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Chapter 1 – London!
 
   I looked out the window of the old delivery truck as we arrived in London, just an hour after leaving Dover.  Taking the Chunnel from Coquelles, Pas-de-Calais in France to England was a new and exciting experience.  I thought cars just drove through the tunnel, but boy was I wrong.  You drive your vehicles onto these immensely long trains that are packed like cattle cars.  Then the train makes the passage under the English Channel.  I find I learn something new every day.
 
   I fought my nerves down.  This was my final leg of my backpacking journey across Europe.  The time has just flown by like a hurricane after I packed up my standing bass and headed for the SeaTac Airport all those years ago.  I've paid my way through nineteen countries in five years with my street performances of fusion jazz and hooking up with jazz bands in need of a doghouse bass player.
 
   I smirked to myself, well mostly paid my way.  I've had to get a bit creative on how I financed it.  That and crashing with whoever is willing to take on a starving artist for the night.  I did it, Uncle Slade, just like I promised.  I bit back a sudden surge of emotion and quickly wiped a tear away before the young man, who had left Paris with me less than six hours ago, could see.  Claude had picked me up there last night at the Blue Moon Jazz Club.
 
   I have seen some amazing things in my travels, but London?  London was something else.  It has a rhythm of its own as we cruised the streets.  Like my music, it was a fusion of modern times and historical reverence.  I looked from Big Ben on the Thames to polished glass monoliths of buildings.  The people on the streets seemed a mishmash of cultures and all walks of life.
 
   It reminded me a lot of Seattle, Chicago, or New York.  Well, anywhere Uncle Slade and I found ourselves as he toured the county's jazz clubs with his old band.  It seemed that the best places for jazz were the most diverse areas.
 
   My uncle's dream was to one day travel to Europe and play in some of the most amazing cities in the world.  His health, and caring for me sort of prevented that.  Something I'll always feel guilty about.  He always said that back in his prime, when he was famous and in demand, he should have taken the leap.  Then after my parent's accident, he took on the responsibility of raising a five-year-old girl.  He would often share that it was the most frightening thing in his life, to be responsible for another person, but he insisted that he wouldn't have traded it for all the gold in Fort Knox.
 
   After his funeral, when I was eighteen, I couldn't handle it.  I couldn't face the world.  I took Audrey and what little money I had saved up and ran.  Just left everything behind to do the one thing I always promised Uncle Slade.  I always told him I would play Europe for him.
 
   The truck slowed and I looked around at Covent Garden.  London was my final stop before I rejoined the world and went home.  I almost scoffed at that.  Home?  Right.  Seattle is great, but my Uncle was home to me, and I didn't have him anymore.
 
   Claude looked over at me with a smile and I pulled my earbuds out, Duke Ellington drifted out of them into the truck cab.  He said, “Ca y est Eliza, Covent Garden.”
 
   I smiled at the eager boy and laid a hand on his cheek and crinkled my nose.  “English, Claude.  English.”
 
   He nodded.  “Sorry.  This eez it Eliza, Covent Garden.  Are you sure you do not wish me to wait and drive you to a hotel after you finish your business?”
 
   I winked at the guy.  He really was cute, and great in bed, but I had no clue where I would be staying tonight.  I shook my head as I opened the door.  “No, but thank you.  You have been so sweet to give me a ride all this way.”
 
   He hurried out and opened the back doors of the small delivery truck and lifted Audrey down for me as I slung my backpack over my right shoulder.  “Nonsense, I had this delivery to London today anyway.”
 
   I hoisted Audrey over my left shoulder by her strap with practiced ease. Then leaned in and gave Claude something to remember me by.  He was a pretty good kisser.  “Bye Claude, I'm glad I met you.”
 
   The kid looked to be floating as he made his way back to the driver's door.  I mentally rolled my eyes at myself.  Get over yourself Liza, nineteen is not a kid, you're only three years older than him.  He waved awkwardly.  “Goodbye Eliza, I hope you visit Paris again.  Look me up, oui?”
 
   I waved back and smiled, he was too cute.  “Yes, I will.”  Then I watched him drive off and I turned to the Garden.  I heard this was one of the hot spots for musical talent.  There were supposed to be some public boards you could post your bills or cards.  I needed to drum up some quick cash for a day or two before I could hit the Jazz clubs.  Maybe there was a want ad for a bassist on one of the boards.
 
   It was going to be tough hauling around an instrument that was as big as I was, and work the crowd at the same time.  I glanced around and saw a church close to an open air market.  “Perfect.”  I headed to the church, taking in the variety of people around.  This was a mid to upscale crowd, about what I would expect for the arts district.  There was an a capella quartet singing modern pop on the corner, damn they were supermurgitroid.
 
   I entered the empty church and crossed myself as I looked down the nave to the altar.  I walked to the front pews of the nave and unshouldered Audrey and leaned her against a pew.  I slid in and then clasped my hands and prayed.  I asked forgiveness for my way of life, just in case, then opened my eyes as a pastor walked out of the Deacon's Door toward the altar.  He saw me and paused.  I saw a slight smile on his face.  I understood, not many people visit the church in the middle of the day on a Friday.
 
   I stood. “Father?”
 
   He turned toward me. “Yes?”  He was lean and tall, a younger man for a preacher, maybe early to mid-thirties, with a healthy head of thick straw colored hair.
 
   I said, “I don't mean to be a bother, but I'm passing through and wanted to look around the Garden.  My bass is really awkward to carry.  I was wondering if I might impose upon you and leave it in the church while I explore?”
 
   He looked from me to the bass then smiled.  “Of course.  Symphony?”
 
   I shook my head and said almost in apology, “Jazz.”
 
   His eyebrows rose and his smile widened.  “The Lord has a soft spot for Louie.”
 
   I snorted.  I thought only pastors in the United States made that joke.  I nodded in acquiescence, “I've heard that said a time or two, Father...”  I let it hang.
 
   He supplied, “Arlington, Michael Arlington.  Father Mike is fine.”  I caught a bit of Scottish tinging his British accent.
 
   I smiled and shook his hand. “Eliza Montrose, most people call me Liza.”
 
   He nodded and said, “Well then Liza, you can put your string bass in my office this way.”  I appreciated that he didn't try to carry Audrey, most men do.  They don't know it's bad juju to carry someone else's instrument without their permission.  Hey, don't look at me like that, superstitions are there for a reason!
 
   I eyed Father Mike, he seemed to know a lot about the craft.  I shouldered Audrey and followed him through a side door in the nave and into a hallway that spanned the length of the church.  Then into a little office.  I set Audrey in a corner with my backpack and thanked the Father as he walked me to the door of the church.  I turned and crossed myself before stepping out as he held the door.
 
   He said, “Come back after you've done your exploring, the doors are always open.”
 
   I nodded and grinned.  “Will do Father, and thank you.”
 
   He nodded and I tried not to drop my smile for him as I felt guilty I was going off to sin.
 
   That quartet was still there, singing one of those Tabby Cat songs, ‘Drifting’.  They dropped a mean beat and my body quickly caught it.  There's nothing to be done for it when you just have to move with the music.  I danced and laughed my way through the people on the walkway, observing the crowd around the singers.
 
   I had three priorities here besides dancing with the beat of their swing, and I hummed as my hips moved.  Priority one, funds were getting a little thin.  I needed a little scratch until I could land a gig.  Two, I needed a place to stay tonight.  I could probably find a youth hostel tomorrow.  And third, I needed to get the word out that I was bassist for hire, we were few and far between.
 
   I got closer in the crowd and smiled at a twenty-something man I had singled out because of his high-end clothes.  I grinned at him as I got next to him. He immediately appraised me as I swayed to the music and bumped hips with him, then grabbed one of his hands as I danced off letting my fingers drift along his hand.  Then I lost myself in the crowd, letting the music take me.  Without looking, I pulled the cash out of the man's billfold that had somehow wound up in my hand.  The money went into one pocket, the wallet went in the trashcan I did a fun little spin past.
 
   Next was a woman on the opposite side.  Her outfit just screamed money as did all the gaudy jewelry she wore as she listened to the singers.  I caught the name on their permit as I spun and swayed my way past, the Robinson's, a family, nice.
 
   I grabbed the hand of a little girl standing with her mother, near the well to do woman and spun the girl around in a fun pirouette to her giggling delight and her mother's smiles at us.  I bowed to the grinning girl, accidentally bumping into the woman behind me.  I danced away to the trash can again, depositing her wallet which I had lifted from her oversize purse.  More cash in my pocket.
 
   Now I needed a place to stay.  I was sort of ashamed of how I used my looks, thank God I took after my mother in that department and not my father.  But the way I saw it, beauty is fleeting, so I might as well use it while I got it.  Just a couple more years and I wouldn't be able to pull this off anymore.
 
   I saw a hot prospect and bit my lower lip as I watched them swaying in a subdued manner, wanting to join in more but not quite having the courage to let loose.  I stepped up to the girl, she was friggin' cute with her chestnut hair spilling down to cover one of her chocolate brown eyes, which were locked on the only female singer in the group.
 
   I stepped up to her and stood in front of her and swayed and winked at her then grabbed one of her hands. I led her in a circle to the beat with my other hand lightly on her shapely hip.  Yum.  Then I knelt down and feigned picking up her cell phone that I was palming. I handed it to her with a card.
 
   She smiled at her phone bashfully and I moved her hair to one side with a brushing motion from my hand and leaned in as I swayed and said into her ear.  “You dropped your phone.  The card is my cell number, I'm in town for a couple days... call me.”  Then I added.  “Liza.”  And pulled back giving her an expectant look.
 
   She blushed and nodded and said, “Gina.”
 
   I smiled and repeated, “Gina.”  Then I looked beyond her and grinned, “Nice ass.”  She dropped her eyes and I danced off saying, “I hope to hear from you soon, Gina.  Bye.”
 
   She just gave a tiny wave and then looked down at the card.  Damn she was a cutie, the bashful ones always are.  When I was lost in the crowd, I saw a mid twenty something guy with a chiseled jaw to die for.  I stepped up behind him and placed both hands on his muscular butt and swayed as he looked back as I put my chin on his shoulder, my auburn locks draping over it.
 
   I said, “They're good.”  His eyes went wide, I had him hooked as he turned around to face me.
 
   He smiled and said, “They are.”
 
   We shared a smile and I gave him a little dance move as he looked me up and down, appraising my form.
 
   I handed him his wallet with one of my cards sticking out of it as I rested a hand on his lower chest, feeling the six pack under the band tee he was wearing.  That got my motor revved, can I pick them or what?  I said, “You dropped your wallet.”  Then I gave him a blatant once-over with my eyes in an approving manner, then added, “I took the liberty of putting my number in it, in case you need some company tonight.  I'm only in town for a couple days.”
 
   He glanced at his wallet and the card hanging out, I could see him restraining himself from checking for his cash, which I left in it, thank you very much.  Hey, people with the potential to put me up for the night are not marks.  This guy had all the right stuff.  I'm not picky, if Gina falls through, there is always... As I offered my hand I offered, “Liza.”
 
   He replied, “Kelly.”
 
   ..there is always Kelly as a backup.  They are both drool-worthy.
 
   I backed away swaying to the music that was coming to an end as they sang the tag.  I made a phone with my hand and mouthed, “Call me,”  to the grinning man as I disappeared into the crowd up to the Robinsons.  I pulled out the wad of cash, holy crap, a few hundred pounds at least.  I dropped a fifty in the little box that was holding up their busking permit.
 
   Then leaned in as soon as they finished and asked the group,  “You really broke it down there!  You know where a girl can post her cards around here?”  I held a card out.
 
   The girl in the group took my card and nodded and said, “Thanks.  There are some public boards right there at Apple Market.”  She glanced at my card that read 'Eliza Montrose, Have Bass, Will travel.  Jazz – Swing – Fusion – Orchestral ' with my number.
 
   She smiled and asked, “Fusion?”
 
   I nodded. “My own sort of pop, rock, jazz fusion.  Adding flavor to modern music.”
 
   She nodded then looked around.  “We only have this spot for another ten minutes so we best be back at it, but you might try this...”
 
   She knelt and pulled a playbill out from a folder.   She leaned in. “The underground scene is voracious for new offerings.”
 
   I nodded my thanks as she pulled back and they started a classic, ‘Heroes’, by Satin Thunder.  I bowed to her and mouthed, “Thank you.”  She winked and I headed to the Apple Market she indicated.
 
   I glanced at the playbill for some band.  The date was four years ago tomorrow night.  What was I going to do with this?  It was the London Underground so maybe it meant something.  I'd have to ask around.  There were boards for everything at the Market.  I found the music listings and pulled a couple tabs for people looking for electric bassists.  I could do that in a pinch if I couldn't find any string work, as long as they had a bass for me to play.
 
   I pinned up one of my cards in each corner of the board then spun around to find more music.  I hear that so many famous people have come from, and still sometimes play on the streets of the Garden.  My appetite for music was various.  I spent the rest of the afternoon listening and dancing in the streets.
 
   I must say that the rumors were right.  Except for one guy doing a rap set, I was impressed by all the performers I saw; I don't care for rap.  And I swear by the Village Vanguard that I watched Rayleigh sing a set on a corner there.  A bonafide superstar and her voice was pure honey.  Her platters don't do her justice.
 
   I also saw something in the crowd around her that signaled I needed to make a hasty retreat.  Some numb-nuts pickpocket was working the crowd.  An amateur.  Everyone knows you only hit a couple marks at any venue.  When you hit too many at once your chances of getting caught, someone noticing, or the cops interceding, increases by an order of magnitude.  You might as well send up a flare.
 
   I zeroed in on the guy, at least he was smart enough to ditch the plastic and the wallets.  But stupid enough to go after jewelry and watches too.  He didn't care who he hit, rich, poor, whoever.
 
   I balked, only people who can afford it are marks, and cash only.  I bumped into him, then held his arm in a hand and looked down between us.  The greasy guy followed my gaze to see me holding the large wad of bills I lifted from him.
 
   He gave me a half afraid, half angry look as I hissed, “Get lost.”  I let go of his arm and gave him a warning look when he watched me pocket his ill-gotten booty.  He turned and scurried off like a cockroach.  If it's one thing I can't stand is a lowlife without morals.  I'm a different kind of lowlife altogether.  I do have my own moral code, and what he was doing wasn't right.
 
   I passed by Rayleigh quickly and dropped about a third of the cash in her box and made a beeline for the church.  The damn idiot had burned this place, it won't be safe to work the crowd, maybe for weeks now with how many people he was hitting.
 
   I arrived at the church and Father Mike was there.  I retrieved my stuff and he walked me to the door.  I stuffed the rest of the cockroach's wad of cash into the church collection box.  Then turned to cross myself as I left.
 
   As Father Mike held the door open for me, he asked, “You're a believer?”
 
   I shrugged an apology to the man.  “I'm a hope-er.  So I hedge my bets, just in case.  I'll pray with the best of them, but you'll not catch me quoting scripture.  Call me superstitious.  Though I do believe in music.”
 
   He was surprisingly accepting of that and said, “You make the effort, that is more than some.  And it is good to believe in something, music is always a good choice.”  Then he added, “The doors are always open for you here Liza.”
 
   I nodded and smiled at the man.  I really liked this padre.  I started to turn but paused and asked, “What are some good clubs where a wandering doghouse bassist can catch some heat for some bread?”
 
   He didn't hesitate and said, “You might try Ronnie Scott's, 606, or the Factory.”  I knew it!  He was down with the lingo.  The man knew the scene.
 
   I couldn't stop my smile from consuming my face as I gave him a nod and said, “Thanks, Father Mike.  Have a great night.”
 
   He returned my smile. “You too Liza. May...”
 
   I held a finger up. “If you say 'may God go with you,' I swear I'll snort.”
 
   I waved the grinning man off and he said with humor to my retreating back, “May the force be with you then.”
 
   I snorted anyway.  Yes, I genuinely liked that pastor.  Now, time for some grub, away from here.  I started heading toward the heart of the city, putting distance between me and Covent Garden as the sun was dipping low on the horizon.
 
   My phone started ringing and I pulled it out of my pocket and looked at the screen.  I smiled as I answered, “Hi there Gina.  Yes.  I'm free tonight.”  I love London already.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – New Friend
 
   I had dinner with Gina in a quaint roadside cafe and it was a lot of fun. Gina was an absolute blast whenever I could break through her almost impenetrable shell of shyness.  She had a delightful giggle and I made it my job to keep her laughing just to hear it.  Again, can I pick them or what?
 
   She nervously asked me back to her place for a movie and a drink, which I graciously accepted.  And we wound up on her couch, making out before long.  I've said it before, and I will say it again, the shy and bashful ones are the best kissers.  She was really heating me up.
 
   When I started running my hands over her body, exploring her curves and slipping a hand under her shirt to lightly stroke her stomach as we kissed, she locked up.  I pulled back a bit, not moving my hand and looked into her eyes.
 
   Shit.  I pulled my hand away at the look in her eyes.  I knew that look, I have seen it before.  A combination of fear, confusion, arousal, and... shame.  She was questioning her own sexuality and I was “safe” because I was leaving soon, she thought she might be a lesbian because she was attracted to people like me and she could explore the feelings without any strings attached.  But now that she was actually on the precipice to determine just who she was sexually, she was locking up.  It is a question that has some frightening consequences to some.
 
   I know, I had been there myself when I was sixteen,  it was frightening and confusing... and exciting.  The shame in her eyes wasn't shame of herself, it was the shame she thought someone she cared about would have for her.  She didn't think they would approve, but she had to find out herself.  It eats at you, not understanding your attraction to others that some people may not approve of.  There used to be a stigma to being gay, to some extent it is still there, but modern culture is becoming more and more accepting.
 
   I could see the tears welling, I had those tears once.  I placed a hand on her cheek. “Shhhh... It's alright Gina.  We're not going to do anything here you aren't comfortable with.  You are in charge.”  I stroked her cheek.  “I know it is confusing, being attracted to a woman when you thought you were straight.  And you may be straight.  Sexuality is a difficult thing to pin down sometimes. You can't help who you are attracted to.”
 
   She blinked and tried to look down, I wouldn't let her.  This was too important to let drop.  “We can stop now and just talk if you want.  Okay?”  She clasped her hands together and rubbed them nervously with her thumbs and she nodded.
 
   I moved off of her, where I was semi-straddling her and sat cross-legged on the couch facing her.  She took a similar position facing me.  I smiled at her to encourage her and brushed her hair out of her eyes.  She gave a nervous smile back.  Then we just discussed what she had been locking away and hiding from her family and friends for the past few years.  I shared my story with her, letting her know that no two people have the same experience when faced with their sexuality.
 
   The one thing I impressed upon her that no matter what she determines, that whoever she winds up with, it is on her terms and her schedule.  You can’t force something as important as that.
 
   She grinned at my admission that I was from the wrong era.  I was more suited to the free love atmosphere from the nineteen sixties.
 
   It was getting pretty late, and I was actually really happy I had the conversation with her.  She seemed less confused and had a little bit of confidence.  Enough to say, “Whether I'm gay or not, you're a bloody good kisser.”
 
   I crinkled my nose at her and said playfully, “For someone so shy, you're not bad yourself lady.”
 
   She looked at my bass in its semi-rigid case leaning against the wall near her flat's door and smiled.  Then she placed her hands together, her fingertips on her lips and she squinted one eye and asked timidly, “Play for me?”
 
   I grinned at her.  I never pass up a chance to play.  Since the first day I was just a scared little girl arriving at my uncle's house and he played for me, I have loved the doghouse.  It has such a soulful sound that you can feel vibrating deep in your very being.  This uncle, Slade, who had only visited us a handful of times because he was always on the road, played for me.  And I smiled for the first time since my parent's accident.
 
   I was confused when my parents didn't pick me up from school.  Instead, a social worker picked me up and brought me to an office building.  They explained to me how my parents, who were park rangers in the Snoqualmie National Forest,  were on their snowmobile patrolling when they were caught up in an avalanche and were killed.
 
   It was later that day when Uncle Slade arrived at that building with Audrey slung over his back.  He had left in the middle of a gig when word reached him in Chicago.  He hopped the first available flight to get to me.  He played for me that night.  Through my tears, I could feel the meaning of the music as he sang in his smoky, raspy voice as he plucked his bass.  I was hooked.
 
   By the time I was old enough for a little 1/4 bass, I was learning all I could from Uncle Slade.  I've been playing since I was eight.  Jazz is in my soul.
 
   I unzipped the semi-rigid case and pulled Audrey out.  She was a little banged up, scuffed, and well used, but I dare anyone to call her ratty.  Slade had named her after his favorite actress Audrey Hepburn, and she was sexy that way.  All curves and a tone of voice that came from heaven above.
 
   I ran my hands lovingly over her and reminded myself I needed to use the bass humidifier on her soon, didn't ever want any of her wood drying and cracking.  I finally lifted her and walked over to the couch and stood there for a moment, plucking and tuning her stings, I shot a wink over to Gina.  She smiled hugely with those cute twinkling eyes.
 
   Then I explained, “There aren't a lot of jazz pieces for the string bass alone, I've adapted a few, and I also have adapted quite a lot of modern pop and rock to jazz.  Let me play you one of my favorites.  It's sort of a jazz/blues fusion by Nina Simone.  It's called ‘Feeling Good.’”
 
   I started singing the first couple measures, channeling the woman who more felt these words than sang them, my voice dropping to my lower register.  I loved the slow and seductive feel of the song.  It pulled you in and the words had multiple meanings, there was such depth to it.
 
   Then I started in with Audrey, the pure, rich tone she could produce, even for how rough she looked, was unmatched.  Uncle Slade played her for decades and she knew how she was supposed to sound.  It was a partnership between her and me, we added to each other's voices to create something that soothed my inner turmoil.
 
   I let the last note just hang there as Gina placed both hands over her heart.
 
   “Bloody hell, Liza, that was beautiful.  It gave me the chills.  I wish I had that kind of talent.”
 
   I smiled back at her and beckoned her to stand.  “Come here.  It comes from the heart, so it is easy to learn.”  I held Audrey at arm's length, holding an arm out.  She timidly stood and stepped up to me.  I wrapped my arm around her to get to the strings, holding the woman in a loose cage of my arms.
 
   I tapped my hand on the back of the neck, behind the fingerboard.  “Hold her up here.”  Then I took her right hand and said, “Start counting to four in your head.  Then pluck the strings like this on the beat.”  I set up a four two beat with her.  “No, be firm, but gentle, like you are handling a lover.”  She blushed as I wiggled my eyebrows at her.
 
   She said, “I can't do this, this sounds...”  She stopped when I started moving my hand on the fingerboard as she plucked, turning what she was doing into music.
 
   I sang a couple lines of one of Slade's originals to her as her smile widened, her eyes twinkling in amazement.  I stopped and smiled at her. “See?  You're a natural.  That was supermurgitroid.”  I gave her a one handed hug as she blushed and then I let her escape to relax.
 
   As I tucked Audrey back in, Gina asked, “That was... sexy.  Is that how you seduce all your lovers?”
 
   I grinned back at her and tilted my head in acknowledgment and admitted, “Usually, but with you, I wanted to show you that you had heart and an old soul.”
 
   Then I sat next to her and she yawned.  She looked at the time.  “It is getting late...”  Then she looked at me and my backpack by the door.  “You have a place to stay tonight?”
 
   I crinkled my nose and chuckled. “I had hoped to share your bed tonight, but you need to resolve some things with yourself.  I can afford a motel room tonight until I can register with the youth hostel for a bed to flop on.”
 
   She felt bold enough to slap my shoulder as she smiled. “You are so bad, you had intended to seduce me for a bed for the night?”
 
   I looked down in mock embarrassment. “That had been the plan.  I make no apologies for who I am.”
 
   Then she reached over and grabbed my hand and tugged gently as she stood.  She said softly, “You are such a bad one.  Come on, share my bed.  I'm not confused enough to turn down some cuddling from a bloody fit bird like yourself.”
 
   I found myself liking this girl a lot and was happy I met her even if I wasn't going to get a chance to see that rockin' body she was hiding under her sweater.  She gave me a nightshirt and disappeared into the bathroom to put on one of her own.  Then it was my turn to change.  When I came out, she was in her bed holding the covers open.
 
   I slid in and she placed her forehead on mine.  “Good night Liza.  Thank you so much for the talk, and understanding.”  Then she put a lip lock on me that made my toes tingle.  She pulled back and smiled demurely and turned her back to me and laid her head on the pillow.
 
   I whispered, “You evil little minx!”  She giggled and I settled behind her, wrapped an arm around the giggling tease, and laid my head down.  I don't remember anything after I said, “Good night Gina,” and closed my eyes, happy I had made a new friend.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Mr. Raisin
 
   The next morning, Gina made us what she called a fry-up; eggs, bacon, and hash browns.  We sat and discussed my plans for my stay in London as we ate and sipped our coffee.  I really wasn't sure how long I would be there, it really depended on how many gigs I could land.  And I wasn't really hot on going back to Seattle.  Nothing but another hole in my heart waited there for me.
 
   We got t talking about the London underground music scene and she surprised me when she said that her friends were always dragging her along to some rave or another.  I pulled the playbill out of my backpack and handed to her. “A busker in the Garden gave me that.  I can't make head nor tails out of it.  It is for some rave four years ago.”
 
   She chuckled at me. “Silly yank.  Ignore the year.  That is the date of the rave, it is tonight.  This part over here tells you where it is going to be held. Take the first letter of each word.  It is at the Kent.  The Kent is an old abandoned butchery in Bromley.  Bring this with you, it is your ticket through the door.”
 
   Then she arched her eyebrows. “Oh... see this symbol here?  This is a Ronnie Marx rave.  He doesn't do many after he went legit. He likes to keep his hand in the underground scene, though.  He's sort of a legend around these parts.  He has a knack for finding fresh talent.  You'll have a blast.”
 
   I nodded.  “That's cool.  You think he would let me play a piece?  Let prospects hear me if they are looking to hire a bass for a gig?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I don't know.  If he heard you play, then maybe, though his raves are more thrash, rock, and pop.”
 
   I winked at her. “I've got some fusion that'll knock his socks off.”
 
   I packed up my stuff and she held the door for me.  I stopped half way out. “When you decide, you're going to make some lucky person a hell of a catch.”
 
   She blushed then gave me a peck on the lips.  “You can... you can stay here while you are in town if you like.”
 
   I gave her a soft smile.  “Thanks, Gina, but I think I'll be all right out there.  I really appreciate the offer, and I'd love to have coffee or something while I'm around.  I'm not kidding when I say I see you as friend now.  You have my number.”
 
   She bit her lower lip, damn, that just wasn't fair I couldn't do something about how tempting that looked.  I escaped while I still could.  I didn't need to be imposing on the girl any more than I already had.  I said, “Bye brat.”
 
   She giggled in a high register as she closed the door behind me.  I had a little extra bounce in my step.  Yes indeed, I was loving London already.  I hoped she would find someone who makes her happy soon.
 
   I thought of the playbill and formed my plan of attack for the day.  I'd talk to this Ronnie Marx to see if he had any slots.  Most of the raves in the European rave scene I have been to so far were mostly just deejayed, though a few had live bands.  It sounded like Marx used live bands, the way Gina spoke.
 
   First things first, lodging.  I turned on my cell and snorted at the one missed message from Kelly late last night.  I said out loud, “Sorry dude, Gina beat you, you snooze you lose.  Maybe I'll call if the youth hostel is booked.”
 
   I pulled up the YHA app on my cell and pulled up London.  There were a couple listings for beds to flop on under twenty pounds a night.  One private room for forty.  Damn, London is spendy, I usually paid around nine euros.   I noted that the Oxford offered lockers and cages on a bring your own padlock basis.  That sealed the deal, as long as Audrey was safe, I could sleep on a cot in the commons.
 
   I made the call and was damn lucky I did, they only had one bed available in the commons, but they couldn't hold it unless I had a credit card, which I didn't, I do everything in cash.  I checked the map on my phone, I was closer than I thought, just eight blocks away.  I psyched myself up, settled Audrey in for the bumpy ride and took off jogging as fast as my legs could carry me.
 
   When the hostel was in sight, I saw a guy with a heavy rucksack walking toward it from the opposite direction.  We both hesitated a moment when we saw each other then we grinned and started running.  It was awkward with my bass bobbing around on my back, but I stretched and laid my hand on the door a fraction of a second before him.
 
   He chuckled and with an Austrian accent said, “Damn.”
 
   I beamed at him.  “Too slow.”
 
   He grinned at me.  “Don't rub it in.”
 
   I inclined my head and he started walking on as I opened the door, calling out, “London St. Paul's has a room and a cot.”  He nodded thanks and we exchanged that all knowing vagabond backpacker's nod.  The one that acknowledges a kindred soul.
 
   At the front office I paid in advance for a week from the stack of bills from the people who donated to my cause in Covent Garden, I didn't have to touch my emergency stash.
 
   I could stay a maximum of two weeks.  They frown upon you for more.  They need to keep beds available for others.  I understood completely, I loved the youth hostel and backpacker system, they made my travels on foot through Europe quite affordable.  You just needed to make sure you got a bed early in the morning like this because they usually filled up in the first hour or so.
 
   The first thing was to get Audrey tucked away.  I pulled a combination lock and my shoulder bag out of my backpack, and left my stuff in one of the many cages lined up on the office wall.  Then I went into the commons to look around before I went exploring for the day.  It was pretty much the same as every other hostel I had visited.  It was spotless compared to some. There was one in Poland that I felt like I needed to wash up after I left it.  But for the most part, the YHA makes sure they all adhere to the base standards.
 
   I pulled out an ratty old piece of paper that I have had to tape back together many times.  It was a list of the thirty clubs Uncle Slade had on his wish list.  I knew the list by heart, but I still had to look at it for some reason.  To assure myself that I was accomplishing it.
 
   I smiled and took out a pen and crossed out Blue Moon Jazz Club, Paris.  I've played all the clubs on the list except the two that closed down years ago, and the two here in London.
 
   I stared intently at the last two, Ronnie Scott's, and the Factory.  This was it, why was my heart racing?  I was more scared than excited.  Sure I was excited that I was so close to doing it, to keeping my promise, but terrified that it was almost over.  I'd have to go back and face my life back in the States... alone.
 
   I exhaled and stuffed the list back in my bag and looked at my phone.  I already had the two pinned on the map.  Ronnie Scott's was the closest so I turned that way, put in my earbuds, and cued up some Billie Holiday, and Duke Ellington, and started walking.
 
   I got into the groove, swaying and swinging along with the beat as I walked.  Plucking imaginary strings as I dreamed of playing with the greats.  Damn, what a beautiful day!
 
   I arrived at Ronnie Scott's about a half hour later.  I had passed so many amazing things along the way, which I promised myself I would see on a sightseeing day after I dropped my demos on the clubs.  Ronnie's wouldn't open their doors until five that night.
 
   I walked around the building and found the service entrance and rang the bell.  After a minute, a big beautiful man opened the door.  His shaved head gave his hard features some balance and made you just want to rub your hand over it.  His skin had the tone of dark coffee, and he had hard brown eyes that were so dark they were almost black.  He was muscular and in great shape.  I grinned at his plain white tee, that was purposefully one size too small so you could see his abs poking through.
 
   He said in a menacing voice as he sized me up,  “We're closed.”
 
