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One 

 

 “Anything’s possible if you’ve got enough nerve.”  
– J.K. Rowling 

 
Alex couldn’t understand the public address system’s garbled 
instructions. The distorted voice, amidst the din of several hun-
dred passengers in the baggage claim area of London’s largest 
airport, sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher. Tucking her 
shoulder-length waves behind her ears, she slowed her pace, but 
the announcement didn’t repeat. She held her breath, her eyes 
darting from passenger to passenger, searching for a reaction.  

Panic? Raised voices? Tears?  
Nope.  
She shrugged and tossed her long bangs out of her eyes, 

continuing on her way. Slow walkers, and abandoned suitcases 
stacked high on carts like a haphazard Hadrian’s Wall, threat-
ened to impede her progress, but she dodged around the obsta-
cles like a Super Bowl-winning running back. Her feet barely 
touched the floor.  

A beloved line from poet Friedrich Schiller popped into her 
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head—‘In thy breast are the stars of thy fate.’ Inspirational quo-
tations rocked. Alex rattled them off like Drake reeling off 
rhymes, her Pinterest collection tailor-made for moments like 
this one. Sitting back waiting for fate to come calling? Not her 
style. Destiny may sprinkle clues along your path, but it’s up to 
you to act on them.  

Her latest leap of faith—flying here to London, a city she 
loved from afar but had never visited.  

‘Passengers arriving on Jet America flight #429 from Mi-
ami, please report to the courtesy desk in baggage reclaim be-
side carousel twelve’ 

The announcement echoed through the hall. Alex’s ears 
pricked up. Like a sprite on a sugar rush, she veered off-course 
from Heathrow’s luggage carousels and bolted towards the cour-
tesy desk, her knees buckling as her backpack—almost double 
her size—thumped against her back with each stride. A deke past 
a doddling family here, a swerve around a barrier rope there, and 
the jostling mob of passengers fell in line behind her. She draped 
her small frame over the counter, shifting her bottom-heavy Doc-
tor Who laptop bag across her body onto her hip. She greeted the 
airport employee with a grin her freckles couldn’t control.  

“Hello! My name is Alexandra Sinclair. I was on the Miami 
flight.”   

A tall, middle-aged woman with straw-coloured hair twisted 
into a harsh bun squinted over the rims of her glasses. She re-
ferred to a computer printout in her hands.  

“Good afternoon, Miss Sinclair. May I confirm that your air 
travel began yesterday on Thursday, May 21 at Tallahassee Re-
gional Airport in Florida? And you made a flight connection at 
Miami International Airport for London Heathrow?” Her plum-
my accent sounded like Lady Mary from Downton Abbey.  
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“Yes, that’s right.” Alex couldn’t take her eyes off the 
woman’s thick dark roots.  

“I’m sorry to inform you, but there was a problem at Miami 
Airport. The checked luggage from the Tallahassee aircraft was 
transferred to the wrong trans-Atlantic flight. Your two checked 
cases haven’t arrived in London, Miss Sinclair.”  

Alex’s smile slipped from her heart-shaped face. No, no, no.  
The tall metal walls of the terminal leaned in, squeezing all 

the air out of the room. The beat of Alex’s heart accelerated, as if 
it wanted to break free of her chest and make a run for it. Perspi-
ration glistened on her palms, and each swallow pulled her throat 
into a tighter knot. She yanked at the overstretched neckline of 
her faded Captain America t-shirt, causing its damp threads to 
peel away from her slumped shoulders, exposing her small com-
edy and tragedy mask tattoo.  

“What? I don’t understand. Can you check again, please? 
This must be a mistake. Please…check again.” Nauseating 
waves bubbled in her stomach, and a tinge of sourness assaulted 
her tongue. “How can my stuff be missing? Where… where is 
it?” 

The woman with the inky roots curled her lip. Now she’d 
done it. Pissed off the clerk. The employee spoke again, but her 
words floated and vanished in the air like soapy bubbles blown 
into the wind. Alex didn’t catch any of them, her mind tethered 
to the worst-case scenario. 

 Don’t faint. DON’T FAINT. Not now!  
Tears pooled in her eyes. “What am I supposed…to do?”  
“Fill out this form with your address and phone number in 

the UK, and give it back to me. NEXT.” 
Alex grabbed the form as an arm shoved her backpack out 

of the way. The navy blue sleeve belonged to a squawking New 
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York accent, having a go at Ms. Dark Roots. Alex’s load tee-
tered, jerking her sideways, her leg kicking into the air. A swarm 
of rampaging travellers elbowed her back onto both feet and de-
voured the small pocket she had just occupied against the desk. 
She rebounded through the herd, clutching the crumpled paper 
like a Get Out of Jail Free card.  

