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Change is Fate’s little sister. Fate and I shared a long, hateful history, where Change and I were virtual strangers. Change can make you or break you, just like Fate. I’ve let them do both. The trick is to embrace what they bring.

I was nineteen the first time I killed another person. Blood dripped from my claws, and I just stared as he went. I stood over him, watching his paling face while sight left his eyes, breath left his lungs and his soul went straight to hell. 

There’d been a time when I didn’t even like to watch such scenes play out in a movie. 

Change played time like a fiddle while Fate watched me dance. 

I hated to love my new life. Most nights I raged inside. Some nights I remembered the girl I was in another lifetime—a pastel-tinted, musical, lonely life in the sunshine. Those times were a few short months ago that felt like decades on the day. Sometimes I wondered if my new way of life was also my own, personal brand of mourning for the girl I used to be ....

And then I was set free.
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I

should have known my first trip out of Austin would turn my life upside down and nearly get me killed twice in the first year. I didn’t have one of those cushy lives some kids did, where the biggest worry was whether they’d get into their dream college, so why should the rest of my life be easy? 

The sourest lemons can make the sweetest lemonade. The time wasn’t all bad even if I spent most of it looking over my shoulder. I’ll be hypervigilant for eternity. Outrunning Fate will do that to a girl. The problem is, Fate is fast and stealthy, and fights dirtier than death. I adapted and grew, learning to face wonder with a true smile and death with a steely, locked jaw. I could never return to Austin, but when I first left, I couldn’t wait to get out. Looking back, I’d still choose to leave, despite near death. I should have expected it to be a train wreck. I should have known.

The first thought I had when the jumbo jet’s engines whined and we took off from Austin was that I wanted to spray the guy next to me with Febreze. I fidgeted, wondering if someone in the plane might want to switch seats. Every seat was full. The middle aged wannabe hipster guy next to me smelled like armpit and moth balls, which gave my stomach one more reason to get all knotted up. I thought he was going to get chatty when he first claimed his seat but he’d caught my uninterested vibe quickly and zonked out hard instead. The only thing lively about him was the stench. Calm, cool breaths didn’t do their job when they were laced with body odor.

A flight to London from Austin, Texas is a long one. That kind of time allows the mind to travel as far as the body. I didn’t have a window seat and my stomach didn’t do well if I tried to read for long so I watched across the aisle as clouds overtook the view and there was nothing left to see. The sole of my shoe popped softly as I fidgeted, rubbing my feet together. The older lady who sat on the other side of my seat glanced at my shoes when the popping sounded again. I took my hair out of the ponytail and put my seat back to try and relax.

I was grateful for the time to reflect on the events of my last few days in the United States, although thinking about it stung like I’d been bitten by a fire ant. I’d left for good reasons. They were hard memories I’d done my best to make smaller and smaller, but like the tiny ants in the South, sometimes the little things packed the biggest punch. I just wanted to get the hell out of Austin and far away from the past eighteen years of my life. Seeing how I was almost nineteen, I was ready for new experiences.

As long as I could remember, I’d overheated when my emotions got the best of me so true to form, I was melting from the inside out. My hair grew damp so I twisted it all up into a bun to get it off my neck. I kept catching my jaw locking up, and sweat beaded down the valley of my chest, soaking my bra. I hated that.

A brochure about Beautiful Scotland hung out of the seat pocket so I snatched it up and fanned myself. Moving the air did wonders, both cooling my soaked face and pushing putrid air off Mr. Hipster and out into the aisle instead of up my nose.

“A little motion sickness?” An attendant pushed a strand of grey hair behind an ear and thrust a can of ginger ale into my hand, sans little cup of ice. She didn’t wait for an answer, just reached across me and turned a nozzle above us. Chilled, canned air blasted right onto my drenched forehead.

“Thank you. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” I really knew why. I’d never been on a plane before. She didn’t need that information, though, because I planned to hold the appearance of a cool, well-traveled young lady for the duration of my trip to study in England.

The attendant smiled with red, stained lips, like she didn’t believe a word of it and bustled away. I closed my eyes and concentrated on calming down and cooling off. 

The hipster yawned, smacked his lips and adjusted in his seat, leaving his greasy head full of shaggy curls resting on my shoulder and his mouth wide open.

“Hell no, buddy,” I said. I shrugged hard, jolting him awake.

He sat up, looking at me like I had two heads while he straightened his black framed glasses. Considering how I’d nearly snapped, he was pretty lucky I didn’t slug him. I took in a cold, calming breath.

“I’m fighting motion sickness here and I need some space, so please, just ... stay over there.” I didn’t wait for a response, just closed my eyes again and fanned away, trying to control my temper.

Everything was going to be okay. I had my shot at making a change in my life. I was breaking away, one sweaty mile at a time. I had to be cool until I landed at Heathrow, then the classes and tours through the play houses and museums would begin. I’d be immersed in the things I loved most.

Finally, I cooled down some and got comfortable with one of the flimsy pillows they handed out. I fell asleep and dreamed about getting lost in the UK.