   I popped my earbuds out, and some Louie Armstrong drifted up to us as I grinned.  “Hello.  I was hoping to speak with the owner.  My name is Eliza Montrose, I'm a string bass player, wondering if I could get a little heat here.  If any bands have an opening or a solo slot.”
 
   He eyeballed me and started to turn back toward the door, saying, “No.”
 
   I prompted before the door shut, “My uncle, Slade Evans, said Earl might be able to hook me up.”
 
   The man hesitated, standing there with the door mostly closed.  Then he looked back and squinted his eyes.  “Slade Evans?”  I nodded and he said, “Slade Evans is dead.”
 
   It hit me like a knife in the gut every time someone voiced it.  I played it cool on the side. “I'm intimately aware.”
 
   He looked me up and down then said, “Stay here.”  Then closed the door behind him.
 
   I exhaled then put my earbuds back in.  I tried to forget again as the music washed over me.  Then the door opened and the big man stepped out again and moved to the side.
 
   Another man, who looked a lot like the first, just much older, plumper, and with much more hair and a grey beard and mustache.  He had deep laugh lines on his face and held himself a little stooped over.  He held his hands a little curled in and I could see the visible inflammation of his finger joints that marked the arthritis of a long time horn player.
 
   He had dark sunglasses on so I couldn't see is eyes.  He looked me up and down as I removed my earbuds.  Then he spoke with a deep voice filled with so much gravel and history that you could feel it as much as hear it.  I was surprised that he had an American accent, unlike the younger man who had to be his son or grandson.  “You're Slade's little Liza?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes sir.”
 
   His smile slowly bloomed and he shook his head as he put a hand out, palm down, at about waist level.  “I'll be damned.  I haven't seen you since you were so high.  Right after Walker took you in.”
 
   I smiled at the nickname.  Everyone in the business had called Slade, Walker Evans because nobody could walk the strings like he could.  Then I tilted my head in confusion, trying to place the man's face.  He had seen me before?  I really didn't recognize him, though I didn't remember much in the first few months after the accident.  None of it had felt real to me.
 
   He offered his hand and I shook it.  He uttered, “Earl James.  You called me Mr. Raisin.”  Memories flooded my head.  I remembered when Uncle Slade had to go to a lawyer's office a couple days in a row.  He had to deal with things with my parent's will and estate.  A couple of his buddies stayed with me while he went.  There was this plump trumpet player who had a huge laugh, like Santa, who gave me some raisins to snack on.  I called him Mr. Raisin!
 
   I could see it in his face now, even lined with age, I'm sure I was gaping as I whispered, “Mr. Raisin?”  He grinned and nodded and laughed out loud, that same laugh, colored by the years that have passed and the joy and sadness all those years had brought him.  It forged his laugh into something that you could almost reach out and touch, it had a history of its own.
 
   Then he narrowed his eyes and said in a deeper tone, “There are a lot of people looking for you.  You disappeared off the face of the planet after Walker passed.”
 
   I nodded and said, “I don't want to be found.  Not until I fulfill my promise to Uncle Slade.”  I had heard people were looking for me before.  I have no clue what anyone would want from me.
 
   He cocked his head in confusion and I explained, “I told him I'd play all the venues he dreamed of in Europe.  I've hit them all but two now.  Yours is one of them, the Factory the other.”  I pulled out the paper and handed it to him.
 
   He stared at it then me incredulously, and handed the paper to the younger man and whistled.  “You've really played them all?”
 
   I nodded, then since I had a little traction, I blurted, “So if any of your talent needs some low strings to bounce the Bose, I could step in.  Or if you have any open gigs.”
 
   He chuckled and asked, “You have Walker's touch?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nobody has Slade's touch, but I pluck a mean string.”  I pulled out one of my cards and a disposable thumb drive with my demos on it and handed it to him.
 
   I pointed at the drive. “There's some Jazz, swing, and some of my new fusion sound.  My number is on the card.”
 
   He looked at the card and chuckled.  “Have Bass, Will travel?”  Then he pursed his lips and said as he nodded, “I'll give it a listen.  I'd like to visit when you have time.”
 
   I nodded and turned away as I said, “It was nice meeting you again.”
 
   He replied, “You too little Liza.”
 
   I felt optimistic and heard him call out when I was a few steps away. “Liza.”
 
   I turned and he tossed something to me.  I caught it one handed and looked at it.  I burst into giggles at the little box of raisins in my hand.  I could hear his booming laugh as he shut the door behind him.
 
   I shook my head and said to myself in amusement, “Mr. Raisin?  I'll be damned.”  Then I put in my earbuds and swayed down the lane toward the Factory.
 
   That wasn't as fruitful.  Their bouncer wouldn't allow me to speak to the owner and he said that it was an invitation only venue for seasoned Jazz musicians.  I guess fifteen years of experience doesn't make me seasoned.
 
   I had come all this way, there was no way in hell I was going to go back to the States with my tail between my legs.  I would keep my promise to Slade.  I was a little grumpy so I put my earbuds away and thought about what I could do to convince the owner to see me and let me play.
 
   I could feel the evil smile spreading on my face as I started to form a plan.  One of my superpowers is being annoying.  I was going to be a thorn in the Factory's side until the owner agreed to see me.  I wasn't going to desist until I got a face to face.  I just knew I could convince him.  I didn't even need part of the gate, I'd perform gratis, even if it is just performing a single piece.
 
   I looked around mumbling, “Post office...” Then pulled out my cell and Googled the closest post office.  I patted my bag where my demo CDs were.  I grabbed my notepad and a pen from my bag and wrote a quick note to send off.  My spirits were looking up again and I put in my earbuds and cued up one of Tabby Cat's harder beats.  I played the air bass as I went.
 
   After mailing off my package, I decided I'd wait until Monday to scout out any of the dozens of Jazz cafes in the city.  The pay at those were chicken scratch, the real bread was in subbing.  So I looked up the local music shops.  They'd have all the want ads posted by band members or substitutes for gigs.  Not much call for string bass, but I was just as proficient on the electric bass.  Beggars can't be choosers.
 
   I was sitting on a bench in a gorgeous park, it wasn't huge, like Central Park in Manhattan.  But it was quite relaxing.  I'd have to look up the name of it later.  I took a picture for my scrapbook.  Then I scrolled through the listings of one of the most musically affluent cities in the world.  Louie's Horn, there were a ton!
 
   One caught my eye, it stood out from the rest, probably because they had a picture of the place.  It appeared to be a half run down building, with so many instruments and parts in the windows that you couldn't see through the windows.
 
   It looked like a junkyard to the music gods and it was making me salivate. Broken Note was its name.  You can never judge a book by its cover.  They specialized in instrument and equipment repair but also carried instruments, and some really obscure brands were listed, marking them as elite to me.
 
   That is the kind of place that real musicians would flock to, not those antiseptically clean shops that treat instruments simply as stock on the shelves.  It was also the only one out of two hundred listings, thirty of which were in the city core, that had a perfect ten-star rating.  They were bound to have a public board I could scour and pin some cards.
 
   Unfortunately, I was a couple miles away at the moment.  I sighed and pulled up the transportation maps on my cell.  I grinned at it, amazed at the functionality of a modern phone, it was like having a complete office in the palm of your hand.
 
   I frowned as I read.  Apparently the buses and the tube only take Oyster Cards or credit cards for payment.  No cash, I wouldn't use my only credit card, I'm sure it was expired by now anyway.  I looked over at the taxis rushing about.  They would cost an arm and a leg.  So I looked up how to purchase an Oyster Card.  I grinned and looked up at the entrance to the Tube across the street.  I could get one at the station below.
 
   Minutes later I was the proud owner of an Oyster Card and on a bus heading across the city core toward Broken Note.  I hopped off the bus and a block later I was standing in front of music nirvana.  I noted a Tube entrance just across the street.  That was good to know, it would make getting back to the hostel easier.
 
   I looked around.  The building was plastered with playbills on every available square inch of outer wall.  It looked like an old auto repair shop or gas station to me.  That added to its charm.
 
   As I entered, an old style bell, on a coiled metal spring, tinkled above the door.  I was amazed at the dusty stacks upon stacks of instrument parts and instruments all haphazardly grouped together in some sort of chaotic semblance of order.  If you didn't know what you were looking at, you'd think it was someone's old uncle Jerry's stash of hoarded junk. To me, it was like looking at rolling hills of gold.
 
   I caught myself popping my earbuds out and whispering in awe, “Wow.”
 
    I heard a man cussing with a heavy Welsh accent, “Bloody hell.  One moment!”  I found a rack with an eclectic mix of music books and was surprised to find an old Jazz book, dated nineteen forty-eight.  I looked inside and there were some classics in it.
 
   The back counter had an antique cash register on it, and behind it a curtain parted and a thirty-something man stepped through with a gruff expression.  He had tanned skin, dark hair, and a beatnik patch of black hair on his chin.  Every inch of the muscular man was covered in tattoos, including his face.  I'd swear he just walked out of either a nineteen sixties television show or that modern Ink Artisans show.
 
   I smiled at him, he was a walking contradiction in the way he looked.  His gruff expression turned into a smile.  Then he asked, “And what can I be doin' for you, lassie?”
 
   I almost chuckled as he poured on the Welsh charm.
 
   I looked at the music I was holding.  “Well for one, I don't see any prices on these.  This one has the  Duke's originals.”
 
   The man had a twinkling of humor in his eyes and replied, “Ahh... not many come in here that would even know that.”  Then he straightened up a bit and said as if he were repeating an often spoken mantra, “All music books are cover price.”
 
   I blinked as I looked at the back cover then said, “Umm... but it says fifty pence.”  That wasn't even one dollar U.S.
 
   He nodded and explained, “Music is not to be profited off of here.  We make enough off on sales and repairs than to be profitin' offa' someone who appreciates the music.  We all need to love music for the music's sake, not to be linin' our bloody pockets.”
 
   I smiled at that and hugged the book to myself as I asked, “Is there a public board here I can post my cards or look for gigs?”
 
   He nodded and was about to speak when the bell above the door tinkled.  A tiny woman that looked as though she stepped right out of an anime show walked in.  She had bright and colorful tattoos all down her arms, and her hair was a light sky blue with a pink shock down the middle.  She wore, of all things, a Hong Kong Phooey tee.  Oh, dear lord, she looked like cotton candy that I just wanted to... The man growled out at her, “You're late Tink.”
 
   She walked right past him, punching him in the gut and saying, “Save it Scooter, Abigail needed me to drop her at London Harmony.”  Then she shot him a wink and disappeared behind the curtain.  The man chuckled and stood back up from where he had doubled over a little.  I grinned at him, he was such a guy, there is no way she could have hurt the musclebound man.
 
   He grinned back and I stretched my neck a little to try to see between the doorway and the curtain.  The man actually chuckled at that.  “Yes, our Tinkerbell is quite the looker.  But alas, her heart belongs to another woman.”
 
   I blinked and looked back at him. “Way to splash cold water on a girl's fantasies...”  What had she called him? “...Scooter.”  This got me some boisterous laughter from him and I caught myself smiling at the display.
 
   He pointed at a few wares of the walls that weren't covered floor to ceiling with instruments and gear.  “The whole building is a public board.”  Then he headed back through the curtain still chuckling a little.  “Keep the book.  It was worth the chuckle.  Call if you need anything else...”  He left it hanging.
 
   I called out, “Liza.”
 
   As the curtain settled he repeated, “Liza.”
 
   I stepped closer to the walls and blinked.  Every square inch had playbills, flyers, pull tabs, want ads, and business cards.  I moved around the shop to find it was like that everywhere, even on the front and sides of the counter.
 
   I took a couple pull tabs for people looking for bassists.  There was one Jazz band that wanted to just jam, I took a tab for them too.  I could jam with them and see if they knew any place I could get some scratch for a gig.  I pinned up multiple cards in every place I looked.  I paused and looked around the shop again.  This was definitely the right choice for me top start.  Broken Note seemed to have the pulse of the underground music scene here.
 
   I was about to leave with the book Scooter had gifted me when my eyes strayed to a picture on the wall behind the counter.  There was a small area that had bunch of Polaroid pictures of Scooter, posing with various people.
 
   One had caught my eye, because it had that awesome Tink person in it.  It had Scooter, Tink, a tall brunette and a golden retriever working dog.  Good lord that was Abigail Addison!  The one woman band!  Then I looked at the curtain.  Tink was dropping this Abigail off?  That was the woman who had her heart?
 
   I couldn't douse my smile as I put my earbuds in.  Inspired by the picture, I cued up ‘Ice Cream Van’ by Abigail Addison as I headed out the door, the little bell tinkling.  I crossed the street, this had been a busy day and I still had to get to the rave later.  Before I went down the steps to the Tube, I took one last look at the little shop, it was supermurgitroid!
 
   After a short ride on London's Tube, which was much cleaner than New York's subway system, I picked up something to eat and headed back to the hostel to call the people I found on the boards and prep for the night.
 
   I caught myself staring at the music book multiple times before I chuckled and gave in.  I took Audrey out of the cage and pulled her out of her case.  I flipped the book open to a random piece and played.  By the time I was singing the tag, everyone in the hostel had gathered around and they sang the tag with me.  That is what music is all about.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – Rave
 
   Later that night, it was getting dark and I found myself stepping off a bus with Audrey, and I started hoofing it three blocks over to the Kent in Bromley.  The area was sort of in a tucked away pocket behind a gated residential development near a major thoroughfare.  It was a stark contrast to the neighborhood I went through to get to the back road.  If you didn't know it was back there, it would be easy to miss.
 
   There were three old brick industrial looking buildings.  The middle one had big white faded letters painted on the brick, Kent Butchery.  There were no telltale signs of a rave, the odd cars sprinkled around the streets, purposefully not bunching up in any one place to draw attention.  But then again, I was extremely early.  What self-respecting raver shows up at eight?
 
   I looked at all the chained and locked doors and boarded up windows facing the street.  There would be no entrance there, they wouldn't want to draw any unwarranted attention from the local authorities.  While they might have the permission of the property owner, these raves weren't exactly legal.  Thus the 'underground' in the name underground rave.
 
   Then I headed to the alley between two of the buildings.  There was a single light lit, illuminating a back door, and I could hear a well muffled electric generator running behind a little half wall where I would assume the trash dumpsters were housed before the place was abandoned.  Jackpot!
 
   I looked around, then banged on the door.  I waited a minute and heard some shuffling then someone pounded back.  I looked around again then slid the playbill under the door.
 
   A moment later a slim punk rocker of a man, dressed all in black, with dozens of facial piercings opened the door.  He comically blinked and pulled his head back at the sight of Audrey strapped to my back, her neck towering over my head.  He gave me a crooked smile. “Bloody hell, that's a big axe.”  He gave me a wink to let me know he wasn't really that daft.  Then he squinted an eye. “Are you sure you're in the right place love?”
 
   I rolled my eyes at the man as I unshouldered my load.  I offered a hand, “Name's Montrose, Eliza  Montrose.  Are you Ronnie Marx?”
 
   He shook his head. “Pleased to meet you, Eliza.  No... he's setting up the equipment, we didn't expect anyone for another hour.”  Then he added as he offered his hand, “Everyone just calls me Skeeze.”
 
   We shook and I smiled at him.  He had a flair for individuality, but I had a feeling he hadn't chosen that name.  “Is that what your mother calls you?”
 
   He chuckled. “No, she calls me Steven if she talks to me at all.  She's not really supportive of my life choices and all.”
 
   I inclined my head and gave him a little smile. “Well I'm very pleased to meet you, Steven.  You can just call me Liza.”  Then I pointed back. “Ronnie is this way?”
 
   He nodded and replied, “Yes, I'll walk you back.”  He looked at my bass case.  “You need help with that?”
 
   I shook my head. “No but thanks, I've been carrying her for years now.”
 
   Then he led me down a dimly lit back hall and through a sheet of hanging plastic into a massive room that was lit up everywhere by strings of clear Christmas lights.  Near the far wall, there was a man setting up a deejay board on a makeshift stage made of what looked like a few construction platforms lashed together.
 
   He looked up as we approached.  I blinked a couple times.  Well hello there.  He was a tall, handsome man with dark hair, who had the classic bad boy looks.  Complete with the scruffy whiskers of a man who hadn't shaved for a couple days.  The man wore black slacks and a charcoal grey dress shirt with the top two buttons undone, its long sleeves rolled up to his elbows.  He was quite roguish and dashing.  Yum.
 
   Steven saw my hungry look and bumped my shoulder playfully. “Down girl, he's spoken for.”
 
   The slight smirk on his face told me the story.  They were together.
 
   I let my grin grow as I said, “Damn.”  
 
   He said to the man, “Ronnie, this is Liza.  She want's a word.”  When Ronnie nodded once, Steven inclined his head to me and he peeled off, heading back to man the door.
 
   Ronnie gave a smile as he set down the cables he was working with and smoothly sat on the edge of the stage in front of me so we were at eye level.  I saw humor sparkling around in his eyes as they flicked down to Audrey.  He offered a hand.  “Pleased to meet you, Liza.  What can I do for you?  Things won't be hopping around here for about another hour.”
 
   He had an iron grip, he didn't try squeezing my hand or anything like that, it was just that there was no give in it, it was like shaking hands with a brick.  I was impressed that he had that much finger control.  He'd make a good bassist.
 
   “I was just wondering if you knew any bands looking for a string bass, jazz mostly, or if you had a slot tonight I could show off my skills. Get my name out there.  Just need to pull some scratch to support myself a few days before heading back to the States.”
 
   He pursed his lips as if he were considering me then sort of leaned back casually, supporting himself with his arms on the edge of the stage.  “You understand were more punk, thrash, rock and pop here don't you?”
 
   I nodded as I laid my bass down gently then pulled my card out and handed it to him.  He looked amused at the card.  Then I said, “I have my own fusion sound of modern rock and jazz.”
 
   He grinned down at Audrey. “With that beast?”
 
   I gave him a challenging smirk and he cocked an eyebrow.
 
   He put out a hand. “Hit me with it.”
 
   I dug past my CDs and pulled out a thumb drive and handed it to him.  He hopped up lithely and went to his equipment and plugged the drive into a console and then held a pair of headphones up to one ear as he selected some of my music from the drive.
 
   His eyes widened almost imperceptibly and he started keeping time by tapping on his hip as accurately as a metronome as his head slightly bobbed.  He glanced at the drive, the bass case, and me, then turned his back and listened more as he switched from track to track.
 
   He finally set the headphones down and pulled my drive as he turned to me.  He was tapping his finger on the drive like he was considering something.  As he tossed the drive to me he asked, “Can you do that live?”  
 
   I caught it with my left hand and stuffed it back into my bag.  “All of those are live, at all the venues I've played the last five years.”
 
   As he sat on the edge of the stage again and leaned back, kicking his feet he rubbed the back of his neck then challenged, “Prove it,” 
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at him and said with a lilt in my voice, “Alright.”  Then I unzipped my case and pulled Audrey out.  His smug look was gone when he narrowed his eyes at my girl, there was a hint of recognition in them.  He looked, I don't know, shocked?
 
   I slid the endpin down and spun her experimentally.  The rubber tip was getting a little brittle, I'd have to replace it soon.  That would be a pain, Audrey was so old that she didn't use standard parts like a screw in endpin tip.  Slade always had them special made.
 
   Something had changed in Ronnie, he was suddenly more attentive, more intense as he stared at my bass.  What was that all about?
 
   I plucked a bit, adjusting the tuning pegs.  Then I gave him a smartass curtsy and started playing my fusion cover of ‘Snowflakes’ by Satin Thunder.  This one showcased not only my playing but my voice.  Not many people could sing Kimi Solomon's part of this song.  She was the thunder of their group and had such tight control of her tone.  I had to sing a register lower because I was not a soprano like her.
 
   To me, Skylar Roth's parts were actually more difficult.  Not because she was a better vocalist than Kimi, but because she used her voice as a hammer to forge emotion into the tone.  Creating something that was hard to reproduce.  I mean, how the hell did she sing with that much emotion in her voice?  It was hard not to choke up and get swept away by that emotional current.  I made it something new, an emotional rendition of the song with a lot of swing and jazz flavor.
 
   I ended with a walk down the strings worthy of Uncle Slade.  Then in the silence that followed I started putting Audrey back to bed.  There was a slow clap behind me as Steven uttered, “Bloody hell.” From the hall where he was holding the plastic sheet aside.  I gave him a silly bow and turned back to find Ronnie had stood and was at the back of the stage, muttering animatedly into his cell.
 
   Ronnie hung up and slipped his cell into his back pocket as he turned around.  He held up a finger.  “One cover.  After the deejay battle.  That's your one chance.”
 
   I could feel my smile bloom as I said what I have heard all over London, “Brilliant!  Can I keep her safe up there?”
 
   He looked nervous and he swallowed, nodding once as he stared down at my bass.  I handed her up to him and he moved slowly and carefully like she was made of crystal.  He put her against the wall with his own gear.
 
   Then I got bored real fast as I waited.  A couple came in, the first of the crowd.  I finally broke and blurted to Ronnie, “I'm so friggin' bored.  Is there anything I can do to help out?”
 
   He smiled at me then considered it and pointed at the long tables at the far end of the room.  You can set up the refreshments.  Tia will be here in a couple minutes, she's in charge of the drinks and the money.
 
   Thankful to be not just standing around, I moved over and started unpackaging the red plastic cups and setting stacks of them on the plywood tables.  I glanced up and Ronnie caught my eye, he seemed to be done and he pointed at me, hitting something on the console.  I tilted my head back and laughed mirthfully as ‘Snowflakes’ by Satin Thunder boomed out of the speakers.  To him I mouthed, “Smartass.” 
 
   It was his turn to laugh.  He held his headphones to one ear as he adjusted things on the console.  He and Steven were a riot.  A tiny little gal who had the same coloring and dark hair as Ronnie came in and made a beeline for me as I was pulling out some small single serving bags of chips to put on the tables.
 
   She had the same eyes as Ronnie too, she had to be his sister or some other close relation.  She actually giggled at me as I separated the flavors and was stacking them neatly.  She grabbed the box from me and said, “Hi, I'm Tia.  Thanks for the help.”  Then she unceremoniously dumped the whole box into a little mountain on the table.  She wiggled her eyebrows. “It's a rave woman, live dangerously.”
 
   I chuckled and offered my hand. “Liza.”
 
   She shook and then made a silly face as she grabbed a couple more bags of plastic cups and just slapped them down onto the table. I crinkled my nose at her and stuck out my tongue as I appraised her.  She was one of those cute but sassy gals.  I could dig it.  Then she pulled some taps from her bag and deftly tapped a keg.
 
   She took two cups and filled them and handed one over.  “Thanks again, I was running late.  Unlike Ronnie, some of us Marx's have a day job.”
 
   We clinked cups and started drinking. “No problem. I was here early so I was getting bored.  I was glad to have something to do.”  She tilted her head in understanding and we turned to watch as more people started arriving at ever increasing intervals as we chatted about music over the thrumming beat.
 
   The place was slamming by just after nine, I was amazed at the variety of people who came through the door.  They seemed to come from all walks of life, but the predominant culture appeared to be punk and goth.
 
   Tia was hard pressed to keep people's drink cups full and collect money for the beer and snacks.  She didn't need me yapping with her and distracting.  So I laid a hand on her arm and yelled over the music, which was a great thrash metal piece with a guitarist who was just shredding the axe.  “I'm going to mingle.  And by mingle, I mean press up against some of those hot bodies out there.”  I wiggled my eyebrows at her as she gave a little explosive burst of laughter.
 
   She gave me a quick hug. “Go get 'em, girl.”
 
   I crinkled my nose, gave a mock salute and I was off to dance in the throng of swaying bodies.  I was having a blast, the mix of music Ronnie was playing was varied.  He seemed to have all flavors of rock and pop mixed in and most were bands I had never heard of before.
 
   At one point, during a slower piece, I saw something catch Ronnie's attention.  I turned back toward the plastic sheet across the hallway, following his gaze and the nod he exchanged with a smaller man who was wearing an oversize black hoodie.  I had to blink, he was with two stunning women.
 
   A little blondie who was decked out in leathers and spiked bracelets couldn't have been more than nineteen or twenty.  She already had the beat as she started dancing with her hands over her head, and she sort of melted into the crowd, heading toward the mosh pit directly in front of the stage.  She was in the “too cute for human consumption” category.
 
   It was the other woman in an unzipped green hoodie who caught my eye.  She was dressed in stylish rave gear beneath it.  But I recognized most of it from high-end celebrity magazines.  The outfit she wore so easily, making it look good in all the right places, cost a small fortune.  Her wide black belt with the oversize skull was about three hundred dollars alone.  The boots were the dead giveaway.  Those were Gerardo Giuseppe's, the suede leather thigh highs, with those adorable block heels, booked for almost fifteen hundred.
 
   That hoodie was directly out of the Lane Sparrow catalog.  Only the elite hip hop singers in the, “I'm richer than your deity” circles could afford one.  I couldn't see much of her face at all, she had her hood pulled up like her effeminate moving boyfriend who was wearing an outfit that cost maybe five bucks at a second-hand shop.  I could see her lips, though, they were stretched attractively in a broad smile as the beat thrummed through her, making her body start to sway then dance gracefully.
 
   She looked so familiar to me, but I just couldn't place her.  It was a nagging in the back of my brain that I should recognize her.
 
   I kept my eye on her a moment, wondering what an obviously upper class woman was slumming at an underground rave for.  Well upper class if you knew what you were looking at, the overall effect of her getup would have made he blend in if she didn't draw your eye with the evocative dance moves she was doing.  Her man just leaned against the wall, making an effort not to move with the beat.
 
   The music abruptly stopped and all heads swung to the stage and everyone quieted down, though there was nervous excitement buzzing in the room, it was palpable.  Ronnie pointed down at the base of the stage.  A man with skin so dark you would have to call it ebony pulled himself up onto the stage and turned to the crowd with his chin up.  I could hear the imaginary “Boom.” as he crossed his arms and the crowd went wild.
 
   Ronnie stepped next to the man who was just a couple inches taller than him, but much slimmer.  He looked him up and down.  He wore jeans, sneakers, a white tee, and a sideways ball cap.  It was oddly fitting to the atmosphere.  Then Ronnie said into his earbud microphone, “It seems that Thumper here has something to say.”  He handed the guy a wireless microphone.
 
   The guy had a thick Cockney accent as he pointed back to the newcomers and said, “I challenge Scratch!  No bloody Yank tosser rules our scene.”
 
   I almost had to cover my ears as the crowd roared.  The sheer volume of the cheers, shouts, and whistles was insane.  I don't know how the nearby residents weren't calling the cops.
 
   But then the crowd went silent as all eyes went back to the small man leaning against the wall.  It was like the world was holding its breath.  Then the man nodded once, hidden away in the folds of the hood and the crowd went wild again as he pushed casually away from the wall and strode forward with purpose.  The crowd parted for him like the Red Sea for Moses.
 
   He reached the stage and didn't even slow, instead of pulling himself up onto it like the other man, he leapt lightly and landed on the stage.  I wasn't prepared for the huge thrum as everyone in the crowd stomped a foot as he landed.  I couldn't help but smile, obviously this Scratch character got challenged a lot.
 
   Before I could wonder what kind of challenge; singing, dancing, or something else.  I was answered when the guy just stepped behind one of the deejay stations, the challenger behind another.  Then I blinked at the vague recollection of New York.  Hadn't there been an elite deejay named Scratch who ruled the underground scene back there?
 
   He motioned a hand to the challenger palm up as he inclined his head.  The other man nodded back then plugged his MP3 player into the console.  The guy said, “This shit is going to shove your little Hobbit-y ass back into the stone age you wanker.”  He turned to the crowd as he hit a button, and scratched experimentally on the scratch pad.  “Check it!”
 
   A fresh beat hit us from the speakers, the guy was great, he was mixing on the fly.  The crowd was moshing to the beat which was infused in the familiar music.  Then in mid-song he stopped.  The silence was deafening as he pointed at Scratch.
 
   I have to say, I was floored.  There are times you look upon talent and appreciate it, but then there are times you watch pure genius in motion.  Without a single word, this guy made it look like a dance, so smooth and seamless as he mixed and scratched.  The most incredible thing was the beats he was mixing together were unknown to me, it was all fresh talent, instead of covers like the other guy used.
 
   They went back and forth, the crowd dancing to what they brought to bear.  I shook my head, Thumper would have been gold any other day, but Scratch had him outclassed and outgunned.
 
   As it looked like things were winding up, Ronnie caught my eye and pointed back at my bass.  I nodded and made my way to the back of the stage.  I don't think Ronnie had to flex much as he easily lifted me to the stage with one arm.  He said into my ear to be heard, “One number, make it good.”
 
   I nodded as he passed me an earpiece mic and I tucked it over my ear.
 
   I started unzipping the semi-rigid case and pulled out Audrey as Scratch put the final nail into Thumper's coffin.  The tall man was actually smiling.  His bright white teeth a stark contrast to his ebony skin.  I saw him mouthing “Damn.” as he smiled.
 
   Then Ronnie was in front of the two musical combatants, settling the cheering crowd.  He said, “Okay you surly lot, who has the crown?”  He pointed over to the challenger first and hey all clapped and cheered loudly.  Then he pointed at Scratch and everyone started stomping as they went stark raving nuts, I joined in.
 
   Scratch had already jumped off the stage and walked through the crowd as Ronnie announced, “The champion still reigns.”  Scratch walked directly up to that well to do woman who seemed to be vibrating with excitement for her man.  They hugged and leaned against the wall.  I saw the little blondie they were with, standing in the crowd with her hands pressed together against her smiling lips at the sight.
 
   When the new bout of cheering settled, Ronnie wiggled his fingers behind him, prompting me forward.  I moved to center stage as he said, “And now, no Ronnie Marx rave would be complete without introducing something completely different.  We're always pushing the musical envelope and tonight is no different.”  More cheering.  Then he held a hand back toward me and introduced me with flare.  “Here in London for a limited time, the musical stylings of Eliza Montrose!”
 
   Everyone cheered as he cleared the stage.  I grinned, this was so different than playing the clubs, it was an entirely different kind of energy.  It was more explosive and expectant.  I could see people shifting around at the sight of my bass.  I smiled inwardly knowing what they were thinking, as well as them trying to figure out why Ronnie was giving me stage time.
 
   So I went with that, I was going to play with them a minute, I started with a slow, smooth jazz swing, humming in harmony.  This was reminiscent of the Prohibition speakeasy blues, but it had the proper beat to do what I did next, my voice exploded into one of Tabby Cat's edgier songs which bordered on punk, ‘Stormy Waters.’  Thumping the bass as I walked the stings in my unique jazz and rock fusion.  I added a whiskey house swing to the beat and tempo of the words.
 
   I noticed that Scratch and his lady were tilting their heads, listening intently.  Then Scratch moved fluidly through the dancing crowd to the edge of the stage, he looked up, but I couldn't see his face in the shadows.  He seemed to be studying me but when his gaze moved to Audrey he froze.  Then his hands went up to his hood and he pulled it back slightly and I blinked and almost stumbled on my fingerboard.
 
   I could just make out the face in the shadows of the hood, Scratch was a woman, a stunning lady!  She was staring directly at Audrey in shock.  She seemed to realize what she was doing and pulled her hood down further then hustled back to the other woman.  They appeared to engage in a heated conversation.
 