She dumped her backpack on the floor, giving her rubbery 
legs a reprieve. A nearby wall offered welcome support. Her 
damp back bounced against its surface as she slid down to the 
floor, her eyes overcome with stingy tears. She whispered a man-
tra she relied upon to combat her panic attacks: “You can do this. 
You can do this.” 

Her trembling hands juggled her cell phone. Hugging her 
knees to her chest, she pressed a saved number. A familiar voice 
with a British accent drifted through the speaker.  

“Alex, honey! You’ve arrived. You’re finally on our side of 
the pond.” It was her dad, Michael.  

His daughter failed to respond, shifting his jubilant tone to 
worry, her gasped half-breaths a concern. “Alex, what’s wrong?”  

 “Dad, my luggage ... they lost it. Something happened in 
Miami. I…had two checked bags…all my clothes, books… 
gone…” Her voice trailed off, replaced by a wheezing rattle. 

 “Alex, listen. Everything’s going to be okay. Breathe with 
me; take slow…breaths. You’re going to be all right.”  

She didn’t answer.  
Michael swallowed, stifling his worry. He chose his words 

cautiously, careful not to send Alex into a deeper anxiety spiral. 
“We’ll get through this, love—together…one breath at a time. 
We’ve dealt with a distance larger than 200 miles, haven’t we? 
I’m here for you. Now, what belongings do you have?”  

She blew her nose three times into a tissue, flinging the 
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room into a jerky spin reminiscent of an out-of-control amuse-
ment park ride. “I have my laptop, one of my plays… but my 
playwriting books, my notes for my latest projects… are lost. I 
need them for what I’m writing now…”  

Alex stalled for air, dropping her head on her knees.  
“Aw, sweetheart. You’ve got your laptop and your play—

that’s what you need most, isn’t it? Do you want us to come 
down there? We can catch the train and be in London in a few 
hours.”  

Tears played follow the leader down Alex’s cheeks. She 
craved a hug from her dad and step-mum Helen, but having them 
travel down from northern England on a rescue mission? No 
way. That would prove she couldn’t look after herself. Besides, 
she hated asking for help. Ever.  

“No, Dad, really…it’s okay. Hearing your voice makes me 
feel better. I pictured my arrival differently, you know? I hope 
this screw-up isn’t a sign that moving here’s…a mistake. 
I…can’t go back…”  

 “I know, love, I know. It’s easy to feel like everything’s 
against you when something unexpected happens, but things will 
be okay. You’re doing great; I’m so proud of you…did you 
speak to an airline rep?” 

“They gave me a form…”  
“Honey, fill out the form, hand it in, and then go to the flat. 

Your luggage will turn up. The airline will be tracking it, but you 
need to be at your flat to receive it. Is Harry meeting you?” 

Harry Manville was a twenty-three-year-old British ex-
change student Alex met last September during her senior year at 
Atlanta’s Emory University. She had spotted the tall fellow 
standing alone, his shoulders rounded and his eyebrows 
scrunched over a map. When she asked if he needed assistance, 
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more precise ETA. Your patience is appreciated.” Ms. Dark 
Roots pulled her thin red lips into a taut pout and with a single 
finger jab sent her sliding eyeglasses back to the summit of her 
ski sloped nose. Fancy an argument? Like a Rottweiler guarding 
a juicy bone, her expression snarled ‘approach at your own risk.’ 

Alex raised her right hand in surrender and backed away, 
her nerves still on high alert. She scraped her hair into a lopsided 
ponytail, then dragged her backpack and laptop bag towards the 
elevators leading to the high-speed train into Paddington Station. 
Hunger growled in her stomach, leaving it hollow and tight—a 
wobbly combination. So much for her breezy trans-Atlantic re-
invention. 

She sagged into her seat on the train, hauling her bags to 
safety under her feet. She opened Facebook on her phone. Won-
der Woman smiled back at her—Alex’s profile photo, complete 
with black wig and corset, taken during cosplay at last year’s 
Florida comic con. Her alter ego, the woman she wanted to be: in 
control, powerful, confident with nary a worry. If only life could 
imitate art. Her thumbs flew over her phone’s keyboard, drafting 
a status update when an unexpected text burst onto the screen.  

