 
    I was still staring I realized.  Oh.  My cheeks heated and I looked down at the tip of my crutch then up at Bea and took a deep breath.  Of all the things I could have articulated at that moment, throwing myself upon her mercy and begging forgiveness.  But I heard myself saying as I waved from my hip awkwardly, “Ummm... hi?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 – Stone Cold Steam Delilah 
 
    Bea slowly and deliberately reached over and turned off the torch without losing eye contact with me.  Then, cautiously, with great suspicion coloring her face, she waved back as she cocked her head in question. 
 
    I remembered the reason I was there, then my heart was racing for another reason.  I wanted to turn and bolt, I was such a freaking coward.  I said in an almost pleading tone, “I'm here to apologize for being such a flaming bitch.” 
 
    This seemed to both amuse her and pain her.  I could tell even though she was carefully schooling her face.  I saw the slight tick of the corner of her mouth and the same sort of pain I had been carrying inside me shadowing her eyes. 
 
    My babbling ensued as she took deliberate steps up to me. “I was such a wanker, I didn't once stop to ask you why.  I just saw history being destroyed and I snapped.  I shouldn't have blown up on you like that.  Why didn't you just tell me what you knew about the clock?  No, I'm deflecting, it was my fault.  Can you ever forgive me?  I miss you so much.  There's...” 
 
    She stopped in front of me and cut me off, placing a gloved hand that smelled of oil, soot, and ozone over my mouth to stop the hemorrhaging of words that were spilling out without a breath. 
 
    I looked up to meet her eyes.  She just shook her head and dropped her hand, then turned away from me and just started walking away. 
 
    I trailed after her.  “Beatrice, please, I...” 
 
    She turned and again placed her gloved hand over my mouth once more.  I got it, she was done with me and didn't want to listen to my lame apologies.  She stepped up the ladder into what looked like a fully restored sleeper car which matched the art deco style of the streamliner.  She stepped inside and closed the door. 
 
    I just stood there a moment when a light went on inside, she must have been hooked up to electrics.  My heart, which had just been barely beating in the vice which had been constricting it since I chased Bea off, shattered.  The silent tears started flowing.  The first person I could see myself falling for had just shut me out of her life.  For good reason. 
 
    Taking a shuddering breath to steel myself so I didn't lose it right there, I turned and started to walk away.  A sound behind me made me hesitate and look back.  Beatrice had re-emerged from the train car, and she jumped easily from the car to the gravel floor with a heavy crunch. 
 
    She cocked her head at me in interest, and I noted a trace of smugness she tried to hide, and the shadow was gone from her eyes, replaced with a twinkling mirth as she stepped past me.  She shoved something firmly into my hands, which I had pressed against my gut, as she passed. 
 
    I looked down at the Red Delicious apple there.  I bit back a sob as my heart started beating again.  I ran after her as she went back to the locomotive and picked up her hammer.  She looked back at me expectantly.  I was busy trying not to burst into manacle laughter of relief and glee, and I realized what she expected, and I smiled at her and took a big bite of the apple.  This seemed to please her as she smiled then turned to the locomotive. 
 
    For the first time since I could remember, I was speechless.  I didn't want to open my mouth again and ruin this second chance she was apparently offering me. 
 
    I watched in fascination as she laid her free hand on the steel cowling that formed the aerodynamic shell of the steel beast.  Her fingers were tapping it as she went.  Then she laid her cheek on the metal and closed her eyes for a moment, before reopening them and moving back a step.  She glanced back at me and nudged her chin at the cowling.  Then I almost had another conniption fit when she winked then swung her hammer at the spot where her hand had stopped tapping. 
 
    With a thrumming crunch of metal, the head of her sledge broke the skin of the cowling, and I saw some metal bend and crumble away.  She dropped the hammer to the ground and reached out and grabbed some of the torn metal at the opening and pulled it away with virtually no effort and handed it to me. 
 
    I stared at the metal in my hand then at the hole, and glanced along the length of the cowling, noting multiple rectangular pieces missing from it with scorch marks around them.  The metal I held was crumbling as I realized the sickness, the blight, that afflicted the streamliner.  Rust.  The skin was almost completely rusted through at that spot. 
 
    Rust was the enemy of all metal fixtures in the buildings I oversaw.  Once the metal started to corrode, it was incipient, and alive and seemed to have no regard for the history it consumed, the history lost to the world. 
 
    I looked back up at a hissing sound, and a thunk as the area around us lit up brighter.  She had started up her torch.  I looked on as she reached her free hand into the hole she had made and felt around.  Then she moved her goggles down, and I looked away as the sparks started flying.  She wasn't ruining the locomotive, she was repairing it, stopping time from taking it from us. 
 
    When she stopped cutting and turned off the torch to retrieve her hammer, I glanced at her.  She was exactly what Randall had said, she was a stone cold steam Delilah, and I couldn't have wanted her more than at that moment she swung her hammer at the twenty-five-centimeter square she had cut.  With a clanging clatter, the piece of afflicted metal landed on the gravel floor. 
 
    Good lord was she sexier than anyone I had ever seen, with the sweat beading on her skin and soot and grease smudges on her cheeks.  And her lips... 
 
    I was lost in an inappropriate fantasy which was causing some very pleasant reactions in my body when I realized she was staring at me.  Oh.  Then she removed her gloves, grabbed my free hand and placed it on another part of the cowling. 
 
    She put her hand on mine and then tapped gently with her other hand moving along the metal.  I looked around for a place to put the apple, finding none I did the only thing I could, and I bit into it, holding it in my teeth like a git.  Then I tapped and moved my hand. 
 
    Bea exhaled in exasperation and shook her head.  She laid a hand on top of mine and pushed against the metal when she tapped I felt the impact, and she moved our hand and she did it again, and again.  We repeated the process as I tried not to squirm.  The heat of her at my back and her hand on mine was intense.  I wanted nothing but to lean back onto her so I could take in her unique scent which drove me crazy up in the clockwork room. 
 
    Then something happened.  We had moved less than a half meter, and the solid tap tap tap turned into a hollow sounding tunk instead.  Then Bea pressed my hand on the area for a few moments, smiling at me.  She let go of me and actually picked me up by the waist like I weighed nothing and moved me aside a half step. 
 
    Then the blonde Amazonian steampunk mechanic made a prompting motion with her chin and laid her cheek against the spot that sounded hollow and closed her eyes and moved her hand slowly along the metal.  It was almost like she was communing with the machine.  It was mesmerizing. 
 
    Then she moved back, reached over and pulled the apple from my mouth, leaving a chunk for me to chew.  She took a bite of the apple then tossed it over her shoulder and made an ushering motion to toward the cowling. 
 
    I hesitantly laid my cheek against the cold metal and looked at her.  She was grinning and made an encouraging face.  What was I supposed to do?  I haltingly closed my eyes then pressed my hand flat against the metal like she had and I just slowly moved my hand around. 
 
    I caught her scent when she pressed against me from behind and laid a hand on mine.  I could have stood there forever like that.  She chuckled, and I suppressed a grin as I muttered, “I'm glad I amuse you.” 
 
    Then she started moving our hands slowly across the metal.  I didn't know what she expected of me until I froze.  It all clicked as I felt the cold metal gliding under my fingers warm slightly as it got closer to my face.  She moved our hands all around, and I could sort of tell where the badly rusted areas were.  The metal skin was so much thinner there, so my cheek was heating it more quickly than the unaffected metal around it. 
 
    I whispered more to myself than her, “I can feel it.” 
 
    Then her heat was gone, and I instantly missed it.  I looked back, and she picked up her sledge hammer and offered it to me like it was a gift.  Then she pointed at the spot we had located.  She wanted me to strike the locomotive, to tear a piece out of it. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as she looked on expectantly, a wicked gleam of mischief in her eyes.  I muttered as I reached for the hammer. “I get it, this is punishment.  You want me to destroy some history.” 
 
    She gave me a toothy grin and nodded.  I growled... or squeaked.  I guess it all depends on if you'd believe a squirrel was threatening.  It didn't impress her as I took the hammer and almost fell on my face. 
 
    It was like trying to lift Thor's hammer.  I hefted it up to my chest and then offered my left arm to her.  She took the cuff crutch which was dangling from my forearm.  I turned to the locomotive and looked up at the thing towering over me.  I exhaled, choked up on the hammer then swung, and it made a pathetic thunking sound and bounced off the metal skin. 
 
    I heard a scuffling and then playful laughter, and looked over to see Beatrice, the manky bint, as she held her stomach and laughed almost uncontrollably as she leaned back against the train.  I narrowed my eyes at her, which just got her laughing harder. 
 
    I broke and smiled as I whined, “It wasn't that funny.” 
 
    She nodded indicating her disagreement with my assertion of the situation.  I looked down, blushing and nodded. “Fine.  It was.  But I'm no Amazon princess like you.” 
 
    I pulled back for another swing, but the hammer didn't move forward.  I looked back, and Bea had her hand around the head of the hammer, holding me back easily.  With her other hand, she reached over and slid my hands further down the handle, before letting go. 
 
    I moved the head to my mark in a slow practice swing.  Then I hauled back and struck it.  I felt the impact in my forearms, and I left a dent, and I could hear rust crumbling behind it and filtering down to the floor. 
 
    My smile grew, that felt... good.  So good it washed away the inner self-betrayal I felt for damaging a crucial part of our history.  I exchanged a grin with Beatrice and then hauled back and swung again.  I stumbled but hit my mark, and the head of the sledge broke through the cowling. 
 
    Bea steadied me then took the hammer from me, handing me back my crutch.  I pointed at the hole and wiggled my eyebrows in a 'see?' prompt. 
 
    She chuckled and then I was seeing stars and my toes were curling in my shoes as she gave me a quick kiss on the lips.  Oh, my stars and garters.  Every time is like the first time with her, and I wanted more.  So much more. 
 
    The blonde nudged her chin, indicating I should follow her and I dutifully followed like a puppy on a string.  She stopped at an area where there was a new section of metal welded over a hole that was about the span of my hand.  Then she pointed at a spot close to it that had shining metal, and I looked to see that it was about the same size. 
 
    She reached to the floor and picked up a grinder and held it close to the spot.  I nodded as she put the grinder back down.  “You're replacing the rusted out areas with fresh steel.”  Then I narrowed my eyes in confusion.  “The pieces are fitting perfectly, how are you matching the curvature of the cowling?” 
 
    Bea pointed behind me, and I looked over at a large anvil sitting a few meters away.  She was forming the pieces by hand to match?  I think someone said, “Wow.”  It sounded a lot like me.  She looked far too pleased with herself. 
 