   That, I was not expecting.  Scratch was a girl.  I don't think she meant to expose herself to me like that.  I just smiled and closed my eyes and swayed to the swing I was letting flow through my soul, down my arms, and into Audrey so she could share my emotions with the world.  We were a team, we brought out the best in each other.
 
   Her tone was something that vibrated up through you as I plucked her strings and sang about the torment of our lives, of the rains that wash away our sins, and the light of love that burned through the clouds to warm our hearts.  Damn, Tabby Cat sure could write them.  It was like we were getting a peek into her damaged soul.  I could empathize.
 
   I finished into a dead silence.  I wondered if this was the wrong crowd for my music when they exploded into cheers.  Giving me the foot stomps they gave Scratch, shaking the building.  I blushed as Ronnie stepped beside me. “Eliza Montrose everyone.  She's currently in search of a quick gig or two, if you know anyone, please get a hold of me and I can pass it on.”
 
   He gave me a little hug and wink.  I grinned at the man then dragged Audrey back and packed her away.  I handed Ronnie some of my cards as he helped me down off the stage.  Then I got mauled by the moshers.  I danced my way to giggling freedom through the slammin’ beat Ronnie cued up while a band got ready on stage.
 
   After a couple bands, I needed to use the facilities.  I wandered over to Tia who gushed over my performance, and asked her, “Where's the bathroom?”
 
   She pointed down the back hall and replied with a grin, “The loos are just there.”
 
   I nodded my thanks and headed that way.  I saw the blonde had joined the other two women again.  They were slowly moving toward the hall.  I grinned at myself as I approached, my eyes on the rich woman.  I could use a little extra scratch.
 
   I accidentally bumped into her and yelled over the music as I laid a hand on her arm, “Oh, I'm terribly sorry.  I'm so clumsy.”  She shook her head with a smile.  I could almost make out her face.  I turned and bumped into Scratch, this time really on accident.  I diverted my eyes and hustled down the hall and turned into the women's bathroom as the three walked past, listening to the blonde chirping about something amusing that had them laughing.
 
   I closed the door behind me and reached into my bag.  Then I started to panic, where was the woman's wallet?  It was an easy matter to liberate it from her.  Then I paled.  Scratch!
 
   I opened the door and looked at the end of the hall where Steven was letting the women out.  Scratch looked back and I could feel the smug grin even if I couldn't see it, as she held up her girl's wallet and some little blue booklet.
 
   I paled and pawed through my bag, mumbling, “Oh dear lord, where is it?”  My passport was gone!  I ran to the door and Steven opened it for me.  I looked out as I saw the three ladies driving past, Scratch lowered her hood and winked at me.
 
   I was in deep shit.  They had my passport.  I had no doubt the authorities would be looking for me in no time.  I wasn't too worried about them finding me, but without my passport I was stuck in England.  I could hit the Consulate up for a new one, but I'm sure there would be a warrant out for me and they'd just hand me over to the local cops.
 
   I felt sick to my stomach.  Step one, I had to get out of there.  I headed back in and found Ronnie and thanked him.  He helped me get Audrey outside without her getting crushed by the crowd.
 
   I thanked him again outside, “I really appreciated you giving me some heat in there.  That was hands down the most kick ass rave I've ever been to.  It was supermurgitroid.”
 
   He beamed at the praise and gave me a little hug.
 
   I held my arm out and Steven got the hint and gave me a hug as well.  I told him, “Take care of Ronnie.”
 
   He nodded with a cheesy grin on his face.  Then I turned and slung my bass over my shoulder and started heading back out along the back road toward a bus stop.  Cussing at every fourth or fifth pace.  “Damn.  Damn. Damn.”
 
   But then I straightened a bit.  How hard could it be to find someone like Scratch, or that well to do woman?  Maybe I could plead my case with them and they wouldn't turn me in.  Scratch seemed to be one who dabbled on both sides of the line, judging by the ease she reverse pickpocketed me.
 
   That was it, my plan.  I glanced at the schedule then the time, just after midnight.  This day was getting worse, the buses stopped running at midnight.  The closest Tube station was five blocks away.  I started hoofing it.  I thought about my predicament all the way to the hostel.
 
   The doors were locked, oh yeah, midnight curfew.  I blinked, how had such an awesome day turned to such crap?  Oh yeah, I got greedy.  I broke my own cardinal rule of only taking what I needed.  I hadn't needed the cash yet, that woman was just such a juicy target.  I deserved the karma.  I was about to call Gina when a man stumbled out the door, obviously well pickled.  I grabbed the door before it closed and slipped in.
 
   I caged Audrey as quietly as I could then went to my cot to lay down to think.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Francine Brighton
 
   I must have been exhausted because the next thing I realized was waking up on my bed to the tantalizing smell of coffee and eggs.  I drooled a little.  I had forgot that a complimentary continental breakfast was included with my daily fee.
 
   I stretched and worked out the kinks.  I cracked my knuckles and flexed my fingers, working out the dull ache that announced the onset of arthritis that all string players got prematurely.  Then I walked over to the table near the office and grabbed some eggs, English muffin, and a cup of joe.  Hmm, do they just call them muffins here, or English muffins?  I chuckled at myself.
 
   After taking a minute to eat and converse with the other travelers, I headed off to the showers to get ready for a day of hide and seek.  I told myself firmly, “You will find them.”
 
   I headed out into London, with no clue where to start, so I began with the one thing I could control.  I called the Factory, leaving my name and number for the owner.  I figure if I bug the hell out of him, he'll give my stuff a listen just to shut me up.  I mailed off another demo CD to him too.  I would make it a daily thing until the man caved.
 
   Then I turned and looked around at the huge city around me.  Such a giant haystack.  Now if I were a needle, where would I be hiding?  I'd give my left leg for an electromagnet about now.
 
   I tried not to react when a police car drove past.  Best way to draw attention to yourself is to look like you're not trying to draw attention to yourself.  And maybe Scratch hadn't called the police anyway.  And maybe you'll become the next Ray Brown too Liza.  Get your head on straight lady.
 
   I was about to employ the highly scientific method of eeny, meeny, miny, moe, to my search but then had a flash of insight.  I pulled out my cell and dialed.  “Hi, Gina?  Hi yes, it's... yes.  I was wondering what you were doing this morning, I have a couple questions, I'm... oh, church?”  It was Sunday wasn't it?  I grinned at the phone then said, “Okay, but how about the church in Covent Garden, Saint Paul's?  Great, I'll see you there in a half hour?  Bye.”
 
   She seemed to know about the underground music scene here by proxy.  Her friends would drag her around to the various raves and clubs, so maybe she knew how to get a hold of Scratch.  I didn't really want to go back to the Garden so soon, it had been burned by that overzealous thief, but I'd rather go to a church with a preacher I knew than not.
 
   A quick journey later and I was at the church, waiting on the walk.  Unlike my first visit, it was filling up quickly, it seemed to be a popular parish.  I didn't have to wait long before a glowing Gina, in her Sunday's finest came striding up to me looking down bashfully.  I looked down at myself, feeling a little self-conscious that I wasn't in a dress or at least some better clothes.
 
   She stopped in front of me and cutely gave a tiny wave. “Hi, Liza.”
 
   I just had to smile at the woman, then gave her a hug.  “Hey lady, thanks for coming.”
 
   She nodded then looked at the church. “Figures you would choose the Actor's Church.”
 
   I blinked at that, not getting the reference.
 
   She chuckled.  “This church has close ties to the stage and other forms of art.  I assumed that's why you chose it.  Less chance of bursting into flames when you crossed the threshold.”
 
   I barked out a surprised laugh.  That was really funny, and not something I would expect her to say.  She's already got bolder since I met her and I liked the tiny burst of confidence in her.  I looped an arm in hers and grinned, and said in a mock English accent, “Cheeky bird.”
 
   She blushed at that and we stepped into the church.  I was surprised to see Father Arlington at the entry, greeting each parishioner as they entered.  It gave a small town feel to the congregation.  I grinned at the man as recognition spread on his face.  “Father Mike.”
 
   He grinned and took my hand. “Miss Montrose, what a pleasant surprise.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and said, “Liza please, Father.  I'd like you to meet my friend, Gina Stapleton.”
 
   He shook her hand warmly. “It's good to meet you, Gina.”
 
   She nodded and looked at her shoes.  He motioned us in and as we stepped into the nave, I looked toward the altar and crossed myself.
 
   I think that surprised Gina and she said to me,  “I didn't know you were religious.”
 
   I shrugged it off as I pulled her into some empty seats in the back row of pews.  “More superstitious than anything.  I play the odds.  Better safe than sorry you know.”
 
   She studied me for a second and her eyes narrowed.  What was she seeing?  Then she said softly, “No, there's more to it than that.”
 
   I stiffened a bit, but she let it drop at that as Father Mike walked past toward the altar.
 
   The sermon was almost fun.  He spoke more of self-introspection than preaching the Bible.  It was sort of refreshing.  It had been a long time sing I attended a sermon.  I preferred to visit churches on the off days to be alone as I discussed things with God, if he is up there.  I see religion as a personal thing, not a group sport.
 
   After bidding Father Mike ado with a promise to have a pint with him before I left London, the chimes in the huge clock in the eaves of the church chimed noon.  I grinned at Gina in her dress and asked, “Shall I pizza you before I badger you for the wealth of knowledge in your cute noggin?”
 
   She shook her head and motioned to her dress.  “This is hardly the wardrobe for pizza.”
 
   I grinned back and wiggled my eyebrows.  “So you'll eat your slice with a knife and fork, like a lady.”
 
   She mirrored my grin and whispered, “You are such a bad influence on me, Liza.”
 
   I nodded and replied to her as she led me to her car, “Why yes, yes I am.”
 
   She brought me to a back alley brick oven pizza parlor, Gertrude's.  I'm not kidding, it was in a back alley.  It was paved with cobbles and there was a handful of adorable artisan shops in the alley, tucked away in its own little world.  This is why I love befriending locals in my travels, they always know of the secret little places only a local would know about.  We sat on one of the small tables on the cobblestones under an awning since the four tables inside were full up.
 
   I had to snort when Gina really started eating her oversize slice with a knife and fork.  She looked up at me, my slice hanging half out of my mouth as I watched her.  She grinned and said, “Bloody hell.”  And she picked up her slice and took a huge bite.
 
   I was much happier then and continued taking my bite.
 
   When we finished, I was surprised when the heavyset lady with the perpetual smile dropped off two more fresh slices to us.  Gina grinned at my confusion and said around another bite, “She'll feed you till you pop.”
 
   I smiled at that.  I was a little taken aback when the woman took only our drink order when we arrived, then came back with the drinks and our first huge slices.  I didn't see any menus anywhere.  She finally put me out of my misery and explained,  “Here at Gertrude's, you just eat what is served to you.  It is seven pounds a head, all you can eat.  She's won more awards for her pizza than you can count, she's bloody brill.”
 
   I smiled at this.  It was sort of a novel concept.  Then I paused and asked, “So, I was wondering, what do you know about the American deejay named Scratch?”
 
   She took a sip of her iced tea then shrugged. “He's famous around here and in New York.  He can scout out the most unlikely places and find the next superstars.  I think he has something going with London Harmony, they keep signing his finds.”
 
   I grinned, she thought Scratch was male.  Well, that's what she tried to project, I'm positive she didn't mean for me to see her face.  I nodded. “I'm trying to find... him.  He has something of mine that I need to get back.  Any clue where I should start looking?”
 
   She contemplated this a moment.  “Not really.  He only pops up at random raves or clubs, nobody knows when he is going to show.  But a girl I went to school with, Francine Brighton, works at London Harmony, and has been seen hanging around with him from time to time.”
 
   Great, a lead.  I swallowed a bite and said, “Great, I'll go see her at London Harmony then.”  The place was the hippest and most exclusive record label around.  I was getting a little excited that I had a reason to visit it.
 
   Gina burst that bubble when she shook her head, saying, “It isn't that easy.  Their doors are locked, bloody exclusive, nobody even knows their number.  You can pound on the door all day, and if you don't have a J-Card, they will never open it.”  I've heard of the J-Cards that June Harris-West handed out, I thought they were just an urban legend.
 
   I exhaled then thought.  “How good of friends are you with this Francine?  You have her number?”
 
   Her downcast face told me the story before she replied, “No, I was sort of a loner in school.  I kept to myself, but she was always really nice to me.  I hear she is in college now, Chelsea, she actually designed the new SmartCanvas... the one for music.”  She had pride in her voice for the girl.
 
   Okay, I could work with that.  How many students could possibly go to Chelsea College of Arts?  It is a small campus, I saw it on a map of the city core.  I spent the rest of the day crawling the city with Gina.  She was an awesome tour guide.
 
   Mr. Raisin called to let me know he had a band who was short a man playing next Friday night.  That if I played the doghouse for them, he'd give me ten minutes of mic time after their set.  I was so stoked after that call that I gave Gina an excited kiss right on the mouth.  She blushed and smiled at my excitement.  I let her know that after that, I was one gig away from fulfilling my promise.
 
   I spent some time with her, discussing more questions she had about determining what was real or not about her sexuality.  She was really interested in a gal who worked across the street from her at a bar, but she didn't know if it was really attraction or infatuation.  I gave her sage advice. “You never know until you try.  Remember, you can't choose who you are attracted to.”  Okay so it wasn't sage, but it was true.
 
   I saw her home then headed off to the hostel for the night, stopping for a light snack along the way, giving me time to think.  So all I needed to do was find Francine Brighton.  I doubted the school would let me know who she was, but it never hurt to ask.  I was one step closer to Scratch now.
 
   The next day after breakfast, I called the Factory, left a message, mailed out another demo CD and then headed out to do some exploration on my own.  I figured I'd hit Chelsea up in the afternoon, so I cued up some swing and started swaying to the music as I walked down the street.  London really was a fascinating place.
 
   I wound up at Chelsea just after three.  I saw pictures of each graduating class on the walls of the main hall as I made my way to the main office.  It sort of answered my question as to how many students attended, it was way too many if that was the size of their graduating classes.
 
   A graying woman stood at the counter when I stepped in.  She cocked her head in question, I smiled and asked, “Good afternoon ma'am, I was wondering if I could get help in locating a student here?  Or get a message to her?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed at that and her voice was a little cold, almost clinical as she said, “I'm sorry, but we cannot breach the privacy of our students.”
 
   I countered, “A message.”
 
   She repeated, “We cannot breach the privacy of our students.”  I could see the woman had no give in her, it was frustrating for me, but at the same time it was commendable that they protected their students from what could be a crazy lady for all she knew.
 
   I nodded and sighed.  “Thank you, ma'am.  Have a great rest of your day.”  She nodded and then looked down to her paperwork without a word.
 
   I went back into the hall, classes must have gotten out for the day, there were hundreds of young adults crowding the hall and streaming out the exit.  I was contemplating my next move when I saw a familiar blonde exiting the building.  It was the blonde from the rave!  It had to be this Francine girl, what were the odds?
 
   I pushed my way slowly through the crowd to the doors, then had to wait as a young man in an electric wheelchair navigated the doorway.  A book he had on his lap fell and I stooped to pick it up.  I gave it to him with a smile then ran out into the courtyard and looked around.
 
   Damn!  I had lost her.  But then I saw the leather-clad blonde turn right out of the courtyard.  I took off running.  She was a block ahead walking with another woman.  I tried to yell over the noise of the students and the traffic, “Francine!”  But she didn't hear.  She and the other woman had headphones on going down to the cell on her hip.
 
   I had almost caught up with them when they went into a building that looked sort of like a cross between a college dorm and an apartment building.  The sign above the doors read  “Halls of Residence, Ponsonby Place.”
 
   I walked up to the door and watched a man wave a card and the door buzzed open.  I walked in behind him and looked around.  I saw the two woman stepping trough a turnstile down one wing of the building and started off toward them when I literally ran into someone.
 
   I looked down, ready to apologize.  There standing in my path, like a tiny gatekeeper with her hand on my chest and blocking my way, was a short auburn haired woman with round glasses perched on her nose.  She looked a little frazzled to me and the curly hair in her rushed and crooked ponytail had some of that same frazzle.  She tucked in the loose tails of her blouse into her jeans with one hand as she held me back with the other.  I pegged her to be in her early twenties.
 
   She looked at me with wide brown eyes, off to my left slightly, but I could tell her focus was on me.  She stood up straight and slid her round, Lennon spectacles, farther up her nose and took a deep breath. She cocked her head and said, “Right then, who might you be?  I saw you didn't badge in.  I'm Amarissa...  Amarissa Hoyte, everyone around here calls me Amy.  How may I be of assistance miss?”
 
   I looked down at her then back at the door then explained, “I just need to talk with that blonde girl that just went that way.”  I pointed and she looked back, her hand still firmly planted on my chest.  I have to say, she had a lot more power that someone that small should have.  I felt no give in the pressure she was exerting, and I don't know why I didn't back up.  Maybe it was because I can be obstinate sometimes and I sort of resented her stopping me like that even though she was apparently just doing her job.
 
   She smiled at me, well off to my left a bit and said, “Another yank!”  Then she asked quieter, “Tell me, have you met a real cowboy?”
 
   I blinked at the unrelated tangent.  I was about to say, of course, but then narrowed my eyes, did she mean a cowboy cowboy?  Didn't she know it wasn't the wild west in the States and hasn't been for over a hundred years?  I said, “Depends on your definition.  I've met modern cowboys.”
 
   She frowned a little at my answer and I moved back slightly and tried to walk around her, just to walk into her arm barring my way.  She was fast!  If she had been my height, she would have clotheslined me, but instead her arm went across my mid chest.  She made some chittering noise and said, “Where do you think you're going, miss?  This is a security building, you can't just run around all willy nilly.  There are rules and such.”
 
   I exhaled and looked down at her again.  She was starting to annoy me.  “I just need to have a quick word with her.  I'm trying to locate someone, they have something that belongs to me.”
 
   She cocked her head. “What do they have of yours?”
 
   I was clearly getting nowhere so I relaxed and she dropped her arm as I admitted, “My passport.”
 
   She actually chuckled, “Silly yank. Why did you give them your passport?”
 
   “I didn't!  They...”  They what?  They pickpocketed me?  I knew the next question.  Just why wasn't I calling the authorities?  Well, because I pickpocketed them first.  She cocked an eyebrow, and God help me if it wasn't cute.  I sputtered out, “Nevermind.”
 
   She looked back to where the blonde had gone then to me again, “Fran has your passport?”
 
   Ah, so it was Francine Brighton.
 
   I replied, “No, she was with this deejay, Scratch, last night and he has my passport.”
 
   She said, “Ah, okay, I see.”
 
   I smiled down at her, she had finally seen sense.  I started to move around her in pursuit of that Fran girl, just to be hooked around the waist by that damn iron arm of hers.
 
   “Hoo hey, whoa there cowgirl.  Reign it in.”
 
   Grraaahhh!  How was someone the size of an underdeveloped platypus stopping me so easily?  I'd steamroll her if she weren't so damned cute.
 
   I took a calming breath and spoke between gritted teeth, “May I please go speak with her?”
 
   She tilted her head and squinted an eye, her mouth cutely scrunching to one side.  “I would have to go with a no in this instance.  You understand.”
 
   I reigned in my temper and said in as calm a voice as I could, “No, I don't understand.”
 
   She chirped out, “I can't be allowing just any stranger to come in to talk to one of the residents.  You see, it's my job to make sure strangers don't get in and perpetrate a myriad of hijinx.  You haven't even told me your name.”
 
   I did understand, that didn't make it any less frustrating, didn't make 'her' any less frustrating.  I said through my still gritted teeth, “Eliza Montrose.”
 
   She put out a hand and I stared at it a moment then shook.  For how strong her arms apparently were, she had a surprisingly soft and delicate hand, I found myself not wanting to apply too much pressure.  Argh, why did I care?
 
   She asked, excitedly, “Eliza?  Like in the Wild Thornberrys? It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   No not like a friggin' cartoon.  I narrowed my eyes, I recognized the sly twinkle in her off focus eyes, she was messing with me, the little twerp!  Her grin grew at my recognition.  Then she said, “Now as fun as this has been Eliza...”
 
   “Liza,” I prompted.
 
   She continued, “Now as fun as it has been meeting you, Liza, I'm going to have to ask you to please leave the premises.”
 
   I took a quick breath. “It won't take a second.”
 
   She nodded as if in understanding but said, “And alas, it cannot come to be.”
 
   I had enough of this frustrating woman I asked, “And you are going to stop me?”
 
   She shook her head and gave me a toothy grin. “No, but the bobbies might.” She held up her cell in her other hand and it had the Metro Police displayed and her thumb hovering over the connect icon.  When had she pulled that up?  When she first intercepted me?  This lady was better than armed guards here.
 
   I caught myself saying, “You little...”  I stopped myself, she seemed to be having a great time.  I was letting her get under my skin too easily.  I was usually much smoother than this.  I noticed her eyes taking me in, just slightly off to the left.  I idly wondered what caused that.  I let myself relax and gave her my best smile and bit my lower lip.  “Please, Amarissa?”
 
   She froze up and blinked a couple times then blushed and looked down.  Then she said, “I... I could give her a message for you.”
 
   I exhaled as she led me to the office off to the right. “That would be great.  Can't you just call her room?”
 
   She handed me a tablet and a pen and her smile grew into something mischievous.  “I would, but I kept you distracted when she and Tasha came back out to go to work.”
 
   I spun back to the door and sputtered out, “What?  You little twerp!”
 
   She giggled like a chipmunk on speed.  I tried hard not to smile at her.  She was possibly the most annoying person in the world.  Ah hell, I smiled.
 
   I wrote my message and handed it back to her with one of my cards.  “Please have her call?”
 
   She looked at the note and card and then at the counter in her office, and then all around like a cat chasing its tail.  “Now where have my glasses gotten off to now?”
 
   I placed a hand on her shoulder to stop her from looking around.  I pointed. “You're wearing them.”
 
   She touched her face and grinned, pushing them farther up her nose and looked at me and said with the tone of someone explaining something to a novice, “Right.  The bloody things are always wandering around.  Just like cats.  Cats wander.  It's hard to keep track of them.”
 
   Don't smile.  Don't smile.  Don't smile.  Fuck.  I smiled.  Get with it Liza, she's like your arch nemesis here.  She can't be amusing.  Oh, Louie's Horn, I caught myself checking her out.
 
   She looked over the cryptic note then tilted her head down, allowing her glasses to comically slide down to the end of her nose as she looked off to my left with a sardonic grin.  Then she nodded and pushed her glasses back in place.  “Right then, I'll be sure to get this to Fran, Eliza.”  She enunciated my name carefully, letting me know she was getting me back for using her full name.
 
   I smiled at her and crinkled my nose.  “Fine.  Thank you pipsqueak.”
 
   She shook her head as she placed the note down.  “Are all Canadians as cantankerous as you?”
 
   I was in mid-reply, “I'm not Can...” When I realized she was teasing. Argh!
 
   She put an arm out in an ushering motion and started herding me toward the door.  I muttered, “I get the hint.  Pushy little gatekeeper.  I bet there's never been a successful panty raid here.”
 
   She chuckled and said in an American accent, “Not on my watch.”  And she winked at her focal point off to my left.
 
   I tilted my head in surrender, which she graciously accepted when she made a point of pulling the glass entry door closed behind me and grinning like an imp through it.
 
   I squinted an eye and shook a finger at her then turned to leave.  I was oddly in a really good mood even though Amy had shut me down in my quest.
 
   I chuckled to myself and put in my earbuds, cuing up some classic Queen.  Some good defiant music, that could be Amy's theme music.
 
   Hmm... she said that Fran went to work, that was London Harmony, right?  I looked up the hours for the studio and grinned.  I could stake out the place and wait for her to come out in a couple hours, very James Bond.  Take that mighty imp!
 
   I grabbed some food after a short bus ride and walked past the building.  I had to make sure I was in the right place.  It was an old, three-story, brick building just off of Aldgate.  There were a bunch of shops with bright colors and garish neon signs that vied for your attention.
 
   But the end third of it was just a clean brick with a black wooden door on the corner under a tiny overhang.  There was a little circular blue silhouette of a building painted on the door with “London Harmony” written in bold, gold letters across it.  Then in smaller letters, below the studio name, was  “Meetings by appointment only.”
 
   Huh.  This I hadn't expected.  How could the most influential music label in modern times, be in this quaint little building.  I expected a shining glass and steel building that made a huge statement.  Then I blinked as I realized that this actually made a bigger statement.  They were about the music here, not about the fame or prestige.  I had to smile and reassess the location, it was actually quite genius.
 
   I pulled the door handle and it was locked.  I had half expected that, the way people talked about the place.  Maybe they could get a message to Francine for me and I wouldn't feel like a stalker.  It would have been handy if they had a phone number or way to contact them on their website, but they didn't.  They took exclusivity to soaring heights.
 
   I knocked on the door and waited.  I could hear someone talking on the other side, so I knew they could hear me.  So I knocked again.  Nothing.  I put my ear against the door and just started a continual knock as I said, “Heloooo in theeeere I caaaaan heeaaaar youuuuu.”  I heard a woman snort, but nothing.  Grrr.  Fine, I could be patient.  I had... I checked my cell.  I had fifteen minutes before they quit for the day.
 
   I sat on a little bench half way down the block and listened to some Jaco Pastorius, his bass technique was slammin'.
 
   I figured this was the main office for London Harmony and idly wondered where the studios were.  They had to have hundreds of employees to keep up with all the talent and releases they managed.  Hell, the owner was even J8 and they did her music too.
 
   I froze at that thought.  Oh, Jesus Christ!  I realized why the woman at the rave looked so familiar now.  That was J8 herself, June friggin' Harris-West!  I had pickpocketed J8!  What was she doing all dressed down at that rave?  I probably had Interpol on my butt now too, she was an international superstar.
 
   I wallowed in my own self-recrimination.  I shouldn't have gotten greedy and broke my own rule.  I still had cash.  I was muttering to myself when the black door on the corner opened and a couple guys walked out, followed by an overly cute goth woman in her mid to late twenties.
 
   I stood and wandered over that way as other men and women followed.  I saw one group step out and down the walk that were laughing and joking with a small woman, with Asian features, who had only one arm.  Oh hey, they were the Purple Horseshoes, one of the house bands for the studio.  I've heard of them.
 
   I squinted and looked up at the building again.  Why was the house band there?  Were they just having a meeting in there or were the studios in there too?  It was way too small for that wasn't it?
 
   The flow of people trickled to a stop.  I hadn't seen Francine, nor J8 as far as that went.  I waited five more minutes then exhaled in frustration.  Why was the universe working against me?  Was it karma coming back to slap me for breaking my rules?  Hey, I prayed in church so I have some karma points built up.  It shouldn't be this hard to locate just one person.
 
   I turned to stalk off to the bus stop when the door opened again.  A well-coiffed woman stepped out, noticed me and flashed me a smile as she made sure the door closed.  I checked her out when she turned around.  I know, I'm so bad, but I can't help it, I have this thing with sexy... I like it.
 
   She had long and luxurious black hair and wore a tailored skirt suit that accentuated her curves.  She was out of my league, a lady of class.  Everything right down to her flawless manicure to the tasteful pearl necklace and matching bracelet told me she was a woman of refinement.  Her smile offset that by broadcasting that she was a down to earth sort who enjoyed life. I had to grin at the little heart tattoo below her left ear, which told me she valued her individuality.
 
   My eyes stumbled a moment when I noticed she had the tiniest of Adam's apples.  She was transgender.  I caught myself biting my lower lip at how well she had transitioned and brought out her true self.
 
   She blushed under my scrutiny, and asked in a delicious low alto voice, “May I help you?”
 
   I am sooo bad.
 
   I blinked and locked eyes with her.  I smiled and asked, “Yes.  I was waiting for Francine Brighton.  Is she still working?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed a little and she said more hesitantly,  “Fran isn't working here tonight.  What is this about?”  Whoa, she took on the same protective mode that Amy had just earlier.  I was liking this Fran better and better, just knowing how fiercely her friends protected her.
 
   I crinkled my nose and offered my hand, “Sorry, where are my manners?  My name is Eliza Montrose.  I just needed to ask Fran about a friend of hers, Scratch.  He has something of mine.”
 
   She almost smirked when I said Scratch's name as she accepted my hand and shook.  I had a wild urge to kiss the back of her hand.  Not now Liza, get your libido under control, you need your passport.        She said, “Jennifer.  Scratch huh?”
 
   I nodded and asked, “Will Fran be working tomorrow?  It is really important.”
 
   She shook her head and grinned almost in a tease as she tapped the lettering on the door that read 'Meetings by appointment only', and said, “Sorry, it's the golden rule, that's why it is written in gold.”
 
   I was about to explode into cartoonish sputtering of nonsense noises.  This was so frustrating and these women all seemed to be having fun tormenting me.  She came to my rescue.  “I suppose you could convince me to give her a message.”  I could see her fighting a smile.
 
   I exhaled and grinned, “You Jennifer, are an evil woman.”  She tittered at that and I handed her my card.  “Could you please give this to her?  I would really appreciate it.”
 
   She looked at my card, flipped it front to back then nodded once and slipped it into her purse.  “I will make sure she gets it, but no promises whether she calls you or not.”  Then she tilted her head in curiosity. “What is it that Scratch has of yours?”
 
   I looked at her and blushed, I didn't want to tell her, but I have a weakness for a pretty face.  I mumbled, “My passport.”
 
   She tilted her head back and laughed, it was musical.  Then she shook her head like it happened every day.  She teased, “You really shouldn't go giving your passport out to people, Eliza.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, thanks for that insight Jen.  You're the second person today to tell me that.”  Then I added facetiously, “It has been a... pleasure.  Have a great evening.”
 
   She sashayed off with a crooked grin on her face, calling back over her shoulder, “It was nice meeting you, Eliza.”
 
   I called back to her, “Liza!”  She just raised a hand in the air without looking back and gave a royal wave of acknowledgment as she turned the corner.  I hate myself for the silly grin on my face.  I actually liked the woman even though she stonewalled me like that evil little, overly cute, pixie did.  Amy was so damn frustrating, but my mind kept circling back to her and the way her messy ponytail hung off center.
 
   I squished my lips off to the side and exhaled heavily out my nose then walked back toward the bus stop.  This has been an interesting day for sure.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Evil Pixie
 
   The next day, I got a call from Amy before noon, saying she had a message from Fran for me.  When I pressed her on what it was, she said, “Buy me lunch if you want the message.”
 
   Grrr.  “Fine.”
 
   She gave me directions to a little American style roadside diner, Cavendish's Cafe.  I don't have much, but I dressed in my best for some reason I could not fathom and headed out.  Before long I arrived at the little diner.  It was done up in nineteen fifties style.
 
   I stepped in and Amy was waiting just inside the door.  I grinned at her as she looked off to my left and returned my grin.  I inclined my head and said, “Amarissa.”
 
   She inclined her head in turn and said in a royal voice, “Eliza.”
 
   Then I asked, “What is Fran's message?”
 
   She shook her head and looped an arm in mine and dragged me forward into the diner.  “That's not the deal, lunch first woman.”  She was strong.  I don't think I could have stopped her if I tried, but to be completely honest, I wasn't trying very hard at all.
 
   I muttered, “Okay, okay, you little pipsqueak.”  This got a giggle from her.
 
   A waitress that walked up with menus.  “Two, Amy?”  She noted Amy's arm looped in mine and she went a little doe-eyed.  Oh dear lord, another romantic.
 
