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WHAT IF YOU BELONG IN THE CLOSET?
I am in my favourite bar in Soho on a Monday night. It’s quiet, just myself and a few other regulars. The stools are tired, but the lights are colourful; the music is good and the drinks are always incredible. I have to keep track of the days I’m here, so if ever I go back in time and think to myself that it would be nice to stop for a drink, I don’t accidentally run into myself. I order my usual, a Birdseye Chilli Old Fashioned, which is fiery enough but doesn’t lose the peat in the whiskey, creating a burning familiarity as it goes down. At this point the bartenders must feel like they’re going crazy; they see me almost every day but I don’t always remember my last visit. The girl on shift tonight passes me a napkin along with my drink, once she has finished stirring it. I had been expecting a message soon as they organise a meeting every now and then, though it is hard to specify as time travellers have no concept of linear time… But you know, sometimes. The bartender says that a man was in earlier and he asked her to give the message to me. In broad sharpie, the vague note is soaked into the tissue in scrawly handwriting, like that of an undecipherable scroll. The light doesn’t help, blue ambient lighting on red napkins can make such things very difficult. I hold the napkin up under the light of my phone torch. Sipping my drink with my spare hand, I read: 
Lindsey - Vieux Carre. 23 9 19 24 Eng. Not NY.
It must be London as they usually go for cities – they’re easier to find when your machine is a little rusty. These meetings are usually held in hotels, like conferences for large firms, or strange upper class fancy dress parties with extravagant props, so all I need to do is find out if a hotel called the Vieux Carre has ever existed in London. I finish my drink, crunching the ice in my back teeth and stand up, collecting my leatherbound journal from the bar top in front of me. I thank the bartender and begin the walk toward the charity shop I left the wardrobe in. It’s not far and has a rickety back door which is not alarmed so I can get in without causing any disturbance after the shop is closed. Looking up, I notice the sky is preparing itself for rain so I hurry on, pulling my jacket around my shoulders. When I manage to make the lock give with the hairpin trick I learned on YouTube, I let myself in and my wardrobe stands in the corner. It has been badly painted a sickly shade of green. I have been intending to sand it down or buy some paint stripper but I haven’t found the time amongst all of the mechanics. I am an engineer by trade after all, not a carpenter. I put a sold sign on it this time, hanging it from the handle. Sometimes I forget to tie it on and its gone when I get back; I have to track it down which takes days, sometimes weeks depending on who’s bought it. Stealing it back always seems like a lot of effort so I should really just find somewhere else to leave it but that involves buying a house or something so I can park it in my own living room. Having deliberated this idea and concluded that I don’t want to spend my limited funds on that, the charity shop will have to do. 
It feels as though I have a deadline even though it’s impossible to be late when you have a time machine. I look at the napkin in my hand. 1924. This must be the meeting where I meet my wife.


LINDSEY - 23rd October 1924 – Ninety nine years, Two weeks, Four days and Two and a half hours from where I started
I see her sitting on a chair in the corner of the ballroom; an expression of concern crosses her face. Later she will tell me how it struck her that she came here by accident and how she couldn’t seem to find a way to leave. She has the wrong day for her own engagement celebration in the ballroom of the Vieux Carre Hotel, a marriage which she herself does not want any part of. I know this because Adeline told me herself, though in this timeline she has not spoken to me yet. We talk about this night a lot, because it is the night we meet for the first time in linear history, even though by this point I know her almost too well. As a result of my work, I know more than I should of our future and her past. Adeline looks around as if she cannot work out what is happening, perhaps a fancy dress party, then again she has probably never seen these types of clothes before, not yet anyway. She wears her confusion on her face like a mask; it is a stark addition to her usually subtle features. There are a couple more than a handful of people and there does not appear to be a strict dress code. Despite this, I suddenly feel underdressed, my short hair and leather jacket a vast contradiction to her femininity in her polka dot dress. Her self-consciousness is apparent in the way she holds herself, shoulders high into her ears and arms across her chest, as though she is trying to take up the least amount of space possible. She looks around, a rabbit caught in the headlights of a speeding car on a country lane, like she doesn’t know where to go or how to move to take herself away from the peril. 