❖  ❖  ❖

The London theatre was wonderful. The workshops, grueling. No complaints from me, though. Weeks before in Austin I’d been elated to get a message from my beloved Professor Douglas. When my laptop had chimed into the quiet of my Saturday morning, a simple email from my British Literature teacher changed my life profoundly. The wonderful man wanted to send me to England, and he’d done it. Since arriving in London, my writing load was over-the-top huge but I loved my time on Tottenham Court Road. The museums were my favorite part of the trip, but they were considered a “tour” rather than a workshop or a class. I was liberated despite the tight schedule, and it felt great.

I did my homework in the commons in order to stay out of the confines of my dorm room. The large hall was furnished with old armchairs and a threadbare couch, with numerous long tables and metal chairs. The thin carpeting smelled like mildew. A snack machine was bolted to the wall over by the metal, double doors and the thing started buzzing like a chainsaw running out of gas every twenty-five minutes. I studied there happily despite those things. My whole life was lived in a cage. I’d been given the golden opportunity to leave Saint Vincent de Paul’s Home for Girls in Austin. The place really was just a glorified orphanage that had a good school and a pushy gaggle of nuns. There I got three meals a day, the opportunity to take early college English classes, and a dry place to sleep every night. The fact that I felt smothered like a flame fighting for oxygen was an obstacle. Some nights at the Home I struggled against the urge to explode and do something radical to retaliate against my surroundings. I wondered if I would lose it, like, start random conversations with myself in public, and end up in a mental institution. The thought of returning to the Home kept me on edge, no matter how hard I tried redirecting my focus. Those times were far away since I changed my outlook.

I wanted to experience as much student life in London as I could, so I wasn’t at the dorm much. And besides, my room smelled like stale cheese and I only had two scented travel candles my best friend, Brea, gave me before I left Austin. 

Aside from school, the nuns did their best to ignore me. They’d taught me to speak well, which day-lighted as both a blessing and a curse. I stood out from other kids for that reason, too. Social issues aside, sounding intelligent when speaking wasn’t much to complain about. I knew no other existence, and it had been my life for as long as I could remember. So I rolled with it. 

Student life in London was a huge improvement. English breakfast was served daily in the cafeteria below the dorms starting at seven, but I’d grown into the habit of grabbing an apple or a banana off the buffet line and taking off for a brisk, morning walk. The dozen or so other kids studying there got the vibe and left me alone. I didn’t know a single one of their names. I never went out with them, just took off by myself. Being outside in Great Britain sparked a sense of wonder in my soul. I was ready to explore every mile.

A shop on a corner close by had the best Earl Grey and I stopped there a lot and checked my email or Skyped with Brea back in Austin. She seemed too far away, although it had only been about a week since I’d left. I’d see her at the end of the summer when the program was over.

I wanted to go back to the States, but not back to the orphanage. After helping myself to a trip through the records department I had a new perspective on the Home. The door was open so I allowed myself a look at my intake files and regretted it that instant.

The fact that I’d been lied to by nuns, of all people, wasn’t lost on me. Nothing was that pure. The contents of the files with my name held typical junk, except for one. The lack of contents inside was spooky. No birth certificate. Two photographs of a towhead blonde toddler with coppery-brown, tell-tale sad eyes. Case-worker evaluations for the last two years. Medical records from each time I had a fever, which numbered so many that I didn’t bother to count.

“You were spawned by aliens and left at Zilker Park to be raised by swans,” Brea once told me. We’d busted up laughing about that. But despite her joking assertions, the questions tortured me. I hadn’t been stirred together in a petri dish. Everyone had parents.

I’d dealt with fevers my whole life and they got worse when I was upset. It was like I’d go thermal when I thought about it all too much. Was I destined to become one of the people who simply broke down one day, doing something crazy? Did I feel like someone who was pushed too far, becoming a menace to society instead of just a cast-off child?

I hated going there so I changed focus by allowing myself to consider Tottenham Court my new home—a process that created determination in me like I’d never known. I would do everything I could to avoid returning to St. Vincent’s. I was no longer an orphan. I was an independent young woman who needed no one, and nothing.

Wednesday greeted me with another gorgeous morning in downtown London. I had my tea and fruit and was on my way back to the dorm to meet with the class for the day, window shopping and daydreaming.

When I turned to walk to the next building, I hadn’t fully pulled my gaze away from the last one because I smacked right into a guy who was coming from the other direction. My backpack fell to the sidewalk and my water bottle hit right on the bottom, erupting like a mini geyser, splattering both of us with an explosive spray of water. 

“I am so sorry!” I didn’t know if I should help him dry off or die of embarrassment first.

The man I’d just soaked swatted water from a soft looking button down shirt. He used one hand to wipe a streaming drop from his cheek. He was smiling, thank goodness.

“I’ve already had a shower this morning, love.” He had a fascinating accent. The long O’s and the rolling R’s of his brogue were from farther north, someplace in Scotland maybe.

