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The People Who Live In My Beard

I can’t be too sure, but I’m beginning to suspect that there are 
people living in my beard. They moved in a while ago, setting up 
camp in the woods at the end of  my chin.

They’re not normal sized people though. They’re tiny ones, 
with heads the size of  peanuts, limbs like matchsticks, and sesame 
seed eyes.

Sometimes when I’m watching TV, I can see them in my 
peripheral vision, but as soon as I look down, they’re gone. I keep 
trying anyway.

I used to think it was all in my head, but then I started to find 
evidence: tiny clothes, leftover food, and small shelters weaved 
together with the shorter hairs.

Initially I was creeped out, but I’m starting to like them. How 
many people can say they’ve got their own little community 
contained within their beard?

If  I pretend to be asleep I can hear them talking. I can’t make 
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out what they’re saying though, their voices are so small and 
gentle, like whispers that tickle the tiny bones hidden within your 
ears. Sometimes it tickles so much I can’t contain the giggles. As 
soon as I let it out though, they go quiet. They’re a secretive 
bunch. I’ve tried talking to them but they never talk back.

They’ve been with me for almost a year now, they moved in 
when she moved out, and for that I’m grateful.



His Dirty Little Portal
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1

  

On Neville’s twenty-fifth birthday he was woken by his 
girlfriend, Lilly. She’d snuck downstairs, boiled the kettle, and 
made a cup of tea. She then went back upstairs and nudged 
him until he woke. 
“I made you tea,” she said, “because it’s your birthday.” As she 
went to hand him the tea, a hot droplet fell and landed on his 
naked shoulder. He winced. 
“Thank you very much,” he said. He didn’t smile. Nobody did 
in this universe, because this universe was unlike our own. 
Here the Earth rotated 0.00001% faster, and in the other 
direction. This had an adverse effect on the emotional 
responses of its inhabitants. No matter how good something 
was, their happiness was capped at mild amusement. Not even 
dogs, known in most universes as happy little bundles of joy, 
could bring themselves to wag their tails. Worse than that, the 
word ‘love’ didn’t exist, and neither did the concept. People 
found life-partners, but only because it was considered a 
responsible thing to do, and single people were thought of as 
silly. 
Even the cup of tea that Lilly had given to Neville wasn’t 
considered a birthday present, or treat, but a tradition. It didn’t 
bring him any joy, or satisfaction, but caffeine and hydration 
for the day ahead. It was similar to Christmas trees and 
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wedding dresses: pointless, but practical. 
As Neville climbed out of bed, Lilly got in. With the bed to 
herself, she bunched the covers up around her and snuggled 
her way back to sleep. Neville, with his tea, went and turned 
the computer on. He sat down in the comfy chair and took a 
sip. It was perfect; it was hot, brewed for the optimum amount 
of time, and had just the right amount of milk. 
Once the computer was on, he went through his morning 
routine of checking e-mails, status updates, and news websites. 
He then had his daily ponder about what he was doing with his 
life and, more importantly, what he wasn’t. Neville thought 
about having life goals, and how they might help him to 
achieve things, but he could never understand why anyone 
would want to achieve anything, because after you’ve done it, 
it’s just a thing that happened, like all of the other things that 
have happened, are happening, or will happen. What makes 
one thing more important than another? Neville didn’t 
understand what made his things so special, and felt a little 
guilty for not giving other people’s things consideration. He 
opened up a drawer and pulled out a small notepad. He 
grabbed a pencil and made a note: ‘Stop being so selfish and 
think about other people’s things.’
As he drank more of his tea, he looked over to Lilly. They’d 
been together for a couple of years, and three years was the 
point at which most people decided to start the life-partner 
procedures, otherwise known as weddings.
They were a good match, Neville thought — ideal candidates. 
As he gulped down the rest of his tea he saw a reflection in the 
bottom of his mug. It was himself, sort of. It wasn’t accurate 
though, it was a top-down view of himself drinking tea, sat at 
the computer. 
He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. He looked again. He 
realised it wasn’t a reflection at all, but a tiny portal into a 
different dimension. He was looking at an alternative version 
of himself.
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Tiny portals to other dimensions were relatively common in 
this universe; people found them popping up everywhere. Mrs 
Turner, from Hereford, found one in the pupil of her 
husband’s left eye. Mr Taylor, from Fife, found one in a hole in 
one of his old socks, and Mr and Mrs Ford, from Mansfield, 
found a particularly disturbing one in the backside of their 
tabby cat, Dale. 
At one point, discovering a portal would have gotten you on 
the front page of the local newspaper, but not anymore. It’d 
become commonplace, and was only worth a quick text to a 
friend or relative. 
Nobody knew where these portals led, and up to now, nobody 
had ever gone through one. If they had, they’d done it in 
secret, and if they were the type of person to go sneaking 
around, jumping into sock holes and cat bums, then they 
weren’t going to be missed. 
Neville had only ever seen one portal before. It had appeared 
in the viewfinder of his friend Maxwell’s camera. Maxwell had 
told him about it at a local skate-café.
Neville hated skate-cafés. He found the name misleading and 
disappointing. The idea was that all of the waitresses and 
waiters wore skates, and they’d go around the café, taking 
orders and handing people their drinks. Neville knew that 
there was something fundamentally wrong with these places; 
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the waiters and waitresses were wearing ice skates, and the 
floor was covered in thick carpet. So rather than gliding across 
the floor looking cool, they had to trudge along, angling their 
feet inwards so as not to lose their balance. 
Maxwell arrived twenty minutes after he said he would. He 
was a precise person, and was always exactly late. He was 
wearing his black suit, white shoes, and a bright red bow-tie. 
He sat down at the table opposite Neville, and grimaced.
“Are you... not-good?” asked Neville. 
Maxwell turned around and gestured to the waitress to come 
over.
“I’m positively not-good,” he said. 