There is a man in a golden dinner jacket in the centre of the ballroom and one of the many chandeliers is casting a shower of golden raindrops over him and the surrounding oak floor. He looks like he has stopped time itself, until he moves his arm again, sending the golden droplets on a new journey around his self-made kaleidoscope. The jacket must be made out of a discarded flapper dress. This is the only place for such glamour. 
A strange collection of objects lines the perimeter of the room: a strange looking car, a watch on a wooden table, a police box, a double bed with a detached bed knob and a silver cubicle with four of the same picture, a stern woman with her lips pressed into a hard line and her hair pulled back from her face. The box has a red curtain which sits just shy of the floor. Mr Flapper says to his newly formed crowd that it takes pictures for government documents, or it would do, if he hadn’t meddled with it. I know I will explain what a photo booth is to her later. He talks with his hands, makes grandiose gestures nearly knocking the hats off of those he is talking to, dazzling them with his kaleidoscope lights. The ceilings are dizzyingly high, painted with murals of cupids and clouds, the walls decorated in statues and gargoyles of a romantic temperament, smiling as if they are simply observing and enjoying the music. Wait, the music. That’s what is missing. Adeline looks around, as if searching for a band as she doesn’t know what a speaker is yet. An odd kind of ball, one that does not have music. 
There are few men in suits, instead several in identical white coats, and some sweaters with hats attached to their backs, wearing strange shoes. Adeline meanders through the room, appearing to avoid conversation where she can, until she notices me. We are the only two women in the room. She would not have thought me a woman upon first glance, as I wear tight trousers and my hair is very short, not even pinned back, but cut short, purposefully, boldly. She starts to cross the dance floor; apparently suddenly determined to speak to me.
She is walking with such purpose that she loses herself in the stride. The men try to stop her on her way - colognes mingling together to create a confused yet timeless scent - with greetings and courtesies falling into her preoccupied mind and disappearing just as fast as they arrived. In one ear and out of the other. She is almost here; I’ve got to go. 


I wrote that in my journal on the night of the meeting. I like to keep track of the things I see because sometimes events like this hold the keys for problems which have not occurred yet. My heart is fluttering. No, that isn’t the right word. Hammering. how it feels to see the person I love loves with all those layers of time stripped away. She is younger than I have known her. when I know her she is older and wiser, though some of her old habits remain. I suppose the book is a record, rather than a journal, as I write less about emotional happenings than observations while on my journeys. It was quite clear to me that she was not supposed to be there. She was questioning what a photo booth was. She wouldn’t have had to ask if she had done any sightseeing whatsoever. I suppose that 1924 is a midpoint for us as travellers. Mr Gaiman and I have had to go the furthest, and even then its only just shy of 100 years. I knew she was important because I had seen her. She looks older when I know her and we talk about the meeting all the time. For me though, it has always had a distinct feeling that it is someone else’s memory. I’ve just borrowed it, as you might take a book out of a library but never write your name inside the cover. Now I’ve got my own copy.
When she first came over to me, she spoke mostly in questions. What was this, why was I here, who was I, who was everyone else, why was there a bed in the corner? I only had the answers to some of her questions, and she got frustrated when I kept saying that I didn’t know. Eventually I interrupted her.
‘What are you looking for?’ I looked at her; her blue eyes were dancing over my face, dazzling against the blue tones in the pins holding her hair in its elegant position. 
‘I don’t know,’ she muttered, throwing her arms up in frustration, like she has been searching for the centre of a maze for hours and is now lost and wants to give up but she can’t find a way out. 
‘Now who doesn’t know!’ This made her laugh in an almost panicked way, then she had a severe bout of verbal diarrhoea and told me all about her husband to be, his ugly house, his awkward manners, her parents’ desperation for her to marry him and how she’d never met a man she actually liked. 
‘So, I suppose I am searching for a way out.’ she finished. 
I know of course that it was not okay to be queer in the 1920s. At least it is legal in 2023, even if the government are trying to take all of our rights away again. Mind you, it was never illegal for women to be gay, they didn’t want to draw attention to it, because they were scared that queerness was like vampirism and we would just bite every woman we saw until no one was adhering to their traditional values anymore. By ignoring the problem, it solves itself, right? This is what sparked my idea. 
‘The wardrobe. Get in.’ This came out slightly harsher than I intended it, and she hesitated. I took a softer tone. ‘I’m going to take you away, rescue you from your husband and show you a new place to belong.’