“I’m truly sorry. I’ve always been a noodle.” I wiped at my own clothes.

“You’re cup’s run dry,” he said, handing me my backpack. “Would you care to join me for a drink? We can’t have you wandering the street, crashing into random strangers, dry.”

Tempting. Dark brown eyes set in a fan of thick lashes watched me for an answer. His streaked blond hair was tied back at the nape, hanging in a corn silk fall over one broad shoulder. Natural bronze skin that belonged in morning sunlight shone from under the rolled cuffs of his shirt, giving me a peek of his muscular forearms. He smiled easily at me; the kind of smile that made little crinkles around his eyes. He was beautiful and charming in a way I’d never encountered.

“I’d better not.” Reluctance mixed with fear in my words, but I knew it was for the best. “Sorry to soak you and run off, but I have class today so I’d better get going.”

“Ah, studying abroad. I should have known by the accent. Well enjoy your day. I’m Kai.”

“Tessa.” I took the hand he offered and we shook our greeting quickly. 

“It’s a pleasure, Tessa.”

I could listen to him say my name all day, staring as the S flowed over his tongue with a little burst of air for the A. He thought I had an accent. Cute. I pulled my hand away.

“Take care.” He smiled again and walked away.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to keep my sight facing forward so I didn’t stare at him walking away like some love-struck girl-nerd. 

I don’t know where the urge came from, but I whirled around. “Kai?”

“Yes?” He turned half way and peered over a shoulder.

“Do you drink tea in the mornings?” I mentally slugged myself. That was easily one of the dumbest things I’d ever said.

“Well, yes, most days.” He grinned.

“Sorry, I mean ... we’re in England, after all, right?” I laughed a little, sounding completely awkward. “So, would you like to meet me for tea in the morning? I go to that café on the corner, there.” I pointed back the way I’d come.

“That would be delightful, Tessa.”

“Would seven work? I have to meet my class at nine.” That gave me about two hours to spend with a real-life hot guy. Happy day.

“Seven is perfect.”

“Great. See you in the morning, then.” Yay, for Nerd Girl! I triumphed.

“See you in the morning.”

“Okay,” I said, trying not to sound overly enthusiastic. I turned toward the dorms so he wouldn’t see me grinning like an idiot.

I was a little soaked from my water-bottle explosion and probably on the verge of being behind to meet my class. Normally, I would have been frantic at the thought of being a minute late. But I couldn’t stop smiling.

❖  ❖  ❖

Breakfast with Kai went a little too perfectly. I worked to ignore the feeling that something was up. Fun romances with guys like Kai didn’t happen in my life. I really wanted the chance to be happy and get the guy for once so I went with it, all in, thinking maybe I was paranoid.

I’d worked a little harder on my hair and make-up that morning, curling my long tresses into spirals that hung down my back. I wore my favorite white miniskirt with an amethyst baby-doll top and I was thankful I looked good because he was dressed in low riding jeans, a white button-up shirt and just the right amount of sexy.

When it was time for me to get back to the dorms for morning classes, he walked me to my building. He leaned close, which I’ll admit, caused me to panic, briefly. But then he placed a soft kiss on my cheek that lasted a perfectly comfortable amount of time. His breath warmed my face. My senses filled with the scent of him. I closed my eyes and committed the feeling to memory. When I opened them, he’d picked up a strand of my hair, letting it fall through his fingers.

“Like honey in the sun and shade,” he said, lowering his hand. “Beautiful.”

“Thank you.” I’d never been referred to as “beautiful” before, even if he was only talking about my hair. “I’d better get going.” 

Perhaps, life was going to shift in my favor for once. I mentally flipped Fate the big ol’ bird and entered my first class of the day smiling like a dope, Kai’s kiss tingling on my cheek.
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T

he summer course session in London would come to a close in two days’ time and I was pissy. I’d found a new reason to want to stay in London. As if I needed another. Kai and I had met several times over the last two weeks. We kept conversation fairly light, not getting too deeply into each other’s lives, knowing I was leaving. A rogue wave of reality crashed the dreamlike state of my amazing, yet short-lived, life in in London, dragging my spirits into the black undertow of my impending return to St. Vincent’s. 

Being free from the Home fostered my spirit to grow. Upon returning, I’d get my business together and leave the place, pronto. I was out of high school. Not that big of a deal since I’d been emancipating myself in little ways for years. I didn’t know where I came from or where I was headed. I’d grown into a good-hearted, fairly pretty, intelligent girl. I was now-eighteen-year-old Tessa Marie Conley. The last time I’d been in any kind of trouble was when I was busted watching the Silva/Emerson Mixed Martial Arts fight in the media room. The nuns had loved that. 

I arranged my schedule perfectly, preparing for my last two days. My essays were written and emailed to Professor Douglas,—I’d be danged if I would blow my 4.0 grade point average so I could have a couple days of indulgence. I included a cheery explanation that I would finally, blessedly be taking the last weekend of the trip to myself. Sunday, I would take the Tube to the Covent Gardens stop and go in search of Cecil Court.