    I looked back at the patches she had welded in and ground down to make a smooth, seamless skin, then back up to her.  Wait, where did she go?  I looked over to see her walking back toward the train cars behind the locomotive. 
 
    I had to hustle to catch up with her.  Then I was flying as she again turned and placed her large hands on my waist and hoist me up to the entry platform on the car.  I giggled as she sat me down.  Then she pulled herself up quickly with a jerk on the railing. 
 
    She opened the door and made an ushering motion by nudging her chin.  I felt as if I had stepped back in time to the roaring twenties. This wasn't a simple coach, it was some sort of luxury suite which had been restored to pristine condition.  It couldn't have looked any better than if it had just rolled out of the factory that day. 
 
    I glanced up to her when she stepped in beside me.  My voice was so small when I squeaked out, “It's so beautiful.  Is all of this yours, Beatrice?” 
 
    She nodded with a look of pride on her expressive face.  I asked, “Where did you get it?  How long have you been working on it?” 
 
    She looked almost confused, and I realized there was no way for her to tell me unless she wrote it.  Then to my eternal shock, a low, raspy, honey filled voice said, “It was my grandfather's... and basically my entire life.” 
 
    I stared at her blinking, my mouth hanging in shock as I asked, “Bea... you... can talk?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 – Beatrice Abbott 
 
    I must have looked a sight just staring at her, lost for words for perhaps the first time in my adult life.  She just nodded and shrugged, then made an ushering motion. 
 
    I stumbled after her as she led me to a sitting area which had period furniture.  Two small couches and two wingback chairs which were arranged around a low chestnut colored table on a rich looking area rug. 
 
    I sat dumbly on a couch, still staring at her, processing everything as I leaned my crutch off to my side. 
 
    She could speak. 
 
    I played back all of our one-sided conversations and blushed.  I must have sounded like a babbling fool, just talking all the time and never shutting up.  Was that why?  Had I never given her the chance to give any input into our conversations? 
 
    No... she was able to tell me so much with her expressive face. 
 
    She motioned a hand toward a kitchen area on one side, with rich cabinetry and exposed brass pipes heading down to a small sink.  It was what I would have dreamed an old steam train should have.  It was something out of a steampunk novel, right at the end of the Victorian period, when the world started moving into the modern world when the industrial period started to take hold to reshape the world as we knew it. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No, I'm right, I just...”  I exhaled. “Why haven't you said anything before?  Instead of letting me incessantly babble.” 
 
    She shrugged as she slid off the leather welding chaffs from her legs, placing them on the table as she sat more daintily than someone of her stature should.  I pointed at her and squinted an eye.  “No, you don't, Beatrice.  You can't get away with it now.  Why didn't you say something before?” 
 
    She started to shrug again, and I narrowed my eyes accusingly.  She exhaled and looked down at her calloused hands.  Then in that raspy low voice, she said almost like she was unsure of herself, “I don't feel comfortable speaking unless it is important.”  Then she smiled almost shyly at her hands and said in a small voice, “And... I like listening to you speak.” 
 
    My face heated as my blush raced across my cheeks and down my neck.  I looked up at Bea and she chanced to meet my eyes, and I was lost again.  Those steel greys of hers held so many secrets in them, and I wanted to know it all.  I heard myself apologizing again, “Truly Bea, I'm sorry for how I acted.” 
 
    She shrugged and then reached over to give my hand a little reassuring squeeze.  She was still being silent.  Did she... was...  I got bold and asked, “You really dislike speaking don't you?” 
 
    She shrugged again, and when I didn't say anything else while looking expectantly at her, she said down to her hands, “I... my pop says I'm... different.”  Then she looked up at me again and shrugged and added, “Special?” 
 
    I had to smile.  Bea and special fit together hand in hand.  I realized I was just staring at her, coveting her lips in the silence.  So in true Melinda fashion, I started babbling.  Hey, shut up.  Again, don't judge. 
 
    I blurted out, “So tell me.  Tell me everything.  You are already the most fascinating woman I have ever met.  I want to know it all.  I want to know who Beatrice Abbott is.  About this amazing train...” 
 
    I hesitated and looked around.  It certainly looked well lived in, though almost obsessively tidy.  I had a distinct impression that this wasn't just a restoration project.  “Do you live here?” 
 
    All in the same breath, with the rest, I added, “Say something.” 
 
    She started chuckling, and I narrowed an eye and asked as I squished my lips to one side, “What?” 
 
    She cocked her head as she studied me, she was doing that assessing thing she did again, and it felt like she could see right through me, into my very sense of self.  Then she said, “I would, but you keep talking.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I said weakly, “I don't keep talking.  I'll have you know I go hours without saying a word.  I'm not as stoically silent as you, but I've been known to be quiet... when I'm alone... mostly.  Asleep.  And... stop smiling!” 
 
    I exhaled and dropped my head and admitted, “Ok, so not always when I'm alone.  I may speak to myself from time to time and... hey!  You're doing it again, making me do all the talking.  I'm wise to you now, lady.” 
 
    Then I crossed my arms obstinately and zipped my lips.   
 
    Bea’s eyes were twinkling in humor and then she whispered self-consciously.  “I missed you.”   
 
    My heart sped up.  
 
    “But you hurt me.”   
 
    I  looked away. 
 
     “I... I was doing it for you.” 
 
    I glanced over at her, hope rising again.  My heart felt like a bloody yo-yo filling with hope then having it dashed over and over.  She looked at her own hands again, rubbing at a spot of dirt. “You make me... feel things I never have.  So it really hurt when you...” 
 
    I nodded, about to apologize again, but she beat me to it and said with watery eyes, “Don't do it again.” 
 
    I shook my head in earnest, my own eyes watering.  Then she smiled widely and held an arm out.  I slid over and let her pull me into an embrace, and I cried on her shoulder.  Good lord, I'm such a girl.  I pulled back, and her eyes took up my entire world, then she leaned in and kissed me tenderly. 
 
    I closed my eyes and savored it, and they were still closed when she pulled back and giggled out nervously, “I don't really know what I'm doing here, I'm going to need a little help.” 
 
    I opened my eyes and cocked an eyebrow playfully.  “And you think I know what I'm doing?  My options have always been a little limited.”  I nudged my chin to where my crutch leaned against the couch. 
 
    She reached past me and placed a single finger on the crutch as she held me captive with hungry eyes.  Then she shoved my crutch to the ground with her finger as she said, “No excuses,” as it clattered to the ground, her raspy honey tone causing my core to heat. 
 
    I may have squeaked as she carefully removed my glasses and placed them on the table. “Yes, ma'am.”  Then she kissed me again, with the heat of the sun.  I was in heaven, and I was hers. 
 
    We must have snogged for a half hour there on that couch, and by all that was holy could she kiss.  My body was sending me signals of need I had never experienced. 
 
    She must have read my mind because she pulled me to my feet as she kissed me and she pulled me along with her as she backed us out of the train car and into the next.  I hesitated only a moment to take note that we had moved into a sleeper car which was as meticulously restored as the luxury coach was. 
 
    When she pulled me into the first cabin, I giggled at the realization that this was every fantasy I had ever had, alone, at my flat at night.  I was about to be taken by an actual, honest to god, steampunk mechanic. 
 
    As she gently lifted me at the waist and turned us around to set me on the bed that was hanging down from the wall, I narrowed my eyes.  “Hey, if you think this is going to get you out of talking with...” 
 
    She placed a finger on my lips to stop me as she moved forward, causing me to lay back as she almost stalked up to my lips, “Less talking, more sexy.” 
 
    I mumbled into her lips as my body surrendered to her, “Yes ma'am.”   
 
    She smiled and then started kissing her way down my neck.   
 
    I didn't know if it was my tremors or me that was shaking in anticipation, and since she didn't seem to care, neither did I. 
 
    When her lips ran out of flesh to leave a brand of gooseflesh and fire in a trail heading down, she tore my blouse open and continued toward her target.  I smiled in a fog of pleasure as I realized she wasn't just good with her hands with boilers. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 – Tuesday 
 
    I woke up and giggled as I felt the weight of Bea's arm over me pulling me into the little spoon position.  The reassuring heat of her body against mine was a wonder I never thought I'd feel in my life.  And in her arms I felt... safe, protected. 
 
    I looked back to see her already awake, cocking her head in question.  I shrugged. “Does this mean we're... ummm... dating?” 
 
    She crinkled her nose and stood, pulling the sheet with her, and it did nothing to hide the feminine curves that were accentuated by toned muscle which made her so tantalizingly sexy to me.  I didn't feel exposed as I sat there naked before her on the bed.  Not with the way she looked at me.  She saw everything that I was, and she somehow made me feel desirable. 
 
    Then she winked as she turned and left the cabin, letting the sheet drop from her.  I grinned maniacally at myself as I resisted the urge to bite her gorgeous arse like an apple. 
 
    I came back to my senses when I felt the train car rocking as she hurried back out the sleeper car and I realized what she was doing.  I grabbed the sheet as I limped past, my leg shaking without the support and I went into the other car, trying to cover myself. 
 
    She was grinning at the far end of the car at the door then held it open for me.  I joined her and looked in to see what I expected, a loo with a clawfoot tub with brass and copper pipes that went up to a shower head bent over the tub. 
 
    I slipped in, and she reached over and grabbed the sheet I was wearing like a toga, and she let it fall to the ground.  She looked at me like I was something to be admired, and it caused me to feel so self-conscious.  Then I looked up to meet her eyes. “Hey!  You're doing it again.  You won't get out of our talk so easily.” 
 
    She looked up, ignoring my protests then she grinned and pinched her nose. 
 
    I made an exasperated sound and lightly slapped her muscular shoulder. “You're no meadow of flowers yourself, woman.” 
 
    Then, belying my assertion, I leaned into her and buried my nose in the crook of her neck and inhaled that scent that was exclusively hers, daffodils and soot... and, I smiled as I added, sweat. 
 
    If I thought that being taken by her last night was the most sexual, emotional, and erotic thing that had ever happened to me, the steamy shower that followed was on a whole other level.  I had given myself completely to this statuesque Amazon, and I felt, I don't know, complete?  For the very first time and I had cried happy tears as we washed each other's bodies which we knew so intimately from the prior night. 
 
    Was I in love with Bea?  I smiled to myself.  I could live with that, especially if she kept looking at me like she did like I was somebody who mattered. 
 
    I whispered to her as we dried off with fluffy towels a bit later, “You are so beautiful, Beatrice.” 
 
    She just looked at me and bit her lower lip.  I smirked. “Your silent treatment doesn't work with me, now that I know your secret.” 
 
    She snapped her towel at me as she left the loo, rasping out, “Time for work... Melinda.”   
 