They both watched as the struggling waitress made her way 
down the café. She was obviously new and hadn’t yet 
developed the leg muscles required to walk with ice skates. She 
winced with every step. Maxwell sighed; he was impatient. 
When she finally arrived Maxwell asked her for a glass of 
water, and Neville asked for a white coffee. 
“That damn portal,” Maxwell sighed. 
“What portal?” 
“It just... appeared. In my camera.”
“Oh.” 
“Every time I hold my camera up, and peer into the viewfinder, 
it all looks different.” Maxwell shook his head, as if disagreeing 
with what he was saying. “I’m an artist dammit! I take this shit 
seriously.”
Neville kept quiet since he knew from experience that offering 
an opinion would only aggravate him.
“The worst time was when I tried to take a picture of an ice-
cream man.”
“An ice-cream man?” Neville asked. 
“This wasn’t any ordinary ice-cream man, this was a deeply 
sad, horribly depressed, and therefore extremely photogenic 
ice-cream man.” 
“I see,” Neville nodded.
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“It was to be a part of photographic set I’ve been working on.”
“Yeh?” Neville said. 
“Men in vans looking sad,” Maxwell said.
“Sounds arty,” Neville said.
“Yeh ... it was.” The waitress finally arrived, and placed the 
drinks on the table. Maxwell tutted. “But when I went to take 
the picture he looked completely different. I was looking 
through my camera and instead of looking perfectly 
despondent, he was handing an ice-cream to a child, and he 
was doing this weird thing with his mouth. It was like a 
frown... but upside down,” he said. “It was disgusting.”
Neville sipped from his coffee. It was bitter. Maxwell downed 
his water, and stood up. 
“I’m going to go get myself a new camera, a portal-free one.” 
Neville nodded and watched as Maxwell walked through the 
café, dodging the waiters and waitresses as he went. 
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It was hypnotic to him. Without realising, he’d been staring at 
the portal for twenty minutes. He looked at this parallel 
version of himself – this other him – and realised that he’d 
never seen the top of his head from this angle before. He made 
note in his notebook to ‘get a hat’.
Lilly was still asleep. She worked late nights as a cocktail 
waitress, so she’d spend the days in bed, dreaming about stuff. 
He knew it was premature, but he’d been thinking about 
proposing to her. He’d already written most of the five-
hundred-word e-mail that was required. 
Neville noticed one major difference between him and this 
Other-Neville. Just like the ice-cream man Maxwell had 
described, the Other-Neville was doing the upside down 
frown. It wasn’t disgusting, not like Maxwell had suggested, it 
was just... different.
He checked the time; he had to get ready for work soon. He 
placed the mug in the sock drawer, went to the bed, and sat 
next to Lilly. He shook her gently until she woke.
“Hey,” she said.
“I’m going to work now,” he told her.
“Okay, have a positive day,” she said, half yawning. “I hope 
your interview doesn’t go badly.”
“Thanks.” They shook hands, and then he left, grabbing his 
backpack as he went.
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“It’s your birthday,” said Kevin and Keith in unison. 
Kevin placed a candle-less chocolate cake on the counter, and 
Keith set three plates and a knife down next to it.
“Thank you,” Neville said.
Kevin and Keith were similar in their uniqueness. Kevin was a 
power hungry madman with striking elbows, and Keith was a 
hairless humanoid who processed information like a 
typewriter, at least, that’s how Neville viewed them 
“Did you hear about the bombing?” Kevin asked. 
“What bombing?” Neville said.
“The bombing of that third world country by that first world 
one,” Kevin replied.
“No, I didn’t. Sounds bad,” said Neville.
“It was,” Keith added, “people died.”
All three of them had been working in this shop, selling 
computers, for two years. They told each other that it was a 
simple stop-gap. It was something to pay off their overdrafts 
and student bills before they got out into the ‘real world’ and 
started doing ‘real work’. The shop was located quite far out of 
town, so it was usually quiet, and they would pass the time by 
talking about nonsense, like the news.
“Why aren’t we ... good?” Neville wondered.
“I thought we were good,” Keith said, scratching the back of 
his bald head.
“No we’re not,” Neville said, “... I’m not.”
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Neville hadn’t told Kevin and Keith, but he had a job interview 
later that day. He was applying to work at a ‘cool’ web design 
company. The pay would be sporadic, and there would be less 
of it, but it would mean doing a job which utilized his degree so 
he felt obliged to go for it. 
Neville noticed an ant crawling its way across the surface of 
the counter, towards his birthday cake. Without a second 
thought, he pressed his thumb down onto it, crushing it into 
the counter. Kevin and Keith glanced at each other. 
“You know what your problem is,” observed Kevin, eyebrow 
raised. “To you, the grass is always greener on the other side.” 
Keith nodded.
“Yeh... maybe.” Neville sighed and brushed the crushed ant off 
the counter. Its flattened body fell to the floor.
Kevin cut three slices of cake and placed them onto the plates. 
He handed Neville and Keith a plate each.
“Would you like me to sing you a song?” Kevin said.
“No, that’s okay,” Neville replied. He bit into the cake, which, 
looked moist and chocolatey but was actually bland and dry.
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“Do you have much experience with the internet?” asked the 
interviewer. He was dressed in a casual suit with thick-rimmed 
glasses.
“Yes,” Neville said. 
The web design studio was a rustic geekdom: fifteen or so 
males in their mid-twenties, each at a computer, ‘plugged’ into 
the system. The building itself was old and worn, with wooden 
floors and doors, and the employees, with their stubbly chins 
and greasy hair, were tip-tapping away at their terminals. 
The studio was one of eight creative businesses, all operating 
out of different rooms of the building. There were more 
buildings like this one dotted across the city, each packed with 
creative professionals. One such ‘creative’ was stationed in the 
corner, sweating profusely. He was clicking and clacking on 
his keyboard louder than the others. 
“Excellent,” the interviewer said. He ticked something on his 
clipboard, which wasn’t a real clipboard but a tablet computer. 
Instead of a pen, he was holding a stylus. “So you say you 
studied multimedia at uni?”
“Yeh, I finished my studies a couple of years ago.” 
With each answer, the interviewer ticked something on his 
tablet.
“Did you graduate?” he said.
“Yeh.” Tick.
“Good. So let me explain a little about what we do here...” 