   Amy nodded and chirped like a chipmunk, “Yes, please.”
 
   The woman led us to a back booth where we could have some privacy, the lunch crowd was starting to fill the place, it must be popular.  I looked at the menu and was pleasantly surprised my butt didn't pucker at the prices.  Usually, these theme diners charge an arm and a leg, but these prices were acceptable.
 
   I said over the menu, “You going to tell me?  Now that you are getting your extortion meal?”
 
   She grinned over her menu and shook her head.  “Eat first, business later.”
 
   Then she squinted at the menu and started digging in her purse and patting her pockets.  I grinned and tapped the top of my head.  She looked at me then felt the top of her head where her glasses were.  She gave a toothy grin, bit her tongue, and slid them down then started looking at the menu.  I had to restrain a laugh at her antics.
 
   I have to admit, I had a blast with the woman.  She was so different than anyone I had ever met. So quirky yet intelligent, and frustrating as hell.  I wanted to scream at points and laugh at others.  I started looking at her differently.  I would never have gone out with someone as overbearing as her, but I could actually see the allure near the end of our meal.
 
   I don't think she realized it, but she had this cute little quirk when she ate.  Each time she gathered food on her fork, she would tap it once on the edge of the plate before eating it.  I wondered if it was some sort of OCD thing or just a unique, quirky eccentricity of the evil pixie.
 
   She waved her fork around and asked, “So, what brings a lone American girl to London?”  She scooped up some mashed potatoes and gravy, tapped her plate and took a bite.
 
   I shrugged and spoke around the food I was inhaling.  “I'm finishing up a European walking tour, playing my bass as I go.”
 
   This piqued her curiosity. “Ibanez?  Jackson?”
 
   I shook my head and took a sip of coffee. “No, not electric... a string bass.  My doghouse and I have been all over Europe.”
 
   She paused and her smile grew. “Jazz then!  Swing?”
 
   I waffled my hand.  “Some, but mostly classic jazz, and my own rock and jazz fusion.”
 
   I swear she almost hopped up and ran around the table.  She was buzzing with excitement.  She closed her eyes and swayed.  “Louie Armstrong, Duke Ellington.  The smooth bow of Paul Chambers.  Diggity bump.”
 
   It was my turn to be impressed.  She knew her jazz, and to name one of the all time great bassists like Paul Chambers meant she knew her stuff.  He died young at thirty-three.  The man could make his bow sing on the strings, most jazz bassists keep away from the bow.  I use it from time to time but prefer plucking the strings.  I'm more of a hybrid since I can play symphony too.
 
   She opened her eyes, focused to my left and grinned.  “I can forgive you for not wearing cowboy boots if you play for me sometime.”  She fluttered her eyelashes playfully.
 
   What was her obsession with cowboys?  I inclined my head and said, “If I see you again before I head back to the States, then deal.”  Then I added, “You're an odd duck, you know that right?”
 
   She actually said, “Quack.”  Then ate her last bite.
 
   Then I asked because it was killing me.  “Why do you do that?”
 
   She screwed up her face.  “Do what?  Quack?  You said I was an odd duck.  You just said it.  Like, a few seconds ago.  I know because I was there.  Sitting right here.  You were right there.”  She shot me a toothy grin.
 
   Argh!  Half the time I was so frustrated by the woman, and the other half I was starting to find her very intriguing and entertaining.  I took a calming breath so I didn't dive over the table and strangle her.  Oh come off it, I was smiling back.  “No goose. Why do you tap your plate with each bite?”
 
   Like a goose she said, “Honk..”  Then she looked at her fork. “You have some odd fascination with waterfowl Liza.” She hesitated a moment then looked up at me intently, I knew she was most likely locking eyes with me judging by the intensity of her stare. “Sorry, just a bloody old habit.”
 
   I looked directly into her eyes. Then chided myself for thinking they were damn pretty, I can't possibly like someone as annoying and contrary as Amy, could I?  But damn, I'm only human and they were glittering.
 
   I cocked my head slightly, engaging her to proceed.  She took a sip of coffee, not moving her gaze as she said, “Your eyes.  They're the same color as your hair, is that your natural hair color?  If so, it’s quite a coincidence.”
 
   I blushed and she seemed to pull back off her tangent and back on topic.  She pursed her lips and said, “When I was just a tot, Mum's boyfriend, my bio-da had a mean streak, I don't know what mum had ever seen in him.  She swears he changed after she got pregnant with me.  He called me goofy eyes, and swore every day that mum had slept with someone else because 'the freak' wasn't his.”
 
   She continued in a hard tone, “I couldn't focus well back then and didn't have my glasses yet...”  She seemed to panic a moment as she brought her hand up to her face to make sure her glasses were there.  It suddenly wasn't quite as humorous and endearing anymore, she seemed genuinely terrified of losing them.  “He would spank me whenever food would fall off my fork and make a mess on the counter.  He'd say because I was a slob, that mum had more work to do cleaning up after me.”
 
   She gave me a defiant stare. “So mum taught me to tap my fork on the plate, then any loose food would fall off there and not when I went to eat it.”  Then she sat up straighter.  “Da left with some bint and mum brought me in to get my eyes checked.  Once I got my first pair of glasses, I could see what I was doing when I ate better.  But I never lost the habit of tap testing each bite.”
 
   She shrugged and said, “Sorry.”
 
   I shook my head and found my hand on hers. “No I thought it was an endearing quirk, but now that I understand it, I need to apologize for dredging up a sour memory for you.”
 
   She shrugged.  “It's the past.”  She bit her lower lip and looked down at my hand.  Oh.  I pulled my hand away.  I had to double take the look.  The imp seemed more flushed than embarrassed.  Which side of the street did she roll on?  Grrr.  Why do I care?  Focus Liza!
 
   Then she added, “Now you owe me two songs.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her cheesy grin.  “Done.”  Then I looked at her expectantly as she wiped her mouth with her napkin.  “So are you going to give me Fran's message now or what?”
 
   She nodded and said, “No.”
 
   Oh dear lord, please stop me from strangling the woman.  I asked incredulously, “No?  You aren't going to tell me?  We had a deal, a meal for the message.”
 
   She shook her head. “You misunderstand you silly Yank.  Her message was just that... No.”
 
   Before I could respond, the waitress came up to us with a slice of apple pie with two forks and said, “On the house for the lovebirds.”
 
   I blinked at that and sputtered out, “We're not together.”
 
   She looked between us, visibly deflated.  “Your body language was screaming something else dear.  I'm sorry.”
 
   Then Amy asked with a crooked smile, “You think I'd be attracted to Liza here, Olive?”  Then she rummaged in her bag and pulled out a tattered romance novel.  “Here's a new one for you.  It's dreamy.  Really a hot one.”
 
   The woman virtually snatched the book from Amy's grasp with a childlike grin.  Great, they were trading sappy romances.  People really read that stuff?
 
   She said, “Thank you, Amy.”  Then she regarded me.  “Yes, I could actually Aimes.  She's a bloody ten.”
 
   My evil pixie squinted an eye at me and shook her head.  “I was thinking more a seven.  And she gets more deducted for not being a cowboy.  I mean, mmm, a man in cowboy boots, tipping his hat to you.  Callin' you ma'am.”  She shuddered in a far off fantasy.
 
   I blurted against my own will, “Hey!  A seven?”
 
   She nodded. “Weren't you listening?  With points taken off for not being a cowboy.  So a six.  That's a respectable number.  Slap some cowboy boots on you and you might hit an eight.  Ten if you play me three songs.”  She wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   I mumbled, “You're trying to extort an entire concert from me?”
 
   I realized that she was playing with me and my vanity, and I walked right into it.  I reached across the table and gave her shoulder a playful shove.  Oh damn it, now I wanted to impress her.  I asked Olive, “What about Amarissa here?   A six or seven?” I lied.  I was seeing her in a different light and she scored much higher on my scale.
 
   Olive shook her head thoughtfully. “Again, your body language says eight or nine.  But she keeps me supplied with yummy book boyfriends, so Aimeroo here is a ten in my book.”
 
   Amy shot me a “so there” look.
 
   And I growled, I wasn't going to win.  But a six?  I gruffed out, “Gimme the damn pie.”
 
   She chuckled and put it down.
 
   I handed Amy a fork and muttered, “I'll show you a six.” And took the most seductive bite of the pie I could muster.
 
   Amy blushed and swallowed visibly.  Olive started fanning herself and walking away saying, “Oh my.”  She opening the romance book and started reading as she trundled away.
 
   I smiled victoriously then warmed up in all the best places when Amy bashfully matched my seductive bite.  Dear Lord.  That was a ten all right.
 
   The people seated near us turned to watch our seduce-off as we tried to top each other.  This frustratingly annoying shrimp really had my motor purring.  I shook myself mentally and berated myself because I wanted to take my enemy right there on the table.  Did I find her sexy?  The heat in my core told me yes.  And her indifference to my attempts to beguile her, made her that much more interesting.  I know that I'm a little vain, I freely admit it, but I could normally wrap someone around my finger if I really pour on the charm.  She seemed immune for the most part.
 
   I realized, as we finished the last of the pie that I had been sidelined again.  I tried to get us back on track.  “What so you mean her message is 'No'?  What does that mean?”
 
   She shrugged cutely and pushed her glasses up on her nose.  “Dunno, she didn't explain.  You want me to ask her what it means?”
 
   I exhaled in frustration. “Yes!”
 
   She nodded. “Okay, for you.”
 
   I actually blushed at that as Olive put the ticket on the table.  I absently grabbed it and pulled out my cash and left a generous tip.
 
   Amy was chuckling.  I looked around a little embarrassed, why was she laughing?  “What?”
 
   She crinkled her nose.  “Oh nothing, that was just the most action I've had all year after my last attempt at having a boyfriend dumped me.”  Then she added with a smile up to Olive who was clearing our plates away, “It was nice.”
 
   I didn't understand the woman, but she took my arm again as we stood and said our goodbyes to Olive.  She looked like she was going to melt as she looked at us.  I'd lay dollars to donuts that she watched musicals every night as she read those silly romance books.
 
   When we stepped outside, Amy looked down and said, “Oh, my lucky day.”
 
   She released me and squatted down to pick up a coin.  I glanced at it, blanched  and laid my hand on her shoulder.  I blurted, “Don't!”  Causing her to pause just before she touched the coin.
 
   I squatted beside her.  “Don't pick it up, it is face down.  That's bad luck.  Here.”  I turned the coin face up and stood us up, leaving it there.  I hooked her arm and dragged her down the walk.
 
   She studied me a moment then said, “Bad luck?”
 
   I nodded, it was common sense.  “Of course.  If you pick up a coin that is face down, you'll have bad luck all day, if it is face up, then you get good luck.  The next person to pick that coin up will get good luck then.”
 
   She squinted, I think she was trying to determine if I was messing with her or not.  “That's just superstition you silly bird.  Why can't we pick it up now that you turned it over?”
 
   I stared at her like she was insane.  “Ar you crazy?  You can't pick it up if you were there when it was flipped over.  That's bad juju.  Karma would slap you down in a second.  You'd get a double helping of bad luck.”
 
   She gave the look you'd give an animal you didn't want to startle and spoke slowly,  “You're talking like you're off your trolly lady.  It's just a superstition.”
 
   I shook my head, knowing I probably did sound a little off kilter to a non-believer, and I explained, “It's a superstition for a reason.  Why tempt fate?”
 
   She grinned at me, probably because she thought I was the odd duck now.  Then she reached inside her bag and pulled out her coin purse and took a coin out and placed it face up on the sidewalk and proudly proclaimed, “There.  Now two people can have good luck today.”  Then she dragged me down the way.  “Walk me back to the hall.  Tell me how you got into jazz music.”
 
   I couldn't have stopped my smile if I had wanted to.  I placed my hand over hers in the crook of my arm and started telling her about Uncle Slade as we walked.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Lunch
 
   The rest of the week was just as frustrating.  The next day she called saying she had a message from Fran again.  She brought me to lunch at Cavendish's.  Only to say that Fran's answer to my question of 'what does no mean?'  “She says that no means, negative, abnegation, and declination.  That it is a simple matter of looking up the definition online or in the dictionary if you are so inclined.”  She smiled almost smugly.  “She's into big words like that.”
 
   I almost growled and said, “I need to find Scratch.  I'm stuck here if I don't have my passport.  Is there anything I can do to convince her just to tell me where he is?”  I still wondered why I wasn't telling anyone that Scratch was a woman.
 
   She cutely licked her spoon clean and said, “I'll ask her.  But you owe me four songs.”
 
   I squinted at my arch nemesis and suppressed the grin I seemed to have on my face anytime I was crossing foils with her.  “Fine, be at Ronnie Scott's Friday night.  I'll make sure your name is at the door.  Pain in My Arse Hoyte.”  She giggled, and I heard Olive over at the counter chuckle as she pretended to read her romance and not eavesdrop on us.
 
   I idly wondered if Olive was the only waitress here.  I have only seen her and the cook both times I was here, and they handle the lunch crowd alone.  I heard a dishwasher constantly running and dishes being stacked in the back, so maybe there were three of them.
 
   I walked her back to the residence and she invited me in to talk some more.  We wound up chatting and exchanging barbs in her office.  I hadn't had such a good time in a long while.  We spoke for hours.
 
   I noticed Fran come in with that other woman again, and head to the back wing.  I could have run out of the office to intercept them.  I almost did, but I was having far too much fun with the evil pixie.
 
   Fine, I admit it, I was actually enjoying our game of her being the in-between.  I had no clue how long I had before the authorities caught up with me, so I should enjoy this banter with Amy as long as I could.  I saw her smile a bit when I turned my head back to her.
 
   I learned that Amy had a room there at Ponsonby Place.  It was part of the benefits of being the Hall Matron.  She was in charge of the operation of the whole place.  She watched over the residents and managed the custodial and security staffs.  There was room in the budget for her to have an assistant, but she was almost obsessive compulsive about how she ran things that she couldn't imagine anyone ever filling the slot. 
 
   When I left that evening, to forage for food before heading to the hostel, she searched frantically for her glasses that were sitting next to her on the counter, and she walked me to the door.  She smiled off to my left and said a shy goodbye.
 
   I bid my good night saying, “Bye you evil runt.  Let me know what Fran says.  It is really important.”
 
   She nodded and I stopped myself from leaning in and giving her a goodnight kiss.  What the hell was that?!  I settled for a smile and hurried off into the night.  I thought about it for a moment.  That had almost felt like a date.  But most of my dates ended up in someone's bed.  I admitted to myself that I had more fun just speaking with her than any date I had been on.  I was so confused.
 
   Wednesday and Thursday were the same.  I would get a little bit more of the story behind Fran's reticence to speak to me each day from Amarissa.  Usually, there were big words I admit to not understanding in the replies.  This Fran girl must be a walking dictionary.
 
   Thursday Amy took me on a walking tour of the area.  It wasn't until I dropped her back off at the residence hall later that I realized we had been walking around holding hands as we traded teasing insults.  She was intelligent as quick as a whip.  I was sort of getting to find her off focus gaze pretty endearing.
 
   Before she went in, I remembered something.  “Amarissa, wait.”
 
   She turned back quickly with a look of anticipation on her face.  Why was I blushing?  I pulled something out of my pocket and asked, “May I see your glasses?”
 
   She patted her pockets and the top of her head and I swear she was about to start spinning as she looked behind her, like she was going to chase her tail.  I smiled and reached out and took them off her nose.  She giggled when she realized she was wearing them.
 
   I attached the little lanyard I had purchased before I saw her that day to the earpieces. And looped it over her head and pushed her hair back out of the loop of fabric that matched her hair color.  I smiled at her.  “There, now you'll always know where your roaming feline glasses are.”
 
   She bashfully touched the lanyard and then caught me by surprise when she suddenly hopped up on her tiptoes and gave me a quick peck on my lips and escaped into the Ponsonby.  I stood there in stunned silence for a moment as heat started to spread through my body.  I smiled and turned and almost skipped to the bus stop.
 
   I was conflicted the next day.  Maybe it was just nerves that I would be playing the second to last venue on my list.  I still hadn't heard from the Factory, and I kept up my routine of calling and mailing them.  They had to at least get frustrated enough to tell me to leave them alone soon.
 
   I couldn't get the scraggly auburn haired woman and her brown eyes out of my head.  She was just the gatekeeper, keeping me away from my target right?  I needed a fresh perspective so I pulled out my phone and dialed.  “Hi, Gina... yes.  It is great to hear from you too, I need to bounce something off of you... what?  You were about to call me?  Advice?  Sure but I don't know if I'm the person anyone should take advice fr... oh, okay.  Lunch then.   Gertrude's?  Okay, see you then.”
 
   I had the whole morning to waste, I could never practice my strings on the day of a gig.  I always wrote it off to nerves.
 
   So I wandered the neighborhood around Gertrude's, swaying to my music on my phone as I explored.  In the same alley, I found a great secondhand shop, Forgotten Threads, which had the most amazing vintage clothing.  I half chuckled when I came upon some well-worn cowboy boots.  They had a wider point, which marked them as being pre nineteen fifties, since that is when they started going for the pointed toe look.  My best guess was the nineteen twenties.
 
   I tried one on and it seemed to cradle my foot.  The modern, mass-produced boots couldn't compare to the craftsmanship of a handmade boot.  I absently wondered why I was even entertaining the thought of them, but realized they would be perfect to shut up that evil pixie.
 
   I smiled to myself and paid for them.  I blanched a little at the price, but it would be worth it to see the look on Amarissa's face.  I checked my funds.  If Mr. Raisin didn't pay well tonight, I'd have to... umm... supplement my income soon.  I had scratch enough for maybe three more days since I would have to pay for another week at a hostel because I hadn't secured a gig at the Factory yet.
 
   I opted to wear the boots out of the store and stuffed my well-worn sneakers into the bag from the shop.  They were surprisingly comfortable and gave me an extra inch of height, thanks to their heels.  There wasn't of the stiffness you got with new shoes.  I rolled my eyes at myself.  Of course not Liza, someone broke them in almost a century ago for you.
 
   I absently wondered how many owners the boots have had, and how many times they had been repaired over time.  They were obviously well maintained and cared for.  I imagined a dozen scenarios about how they found their way into that second-hand shop.  I purposefully ignored the most likely of scenarios.  They were probably purchased at an estate sale after the owner had passed.
 
   Before long, I saw Gina standing outside of  Gertrude's looking around nervously.  Her face bloomed into a smile and she gave a tiny wave from her hip with one hand.  It was adorable, she was going to make someone a fine catch if she ever got over her terminal shyness.
 
   I smiled hugely and just engulfed her in a bear hug.  She squeaked and giggled as I released her and said, “Hey, lady.”
 
   She beamed.  “Hey.”
 
   Then I held the door open for her.  The place was already crowded, we'd need to sit outside again under the awning, and that was fine by me, I loved the ambiance.  Before long we were catching up over sausage and mushroom slices, and coffee.  I grinned, this felt like the friendships I used to forge back in the States.  I idly wondered why I had purposefully avoided them the past five years.
 
   After the first slice, and a second magically appeared in front of us, Gina looked seriously at me and took a deep breath.  Then all at once she blurted out, “I have a date tomorrow and I don't know what to do.  I'm terrified.”
 
   I smiled in genuine happiness and spoke with a mock British accent, “That's brill!”  Then asked, “Who is the lucky person?”
 
   She blushed and almost whispered.  “There's this girl... she works at the coffeehouse just across the way from work.”  She looked down at her hands which she had clasped together and was working nervously.  Then she looked at me like she needed to explain.  “She always draws these smileys and a little heart dotting the I in my name on my cups.”
 
   Then she admitted more to herself than me. “She's sort of why I've been questioning my sexuality lately.  She's so... sexy.  All the blokes are always hitting on her, but she ignores them.”
 
   Then she smiled as her blush deepened.  “I don't know what came over me.  I've felt more confident since I met you.  Yesterday when I placed my order, I added 'and a picture at the cinema with you night after next?' I practically died on the spot.  I couldn't believe I actually said what I was thinking out loud.”
 
   She exhaled and took another breath and whispered, “At first I didn't think she heard me and I was relieved, but then she handed me my coffee.  Below my name with the heart and smileys was her mobile number.”
 
   My grin threatened to split my face.  I was proud of her!  I said, “Good on you Gina.  When are you picking her up?”
 
   She shrugged and I could barely hear her as she said, “Dunno.  I haven't worked up the bloody courage to call her yet.”  She pulled out a coffee cup which had been meticulously flattened and showed it to me.  There was loopy writing below her name, “Valerie”  and a cell number.
 
   I narrowed my eyes, I hoped menacingly, and put my hand out wiggling my fingers.  “Cell.”
 
   She looked at my hand, then my eyes.  She looked like a cornered rabbit.
 
   I tilted my head and looked at her purse.  “Come on woman, your phone.  Now.”
 
   She hesitantly dug it out and handed it to me.  I had to tug it out of her hand.  Then I smiled in triumph as I typed in Valerie's number and hit 'call', then handed it to Gina, who was white as a ghost. I said, “I do this because you are about my only friend here in London and I love you.”
 
   She swallowed and listened in her phone and whispered to me, “You're the devil aren't you?”
 
   I nodded and grinned, then she looked down at the flattened cup and blushed, “Hi... umm... Valerie?  It's me, Gina... from the coffee shop.  Oh... yes.  Umm, you choose... excited?  Me too.  Right then, I'll get your address tomorrow.  What?  You too.  Cheerio.”
 
   She hung up and her hand hit the table with her phone in it like the phone weighed a million pounds.  “Bloody hell, I just made a git out of myself.  Who says cheerio anymore?”
 
   I shrugged and laid my hand over hers and her phone.  “No, it was pretty darn cute.  I'm proud of you.”
 
   She took a breath then smiled and said with a tinge of wonder in her voice, “I have a date.”
 
   I nodded in anticipation as she added, “With a girl.”  I nodded again trying to reign back my smile a bit.  Then she went white and asked in a panic, “What am I going to wear?”
 
   I couldn't stop myself from laughing at the manic woman.  I took a huge, satisfied bite of pizza and said, “Not to worry lady.  I'll drop by tomorrow and help make you even more irresistible.”  I knew if I didn't, nobody else would since she hadn't told any of her other friends yet, she was afraid of how they would react.  She wanted to be sure herself before she dropped the bomb.  Though nowadays, it wasn't as shocking to people.
 
   She exhaled a breath of relief then grinned, “I love you, demon spawn.  Now, didn't you say you had something to bounce off of me?”
 
   I felt sort of embarrassed after she just shared one of the most important decisions of her life with me.  I shrugged.  “It's nothing.”
 
   She shook her head. “Oh bullocks.  Don't make me pry it out of you.”
 
   I looked at her expectant face, one eyebrow arched, the other covered by the locks of hair that insisted upon obscuring part of her face no matter how many times she brushed it out of the way.
 
   She narrowed her eyes and I surrendered, “Fine you evil, evil wench.”
 
   She grinned in triumph and took a bite of pizza.  I shook my head at her and smiled.  I could see changes in her just since I met her, she was gaining confidence even though this date terrified her.
 
   I didn't know where to start.  “It's just that... there's this girl.”  I shook my head, “Never mind, it's ridiculous.”  She shook her half eaten slice at me in a menacing manner.  I looked at my hands then her and steeled my resolve.  “This girl has me so confused, she's frustrating.  Part of me wants to strangle her and part of me wants to...”
 
   I let it hang a second then clarified, “She's blocking me from getting something of mine back, she's playing games that have me wanting to rip my hair out.  It's quite deliberate how evil she is being.  But God help me if I don't find it cute.”
 
   I just watched her grin as she chewed and I blurted, “Argh!”  Then looked down and motioned at my feet. “She likes cowboys and I think I just bought these boots to wear for her.  I don't do things like that!”
 
   She had to cover her mouth as she laughed, to stop from spraying pizza chunks.  I narrowed my eyes at her.  “What?”
 
   She looked at her crust, and grinned at it, refusing to look at me.  “You've got it real bad if you are asking me for girl advice.”  Then she met my eyes, shes twinkling with humor.  “Sound's like the great Eliza Montrose has finally met her match.”  Then she leaned forward slightly and looked around then whispered, “Is she cute?”
 
   I blushed and sat back into my chair in resignation.  “Exceedingly, and annoyingly so.  The little pipsqueak is half a bubble off plumb and I'm drawn to it.  She's obtuse and obstinate and unyielding.”
 
   The smirk I received made me grin as she said, “And she gets your motor purring.”
 
   I exhaled and said, “God yes, and I don't know why.  She's like my nemesis, the anti-Liza if you will.”  I ate the last bite of my pizza and sat back and chewed.
 
   She nodded and said, “Opposites attract Liza.  Someone once told me that we can't choose who we are attracted to.”
 
   I grinned and tossed a piece of crust lazily at her for throwing my words back at me.  “Whatever lady.”
 
   We spent a few more minutes discussing the girls who were making us nervous wrecks before she had to go back to work.  I kissed her cheek. “Okay, I'll see you tomorrow.”  Then I thought of something.  “I can leave your name at Ronnie Scott's if you want to come hear me play.”
 
   She brightened. “That would be brill!  I'll see you tonight then.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Gig
 
   The rest of the day went by in a shot, and before I knew it, I was setting up with the band on the stage on one end of the club.  The place was fantastic, with booths and seating all around and a small expanse of hardwood for those adventuresome enough to dance.  Pictures lined every wall of the bands and Jazz greats that have played the club over the years.
 
   The band was all old timers, led by the sax man, none other than Mason Briggs.  He had played with my uncle a few times back in the day.  Mason stopped setting up his music stand when I unzipped my ragged bass' semi-rigid case and pulled her out, I lovingly looked over her battered and worn body, inspecting her curves before I extended her endpin.
 
   Mason stepped to my side and whistled low and said in a gravelly voice that was well worn by singing and playing for decades in smoky bars.  “I never thought I'd see Audrey again.”  The look of appreciation on his face spoke a thousand words.
 
   I smiled at him and leaned her toward him.  He looked surprised and hesitant like she would burn him if he touched her.  Then he touched his lower lip and dropped his hand, “May I?”
 
   I smiled and nodded. “Of course.  From how Slade spoke of you and the good old days, you may as well be extended family.”  I leaned her toward him again and he hesitantly took her.  He marveled at her and that brought pride swelling up in me, she was indeed a gorgeous bass even with how well worn and loved she was.
 
   He plucked experimentally with her, closing his eyes to take in her rich tone that was unparalleled by any other bass.  He basked in the thrum then opened his eyes and scanned her.  “She looks exactly the same as the day I first laid eyes on her.”  He gave a half smirk grin.  “Couple decades before you were even born I expect.”
 
    Mason looked around, his other two bandmates we busy setting up the drums so he leaned in.  “You know the secret Audrey is keeping?”  Indeed, I did, very few knew of it and I wanted to keep it that way to honor Uncle Slade.  If he didn't want people knowing, then neither did I.
 
   I nodded and he shook his head in disbelief.  “I never understood why Walker kept her in this shape, so people would never know.  But he said that her sound did her speaking, and if people listened, they would know.”
 
   I said, “I agree with him on that, people should love her for her voice, not for what she is.”
 
   He sighed as he leaned her back to me.  “You're just like him.  The music comes first.”  Then he smirked.  “Earl says you have a touch of ol' Walker in you.  It's the only reason I let you sub for Mickey while he recovers from knee surgery.”
 
   I took his extended challenge.  I smirked as I adjusted the tuning pegs.  Then I channeled Ray Brown and Black Orpheus, closed my eyes and let Audrey guide me as my fingers danced on the strings.  It really did feel like a dance to me every time I played, as my left hand slid along the fingerboard, caressing her neck.
 
   I opened my eyes as I let the last note thrum out.  I more felt it, vibrating up trough my feet and into my arms to hum throughout my body, than heard it.  I couldn't decipher the look in Mason's eyes, they looked a little watery.  Someone started clapping, it was Earl, Mr. Raisin.  A few others joined in.  The people setting things up in the club, getting ready to open the doors at seven, and the other band members.
 
   Mason shook his head, his darker freckles showing through his light ebony complexion.  “Damn.  You have Walker's touch girl.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him.  As if.
 
   We had about ten minutes to go over the six pieces we would be performing.  I was familiar with them all, and we practiced one number so the band and I could get a feel for each other.
 
   But the incredible thing about Jazz is that it is more of a medium where you play by feel, and any jazz musician can adapt to any band they are playing with.  It is all art and emotion in your playing rather than rigid technical adherence to the piece.  That is why there is so much ad-libbing and freestyle solos in jazz, you play to the mood and what moves you.
 
   That's what makes jazz so great. You are living in the moment and the music comes from deep down inside you, as you share a bit of your soul with the audience, making them a part of the music as well.
 
   We stopped in mid-number and the drummer, a Welshman named Rhett, asked in his thick Welsh accent, “You got any pipes Lil' Walker?”
 
   I hesitated at the name but nodded.
 
   He said, “Then don't be afraid to use what the good lord gave ya.'  We could use a little higher voice in the mix.”
 
   The others nodded.  Usually when I subbed in for another musician, all they wanted was my bass.  I shrugged and they started up again.  I lent my voice, to their nods of appreciation and silly man grins.  Mason inclined his head at me, I took my cue from the band leader and moved forward slightly and soloed with Audrey and sang, only Rhett's brushes on his drums lending support.  I was grateful for Mason's nod that signaled me that the band was stepping back in.
 
   Then the lights all dimmed and Mr. Raisin was clapping at his staff who all started rushing to their stations.  He looked back at the band and said loudly, “Doors are open in five, you are on in fifteen.”  Mason nodded in understanding and piped in jazz started playing through the speakers in the ceiling.
 
   Mason said to us, “Last chance for bodily functions for an hour.”  The three other men nodded, mumbled, and started off for the restrooms.
 
   I chuckled at them and was about to joke about old men and their bladders when I realized that I had to go too.  I leaned Audrey into the little fold out stand from her case and hurried after the men who were looking back and now chuckling at me.  I waggled a fist at them, they didn't seem intimidated.
 
   When I returned to the stage, people were starting to stream into the doors and the sound level started doubling every minute as the crowd grew.  I saw a familiar auburn haired gatekeeper wander in, her eyes scanning the room quickly.  I swallowed, she was in a sequined black dress and heels that let me see more of her delightful curves.
 
   I waved and she squinted in my direction then lifted her specs on their lanyard and slid them on.  Then she brightened as she looked to my left and returned my wave.  I motioned for her to come over and she navigated the crowd as it wasn't there.  I think people sensed she was a pipsqueak on a mission and just parted for her.
 
   She arrived at the stage and I squatted to give her a hug.  “Glad you made it runt.”  I countered her crinkled nose with a wink.
 
   She parried, “Well you owe me six songs, this is probably the only way I'll be able to collect.”
 
   Six? It was my turn to crinkle my nose at her.
 
   I smiled and said, “Well sit back and enjoy the show lady.  I'm on in less than ten, they'll give me some heat on my own music just after our set.”
 
   She nodded and turned to leave and almost tripped when she hesitated at the sight of my cowboy boots.  She stared at them unblinking for two heartbeats then she turned away as a huge smile bloomed on her face.  I'm sure mine matched.  Take that you evil pixie.  I mentally added one point in the Liza column.
 
   When we received the five-minute warning signal from Earl, I noted a woman in a green dress step into the club.  She shrank away into her white vest jacket as she started moving toward a wall near the bar.  I looked at the band and said, “Back in a jiff.”  Then hopped off the stage and made a beeline for Gina.
 