With that she got in, no questions asked. This struck me as odd. I would never have just climbed into a wardrobe with a stranger, not after a childhood with Mum and her don’t accept the sweets, don’t get into the van, don’t leave my sight, hold my hand… It was never ending but maybe Adeline was just absolutely desperate to get out of this marriage. Either way, I sat opposite her in the wardrobe, like we were children playing hide and seek, and closed the doors on us. As I keyed the date in on the touchpad and turned a few knobs in my corner, Adeline looks at me bewildered and the wardrobe started to shake. I haven’t mastered how to fix that permanently yet. Although, I have discovered that if I kick the back wall just hard enough that I might knock on Narnia’s door, it stops shaking and starts working. 














THE STATION ALCHEMIST AND HIS CHILD OF THE STARS 

I think it’s you. 
You’re sending them to me, but who are you?
When I found the first one, he was on a bench in The Burning Place. He looked like a pigeon, those I’ve seen, though I don’t know who they are. He was smaller though, very small, no larger than my palm and black and blue, his wings neatly folded. A fresh bruise or an oil slick in the moonlight. His yellow mouth was stark against the darkness of the Place and I would have missed him if it hadn’t been for that. There was a delicacy to him that didn’t align with what I knew of the creatures of Here. Maybe he was an object, not a creature then, but he looked like he could breathe if I pushed some of my air into his lungs. Thank you for your gift. 
The Tunnel walls were charcoal black, I had come to think they were covered in Stardust, swooping and falling in on themselves. The Alchemist said it was from a great fire, that people used to move here, use it to get from Place to Place; he didn’t seem to want to talk about it. He said he was busy and asked me never to come back to this Stop alone. Stars are fires I thought. That’s all I knew of fire and the idea that the Star fell down to land here in this tunnel, to destroy it… I don’t know. It didn’t sit right with me. The far end had crumbled down, this must have been where the Star came inside. Like candles, the low burning embers remain stuck in time. The smoky Stardust painted the walls and lingered in the air. It tries to paint me too when I go there, but it cannot cling to my skin, only my lips, my nose, my eyelashes and of course the soles of my feet. I came here to read in the alcove, as usual, though today was different. Someone else had been to my Burning Place. I think my alcove used to move up and down, there were button around it with arrows, and mirrors, I could see myself, though my reflection was marred by Stardust. There was a paper-spitter in the corner with pieces of orange paper around it on the floor. I discovered some time ago that if I press the green button I could make it spit more pieces of orange paper out. I have moved it to rest on the wooden patterns in the dried river. At least I think it was a river; I can’t think of any other use for the pit between the two floors. There were words on those walls and I remember trying to read them but soot (that’s what The Alchemist calls the Stardust) obscured its letters. I wondered if the wall knew that its words were silenced, that fire, the Stars have stolen their meaning. The sign on the wall said it was a cross. It was not a cross, though. It was just straight until it wasn’t. I couldn’t ask of course. 
Anyway. I went to my seat in The Burned Place, the mirrored alcove, where I carved my name into the soot in large letters with my fingers, picking up the Stardust and saving it for later. 
PERCY STARLING
I looked at myself in the new reflections, my eyelids, my lips, covered in Stardust. I would have to wash my face before I went home. That required me to take the route through The Sinking Place. That is a task for later. I reached for my book in the pocket of my coat, pausing as I noticed someone else occupying my seat.
On the bench I had moved into the alcove as it made a perfect reading seat, he seemed to be just a pile of Stardust at first. He wasn’t though. Thank you for your gift. He just lay there; he wasn’t a pigeon. I knew this because pigeons didn’t lie like that with their legs up and their eyes shut to collect the smoke in their lashes. In this case, I didn’t know what I had found. It was curious, I thought, that I should have found something I had never seen before. Having travelled these halls as much as I had in my seventeen years should surely mean that I had seen all there was to see… Or is that naïve? The Alchemist knows these things, so I resolved that taking the oil slick Not-Pigeon to see him was the best option. I would not tell him where I found the thing, for he would be disappointed in me and I would know it. He was my sole companion and I did not know much of his world, aside from that his work is very important to him and he is rather good at it.  We saw it differently I know. His Here was quiet and studious, whereas my Here was explorative and everywhere. I scooped the delicate Not-Pigeon into my small hands and set off with him. Thank you for your gift
To get to The Laboratory I had to pass through The Sinking Place. This was, I was sure, the best route with no chance of interruption from the things in The Haunting Place. Had I taken the eastward tunnel I was sure to run into one of them and The Alchemist warned me never to go there with precious cargo, besides I needed the water to wash my face. I hoped it would not be completely sunken today. I was yet to work out how the water works and when it is Here. The Alchemist believes me to be precious cargo so he never took me there, but I am not forbidden to wander like I am with The Burning Place. 