14

Neville could see the designer in the corner getting redder and 
sweatier, and his breathing was getting louder. 
“We spend a lot of time reviewing our clients’ current targets, 
and their future goals, and if there’s a correlation there with 
some of our own values then we talk to them about what sort 
of creative work we can do for them, what they want out of a 
website, what we can offer them, and once they sign the 
contract and send the funds it’s up to you guys, the coders, to 
put the pieces of the puzzle together until they resemble 
something at least a little like what we originally intended.” He 
paused for breath. “From there we’ll do our best to convince 
the client that it’s exactly what they asked for in the first 
place.”
The red-faced designer stood up. He threw his hands into the 
air and started to scream. Ignoring him, his co-workers carried 
on with what they were doing. The interviewer looked over his 
shoulder at the screaming man, sighed, then looked back to 
Neville. 
“The work we do here is deeply satisfying,” he said. 
The man continued to scream, a painful tormented scream. 
“So,” he said, “when can you start?”
“Well, I have to give my place four weeks’ notice.” The 
screaming web designer was now running back and forth, 
waving his arms above his head. “So in four weeks I guess.”
“Optimal!” The interviewer rose to his feet. He reached out 
and grabbed Neville’s hand. “My name is Chris by the way, 
and I’ll be seeing you in four weeks’ time.”
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As Neville made his way down the stairwell, he could still hear 
the screaming man. The screams grew distant as he neared the 
ground, and dissipated completely as he opened the steel door 
leading outside. After taking two steps he knew somebody was 
standing behind him. 
“Give me your bag,” growled a man. He sounded big, and 
violent. 
“What, why?” Neville said.
“Don’t turn around,” the man ordered, predicting Neville’s 
next move. “Just give me the bag and fuck off.” 
Neville didn’t want to lose his bag; it’s where he kept the 
superfluous bits of his life, like his laptop, and his notebooks. 
“Can I take my stuff out first?” he asked.
“What do you think?” said the man. 
Neville sighed. “Can I ask you a question?”
The mugger remained silent. Neville couldn’t tell if he was 
considering it, or if he was waiting for the question. 
“I guess so,” the mugger said, with a little less violence. 
“Do you think there’s something better? Out there?”
“Listen here, you idiot.” The violence in the mugger’s voice had 
returned. “I don’t believe there’s anything of nothing, so give 
me your bag so I can go back to my nothing and you can go 
back to yours.”
“Fair enough.” Neville slipped his right arm out of the bag. 
“Are you sure?”
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“Who am I to be sure of anything?” the mugger said. Neville 
slipped his other arm out and held the bag out behind him as 
far as he could.
“I’m going to take the bag. If you look at me, I’ll get you,” 
warned the man. Neville didn’t know how the robber would get 
him, but he definitely did not want to be got. 
The robber reached out and yanked the bag away from 
Neville. Before he left, he punched Neville sharply in the back, 
over his right kidney. Neville squealed and fell to his knees, 
holding his back. He could feel the pain working its way 
around his body. He heard the robber running off around a 
corner.
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When Neville got home, Lilly was watching TV, still in her 
dressing gown. Because she worked late nights, she did all of 
her relaxing in the daytime. He walked into the room and sat 
down next to her. 
“Hey,” she said. Her eyes were fixed on the TV.
“So I got mugged today.”
“What?” She turned away from the TV and faced Neville.
“But on the plus side, I found a portal in one of our mugs.”
“Oh.” With a click of the remote she turned the TV off. “Show 
me.”
Neville took Lilly upstairs to the bedroom and he opened up 
the sock drawer.
“Why did you put it in there?” she asked. 
Neville shrugged. He placed the mug on the computer table, 
and they both stood above it, looking down into it the other 
universe.
“Can they see us?” she said.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so,” he said. 
Lilly tightened her dressing gown anyway. They looked down 
into the other dimension and saw themselves, sat on the sofa. 
Other-Neville had his arm wrapped around Other-Lilly. They 
were snuggled into each other, doing the strange mouth. 
“What’s that noise?” Lilly said, referring to a peculiar 
hiccuping that was echoing through the mug. Neville didn’t 
answer. “They’re really good together,” she said.
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“They’re just us really, but different.” Neville looked away 
from the mug. He reached out and put his hand on Lilly’s 
shoulder. “We’re good too.” 
Lilly’s face crinkled, her nostrils flared, and her mouth opened 
and closed repeatedly.
“Are you okay?” Neville said.
“I’m doing the mouth thing, like them,” she said. She then 
started to make the strange hiccuping noise. Her attempts 
deteriorated into sobbing. She ran upstairs, pulling Neville’s 
hand away from her as she went. 
Neville picked up the mug and looked down at the sweet 
couple. He put his thumb and his forefinger on each side of his 
mouth and forced the edges up. It felt strange and unnatural — 
the upside down frown.
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The more Neville looked into the portal, the more he found 
himself drawn to it. He took the mug everywhere with him. He 
took it to work and hid it behind the front counter. Between 
customers he’d bob his head down and take sneaky peaks. 
When Kevin asked him what he was doing he replied, 
“Nothing, just bobbing down for bobbing down’s sake.”
“I used to do that a lot too,” Kevin said, “it’s why I’ve got a 
ridiculously strong abdominal area.”
He frequently asked Kevin and Keith if he could make them 
tea, just so he could go into the green room and stare into the 
mug whilst the kettle boiled. If anybody came in and saw him, 
he said he was “checking the cleanliness of the mugs.” 
At home was more difficult. He knew that Lilly didn’t like the 
portal being around, but he couldn’t help himself. He found 
himself going for toilet breaks every hour, to give him some 
personal time with the mug. When she asked what was up with 
him he explained that he‘d “got a tummy bug.” 
At night he’d taken to hiding the mug beneath the bed, so that 
when Lilly fell asleep, he could reach under, pull it out, and 
look into it. The first time Lilly caught him, she asked what he 
was doing and he quickly hid it under the bed and said, 
“nothing.”
The next time she caught him, she sat bolt upright and 
shouted, “I’m sick of you and your dirty little portal!”
Neville didn’t try to calm her, or hide the mug. He calmly got 
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out of bed, grabbed a spare blanket and headed downstairs to 
sleep on the sofa – mug in hand.
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A short history of Other-Neville

A baby boy had just been born. His mother had been in labour 
with him for twenty-two hours. When he finally popped out, 
the nurse took him, and weighed him at nine pounds. Even 
though his skin was still covered in gunky amniotic fluid, his 
mother reached out and asked to hold him; every part of her 
wanted to hug him, kiss him, clean him, and love him. 
She kissed his head and whispered into his ear, “hello Neville.”

When Other-Neville reached five years old, his father bought 
him a bike. Even though the bike had stabilisers and there was 
little chance that the bike could topple, the father was still 
worried.
He lifted his son onto the bike, and held onto the seat as he 
pushed him. Other-Neville quickly got the hang of it, and 
pedalled faster than his father could run. He giggled with 
excitement as he pulled away, and his father couldn’t help but 
join in.

An eighteen-year-old Other-Neville sat next to a young Other-
Lilly. His heart was thumping, and the adrenaline shooting 
through his body was causing him to shake. He was nervous, 
but he knew he was going to kiss her. However, he didn’t 
know that after kissing her, he would fall in love.
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Meanwhile, somewhere else... in time and space

A man walked into a bank. He walked up to the cashier and 
asked to withdraw one hundred and thirty-four pounds. He 
needed that exact amount to pay his water bill. As he pulled 
out his bank card, he suddenly found that he was on fire – he 
was engulfed in flames. He fell to the floor where he rolled, 
screamed, and burned. 
The cashier looked down at the smoking heap in front of her 
desk and sighed. 
“Not another one,” she said.

A woman had just arrived home from work, and was suddenly 
overcome with panic; she’d lost something. She checked her 
pockets and found her keys and her purse. That’s when she 
realised she’d lost her own name. 
She kicked the wall and swore. She wondered how she was 
going to explain to her husband that she’d lost her name again, 
for the third time that week.

A teenage boy had been struck by lightning, and found that 
with the electrifying pain also came the ultimate understanding 
of everything. Because of such, he became horribly depressed 
and hanged himself the next day.