Kai agreed to meet me for the last of our nearly ritual breakfast dates, but he hadn’t sounded too happy about my heading back and I didn’t love the idea of telling him goodbye. Maybe we could keep in touch. I really hoped I could visit him again someday or even talk him into coming to Austin for a while.

❖  ❖  ❖

“Don’t go back.”

I stared blankly for a moment. “I have to go back,” I said, sipping my vanilla tea.

“No, you don’t. You just feel safe saying that.” Kai leaned back in his chair, stretching his long legs out and crossing them at the ankle. He folded his hands behind his head, to add the finishing touch to a completely kicked-back, comfortable look. His flaxen hair hung down past the back of his chair. 

He was partially correct in his assumption. “That’s an interesting thing to say.” I tried not to sound judgmental. Sometimes it could be hard to understand if someone was trying to be a little mean, or merely stating their opinion, no offence intended. His tone told me he was being a little mean. He wasn’t smiling, which was a new element in our conversations. 

“I have to go back. Austin’s where I live my life.” Not that I was too enthusiastic about returning. The new atmosphere had done good things for my soul.

“Well thanks a lot.” He reached for his tea.

“I didn’t mean it like I hadn’t been enjoying life here, Kai. I just have to go home now. School’s over and next semester will start soon. I need to get back and look for a job, too.” 

He had to understand, for simplicity’s sake. I didn’t feel I should give my life story to someone I’d only known for a couple weeks. Maybe if we kept in touch like I hoped, we could share more personal details sometime. 

“We should keep in touch,” I offered. “Do you Skype?”

He gave a look of amazement. “Skype?” He snorted. “No, I do not do Skype.” He looked at me like he expected me to say something.

I picked at my breakfast.

“So that’s it then? I suggest you stay and you’re going to go back to the US anyway?”“Of course I’m going back. I can’t just up and stay here out of the blue like that. I would need to get back home and plan things out first. Be sure it’s really what’s best for me.” The conversation was staggering on the edge of going bad between us. 

“So much for spontaneity.” He sneered.

That last little retort was all it took to end the staggering and send it plummeting over the edge for the worse.

“Are you being real right now? I mean, I can’t believe you’d think I’d stay only because you suggested it.” I sighed. “I have a bunch of things I want to do today since it’s my last weekend here. I’d better get going.” I dug in my change purse for Pound coins to help pay for breakfast, feeling terrible. And I was sure that’s how he was trying to make me feel.

“I’ll get it, Tessa,” he said, setting down a bill.

I left the coins I’d already put on the check and stood.

“Let’s not end on such a note.” 

“It’s cool, Kai. I didn’t want to miss you anyway.” Ouch. But I didn’t need to allow anyone to make me feel that way. I headed for the door.

He was there to open it for me. I looked away and kept walking toward the dorms.

“I didn’t mean to get you all worked up, Tessa. I guess—” He pulled me to a stop by an elbow. “I guess,” he continued, “I just really don’t want you to go.” He tilted my face up so I had to look at him. He gave that smile that I loved so much. The playful, bright one that made his eyes sparkle.

Nice try. “Well I’m going home and I’m sorry you don’t like it. Think what you want about me.” I was feeling like Orphan Tessa. Not Only Girl in the Room Tessa, like he’d made me feel before. He’d ruined it. 

“We’ll keep in touch then. Maybe I can change your mind, get you to come back for a visit. I’ll look at starting up a Skype thing, if you’d like that.”

“Don’t worry about it. I really have to go, Kai.” It was for the best, less to lose later.

He let my arm fall. I’d delivered a brush off and we both realized that. I had to wonder if I was going with the flow of my feelings a little too easily. 

No matter if I was angry or not, I would always miss Kai. He’d been the first guy who’d ever made me feel like I belonged. Anywhere.

“Well take care of yourself, then.”

“You too. Goodbye, Kai,” I said quietly.

He was already walking away.

I started for my dorm room so I could begin packing for the trip home. People window shopped, chatted on benches, and rushed to meet the Tube. A family passed, too close for comfort. Two wide eyed, grinning, blond toddlers chased around me, shrieking and giggling.

I flinched. The Home’s intake picture of me as a toddler trembled in my mind’s eye, but in the other photo I’d found, I was standing with a similarly featured little boy. We both stood close, one tiny hand grasping that of the other. The boy was possibly five years old, maybe a little older. The resemblance between the two children left no doubt, just like the message on the back of the picture.


Robbie and Tessa Conley

Thanks for everything. Emma and Ben Thomlinson.


Eleven scrawled words would never say as much again.

I’d been lied to. The photo of smiling white-blonde baby Tessa and Robbie taunted me in rhythm to the tiny feet on the sidewalk as the children played. The only family I had, a brother, was adopted without me. 

The brilliant thing was, I had to return to that life. My jaw set in a scowl. The mother grasped her kids’ hands and led them away as the beginning of a fever burned in my chest.