    I sighed in contentment at how my name rolled off her tongue.  Shuddering in pleasant memory at the delicious things she did to me after saying my name last night – The only time she spoke during our lovemaking. 
 
    I hustled out after her, stopping to retrieve my crutch by the couch, quite aware that I was naked and my clothes were in the next car.  I called after her as she disappeared out the door, “Wait for me, wench!”  I smiled at her return chuckle. 
 
    I was quite embarrassed as I dressed only to find buttons missing off my blouse. I didn't have any other clothes with me, and I had to be at the OHP.  She saw my dilemma and grinned, her face telling me everything.  “Don't get smug, lady.  What am I going to do?  I'm supposed to be at the office at eight this morning, before heading down to Narrow Street.” 
 
    She dug around in a drawer of the built in bureau in the cabin which she used as her bedroom.  Then, biting the tip of her tongue in amusement, she handed a white t-shirt to me.  I could barely make out the Hart Heating logo on the left side of the chest without my glasses. 
 
    I stared at it then her, and she shrugged.  I exhaled loudly, shook my head, then scrounged around the clothing strewn around the floor of the cabin and pulled on my discarded knickers and bra before putting on the shirt. 
 
    She giggled at me as I stood there with my arms wide, the shirt draping off of me like a tent.  I couldn't help it, her mood was infectious, so I giggled a little too at the absurdness of it.  But I really didn't care, because I had a girlfriend! 
 
    I tied the loose material in a knot at my waist, pulling it tighter to me, so it didn't look too massive on me.  Then I shimmied into the rest of my business suit.  I left off the vest since it would have looked ridiculous with the shirt. 
 
    Then she patted the bed as she sat on it, holding a brush.  I blushed as I sat then closed my eyes and bit back a moan as she gently ran the brush through my hair.  It was sinfully erotic.  If this was a perk of having a girlfriend, then why hadn't I got one before this?  Oh, yeah, because I'm me and nobody has ever looked at me like Beatrice does. 
 
    I started gathering my hair into a ponytail when she was done brushing it out. Her hand on mine stopped me.  I looked at her, and she shyly shook her head.  She liked it down?  Oh... ok.  I smiled and stood.  Well, no time like the present.  Maybe I'd have time to drop by my flat before the office, to get a proper shirt. 
 
    Then I squinted at her and then started looking around frantically.  “My glasses.” 
 
    She sighed and grabbed my hand and dragged me to the luxury suite and to the sitting area.  Ah... there they are.  I put my glasses on, the world snapped into sharp focus, then I stood tall and supported myself on my crutch.  “Right then, how do I look?” 
 
    She had her lips pursed tightly, and her eyes glittered in mirth.  I rolled my eyes and whispered, “Wanker.”  Then one of her hot hands was cupping my cheek, and I closed my eyes and leaned into it.  I may have sighed. 
 
    And just like that, the heat was gone, and I heard the door closing.  Why that little...  I hustled after her with a smile on my face.  I made my way down the steps and glanced at the train.  The luxury coach was perfectly restored, and the sleeper car I knew was restored on the inside, but I could see where she still had a bit to do on the exterior.  The locomotive was in the worst shape, but it was evident she had already done so much. 
 
    I watched her check all her tools and stow some in lock boxes, when I realized that she still hadn't told me anything about herself or the train.  Had the bint just seduced me to get out of speaking with me? 
 
    I called out to her, “Last night doesn't get you out of speaking with me about you and this eyegasm of a train.” 
 
    She crinkled her nose at me while she finished cleaning up.  I knew that every minute I delayed meant I wasn't going to be able to get to my flat then the office on time, but... 
 
    When she finished stowing her gear into a large contractor's box and locked it, she turned to me and offered an arm.  I bit my tongue and accepted, then hugged onto it with my good hand, resting my head on her shoulder. 
 
    She pulled away for a second and placed something on my head.  I squinted at her then pulled it off and looked at a Hart Heating painter's style hat.  I smiled and put it back on then laid against her shoulder again as she lead me to the door. 
 
    She pulled a large breaker just inside the door, and with a loud thunk, all the lights went off inside the building.  Then we stepped outside, and she detached from me long enough to lock the door. 
 
    I enjoyed our walk back to the vehicles, Bea showed me a quicker path back to the little iron gate at Highgate Station.  I pulled her to a stop at Millie and handed her my mobile with her information mostly filled in on my contact list.  “In case I miss you, Bea.”  
 
    She looked at it then grinned and filled in her number without looking, instead choosing to keep her eyes locked on mine. 
 
    I wiggled my fingers expectantly at her, and she handed me her own mobile.  I went to add my contact info but grinned when I saw I was already in her mobile, but it was the work number that forwarded to me.  I added a “home” number and my address. 
 
    I asked, “You had my number, why didn't you ever text or ring me?” 
 
    She shrugged, and I pressed her, “Don't be all cryptic and silent.” 
 
    Bea sighed and said, “I didn't know if you'd text back.” 
 
    I said primly as she took her mobile back, “Well, now you do.” 
 
    The shy smile she gave me after she gave me a quick peck on the lips and moved to her van was priceless.   I looked at the time, and my smile faded as I hissed at myself.  I had wasted too much time and was probably going to be late to the office with morning traffic. 
 
    I made the decision to call in and let them know I was going directly to Sun Wharf today and I would be in tomorrow instead.  Then I started to smile as I followed Beatrice toward the city core, and after a couple turns, I realized where she was heading. 
 
    I used hands-free to call her, but it went to voicemail.  So I sent a text in voice mode asking her what worksite they had her at today. 
 
    A minute later I just got a smile emoji.  I screamed humorously at the roof of my car.  Even in texts, she wasn't talking. 
 
    I sent back, “Good god woman.  Say anything.” 
 
    A minute later I was cackling when she responded with, “Anything.” 
 
    I settled in and followed her, knowing we had the same destination.  A few minutes later, I was pulling into the garage at the Flotilla's building on Narrow Street as Bea found a parking spot down the block. 
 
    I waited until she joined me and I asked as much as stated, “I thought Karl had you working elsewhere.” 
 
    She nodded and shrugged. 
 
    There wasn't anything else to say so we went inside and to the lift.  We got to the boiler room, and I just smiled at Bea as she looked at the row of boilers waiting to be hooked up.  She shook her head and let out a breath in exasperation. 
 
    I leaned against the wall to watch for a bit as she used a pallet jack to lift a boiler and move it over a half meter and was starting on the second when Karl stepped in.  He stutter-stepped to a halt when he saw Beatrice already hard at work apparently fixing what she viewed as the wrong placement of the boilers. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something to her when she turned to look at him.  He shut his mouth then looked at me, doing a double take of me in a Hart Heating tee and cap.  Then he turned back to her.  “Ah.  So it's like that is it?”   
 
    She just nodded at him and pointed to the door. 
 
    He grumbled at her, “Hey now, who's the boss here?”   
 
    She just turned away from him and kept moving the boilers around. 
 
    He glanced back at me and said firmly, “Now that that's sorted.”  He winked at me, and I had to grin at the poor man, my girl was certainly a force of nature. 
 
    Then he grumbled as he stepped past me, back into the corridor, “I tell you not to fuck things up anymore, now here I gotta reshuffle all my crews again...  women!”  He was still grumbling when he turned and started up the stairs near the lift. 
 
    I turned back to observe Bea for a moment, watching her muscles flex as she pulled around seven hundred pound boilers on the pallet jack, remembering the feel of those muscles under my hands and the things they had done to me.  I shivered in delight, and she paused and turned deliberately toward me.  I blushed, being caught drooling. 
 
    She just pointed at the door with an overly amused look on her face. 
 
    I pouted. “Fine, you certainly are pushy, aren't you?”   
 
    She smiled, and I waved and turned to the door, calling back, “I'll go check on progress with the ladies, then I have to head to another job site.  Lunch in the clock room?” 
 
    I purposefully didn't look back at the silence and said in a singsong tone, “If you're nodding, I can't hear you.” 
 
    I heard her huff then say far too sweetly, “Yes, trouble.” 
 
    I closed the cage on the lift and smiled to myself.  Now that I knew Bea’s secret, I would do all I could to hear her honey filled voice.  It was a shame to hide it away when it could come out to play. 
 
    I stopped on the third floor and almost skipped to the conservatory, only my crutch making it look awkward.  I opened the door and almost bumped into Angie. 
 
    I gleeped out a startled sound and saw McGrath, Speedy, Paya, and... bloody hell!  Tabby Cat was there!  I was just gawking like I had lost the trolley as they all seemed to bee looking me up and down for some reason, when Paya said, “Oh good, Melinda, you're here.  I'd like to introduce you to my pain in the arse best frie...” 
 
    Lenore interrupted as she blurted out, “Oh my god!  You had sex!  That's the disheveled morning after look!” 
 
    Ok, it was at that moment in time I wished a hole in the Earth would have opened up and swallowed me whole as I blushed harder than I think I ever had, enough that I heard the blood rushing in my ears as I weakly defended, “I... no... I mean.  Oh, bloody hell.” 
 
    McGrath thumped her on the head and said, “Lenny, don't embarrass the poor lass.”  Then she turned to me, and I was about to thank her when she asked loudly behind her hand, “Was it Bea?” 
 
    I blushed more, and she looked far too pleased, they all did, and she blurted, “I knew it!” 
 
    'The' Tabby Cat looked overly amused, and in the dark, as to my terminal embarrassment of these women openly talking about my sex life in front of the superstar.  The amusement shone in her oddly copper colored eyes. 
 
    But then my embarrassment changed to an odd sense of something I couldn't place.  An almost pride as I realized what they said was true.  I, Melinda Stafford, had a sex life! 
 
    I shrugged and gave a sheepish look as I asked, “Yay?” 
 
    This got chuckles from the wenches who were now on the hit list I just decided to make.  Paya squished her head to her shoulders and scrunched up her face.  Ok, she was overly cute, she could live.  Then she said, “As I was saying...”  Then she hesitated and segued, “Beatrice, really?”   
 
    I shrugged with a grin, and she chippered up and went back to her introduction, “Melinda, this is my best pain, Tabitha Romanov.  Tabby, Melinda Stafford with the OHP.” 
 
    She shook my hand.  I may have been star struck, and I may never wash my hand again.  She said almost tongue in cheek, picking up on the other women around me, “A pleasure.” 
 
    I nodded.  What did that even mean?  Was I nodding in agreement it was a pleasure to meet her too or I was agreeing it was a pleasure to meet me, or... gawd I'm such a geek at times.  Speedy saved me by saying with a grin, “I see she's marked you as hers.  Very fetching with your dress slacks.” 
 