Two twins who’d been separated at birth had finally found 
each other. They were in their late twenties, and although they 
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dressed wholly differently, they still looked identical.
As they met, they ran to each other and embraced. They closed 
their eyes, and buried their heads into each other.
“I’m so glad I found you again.”
“Me too.”
As they opened their eyes, they found that they were babies 
again, being yanked away from each other and taken to live 
with separate families, doomed to repeat the time-loop they 
were stuck in. 
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Neville had his suspicions that Lilly was going to leave him, 
and she did, but slowly. Every time he got home from work, 
something else of hers was gone. In the first week she’d snuck 
out all of her makeup, toiletries, and cutlery. By the second 
week she’d taken her shoes, pillows, and the duvet. By the 
third, she’d removed most of her clothes, some of his, and the 
computer.
Neville hadn’t realised how little he owned until now. The 
house had become empty and blank, and it didn’t seem like 
much of a home anymore.
On the day that Lilly left, he came home to see her standing in 
the kitchen. She was wearing a pink t-shirt with a teddy bear 
print, and mint green short-shorts; both were old, tatty, and 
too small, which meant she was onto the last of her clothes.
“I’m going in a minute,” she said. “I’m waiting for the taxi.”
“Okay, I’ll wait with you,” he said.
They stood in silence for twenty minutes, avoiding eye contact, 
before the taxi arrived. Neville tried to make conversation, but 
every time he thought of something to say, it was something to 
do with the portal, so he kept quiet.
When the taxi arrived, the driver honked three times. Lilly 
headed for the door. After she’d gone, he waited to hear the 
taxi drive off.
He stood there for a while, staring at nothing, thinking of 
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nothing, being nothing. He then grabbed the mug and took it 
upstairs into the bedroom. He sat down on the bed and looked 
down into it. Other-Neville and Other-Lilly were playfully 
wrestling.
Neville sat upright, pressing his back against the wall. Tears 
streamed down his face, and dripped off from the end of his 
chin. He took a deep breath, and wiped his eyes. Looking back 
in the mug, he saw that they’d stopped wrestling, and were 
pointing up to the ceiling – towards Neville. Other-Lilly left 
the room and returned with a large pan. 
Curious, Neville placed his ear to the mug. Their voices were 
muffled by the inter-dimensional travel, but he could pick out a 
few words, like “wet”, and “leak”, and “call the landlord”. 
Neville wiped his eyes.
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Neville was supposed to start his new job the next day, but he 
forgot about it. He slept until midday, and then slept some 
more. It was dark by the time he felt he could get himself out 
of bed.
He was still wearing the clothes from the day before. He went 
outside, and headed to the corner shop. He bought a pack of 
cigarettes, a bottle of wine, and some scented candles. He got 
home and went back to his bedroom. He set out the candles 
and put a cigarette in his mouth. Realising that he’d forgotten 
the lighter, he went back to the shop and bought a cheap 
disposable one.
Once back, he lit the candles, which filled the room with 
lavender. He then lit a cigarette, which covered up the 
lavender and filled the room with smoke. Opening the bottle of 
wine, he sniffed it; it was strong and cheap – and perfect. 
He took a swig and coughed. He took another, and another, 
until the bottle was empty. One bottle wasn’t going to be 
enough, he thought, so he made a third visit to the shop.
When Neville got back, he drank more and smoked more. He 
sat down in the middle of the room and placed the mug in front 
of him. 
Other-Neville was sound asleep. Other-Lilly was probably 
working. Neville took a deep breath, and then carefully 
pressed his hand into the mug. The portal was cold against his 
fingertips. It pulled at him, like he was holding his hand above 
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a hoover. He yanked his hand back.
“Phew,” he said, relieved to see that his fingers were still there. 
He stood up, and paced back and forth, whispering under his 
breath. He smoked one more cigarette, and then stood directly 
above the mug.
He pressed his palms together, and slowly pushed them, 
fingers first, into the mug, like he was diving into it. The 
suction helped as he pushed himself further until he was elbow 
deep. He took one last deep breath before he leaned forward 
and pressed down with all his weight. As his head went in, he 
could feel his body being sucked in. He felt himself squash and 
change shape to fit through. He saw nothing but burning 
bright lights against the night sky.
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Before Neville opened his eyes he knew he was somewhere 
else. He felt like a large part of his being had been dead for his 
entire life but had finally woken up. 
He took a deep breath, opened his eyes, and as his vision came 
to him he heard the screaming. The screams were similar to the 
screams of the web designer, of someone in pain. He sat 
upright and looked around. The room was dark, but he could 
see the figure that the screams belonged to. 
“It’s warmer here,” Neville said. He pulled himself to his feet. 
“Stop screaming.”
He flicked the light switch and saw the man he’d been 
watching so closely. Other-Neville. 
“What are you?” Other-Neville said.
“It’s so nice here, I can’t explain why, but it’s just nice,” Neville 
said.
He took a step closer to the bed. Other-Neville was now 
hyperventilating, wheezing and screaming louder. He kicked 
his feet out, kicking the blanket off the bed.
“Be quiet,” Neville said, “you’ll wake the neighbours.” 
He punched Other-Neville square on the jaw, and then on the 
bridge of his nose. His head shot backwards and hit the wall 
behind him. His screaming stopped, but was replaced by an 
odd shrill. 
“Shut up!” Neville shouted. Other-Neville’s eyes had rolled 
back in their sockets, and he was writhing around on the bed. 
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Neville grabbed one of the pillows and pressed it down on 
Other-Neville’s face. He held it there, quietening him down 
somewhat. Other-Neville struggled, and kicked his legs out, 
but Neville held him down as hard as he could. Sweat dripped 
down his face.
“Please,” Neville whispered, “just be quiet.” He pressed even 
harder, until Other-Neville’s movements grew still.
Wiping the sweat from his brow, he looked for a clock. He 
knew that Other-Lilly would be home in an hour or two, so he 
had just enough time to wrap up the body in bin bags and hide 
him in the cellar. It was only temporary, he knew. He’d need to 
move the body before it started to smell. He thought about 
cutting the body up, but the thought of the blood made him 
light-headed.
By the time Other-Lilly had come home he’d tidied up, and 
climbed into bed. She got in with him, and wrapped her arms 
around him. She gently pressed her lips on his back, before 
falling to sleep.
Neville didn’t sleep; he laid there, numb, watching until the 
sunlight filled the room. 
“Hey cutie,” Other-Lilly said as she woke. “Make me some 
tea?”
“Sure,” he said. 
He went downstairs, boiled the kettle, and made two cups of 
tea. He then took them upstairs and handed one to Other-
Lilly. She told him about her shift at work, and Neville 
listened.
“What’s up with you today?” she asked, tilting her head to the 
side.
“What do you mean? Do I seem different or something?”
“I’m not sure,” she said. 
Neville finished his tea and put the empty mug on the side. 
It was an hour or so later that he realised that ever since he’d 
arrived in this place, he’d been doing the upside down frown.
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Doghouse

My dad got down on his knees. He reached forward and placed 
his hand on my shoulder.

"Me and your mum," he said, "Well..." As his face scrunched 
up, searching for the right words, I looked to my mum. She was 
sat quietly in the corner, all red-faced, and teary.

I knew something was up as soon as I'd got home from school.
"You’re getting a divorce?" I said.
"Woah woah. We’re not ... we’re not getting a divorce," my 

dad assured me. He glanced at my mum, but she didn’t notice. 
Her face was stuck in sad-toddler mode and it was directed at 
me.