Looking through the records room was an idiot move. That was the day I’d stepped right across the line of demarcation that was, Change. There it was, life shaken, not stirred. No one saw or met my parents when I was brought in, there was no extended family to contact. That caused lots of problems with the adoption process. Everyone wanted to adopt a baby. Some wanted to adopt a toddler. Few wanted to adopt a five-to-ten-year old. No one wanted to adopt a teenager. Throw the freak fevers in the mix and I was at a loss. Some of us were unadoptable. That was me. I was defective. The symptoms slowed as I’d grown. Years went by since anyone saw my temperature climb over 105 degrees. Maybe I was healed.

I forced my feet into motion.

The timing of two life-changing events was bittersweet. The fact I’d missed out on having a brother ruled me and I didn’t know if I’d ever forgive the administration at the Home. Despite the way my soul trembled inside my body, I had to concentrate on the future. When I returned to Austin I could attend UT—good grades and grant money made me a shoo-in—and get my English degree. I could get a night job. Maybe at a Steak and Shake or a WhataBurger. The Home was a thing of the past, one way or another. My place in the world was unclear, but it wasn’t amongst liars in nun’s habits.

I’d taken it too far. The names on the photo had enabled me to search them out before I left for London. The perfect adoptive family had been shattered by tragedy before I found them. I’d never meet Robbie. I was still an orphan. A survivor. Gotta love the constants in life. At least I knew where I stood.

The resolve steeled me. I was renewed. My life would have new direction. I wouldn’t think of the Thomlinsons and I’d develop a warm place in my heart for my brother rather than harboring the feeling I’d been cheated. Eighteen-year-olds had to be resilient creatures. Still, life in Austin had been tainted. A whole new level of teen angst would accompany me back to the Home.

❖  ❖  ❖

The forty-eight-hour countdown until I met the airport shuttle commenced and I decided to get out for one last run down Tottenham Court Road that evening. I’d grown to love running that busy street, and learned early on to mind what the street lights said when they announced “walk” or “don’t walk.” That was serious business. If a person was still in the intersection when the lights changed, the oncoming traffic wouldn’t slow down. Rather, the cabs would barrel into the road and blare their stuffy, snooty-sounding, little horns to announce they would soon smash me flat. No big. It’s your fault for not obeying the walking signals. 

I immersed myself in the experience because I knew it would be my last run in London, which also made me a little sad. Dusk settled quickly, and I knew I shouldn’t be out much longer. The evening air was brisk and my feet felt lighter than usual as I ran along the sidewalk. There weren’t many people out anymore. Mist-filled fog crept in from the bruised sky. Vendors packed their wares away for the night and shopkeepers pulled in awnings and flipped signs. Watching it all made it easy to lose track of time.

A figure leaned against the dark bricks on the opposite side of the street. As I got closer, details formed. I coasted to a stop right before I got to the next corner. Definitely male, he was tall and well-built with broad shoulders and muscular thighs that showed through the dark pants he wore. His hands were thrust into the front pockets of a black hoodie. 

The air around me changed somehow. The sweetness of the cool, yet dampened afternoon I’d been enjoying melted away with the swift chill of nightfall. Sweat cooled on my skin. I shivered.

The man looked right at me. He inclined his head in a brief nod that allowed hazy light from the street lamps to illuminate his face, revealing a lower lip surrounded by short outgrowth of a beard. He reminded me of Kai. They shared height and build, but from where I stood in the growing darkness it was hard to see clear facial details.

“Kai?” I called. My voice echoed briefly, but was struck down in the dense fog.

No answer.

The longer I looked the creepier the situation became. He sulked, wearing his pullover like a cowl. I didn’t know him. Kai would’ve answered me, even if he was ticked off about our conversation earlier. 

I pulled my gaze away, slightly disturbed at my ability to stare at someone in such a way. Sure, I had been sheltered a bit during my childhood, but come on. 

I broke into a run once more and didn’t look behind me to see if he still stood there. Fighting the feeling that someone was following me, I considered turning around to check, but I didn’t. Although, I really wanted to. Not because I actually thought someone watched me, but because I was a little scared.

Nightfall took over before I ran up the stairs in the dorm. I locked my door and chained it. The screensaver on my laptop cast dancing light around my room like a sick disco ball. I hit the light switch beside me, panting.

Nearly an hour passed before I felt better. Not so freaked out. And I still didn’t understand why I’d gotten that way in the first place.
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T

he next day was the last Sunday of the trip and my afternoon to wander London on my own. Despite a lack of sleep, I wanted the day to be perfect and I didn’t want to think about packing up to go back to the States. Even thinking about enrolling in courses for the next semester seemed daunting. I did my best to shake it off, concentrating on enjoying the rest of my day. Thinking about checking out shops all afternoon was much more fun. 