    I stood tall, raised my chin and said imperiously, “You all do realize that I could have this whole project shut down with just a single call to the city, don't you?” 
 
    They didn't look impressed.  Did they look impressed to you?  No, they didn't.  McGrath laid one of her over-muscled arms across my shoulder and pulled me past the others and into the conservatory.  Then she said in a conspiratorial tone with her tweedledee accent,  “Don't be payin' that lot any mind.  So, spill woman.” 
 
    I bit my lower lip and shook my head.   
 
    She nodded.  “Ahh, that good?”   
 
    I may have nodded. 
 
    I spent a few minutes before I left, just visiting with the women, and it turns out Tabby Cat was on my side-ish.  What an awesome Tuesday! 
 
    I returned to the job site after taking care of my other responsibilities on the other side of the district, and stopping at my place for some proper clothes where I laid Bea's tee on my bed for a nightshirt since it smelled like her. She'll not be getting that back as I have claimed it as my own. 
 
    Making my way up to the clock room almost trepidatiously, I reassured myself that she said she'd be there.  I popped my head up at the top and tried not to look overly relieved when I saw her, covered in sweat and grime, assembling some pipes from the riser that now went through the ceiling and over to where the driving weight assembly used to be. 
 
    I still had her cap on, with my hair in a ponytail through the back of the cap.  She smiled at me when I showed up, and she moved over to where I sat on the floor near her lunchbox and showed her my lunch bag. 
 
    She sat and then reached over to wiggled the bill of the cap while a sparkle shone in her eyes.  Then gave me a propitiatory peck on the lips before grabbing her lunch box.  I blinked, when did she have time to pack her lunch?  Had she packed it the prior night before I showed up at her place? 
 
    I know I sighed when she reached in and pulled out an apple to present to me.  God, I loved her...  I mean, I loved that she did that... I mean... oh, just shut up and don't judge. 
 
    Then I prompted, “Please tell me something about yourself.”  Then I grinned and added, “No miming it.” 
 
    She tossed a corn chip at me for my impertinence then settled with her back pressed against the wall, and I sat in rapt fascination as she told me about growing up with her parents.  The more I learned about her, the closer I felt to the woman.  She seemed so very uncomfortable communicating this way, and I really appreciated that she was willing to make an effort with me.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 – The Parents 
 
    The days flowed into weeks, which flowed into months and I only grew closer to the woman I was quite sure I couldn't live without anymore. 
 
    Even after Beatrice had finished the boiler system and it was tested, she showed up daily for lunch in the now toasty building.  She spent half her time with me, eating in the conservatory.  The other half up in the clockwork room, which, incidentally, I was banned from by a certain tall busty blonde, once she had most of the pieces restored and laid out across the floor. 
 
    After McGrath had finished the conservatory, with spectacular results, Bea had roped her into helping with something in the clock room which my surly girlfriend had banned me from.  I wish I knew what was happening up there.  McGrath would bring interesting pieces of wood up with her and come down with others from time to time. 
 
    I tried an end run by asking McGrath, “Just what does she have you doing up there?” 
 
    The woman pulled a Bea on me and just grinned and shrugged, not saying a single word.  Ahh, they were so frustrating. 
 
    I tried to pull the, “It is my duty to inspect any restoration efforts.”  This just got me a kiss from my girl.  I could live with that. 
 
    I made sure to show up every day for lunch in the conservatory, the others in the Flotilla had started joining us there as we were somehow absorbed into their group and I was becoming fast friends with the lot of them. 
 
    The space turned out even better than I had imagined, and I knew it was the crown jewel of the building and would be a gathering spot for the residents.  It was like a lush secret garden, even in the deep throes of winter.  Four small trees were sprinkled about in the planters with the other greenery. 
 
    During one memorable snowstorm, I just stood by a planter with a small cherry tree and looked out through the windows to watch the snow coming down.  I stood in that bubble of warmth, a never ending spring and just watched the world beyond in the clutches of winter like I was in a reverse snow globe.  It was almost magical. 
 
    Even more magical was that Beatrice was at my back, with her arms wrapped possessively around me, sharing her strength, her warmth, her scent.  And all was right with the world. 
 
    It was that day that Speedy had almost skipped up to us, and handed a gilded envelope to us.  I had to grin when we opened it.  She and McGrath had invited us to their wedding, well elpoement, which was scheduled for the middle of July.  We fought over who was the plus one that night at the Streamliner, where I spent most of my nights nowadays. 
 
    I finally offered a deal to Bea. “You tell me the story about how you came into possession of this train, and I'll be the plus one to the wedding.” 
 
    She had sighed because she was really adverse to talking, though I couldn't shut her up when texting on our mobiles during the day.  She may be addicted to texting.  I was about to claim victory when she turned me on her sofa to lay my head in her lap so she could play with my hair, and shrugged, saying in that rich, raspy voice, “Fine,  Evil munchkin.” 
 
    She had a fascination with my hair and liked me to keep it down, out of my professional ponytail.  I wasn't one to complain because it felt sinfully seductive when she ran her fingers through it.  I felt so pampered when she did that. 
 
    So I just closed my eyes, and she finally told me what I wanted to know for so long about this steam powered beast.  I had done some research on my own on streamliners. 
 
    There were so many types of these futuristic, aerodynamic, art deco-ish trains that came out after the turn of the last century.  Most have since been relegated to the scrap heaps.  Relics of the past and a history that has faded in memory into obscurity.  Most survived only from photographs or rare film snippets that have survived the years.  The knowledge that so much history has been lost to us almost physically hurt me. 
 
    She said almost wistfully, “Pop Pop was a train engineer who drove the Princess Coronation Class steam streamliners before the war.”  She smiled a bit and added, “The Big Lizzies.  The most powerful steam locomotives built for the LMS Railway.”  She glanced down at me as I stared at her in rapt fascination, “3,300 horsepower.  That surpasses the diesels they replaced the Princess Coronation Class with.” 
 
    She continued to absently stroke my hair, caught up in the story she was telling.  “When the war came, grandfather signed up to fight the good fight, to defend the Union Jack for King and country.  He lost a leg at Gold Beach on D-Day at Normandy.” 
 
    She exhaled, looking uncomfortable speaking for so long, but she smiled and continued, “He married the American nurse who helped him in rehab after the war, my nan Judith.” 
 
    She shifted on the couch so that she was laying back with her head on the arm and me cuddled into her, her arm wrapped around me possessively and I loved the feeling of being hers.  I listened.  “When Pop came along, he was quite a surprise as my grandparents were in their fifties at the time.  Complications from his birth cause my Nan to pass away a year later.” 
 
    She paused cocking her head, looking off into the distance when I craned my head to look back at her.  I had never known my grandfather, and it looked as though she imagined what her grandmother would have been like. 
 
    She came back to herself and smiled sadly at me. “Pop Pop got restless, raising a young boy as he dreamed of days gone past.  Nostalgia drove him to purchase the locomotive he drove for the London, Midland, and Scottish.  Number 6225, the Duchess of Gloucester, or as the enginemen called her, Princess Alice.  The railway had retired the class, and they were rotting in a boneyard.” 
 
    She seemed agitated by that. “He purchased some rail land near Alexandra Palace that was being decommissioned, and he parked the Duchess there.  It is the only private land left in what became Parkland Walk.  It was given special dispensation because of Pop Pop's heroism in the war.” 
 
    Then her voice deepened. “After my grandfather passed, the property and the locomotive and its cars were passed on to Pop.  He too had a late surprise when he and mum were in their early fifties.  I was quite unplanned and unexpected.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long few seconds until she looked down at me and admitted, “The older the couple when they conceive, the greater the chance of unintended consequences for the unborn child, like birth defects or other afflictions like autism.” 
 
    She didn't say anything else about it and just continued her story like she hadn't said anything about herself. “When Mum and Pop found I was... different, and even at a young age wasn't very vocal and had a fascination with all things mechanical...” 
 
    She grinned down at me, her eyes sparkling in amusement as she segued. “The look on Mum's face when she walked into the kitchen to find I had torn apart her mixer when I was six, to see how it worked, was priceless.  I'm sure I would have been sent to my room without dinner had I not reassembled it quickly.” 
 
    Her eyes watered a little, and she looked away.  “That's when Pop had given me a look.  I'll never forget it.  Everyone thought me simple because I didn't speak much, but that look was one of pride.  That was the first time he told me I was special.” 
 
    She twisted us on the couch so that I was laying on top of her, resting my cheek against her chest as she hung her legs over the other arm of the couch.  “My fascination with tearing things apart was matched by my ability to just look at something, and I sort of... well, I can understand what I am looking at and how something works.  I was always fixing anything I could get my hands on.” 
 
    Her honey voice was tinged with awe as she said, “That's when I first saw her.  Pop had brought me to the old property next to the abandoned Highgate overland train station.  It was overgrown, half reclaimed by nature, most of the windows were broken out of the building, and it was covered in graffiti.” 
 
    I could tell she was getting excited as she sped up.  
 
    “When we stepped through the broken door, I saw the most amazing thing I had ever laid my eyes upon.  Vandals and time had not been kind to her, but I could see her how she was supposed to be.  Princess Alice was half destroyed, but she was beautiful.” 
 
    She settled a little and started twirling some of my hair on her finger.  “That was how he saved mom's kitchen from me.  After school and every weekend, he would bring me here. First, we got the property cleared and cleaned up the building and re-secured it, replacing the windows and sealing the roof to make it weathertight.” 
 
    I had to smile as she spoke in wonder after that. 
 
    “He said I could do what his own father had wanted, to restore Number 6225 to her former glory.  So that the Duchess of Gloucester could again glide over the rails and turn all eyes to her.” 
 
    She shrugged. “When I finished secondary, I had moved out and into the train cars when I finished the interiors.  I got a job with Karl Hart.  I think that was the most exciting thing to Mum.  She fretted so, that my umm... idiosyncrasies would make it hard for me to... fit in.” 
 
    She grinned down at me. “He was the son of a friend of my father's, and Pop went with me to the interview.  Karl was skeptical at first until my father told him to test me.  He brought me out into the yard and pointed at an old boiler and asked what was wrong with it.” 
 
    She raised her lip in that cute snarl I had liked the first time I saw her, and she said, “He almost sent us away when I tore apart the remaining pipework on it but then hired me on the spot when I started reassembling it correctly, fixing the error the original installer had done.  They hadn't needed to junk the old boiler, it had probably been functional if not for the incorrect configuration.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I've worked with Hart Heating the past eight years now.  Karl assigns me the hardest projects and leaves me to my work, he keeps the others away from me.  I work best alone since it is hard for me to … communicate.” 
 