It was, I worked out, 2pm on Thursday so The Alchemist was in. I moved quickly, hopping through the pools and gutters on the wet floor thanking whatever was out there that The Sinking Place was not sinking today. I used my free hand to bring water from the closest pool up to my face, scrubbing at my lips until my fingers were coming away clean again. It was my favourite Stop. I’m not sure why we called them that, but The Alchemist said that is what they were called Before.  
Continuing along the tunnel, I stepped carefully over the wooden patterns on the floor; they were always wet, decaying into the soil they sit on with the water constantly coming and going. The Alchemist was afraid I would get splinters in my bare feet, but I haven’t had such problems since I was a child, leading me to believe that splinters are a children’s ailment. Perhaps the wood doesn’t like us grown up; our skin is not so soft. Tasting the water suspended in the air, it was warm and heavy on my tongue and as I breathed, it crawled down into my lungs, making a nest there. It reminds me of The Outer Place, when the water falls from the sky and for a while, everything is heavy. I used the walls to guide me as the ground was uneven, running my hand along the moss-covered stone. It was wet, sponge-like and alive under my fingers. This tactic left me with no free hands should I have slipped and fallen, which I knew to be common in those parts. My lack of shoes made me nervous to step in the black water, as it collected in the rock pools and I could not see beneath the surface. Dipping my fingers in was the furthest I was willing to go. Whatever lurked there was and will remain unknown. 
The greenery had climbed the walls of this tunnel, crawling further up each day, and now it hung itself from the centre and tried to wrap its ivy fingertips around me when I travelled through, pulling at my ebony dark hair, like that girl from the book. I thought it wanted me to become part of it, and one day I might have done, had This not happened. The oil slicked Not-Pigeon was more important than anything else. The plants had split the stone, forcing their way out into the light, and blocking me from it. The Sky (as it is called apparently) was only visible through a porthole in the tunnel ceiling, and only sometimes. Sometimes it was dark. Did you give us this too? The Stars and the Sky? I am a child of the Stars. Thank you for your gift.
When I reached The Alchemist’s open door, I took a few steps in, pushing it lightly with my foot. 
‘Percy! You weren’t out long,’ he murmured. This was his usual greeting, and for once it was true. I was always out for a long time on my expeditions but he was always so caught up in his work that time ran away from him. I stood in the doorway, holding the oil slicked Not-Pigeon in my hands, behind my back and out of his sight.
 ‘What have you got there?’ He put down the book he was reading and stepped gracefully toward me, his feet light on the paving stones. He was attentive when it mattered, at least. I held out the oil slicked Not-Pigeon, his legs up, still unmoved from the position in which he was discovered. Thank you for your gift.
The Alchemist looked at my hands in a confused, almost astonished manner, before saying: ‘Your friend was a Starling, like you.’
‘A Starling? A child of the Stars? Like me?’ I struggled to comprehend such an idea.
‘No, Percy. A bird, from a Faraway Place.’
Now, I knew everywhere Here, all of the Places. There was none called The Faraway Place, but The Alchemist did have different names for The Places to me. I have learned them all though, except for The Burning Place as he did not know I had been there since our first trip and asked me not to return and never speaks of it. I did not think I had forgotten any. I do not know where he got these strange names for the Places; at least mine are logical. I don’t think there are places that I have not been but this Bird as The Alchemist had called it was new, and from The Faraway Place. Naturally, I needed to find it. I wanted to take my Bird back to his Home.
The Alchemist had said he was a Starling like me, so I am wondering whether I have found a brother, or a friend. I am also wondering what the difference is between those things since I have never had either and have only read about such people. So, this is what I say, for I am not without manners. Thank you for your gift. 