“Alex. Welcome to London. So sorry. Last minute change of 
plans…” 
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Two 

 

It was Harry.  
‘I have an emergency at the club. I’ll be stuck in Mayfair 

today. Don’t worry. Tom’s home. He’ll give you the grand tour! 
See you later. H x’ 

Alex gulped. Shoot. A stranger—instead of Harry? Who’s 
Tom? Harry had never mentioned a Tom. She played with the 
silver A charm on her necklace. Is Tom the landlord? A room-
mate? Harry and his girlfriend lived there, but did others as well? 
Alex rubbed her throbbing temples. She’d only been in London 
for a few hours, and old demons were yanking her backwards. 
Get a grip, girl.  

She turned to a favourite companion—the London Under-
ground app on her phone. She greeted the yellow, blue, red, 
green, black, and pink Tube lines that zipped and twisted across 
the map like old friends. Back in college, she had studied the 
map dozens, probably hundreds of times. She could pinpoint 
specific Tube stations in her sleep. If that made her a London 
transport geek, so be it.  

One by one, the charming station names—Oxford Circus, 
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Pimlico, Chancery Lane—danced across her phone’s screen, but 
Alex meant business. She selected a saved journey within the 
app, reminding her that once she arrived at Paddington Station, it 
would take roughly forty minutes to travel eastward across the 
city to her final destination where Harry resided—London 
Fields, in the borough of Hackney. A few train and platform 
changes were on the cards, but several transfers meant more time 
exploring the Underground. Day made. 

The express ride into Paddington took less time than a pizza 
delivery back home in Florida. She followed the other passen-
gers off the train and into the concourse. Such a circus! London’s 
commuters stamped, shoved, and sneered through the station’s 
roving obstacle course of lost tourists, weaving suitcases, and 
skittish pigeons. No wonder Paddington Bear had such an unset-
tling introduction to London at this station.  

Aw, Paddington. Alex needed her luggage to arrive if only 
to rescue her own Paddington Bear, a stowaway in one of her 
missing cases. Even an aspiring playwright about town needs her 
scruffy childhood pal on an overseas adventure. He would’ve 
made a rather fitting selfie accomplice right now, too.  

Alex dodged many of the rampaging Londoners, but her 
swaying backpack had a mind of its own, body-checking com-
muter after commuter.  

“Sorry! I’m so sorry. Whoops,” she said, cringing at the 
“Tsks!” “Watch its!” and “Heys!” of its victims.  

She spotted the iconic London Underground sign and zig-
zagged towards it. Standing in front of the ticket wicket, she 
plunged her hand deep into her laptop bag to grab cash for an 
Oyster travel card, but her British bank notes played hide-and-
seek.  

Her chest tightened as she scrambled to free up space in her 
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crammed bag. She fumbled and dropped her laptop charger, a 
loud plastic clack rising from the station’s floor. Klutz. She 
snatched it up by its cord and fished further into the bag, yanking 
out her headphones, chewing gum, and a small bottle of hand 
sanitizer, but still no wallet. 

“Just a sec, my money’s right…here.” 
A heavy exhale landed on the back of her neck.  
“Excuse me, love. Do you mind stepping aside? I’m really 

late.”  
Alex looked over her shoulder. A well-groomed man sport-

ing a bowtie, a three-piece suit, and a leather briefcase fussed 
behind her, shifting his weight back and forth from one leg to the 
other. He bobbed his neck, checking his watch like the agitated 
white rabbit from Alice in Wonderland.  

A woman in a baggy tracksuit twitched behind him, a snot-
ty-nosed baby screaming in a sling tied to her chest. The infant 
heaved its pacifier and rattle to the floor, his watery eyes cursing 
Alex’s existence. He resembled a mini-version of the Bond vil-
lain Blofeld minus the fuzzy white feline. The young mom 
huffed and puffed, sticking out a defiant hip.  

“Hurry up, will ya? Bloody tourists.” Her surliness bounced 
off the kiosk wall.  

Alex wanted the floor to swallow her up. Weren’t British 
people supposed to be polite?  

 She peeked at her watch. 3:10 p.m. “Sorry. One more look, 
and I’ll get out of your way.”  

 Shoving both hands into her bag, she lifted the laptop. Un-
derneath, she spied a purple leather corner. Phew! No need for 
an international incident.  