    Then she exhaled and went back to her story. “When it got hard for Pop to keep coming every weekend, I told him to stay home, and I promised that I would fulfill Pop Pop's dream and get the engine back on the rails.” 
 
    And I knew she would.  She was so close already.  She had shown me that she had already repaired all the systems, she was just working on the cosmetics now, for all intents and purposes, theDuchess of Gloucester could already run. 
 
    She had looked so, I don't know, homesick after talking about her family.  I asked, “You never speak much about your parents, are they still alive?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled almost sheepishly. “I text them every day.” 
 
    I smiled at that.  Bea was my Amazonian text-o-holic.  It was such a wonderful way for someone who felt so uncomfortable being vocal, to communicate.  And she was a Chatty Cathy with texts. 
 
    I asked, “Are they in London?” 
 
    She nodded and wiggled a hand, going mute again.  I wasn't having any of that.  I knew her weakness and started jabbing her ribs, and she squirmed under my tickling.  Yes, the steam Delilah was extremely ticklish, and I took advantage of it frequently.  She giggled. “Ok, you bint, they're up in Harlow.” 
 
    I had smiled at her. “Brilliant, let's go.  It's obvious you miss them.” 
 
    After a moment's hesitation, she had smiled, and we headed back to the station to get into Millie, and we were heading north. 
 
    She had such an adorable look on her face like she was nicking cookies from the jar.  I squinted at her, wondering what she was on about.  She blushed at me and tilted her head side to side cutely.  Then it hit me.  I muttered as I exhaled, “Bloody hell... you're taking me to meet your parents.” 
 
    I had to giggle when she did.  Then I stopped and got nervous.  “Umm... do they know I'm...  you know, not a...  that you like a girl?” 
 
    She shrugged, and I narrowed my eyes in prompt.  She exhaled, and I grinned that I could prompt her to talk as she said, “I've told them.  I'm not sure if they were even surprised.  Mum was over the moon that I was taking an interest in anyone at all.  I've never... well.  Nobody has ever saw me... like I wasn't broken, before you.  You took me by surprise.”   
 
    I melted on the spot and sighed as I drove the few miles to Harlow. 
 
    Her parents weren't what I was expecting.  She told me they had her late, but I had a disconnect in my head.  My own Mum is forty-five, and I was expecting someone around that age, but as she said, they were older than that when she was born.  The older couple who greeted us at the door when she knocked could have been anyone's little old grandparents. 
 
    That's when I finally did the math in my head and realized they were in their mid-seventies.  Her father walked with a cane which, for some reason, had me feeling a kindred spirit when I looked self-consciously at my crutch.  And her mum was simply a delight.  Everyone's favorite grandmother. 
 
    What struck me as odd was that Beatrice was six feet tall, but both of her parents were around five and a half.  I wondered absently if her grandfather had been a big man. 
 
    Mrs. Abbott had gawked at us at the door for a second before her smile bloomed, her face so expressive I could see Beatrice in it.  So that's where she got her facial expressions from.  She had grabbed her daughter's hand and pulled us in saying, “Baby B, why are you knocking?  You're always welcome home.”   
 
    Mr. Abbott looked overly amused at the display as Bea's mum kissed her cheek as I mouthed to my girl in amusement, “Baby B?” 
 
    Then Mrs. Abbott clasped her hands in front of her and beamed as she asked knowingly, “And who is this pretty young thing?”   
 
    I blushed at being called pretty.  Only Bea has ever said that. 
 
    I noted that Bea was blushing profusely and looking down at her hands as she said, twisting the ball of her foot on the floor, “Mum, Pop, this is Melinda Stafford, the woman I love.  Umm... my girlfriend?” 
 
    Ok, that was it, I melted into a puddle right there as my heart beat faster.  That was the first time Bea had said she loved me.  And to my satisfaction, not the last. 
 
    Mrs. Abbott, Dania, surprised me by pulling me into a hug.  Mr. Abbott, Roger, did too.  Then I had the most surreal night of my life being included so easily into another family.  By the time we left late that night, I felt as if I had been part of that family forever. 
 
    It struck me that night, when I pulled her tee out of my drawer in the sleeping car, that I had somehow been moving into the train a piece of clothing at a time.  I had a drawer, and my girlfriend loved me.  My steampunk goddess girlfriend loved me.  When had my life turned into a happy fairy tale? 
 
    There was an easy answer for that smiling patiently on the bed, waiting for me to... come home to her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 – Grand Opening 
 
    That brought us to now.  As we stood on the deck of the Persephone; one of the three barges sailing from Flotilla Pier to Sun Wharf.  It was the grand opening of the Flotilla Project's Sun Wharf building.  And they were bringing the new residents there in style as high tide approached.  Instead of using moving trucks, they decided it would make it more memorable if the Flotilla delivered the residents and their belongings on the Thames. 
 
    I stood in wonder, watching the faces of the hopeful people that littered the deck, bundled up against the chill in the early spring air.  I realized I was watching the history I loved so much, and Paya and the Flotilla Project made this history every day.  They helped people who had lived through the lowest points of their lives to step back into the world with a second chance at a place they could call home. 
 
    I looked up to share a look with Beatrice.  She had that same wonder on her face, but she was staring at me.  I felt my skin warm in the chilled air.  This was going to be an organized exodus as each barge would have only about forty minutes each at the new gangway to unload their belongings before the next barge moved in.  It all had to be accomplished at high tide. 
 
    I glanced back up at the pilothouse to see Angie at the ship's wheel, guiding us in.  Steph and the children were up there with her.  I didn't know that she was the Master of the Persephone until we were invited to sail to the grand opening of the building.  That must be quite an honor, being the Master of the boat that Tabby Cat was living on when she had been discovered by the London Harmony studio. 
 
    I tried to imagine this grand vessel when it had been a rundown floating slum in Tabitha's water gypsy days.  Now, like the other barges, it had been converted into these condo-like cabins that the flotilla Project assigned to the people they find who have fallen on bad luck.  At least until Paya and her people found them flats of their own through their Slingshot Program. 
 
    Over the months I have learned that most of the Flotilla women I have been getting close enough to, to call my good friends, had been helped by the Flotilla themselves.  Angie, Lenore, Steph and her little Roos.  It gave me, even more, respect for the Indian-Brit who was standing next to us, her eyes watering as C19 Narrow Street came into view, the glass of the restored conservatory shining like a beacon to us. 
 
    I asked, “Paya?” 
 
    She glanced at us and smiled. “Sorry, I'm just happy for the new tenants.”   
 
    Bea reached out one of the arms, which she had wrapped around me from behind, and laid her hand on Paya's shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.   
 
    Paya reached up and laid her hand on top of my girl's. 
 
    We all turned back to watch our approach.  It seemed like we had slowed to less than a crawl.  Was that normal?  Did it take that much time to stop one of these beasts?  Paya shot us a look before I could ask.  “Angie has this fear that she is going to ram the pier or in this case, the seawall.  She thinks we're moving much faster than we are.”   
 
    Bea snorted and that caused em to grin. 
 
    We saw Speedy and McGrath manning the controls on the electric gangway as we slid into position beside the Deidre at an agonizingly slow crawl.  Then I heard the unmistakable sound of the fore and aft anchors dropping.  Once they were tensioned, the gangway was extended and lowered to the bow of the barge. 
 
    The moment it hit the deck, everyone aboard cheered.  Paya brought her fingers to her lips and whistled so shrilly, I think the blokes on the International Space Station heard.  The crowd of people quieted, and Paya put on a far too innocent look for someone who had made such a loud noise. 
 
    She called out, “Ok people, go go go!  We have 40 minutes to unload!  Everyone bring your belongings to your new flats, and we meet in the conservatory in three hours for the opening ceremony!”   
 
    Ok, the soft-spoken ball of positive energy apparently had quite a set of lungs on her. 
 
    She looked demurely at us, which caused us to chuckle as everyone went into motion.  I recognized just about everyone as we helped while they disembarked with boxes and luggage, stacking it all in the courtyard until the barge deck was empty.  I was certainly glad that we didn't have to contend with furniture, as both the barges and the new flats were furnished, or we'd never get unloaded in time. 
 
    Then with everyone ashore except Angie, and a boy I didn't know, who was manning the bumpers and tie downs as the anchors and gangway were raised, the Persephone's horn tooted twice.  The powerful engines thrummed, and it slowly backed into the Thames, and the next barge pulled in while the residents brought their things into the building. 
 
    It was a long morning of getting everyone situated.  My left side was tremoring almost constantly with all the exertion.  I felt sort of useless since I couldn't carry much, but I did what I could.  My Steampunk Lady at my side. 
 
    I can say that now since she is known as Lady Beatrice Abbott at Gears like I was Lady Stafford. 
 
    Randall had approached us one night after he had heard word through the steam grapevine that Airship and Clankers had both offered to pay Bea and me for appearances at their clubs.  Bea was sort of phenomena in the Victorian circles, especially since I made sure she was dressed properly for our standing Friday night dates at Gears.  No more knockoff gowns for her.  My steam baby was all grown up now. 
 
    I almost snickered when Randall asked, “Are you two cheating on me?” 
 
    We knew what he was asking, and it amused us to no end.  I gave him mercy and said as I laid a hand on his arm to reassure him, “No, we haven't accepted any offers for appearances.  Gears is our home.  That's not to say we won't ever visit the other clubs of course.”   
 
    Bea nodded her agreement. 
 
    He did a one-sided negotiation with us, tipping the Bowler hat he was wearing to the side.  I say one-sided because Bea and I weren't going anywhere, Gears treated us well with all my perks extended to my girl as well.  “I'll extend a fifty-pound stipend to each of you for each appearance at Gears, drinks, and food included.” 
 
    It was his way of guaranteeing our loyalty because his business had increased fifty percent with people coming to see my stone cold steam Delilah and her Lady.  We were happy to help though we were both embarrassed by the attention.  I sighed. “You aren't going to leave us be until we say yes are you?” 
 
    He just grinned, and Bea rolled her eyes and made a vague gesture of agreement.  His smile grew wider, and he cocked an eyebrow at me.  I gave him a shooing gesture, wiggling my fingers as I said, “You heard her.  Now if you'll excuse me, I want to make googly eyes at my woman.” 
 
    Bea knocked me out of the memory by cocking her head in front of me, her expressive face making a goofy look.  I chuckled.  “I'm here.  Just reminiscing.” 
 
    We made our way through the corridors of the beautifully finished construction to the conservatory.  The new doors, or should I say reclaimed vintage doors, which McGrath had supplied, were gorgeously suited for the building, unlike the old steel doors that had been here when I first saw the place.  They had large rose shaped windows that gave a clear view of the greenery beyond. 
 