   I caught her elbow from behind as she made her way through the crowd.  She turned and her nervous look turned into a glowing smile as she blurted, “Hi!”
 
   I greeted her with a hug, then chastised her for hiding away as I looped my arm in hers and dragged her toward Amy's table.  I swayed to the piped in music as we went, and faltered at the glare Amy was giving us.  Oh dear lord, was she jealous?  I fought off a smile at the thought.  Two points for Liza!
 
   I got to the table and made quick introductions before Amy could burn a hole in us with her glare.  “Amy, I'd like you to meet my best friend in London, Gina Stapleton.  Gina, this is Amarissa Hoyte, my... Amy's my, something.  Could Gina sit with you?”
 
   Gina brightened and Amy visibly relaxed, motioned a hand to a chair, and Gina asked me as she sat, “This is the one?  She's as pretty as you said.”  Then she turned to Amy and shook her hand, “I'm pleased to meet Liza's 'something'.  She won't shut up about you.”
 
   Good god, what was she trying to do to me?
 
   I sputtered, but the sly smile from Amarissa shut me up.
 
   She looked at me as she spoke to Gina, “The pleasure is mine Gina, I have all sorts of questions for you.”
 
   I paled but glanced at the clock.  Damn.  I hustled back to the stage with dread in my heart over leaving the two gossips together.  I grudgingly moved one point over to the Amy column.
 
   Moments, after I took the stage, the piped in music stopped, and Earl, was on stage introducing the band.  I paled when he used the nickname that Rhett had bestowed upon me earlier, Eliza, Lil' Walker, Montrose.  Was I going to be saddled with that name now?  Why can't we choose our own nicknames?  Then I'd be Strings Montrose.  Lil' Walker reminded me that Slade was no longer with us.
 
   We slipped into some smooth jazz and that made everything alright.  I forgot all my troubles and just closed my eyes and swayed with the groove.  I opened my eyes again and the world was much brighter for having the smoky tones of the beat we played.
 
   The piece was meant to showcase each instrument, like an introduction of each musician.  Mason would single each of us out and we would ad lib a solo, letting the music take us.  Jonsey was a master on the ivories.  Mason's sweet tones on the reed were honeyed silk. The crowd applauded for each solo.
 
   I let Audrey guide me when I stepped forward.  My body couldn't help but sway to the music as something greater than myself took hold of me and set me free.  It was the spirit of jazz, the soul of the music.  It always completed me in some way I never understood.  All the hurt and pain in my life just bled away as I plucked the strings.
 
   Then the band joined in and we feathered the beat at the tag.  The cheers were some of the best I had encountered in my European walking tour.  I smiled at the other band members as we started the second number, this one was meant to try to get people out on the dance floor.  It had some swing to it and a diggity bump for me.
 
   I smiled over at Amy and Gina's table.  Amy had just turned back around toward me, and shot me a dreamy smile.  Damn it, how could she get under my skin so easily.  I followed her previous gaze back to the bar and almost missed a string.  Friggin' Scratch was there with J8 right next to her.  Scratch noticed my scrutiny and held up my passport before pocketing it in her black hoodie.
 
   I looked back to the table and Amarissa had an wicked toothy grin on her face.  I told you the woman was evil.  I absently wondered how Scratch and June got in, since it was a members club, and I certainly hadn't put their names on the list at the door.  I almost snorted at myself at my own naivety.  She was J friggin' 8, she didn't need to be on a list anywhere.
 
   I quickly forgot my troubles as the music swept me away in its current.  I sang on this one and could have slapped the band when none of them sang through it, they just lent dynamic backup to my voice in places.  Mason just grinned smugly at the death glare I shot him.
 
   The other numbers pushed me farther and farther under the spell of the jazz we played.  I was in my element, I felt like the music cradled me, insulated me from the world, insulated me from my own self-destructive nature.  I was safe inside that music and Audrey's smooth, smokey tone rose to the occasion.
 
   When our set was over; far too soon in my book; we took our bows to the cheering crowd.  Earl retook the stage and announced a five-minute intermission for the band to break down their equipment before the modern jazz fusion styling of Lil' Walker, followed by the headline act, Charlie Hammer.  I had heard of Charlie H.  He was supposedly a magician on the trumpet.
 
   I helped the men break down their gear.  I was still hopped up on the music we had just played and was in such a good mood that not even Scratch mocking me in the back could derail me.  I took a moment to re-tune my strings before Earl announced, “Everyone, put your hands together for Lil' Walker.  I promise, this is jazz as you've never heard it before.”
 
   I got some applause, a screeching whistle cut through it.  Both Amy and Gina were standing.  Gina was clapping and Amy was removing her fingers from her lips; damn she could whistle, and she clapped too.  I blushed and gave them a little wave.
 
   I grinned evilly and said into my mic, “This is for the pipsqueak, she knows who she is.”  Then I played my best piece.  I took the most famous song in the history of rock, Mandy Fay Harris', ‘Oceans of Blue’ and forged it into a jazz number.  This was always my favorite because there isn't a song out there that can touch all the complex emotions that Mandy had somehow imbued in the words of the song.
 
   My eyes were closed through the entire piece as I danced with my Audrey.  We let the music flow out to the people gathered in the club.  Sharing our own empathy for the words in the song as I sang them.  It was something I never thought I could touch.  Above all, it was a song of hope.
 
   I had always imagined that the oceans of blue that she sang about, were the feelings that washed over you when you got lost in the eyes of someone you felt you didn't deserve.  Or maybe I was just reading too much into it.  I admitted to myself that I felt that way whenever I looked into Amarissa's eyes.
 
   I finished on a muted note, the final note humming through the bass until it and my voice faded off to entropy.  I opened my eyes to the cheers.  Amy and Gina were standing cheering and whistling.  I caught Amarissa's eye.
 
   She mouthed, “Beautiful,” to me.
 
   I hesitated, she had a different smile on her face than any she had given me before.  It was supermurgitroid and made me blush and look down as Mr. Raisin joined me onstage.
 
   He kissed my cheek and said into my ear,  “You've got Walker's magic Liza.  You can play Ronnie Scott's anytime.”  I gave him a smile and he said into the mic, “Lil' Walker everyone!”
 
   I gave a nervous bow to the cheering and then I hustled to the back of the stage as he announced a ten-minute intermission before the headline act came on.
 
   I quickly put Audrey in her case and leaned her in the corner.
 
   Earl intercepted me and said into my ear to be heard over the piped in music, “You're not leaving her there are you?”
 
   I nodded and he shook his head.
 
   “No, put her in my office.  I'd feel safer if she were locked someplace safe until you are ready to leave.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “Nobody is going to touch her onstage.”
 
   He gave me the look of a parent scolding their child.  “You know damn well that she's not just a double bass.”
 
   I exhaled.  “Fine.”
 
   He made a motion and the big guy I had met before came up and Earl told him, “Ben, get Lil' Walker's bass locked up in the main office.”  Then he looked at me and added, “If she gives you permission to touch her that is.”  He lowered his sunglasses that he wore even in the club and shot me a questioning look.
 
   I nodded and the big man went over and picked up Audrey and disappeared into the crowd with her.  So Ben was his grandson's name.  I had forgotten to ask and I was too embarrassed to admit I didn't know it earlier when I saw him tonight again.
 
   For an old guy, Earl was strong, he hopped off the stage and put his arms up and he lifted me down like I was nothing but a doll.  He gave my shoulder a squeeze and shot me a toothy grin.  I smiled at him as I shook my head and pushed his shoulder playfully.
 
   Then I cut through the crowd, zeroing in on Amy's table.  The two women were laughing so hard there were tears on their faces.  I had to grin at them as I arrived at the table.  They both went instantly silent, trying to hold in their laughter.
 
   I narrowed my eyes.  “What?”
 
   They looked from me to each other and Gina said, “Oh nothing.”  They exploded into laughter again.  Oh Louie's Horn, they were discussing me.
 
   But then Amy sobered and tilted her head cutely at me as her eyes fixed on that nebulous spot to the left of my face.  She had a touch of admiration in her voice when she said, “You were really amazing up there tonight Eliza.  I knew you could play, but... bloody hell.”
 
   My heart sped up and I could feel a blush burning on my face.
 
   Then she added to Gina's giggling delight, “And you wore cowboy boots.”
 
   I brushed an errant lock of hair behind my ear and sat down next to her.  She did a cute hippity hop, bouncing her chair closer to mine, then looked down at my hands in my lap.  She lowered her eyes bashfully and reached out to rest her hand on top of mine as Earl announced Charlie H.
 
   She was so distracting, I slowly moved my hand under hers until our palms were facing each others and laced our fingers.  She didn't pull back.  Then I remembered something and shot my eyes back to Scratch and June Harris-West.  They were gone.  I scanned the place and saw them leaving the club.  Damn it.
 
   Hey, wait a minute.  I turned my eyes to Amy, who had been sitting rigidly in her seat since I laced our fingers.  The fingers of her free hand were resting lightly on the lanyard of her glasses.  I accused, “You could have contacted Scratch anytime you wanted.”
 
   She shrugged. “You wanted to speak with Fran.”
 
   Grrr.  “Why you deceptive little runt.”
 
   She grinned and shrugged again.
 
   Then I asked, “Did you tell them I was playing here tonight?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   I exhaled, “How can someone so cute be so evil?  I mean Darth could take lessons from you.”
 
   I squinted at her, I could tell Gina was watching us both carefully now.  Then I asked in a slow, patient tone.  “So Amy, can you get me in contact with Scratch?”
 
   She squeezed my hand and said, “No. That's a different deal.  Our deal is I get you in touch with Fran.  After that, we can discuss a deal concerning Scratch.”
 
   Then she looked around, ran her fingers up the lanyard to her glasses, and sighed in relief.  She gave me a cute scrunchy face and laid her head on my shoulder.  “Now hush, you owe me this night.”
 
   I... she... but... oh dear lord, never mind.  I laid my head on top of hers, and Gina cutely propped her head up on her hands across from us.  I could hear the “awww” in her head.
 
   The pure brass note of a trumpet on stage snapped me out of basking in the warm feeling I was getting from the frustrating imp I seemed to be smitten by.  A small part of me was enjoying the games she was playing.  Nobody had ever led me around like I had a ring in my nose before, and she seemed immune to my charms for the most part.
 
   When the whole band kicked in for the swing number Charlie was playing, Amy looked down at my boots, bit her lower lip then stood.  She didn't release my hand and she pulled me up and hustled us past Gina, looping her arm in hers and pulling her up.  She chirped out like some deranged chipmunk, “Let's dance girls!”
 
   I proceeded to have more fun that night than I've had in a very, very long time.
 
   By the time Earl took the stage to play the final number himself, something I learned he does every night at his club, I was shocked to learn it was two in the morning.  Time really does fly when you are laughing and spending time with good people.
 
   I waited with them at the door as Ben went to retrieve Audrey for me.
 
   Gina said to us, “Thank you so much for such a fun evening ladies.”  She gave us each our very own kiss on our cheeks then she looked up at me hopefully. “Tomorrow then?  Help me get ready for my...”
 
   Amy chuckled. “You can say it you silly bird.  Date.  Help you get ready for your date with Valerie.”
 
   Gina stuck her tongue out at the sequin-dressed pixie. “Fine you evil woman.  My date... with  Valerie.”
 
   Amy crinkled her nose in victory.
 
   I bumped Amy's hip to make her be nice and pointedly nodded at Gina.  “Of course.  I'll help make you even more irresistible to your barista.”
 
   She exhaled and sighed, “Thank you so much.”  Then she looked at Amy. “You'll be there too?  We all know our Liza needs a keeper, or I'll be dressed in some Catholic schoolgirl uniform, two sizes too small.”
 
   I defended myself, “Hey!”
 
   They both looked at me, Amarissa cocked an eyebrow at me.
 
   I sputtered out, “Well fine, but still... hey!”
 
   They both chuckled and Amy laid her free hand on Gina's arm.  “Of course.  I told you I would earlier.”
 
   Gina nodded and said, “Thanks.”  Then looked first at Amy then at me.  And asked abruptly, “Aimes, are you gay?” Then she lowered her head as she raised her shoulders and covered her mouth.
 
   Amy didn't even blink.  “Gay?  I think I'm pretty happy most of the time.”
 
   Gina rolled her eyes and Amy grinned and said, “If you're referring to sexuality.  I've not much experience so I'm not right sure.  I know I like romance.  I love any tawdry romance I can get my hands on.  Straight, gay, lesbian.  It's all about the love story to me.  Romance and intimacy.”
 
   Then she seemed to melt. “But American cowboys?  Mmmmm...  I'd say I'm cowboy-sexual if I really need a label.”
 
   I knew it!  She looked down at my boots and bit her lower lip.
 
   Gina giggled then gave us each a departing hug.  She whispered into my ear as she hugged me, “Saddle up cowgirl.”
 
   I was shocked that sweet little Gina said that.  I was grinning like a loon when she released me.
 
   She tottered off with a small wave as Ben arrived with Audrey for me.  He also handed me an envelope that had my cut of the gate.  I cocked an eyebrow, there was over two hundred pounds in it, and a note from Earl asking me to call to discuss possible performances.
 
   I pocketed the envelope, thanked Ben, and hefted Audrey over my shoulder.  I reclaimed Amy's hand, just because I could and I sort of missed holding it.  She gave a little squeeze.
 
   Then I said, “Let me walk you to your car.”
 
   She nodded and asked, “How are you getting back to the hostel?”
 
   I grinned and said, “Oyster card.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and dragged me bodily along behind her with our clasped hands.  “Nothing is running this late you silly bird.  I'm driving you.”
 
   You do not argue with concentrated evil, so I didn't argue.  Before I knew it, we were heading back to the hostel in what I can only describe as a little wind-up clown car, with Audrey's neck sticking out the back seat window.  Fine, it wasn't a clown car, it was a little Fiat 500.
 
   I felt a little pang in my gut when we finally said goodnight.  I was sad to see her go.  I walked up to the door, and pulled on the handle and found it locked.  Crap!  I forgot curfew again.  I tapped lightly on the door but nobody came.
 
   I sat on the ground by the door to wait to see if I could get lucky again.  A few minutes layter, I pulled out my phone and looked at it for a minute.  I scrolled through my missed calls and my thumb hovered over Kelly's name, I knew I could entice him to have me over for the rest of the night.  I realized that I hadn't played around since I got to London.
 
   I stared at my thumb and wondered why I couldn't tap the screen.  A little voice in my head said, “Because Liza, it would be like cheating on Amy.”  Amy and I were not a couple, but it didn't matter because I knew in my heart, I wanted us to be.  What the hell had London done to me?  It broke me.  I don't do commitment.  I don't fall for people.  Especially not short annoying people who are playing games with me.
 
   I chuckled at myself knowing I'd never do anything to hurt the woman.  I pulled up Amy's number and again my traitorous thumb wouldn't let me call her.  I didn't want to inconvenience her.  Okay whatever, be picky, I was afraid.
 
   I scrolled down to Gina's name and hit connect.  “Hi Gina?  I don't want to impose upon you, but I missed curfew at the hostel.  I don't really want to sleep on the street, do you think I could... yeah?  Thanks, you're the best.  See you in a few.”
 
   I hung up and absently slid my cell into my bag as I grinned.  Not many people would get back out of bed to come pick up a stranded friend.  I heart me some Gina.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Misunderstanding
 
   The next morning I woke on Gina's couch.  I stretched under the blankets she had brought out to me.  My eyes reflexively darted over to Audrey, propped up in the corner of the living room, and I grinned.  I was so paranoid about her when she wasn't locked up.
 
   I started a pot of coffee brewing then headed to the shower.  I'd have to borrow something to wear from Gina.  I was in such a great mood.  I sang in the shower, adding some swing to some of Amber LaLanie's upbeat numbers.  I threw on the clothes I wore last night and headed out to the coffee maker as I ran my fingers through my long hair to help it air dry.
 
   Gina was there in an oversize Penny Franklin tour tee.  She was sipping a cup of coffee in one hand as she looked at my phone in her hand in the other.  She saw me and her brow furrowed further.  “Amy called and your mobile kept ringing instead of going to voicemail, so I answered to take a message.”
 
   She offered the phone to me as I reached her.  I took it as she said, “It was Amy, looking for you so she could drive you here.  I told her no bother that you had spent the night here.  She just said, 'oh,' and rang off.”
 
   Oh shit.  She thought...  I dialed her quickly.  I poured a cup of coffee as I waited for her to pick up.  She answered with a terse, “What?”
 
   I replied carefully, “Gina said you called.”
 
   She said with no emotion in her voice.  “And to think I believed you when you said you were just friends.  I knew we were playing games with each other, but I thought we...”
 
   When she didn't finish, I offered, “It isn't what you think...”
 
   She interrupted, “That's how it always is, what they always say.  Goodbye Eliza, please don’t call again.”  Then she hung up.
 
   I just stared at the phone in my hand, stunned.  Finally, I set it down and closed my eyes.  It must be some sort of pattern with me, screwing up anything good in my life.  That's what I get for letting people in.  I kept my eyes closed.
 
   A concerned Gina asked, “What's wrong Liza?”
 
   I shook my head and opened my eyes to look at her.  I gave a crooked half smile and shrugged, “She thinks we slept together.”
 
   She paled. “Bloody hell.  I should never have answered the mobile.  Call her back.  You can explain... I can explain.”
 
   I shook my head. “She said not to try.”  I exhaled and pushed it all aside.  “I don’t do relationships anyway.  It's all for the best.” I lied.  Then I forced a smile onto my face.  “And we need to figure out what you're going to wear and get you ready for your date today.”
 
   She hesitated and tilted her head to look at me.  I could see she didn't believe my bullshit front.  She shook her head sadly then smiled and asked, “What am I going to wear?  Formal?  Casual?  Jumper?  Dress?  Oh, dear lord, it's just a movie right?”
 
   I started chuckling as she brought part of me out of the shadowed quagmire of my thoughts.  This would be a great distraction to keep my mind off of  Amarissa.  It would be a pleasure to help Gina find herself, and who knows, maybe she'd get lucky tonight.  I needed to help her enhance her adorableness.   Valerie didn't stand a chance.
 
   When we had gone through Gina's entire wardrobe and she wasn't happy with anything, I said, “Alright, don't panic.  You've spent most of your life trying to hide in the shadows.  We just need some new outfits.  I know just the place.”
 
   I tossed her bag to her and I grabbed mine as I pointed outside.  “To the Gina-mobile.”
 
   She chuckled and countered, “But, my car's name is Perry.”
 
   I gave her a mock squinty glower and rephrased, “To Perry!” I kept pointing until the grinning lady moved slowly past me like someone not wanting to wake up a wolf as they passed.
 
   A short drive later and we were at Forgotten Threads, where I had found my boots for... Amy.  I have to remember to thank Gina at a future time.  She kept my mind from dwelling on Amy as we made it an adventure, a fashion show of decades past.
 
   We chuckled at the flapper dress she tried, and the sixties tie-dyed skirt.  Then what could only have been a disco outfit from the seventies.  We were laughing so hard that the owner had to make sure we were still breathing.  She got into the show herself, and I tried on a few outfits.  They all looked better on me than the clothes I had borrowed from Gina.
 
   We wound up with Gina in a white pirate blouse with billowy sleeves.  A cute forest green corset over it that just enhanced her bosom, and some form fitting boy jeans that made all her curves pop.  She was blushing into the nether realms at how Alisha, the shopkeeper, and I were gushing over the look on her.  The best thing about the outfit was that she had nowhere to hide in it.
 
   She looked between the two of us.  “Really?”  She held her arms up and the billowy sleeves drooped slightly.
 
   I nodded like a fool as did Alisha.
 
   Alisha said in a sweet honey tone, “That looks darling on you, you'll be broadcasting on all frequencies to your bloke that you are all woman.”
 
   I can't possibly convey to you just how proud I was of Gina's shy response as she countered with, “Bird. She's a woman.”
 
   I knew just how hard it was at first to admit that in public.  She still wasn't one hundred percent sure of her orientation, but she still wasn't shamed at her admission.  You should never be ashamed of who you are attracted to.  It is just bigotry, fear, and hatred that makes you feel like it isn't natural, like you are different.  When in reality we are all the same and nobody should shame anyone for who they like.
 
   Alisha didn't even bat an eyebrow or hesitate as she corrected herself, “Well she'll be satisfied with the results.”
 
   Now I really knew I loved this shop.
 
   I wound up with another outfit myself, I really didn't know where I was going to stuff it into my backpack, but it was cute.  I could cull a shirt and some of my more worn and ratty jeans for it.
 
   I took my blushing companion back to her place with the threat of, “There, now that the easy stuff is done, on to the torture!”  I grinned like a loon and the silly woman actually held up a stylized crucifix in defense, which was hanging from some gorgeous rosary beads from her rear view mirror.
 
   I broke into a giggle fit.  She was really coming out of her shell.  Now I had to make sure that Valerie was powerless against her.  With what I hoped was a wicked gleam in my eyes, I attacked Gina's hair and makeup.  On the plus side, she didn't need much makeup at all.
 
   I explained it to her, “Your natural coloring is awesome.  I'm jealous of your tone and complexion.  So all we're going to do is accentuate your puppy dog eyes a bit.  I admit they were one of the reasons I originally picked you out of the crowd.”
 
   She was in super blush mode again.
 
   With the barest hints of shadow and liberal use of eyeliner, drawing her lids out to catlike points, you couldn't help be be drawn to her eyes.  Then I barely highlighted her cheekbones with blusher.  I finished with a clear lip gloss and couldn't stop from feeling a little smug at the result.  It added a little edge to her bashful body language by making it almost impossible not to fixate on her lips.
 
   She wanted to look in the mirror and I chastised her, “Not yet.  I haven't had this much fun in a long time, and you can't see until I'm done.”
 
   She snorted. “You make me sound like a bloody science experiment.”
 
   I wiggled my fingers in the air in front of me and said, “She's alive!”  As she giggled, I started adding a couple little green streamers in her hair which I made from some old Christmas ribbon she had lying around.  The green was a decent match to her corset.  I left one streamer flat and I curled the other with some scissors.  I fastened them with a barrette on the side of her hair that insisted on flopping cutely over her cheek all the time.
 
   I asked if she had any jewelry, and I accessorized with some silver loop bracelets and a delicately thin silver necklace with a tiny heart charm on it.  I sat back and just grinned at the results.  If she wasn't my best friend here, I'd be drooling.
 
   I spun her in her chair to face her full-length mirror on the back of her bedroom door.  “Taa daa!”
 
   She blinked, then smiled and reached up to touch the ribbons in her hair lightly.  “I don't even look like me.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Poppycock.  We just brought out your natural adorableness.  We couldn't go with sex kitten because that just isn't you.  I had a great subject to work with.”
 
   She looked at herself one last time then I gacked as she pulled me into a hug.
 
   She almost vibrated as she started aimlessly pacing and looking at the time on her cell.
 
   I chuckled and said, “Relax, it's just a date.”
 
   She slowed a bit and shared, “I know.  Do you think she'll like me?”
 
   I held up three fingers.  “Scouts honor, she's going to drool.  She already likes you or she wouldn't have accepted your clumsy attempt at asking her out.”
 
   She smirked and shoved my shoulder.  “You're just partial because you're my friend.”
 
   I crinkled my nose at her then said, “Drive a girl home?  That will waste some time before you need to go pick her up.”  She nodded and started walking to the door.
 
   I chuckled and held up her purse.  “You may need this Speedy.”
 
   She looked back then exhaled and chuckled as she took it and I slung Audrey over my shoulder.
 
   I was mostly silent on our way to the hostel, with a mini auburn haired terror on my mind.  I needed to go talk with her.  I hated that she thought I was cheating on her.  Which makes absolutely no sense.  It wasn't like we were a couple or anything.
 
   Gina seemed to be reading my mind as she pulled to the curb at the Oxford and laid a hand on my arm.  “Get out of your head Liza.  Just go talk to her and explain.”
 
   I grinned at winked at her giving me sage advice.  When had our roles reversed?
 
   I got out, unloaded my double bass, and leaned in the driver's side window and gave her a peck on the cheek.  “Will do.  Call me the moment your date ends, I want to hear everything.”
 
   She nodded and paled, I'm sure she realized that now she was flying solo and her nerves were getting to her.  She drove off in a semi-panicked daze.  I couldn't help but smile as I watched her pulling into traffic.  She was going to do just fine.
 
   I stowed Audrey and made a quick call to the Factory and prepared another letter to mail.  Then I couldn't put off what I really wanted to do anymore.  I called Amy.  It went straight to voicemail.  I grimaced and hung up.  This was something that had to be done face to face or it wouldn't sound sincere anyway.
 
   I gathered my courage, stepped outside, and cued up some inspirational jazz as I put my earbuds in.  I let the music take me as I danced down the street, trying not to think of a certain annoying pixie with her awesome sarcastic smile.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Just Listening
 
   I arrived at Ponsonby Place shortly after.  The doors were locked as always and I rang the visitor's bell.  A minute later, Amarissa stepped out into the large lobby where there were students using a few of the comfortable looking couches and chairs set up for them to have a quiet place to study.
 
   I nervously smiled and waved at her through the door.  She studied me for a moment then just shook her head sadly and walked away, leaving me standing stupidly at the door watching her leave me there.
 
   I gritted my teeth and started ringing the door again.  I knew it buzzed in the office and in her room, being the hall matron.  I would annoy her to death until she talked with me and I could clear things up.  I... missed speaking to her.  Missed verbally sparring, missed the feel of her hand in mine.  What in the hell has happened to me?  I've never let myself become this attached before.  This whole thing is Scratch's fault.  If I ever saw her again, I'd... I'd... I don't know, but it would be unpleasant.
 
   After a few minutes, a pretty young woman came into the lobby staring at the door, speaking into her cell.  She nodded and put it in her pocket and started striding to the door with intent, her eyes narrowed at me.  She was a fairly tall woman who looked to be in great athletic shape.  Her chocolate brown skin was tight against the muscles in her arms.  She wore a string tank top and shorts that let her display equally toned legs.
 
   She stopped at the door, making no move to open it as she scrutinized me.  It was sort of unnerving, it was like she was determining the best way to disassemble me and pack me away into little zip lock bags for disposal. Then she spoke, her voice attenuating through the glass door. “Eliza?”
 
   I nodded and she nodded once and replied, “Go away, she doesn't want to see you.”  She started to turn away.
 
   I put a hand on the door. “Wait... umm...”  I left it a question.
 
   She paused and looked at me then back into the building and said, “Max.”
 
   I pleaded, “Please, Max, I need to speak with her.  I need to explain what...”
 
   She shook her head and said, “Go home.  She doesn't want to speak with you.”  Then she walked away.  I would have been furious at the woman if it wasn't for one thing.  The woman was protecting Amy.  The little runt had some good friends.
 
   My chest was tightening.  I've never really felt much anxiety before, and it was a foreign feeling now that it seemed to have my insides all twisted about.  How the hell had I fallen for someone I can't have?  I stood there looking in for a minute before I realized everyone in the lobby had stopped their studies and were looking up at me.
 
   I blushed and turned around and hurried down the walk.  Just what the heck was I going to do?  In London less than a week, and I've lost my passport and my heart.  Shit.  I wiped a tear off my cheek with the back of my sleeve.
 
   I just aimlessly walked, trying to figure out what I was going to do next.  The logical thing was to find an in at the Factory, play the venue then go back to the States and forget about everything.  I chuckled at myself, since when was I ever logical?
 
   I found myself down by the river.  I walked the Thames for a bit.  My heart had never hurt like this before.  I saw a pretty looking pier with barges that looked to have tiny apartment buildings built on them.  And in front of them, there were some beautiful cast iron benches overlooking the water on the boardwalk.
 
   I walked over and sat on one of the benches to give my aching feet a rest.  I looked around, the banner on the pier read, The Flotilla Project, Low and No Income Housing, and a phone number.  I looked at the boats again and blinked, they were possibly the nicest low-income housing I had ever seen.
 
   Then I got lost watching the gentle swirling currents of the Thames.  I silently cried as I wondered what I was doing.  Not just with Amy, but my life.  I had no real plan in life.  I was living in the moment, fulfilling a promise, living the music.  It was a promise not to just Uncle Slade, but to myself.
 
   My song was coming to an end and I didn't know if there would be an encore.  Who was Eliza Montrose once I finished my life's goal here in London?  For the third time in my life, I felt completely lost, completely alone.
 
   Someone sat on the other side of the bench.  There were a half dozen other benches, why sit on one someone was using.  I glanced over.  A stunning woman with strong Indian features and her hair pulled back into a ponytail sat there.  She wore an impeccably pressed skirt suit and she just stared out over the water.
 
   She said in a posh English accent,  “You seem lost.”
 
   I stared at her a moment, wondering if she meant I wasn't supposed to be there or she was just reading me that well.  She finally turned to me and the look in her chocolate brown eyes told me it was the latter.
 
   I was hit with a wall of emotion I didn't understand and my shoulders started shaking as I began to cry.  The woman was instantly beside me hugging me as I sobbed into her shoulder.  She just sat there, this stranger, holding me and stroking my hair, making shushing sounds.
 
   When I finally composed myself and pulled back, she offered a handkerchief, not a tissue, but an actual handkerchief.  She gave a gentle smile as I dried my eyes and cheeks.  I smiled nervously and looked at the sky.  “I'm sorry, I don't know what's gotten into me.”  Then I looked at her and smiled awkwardly. “Rough week.”
 
   She stood, hooking her arm in mine and pulling me to my feet.  “Walk with me, tell me all about it.  It's amazing how cathartic just putting it all out there can be.  And I'm a stranger, so you know I won’t share your secrets, we'll probably never see each other aftd she gave me eased my indecision as she said, “The two proper responses here are either, yes ma'am, or yes Paya.”
 
   Her friggin' smile was contagious.  I smiled and rolled my eyes, “Yes Paya.”
 
   She patted my arm in hers and said, “There's a good girl.  Now tell me things...”  She left it hanging.
 
   I looked at her, she was really serious, what kind of person asked a stranger to tell her their troubles?  I offered, “Liza Montrose.”
 
   My name seemed to take her by surprise as her eyebrows rose just a fraction of an inch, but she recovered instantly.  “Paya Doshi.  It is a pleasure to meet you, Liza.  So tell me, what has you all twisted up like this?”
 
   I don't know why I did it, maybe because she seemed so earnest and sincere, but I poured out my story to her as we walked the river.  The satchel she carried and her wardrobe told me she had someplace important to be, yet she chose instead to listen to a stranger talk of her troubles.  I'd hazard to guess that Miss Doshi was one in a million.
 
   We wound up in a coffee house as I finished.  I had even let slip that Scratch had my passport when she asked how I met Amarissa.  She burst out in a quick peal of laughter at Scratch's name and she said cryptically.  “Should have known that June was somehow in the middle of this ball of yarn.”
 
   I asked in confusion, “What?”
 
   She waved it off. “It's nothing.  Just a small world at times.”  Then she tilted her head at me and grinned.  “I think you are a lot more put together than you think.  Well except how you obtain your ill-gotten booty... or is that ill booten gotty?”
 
   I grinned into my coffee cup at her humor, I really did feel better getting it all out there.  The anxiety that had been building and the feeling of being lost had abated a bit.  Then I paused.  I hadn't told her about my umm... financing habit, nor how Scratch had obtained my passport.
 