I dressed in one of my favorite outfits, gathered my hair into a pony tail, and clasped it with a barrette. I pulled on a sweater, grabbed my backpack and headed out, making sure to lock the door behind me. I would act as though I didn’t have to leave, for one beautiful afternoon. Clicking neatly down the hall in my favorite peep-toe, sling backed heels helped. The last of my time in London had arrived and I figured I might as well dress up a little.

Stepping from the Leicester Square Tube stop to the cloud-covered afternoon, I shouldered my pack and made my way along the bustling sidewalk. I toured little markets and took lots of pictures of the beautiful buildings. My gaze swept the sides of architecture along the way, reading placards attached to the bricks high above my head. To the left of a shadowed lane, my eyes came to rest on a plain sign fixed to the stone wall there. Cecil Court, the sign announced. After travelling nearly six thousand miles, I then stood at the gateway to the best mix of old bookstores and antiquities shops I could hope for. 

I took a deep breath of sweet-damp air, scanned the court, and ripped the vision like a CD to my memory. Tall buildings blocked all but a few hours sunshine in the brick lane, adding a chill to the air and a dark tint to the stone paving and storefronts. Converted gas lights lined the center of the narrow walk, flickering to life in the midafternoon. Musty scents of old things swirled atop the herby fragrance of potted lavender. Shingles hung on ornate, wrought-iron brackets anchored in stone and brick. Not many people strolled the quiet cobbles, so I meandered freely.

I’m really here. I want to remember it, just like this, forever.

History called to me from door to door. The court was a small place of thrilling but murky history, the buildings there each lending stories of seedy barber shops, unhealthy eateries, and houses of ill-repute to London’s colorful past.

The next shop I encountered had an especially long sign that didn’t match the rest. Rather than the typical brackets, a huge, crouching gargoyle held the sign, one arm extending two-thirds the length along the bottom of the wooden plank, the creature’s chin resting on the top corner in an oddly human way. The thing’s skin shone like a muted oil-slick in the fading light of the narrow alley. 

Old English lettering announced the name of the store below as Librorum Taberna, and I quickly translated the words from my small knowledge of Latin as “small shop of books,” or something closely related. The elongated plank was darkened across the bottom portion, matching the upper half of the wooden storefront perfectly; both somehow winning the battle against the damaging effects of time, flame, and weather.

Only a few intact facings remained after the trend of arson amongst the residents of Georgian and Victorian London. A similar facing hung at the Victoria and Albert Museum, where I spent hours on end reading descriptions, writing in my journal, and filling memory cards with photos of Gothic architecture. The one before me remained in remarkable shape for its age, all the way to the top of the two-story building where tell-tale burn marks licked at the right side. Modern gutters were installed atop the building beside security lights. 

I smoothed a hand over the age and soot darkened wood. Ornate carving twisted throughout the thick facing. Two craggy faces were carved on either side of the gargantuan double doors. Darkened to pits by time and weather, their sightless eyes stared at the dwindling patrons of Cecil Court.

Such a shop could take hours to thoroughly enjoy, and it would be dark far too soon for me to stay. The sign said it was still open.

A defiant grin tugged at my dimples as I walked inside. A delicate set of replica bard’s bells hung by the door, tinkling their Faery song into the room as I arrived. 

The heavy door clicked shut after I stepped through, taking with it a portion of the light in the place. I had to wait a moment while my sight adjusted to the dim lighting and my senses burst to life. Aromas of aged wood and leather blended sweetly behind a top note of Earl Grey steeped with a hint of nutmeg. The only sound that greeted me was the gentle hum of a dehumidifier. I sucked in an exhilarating breath in anticipation of touching the wonders shelved inside.

The store yawned before me like a cavern. Darkness swallowed towering shelf-lined walls leading beyond my sight, so tall that wheeled ladders rested at the junctions of rows. Occasional, gilded wall sconces added dusty light in delicate beams, casting perfect spots on labels to announce the names of writers and playwrights. I walked the aisles, perusing authors, neck craned slightly to the right as I read title after title from leather bound spines on shelves so impeccably organized, any librarian would feel envious. Librorum Taberna not only offered books, but also stored a mixture of trinkets, like letter openers, bookmarks with sad angels that would rest atop the pages of a read, and a variety of clunky bookends. 

I rounded an ornate, bullnose corner to encounter a nook harboring two leather reading chairs and a small writing desk with a lamp. A solitary case stood against the back wall. I read the illuminated sign on the top of the bookcase. The Works of Mr. Christopher Marlow.

“Aw, you had to, didn’t ya?” I told the empty room. I skirted the desk and centered myself in front of a sealed glass case that held my favorite closet play— Dr. Faustus. A replica sat on a shelf beside it. The banter of Faust and Mephistopheles called to me from between the tome’s leather covers. I scanned the pages, reading my favorite monologues. I began walking in search of the cash registers, happy I’d found something cool to take home.

A leathery, scraping sound, then a loud slap popped through the darkened store. I listened hard. Raspy, scratching sounds floated across the tops of the bookcases. An odd sense that I’d read a lot longer than I should have worried me when I looked back toward the front of the store to see it was nearly full dark out.