    I hesitated at the door at the stairs to the clockwork room.  Bea chuckled, shook her head, denying my curiosity, then dragged me along into the now crowded greenhouse. 
 
    The girls all congregated around us, and the roos climbed onto Bea's back, and she just walked around us all, giving them a ride.  Angie had rejoined us after anchoring the Persephone back at Flotilla Pier, but I noted that Speedy was missing.  Her siblings, Christine and Bobby, were here... “Where is Lenore?” 
 
    Angie and McGrath exchanged a look with Bea, then did a poor job of acting innocent as they shrugged.  I growled at them, “Don't go all Bea on me here ladies, speak up.  I wouldn't want her to miss out on this.  She worked just as hard as the rest of you.” 
 
    They shrugged again, and I huffed out a breath, though I couldn't hide my smile. 
 
    I surrendered and went about people watching.  The excitement was palpable. 
 
    I turned to a little area that normally had outdoor furniture in a seating area on some raised cobbles when I heard the thunking of a microphone turning on.  Paya was holding said mic, squinting one eye at the rumbling crowd as she said, “Quiet down you unruly lot.” 
 
    I bit back a squeak of the explosive laughter that threatened to burst out of me when the crowd droned in unison, “Yes Paya.” 
 
    She looked as pleased as a chipmunk, then I saw her take note of Speedy finally joining us.  She looked up at the great clock face lit from the room beyond, looking no doubt like the day it was installed.   
 
    I whispered, “Where were you?  I thought you were going to miss it.” 
 
    She exchanged a conspiratorial smile with my girl.  What was that all about?  Then she shrugged.  Ahhhh!  They were all giving me the Bea treatment.   
 
    She gave pity, sort of, and said, “I had to do something really quick for the gathering.” 
 
    I huffed then looked over to Paya who was looking at her mobile.  She pocketed it, and I heard a slight clunk in the silence of the conservatory.  I glanced up to see the clock's minute hand, which was perpetually set at one minute to noon, as it moved!  Then a single loud and clear peal of a bell filled the space. 
 
    I just stared in shock at it as Paya started her welcoming speech for the residents.  But... it... she... bloody hell, my girl had got the clock working? 
 
    I looked between her and McGrath.  Beatrice's eyes were filled with hope.  I looked back at the clock then absently clapped when everyone else did.  I felt bad, I hadn't heard anything Paya had said. 
 
    I pulled my eyes from the impossibility of the working Gillette and Johnston steam clock to the excited looking Paya as she said, “And I'd like to be the first to say, welcome home everyone.”   
 
    We all cheered her, and someone stepped up behind her and started playing a distinctive pink guitar.  I blinked in shock when J8... June Harris-West started singing her iconic hit, Pickpocket. 
 
    I was torn between looking at her and the clock.  She was one of my all time favorite singers... but, the clock was running.  I smiled as I saw the minute hand clunking again. 
 
    Bea looked down at me and nudged her chin toward the corridor.  I didn't need any more invitation than that, and I was weaving through the crowd in excitement.  I looked back to see both her and McGrath watching me with amusement on their faces.  They were both so on my list. 
 
    By the time I had made it halfway up the stairs, my arm and leg shook badly from all the exertion of the day and my own building excitement, Beatrice joined me. 
 
    I stumbled into the room, gawking as I got my crutch situated on my arm.  I stared at the pristine, fully restored clockworks.  Event the wooden mounting cradles and supports looked brand new.  I realized that is why Bea was allowing McGrath up there. 
 
    And there, where the old H&B drive system had been, was a steam drive that looked to have been made from scratch.  I could hear the steady psst psst psst of the internal relief valves until there was a slight groan and all the gears moved, and with a loud clunk, I saw the shadow of the minute hand beyond the glass clock face move again.  The pallet turned the escape wheel which clunked, the barrel turned, and the steam system hissed as it started charging again. 
 
    I realized I was crying when Bea stepped in front of me and wiped the tears from my cheeks with her thumbs.  I looked at her and said in a hoarse voice, “It's beautiful.” 
 
    She shrugged and said, “You're beautiful.” 
 
    I whispered to her, “I love you, Beatrice.” 
 
    She whispered back, “I love you too Melinda.” 
 
    What's a girl to do?  I tenderly kissed this impossible woman who had won my heart, most likely the first moment I had seen her filling the doorway of the boiler room all those months ago.  And I couldn't imagine my life without her anymore.  Every future I saw included her, every possible moment that would become our own history which I would be able to live in. 
 
    We kissed for a bit, our lips getting hungrier as things moved from tender to something more primal.  Then we pulled apart quickly when someone at the stairs cleared their throat.  I blushed to the tips of my toes at a thoroughly amused looking McGrath.  She laid her Irish on heavy as she said, “Beggin' yer pardon.  Far be it from me ta interrupt such a tender moment.  But I thought I'd inform ya of a wee little fact.  You might want ta be movin' behind the light there.  Where yer standin' yer castin' a shadow on the clock face, givin' all below quite a show.” 
 
    Oh... my... god...  If I thought I was blushing hard before, I was ready to die just then.  I almost yanked Bea with me out of the light.  Then even she blushed when there was a cheer from down below.  Oh lord, we'd need to change our names and move to Italy or something. 
 
    McGrath was lucky, the only thing around I could have thrown at her was a wrench, or she would have paid for the smug grin on her face as she made a show of walking back down the stairs.  I called out to her, “I hate you, you know that, right?” 
 
    She called back to us, and Bea snickered, “I love you two too.” 
 
    I grinned at the stairs then looked up sheepishly into my girl's eyes and asked, “Umm... sorry?” 
 
    She chuckled and gave me a quick peck on the lips and nudged her chin toward the stairs.   
 
    I nodded. “You're right, we're being rude and need to get back down to the celebration.”  I looked back at the working steam clock and added to her in my most seductive purr, “But someone's getting lucky tonight.” 
 
    I took a quick picture of the clockworks with my mobile and joined my girlfriend at the stairs.  She cocked an eyebrow, and I batted her sarcasm aside, “No it isn't porn.  Well sort of.  Don't judge!” 
 
    I just know she was smirking as I followed her down.  I'd make sure that she paid for that later that night.  If I could have, I would have skipped down the stairs.  I was in such a great mood. 
 
    Bea took a little bow when we both stepped back into the music in the greenhouse, and everyone cheered us again.  She was proud of our display, and I was just content to hide my face in her arm.  Mmmm a strong muscular arm.  She smelled like daffodils and soot. 
 
    Knock it off Meli!  Time to rejoin the party! 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Meli called out to me, “Come on Paya!  We don't want to be late.  I shot her some duck lips for her trouble.  It was Saturday, and we could be a little lazy. 
 
    I really loved how Melinda and Beatrice had become part of our growing family.  They have added a geeky flair to our group with their fascination with all things Victorian and Steampunk.  They have even talked me into visiting the Gears nightclub once.  Now, to my embarrassment, I may wish to do so again. 
 
    I will not admit to drooling over some of the men and women who danced with me, but it was so much fun.  It was like being immersed in an alternate past, and yes, I loved wearing a gown like that. 
 
    Melinda pointed her crutch, waggling it between McGrath and Speedy, “You two ready?” 
 
    Lenore whined as McGrath saluted,  “Can't you at least give us a clue?” 
 
    Our little steampunk princess shook her head and said, “No, it is a surprise.  Bea would squish me like a bug if I shared.  Come on ladies, we're going to be late, she has been getting things ready for the past seven hours.”  She checked the clock on the wall of the great room in the Deidre, then texted something on her mobile. 
 
    I giggled at Meli and said, “You heard her people saddle up.” 
 
    Lenore offered, “I'll drive,” as she reached for the keys in my hand. 
 
    I snapped my hand back from her, keeping the keys out of her reach as everyone but Melinda blurted in a panic, “No!” 
 
    Meli looked both amused and confused, not knowing we'd all rather live than let Speedy drive.  Then she said, “I've room for one in Millie.” 
 
    Hands shot up everywhere, and I just grinned at the whole silly lot and tossed the keys to my SUV to McGrath, who caught them smoothly, dangling them just out of reach of Lenore as I stepped up to Melinda. 
 
    Her car was a work of art, and I'd never pass up a chance to ride in it.  She had this appreciation for history that bordered on obsessive, but I thought it gave her so much depth.  Bea certainly was was a lucky girl to have found her. 
 
    I thought of my fit friend who was almost as big as muscled as McGrath.  It amazed me how much the woman could convey with her expressive face without ever saying a word.  I don't think any of us ever misinterpreted anything Beatrice tried to share with us.  I often wondered why she didn't use sign language.  Many of my friends did. 
 
    I thought about bringing it up once but decided against it, she communicated just fine, and she texted all the time.  I mean obsessively.  You can't shut the girl up with her tide of messages, and I found that extremely entertaining. 
 
    McGrath called out after we made our way across the wide plank to the seawall in the shadow of the Hammersmith, where Lenore, McGrath, and the kids called home, “Where to Meli?” 
 
    The woman called out as she pulled the scrunchy out of her hair to let her ponytail down the way Bea liked it, “Just follow us.” 
 
    Bobby asked the Irishwoman, “Can I drive? Hunter?” 
 
    She hesitated then smiled and tossed the keys over the grasping hands of Speedy, who whined, “Hey!” to all of our amusement. 
 
    I slid into the passenger seat of the TD replica and ran my hand along the supple leather seat.  This car was a true work of art.  I grinned as Melinda got into the driver's seat and stowed her crutch.  Then after she started the car, we drove past the SUV where everyone it seemed was fighting for shotgun. 
 
    I grinned and waved at them as we passed.  This got them into gear, and Christine slid into the front seat with her brother as the two diametrically opposed love birds got into the back, shoving each other's shoulders playfully.  They were such opposites, yet more alike than I thought they knew. 
 
    I couldn't wait for them to either kill each other or finally tie the knot in July.  One thing was sure, and that was that those two loved each other fiercely.  And for all their bickering, which was all posture and no substance, I pitied anyone ever foolish enough to come between the two. 
 
    Melinda idled Millie at the corner patiently as Bobby pulled out into the street without checking his mirrors, causing a car to swerve to miss him and honk their horn.  I winced and squinted one eye.  He was a better pilot of the Deidre than he was a driver.  But still, he was leaps and bounds better than Speedy. 
 
    Then we were on our way.  I asked every few blocks with a smile on my face, “Are we there yet?” 
 
    She cutely blew a stray hair from her face as she shook her head, grumbling in amusement, “Why did I offer a seat?” 
 
    I snorted then looked around the car again.  She kept it in pristine condition, almost obsessively.  Except for that one latch for the convertible top that she checked religiously every time she started the car.  I heard that McGrath had offered to adjust it for her, but Meli had declined. 
 