   I looked her over again.  She was just the type I would target. Well-dressed professional who could afford to make a donation to my cause without knowing it.
 
   I tilted my head at my cup, was she just that intuitive?  She was a phenomenal listener and could hold up her side of the conversation, and guide it in a way that I shared more than I intended. Maybe Paya was just that intelligent.  She seemed to genuinely care about people she didn't even know.
 
   That thought made me look at her as I put two and two together.  We met on the Flotilla Project pier, she didn't look the type that needed low or zero income housing.  I'd bet dollars to donuts that she was involved in running the charity in some way.
 
   She asked, “You feeling a little better after being able to talk about it, Liza?”
 
   I nodded and she smiled genuinely and pulled a card out of her satchel and handed it to me.  I looked at it as she said, “Feel free to call me anytime if you want to talk more.  I am always available.”
 
   As I thought, her card read, Paya Doshi, Director, The Flotilla Project.  Then she added,  “And if you decide to stay in London, I can help you with lodging until you get your feet beneath you.”  Then she added with a humor tinged voice, “Legitimately.”
 
   I reached over and shoved her shoulder lightly.  She gave me a toothy, cheesy grin in response.  We stood and she nudged her head to the door and said, “Walk a girl back to her car?”  I nodded and we paid at the register and strolled back to the pier.
 
   I noted the coffee house was just a couple blocks away from Cavendish's Cafe, that was the small world thing Paya spoke of.  It was like all my experiences here in London were connected in some way I just couldn't put a finger on.
 
   We stopped at a dark SUV and she got in, holding the door open.  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Liza.”
 
   I grinned and leaned in and gave the woman a hug.
 
   I replied, “The feeling is mutual.  You are a singularly...”  I searched for a word. “Unique woman.”  She crinkled her nose cutely at that.  I shook my head at her antics and finished with.  “But seriously, thank you so much for just listening to a manic musician babble.”
 
   She looked at me a moment and exhaled.  She gave a sly smirk, “You're not the first, you won't be the last.  Now take care, and don't give up on Amy, she's worth the effort.”
 
   She shut the door and as I watched her pull away from the curb, I squinted at a realization.  “I had never called Amarissa, Amy, when I spilled out my heart and troubles in our discussions.”  I watched the vehicle disappear into traffic.  Just who the hell was this Paya lady anyway?
 
   Sometimes I feel like a passenger in my own life.  Or a mushroom.  Kept in the dark and fed a lot of shit.  It was almost like there was a game afoot and I didn't know all the players or rules.
 
   My cell started ringing and I checked the time, wow, it was already almost four in the afternoon.  Where had the time gone?  I felt the corners of my lips twitch up in a smile as I saw Gina on the screen.  I answered, “Hey lady.  How did it go?”
 
   She sounded like she was hyperventilating.
 
   “Get your butt over here.  I need to talk to someone before I explode.”
 
   I chuckled and agreed and hung up.  I spun on my heel and started walking back toward her place.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Debriefing
 
   When I got to Gina's flat, she tore the door open before I could knock, she looked around as if to make sure I was alone and then bodily pulled me into her place and shut the door.  Leaning her back against it.
 
   I would have been worried except for the almost manic grin on her face.  I pursed my lips from the effort of not grinning myself and asked, “So?  How did the date go?”
 
   She smiled and slid down the door until she was sitting on the floor, I squatted to keep eye contact with the silly woman.  She took a deep breath and exhaled then offered her hand, “Hello, I'm very pleased to meet you.  I'm Gina and I'm a lesbian.”
 
   I chuckled at her playfulness and ignored the hand and leaned in to hug her instead.  She made it a silly side to side hug.  She was full of pent up energy.  I stood, pulling her to her feet and dragged her to the couch.  “Go on now, tell Aunt Liza everything.”
 
   She swung side to side. “Bloody hell.  It was magical.  And when I dropped her at her place.  She pinned me against her door and laid a snogging on me I can still feel all the way down into my toes.”  Her eyes were twinkling.  “If I'm not a bloody lesbian, then I'm damn sure Valerie-sexual.”
 
   I held both of her hands as we sat across from each other with our legs folded beneath us.  “What happened next?”
 
   She blushed and squished her shoulders up as she crinkled her nose.  “The minx grinned at me, moved me aside and stepped into her place as she breathed out, “I had a lot of fun.  Call me, Gin.  I thought I was about to burst into flames, she left me so hot and bothered.”
 
   I nodded in appreciation. “She set the hook.  Very nice.”
 
   Gina tilted her head and squinted her eyes. “How so?”
 
   I pushed my tongue into my cheek to prevent from laughing at my friend.  “It means she is really into you.  Heating you up at the door like that and leaving you in that condition guarantees you'll call her.”
 
   She bit her lower lip then looked around as if to make sure nobody was listening.  “You think she's into me?”
 
   I nodded.  “Absolutely.  She'd be stupid not to be.”
 
   She bobbled around like she was trying to prevent herself from hopping up and down on the couch.  Then she said with a look of combined bashfulness and pride.  “She really liked my outfit.  Thank you for that.”
 
   I marveled at how excited she was about the possibilities of a new relationship.  I realized it had been the same way I felt about Amy, even though she frustrated me.  Paya was right, I shouldn't give up.  I'd make her listen.  If she'd just give me thirty seconds I could show her, it wasn't what she was thinking.
 
   I exhaled and then said, “Tell me everything from the beginning.  I want all the details lady.”  I inwardly chuckled, it was like a military debriefing.
 
   Then I sat back and listened to my best friend describe her date in detail like it was her first time dating.  I narrowed my eyes a bit. I had to ask her about that.  Was this really her fist date ever?  Had she allowed her fear to stop her from ever putting herself out there with another?
 
   I was again struck by my protective streak I had with her.  She really was my best friend wasn't she?  Can someone you've only known a week become your best friend?  I nodded to myself as I listened to my best friend describe her best day ever.  It made me feel much better for some reason.
 
   When she was done and I was serving her a cup of coffee from the pot I brewed as she spoke, I said, “You, my dear Gina, are smitten.”
 
   She smiled into her coffee as she took a sip.  “Whatever makes you say that?”
 
   I would have thrown a pillow at the woman if she didn't have a cup of hot liquid in her hands.  Instead, I lightly slapped her knee.  I said in a mock British accent, “You cheeky bird.”  This got her giggling.  Life wasn't looking too bad at that moment in time.
 
   Then she paused and grabbed her cell in her free hand.  “Should I call?  It's too soon right?  I mean we just saw each other not two hours ago.  How long do I wait?  A day?  Two?”
 
   I pursed my lips again to suppress another smile.  My cheeks were aching from all the smiling.  I said, “Call whenever you want.  There is no rule.  If she had as much fun as you, then she's probably just as nervous, wondering when you will call.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, she's not nervous.  She's strong and confident, like you.”
 
   I sadly shook my head right back.  “It's all an act.  Everyone is insecure.  The more insecure, the stronger they pretend to be.  It is like a mask they show the world.”
 
   I paused as I took in the look she was giving me.  I said too much.  I grinned sheepishly.  She raised her head imperiously and hit send on her cell.  I heard a single ring then Gina paled and she quickly hit disconnect on the screen.  “Bloody hell.  What would I even say?”
 
   Her cell started ringing.  She looked at the screen and showed it to me in a panic.  “It's her!  What do I do?”
 
   I chuckled. “You answer it, woman.”
 
   She answered, “H-hello?”
 
   I could barely make out a woman saying, “Hi Gina.  I got your call, but it disconnected.  I'm so glad you rang, I had a great time today.”
 
   Gina was up and pacing.  She hopped up and down on her toes as she blushed at the phone and said, “Me too. I hope it isn't too soon for me to call.”
 
   The other lady said, “No not at all.”  As Gina made her way down her hall to her bedroom.  She shot me an apologetic look and held up a finger.  I just nodded and waved her off.  I couldn't wipe the smile off my face even if I wanted to as I jumped up into the air and landed laying down on the sofa with a big, satisfying whump.  I folded my arms behind my head and stared at the ceiling, this was not turning out to be the worst day of my life after all.
 
   The next thing I knew, someone was sitting on my belly as I heard my own aborted snore.  I blinked the sleep out of my eyes and grinned at the beaming Gina on top of me.  She looked down at me with mischief in her eyes.
 
   “I have another date Monday night.”
 
   I grinned, “That soon?”
 
   She nodded.  “It was her suggestion after I asked about next Friday.”
 
   I gave a half shrug.  “See?  She's into you.”
 
   She sighed a happy sigh then poked my belly.  “Let's get you fed and to the hostel, it wouldn't boost Amy's confidence if you crashed here two nights straight.  Tomorrow after church we can figure out how to get your girl back.”
 
   I loved her new confidence and I replied with, “Yes ma'am.”
 
   She hopped up, causing me to oof, then motored over to the kitchen, calling out, “You mind pulling up the news on the telly?”
 
   I grabbed the remote from the little coffee table and turned on the television.
 
   A few minutes later, I had what felt like a family supper while we sat eating macaroni and cheese and watched TV as we chatted and laughed.
 
   Later, as she drove me to the Oxford, she asked, “Pick you up for church tomorrow?  Saint Paul's?”
 
   I sighed in defeat, “Fine, whatever lady.  You're just pushing the burst into flames in a church thing with me.”
 
   She shrugged. “I believe you are more wicked than evil, so you should be safe.  I know you're not particularly religious, but you are superstitious.  What do you think karma would do to you if you just stayed at the hostel instead of accompanying me to church.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes.  “Ooo... you play dirty.”
 
   She smirked. “I learned it from the best.”
 
   I beamed at her, wiggled my eyebrows and hopped out.  She gave a cute wave and drove off.   Even though my mind was on Amy, I was all smiles about Gina being so happy right now.
 
   I paused at the door of the Oxford.  I was already pushing my luck with the duration of my stay.  I had gone beyond the week and was paying nightly now if they had open beds.  I noted the manager was there speaking with the night custodian and rolled the dice again as I approached them.
 
   I spoke to the manager, “I was wondering how advanced slots were looking this coming week.  I had to extend my stay in London a bit.  I can pay for the week in advance.”
 
   She looked at me as she typed something on a tablet computer then narrowed her eyes at me, then looked at the cage with Audrey.  She got a sly look on her weather worn, wrinkled face.  “We're pretty busy this time of year, I did have one backpacker cancel the next two days, so I might be convinced to get creative and get you worked in for the week.”
 
   She quickly added, “But only until Friday, I'd be in danger of losing my YHA membership if I allowed you to stay more than the two-week limit.”
 
   Then the middle-aged woman bit her tongue with a wicked gleam in her eye.  I knew the look.  I tried not to chuckle as I asked, “In exchange for?”
 
   She shrugged innocently, “The other lodgers mentioned how enjoyable and exciting it was when you played here the other night.  I could be convinced to let you stay if you play for the others once a night.”
 
   I pulled out my cash and started counting out the fee for the week as I squinted at her and asked playfully, “Extortion ma'am?”
 
   She just nodded staunchly once and said, “Quite.”
 
   I slid the money to her and she started to take it, but I held onto it and negotiated terms, “Only on the nights that I stay in.”
 
   She nodded agreement. “Of course.”
 
   And I released the money.  That would have been the last of my emergency fund if I hadn't got the windfall from Ronnie Scott's.
 
   As it was, I really needed another gig or I'd have to resort to creative income supplementing.  For some reason, I sort of wanted to just make my own way without others donating for the duration in London.  I really didn't know why.
 
   I idly thought about the note from Mr. Raisin asking me to call him about more performances.  That was probably the ticket I needed.
 
   I went to my assigned bed and pulled out my cell and stared at it.  I called Amarissa again.  Straight to voicemail.  I sighed and laid back after I plugged in my phone charger into the outlet beside the little table that served as a nightstand.  I almost put my earbuds in to let some smooth jazz lull me to sleep, but my eyes landed on Audrey in her cage.
 
   I glanced at the manager then back at my bass and grinned.  A deal is a deal, and I never break my word.  I got up and walked over to the cage and made some noise unlocking it to catch the manager’s attention.
 
   She grinned and I stuck my tongue out at her as I pulled Audrey to my bed and unpacked her.  As I tuned her up, I spoke loudly to get everyone's attention.  “I have succumbed to the pressures of blackmail and not too subtle coercion by the powers that be.”  I heard the matron snort.
 
   I continued, “So here is a bluesy lullaby to lull you all to sleep.”  Then I started plucking out the Sarah Vaughan version of ‘Lullaby of Birdland.’  Uncle Slade always said my tone reminded him of her.  I loved the slow, gentle scat measures in the middle.  It was always fun to ad lib.
 
   Not everyone can scat smoothly, it is just something you have to feel your way through.  If you aren't part of the music and in touch with the soul of the piece, it wouldn't feel organic like it should.  When I closed my eyes as I sang, I saw Amy's face.
 
   That sarcastic smirk she could get, and her eyes focusing on me but shifted left.  I admit I researched on my phone what sort of maladies would cause that.  The two most likely causes were  Amblyopia or Strabismus, but I wasn't about to ask since it didn't matter.  It was just part of what made her... well, her.  I smiled at the thought as I finished the song before the shadow of uncertainty that I could fix things overtook me.
 
   The people gathered around clapped and started to disperse, with disappointed looks, when I started putting Audrey back in her case.  I chuckled and said, “One taste per night.”  This got some chuckles in return.
 
   The manager left as I was caging the bass.  She nodded once at me with a self-satisfied grin on her face.
 
   Minutes later I was drifting off in bed listening to some Ella Fitzgerald, with a certain auburn haired, romance book addicted woman on my mind.  Hmm... romance?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Romance
 
   I awoke with a start and looked around, it was early morning and everything was silent except for a couple loud sleepers in the main sleep area.  I didn't know what had woke me until I looked at my cell.  One missed call at oh-too-damn-early.  I wiped my eyes and looked at the screen, it was Gina.  Oh yeah, the evil wench had me going to church again.
 
   I chuckled and sent her a text back.  “Hold your horses,  I'll be ready in twenty.”
 
   She texted back, “See you then.”  With a smiley of course.
 
   I got ready in the best clothes I owned.  I still felt a little embarrassed and vowed to get at least one proper outfit for things like church when I got back to the states.  Not that I'd be going to church in the States.  My performance outfit was the best that I carried with me.
 
   I stepped outside, cued up some swing to wake me up, and waited.  A couple minutes later, a grinning Gina drove slowly past without stopping, and turned at the end of the block.  I suppressed a smile as she came back around the block but actually stopped this time.  I slid into the passenger seat and said. “Brat.”  Then asked, “You're still riding your dating high aren't you.”
 
   She shook her head. “I'm sure I have no idea what you are insinuating.”  Then added after a beat, “Is it Monday yet?”
 
   We giggled.  I couldn't help it.
 
   As she navigated the roads, I said, “I need to come up with some big romantic gesture to make Amy listen to me.”
 
   Her eyebrows almost met her hairline. “Romantic?  So you're admitting it?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at the sharp lady.  “I'm not saying that.  I'm just saying that she lives, eats, and breathes those sappy romance books.  It is the language she speaks.”
 
   She nodded and said, “Whatever you say Miss Denies-a-lot.”
 
   Yup, she was still in an awesome mood.  Smitten like a kitten.  Valerie better not hurt her or she'll have me to deal with.
 
   I almost whispered, “Fine, whatever.  I may have...”
 
   She looked at me expectantly and I exhaled and grinned, “Feelings.  There I said it, are you happy with yourself now?”
 
   She parked the car and raised her chin and replied, “Extensively.”  Then shook her head. “To think a tiny slip of a thing like Amy could bring down the mighty Eliza.”
 
   I said as I got out, “I hate you.”
 
   She stepped up beside me as we joined the stream of people going into Saint Paul's.  She bumped my shoulder and said, “Tough because I love you.”
 
   I nodded and said in resignation, “I love you too.  When did you get so assertive?”
 
   She rushed ahead as she said, “After meeting a brash Yank girl.”
 
   Hey!  I hustled after her and we met Father Mike at the doors.  He gave a head bob of welcome to Gina then turned to me and gave me a smug look.  Yeah, yeah, two Sundays in a row.  I muttered to him, “Shutup, don't be an ass.”
 
   He held his hands up at his sides in surrender.  “I'm sure I'm not knowin' what you're talking about Miss Montrose.  We're just happy to see you attending... again.”  The grin he shot was what had to be of the category five, shit eating type.
 
   I rolled my eyes at him and he chuckled.  I called back as we passed, “Blame it on Gina.  She thinks she'll be smited if she misses mass.”
 
   She said to me, “Hey now, nobody wants to get smited.”
 
   Fair point.
 
   Then she asked, “Is smited even a word?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and crossed myself as we made our way in.
 
   I spent most of mass trying to figure out what I was going to do to get Amy speaking to me again so I could explain that as trite as it sounds, it really wasn't what she thought.  I took a moment to notice that again, there wasn't a lot of preaching in Father Mike's preaching style.  I could actually appreciate that.  I wish more churches were like that, rather than trying to force feed you scripture.
 
   The sermon today was about just doing good and being yourself.  I blinked.  That's it, I'd be myself.  I knew exactly what I was going to do.  I only paid half attention to the rest of the sermon as I planned things out.
 
   After we were released to wreak havoc on the world again.  We said goodbye to Father Mike.  Gina said that it was an inspired sermon and I added, “I agree, it made church almost bearable.”
 
   He grinned at me then got a little serious.  “Will you be attending next week?  I have something I've been meaning to discuss with you.”
 
   Glurk, a preacher needing to speak with me?  He was a good egg, so I didn't think it was some sort of conversion talk.
 
   I nodded. “If I'm still in London. I don't think Gina would let me get away with not attending.”
 
   The woman affirmed the statement by just grinning like a loon.  This satisfied the man as he nodded at us then turned to the other exiting parishioners.
 
   I gently shoved my best friend's shoulder and chastised her, “Don't think you are going to convert me into a church going woman.  I only come for you.”
 
   She nodded and added, “And because you're superstitious.”
 
   I echoed, “And because I am superstitious.”
 
   I looked around at the Garden as we slid into the car.  Then I looked at her.  “Feed me.”
 
   She chuckled and we were off.  I was fervently typing in the garage band app on my phone as we went.
 
   I worked out some lyrics as we had a light lunch.  She seemed fascinated by my creative process and how I was able to carry on a conversation with her at the same time and not look distracted.  “Years of multitasking practice.”
 
   She nodded in understanding. “A good skill to have.”  Then she said.  “You tease me about being smitten with Valerie.  This obsession with Amy... you're smitten too aren't you?  I mean, not just a casual hookup attraction.”
 
   I squinted at her, I had made that determination myself, and it frustrated me.
 
   She asked, “You realize you've given up multiple chances to get your passport back yourself, but you're concentrating all your efforts on Amy.”
 
   I shook my head. “No I haven't.”
 
   She chuckled.  “Just from what you have shared with me, you know when this Fran girl comes home from college each day yet you haven't simply intercepted her.  You now know that she indeed does work at London Harmony, just not the day you were there.  You saw Scratch at Ronnie Scott's.  This Paya person you met seemed to know Scratch, but you didn't pursue it.”
 
   I threw a piece of carrot from my salad at her and grinned.  “You can shut up any time now Miss Smartypants.”
 
   She giggled.
 
   She looked at the lyrics I was composing and she nodded, and mumbled, “Romance.”  She tongue in cheek teased, “Sure, use a girl's weakness against her.”  Then added, “These words... I think you more than just like Amy, Liza.”
 
   I sighed and gave a crooked grin and shrugged one shoulder.  I just needed ten seconds with Amarissa to explain, this might get me the chance.  I was mostly silent on the way back to the hostel, my nerves were getting to me.  I never got nervous, even before the start of a gig.  I always had an excited energy.  But I was scared to death about my plan.  I was going to be admitting something with it.  Something that scared and confused me.
 
   We pulled up to the Oxford and I noticed that Gina was studying me intently.  I leaned in and kissed her cheek.  “Call me after your date tomorrow, I'm going to need to hear all the sordid details.”
 
   She seemed distracted and just nodded.  “Will do.”  Then she smiled.  “Now off with you, I have something important to attend to.”
 
   I hopped out and waved back when she gave a tiny wave as she drove off and turned the opposite way from her house.  I absently wondered what the important thing she needed to get done was.  She hadn't mentioned anything earlier.
 
   I spent the next couple hours practicing my new piece, to the delight of a couple people not out and about at the hostel.  When I was satisfied, I packed up Audrey and took a deep breath then headed out to Ponsonby Place.  I was scared to death.
 
   I hopped off the bus down the block and paused.  Gina's car was driving off.  Amy, that Max girl, Fran, and that other gal I had seen Fran with before all went into the building.
 
   I hesitated and pulled out my cell and dialed Gina, after a few rings it went to voicemail. I knew that she never used her cell while she was driving.  I just hung up instead of leaving a message.  I hesitated a moment then made my way to the building entrance.  I couldn't see the women in the lobby.  There were only a couple of the ever present students studying in the overly comfortable looking seats.
 
   I didn't bother ringing, I just set up Audrey, looked through the door again, and began plucking strings.  I had an audience of none, and it was the most important performance of my life.  I started singing the slow bluesy number I had composed that day, called Annoying Pipsqueak.
 
   It was a song of finding a challenge unlike any other, of reveling in the battle of wills and emotion.  Of confusion, frustration.  Of emotions that were locked away, buried away from everyone so they couldn't be harmed.  I closed my eyes and smiled as I sang of acceptance, of getting over the fear of letting those emotions show.  The tempo sped into a happy and energetic swing.
 
   I opened my eyes again and saw the four women watching from just outside Amy's office.  When I sang of how an annoying pipsqueak named Amarissa held the key to my heart, the key to either make me whole or to unravel all that I was, she covered her mouth with her hand.
 
   Then I improved a solo before singing the tag.  I closed my eyes again in silent prayer as Audrey's final note hummed through my being.  I gave her silent thanks for helping me do this and then opened my eyes and the women were all gone.
 
   My heart was heavy as I packed up Audrey.  I looked up and Max came walking out of the office, then paused near the door and looked back.  Amy popped her head out of the office and shooed her, and looked over at me.
 
   Max opened the door, slid out quickly and shut the door behind her.  The toned woman looked slightly amused.  Her brilliant white teeth showed through an almost sarcastic grin.  They were a stark contrast to her chocolate skin.
 
   I almost opened my mouth, but she spoke after another glance back.  “You just missed Gina.  She's a good friend, you should keep her around.”  I nodded.  “She wouldn't leave until she spoke with Amy.  She explained everything.”
 
   I felt hope swelling, and even pride for Gina.  She had come to help me?  She was so timid, confrontation scared her, yet she was looking after me.  I am so glad I met her at Covent Garden.  I almost whispered, “Will she speak with me?”
 
   She looked back again, Fran and Amy were now motioning her to me.  She said, “Not now.  I'm supposed to tell you to show up here for Thursday Night.”
 
   She said Thursday Night like a title.  I nodded enthusiastically.
 
   Then she added, “That was beautiful by the way, you made her cry.”
 
   I shrugged and said, “She's argumentative, annoying, frustrating, infuriating... and I always find myself counting the seconds before I could cross swords with her again.  I've never wanted to gain someone's favor more in all my life.”  I tried not to tear up.
 
   Max was beaming.  “Right then.  Thursday night, be here at five or you better be on a plane to the States or in a hospital.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She added in a quiet, threatening whisper, “And Liza if you hurt her.  I will bloody break you.”
 
   I fought back the urge to swallow.  Not only did I think she meant it, but she was possibly the most tone woman I have ever met and her fluid motions told me she was dangerous and could carry through.  I almost chuckled.  Of course, Amy would surround herself with good people and fierce friends.
 
   I almost jumped when Max's cell started ringing.  She squinted at it then rolled her eyes and held up a finger to me as she answered, “What?  I did... what?  No.  Fine, fine, fine... she's right, you are an annoying pipsqueak.”
 
   I heard the giggle on the other end as she hung up and looked at me.
 
   She sighed and said, “I'm supposed to give you this.”  She leaned in and kissed my cheek.
 
   I could hear the “awwww” from the three women with their heads out the office door now.  They pulled back in when I looked at them.
 
   I grinned and Max winked and buzzed herself into the building and shut the door behind her.  She was shaking her fist at the office and I could hear more muffled laughter through the glass door.  The evil women were having fun with this.  My heart didn't know what to do anymore, my pulse was racing and I tried to figure out what emotions I was feeling.
 
   It felt like a huge weight was lifted from me.  She wanted to see me Thursday.  I slung Audrey over my shoulder with a grin, then cued up some upbeat Jazz and virtually danced down the lane, swinging my hips to the beat.  Hells to the yeah, everything was coming up supermurgitroid!
 
   I had to chuckle as I realized that I had just serenaded someone.  How friggin' Shakespeare was that?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Thursday Night
 
   The week went by sooooo sloooowly.  It was killing me.  Amy wouldn't answer any calls.  She was just like the Factory that way.  I was getting nowhere with them either.  They had a high tolerance for incessant bugging.  My only reprieve was first scolding then thanking Gina for going up to bat for me.
 
   I didn't hear from her until almost two in the morning Monday night.  Her date went spectacularly well.  I could picture her almost dancing and spinning cutely as she spoke with me.  I had to whisper as I made my way to the restroom so I could speak since we weren't supposed to get calls after curfew and disturb the other lodgers.
 
   By the time she finished telling me of the night, and how Valerie was such a phenomenal kisser, it was three in the morning.  My face ached from all the smiling as I went back to bed.
 
   The two were almost connected at the hip the next three days.  I have to tell you, seeing Gina that happy made my heart soar.  I absolutely loved Valerie.  She brought the strong and confident side to the relationship that just complimented Gina's bashful adorableness.
 
   I do admit to having the same conversation with her that Max had with me.  Valerie did swallow when I delivered the line.  Insert evil laugh here.  When they weren't at work, the two helped keep me sane as I waited for Thursday night to roll around.
 
   I was getting more and more nervous and excited to see Amy again.  I can't believe how much I missed exchanging barbs with her, and just having her close.  I especially missed her hand in mine.  Max called Thursday afternoon, Amy must have given her my number.  She reinforced her threat, verified I'd be coming, and told me I needed to dress nicely.
 
   That's all she told me before hanging up.  Dress nice?  Like what kind of nice?  Formal?  Semi-formal?  Or just nicer than she has seen me?  Where were we going?  Shit!  I was on the phone with Gina moments later.
 
   She answered quietly.  I knew she wasn't supposed to have personal calls at work.  I blurted out, “She told me to dress nice tonight?  What the hell does that mean?  Is it a Brit thing?”
 
   She chuckled and said, “Hang on you silly woman.  I finally get to help you.  Let me buggar off the rest of work today.  We'll get you ready for your girl.”
 
   I retorted, “She's not my girl.”
 
   She only giggled and hung up on me.  The wench!
 
   I wasn't surprised when a half hour later, she pulled up the curb at the Oxford with Valerie in the passenger seat, still wearing her barista's uniform.  I looked at her as I slid into the back seat and she shrugged.
 
   “Gin here said it was a fashion emergency, that's my more purview, so I took the rest of the day off.”
 
   I grinned and she winked. “Let's get you ready for your girl.”
 
   I started to protest, “She's not my...”  I just sighed and exhaled in resignation.  I shrugged at the women and said, “I'm in your hands.  Do your worst.”
 
   I was a little afraid at the evil glints in their eyes.  Good lord, I was going to wind up looking like Princess Peach wasn't I?  I lost track of all the stores we hit.  I was like their very own dress up doll.  I liked a few of the outfits, but both of them weren't happy with any of them.  One or the other would say, “It just doesn't fit you.”
 
   Valerie tilted her head as she regarded me.  We were running out of time.  Then she said absently, “It's like you were born in the wrong era.  You belong in the golden age of jazz.”
 
   This made Gina's eyes widen as she made a realization.  “You're so right Val! Why didn't I think of it before?”   She gave her a sweet kiss on the lips that seemed to melt both of them.  Then she turned to me.  “Get your yank arse in the car lady, we have just enough time to hit the Forgotten Threads.”  I grinned as they dragged me to the car.
 
   A few minutes later we were rushing out of the little shop with our new purchases in hand. When we arrived at Gina's, they had me dress quickly and then Valerie attacked my hair. Putting it up into an elegant bun.
 
   I had to pause in front of the mirror as I put on a light coat of satin gloss over my lips and smiled as Gina clipped some heavy silver earrings on me to match the thick silver rope necklace.   I looked like a flapper who had stepped right out of a speakeasy in the nineteen twenties.
 
   I wore a simple cream-colored sheath dress which had silver sequins in an art deco pattern down its length.  I wore satin stockings, which I never did, and some cream colored heels.  My essentials were in a matching purse with a heavy silver rope strap.
 
   I loved the look.  I could imagine living in those times.  Bucking the law in an underground jazz club which had the stones to serve alcohol during prohibition.  Living life through the music that was edgy for the time.  Giving meaning to the term, roaring twenties.  Everything was big bands, jazz, and blues then.  Music that made you dance or made you feel the words in the lyrics.
 
   I chuckled and said, “You're right, I was born in the wrong era.”  I stood and shouldered the purse, put on an honest to goodness shawl to keep the chilly night air at bay, and turned to the ladies.  They grinned, happy with their creation.  I shrugged.  “Taa daa?  Eliza, version two point oh.”
 
   Gina just exhaled smiling sadly as she corrected, “No, Eliza version one point oh.  This look is so you.”
 
   Valerie nodded and stuck her tongue out at me.  I could see why Gina was so smitten by her.
 
   Gina squeaked and I looked back at her.  She was looking at the time.  “Get in the car lady!  No time for the bus.”
 
   I looked at my cell and mirrored her squeak as we all ran out to the car.  It wouldn't do to be late when Amy finally agreed to see me.
 
   We arrived with two minutes to spare.  I gave the girls each a kiss on the cheek then stepped out onto the curb.  The evil wenches didn't even wait to see what happened as they pulled away from the curb before I could even exhale.  They were on my list.
 
   I turned to the door and paused.  There was a big ladder straddling the entrance.  A custodian was cleaning the windows.  I looked around it, but it was too close to the door to squeeze around.  I saw  Amarissa standing in the lobby, her eyes locked on me to my left.  Was that a smug grin on her face?
 
   She knew my view on superstitions.  Did she arrange this?  I looked around but knew this was the only entrance.  There were some emergency exits on the side and back of the building.  It was like a dare... no, a test.  I swallowed hard and looked at the ladder.  She was testing me to see if she was worth a year of bad luck to me.
 
   I took a deep breath and walked under the ladder and stood at the door looking at the beaming woman.  She looked back and waved.  I saw Max wave back and disappear down a back hall.  I couldn't stop smiling as Amy opened the door and looked down bashfully.
 
   She looked fantastic in a cute white blouse and some form fitting jeans.  I suddenly felt overdressed.  I blushed.  “Hi.  You look great.  I wasn't sure what we were doing and may be a little overdressed.”
 
   She looked at me and said, “Hi.  Actually, you have no idea how appropriately you are dressed.”  Then she nervously took my hand, looking at it.  “You didn't sleep with her, did you?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No.  She's my friend.  And I'm... sort of attracted to someone else.”
 
   She looked up and cocked an eyebrow.  “Oh?”
 