“Hello?” My call resonated. I wondered if anyone had seen me come in. Maybe the shop owner locked up, not realizing I sat in the nook reading for so long.

Scraping. Tapping. Someone should have answered me.

I followed sounds through the darkened store to an alcove far in the back. I drew in a breath to call out, but a voice from the darkness beat me to it.

“For tonight’s feature entertainment, Jack and Jill shall go up a hill ...,” the voice trailed off, huffing with sarcasm.

Whoever recited the nursery rhyme had a seriously bad set of teeth from the sound of things. Creeping forward, I allowed only enough of my face to clear the side of the thick wooden bookshelf so that one eye could focus on who was there. 

A gargoyle lay sprawled on the floor on its back, scale-like skin glistening in the dim light. It moved. One leg stretched long with a heel resting on a low shelf, clawed toes thoughtlessly flicking a hardback to and fro against a row of books. 

Canine in shape, its head rested on a pillow formed by two folded, segmented wings. Currently silent, the thing touched one talon of a four-digit hand to a forked tongue, moistening the pad to flip the page of the book propped open on its chest. A long tail twitched, then snaked forward to scratch at the flap of a leathery, bat-like ear. The idle leg made rapid scratching motions against the shelf, almost toppling rows of dust-coated books. Relaxing once more, it settled back into its read, lyrical, boyish brogue rhyming out a cadence. 

“ ... to fetch a pail of water, Jack fell down and broke his bloody crown, and an idiot came tumbling after,” the thing huffed again.

“Psssscht.” A reptilian palm slapped a furrowed brow as it sighed with gusto. “I’m so tired of this rubbish.” Clapping the volume shut, it sent the rejected book spinning on the hardwood, the scarred leather spine coming to a sliding stop against the wall.

I found myself mid scream. I didn’t realize I’d moved at all, but I stood in full view, having stepped from behind the cover of shelving. 

The gargoyle shot to its feet in an instant, whirling on me. “Stop!” it snarled.

My scream diminished into a noncommittal, airy, “aaahhh.” 

“What the bloody hell is wrong with you?” the thing spat. Chest heaving, it lowered its arms, wings folding at its shoulders. Bright, silver-grey eyes narrowed on me. “Never, ever, do that again.” After a beat to catch a breath, it stepped away from the wall. “I’m Peter. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” The thing bowed in a flourish of spread wings and sweeping tail.

Wobbling, I unwillingly accepted the fact that I suffered from brain overload. I was shutting down, losing it. I’m going to faint, this thing is going to eat me, and there isn’t a freaking thing I can do about it. I gave an ironic snort before I collapsed in my own flourish of pink and blonde on the wood floor.
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ell, I for one, like her.” 

The sound of the man’s voice startled me awake. My fingers felt soft fabric beneath me. The smell told me I remained in the store. Holding still to keep my breathing even, I listened. 

“She’s a woman!” a familiar voice said.

“I think she’ll make the perfect addition. She adds contrast to this place.”

“Ezra, can you picture her—”

“Would you rather be a downspout?” the new voice cut in. 

“No. I never imagined you’d bring in a female and, well she’s all ... soft and fluffy ... and ... and pink.” The words “soft” and “pink” were audibly accompanied by a fresh spray of spittle. Peter snorted his disenchantment with the situation.

“You seemed charmed enough when you introduced yourself to her. And you have to admit she will liven things up around the store, Peter.”

“Oh yes, she’s a real live one.” Sarcasm dripped from Peter’s words, adding a hiss to the “yes” when it drew out long over his forked tongue. “I didn’t know you planned to keep her.”

I felt their eyes on me. I held my breath, feeling heat building in my chest as I struggled for calm.

“She belongs with us,” the other voice stated. “I’ve a feeling about her.”

“Seems unlikely, to me.” Peter sounded unconvinced.

Very unlikely. I couldn’t have agreed more. Sweat drew cold air against my forehead.

“You’ll learn to appreciate these things. Softness, and pink,” the voice called Ezra stated. “It may be time for you to start reading something other than children’s books.”

“That would be a most welcomed change. How the bloody hell do you expect me to retain sanity when you insist on ruining every book I try to read? There’s not much to do here at night, Ezra.”

One of my shoes fell to the floor with a loud thump. Crap. I could tell they both stared at me again.

“Again, I would reconsider keeping her here.”

“It is done.” 

I didn’t like the finality in that statement.

Papers rustled and a single set of footfalls sounded, leading away, followed by the solid click of a door shutting. I chanced a look, but with only one eye open a slit. The gargoyle slouched in an oversized armchair nearby, resting its chin on a fist in an all-too-human posture. 

“I know you’re awake over there.”

I kept still.

“You’re soon to wish you’d kept walking.”

The door clicked shut once more. He’d left.