“Got it! Can I please get an Oyster card with fifteen pounds 
on it?” Alex threaded a twenty-pound note through the small 
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opening at the bottom of the glass wicket. 
The Tube employee rolled his eyes and shoved a blue Oys-

ter card back—Alex’s first piece of London identification.  
“Yes! It’s all happening!” She spun on her heels, avoiding 

the glares thrown by the queue swelling behind her and headed 
towards the Hammersmith and City line.  

She waved the Oyster card against the round yellow reader 
on the ticket barrier. It squealed an electronic beep and released 
its rubber panels with a clumsy shudder. Alex slipped through; 
successfully maneuvering her two bags clear of the gate’s grip. 
The mechanical clunk…clunk…clunk rhythm of rising and fall-
ing escalator steps filled her ears, a metal-on-metal invitation to 
the Tube’s dizzying precipice. The escalators plunged sharply 
into the subterranean depths of the city, but the locals breezed 
down the steel steps as if on rails, completely unfazed by the 
steep drop.  

Alex stood on the right side of the escalator, mesmerized by 
the succession of theatre posters passing by on the walls: Kinky 
Boots, Billy Elliot, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the  
Night-Time. Every advertisement celebrated a different produc-
tion. She salivated.  

If one of those posters were advertising MY play, I would 
DIE! 

The path to the Hammersmith and City line sent commuters 
along cartoonishly bendy hallways, and up and down several 
heart-pounding flights of stairs, like an underground fitness test. 
Alex arrived just in time. The first carriage screeched into the 
station, the train’s whoosh morphing the platform into a tempo-
rary wind tunnel and blowing her ponytail over her head.  

Her first impression upon climbing aboard—the train 
looked like a toy. Round in shape, its carriages mimicked the 
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Converse All-Stars battled for space with crushed beer cans, and 
her eyes watered, tormented by months—or years, maybe?—of 
drunk men using the enclosed refuge as a urinal. This was not an 
Instagram-worthy moment. She held her nose, stifling her gag 
reflex. Her dripping clothes and bags created a design resem-
bling a Rorschach test on the floor while the breath from her 
mouth fogged up the greasy windows, lending a fuzzy Dali-
esque appearance to the people and vehicles rushing past outside.  

 A spike of nausea gurgled in her throat. Urgh. That stench! 
She stumbled outdoors and bent over, her lungs pleading for 
fresh air.  

Another searing flash lit up the street. Alex’s heart jolted, an 
out-of-control jackhammer pounding her chest. Her only 
choice—run. She sloshed through puddle after puddle, each step 
splattering filth up to her knees. Pummeling raindrops stung her 
face, while her jacket offered no defence, its denim sucked onto 
her bare arms like a second skin. A patch of goosebumps rose 
underneath her sopping t-shirt, now a useless sponge. 

She gave up the race. Alex 1, Rain 1.  
“London, I love you, but you’re treating me like an ex, not 

your new crush!” she hollered to the whipping rain while turning 
onto Martello Street. With each step, the loose shoelace of her 
left Converse slapped through the overflowing puddles like a 
bloated noodle. 

London Fields, a large green park dotted with old trees, 
stretched beyond the street’s right side. The wet grass gave off a 
fresh springtime scent. Three and four-storey buildings stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder along Alex’s left. She trudged along the 
sidewalk, avoiding the park’s canopy of trees and its waving in-
vitation to the lightning gods. In between booms of thunder, an 
eerie quiet amplified the emptiness of the street, a dead end. It 
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terminated in an old red and white brick building, retrofitted with 
modern apartments and blue balconies. A tall metal fence em-
braced its forecourt; a few cars and wheelie trash bins occupied 
the limited parking spaces. Alex straightened her shoulders and 
lifted her chin. No more running from the storm. This is it. Har-
ry’s flat.  

She sped up her pace, the intercom affixed to the fence just 
an arm’s length away, but an exiting car sprung the gate open. 
She slipped onto the property unannounced and headed towards 
the front door. A glass awning, peaked like a raised eyebrow, 
offered a dry welcome.  

A year ago, Alex would’ve scoffed at the suggestion of 
packing twenty-one years of belongings and memories to live in 
a city she loved but had never visited. A lot can change in a year, 
and heartbreak can spur you on to do the previously unthinkable. 
Buoyed by each deep breath, Alex’s heart danced a little faster. 
Why not attempt the outrageous, the unexpected? If you don’t 
try, you’ll never know. She adjusted her wet jacket and 
smoothed down her bangs. 