"Things haven’t been too great between me and your mum 
though," he said, " so I’m going to be in the doghouse for a 
while." 
 He ruffled my hair and gave me the everything’s-going-to-be-

okay smile, and I gave him my best I-believe-you smile back.
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The thing is, when he said he was going to be in the doghouse 
I thought it was an expression, like when somebody tells you that 
they fell head over heels in love, or that they shit a brick, but I 
was wrong. That night he took a small camping light, a sleeping 
bag, and a magazine into the doghouse. When I told him it was 
just an expression he laughed me off  and said I was too young to 
understand.

Our garden was long and the doghouse was at the bottom. My 
dad built it himself  for our two border collies: Zach and Maisey, 
and now he was moving in with them. I remember that when my 
dad built the doghouse he argued that it was too big for just two 
dogs. I figured if  anything this proved his point.

***

I thought ... they'd be back together within a week or two. 
Every time I came home from school, I hoped I'd see them in 
their dressing gowns, drinking tea, holding onto each other, 
refreshed, and ready to love each other again, but after two 
months he was still out there.

He wasn't allowed in the house, so it was my job to take the 
food out to him. Every time I went I was amazed. Since he'd 
been out there, he'd moved in a sofa bed, a small TV, a mini-
fridge, a box for his clothes, a small bookshelf, a lamp, a kettle 
and teapot, a biscuit tin, his dumbbells, his whisky, his incense 
sticks, and his Ernest Hemingway poster. 

To make room for all of  his stuff, he'd pushed the dogbeds up 
against the back wall. Apart from not being able to stand up in 
there, it seemed comfortable, cosy even.

***

However my mum wasn't taking it so well. She'd been going 
about her life as normal, getting out of  bed, cleaning the house, 
and going to work, but everything she did, she did with her face 
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still red and teary, like the whole thing had only just happened.
One night I made her some tea. I went into her room and 

found her at the window, staring down the garden, at the small 
light coming from inside the doghouse.

"They're messy little things aren't they?" she said, "these things 
we have."

***

The next day, when I got home, I heard laughter. I threw my 
bag down, and followed the chuckling into the kitchen. My mum 
was with Zach. She was talking to him about her day at work, 
gossiping about the other staff, like she used to do with my dad. 
She was laughing, and he was rolling around on his back.

I gave him a belly rub and he pissed a little bit, due to the 
excitement. He didn't even notice. He just looked at me with his 
sweet little black and white face, and my mum giggled whilst she 
mopped it up.

That night Zach slept on my mum’s bed with her. She 
spooned up behind him. She was happy to have something there 
to cuddle, and Zach, well he seemed happy enough to sleep on a 
memory foam mattress. 

My dad was still in the doghouse with Maisey, and it was him 
who suggested that they go on a double date. I don't know where 
they went, I only saw them drive off. It must have gone well 
though, because when they got back, they made plans to do it 
again.

Christmas Day was always a little different. In previous years it 
was the only time we’d let Zach and Maisey in the front room. 
We’d even wrap up little toys and treats for them to open. My 
mum said that this year would be the same, and she let my dad 
and Maisey in for the day. We opened our presents, drank Buck’s 
Fizz, and played with party crackers. As the dogs clawed at their 
wrapped up meaty treats, we ate our Christmas dinner and 
watched Christmas films.



34

Like every Christmas, it went quicker than the last. I went to 
bed that night, leaving the four of  them in the front room, 
barking and laughing.

***

When I woke up the house was quiet. The warmth of  the day 
before had gone. I wrapped myself  up in my dressing gown and 
went downstairs. 

The living room was a mess. Half-eaten buffet food and near-
empty wine bottles scattered the floor, along with chewed up 
bones.

I made some tea and took it into my mum's bedroom, but she 
wasn't there. Instead Zach and Maisey were sprawled out on the 
bed. They looked at me and wagged their tails.

"Morning," I said, confused.
Maisey climbed down from the bed and nuzzled her nose into 

my dressing gown. I went up to the bedroom window and looked 
out into the garden. I sipped from the tea and I found myself  
smiling, because the doghouse light was on.
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@boyonawall

There's this kid. 

Poor guy.

He's stuck to a wall. 

David is his name I think. He's only fourteen or so. Nobody 
knows how he got stuck there, but it looks like he's going to be 
there for the rest of his life. His back is pressed right up against it. 
Doctors say they've never seen anything like it. The experts 
agree. 

"It's weird," said a guy on the news. "Weird and random and I 
don't like it."

"It's like ... David is a piece of paper ... and the wall, is a very 
powerful vacuum cleaner. His legs and back are suctioned to the 
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wall, but his head and his arms are free. Incredible really," an 
expert said. "But tragic of course ... that too."

The kid was found a couple of days ago stuck to the side of a 
high street bakers. They interviewed him on the TV. He said "I 
was just a normal kid on my way home to my normal life and 
then, it was like a magnet pulled me off of my feet and against 
the wall of this bakers. I don't mind, but I wish I knew it was 
going to happen because I would've worn a better shirt. I mean 
there's nothing wrong with the one I'm wearing, it's a nice one, 
but the colour is a little purple for my liking, I have a red one at 
home ... yeh ... that would've been much better." 

Like I said ... poor guy, stuck to a wall, and he didn't even get 
to wear his favourite red shirt. 

But I guess it hasn't been all bad for this kid. The first thing the 
town did was pool together their money to buy him one of those 
airplane pillows that wrap around your neck, a nice pair of 
gloves for when it got cold, and a brand new smartphone. It was 
a real fancy one too. Within the hour he'd downloaded the 
Twitter app and got himself an account. You can follow him at 
@boyonawall. 

His first tweet read, "stuck on a wall, but I got a free phone, so 
life ain't too bad I guess."

It was retweeted thousands of times and within a few hours he 
had about ten thousand followers. I mean, that's pretty good 
right? Poor kid, stuck to a wall, but at least he’s got a fan base. 

"I was hungry, and I couldn't go to the shop, because I'm stuck 
to a wall, but the bakers gave me a free pasty #yum." This was 
his second tweet. Not quite as pithy as the first, but to my 
amazement, within the hour, he’d tripled his Twitter following.

Now me ... I've been on Twitter for two years now. I've 
tweeted more then two thousand times. Not just nonsense either. 
All of my tweets are hard-hitting witty observations about life 
and stuff. 

"Contemplating scratching my chin later." See what I mean. 
Less than one hundred and forty characters and it’s a joke 
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wrapped within layers of complexity.
"First used a computer in my early teens and never looked 

back, and now I’ve got really sore eyes." Now that’s a tweet if 
ever I saw one. It’s got it all, humour, wit, satire, and sore eyes. 
That one got one retweet. ONE! 

I find myself looking at @boyonawall’s profile again and 
again, watching his number of followers go up by the second, 
then I go back to mine. One hundred and thirty two. 

But this kid. A couple of bland tweets and he's an internet 
celebrity. Meme's with his face on are popping up everywhere. 
My friend sent me one with a picture of the kid's smug little face. 
Beneath it, in impact font, it said "At least you're not stuck to a 
wall." I blocked that guy straight away. He has bad taste, I 
thought. And people are tweeting him nonsense too.