    I'm not a curious sort.  Ok, fine.  Curiosity was killing me.  I mean like killing me then resuscitating me so I could die of curiosity again.  “Why don't you ever get that latch fixed?” 
 
    She glanced over at me and regarded me for a moment before returning her attention to the road as we traveled north.  Then she exhaled and shrugged.  “It's a reminder I suppose.  Something my mum has always told me.  That nothing in this world is perfect, that everything has flaws.  These flaws are what give us character, and we shouldn't strive to be perfect because it isn't obtainable.  Instead, we should be the best version of ourselves we can be, and find happiness being who we are and not some ideal.” 
 
    I had the distinct impression we weren't talking about the car anymore.  I glanced almost involuntarily at her crutch between our seats.  It was a good lesson that we should all keep in mind about ourselves and about the people we meet every day. 
 
    She pointed at the latch. “That is Millie's character.” 
 
    I smiled and said thoughtfully, “The mother of a friend of mine has this saying, that our scars make us beautiful.” 
 
    She digested that as she kept her eyes deliberately on the road, then she nodded and said softly, “I like that.”  Then she chuckled and glanced at me, her eyes twinkling in mirth, “When did this become a philosophical conversation?” 
 
    I crinkled my nose. “I know, right?  So... are we there yet?” 
 
    She giggled out. “You're worse than a four-year-old.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    She shook her head as we got onto Archway.  “That wasn't a compliment.” 
 
    I shrugged and countered with one of my standbys, “Yet that is how I took it.”  I thought it funny how nicely she fit into our odd little family unit.  Who'd of thunk that the OHP had actual and real people in their employ instead of consummate stick up the butts like Brent Hastings? 
 
    By the time I was wondering if she was taking us to Scotland or something, she turned off the main roadway to a side street.  I glanced back to see my car turning in behind us.  Then we pulled up to a small car park at a Tube station I wasn't familiar with, Highgate Station.  It seemed tucked out of the way, along with the wilderness walk that cut through the city, Parkland Walk. 
 
    There were maybe spots for possibly twenty vehicles at the most on either side of the walled dead end.  There were only a few free, even on the weekend.  I grinned when I saw Bea's Hart Heating van parked at the very end. 
 
    I had to ask, “We're not driving there?  We're taking the Tube?” 
 
    She shook her head slyly and said, “Oh no, this is where Bea and I live.” 
 
    I blinked at that.  I knew they were doe-eyed in love, but I hadn't known they had moved in with each other.  I asked with an accusing tone to my voice, “And just when were you going to tell us you were living together?” 
 
    She hesitated and considered it like she was as surprised as me.  Then she shrugged sheepishly and offered, “I'm not really sure when it happened.  My stuff just sort of migrated over the months until I was spending all my nights at her place.  When the time came to renew my lease I... didn't.” 
 
    I looked around, and duck lipped and asked as she parked in the space behind the van, “Sooo... you two live in a train station?” 
 
    She seemed to consider that and shrugged. “I guess we do.” 
 
    I exhaled and grinned at her as we got out of the car.  “Care to expand upon that, oh cryptic one?” 
 
    She looked pleased as punch as she shook her head as she placed her arm in her crutch as she checked to be sure the door was locked.  “I think not, you'll have to wait and see.” 
 
    The others were piling out of the SUV a couple spaces down from us.  They all looked a little confused, so I clarified, tongue in cheek, “It seems Melinda and Beatrice live in a train station... together.” 
 
    They all looked around, and Lenore prompted, “Care to elaborate, fearless leader?” 
 
    I gave them all a toothy grin, winked at Meli and said, “I think not, you'll have to wait and see.” 
 
    This coaxed a cute snort from the cryptic woman, and she said as she headed toward the Tube, “Come along ladies, Beatrice is gonna hit us with that hammer of hers if we are late.” 
 
    That was enough to get us all moving along with her as she walked with purpose, her crutch clacking with each step.  I don't think anyone would want to get hit by that monster hammer of her girl's. 
 
    I blinked when she didn't head down the stairs and instead went to a little iron gate in the wall that separated the station from the mini forest walk beyond.  She opened it up and held it as she made an ushering motion.   
 
    Speedy was mumbling as we all stepped into Parkland Walk, “Did anyone notice if she had duct tape or a shovel?” 
 
    I may have snorted a little.  We couldn't coax anything from her as we walked a few hundred meters on paths through the trees and natural brush and undergrowth.  I tried to look over her shoulder as she was frantically texting on her mobile as we went.  She looked back with a grin and bumped her butt back into me to push me back.  Fine.  I stuck my tongue out at her. 
 
    Both Bobby and Lenore were looking all around, and I asked, “Haven't any of you ever been on Parkland Walk?” 
 
    While her siblings shook their heads, young Christine raised her hand and blushed.  This made McGrath raise an eyebrow and ask, “And when have you had the occasion to... hmm... the mystery person you won't talk about?” 
 
    The younger Elgin blushed.  Young love was so cute.  Speedy perked up with that look that big sisters did when they were being overprotective.  Christine just rolled her eyes at her sister and marched ahead of us before she paused and waited since she had no clue where Meli was leading us. 
 
    We stepped out into a clearing at an old abandoned overland train station.  The building was a shambles. “You live here?”  Were my friends homeless?  I felt a familiar knot tighten in my stomach.  I promised never again.  Never again would I let one of my friends live like Tabby had. 
 
    She shook her head as if I were being silly and she pointed to an old train building just beyond it, which was in good repair, and said, “Our home is in there.” 
 
    I looked at the building, it was old, like the station but did look more livable, I wondered if they had a modern loft in it.  And weren't we inside the Parkland?  I asked again, “You live in that old building?” 
 
    She again shook her head as we approached it, she was smirking!  She was having fun with this. 
 
    “No, I said our home is inside the building, not that the building was our home.” 
 
    Then she brought us to a halt and said, “This is a good spot.”  She looked at all of us, our faces painted with curiosity. 
 
    She stepped up to McGrath and Speedy. “We know that your wedding is next month and you wanted it small.  Sort of eloping with a dozen or so friends in tow at the London City Hall.  But Bea and I... well we sort of wanted to offer an alternative venue.  Something she has been working on her whole life.” 
 
    They looked at her in confusion, and she held a hand up to stop the flood of questions they were no doubt about to assault her with.  “Hang on, let me call Bea out.”  She texted something and then put an overly smug and excited look on her face. 
 
    A minute later, two men stepped out of the door at the front that we couldn't see well from our angle, and they started pushing at the doors.  With a moaning creak, the huge bay doors slid to either side, opening the entire front of the large structure.  I had to smile, they were in old time garb, looking like workers from the 1920s.  Sort of like train-yard workers. 
 
    McGrath said, her voice mirroring our confusion, “Are you goin' ta tell us what's hapenin' or are you goin' ta let us die of curiosity, woman?  And stop lookin' so smug.” 
 
    There was a huge hissing sound from inside the building, and she said, “Ah, just in time to save me, here she comes.” 
 
    McGrath replied with her three-syllabled, “Lovely.” 
 
    Then all our eyes were glued on the building when there was a chugging sound, followed by another.  Steam filled the doorway.  Then the chugging got a little faster, like every three beats of my heart.  I could smell coal burning, and my heart started racing. 
 
    Then like the steam was a doorway into a bygone era, into the very history of London that Melinda held so dear.  A mammoth beast rolled out on the tracks.  A crimson and gold locomotive like nothing I had ever seen.  It reminded me of the visions of the future that people had in the 1950's.  All streamlined like a bullet, and it gleamed in the sunlight.  It pulled two similarly painted and streamlined cars. 
 
    Then it chugged to a halt when the train had cleared the doors, and with two great releases of steam and smoke, a steam whistle sounded from the monster, letting us know it had arrived.  I had to pick my jaw up off the ground as we looked at the spectacular piece of steam locomotive history that looked as if it had just rolled off the assembly line. 
 
    Melinda glanced over at me, her eyes sparkling, and she nudged her thumb at the art deco-ish piece of history.  “Our home.” 
 
    It was Speedy's laugh that knocked us all out of our group shock.  “Where else would a couple Steampunk Princesses live?” 
 
    This got Melinda blushing as an almost deafening hiss came from the locomotive, like air brakes were being set.  Then a man appeared from the back of the locomotive, jumping down to the tracks.  He was dressed in the coveralls and hat which you would expect to see of a train engineer in Victorian times. 
 
    Melinda started walking to the train, and as if we were all on an invisible tether, we were all drawn in behind her to follow, too stunned to speak. 
 
    Beatrice appeared in the back of the locomotive, dressed as a steampunk mechanic.  She waved at us all as she took off some heavy leather gloves, stuffing them in her belt as she leapt to the trackbed with a solid thud. 
 
    Melinda started making her way quickly to her in a skipping half run, as fast as her crutch would allow.  Bea caught her in her arms and spun her around once before setting her down in front of us, then gave her a peck on the lips. 
 
    I smiled at how cute they were together then smiled bigger when Beatrice pulled an apple out of her pocket and offered it shyly to her girl. 
 
    Then they held each other's hands and turned to us, Bea gave us a nudge of her chin, and the expression on her face was all invitation.  You couldn't misinterpret that.   
 
    Bobby beat everyone to the response, “You bet we'd love a tour!” 
 
    We all nodded in eager agreement, and Bea made a follow us motion, and we fell in line as they proceeded to give us a tour of the locomotive, Meli explaining, “This is Number 6225, the Duchess of Gloucester.  Bea's grandfather drove her before the war, and she inherited her and has been working on it for years, to restore her to her former glory.” 
 
    She indicated all the men around helping. “These are the volunteers from the railway re-creationists from all over the UK.  Since she needs a firebox man and wheelmen.  Beatrice has worked hard to become a licensed engineer so she can drive her on her maiden trip when she returns to the rails next month.” 
 
    She pointed at the pile of coal, and the fire below the pressure vessel, “It takes almost eight hours for her to get up to pressure and temperature to power her.” 
 
    They let the kids, Christine and Bobby pull the chain for the steam whistle, which was almost deafening.  Then the bigger kid, Speedy, had to try.  She grinned like a loon at the sound. 
 
    Bea was looking at her in pride as Meli kept rattling off facts about the beautiful beast. 
 
    Then they brought us on a tour of the sleeper car and the even more gorgeous luxury executive coach.  It was like stepping back in time, and I could imagine it in its day, just as spectacular as it was now. 
 
    When we finally settled into the seating area with coffee in fine china cups, Melinda asked as she cuddled against Beatrice on one of the little couches, “So ladies what do you think?  Would you like to get married in our home as we steam to Scotland?” 
 