She pressed the buzzer for apartment 2B.  
Nothing happened. 
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Three 

 

“Seriously? 2B or…not 2B? Did I press the wrong one?” Alex 
retrieved a soggy email printout from her jacket pocket. Blurry 
and beginning to shred, the page offered little assistance.  

She leaned on the circular button. BUZZZZZZ!  
Ten seconds passed. Is anyone home? Where’s the mysteri-

ous Tom? 
Alex stepped backwards and tilted her head to peer through 

the glass awning, the windows above it staring blankly into the 
park.  

The squeal of a hinge pierced her eardrums. The front door 
swung open, its metal frame missing her chin by an inch.  

“Hey!"  
Her backpack's swaying momentum tipped her back onto 

her heels. Her arms flailed around and around like the sails of a 
Dutch windmill until she regained a shaky balance. 

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t see you.” The half-hearted apology 
slipped from the lips of a pretty thirty-something redhead toting 
a briefcase. She struggled with her trench coat, fumbling its belt 
with one hand, her half-unbuttoned dress—no longer a secret—
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lurking underneath. A severe case of bed head and a faint smear 
of pink lipstick below her mouth betrayed her; someone had an 
energetic session between the sheets this morning. 

Thunder rumbled overhead. “That’s not the smartest place 
to stand.” The woman sneered, eyeballing Alex from head to 
toe.  

The Floridian’s knees wobbled, and yet the urge to put this 
pushy chick in her place pestered her brain. Who shoves open a 
door without checking first to ensure the coast is clear? What a 
bitch. 

But could this girl be one of her flatmates? How would that 
look?  

Alex bit her tongue. She’d have to get used to dealing with 
difficult people; egos and tempers ruled the theatre world.  

“I’m looking for Tom. Does he live here?”  
“He’s in 2B,” said Sex Hair, taming her unruly bob. She re-

leased the door and opened her umbrella with one hand. Alex 
lunged, catching the door with both hands. A huge sigh escaped 
from her mouth, along with a ‘thank you’ that hung in the air, 
unclaimed. The woman, now a blur, skirted around puddles at 
the forecourt gate.  

Squish…splotch…squeak. Alex’s saturated shoes protested 
up the stairs to the second floor, where four apartment doorways 
punctuated a narrow hallway. 2B stood to her immediate right. A 
park view from Harry’s flat? Score!  

She knocked three times, her knuckles leaving behind a wet 
splotch on the white paint.  

The door flew open. A good-looking guy, lanky with messy 
brown hair stood shirtless, clad only in tight Calvin Klein boxer 
briefs. His pores emitted a vile cocktail of sweat, cheap beer, and 
cigarettes. A crooked grin inched across his face while his half-
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mast eyes swept upwards from the floor. 
“Darling, am I that irresistible?”  
“Um…” Alex blinked.  
His leering smile evaporated. “Shit!”  
The door slammed shut.  
Warmth flooded Alex’s cheeks. Now what? Knock again? 

... Text Harry? 
The door opened again, and the disheveled fellow reap-

peared, pulling a badly creased 2013 Glastonbury Festival t-shirt 
over his six foot two inch frame, his long arms struggling for 
freedom through the holes. Black, skinny jeans with a torn knee 
covered his bottom half.  

“Sorry, love. Can I help?” Dark, puffy circles propped up 
his piercing blue-green eyes.  

“Hi. I’m Alex. Are you…Tom? Harry arranged for me to 
have the spare room?”  

“Right, right. Sorry. When I heard the knocks I thought you 
were…oh, never mind, come in.” He waved Alex into the apart-
ment and yawned so widely, she counted all of his fillings.  

A new tightness pinched her chest as she looked down at 
her dripping clothes. What a nightmare of a first impression. 
During her flight, she played her arrival over and over again in 
her head. She’d show up at the flat all carefree and charming, 
greet Harry with a big hug and win over her his girlfriend in-
stantly. If only. And this Tom fellow…he didn’t exist in her 
dream at all.  

 “Are you a friend of Harry’s?” Her eyes wandered, snoop-
ing down the long hallway to her left. She counted four doors, 
two tennis rackets, and a bicycle. 

“Yes, I’m Tom Chadwick-Smythe. Nice to meet you.” He 
pulled Alex close and stooped down, delivering a kiss on each 



To be continued....
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