   I grinned down at her.  “Yeah, she's short and argumentative.  She gets under my skin and is so frustrating.”
 
   She smiled and it started widening as I went on.  “But I can't stop thinking about her, or her smile.”  Then I looked back at the ladder.
 
   She shrugged and admitted. “I had to be sure.”  Then she chirped, “You walked under a ladder for me.”
 
   I mock scowled at her. “Now I'll probably fall off a curb and into traffic.”  Then I softened my voice. “But I'd walk under a hundred ladders for you.”
 
   She was grinding a heel into the floor as she looked at her feet and blushed.  “I'm glad.  I'd set up a hundred ladders for you.”
 
   I snorted.  “Evil runt.”
 
   She smiled.  “Brash yank.”
 
   She bumped my hip and started pulling me out the door.  I pulled us to a stop as I looked up at the ladder.  I closed my eyes then stepped through with her.  She chuckled at my antics.  I scolded her, “The superstitions are there for a reason.  Now I have to build two years of good karma to erase this.”  She giggled.
 
   I pulled her up short, not hard to do with a short person.  I looked down at her. “Yeah, laugh it up buttercup.  Let's see you laugh this off.”  Then I caught her by surprise by doing what I had wanted for so long.  I took a huge chance and kissed her gently on her lips.  It turned a little steamy and I broke the kiss.  She gasped and turned about ten shades of red.  I felt heat in all the right places.
 
   She didn't say a word. Instead she just bit her lower lip and then dragged me to her car.  She sat behind the wheel gripping it, not starting the car.  She still wouldn't look at me.  Then she gripped the wheel again and smiled.  “That, we are doing again.”
 
   I nodded and she smiled hugely, straight ahead, and started her little clown car and we pulled out into the early evening traffic as the sun started getting low on the horizon.  I rested my hand on the center console and she snuck her free hand into mine.  I was over the moon as I gave it a little squeeze.
 
   Then I looked around as she drove.  “Where are we going?”
 
   She exhaled and said like it was obvious, “Dense much woman?  Didn't Max tell you I wanted to bring you to Thursday Night?”
 
   I made an exasperated sound though I loved that she was back to playing her games with me.  “That tells me nothing short stuff.”
 
   She grinned and sighed, “Didn't you want to talk to Fran?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not as much as I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   I got a bashful blush and lowering of her eyes that made me hungry for her lips.
 
   Then she explained, “Well I'm taking you to a movie with her.  Someone else wants a word with you too.”
 
   Oh.  That was odd but fine, as long as Amy was talking to me again.  I kept replaying our kiss in my mind,  music was swelling up inside of me.  I just wanted to sing or dance, or both.  Graaaa!  I just pulled her hand up to my lips and kissed her knuckles and lowered our hands again.
 
   Then I asked.  “Is this a date?”
 
   She took two deep breaths before answering.  “Yes please.”  Then added, “Mixing business and pleasure.”
 
   I inwardly sighed.  She was so confusing to me, she never pushed away any of my advances, but she never initiated more than holding hands.  I never knew what she wanted, or if it was the same thing I wanted.  Now I knew that she considered this a date.  I ran a victory lap in my head.
 
   She glanced over.  “Hey now, there's no call for you to look so bloody smug.”
 
   I kept my smug look just to vex her and we pulled into a small marina on the Thames.  I looked around, there were perhaps eight houseboats and two yachts.  What were we doing here?  We weren't picking up Fran, she lived at Ponsonby Place with Amy, and this sure as hell wasn't a theater.
 
   I asked, “What are we doing here?”
 
   She grinned smugly. “You ask too many questions.  Just trust me and get your fat yank arse out of the automobile.”
 
   I pouted for her as we exited the car. “My arse isn't fat.”
 
   She beamed at me and captured my hand in hers.  On auto-pilot, our fingers laced and we shared the heat of out hands together.  That heat spread throughout my body as she got shy and said, “You really do look brill tonight Eliza.”
 
   I crinkled my nose for her as she brought me down the dock to a huge houseboat, with the name Water Witch stenciled on the side.  I could hear quite a few voices coming from the top deck.
 
   Amy called out, “Knock knock.”
 
   A moment later a familiar person popped their head over the top railing of the upper deck.  It was none other than Paya Doshi's smiling face, beaming down at us.  “Hey ladies, get your butts up here.”
 
   Amy knew Paya?  I was pulled along in my confusion up the aluminum gangplank onto the boat.  We went inside and the lower level was spacious and looked like a huge apartment. In the kitchen area was none other than Fran, the blonde I had been hunting.
 
   She was loading herself down with soft drink bottles and a couple tubs of freshly popped popcorn.  She waved bottles at us cutely.  She spoke around the second tub of popcorn she held by the rim in her teeth.  “Grab some drinks and meet us up top.”  She disappeared up some stairs before I could open my mouth.
 
   Amy released me and stepped over to the oversize fridge.  “What's your poison?”
 
   I stepped up beside her and she grabbed one of the many bottles of cola on the lower shelves.  I saw some imported American beers on the upper shelf and snagged one.  Hey, I wasn't driving.
 
   She started walking backward to the stairs, enticing me. “Come along, you need to meet everyone before the movie starts.”
 
   I hustled and took her offered hand and we went up the stairs through an open hatch to the upper deck.
 
   I blinked, there had to be a couple dozen people up there.  Then my blink turned into a shocked stare as I realized I knew most of the people there.  I was floored.  Tabby Cat was there with a woman in a solid colored business suit, and Paya Doshi.  Abigail friggin' Addison was there with her service dog and that cute anime looking girl from the Broken Note.  The Purple Horseshoes were there.  That awesome one-armed guitarist was sitting on the lap of the drummer, who was playing the air drums to the low music playing on the deck.
 
   Then there was Fran, who was standing proprietorially close to another young woman who seemed to be cataloging me.  She was looking at everything about me but my face.  It felt like she was memorizing me.  Then I almost burst out in nervous chuckles when June Harris-West... J8 saluted me with her drink bottle.  She had her arm around none other than Scratch.  And let me tell you, she was gorgeous, I had no clue why she hid away under that hoodie when she was in public, or wanted people to think she was a man.  She looked an awful lot like Fran.
 
   The evil woman had a shit eating grin as she pulled something out of her pocket and waved it in the air.  My passport!  This whole entire thing was starting to feel like some sort of setup... but to what end? Amy laid her head on my shoulder and suddenly it didn't matter anymore, I laid my head on top of hers and just basked in the feeling.  I could feel the bass strings of my heart thrumming.
 
   Amy dragged me around to introduce me to the people I recognized and some of the others who I didn't.  It was almost surreal,  I found out this was Tabby Cat's home.  I had heard all the rumors of her living on a floating slum before being discovered by London Harmony.  I blinked and turned to Paya Doshi, and thought of the Flotilla Project.  Pieces started clicking together... no way.
 
   All these superstars of the London music scene were all gathered here.  They all acted like close friends... no, scratch that, more like a weird, extended family.  I even got a hug from that cute goth woman I had seen leave London Harmony, Zilrita was her name, and I swear she had six or seven arms constricting me when she hugged me.  Amy said it was Zil's patented squid hug.
 
   My escort saved the four most relevant to my situation for last.  She brought me up to an over smiley blonde.  “Liza, I'd like you to meet Francine Brighton, one of my best friends and sister to Vanessa... Scratch, and J8.”
 
   I blinked she was J8's sister?  And Scratch's?  I really HAD been played!
 
   Fran's smile was half smirk as she offered a hand and asked in a very American accent, “So you're our Amarissa's cowgirl?  Sorry I haven't met with you yet, but she seemed so taken with you that I kept my distance.”
 
   Amy was blushing a brilliant red now.
 
   Then she added, “Not to mention Vannie would have killed me since she was teaching you a lesson for trying to steal from her wife.”
 
   It was my turn to blush.  I never really felt much shame for my creative financing, but I didn't want Amy to think less than me.  Fran laid a hand on my arm and she had a look on her face that was more kindred spirit than judgment.
 
   “Hey, a lot of us have been in that same situation.  It is where you go from here that matters.”
 
   I looked around, in this setting with so many stars and high power business people, it was hard to believe that any of them had been in similar situations.  I saw the feral glint in Fran's eye that never seems to leave someone who has seen hard times.  I knew Tabitha Romanov's story before she became Tabby Cat.
 
   I glanced over to where the Purple Horseshoes were congregated, having a great time.  I was also aware of their drummer, Kacy Green's story.  A runaway who made it on her own.  Hmm.  Maybe Fran was right.  It was just hard to believe that so many here had humble beginnings.
 
   Then Fran brightened. “Liza, this is my girlfriend, sweetheart, companion, confidante, and boo, Natasha Reed.”  She had such a loving look for the other young lady.
 
   Natasha grinned and made a sour face.  “Boo?  Really Thesaurus Girl?  Boo?”
 
   Fran flicked her nose and they shared a crinkle nosed look with each other.
 
   Then Natasha turned to me.  It was a little disconcerting.  She didn't meet my eyes.  Instead, she seemed to catalog everything about me like she did earlier from afar.  Then finally she met my eyes, it was a little odd because she went straight to them, not drifting across my face first like most people do.  I had an inkling I knew why as she offered her hand.  “Pleased to meet you, Liza.  You had our bullheaded friend in quite a funk for a while.”
 
   There was something a little dangerous the way she said it.  I suppressed the urge to gulp, then smiled broadly.  Another friend worthy of Amy.  I nodded, “The pleasure is mine.”
 
   Fran slipped a cell from her pocket and peeked at the screen then she looked at Amy.  “You better finish the introductions.  Sun sets in just a couple minutes.”
 
   Amy nodded and pulled me to the last two people I hadn't had officially been introduced to, shooting a quick, cute wave back to the ladies we left behind.  We stopped in front of J8 and Scratch.  June had an amused look on her face.
 
   The pipsqueak introduced us.  “June Harris-West, this is Eliza Montrose.  She's a huge yank pain in the arse, but she's mine.”
 
   I blushed at her claim.
 
   June chuckled and offered a hand.  For someone who looked so upper class in a casual outfit that cost probably as much as my entire wardrobe, she had a firm, confident shake.
 
   I knew all the rumors and urban legends that circulated about all the impossible things she and her group of friends had perpetrated when they were younger were true.  What were they called?  June's Eight?  Oh, holy crap!  June's Eight... J8!  With the air of confidence she projected, I could easily believe all the stories now.
 
   I don't know how she did it, but I could actually hear a smirk in her voice.  “It is so nice to officially bump into you.”
 
   I couldn't help an embarrassed smile.
 
   Then she said in a deadly serious tone,  “We need to sit and have a long and serious talk on a couple subjects.”
 
   Scratch cleared her throat and murmured, “Thursday Night.”
 
   June nodded and added, “After the movie.”  Then she released my hand.
 
   I nodded nervously.
 
   Then Amy turned to Scratch and bobbled her head in a silly manner.  Scratch smiled and shoved her shoulder then my girl said, “This... is Vanessa Brighton.  And as you figured out AKA Scratch.”
 
   The other woman looked to June.  It was like she drew some sort of strength from her eyes then she looked at me.  She touched my offered arm oddly like she wasn't entirely sure I was there then she smiled and shook my hand.  She pulled me to her side and whispered,  “You stole from my wife.”
 
   I whispered back,  “Sorry.”
 
   She chuckled and released me.  Then she started to turn away, looping her arm in June's.
 
   I blurted, “My passport?”
 
   She turned back with an almost confused look on her face, brow crinkled, and said like it was obvious, “Thursday Night.”
 
   Amy restrained me and whispered, “Movie first, then business.  It's tradition.”
 
   I looked around, there was no television on the upper deck, were we going below to... my thought died in mid-sentence when I heard an old time projector fire up and a movie flickered to life on a huge screen stretched out between some posts over the marina's office.
 
   The opening credits for the old black and white musical, My Favorite Brunette, started playing.  I glanced around and for the first time, realized that people were sitting on the decks of all the other boats, and there were about two dozen people in lawn chairs on the pier watching the screen.  It was sort of supermurgitroid.
 
   The satisfied smile Amy gave me as she led me over to a wicker, outdoor loveseat and sat me down, was priceless.  She crinkled her nose at me and pulled one of the many blankets, stacked near each seating area, around us.  I sighed and sank into her warmth as we experienced a work of musical and visual art from a bygone era.
 
   I felt I was a woman out of time in my flapper outfit, watching Bob Hope on the screen, with my sweetheart.  I never wanted the feeling to end.  By the end of the movie, I was laid back on the loveseat and Amy was curled into me with my arm wrapped around her.
 
   We all clapped at the end of the show.  And when the credits were over, and the projector was turned off, lights started coming on around the railing and on the other boats, casting a warm glow across the upper deck of the houseboat.
 
   I glanced around, I was starting to realize something about all of these superstars around me.  They were just people too. None of them seemed to act as you would expect from someone of their station.  They were all down to earth, and they all appeared to enjoy the movie and atmosphere just as much as I did.
 
   People started spreading their goodnights around.  Amy looked panicked for a second, glancing frantically around.  Then she got a little smile and touched the lanyard around her neck and followed it to the glasses on her face.  Her smile turned into a toothy grin and she pushed her glasses further up her nose.
 
   Before I could say anything her lips were on mine.  I was left in a happy daze as she said while she rubbed the lanyard between her fingers, “This is the best gift anyone has ever given me.  It's like the wandering cats are on a leash now.”
 
   I aborted a snort at just how cute she was being as we slid out from under the blanket and stood to say goodnight to everyone.  After a few minutes, it was just Tabby Cat, her lady, Teresa McClellan, June, and Vanessa.
 
   We moved into a clump and Tabby grinned at us all.
 
   “You ladies all have business to discuss.  My umm... manager here needs to take me below decks to umm... manage me.”  She gave a super cheesy grin and Teresa slapped her arm, but the white line of her pursed lips showed she was trying hard not to show her amusement.
 
   Tabby made an exaggerated offer of her arm to the other woman who just slapped her arm away and shoved her toward the stairs.  Tabby laughed, and the women left us alone with June and Scratch.
 
   June motioned toward a couple benches facing a low wicker table and we all sat.  Then she grinned and shook her head as she said with an incredulous tone in her voice, “Eliza Eloise Montrose...”
 
   She knew my middle name?
 
   “There are a lot of people out there looking for you.  I need to...”
 
   Scratch interrupted her, “Thursday Night.”
 
   June looked at her and said softly, “The movie is over.”
 
   Vanessa just kept staring directly into her eyes and June sighed and exhaled.  She looked at us.  “Sorry, no business tonight.  Can I see you tomorrow at the London Harmony offices?  We have a lot to discuss.”
 
   Vanessa grinned in triumph at the woman.
 
   I had no clue what she needed to discuss unless she was going to reprimand me for my failed attempt to lift her wallet.  I just nodded dumbly.
 
   She winked and said, “Great!  I'll see you then... just after lunch?”
 
   I nodded again.
 
   The two stood.  Oh, that was it?  I asked Vanessa quickly, “My passport.”
 
   She paused and then took it out of her pocket and offered it to me.  When I tried to take it, she hung onto it firmly.
 
   “If I give this back, do you promise to honor your word and come speak with June?  No skipping country?”
 
   I nodded and said truthfully, “I have no intention of leaving London until I play at the Factory, the final venue I had promised myself I would play before I went back to the States.”
 
   Amy stiffened a little and I squeezed her hand that she had somehow snaked into mine after we stood.  I wasn't so sure I wanted to go back now.  I didn't know what we were, or even if we were a we, but even if there was a chance, I would stay for her... if she asked me to.
 
   June said softly, “Nessie.”
 
   And Vanessa released my passport, which I quickly put into my purse.
 
   They walked us out to the cars and Vanessa surprised us with quick hugs.  I turned to Amy's clown car when June said in a chastising voice, “Nessie.”
 
   I looked back and Vanessa stuck her tongue out at June and told her, “Oh come on, you're no fun.”  Then she held out my passport toward me without taking her eyes from June.
 
   What!?  I glanced down at my opened purse.  I chuckled as I plucked the passport from her fingers.  Then we watched them mount up and drive off before I placed it back into my purse.
 
   I shook my head and chuckled.  Amy said absently in explanation as we stepped up to the clown car, “She and Fran used to live on the streets of New York before June basically saved them.”
 
   That... I did not know.  I glanced over at the taillights of their car disappearing into the distance.  That actually explained a lot of things to me.
 
   Then she seemed to have a mini panic attack, “Bloody hell.  I shouldn't have shared that without their permission.  Don't tell anyone.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Then I paused before opening the car door.  “Walk with me?”  She nodded shyly.  I stepped around and took her hand in mine.  She leaned over and laid her head on my shoulder as we started to walk.  I asked, “What are we?”
 
   She looked up quickly then back down, snuggling tighter into my shoulder as she quietly asked, “What do you want us to be?”
 
   I shrugged and stopped walking and caught her eyes.  They were laser focused on my left ear, I knew that meant she was looking directly into my eyes.  I said simply, “Together.”
 
   She looked to be fighting off a tear and nodded.  She asked, “My cowgirl?”
 
   I grinned and nodded. “You already claimed that earlier.”  Then I asked, “My annoyingly frustrating pipsqueak?”  She nodded with a huge toothy grin.  I said, “Good.”  Then I kissed her with everything that I was.  I wanted to share myself with her.  I still couldn't believe I had let myself get so attached to another person.  I was melting into her kiss.
 
   When we broke the kiss to gasp for breath, she giggled out, “Yippee ki yay.” And she sort of melted into me.  I took a long deep breath, taking in her scent, then just smiled.  I handed her an earbud and placed one in my ear, she put the other in hers.  Then we started walking along the Thames, with some smooth jazz playing in our ears, her head laying on my shoulders.
 
   I murmured, “You're still frustrating.”
 
   She crossed a leg behind her as we walked and kicked my butt, saying, “And you're still a yank.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – London Harmony
 
   I awoke with a start, not knowing where I was.  The sounds were all wrong to be the hostel.  But then I grinned as it all came rushing back to me.  I snuggled back into the big spoon position around  Amarissa.  I was rewarded by a sleepy sigh as she snuggled in close to share our body heat.
 
   After our walk, she drove us back to her place to talk some more.  We somehow wound up in an argument about who was the best reed man in jazz.  We went about convincing each other in the only logical manner.  The battle of seduction that followed was hot and steamy.  I was pleasantly surprised that she was that playful.
 
   We wound up in her bed and I had possibly the most beautiful moment of my life there with her.  She showed me the difference between recreational sex and making love to someone you cared for.  Even if that person is a frustrating munchkin, who gets under your skin with no effort at all.
 
   She was insatiable and I think I caught her crying at one point.  I felt the same way, I never knew it could be that way.  She was adventuresome and creative, and I couldn't resist her when she bit her lower lip.  That's sort of how we wound up on the floor like this.
 
   I reached an arm up to the bed and pulled another pillow down to stuff behind my head so I could sit up a bit.  She shifted and laid her head on my chest and traced little circles on my skin with the tips of her fingers.
 
   She glanced up at me, looking a little apprehensive.  I tilted my head and asked as I let my fingers drift along her hip, “What is it Aimes?”
 
   She looked like a chipmunk poking its head out of its burrow.  “Was I... I mean... did I... do okay?  I mean, I've never really done this before.”
 
   I cocked my head further and furrowed my brow. “This?  Or with a woman?”
 
   She blushed and buried her face in my shoulder and mumbled out, “Both.”  Then she looked up.  “I mean, there was Hank Thomas in secondary school in his car after a school dance.  But it was over so fast and I'm not sure I liked it, he never spoke to me again after that.  I don't really count it.  And I've dated a couple blokes but it never progressed this far.”
 
   I chuckled and kissed the top of her head, catching the floral scent of her shampoo.  “Good lord woman, you showed me things I didn't even know were possible.”  Then I stroked her hair lightly.  “I already thought I'd fallen for you so hard that I'll never recover, then you unload the big guns.”
 
   She stopped breathing and looked up at my left ear and whispered, “You've fallen for me?”
 
   I nodded at the admission and she grinned and said in a chirpy manner, “Thank goodness, I thought I was the only one.”  Then she grinned mischievously and said with a little swagger, “I read about these things.  A lot.”
 
   I snorted, held up a hand, and replied, “I'll never tease you about those sappy romances you read ever again.”
 
   She shook her head, pecked me on the lips then laid her head on my shoulder as she said, “Yes, you will.”
 
   I exhaled.  “Yes, I will.”
 
   We chuckled together then she pulled back.  She pulled the blanket off of us and tossed it up on the bed.  “As much as I want to lay in your arms forever, nature calls.”  She was starting to shimmy as she stood.  I chuckled at her until I realized I had to go too.  She saw that and her eyes went wide.  A moment later she was screaming all the way to the bathroom, naked, with me in hot pursuit.
 
   Damn, she had a nice ass.  I grinned and laid a hand on the closed door.  What the hell was I thinking?  Falling in love with someone when I was about to leave the country?  I don't think I could handle saying goodbye.  Maybe she'd come with me.
 
   I whispered to the ether, “Or maybe I should stay?”  I felt confused and clueless, two things I was not used to feeling.  Though it seemed that Amy brought them out in me.  I sort of didn't mind as long as she kept smiling at me.
 
   I grinned and looked around.  There was an oversize tee by her bed that said, Frankie Says Relax, on it.  I grinned, it must have been her nightshirt.  I pulled it on and snorted.  On me, it just barely hung down enough to hide my modesty.  I was so turned on by how small, compact, and full of spunk and energy she was.
 
   Oh hey!  I made it past the office of the gatekeeper!  I chuckled to myself as she stepped out of the bathroom wearing a light robe.
 
   She crinkled her nose in mirth and asked, “What's so funny?”
 
   I raised my chin in victory and said, “I made it past your office.”
 
   She giggled and then looked up at me.  Something in her eyes was seeking, almost in desperation.  A desperation I could feel inside of myself.  She didn't want to be alone anymore.  Me either, but I was sure that I had finally found the one person that would make sure I never was.  Now I just have to figure out how to win an argument with the pipsqueak.  What?  Yeah, yeah, whatever, I didn't ask you.
 
   Oh hey!  Opportunity!  Since she was conveniently right there, I cupped her face in my hands and kissed her gently on the lips.  I could feel the intense heat of her blush on my hands and feel her pulse quicken like mine had.  I released her then stepped past into the restroom at the urging of my bladder.  I gave her a backhanded swat to her cute little butt as I passed by.  She squeaked and giggled.
 
   We took the time to get cleaned up and I wound up in a pair of sweats, her Frankie nightshirt, and some flip flops since nothing else she had would fit me and I would have felt silly in that dress again. I mumbled, “I need to get some real clothes on that fit full sized humans.”
 
   She slapped my shoulder. “Be bloody thankful I had these.  My clothes fit me just fine, I'm just the right size.”
 
   I smiled at her and grabbed her hand, lacing our fingers as I said softly, “Yes, you are.”
 
   She looked down bashfully and I warmed at the sight.
 
   She gave me a nose crinkle and said, “I have work to do.  We slept through breakfast.  And you have somewhere to be after lunch.  Let me drive you home so you can get some properly fitting clothes.”
 
   I nodded and a minute later we were heading out to her little Fiat.  We paused at the door of the building.  She absently patted her pockets then reached up and followed the lanyard up to the glasses she had on top of her head.  She grinned and slid them down into place, then stared at the door and said loudly, “I can see you, you know?”
 
   There was some chuckling behind us and I looked back to see three heads poking around a wall at the far wing of the building.  Fran, Natasha, and Max were all grinning at us.  Good lord, this was the walk of shame.
 
   I saluted them with my middle finger, and they all clapped at us.  Amy curtsied as she sported a cheesy grin on her blushing face.  I dragged her out the door before things got any worse.
 
   She mumbled, “They're going to be putting socks on my doorknob forever now.”
 
   I squinted an eye at her and she giggled and said, “Oh, it's nothing.”
 
   On the way to the Oxford, my cell started buzzing.  I looked at the four texts on the screen, all from Gina, most asking for tawdry details about the night.  I chuckled and answered.  “Hello?  Hi, Gin.  Yes?  I'm still with her.  Over lunch?  Fine, but I have somewhere to be just after.  Okay, bye.  What?  For God's sake woman.  Fine.”
 
   I put the phone on speaker.  “Okay wench, you are on speaker.”
 
   She chuckled and then said in a teasing manner, “Bye Amy.”
 
   Amy looked to be almost ready to burst out laughing as she choked out, “Bye Gina.”
 
   Then I hung up and she blurted out, “Bloody hell.  Your friends are just as evil as mine.”
 
   Before long I was sadly saying goodbye to her at the Oxford.  I asked, “Lunch?”
 
   She shook her head and held up her cell.  A text from Fran was displayed?  It simply read, “Well?”
 
   She said, “It seems we each need to satisfy our gossips.”
 
   I chuckled at her and then we locked longing gazes.
 
   “See you after your meeting?”
 
   I just nodded and she gave me a peck on the lips and then tightened her grip on her steering wheel, looking straight ahead.
 
   I grinned and hopped out.  I waved and she gave a cute tiny wave and drove off.  As soon as she turned at the end of the block, I jumped into the air and did a “Hulk smash” move and yelled, “YES!”
 
   A guy coming out of the Oxford pulled back in surprise.  I grabbed his hand and did a little dance move with him before releasing him on his way.  He looked at me with a crooked grin as I pirouetted and opened the door to step through.  What a Class A, fuckin' supermurgitroid day!
 
   ***
 
   I stood in front of London Harmony, staring at the simple door and it's gold writing.  My cheeks hurt so very much from all the smiling I had done at lunch.  I endured endless teasing as I relayed all the tawdry details of my night with Amy.  Well, not all the details... you know what I mean.  Gina and Valerie had voracious appetites for gossip.
 
   They agreed with my certainty that I was stuck in Amy's web, and happily so.  I even had to endure a few, “Awwwww”s in stereo at a few points in my “debriefing”.  Remind me why I hang around with those two?  Oh yeah, because they are awesome people.
 
   I had done my daily bugging of the Factory after I left them on my way to meet with June.  I was still wondering why I was even going to the meeting.  I had my passport.  I hung my head.  Because Liza you idiot, you gave your word.  Not to mention that I was a little beyond curious what someone that high up on the food chain could possibly have to discuss with a little minnow like me.
 
   I looked at the plain black door and took a deep breath as I looked around.  There wasn't a bell or anything, so I raised my hand, looked around for some reason, then just knocked on the door.  I felt a little silly, just standing on the corner like that.
 
   After a few seconds, I raised my hand again but the door suddenly swung open, leaving my hand poised in the air as Jen stood there grinning at me.  I smushed my lips to one side of my face in consternation and embarrassment as she said, “Well hello there Liza.  I was told to expect you today.”  Then she added overly cutely, “Because you have one of these.”  She tapped the word 'appointment' on the door with a perfectly manicured fingernail.
 
   I added a nose crinkle to my smushed face as I dropped my hand and said, “Yeeeaaaah.”  Then grinned at her.  “Hi, Jen.”
 
   She chuckled and nudged her head inside and stepped to the side.  “Please, come in before any of the workers escape.  It's hard to keep them penned in.”
 
   I stepped inside and looked around as she shut the door behind me.  Huh... I was not expecting this.  I was torn between watching Jen's hips sway, and gawking at the lobby.  I'm human, and she's sexy, so sue me.
 
   I glanced back at the unassuming door, then back into the grand lobby.  I grinned at myself and mumbled, “It's bigger on the inside,” in a British accent.  The eye roll I got from Jen let me know I wasn't the first to make a Doctor Who reference about the lobby.
 
   I feasted my eyes on the night and day difference between what was presented outside and the grandeur of the interior of London Harmony.  The open space was quite inviting.  There were massive original timbers fused with a modern lobby that the grandest of hotels would be envious of.  The hardwood floors were edged with white marble inlays.
 
   Your eyes were drawn to a black marble front desk which imposed itself between the lobby and a grand staircase with an oak railing and wrought iron banister and newels.  Beside it was a glass elevator which had London Harmony written on it in big brass letters.
 
   Besides that, there didn't seem to be anything else on this level of the studios, besides possibly a restroom or storage down the little hall past the stairs and elevator.
 
   Jen motioned smoothly to a row of plush velvet chairs with a low glass table in front of them.  There was a carafe of water and crystal glasses on the table along with the latest international music magazines. She said in her honey thick alto voice, “Please, have a seat, I'll let them know you are here.”
 
   I nodded dumbly and sat as she moved behind the desk.  She looked so at home there as she put in an earpiece and said into the little mic on it, “June?  She's here.”  She nodded, absently raising a hand up to touch the earpiece as she listened.  “Will do boss.”
 
   She took out her earpiece and smiled at me.  “June will see you now Liza.”  She stepped beside the desk at an angle, in an invitation to join her.
 
   I glanced around and smiled.  I could certainly see that this was her domain.  She commanded this grand lobby like she was born to it.
 
   I stepped up to her and she asked, “Cardio or no?  We're heading to the third floor.”  She motioned to the stairs and the elevator.  I started moving to the stairs.  I laid a hand on the substantial railing and was awed by the grandeur and the welcoming feeling of it all.
 
   Then a little smirking voice inside my head said, “Of course Liza.  That is what they are trying to project here, that you have arrived at someplace special.  That if you made it past the front door, that they are embracing you and welcoming you into their world.  I almost chuckled.  I had to hand it to June, it was pretty damn effective.
 
   I smiled as Jen glided up the stairs with me at her elbow.  She guided me so smoothly, it felt like she was walking beside me instead of ushering me, it made me feel at ease like I was among friends.  I could see why she was chosen to be their greeter.
 
   I paused at the second level, where I saw a man step through a door.  I could see a recording booth in it before the door closed.  Was that Rowan Tisdale in the booth beyond?  He was the latest find by the studio.  The man was pure country.  I had heard rumors that London Harmony had been trying to expand out of just rock and pop into other markets.
 
   I glanced at the signs on the doors and squinted as Jen urged me on.  Two recording rooms?  Was this really where London Harmony did all its production work too?  We got to the top of the stairs and stepped into a large open room with low cubicles.  It was a cacophony of motion.  There weren't many desks, maybe ten or twelve.  Then I could see a conference room beyond.  I whispered, “Is this it, this is all there is to London Harmony?”
 
   She smirked and said quietly, “This is it.  We have a second location that we are currently setting up as we branch out into other music genres.  It should open its doors in the next couple months.  But yes, this is it, well except Fran isn't here, she only works Saturday now that she has to run the studio's interest in the SmartCanvas 3.0 operation.  And nobody can tear her away from the damn Library Archives.”
 
   She started leading me toward the conference room when I heard a squeal and turned just as a goth shaped squid hugger wrapped her arms around me and gave me a silly side to side hug.  She bubbled out, “Liza.  Glad you could make it.”
 
   Then she released me as I gave my grinning response.  “Zilrita.”
 
   Then the goth woman tucked some hair behind her ear and blushed and she said, “Jen.”  As she scurried off.  My grin doubled.  Zilrita was sweet on Jen!
 
   We stepped into the conference room and she motioned to the long table. “Have a seat, June will be with you in a moment.”
 
   I sat as she produced a card from somewhere and handed it to me.  It was snow white with just a phone number in silver-chrome ink on it, nothing else.
 
   She said as she retreated to the door, “If you need anything while you are here, I can be reached by any house phone on the front desk line or by calling that number.”
 