    McGrath was uncharacteristically silent as she just nodded dumbly, Lenore blurted, “We'd love to!”  I would have thought my friends daft if they said no.  I mean, this train was beyond amazing! 
 
    Beatrice pulled Melinda tight against her and kissed the top of her head and prompted with her eyes to the girls again.  Melinda was blushing so very hard, and her voice was just a squeak when she asked, “Maybe... maybe have a double ceremony?” 
 
    I may have squeed.  Fine, I'm pretty sure I squeed.  Though I doubt anyone heard over the other squees going on.  The two steampunk aficionados looked so cute in their embarrassment together. 
 
    Then Meli sighed and looked up to her girl and said with more heartfelt emotion than the words should be able to carry, “I love you so much, Beatrice.” 
 
    I heard the dropping and breaking of expensive china all around us when Bea responded to her, “I love you too, Melinda.” 
 
    I was too shocked to be embarrassed over dropping my cup.  McGrath was asking, “Bea?  You can... talk?” 
 
    Melinda shared a mischievous look, full of pride, as she started cleaning up the mess we had just made. “Only when she has something important to say.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Sample chapter from Vashon (Fixit Adventures: Book 3)... 
 
    Chapter 1 – Perihelion 
 
    I glanced at the sky seeing nothing but the roiling clouds at the leading edge of the monster storm that was battering the crops with driving rain and wind.  With gusts near forty miles per hour.  I had to work fast, I knew this was nothing compared top the hurricane strength winds deeper inside the colossal storm that reached a quarter way around Tau Ceti Prime. 
 
    I braced my feet as the ground shook in a mini tremor and worked faster, I mean, what's a girl to do? 
 
    My name is Vega Hasher by the way, but everyone just calls me Fixit.  I'm in charge of Agri-Grid A1 here on Prime. 
 
    This was the first of a series of storm systems that would pummel the surface of Prime for the next two months as the planet reached perihelion around our sun, Tau Ceti.  In our thirty four year orbit around the star, this close approach caused severe weather patterns and tectonic shifts of the crust sending earthquakes across the surface of the planet. 
 
    I turned my eyes from the horizon where I knew I'd see the great floating city of New Terra slowly riding the gravitic wave in the sky into orbit, instead of it hanging in the sky almost directly over my home here in A1 like it had been my whole life. 
 
    It was something else to witness the other cities crossing the sky over the past few weeks on their journey upward.  They would lived sealed inside the spires in their cities during perihelion, out of danger from the severe weather that would have threatened the cities. 
 
    The last Exodus was before I was born, so this was the first one I had witnessed, and it was awe inspiring seeing the parade of cities in the sky.  The capitol, New Terra City was the last to make the ascent.  I would be joining the rest of the dirters as they called those of us who lived on the planet surface to provide food and raw materials to the population, in New Terra once I had the Agri-Grid buttoned up. 
 
    This would be the worst Perihelion Pass since First Pass.  Which had almost spelled the doom of the original settlers on Prime all those centuries ago.  They hadn't been prepared for the weather and earthquakes that accompanied the high gravitational pull that close to Tau Ceti.  They were forced to make that first Exodus to their orbiting ships after losing a quarter of their population. 
 
    This PP was going to be compounded by the seven moons aligning forming a gravitational syzygy that will increase the tidal forces on Prime.  This only happens ever hundred a three orbits. 
 
    I've spent the last week in the other Agri-Grids with their personnel, securing the crops under photonic shields to protect them from the brunt of the weather and herding the livestock into the giant Quonset huts that looked like huge versions of my repair shop. 
 
    Our buildings are rated to ride out the worst that Prime can throw at us, so they should survive just fine.  The structures have no foundations, but instead sit on giant slabs of plasti-ceramic, basically floating on the ground. 
 
    I braced myself when another tremor hit, then yelled over the rain to Glitch, my robotic pinger helping me with the coherent photon projectors that surrounded Agri-Grid A1, “Got mine, how you doing over there Glitchy?” 
 
    He squeed back at me and looked at a power storage crystal he held in his grappler.  He looked confused for a moment before my orb shaped best friend dropped it into a bucket.  Then quickly pulled it back out, held it closer to his optical port and then looking embarrassed, he dropped the burned out piece of trollite into the other bucket. 
 
    Yeahhhh... Glitch is a bit, well, glitchy.  But he's the hardest worker in our little family of misfits down here, and I love him so very much. 
 
    Unlike the other Agri-Grids, which have five or six people each manning them, I'n the only human here at A1, mostly because my Artifical Intelligence pingers are more efficient than any of the other pingers on the surface of Prime.  Which is the direct result of them attaining a degree of self awareness.  My late Mother and I had learned how to wake them up, a secret we protect with our very lives. 
 
    I looked down at the two buckets I had stapped over my shoulders and just stared in wonder at all the full storage crystals filling one.  This was the first full shipment of crystal I've seen down here since I was born.  Topside saw fit to send less and less crystals in each shipment, and less spar parts for me to do my job of keeping the big agricultural pingers in good repair so that they can supply the population with food. 
 
    But whenever that food supply is threatened, it is amazing how quickly they respond.  All the photonic projectors which were spaced evenly between the sonic fence pylons that ringed the grids, had burned the lattice in the crystals to trollite long ago, just sitting in standby mode. 
 
    That was my last task here in A1 before my... girlfriend, Vashon, came to pick me up before New Tera had to seal up before it left the atmosphere. 
 
    I curled my toes and smiled at the thought of the Sky Guard ranger who had stolen my heart.  I still couldn't believe the tall, gorgeous woman had chosen me out of all the men and women of New Terra City who were pining over her. 
 
    I snapped a new crystal into the receiver inside the access panel of a projector, and with a thrum, it hummed to life.  I checked the systems and the quadruple redundant circuits and everything checked out.  These projectors exceed those of on orbit installations and their triple redundancy.  We didn't take chances with our food supply.  Even with these shields, the crops would be a mess when I retuned in a couple moths to assess the damage. 
 
    All of the storage silos had been emptied last week while I was assisting the other grids.  I keyed in a code on the handle of my sleek new multi-tool and it reconfigured itself into a spanner.  The Director of Sciences for Prime, Anna Germaine, herself had given me a couple of the improved multi-tools. 
 
    She had reverse engineered the original one I had made when I was a kid, just tinkering around with scraps in the boneyard.  I hear almost every tech on Prime is clamoring to get one now.  And I had two. 
 
    I secured the access cover and yelled over to Glitch, “Got mine, you good?” 
 
    He swiveled his orb on his mobility platform to nod at me and he can trundling over on his tank treads to me, sparks drizzling from the connection point to his mobility platform.  He cocked his head like a puppy waiting for me to throw a ball and I patted his head, “You did good Glitch.”  He made a low squeeing sound that sounded like, “Awww.” to me. 
 
    I hopped up behind him and he wrapped his grappler behind himself and around my waist as I said, “Ok, on to the next batch.  Just four more after this.” 
 
    He nodded, then with a squee of excitement we were speeding off down the sonic fence line as we were buffeted by the rising wind and driving rain.  I asked as we went, “You sure you don't want to spend the PP with me and Vash in New Terra? 
 
    He shuddered violently as we moved along at  a high rate of speed and shook his head.  The poor guy was scared of New Terra and I didn't blame him.  What with the way they kidnapped him and were ready to tear him apart to find out how he had attained sentience a few weeks back. 
 
    It was only the intervention of our ruler, Lady Peregrine, that he was spared that grisly fate.  She did it for Vashon.  That is when I learned one of the many secrets that my girl harbored.  It seemed that Lady Peregrine is Vash's estranged mother. 
 
    The only good thing that came from the horrific experience of losing my best friend like that was that it has started a dialogue between mother and daughter for the first time in what I gather has been years years. 
 
    I don't push, and I trust that my ranger will share the reasons with me one day, though I have my suspicions. 
 
    I patted Glitch's head and said, “Ok, I understand buddy.  I'll miss you when I'm up there in orbit.”  Then I said with irony, “Not really the way I envisioned visiting the city.” 
 
    I swear the silly pinger laughed at that.  I noted the gleam of ceramic and metal in the lightning that had stared as we traveled.  The huge heaps of scrap of the junkyard of discarded tech that the cities dumped on the surface with no regard for the environment.  The boneyard as we dirters called it.  It is where I scavenged the bulk of the parts I needed to keep my pingers operational down here in pinger maintenance. 
 
    Glitch slowed a bit when we witnessed a huge lightning strike to the heart of the boneyard.  I could feel the hairs stand up on my arm from the huge amounts of static electricity discharge, even from this distance. 
 
    Yup, it was time to get this job done and get back to the safety of the repair bay. 
 
    We almost tipped over at that thought as we were hit by a gust of wind of maybe seventy or eighty miles per hour.  Glitch squealed as we rod up on one tread.  I shifted my weight enough to get us back down on teo treads. 
 
    He made a frightened sound and I said, “I agree, lets get this job done and get back home, like yesterday.”  He nodded and we increased speed to the next couple projectors. 
 
    We separated again and I was in the process of removing the access cover when the private uplink transmitter on my tool belt started vibrating.  I grinned as I retrieved it.  Vashon had given it to me a few weeks back, it was no bigger than a biscuit and had planetary coverage using the satellite relay network.  I pressed the button as I held it close to hear over the howling wind. 
 
    I said, “As I live and breathe, if it isn't that sexy Sky Guard, Vashon.” 
 
    There was a delay then an embarrassed sounding Vash said, “Umm... I'm not alone here Fixie.” 
 
    I blushed in embarrassment, wondering if her whole platoon had heard me, and then she continued, “Are you done yet?  We have eighteen hours before we leave atmo.” 
 
    I nodded absently as I yelled over the wind, “Yup, just a couple more to power up after this batch.  Maybe an hour.” 
 
    She sounded relieved as she said, “Great, then I'm on my way.  Be there in my tumbril in twenty to extract your cute butt.”  I heard a group of people chuckling over the link.  Ok if I was embarrassed before... I was positively blushing down to my toes now. 
 
    I was about to sign off when alarms started going off on the sonic fence pylons and the iso-opad in my tool belt.  I had just enough time to spit out an old Earth epitaph, “Shit!”  When a huge lightning bolt struck twenty yards away from me, blowing me back and into the air.  Another huge gust of wind sent me spinning back through the air into the corn field and I landed with an, “Oof!” 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, my body buzzing in shock, my ribs aching and I could hear Vashon somewhere calling out from the uplink I had dropped somewhere, “Fixit?  Vega?  Vega!” 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
.j[; FLOT] LLA

BOOK 2 7 % by Erik Schubach

KEEPING TIME