I rolled upright, checking myself quickly. My clothes were all present, save for the one pump which I hastily retrieved. I’d become puffy or something while I slept. The shoe was tight and hard to slide onto my foot but after a couple quick little stomps it was back in place. I stood wavering, lightheaded beside an ornate, cloth covered chaise in an even more ornate room. The whole area was centered around a huge, impeccably tidy, mahogany desk. A tall, rose window centered behind the workstation, candlelight glinting from its many beveled edges. Designed by a gifted craftsman, the rose was a blend of rich purple, blue and finally red at the center, where a scarlet E had been designed into the inner petals.

Ezra. The name Peter had called the other voice.

I took a shaky step toward the door but stopped short when I heard the horrible creaking my heels made when I walked. What now? 

Swollen would be a major understatement in describing the state of my feet. Bulging toes fought against neighbors for control over the holes that were meant to show a peek of my neatly polished nails. Relief followed the removal of my shoes. I’d apparently walked a lot longer than planned. Note to self. Wear Chuck Taylor’s next time you go exploring. 

Heels in one hand, I padded to the door passing a darkened window. It was a good thing I hadn’t slept the night away. I reached to twist the door handle, embedding the fingernails of my right hand in the solid wood of the door. I yanked them free, sending shards of wood darting to the floor. Enlarged knuckles burned as if my hands had been rubbed down with Icy Hot. Elongated digits were tipped with pointed nails that were foreign, save for being polished with my favorite fingernail polish. A button shot from my cardigan, ricocheting off solid wood. I squealed and ducked, covering my head with my arms. The burning sensation spread to my elbows and shoulders as the fabric of my sweater split along the collarbone, leaving bits of knit wool hanging limply from my wrists. The hook-and-eye clasps of my bra popped loudly across my back in unison to the waistband of the matching panties. My skirt slicked across my thighs, revealing a viscous grey-blue substance coating my skin. 

“Ewwww!” I inhaled with a sharp snort and screamed. The only thing I could think to do was run.

After bludgeoning the door handle enough it relented, allowing access to the hall outside the study. The corridor was long, displaying huge, floor length portraits of dogs. 

“Whu ...?” I muttered, staring at the odd choice of the artist. I gimped down the hallway, my feet heavy, like walking with mud caked on my shoes. I ran a serious temperature, with too much heat burning in my chest and face. I desperately searched for a way back out of the store. I launched myself toward the next doorway in the hall, and pounded at the thick wood there. A shiny doorknob landed on the floor with a dejected thump. So much for trying to open the door.

“Please help me!” I yelled, “Somebody open the door!” Wailing again, I balled my fists and hit the door with both hands, sending it crashing open.

Silence. Not even an echo returned my pleading calls. I sniffled, head twitching with hysteric sobs, and began to run as best I could into the dim corridor. 

The hall ended, offering the choice of turning either direction. Completely lost, I put trust in a snap decision and continued my flight down the hallway to my left. Incredible detail emerged, contrasting colors and shades of light popping to life, creating an echo of visible, layered dimension to my surroundings.

I slowed, lost deeper in the labyrinthine bookstore, considering the fact that I wore what I ran from. I hiccupped violently, giving in to morbid curiosity. 

My hands were no longer my own. Scales covered the skin, reflecting charcoal and grey as I examined them in the lighting under a wall sconce. I trembled on elongated feet bearing claws for toenails, each tip glinting with crackled, pink polish. Muscles bulged within the plated skin of my calves, tapering to boney ankles. The fluid coating my body was drying, leaving behind glimmering, spade shaped scales that connected to form a tough interweaving of plated skin. The skirt I’d adored hung loose around my tapered waist, length abbreviated far above my knees, more of a loincloth than the previous statement of fashion and modesty. My cardigan was gone, apparently falling away completely in my frantic sprint from the study. My camisole remained, blotched with sticky fluid, clinging to a flat breast plate that replaced the curved features of my chest. A slender tail spiraled around my left leg, coming to a point on top of my foot. The tip twitched toward the ceiling.

My legs sort of gave up, sending me to my knees. Something behind me stopped my body from coming to rest on the floor. Huge, curved wings rested atop my shoulders, the boney frames jammed into the carpet behind me, holding my bottom off the floor. I grasped the base of one and pulled it free, repeating the motion on the other side. I sat back, wings stretched alongside me like a runaway kite snagged in a tree.

My hands were more like a raptor’s talons, but the pads of my clawed fingers were amazingly sensitive. I touched my face. My chin jutted forward, forming an elongated jaw that rested under a stubbed nose.

“Aw, God,” I said with a trembling, little girl voice. Knobby cheek bones protruded below my temples. Hair clung in spots, hanging from a ponytail with gel glopped in places. I pulled strands loose from wherever they dried to scales, some plastered to my shoulders. Some of it was stuck in my mouth and other strands were tangled across the top of my wings. When it was finally gathered in one clawed fist, I pulled it forward across a shoulder, letting it fall in a mass of swirling grey strands across my ruined camisole. Tears fell onto my folded knees. I wiped at my abbreviated excuse for a nose. It wasn’t nearly as long as Peter’s had looked when I’d first seen him.

I
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