   I smiled at her.  “Thanks, Jen.”
 
   She smiled and inclined her head then stepped out.
 
   I watched for a moment as she swayed toward the stairs, stopping to smile at Zilrita's back, who was in an animated discussion with a couple of the workers.  Hmmm... what an extremely odd pairing that would be.  I liked the idea.
 
   I stood and looked over to the office door on the right which opened and I heard June's amused voice.  “Good lord woman, get your ass in there.”
 
   A grinning Vanessa stepped out, looking back.  “I was trying to hold the door for you to go out first.”
 
   June followed her out shaking her head in bemusement. “I opened it for you first, so woman up and say thank you June.”
 
   Vanessa snorted. “Now you're starting to sound like Paya.”  Then she turned to me and rolled her eyes, nudging her head back at June.  “Women.”
 
   I had to cover my mouth to stop the titter of nervous laughter at their antics from escaping my lips.  Then both of their smiles were wiped away into serious business faces.
 
   June offered her hand.  “Eliza, thank you for coming.”
 
   I shook and Vanessa shook my hand as well.  I patted my bag afterward to make sure it was still closed and she chuckled and told June, “I like this one.”
 
   We all sat and June said into the air, “Zil.”
 
   There was the pop of a speaker and Zilrita's voice came over the intercom.  “On my way J-Dub.”
 
   I looked out the glass wall and saw her give us a little wave from where she was talking with other workers.  Did she have some sort of headset?  Was she listening in on the room?
 
   Zil walked in and as she shut the door, she hit something on her iPad and the whole wall and door frosted over.  It seemed they were trying hard to impress me for some reason.
 
   She looked at the two women then at me, then slid into the chair beside me.  “You don't mind do you?  Three of us on the other side of the table would feel sort of heavy handed to me.”
 
   I shrugged nervously.
 
   Then June said, “Relax Liza.  We have some things to discuss, and two offers that can affect you in a positive way.”
 
   I tried to relax, glanced nervously at Zil, then looked back at June.  “I said I was sorry for lifting your wallet.”
 
   June gave me a sly look.  “You're not the first person in this room to pick my pocket.”  She nudged her head toward Vanessa, “And I went and married this one.”
 
   I blinked in shock then smiled at them.
 
   Then she repeated what she said on the Water Witch, “There are a lot of people looking for you, Eliza Eloise Montrose.”  Her smile twinkled around in her eyes like she knew a secret I couldn't fathom.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – The Offer
 
   Before I could ask her to clarify, she slid an old Seattle Times across the table to me as she explained.  I looked at the date, it was five years old.  Dated just days after Uncle Slade's death.  I kept my breathing level and looked at the title, “Jazz Heiress Missing.”
 
   Then June sat back in her chair and said, “It seems that for years, Slade 'Walker' Evans had spent every penny he made, that wasn't used to raise his niece, to purchase rights to a large catalog of Jazz classics.  It was his nest egg for his niece.  The man was a jazz legend in his own right.”
 
   I gaped at her, not quite processing what she was saying.
 
   She said, “It seems that the missing heiress to that multi-million dollar jazz catalog disappeared before the reading of the will.”
 
   I tried not to cry thinking about Slade's death, I was still attempting to process what she was saying.  “He left the catalog and all of his worldly possessions to his only surviving relative,  Eliza Eloise Montrose.  His lawyers have been trying to locate her for years, but it seems she was last seen getting on an airplane headed to Sweden right after the funeral.  She left no electronic footprint after that, she appears to do everything with cash.”
 
   Then she shrugged. “There have been rumors of a woman backpacking through Europe for years.  Nobody appears to know who she is, but she has been playing some of the biggest jazz venues in Europe with what people swear is Walker's doghouse bass, Audrey.  There is no other bass in the world with Audrey's tone.”
 
   Vanessa, who didn't seem to speak much and was always bumping or touching June's arm with her hand like she was reassuring herself she was there, said, “Rumors have circulated for decades about Walker Evan's bass.”
 
   I stopped breathing, surely they didn't know Audrey's secret.  Uncle Slade made great effort to hide her pedigree. I couldn't read the look in her eyes as she studied me, a mix of understanding and possibly sorrow?
 
   Then she continued, “Very few people know that Stradivarius made more than just violins.  Among the variety of instruments he made were cellos and... double basses.  No complete basses survived as they were cannibalized for parts and materials for other projects.”
 
   Then she exhaled and tried to read my face as I paled.  “Though some records show that one body was salvaged by the company that took over the Stradivarius legacy after his demise.  It was fitted with a more contemporary neck for its time and sold to the famed symphonic bassist, Rolland Demartellio.  It was passed down to future generations of family until it wound up in the hands of one, Slade Evans.”
 
   She shrugged and gave a sly smile. “These, of course, are all just rumors, as the family was always tight-lipped about it.  If it were true, though, and it was now in the hands of Walker's missing niece.  Then she is backpacking through Europe with a string bass on her back worth over one and a quarter million dollars.  Priceless really because of its pedigree.”
 
   I took a deep breath and tried not to show anything on my face.  June tilted her head and gave me a warm smile as she asked, “I wonder if we were to shine a light into the f-hole of your Audrey, would we see the Stradivarius mark branded into her flatback?”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at me.
 
   I stopped breathing and carefully gave her a single nod.  Confirming the secret that Audrey held inside her.
 
   She beamed a smile at me that could have knocked me on my ass.  “I thought as much.  When we were called down to watch you perform at the rave by Ronnie Marx, Nessie here had a suspicion as to who you might be.  I could feel her reaction when you pulled out Audrey and knew without asking her that it was all true.”
 
   Then she tilted her head and grinned. “I wasn't prepared for what happened when you started playing her.  I've been in the music industry, literally my entire life, and not much surprises me anymore.  But you somehow successfully made a seamless fusion of rock and jazz.  There have been many decent attempts before, but none that made me... feel.”
 
   She flicked her finger and a black plastic card with a gold J embossed on it spun across the table to me.
 
   I blinked at it, knowing what it was.  Everyone in the music industry has heard of the infamous J-cards.  But they were written off as an urban legend.
 
   Her grin became a toothy grin. “I wanted to give that to you on the spot, but then you lifted my wallet. Nessie retrieved it and said we needed to go.  When I told her, I wanted to give you a J-card she gave me a wicked look, showed me your passport and said, 'Make her work for it.'  She's sort of evil that way.”  She shot Vanessa a wink.  The other woman looked like a pleased chipmunk.
 
   Then she finished with, “So I have a series of questions for you.  If you need time to think about the answers, that is fine.  I'm not going to pressure you for answers in any way.”
 
   Zilrita snorted and slapped her hand over her mouth.
 
   June gave her an amused smile, rolled her eyes, and corrected herself, “Fine.  I won't pressure you... much.”  She stuck her tongue out at Zil, who just bobbled her head in mirth.
 
   I caught myself grinning at their interaction.
 
   I realized I hadn't said anything since they started.  I exhaled then asked, “What questions are those.”  And I looked down at the black plastic card in my hand.  I was turning it over and over.  It only had the J on one side and a phone number on the other.
 
   She relaxed into her seat and nudged her chin at the card.  “First is the obvious one.  I don't know how much you know about London Harmony, but we are starting to expand.  We want to represent more genres of music, to expose the world to more unique talents across the spectrum of the music industry.  London Harmony wants you and your jazz-rock fusion.  Question one. How would you like to sign with London Harmony?”
 
   Zilrita slid some paperwork to me like they had practiced this.
 
   I glanced down as my heart started racing.  It was a contract.  I almost choked at the number of zeros on the figures.
 
   June reached across and laid a hand on my white knuckles.  “Don't answer now.”
 
   Then she held up two fingers and said, “Question two.  It seems that the lost heiress to the Walker Evans estate is now the sole owner of one of the most comprehensive catalogs of jazz music in the industry.”
 
   She swirled a finger on the surface of the table as she looked at her hand with a sly smile on her face. “Being able to market those pieces, and reintroduce them to the world to reinvigorate the Jazz market, would be a boon not only to the music world, but to whoever facilitated it.”
 
   She locked eyes with me and said in a no-nonsense manner, “London Harmony would like a non-exclusive license to your entire catalog.  Not limiting you in any way.  We want to reawaken jazz and unleash it to the masses.  Will you agree to that?”
 
   Zilrita slid more papers to me and this time I did choke at the number at the bottom.
 
   June quickly added, “Again, don't answer now.  If you need your lawyers to look it over I would encourage it. If you don't have a lawyer we can recommend some great ones in the music industry like Frank Davenport.”
 
   Then June sat back heavily in her chair and regarded me for a moment as I tried to make sense of what was happening to me at that moment.  Then she tilted her head and nodded at Zil, who took out another much thicker stack of papers and laid them on top of the licensing contract I was still gawking at.
 
   June steepled her fingers in front of her lips and said clearly, “OR.”  She let that word sink in and said, “As I stated earlier, London Harmony is in the process of setting up a secondary location for alternate music genres such as classical, jazz or country.  Hell, even folk music.”
 
   She grinned. “It was cheaper to buy the entire building than to lease the space we needed.  So we found ourselves with twice the space we required.  Then our erstwhile resident goth here...”  She crinkled her nose at Zil, who crinkled hers back. “Came up with one of the most amazing ideas I have heard in a long time.  Though her plans always involve animals for some odd reason, I had to convince her against that.”
 
   She gestured a hand to the smiling goth, palm up.
 
   Zil straightened and smiled at me then flicked her fingers on her iPad toward the frosted glass wall.  A huge screen popped up on it with the picture of an old brick building with lots of history and charm even though it appeared to be an old warehouse.  It is sad how newer buildings just don't have the character of buildings from the past, where they took pride in craftsmanship over utility.  It appeared to be under renovation.
 
   Zilrita started talking.  “One of the main focuses of London Harmony is introducing new artists and new music to the world.  Only a quarter of our resources is utilized in marketing and actual production of music.  The other three-quarters is in the scouting of new talent.  Our scouts...”  She gave a head tilt to Vanessa, who returned the gesture.  “...scour the underground music scene of London.  Attending countless raves, clubs, festivals, concerts, and even coffee houses, in an attempt to find the next new sound.  The next voice to add to the London Harmony family.”
 
   She shrugged and looked a little embarrassed. “I simply asked at one of our brainstorming meetings...”
 
   June interrupted, “To clarify, that means eating pizza and having burping contests while watching cheesy movies at our place.”
 
   Zil shook her finger at June. “As I was saying, at one of our dignified brainstorming meetings...”
 
   Vanessa interjected, “Where you kept asking Fran to pull your finger.”
 
   I snorted.
 
   Zilrita chastised the two.  “Hey now, this is my story.  I didn't interrupt you two evil skanks.”
 
   I blinked, she could talk to the boss that way?
 
   June covered her smile with her hand and Vanessa looked overly innocent.
 
   I swear by the Village Vanguard, these women were a hoot.  They acted more like... family?  Than co-workers.
 
   June started to say something, but Zil shot her the stink eye, warning, “J-dub.”  June held her hands up in surrender and the goth lady smiled in triumph and turned to me.
 
   “As I was saying, I posed the question, what if we had them come to us instead?  What if we used the extra space for a nightclub that featured live music every night.  Have someone from the underground scene, like Ronnie Marx, promote it to the up and coming artists that would normally not get the chance.”
 
   She flicked her iPad and then a black door was superimposed on the building.  Painted on it was a circular blue logo with a building silhouette and some gold lettering that read, “London Harmony Auxiliary, Meetings by appointment only.”  Then the door animated and shrank down to be placed at the far end of the building.  Then a large sign appeared over the main doors of the building, “Some Cool Name Nightclub”.
 
   Then Zil said, “We'd need a theme though all forms of music would be encouraged.  Spend maybe the first two hours of the night introducing new artists of all genres then finish the night out in the theme of the club.”
 
   She smirked at me and said as she flicked her fingers again,  “Say... Jazz?”  The sign changed to “Some Cool Jazz Club Name.”
 
   June took over.  “Wouldn't it be cool if we had a large catalog of jazz to play, and someone with the contacts in the jazz world to bring in seasoned artists to perform?  Gosh, we could even offer a partnership deal if we were to trade non-exclusive license to that same jazz catalog.  Someone like that would be perfect as part owner of the club.  But where oh where could we find a person like that?”
 
   She reached over and started nudging the larger stack of papers closer to me, a inch at at time.
 
   I looked down at the “partnership proposal” and swallowed.
 
   She gave me a wicked grin, “Once again...”
 
   She was interrupted by the other women rolling their eyes and droning out, “You don't need to decide now.”
 
   She waved them off. “Oh shush you two.”  Then she just sat there grinning at me.  Tilting her head as the silence went on.  The others got the same silly look on their faces.
 
   Oh... they expected me to speak.  Ummm... “This is a lot to digest.  I'm a nobody.  Why are...”
 
   June snapped in genuine anger, her voice a dangerous hiss, “You are not a nobody!  Don't ever say that around here again!”
 
   I swallowed, she was serious, I could see it in the hard look in her eyes.
 
   I said, “I'm sorry.”
 
   Then Vanessa added, “Never apologize.”
 
   Dear Lord.  I was fucking it all up.  I took a deep breath and then slowly shook my head.  “I can't even think about any of this until I finish what I started.”
 
   I answered their questioning looks.  “I promised Uncle Slade and myself that I would play Europe.  It was his lifelong dream that he put off to raise me.  It is my dream now.  That's why I'm here, that's where I went when I left the States.”  I dug out my tattered list of jazz clubs and slid it over to the women.
 
   They all looked at it and Vanessa cocked an eyebrow.
 
   I explained, “I've played all the venues on the list that are still in business, all except the Factory here in London.  They won't give me the time of day.  I can't even think of what I'm going to do with my life until I break them and get some heat there.”
 
   It was kind of humorous when both Zilrita and Vanessa turned their gazes expectantly to June, who just smirked and said to me, “Oh, is that all?”  Her smirk got bigger as she said, “I got this shit.”
 
   Then Zilrita put her hand on her ear and I could see the tiny little ear bud there as she giggled a little and said to the air, “Fine, let her in Jen.”
 
   She turned to me with a grin.  “Your girl showed up right after you did, she's been insisting on seeing you for moral support, but Jen told her you were already in the meeting.”
 
   My girl?  The door opened and Amarissa stepped quickly through the door.  I stood and she came instantly to my side and grasped my hand tightly as she looked up at me with a shy smile. “I couldn't wait at the Ponsonby.  I had to know.”
 
   Then she looked at the other women and said, “I don't care who you are, or that you are my friends.  She apologized for lifting June's bloody pocketbook.  I won't let anybody punish...”
 
   They were all grinning like loons at her as I silently shushed her and interrupted.  “Umm hey pipsqueak, they offered me a recording contract – and a partnership.”
 
   She looked at me wide eyed then checked the lanyard to make sure she was wearing her glasses as she put on a super toothy grin that she turned on the three women.  “Ummm... hi?”
 
   They all burst out into giggles and chuckles.
 
   Zil was in giggly tears as she stood and hugged my embarrassed girl.  “Amy to the rescue.”
 
   Then Amy said, “Sorry... I love her.”
 
   God damn annoying little runt.  I kissed her, I didn't care who saw that I loved the pixie right back.  She looked to be floating on air when I broke the kiss and blushed.  The fire she ignited in me was torture.  I needed her.
 
   June was fanning her face as she grabbed Vanessa's hand.  “We won't keep you from your savior, Eliza.  We'll be in touch.”
 
   Zil walked us to the conference room door and said under her breath as she looked back to June, who was leading Vanessa playfully back to the office.  “I expect you will be hearing from the Factory sooner rather than later.  There really isn't much June can't do once she sets her mind to it.”
 
   I heard a tone of pride and admiration in her voice as she made sure I had all the paperwork.
 
   Then my girl walked backward, clasping my hands as she lead me out of the most mind-boggling meeting of my life.  Promises of passion glittering in her eyes.  Damn if she wasn't supermurgitroid.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   Fran was nagging me, “Come on Amy!  We're going to be late!”
 
   I checked myself in the mirror again.  I wanted to look good for my cowgirl.  I still can't believe how lucky I was to find my Liza.
 
   Max chimed in as she tilted her head at me, “You look beyond adorable woman, get a bloody move on you silly bird.”
 
   I exhaled and smiled at them.  Now where did my glasses wander off to?  Oh wait, I reached up and lovingly rolled the lanyard between my fingers and followed them down to my eyeglasses, I put them on and was able to focus easier without closing one eye.
 
   “Gleep!”  I squeaked as Max grabbed my hand and dragged me out the door behind Fran and Tasha.  I was barely able to grab my purse on the way out.
 
   Frannie drove us since I was way too nervous to drive.  I stared out the window as we went, with Liza on my mind.  Then before I knew it, Max was shaking my shoulder lightly, knocking me out of my thinking.  She said with a tinge of humor, “She's just daydreaming about her princess charming again.”
 
   The others chuckled as she said, “We're here.”
 
   I smiled at them bashfully then looked out to see the huge line that wrapped the building.  I looked up at the stylized sign on the building that looked like it stepped out of an old time movie.  Walker's.  My smile grew.
 
   We stepped out and I looked at my companions, looking ever so sexy in their period dresses.  They went all out for the grand opening of the club.  They looked as if they stepped out of the roaring twenties.  I looked down at myself, I looked like a flapper too, just like in the movies.  I hoped Liza would like it.
 
   I blinked at the mix of people in line, it was pretty amazing, the eclectic mix.  There were no reservations taken at the club and it was open to all.  There were punk rockers next to men in tuxes.  We passed some of the most influential people in the London music scene.
 
   We stepped up to the velvet rope on the side that said VIP, and I recognized the bloke there.  Skeeze cleaned up nicely.  He saw us coming and shot a stunning smile.  He was quite a fine specimen of man, I could see why Ronnie hooked up with him.
 
   Fran inclined her head to him as he opened the velvet rope for us.  “Steven.”
 
   He replied in the same tone, “Francine.”
 
   They both chuckled and they hugged.  The other girls followed suit.  Max almost purred at him.  Then I gave him a hug.
 
   He whispered, “You're a vision tonight Amarissa.  Your lady doesn't stand a chance.”
 
   I blushed and scurried after the others.
 
   We sat in the front by the stage, in a roped off area.  June, Vanessa, Jen, and Zilrita were there with us.  We all exchanged smiles as a waitress arrived like magic to place drinks in front of us.  I cocked an eyebrow since it was what I would have ordered.  I suspected Liza in that.
 
   Then before we could chat, the lights dimmed.  I looked around, it was standing room only with that huge line still outside.  The crowd quieted as Ronnie Marx took the stage.  I could hear a familiar thrumming of a bass being tuned behind him in the dark somewhere.  There is no other sound on this Earth like Audrey.  She was my second love after Liza.
 
   Ronnie looked like he was torn from the pages of a twenties magazine.  His signature three-day stubble giving him a rakish look.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, I'm your host, Ronnie Marx.  I'd like to welcome you to the grand opening of Walker's jazz club.”
 
   There were applause, whistles, and cat calls.
 
   He grinned as he looked around, then said, “Before we get to the jazz portion of the evening, we have a variety of up and coming artists in various music genres to showcase for you.  This is what Walker's is all about!”
 
   More cheering ensued.
 
   Then he said, “And without further ado, we'd like to start a new tradition with one of our owners, and international jazz sensation, Eliza, Lil' Walker, Montrose, and her bass, Audrey... playing a Jazz classic by the legendary, Walker Evans!”
 
   Everyone cheered as the spotlight disappeared and another spotlight hit center stage.  There was my Eliza, my cowgirl, in her eloquent sequined black dress, her hair up in a bun, holding Audrey.
 
   Her eyes focused on mine with laser intensity as she said, “This is for the woman I love.”  Then a heartbeat later she added, “Even if she is annoying.”  The crowd chuckled as I blushed when she winked at me.  Brash Yank... my brash Yank.
 
   The backup band consisting mostly of musicians who had played with her uncle at one time or another started up.  I had to grin at Father Mike on the clarinet. That was what he wanted to speak to my girl about, the chance to play with her on occasion.
 
   Then I closed my eyes when my impossible girl started plucking Audrey's strings. It was like she was plucking strings that resonated in my heart and soul.  When she started to sing, with a voice that could only be described as pure emotion, I swayed with the music, knowing the love I felt in her words were for me.
 
   I felt a happy tear roll down my cheek as I knew that my girl and I had, impossibly, found our happily ever after.
 
    
 
   The End
 
   


  
 

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


  
 

Sample Chapter from The Bridge: Unbroken...
 
   Prologue
 
   It had started as a quiet night on the John A. Roebling Suspension Bridge with a new moon like that there was usually one or two bigger Fae that tried to come through the Under-Veil and into Cincinnati without paying their toll.  I always hated new moons since I became shadow-bound to my bridge.
 
   During new moons, the barrier, or veil between the realm of the Fae and the mortal world was at it's weakest since the moon didn't reflect any sunlight down on the Earth.  The closer to All Hallows Eve it got in the year, the easier stronger Fae of ill intent could breach the Under-Veil.
 
   I didn't mind the peaceful or mischievous Fae, who paid their tolls and went on their way to have a good time in the mortal realm in Cincinnati for the night.  They were much less drama than the troublemakers and outright evil Fae.
 
   It was late September so I had expected at least a little trouble.  Though Veldshee didn't have enough energy to cross over yet after I had drained his power and banished him, he has still made my life difficult the past couple years, by sending minions to harass me as often as possible.
 
   It was getting close to sunrise. Rupert, the Gnome, who had befriended me when I first found I had been bound to the Roebling against my will, as its new troll, when the previous protector died.   The gnome has fought by my side since that day.  He was a loyal friend and companion, even if he did have a slight gambling problem.  Well fine, a huge gambling problem.
 
   Rupert had to go and open his big mouth.  “Well, this was an easy night.”
 
   He should know better than to jinx us like that.  It was then that two huge Minotaurs stepped through the Under-Veil.  The effort of pushing that much power through the gateway, actually stretched the fabric of space.
 
   I could feel their presence on me... I mean in the deck of my bridge, the moment they stepped through.  Did they realize that the sun would be up in just a couple minutes?  When it came, they wouldn't be able to retreat back through the gateway as the sun strengthened the Under-Veil and stripped them of half their power?
 
   I shook my head at my compact companion. “You just had to go and open your big mouth didn't you?”  I slapped his shoulder as he squinted to the south side of the bridge.
 
   He gave what he saw a sour look then glanced up at me apologetically. “Sorry Kane.”
 
   I grinned at him as he tightened his grip on the section of pipe in his hands that were his weapon of choice.  He wouldn't be much use in this fight except as a distraction.  I could only take on one of these powerful Fae at once.  Don't get me wrong, he was an adept fighter, but not very powerful.  If it weren't for the fact that gnomes were damn near indestructible, I'd have him making a run for it.
 
   Then he chuckled. “A lady like you needs to keep in shape.”
 
   I snorted at the smartass then rolled my neck. I could hear my vertebrae grinding and popping, then I clenched my fists experimentally as we started striding forward.  My knuckles popped.  “If things hit the fan and one gets past me, fall back and get some goyles over here fast to run interference for me until I can get to him.”
 
   He nodded then glanced up to the top of the South tower, where Kyla, his girlfriend and my best friend was waiting for us to go for breakfast after sunrise.
 
   I smirked and said, “Maybe thy are friendly and will pay their toll.”
 
   He snorted and looked to be physically restraining his laughter.
 
   I whined, “What?  It isn't unheard of.  There's Joreen in the warehouse district.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   I know, I know.  It was just wishful thinking.  Joreen was an oddity, most Minotaurs craved power and to corrupt people.  They fed off the chaos that corruption caused.
 
   I worried that the Fae returning after a night in the mortal realm would be in danger, I'm sure they'd rather spend another day in the city rather than try to get past a fight between a Troll and a couple walking hamburgers.
 
   As we got close to the approaching Fae, a car whizzed past, not many on the bridge this early, that would change as people woke up and started their morning commute.  The Minotaurs ignored the car as it drove between them, the driver oblivious to them.  Most humans were veil-blind like that, not seeing what they couldn't understand.  Or if they did, they would only see the human glamour the Fae wore to blend in.
 
   Rupert paused, laying a hand on my arm to slow us as he hissed out under his breath to me, “Gold and silver!  Evie, those are guards of the crimson court!”
 
   That sounded familiar to me.  I remember Sharee telling me stories of the hierarchy in the land of Fae.
 
   They were ruled by two high courts that worked together.  One was the Crimson Court, which was ruled by the Fae with ill intent.  Evil if you will.  Then there was the Amber Court, which ruled the peaceful Fae.  It took both to find a balance in the land of Fae.   The Dragon Court, which was ruled by the dragons, which were not Fae, but something else, was called upon to make final decisions on rulings if the two courts could not come to a mutual agreement.
 
   Hellstones and fire, just what were guards of the Crimson Court doing here?
 
   They stopped in front of me, not saying anything as they looked down at me and examined me.  They didn't even seem to acknowledge Rupert.  This was different.  They didn't attack.  I squared my shoulders and said, “I am Evangeline Kane, Troll of this Bridge! Either pay the toll, bind yourself to do no harm or be gone.”
 
   That smirked in unison and one of them pulled out a glowing coin of gold.  I blinked, they actually had the toll.  He huffed, hot air escaping from his bull's nose, steaming the air in front of his nostrils.  He smiled and it turned into a sneer.  His voice was booming, not that he tried to do that, he was just so huge, maybe seven or seven and a half feet tall, that he couldn't help it.  “We know who you are... Shadow-Kin,”  he said it like it was distasteful.
 
   Yes, I was Shadow-Kin.  The only Shadow-Kin Troll.  I wasn't True-Born like all the others.  I was something less, something akin to a mutt in the supernatural world.  My mother was a magic using True-Born and my father was a Straight, a human with no magic potential.  I hadn't known about my mother, who died in childbirth until I became bound to my bridge as its troll.
 
   He deftly walked the gold coin along the back of his huge, knobby knuckles.  “And we have our coins, but you will have to take them from us.”
 
   I could see the red fires in his eyes flare a bit at the challenge.
 
   I brought my hands up and shifted into a fighting stance and said, “Fine by me beefsteak.”
 
   That's how I wound up skipping and tumbling across the bridge deck like this.  I slammed into the railing of the pedestrian walkway.  The concrete barrier exploding into rubble and the railing tearing like spaghetti.
 
   Hellstones!  I haven't been hit like that since Veldshee!  I was glad I had the presence of mind to pull the metal of the deck into myself before hitting the barrier.  I still winced in pain at the impact.  The damage to my bridge felt like a blow to my own body.  The bridge was just an extension of me.
 
   As I pulled myself out of the wreckage, I laid my hands on the damage and willed a bit of power that repaired the railing and concrete.  With the screech of metal on metal, I wiped my nose and looked at the fresh blood on the back of my metallic blue hand.
 
   I cracked my neck again and narrowed my eyes.  The other Minotaur was holding Rupert off the ground with one arm as the gnome repeatedly struck the bull's arm ineffectually with the pipe.  They weren't trying to get past me.  So what was going on?
 
   At that thought, I felt dozens, four to be exact, of Fae running onto my north deck.  They were coming fast.  There was a large explosion just off the bridge and I heard the bellow of the Custodian, my Sharee, that was her battle cry!  What was...  I was flying back toward the south end near the gateway.  The damn side of beef sucker punched me in my distraction.
 
   I rolled to my feet and charged him. “Alright Bessie, you asked for it.”
 
   He lowered his massive horns, and huffed out some steam and bellowed like a bull and charged back.  My fist collided with his bony skull with a crunch and I think we were both a little stunned when we canceled each other out and both wound up falling back on our asses.
 
   I could feel it when Sharee stepped onto my deck, the raw power she radiated made my suspension cables thrum.  There were shouts and sounds of battle and I could feel less and less Fae on my bridge.  They didn't stand a chance against her or the ten Gargoyles I felt arriving, then dozens of more hesitant Fae steps.  What was going on?
 
   I chanced a look, as the mob passed the south tower on their way toward the gateway.  Dozens of Goblins and those rat-looking Muridae heading toward us.  All carrying squirming bundles in black bags on their shoulders.
 
   I saw a flash of white hair billowing behind one goblin, and it's head was suddenly detached from his shoulders and the woman behind him tore the bag from the falling body and opened it to reveal another goblin.  The Custodian looked to be a specter of vengeance and fury.  She looked toward me where I was busy trading a fury of blows with the walking rib eye.
 
   She yelled in a barely human voice, “They have Felicia!”
 
   My blood ran cold as the swarm reached us.  Felicia?  Hellstones and fire!  They ran past toward the gateway.  I realized that the friendly Fae of the city was in pursuit of the mob with the Gargoyles.  Felicia was our Woodland Imp was well loved and respected in the supernatural community.  The gentle fox woman wouldn't hurt a flea unless you threatened the people she loved.
 
   I had to split my concentration between my fight and the gateway as I thrust my hand forward at it and channeled the power inside my foundations, in the wind blowing through my cables and the river current splitting to move around my towers.  I used all that I was, all that my bridge was, to solidify the  Under-Veil.  It was excruciating, especially with the beating I was now taking from the Crimson Guard.  But not even a Fae amoeba would be able to escape through the gateway now.
 
   Sharee reached me as the mob of Goblins and Muridae tried in vain to push through the Under-Veil and escape.  She was spinning in the air, white magical energy coursing through her sword reflected off her stark white hair.  The beef patty had to turn to block her, leaving me free to concentrate on the gateway.
 
   Her blade sparked on his red gauntlet.  It must have been spelled because energy exploded outward.  He kept his arm, but one horn was sliced clean through by her sweeping blow.  She seemed to dance and spiral away out of his reach and under his strikes.
 
   The Gargoyles and Fae met the mob in a clash of blades and teeth and slashing claws.  Then the first sunbeams streaked out over the horizon and washed over the bridge.  I could feel it like a huge gong sounding out in my stone foundations.  It was over.  They couldn't escape now, and I could see part of the Minotaurs power stripped away from them like sparkling dust in an irresistible current.
 
   They wouldn't have the power to cross over now even if it were night and the gateway was weakened.  All the goblins and rat fae backed up to the gateway that was like a solid wall to them now and the other goblins wriggled out of the bags as we surrounded them all.  The Minotaurs backed up with them with shit-eating grins on their faces as one pulled a bag off of a goblin's shoulder and pulled it down to reveal a fox woman, in a nightshirt, who was bound and gagged.
 
   It was Felicia!  Her eyes were wide as she struggled.  I said, “Release her and we will show mercy.  Felicia is our Imp.”
 
   The  Minotaur laughed. “No, the Unbroken is ours.  And we will take our leave now.”
 
   Was the dude mental?  They were trapped. There was no way...
 
   Rupert suddenly blurted out, “Their coins!”
 
   Hellstones!  I started lunging forward when the bull pressed a coin against Felicia and I stumbled as a shooting pain lanced through me as a hole was physically torn in space and Felicia just vanished.  Then all of the others pulled out their coins as we dove at them and in a flash as I screamed in agony, they were all gone.  Escaping through the Under-Veil using the one thing that was meant as a deterrent.  They had used the toll system against us.
 
   I just stared at empty space as Rupert and Sharee helped me to my feet where I had fallen when the Fae did their mass transport.
 
   My voice sounded small and far away as I whispered, “Felicia?”
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
LOHDOH HﬂDI'\OHT

DOGHOUSE