"@boyonawall You’re so brave. All my love to your family."
"@boyonawall If you ever get off that wall, come see me and 

I’ll make you happy."
"@boyonawall this kid makes me want to be a better person. 

#life "
"@boyonawall Fuck Yeah! Stuck To A Wall And He’s 

Kicking Ass #swagger."

Disgusting right? The way these people are sticking their 
internet noses up his internet arse. Now, I know he’s got it bad 
because he’s stuck to a wall, but in a way, he’s also incredibly 
lucky. I wish I had the privilege of being stuck to a wall. I wish I'd 
been given that leg up in life.

I thought he should know this. So I tweeted him.

"@boyonwall You don't realise how lucky you are to be stuck 
to a wall #getoverit #amiright."

As I pressed the send button I couldn't help but feel a sense of 
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righteousness wash over me. I felt like I was saying what 
everyone else was thinking. I was the voice of the people. Sure he 
had his fans, but there were the rest of us. The people who could 
see through his bullshit. He probably stuck himself to the wall. 
Yeh, that’s what we’re thinking. This would be my new calling in 
my Twitter life, I thought. I'll be the guy who calls it how it is. 
Yeh, I'll be that guy. 

I checked my phone a couple of hours later, expecting a buzz 
of notifications, but ... nothing. In fact, when I checked, I'd lost 
twelve followers. Not my audience, I thought. I was at least 
expecting a reply from @boyonawall, but there was nothing. 

There's this kid.

Stuck to a wall.

Fuck that kid.

#end



39

The Singer In The Shadows

I’m standing outside of my house. 
I don’t remember getting here, and I don’t remember being a 

child, but here I am, ten years old, in my red and blue superhero 
pyjamas, standing outside in the cold. Is that my house?

I look up. The sky is a sheet of black. The only light is coming 
from the streetlights overhead. The wind whistles and I shiver. 
The cold concrete seems to be freezing my bare feet. I look 
around the street. It's empty, of everything. There are no people, 
no cars, nothing. Even the houses are empty, in fact, they’re 
unfinished. There are no windows, no doors, and the grass is yet 
to be planted. 

“Let’s go in,” a voice says. 
I turn to my right and see my friend Alan. I haven’t seen him 

since school, and he looks exactly the same as he did then. He’s 
wearing pyjamas too. His curly blond locks and rosy cheeks make 
him look like a fresh cherub. Has he always been standing there?
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I look again to the empty house. The hole in the front, the 
missing door, looks like an open mouth — a black hole. 

“I don’t know if we should,” I tell him.
“We have to.”
I nod, knowing full well that I don’t have a choice. I’m not in 

control of this. I'm on a clearly defined narrative and I sense my 
inability to change its direction. It’s uncomfortable, being 
powerless. I’m supposed to go inside the house.

Alan holds out his hand and places it on my shoulder. His 
hand is cold. I turn to look at him and he’s reaching out with his 
other hand. He hands me a mobile phone, nods, and then tells 
me to go. I want to ask him why, but he’s already gone. He’s on 
the driveway, walking towards the door. I look down at the 
phone in my hand. It’s an older phone from my memories. The 
phone feels heavy. It feels real. I press a button on the phone and 
the LCD screen glows blue. I look up to Alan and he disappears 
into the doorway — the darkness. I take a deep breath, look up 
and down the empty street and walk towards my unfinished 
house. 

As I step into the doorway the sound of the wind vanishes, like 
somewhere somebody flicked a switch. I don’t see Alan 
anywhere. I don’t see much of anything. The walls are exposed 
brickwork and stone and the floor is concrete covered in fine 
chalky dust. With every step it kicks up into the air. I go to wipe 
the dust from my mouth, but my hand is covered in it. I pull my 
right sleeve down to my hand and hold it in front of my mouth. 

“Alan,” I shout, through my sleeve, but he’s gone and I realise 
I’m alone. 

I look to where the stairs should be, but instead there’s a blank 
space below a hole in the ceiling where they will eventually go. 
On the floor next to the hole is a step ladder.

For a second I think I hear movement upstairs. I open up the 
step ladder and place them beneath the hole. I climb slowly. 
With each step I leave dusty footprints. The metal is cold. The 
ladder doesn’t go all the way. Once at the top, I place my arms 
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on the first floor, and yank myself up. It seems to be even dustier 
then the ground floor. As I hoist myself up and stand up, I look 
down at my pyjamas which are now covered in the dust. 

I look around. I can barely see anything through the shadows 
that seem so thick they’re almost viscous. I can’t even see my 
hands in front of my face, but I can tell one thing: I’m not alone 
anymore. I can feel somebody else in the room. I stand as still as 
I can and listen. 

It’s all so quiet. I put effort in to the listening. Trying to hear 
anything. Is that a draught of air, or is it breathing? Or is it me? I 
hold my breath and try to make sense of what I’m hearing … 
nothing. I try again. Inhale and hold.

I don’t hear any breathing. Instead I hear singing. The voice is 
distant, barely audible. The voice echoes through the house. I 
know the song. I don’t know where from, but I know it. 

I love youuu … like you know I dooo …
The voice is male. It’s soft, with haunting vibrato. I exhale and 

catch my breath, but as soon as I do, I can’t hear it anymore. I 
inhale again, and hold.

Foreverrr togetherrr … through the day and the night …
The voice is getting louder now. I don’t need to hold my 

breath anymore.
Only weee can stand …
The singing is now in the room with me. Its reverberations 

surround me. I reach into my pocket and pull out the mobile 
phone. 

The test of time …
I press a button on the phone and the blue LCD panel lights 

up. In the complete darkness it illuminates what’s immediately in 
front of me — less than my arm’s length away. I hold it out and 
b e g i n t o e d g e m y w a y a r o u n d t h e r o o m . 

Fill me up with looove …
Suddenly I feel the singing behind me. I spin around, holding 

the phone in front of me, but there’s nothing. With my right foot 
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forward, I keep moving. 
My foot hits something. I shine the phone on it. It’s the wall. I 

run my hand across it until I find a doorway. I walk through it. 
“Where are you?” I say. “Where are you?”
Only weee …
The singer’s voice is getting louder. I start to edge quicker. He 

sounds close. I hold my phone out, and I think I see an outline of 
a man in the distance. I stop for a second, steel myself. I carry on. 
The closer I step, the stronger the outline becomes. 

For it's true, you are my destiny … 
I move forward until my phone is in his face. In the blue light 

he becomes clear. He's bald and naked, and he doesn't care that 
I'm standing there.

When you hold my hand ...
He grins madly as he sings.
“Stop it,” I shout.
I fall deeper deeper …
His mad eyes stare straight at me. 
“Shut up. I found you, you have to shut up.” 
The blue light reflects off of his teeth — luminous blue pegs. 
I hadn't realised, but the phone had changed. It wasn't even a 

phone anymore. I feel embarassed for even thinking it was a 
phone. It's a kitchen knife. The blade is giving off the same blue 
light. I look back to the singer who's glistening in blue madness, 
singing at the top of his voice.

Into you … my one, my only, you …
The blue light spills from his belly as I thrust the knife into 

him. The singing continues like nothing's happened, but the 
whites of his eyes grow. I thrust the knife again and again. Each 
time the knife goes in all the way. It slips out of my hand when I 
realise I'm covered in hot blood and the singing stops. He looks 
sad. He drops to his knees and starts to sob. 

I turn and head for the stairs, edging through the darkness. 
When I get to the ladders I climb down quickly, but I slip, 
banging my knees against the steps. The sobs follow me until I'm 
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out. I turn and look back at the house when I get to the road — 
the empty hollow house.

The blood on my hands has gone; the mobile phone is back.
“I can go nearly anywhere,” says Alan, who's next to me 

again, calm as anything. “But I could never go there.”
“I didn't know I could,” I tell him. I feel responsible. A wave of 

shame and regret washes over me and I feel like crying. “I’m 
sorry, Alan,” I say, but I turn to see that he's not there anymore. 
I'm alone, crying in the empty street in front of my house.
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Rent

Hannah Major is a girl. A lost one who’s forgotten about the 
thing that once made her smile. But, she does have a degree. A 
first class one, with honours. So there is that.

"Oh that’s interesting" said the woman. "It does sound good 
… and interesting." The woman is an estate agent. Dressed in a 
suit, mostly clean, but with crumbs on her shirt collar. "I always 
wished I’d gone to university. I could’ve been someone special." 

"Well I’m glad I went," Hannah said.
The estate agent wore hot pink lipstick and dark eyeshadow. 

Her roots were showing and her crows feet were deep set. "Well 
this is the front room," she said, walking passed Hannah.

Hannah coughed as she waded through the agent’s perfume. 
She followed her into a box of a room. The walls were painted 
white. The floors were exposed. There was no furniture. 

"What do you think?" The agent smiled — Hannah saw that 
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her gums were receding. 
"It’s nice," Hannah said. "It looks rustic." She looked up at the 

ceiling and saw a single bulb hanging down, exposed. "But … it 
is a little bit out of my price range."

The smile disappeared and Hannah couldn’t stop looking at 
the crumbs.

***

June was always covered in crumbs. Not the kind that came 
from food though. The kind that tumbled down from her scalp 
every time she scratched her head. June O’Hara — Hannah’s 
boss. She was also Hannah’s only colleague at the shop. 

FLOWERTIME
Where The Power Of The Flower Is Now.

"Like the month?" Hannah had asked.
June nodded.
This was the first question Hannah asked her manager June, 

on her first shift. It went downhill from there.
The job was nice enough. It paid okay. The customers were 

sweet. Sorry husbands and gardening enthusiasts. There were 
very few arseholes in flower shops. At least not on the customer’s 
side of the counter.

“Just like the month," June had said on that first day of the 
job. "Aren’t you clever?"

***

"Well what is your budget? If you don’t mind me asking," said 
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the agent. Her pencil sharp eyebrows rose.
"Five hundred a month, maximum. No, five fifty."
It was the most she could afford. Nursing petunias and roses 

didn’t pay great. The last time she’d spoken to her parents about 
borrowing some money they’d given her the you’re-an-adult-now 
speech. The umbilical-severing speech that brings awareness of 
potential financial failure. The safety net was gone. If she fell 
now, she would die.

***

"But I’m only thirty," Hannah said.
"Only thirty? By the time we were twenty we’d bought our 

own house, car and had you," her dad said. He took a drink from 
his tea. His eyebrows arched above the cup.

"But how am I going to live?" Hannah said.
"Why don’t you do something with that degree you’ve just 

spent eighteen thousand pounds getting?" her mum said.
"I have a degree in photography mum, a first class degree in 

photography … with honours." Hannah ran her hand over her 
face. "As talented as I am with a camera, what the hell kind of 
job can I get?" Hannah looked under the dining table and saw 
that her Chuck Taylor shoe laces were untied.

"Hannah you’re going to have to start looking for a proper 
house, a real job, and a boyfriend," her mum said. Her dad 
gulped.

Hannah bent down and tied her laces.
"I have a boyfriend," she said from beneath the table. She was 

terrible liar, but from beneath the table she felt protected from 
whatever shaming faces her parents were making.
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***

The agent chuckled.
"Well if you can stretch a bit more, it’s only eight hundred."
Hannah looked around the empty living room. If ever a house 

said ‘growing up’ it was this one. She could see herself in the 
kitchen in the evenings, wearing an apron, cooking food. Maybe 
the apron could have a love heart on it, or some sort of sarcastic 
phrase from a TV show. She’d cook good food, like lasagne. 
She’d cook enough to take the leftovers to work the next day. A 
real adult. Maybe she could put some photos up. She didn’t have 
any, but she could order some from the internet. Framed photos 
of flowers or famous city streets she’d never visit. It would be the 
first place she’d ever lived in with a clean bathtub. One without 
mould and dirty brown patches. Bath tubs should not have 
patches.

But still …
"It’s just too much," she said.
"Do you have a boyfriend maybe?" the agent said.
Hannah didn’t have a boyfriend. She did have a boy. One 

who would occasionally turn up in the middle of the night, have 
sex with her, and then leave before first light. A stringy 
moustachioed web designer called Simon.

"I do," Hannah said. She sighed. She felt the potential of living 
in this house slipping away.

The agent pulled back her sleeve and checked her watch.
"Well we do have someone else coming to view the house 

shortly," she looked back to Hannah and smiled — receding 
gums again. "Just so you know."

Hannah looked over into the kitchen. The oven looked brand 
new. She ran her hand over the cool granite fireplace.

Between the front room and the living room was a single 
wooden door. Amongst the freshly painted rooms and the clean 
surfaces the door stood out. It was old and haggard.

"What’s this?" she said. It was the only door the agent hadn’t 
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showed her.
The agent walked up to it and knocked the back of her hand 

against it. She then brushed her knuckle against her blazer. 
"This is the landlord’s door."
"The landlord’s door?"
"Yep. This door and whatever’s behind it, all belongs to the 

landlord. So you get all the good bits of the house, and none of 
the bad bits.”

Hannah thought about the agent’s logic for a moment.
“Seems fair,” she said.

***

"You're going to have to start looking for a real job," her mum 
said.

"You're thirty years old now. You're an adult," her dad said.

***

Hannah was spooned up behind Simon in a post-coital low. 
Not a post-coital glow. That left when Simon asked Hannah to 
call him 'her little bitch'.

The moonlight spilling in from the window lit up Simon's 
clammy back. She kissed him between the shoulders and he 
groaned. She wanted to say something, but she didn't know what 
to say, so she laid there in silence, racking her brain until giving 
up, and then falling to sleep.

She woke up to Simon climbing out of the bed. He avoided all 
eye contact with her whilst he put his clothes back on.

"Are you going?" she asked.
He nodded his head. She looked at his scrawny frame. His ribs 

were poking through. He had barely any chest hair. She could fit 
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her hands around his biceps. His gaunt face and sharp chin were 
peppered with stubble and his hairline was receding and he’d 
taken to waxing his moustache into fine curls on each side. He 
put on his thick bottle-lens glasses and to Hannah, he looked 
perfect.

"You could stay if you wanted?" she said, pulling the covers 
over her belly.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I can't. I've got to get home, get in my 
own bed before work." He looked up at her and smiled.

"Do you love me?" she said.
He zipped up his flies.

***

"Isn't that a little strange?" 
 The agent seemed lost. She looked at her clipboard.
"Don't worry, it's not a deal breaker, it's just a little strange," 

Hannah said pointing at the door.
"I wouldn't worry about it, there's no dead bodies down 

there," she said with a big smile. "And the landlord won't be 
coming in and out or anything like that, in fact you'll probably 
never meet the landlord."

Hannah knocked on the door. The agent’s smile stayed, but 
she didn’t seem happy. They walked back into the front room 
and Hannah stood where she imagined a nice leather sofa could 
go.

"I should tell you. I have somebody else, a couple, lovely one 
too. They’re interested and they’re looking at putting a deposit 
down tomorrow at the latest. If you want this house, you’re going 
to have to claim it soon.
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***

"You’re an adult now," said her mum.
“You better claim it," said the agent.
"Love is complicated," said Simon.
"Okay I’ll take it," said Hannah.

***

Along with the keys, Hannah was given a cheap bottle of wine 
and a welcome pack. Inside the welcome pack was a personalised 
letter, a gas safety form, and an inventory for the house. On the 
side of the welcome pack was a picture of a couple so happy and 
perfect it was sickening.

People don’t live like that.
Her previous house was a shared one. Friends from university. 

Creative types. The only one who’d managed to do anything 
with his degree was Derek. It seemed to Hannah that he’d 
stepped right from the graduation into a career in digital 
marketing. It was a salary job, just above minimum wage. To 
everyone else in the house, he was rich. He could afford real 
food, like eggs, the free range kind, not the caged soul-destroying 
eggs that Hannah ate every morning. Every egg killed her a little 
more. 

Hannah liked to think of her housemates as friends, but over 
the years of shared accommodation she’d learned that living with 
someone is the most efficient way of destroying a friendship. The 
only time she saw her housemates was when she was in the 
kitchen, cleaning or eating, destroying her soul, destroying her 
friendships. 

"Nice eggs," she said to Derek. 
They sizzled in the pan. The empty egg box had a little picture 
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of a smiling golden chick on it.
"Thanks," he said. "Want some?" 
He appeared to be genuinely offering but Hannah couldn’t 

bring herself to accept free range eggs from someone with an 
actual future. It would break her heart.

"I’m leaving you," she said. 
"What do you mean?" 
"I mean, I’m leaving the house. I’m moving into a terrace 

house next monday."
"Ah okay, that’s good. You and Simon together?"

Hannah didn’t reply, but nodded and went ‘mmhmmn’.

***

When she moved in the house was as nice as she’d 
remembered. Compared to the small dirty old house it was a 
breath of fresh air. The damp mouldy patches of her old room 
were no more. She inhaled and looked down at the empty floor. 

Space, beautiful space. 
The living room floor filled up with moving boxes, each one 

labeled in black marker pen — clothes, dvd’s, books, other stuff, 
random stuff from cupboard, and miscellaneous. Pieces of her 
history compartmentalised and crammed into cardboard 
cuboids. 

 

***

"The new house is fantastic," she told June whilst sniffing a 
lily. "It’s so fresh."

"You should fill it flowers and mirrors. Best way to keep it 
fresh."

June hadn’t realised, but she had a leaf in her hair. Hannah 
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hadn’t told her. She placed a rose into a bouquet of other roses 
and then grabbed a pair of shears. 

"We should sell cacti," Hannah said. June opened the till and 
started to count the money. 

"Cacti?" 
"Yeh, I dunno. Just throwing the ideas out there." 
June nodded and went back to counting a small wad of five 

pound notes in her hand. 
Hannah placed her hand against the locked door, below the 

‘closed’ sign.
‘Like I said the new house is fantastic,’ Hannah said. 

‘Expensive though.’
June moved on to the ten pound notes.
"How would you feel about giving me a raise?" She turned 

around, picked up a pair of shears, and began to trim the thorns 
off off the roses. She let the words hang in the air behind her.

She heard June go into the open office door. She listened as 
June filled the kettle. The water boiled. Poured. Stirred. The 
metal spoon tapping against the mug. The wet teabags thrown 
into the bottom of the bin. 

June came back into the shop floor and placed the teas on the 
counter.

"Hannah," she said.
She turned around with a yellow rose in her hand. "Yes June?"
"I just went over the numbers, and, well, we can’t."
"We can’t."
"No," June shook her head.
Hannah shrieked. She looked down at her finger and a globule 

of blood stuck to her finger where a thorn had struck her. 
"Are you okay?” June asked.
"Yes," Hannah sucked the blood from her finger and thought 

about how stupid June looked with that leaf in her hair. 
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***

Simon ran his hands across the walls.
"It's okay," he said, giving the wall above the fireplace a quick 

double tap. "Bit plain though."
"Yeh I suppose it is at the minute, but it's got potential." She 

put her hand on the wall next to Simon’s. She was tempted to 
give it a double tap herself, but wasn’t sure what she’d be double 
tapping for.

Simon unzipped his parker coat. He took it off and flung it to 
the floor. He was wearing a green muscle vest underneath. 

Now all he needed was muscles.
"Why do you come round so late and leave so early?" she said.
Simon turned around.
"Where's the toilet?"
She pointed to the stairs and he disappeared up them. The 

agent hadn't mentioned that the sound of urine hitting the toilet 
bowl traveled well throughout the house. The sound 
reverberated around the bathroom, down the stairway, and into 
the living room, where she was stood. She was being washed over 
with the sound of Simon's urine.

After finishing, she didn't hear him wash his hands. He didn't 
come back down either.

"Simon?" she called up.
Nothing.
She went up the stairs and found him in the bedroom, lying 

naked on the blowup mattress. His clothes were in a pile next to 
him.

He looked up at her. His hand was covering his crotch
"Sex now?" he said.
Hannah looked down at him. His moonlit chicken legs. His 

sandbag belly. His protruding belly button. 
"What?" she said.
"Simon says suck my cock," he said, and began massaging his 

crotch.
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Hannah felt like bursting into tears, of laughter or sadness, she 
wasn't sure.

She went to him and did as he asked. She placed the salty 
member in her mouth.

"Ah that's the stuff. Man that's good."
She was a good person. She was being a good girlfriend. She 

was making her bones with him. Proving that she was the right 
person for Simon. Someday, after all the blowjobs, dirty talk, and 
weird ... weird stuff — like the time he asked her to call him 
‘Daddy’ and to punch him in the mouth — after all of this, he 
would want to stay to after the sun came up. He'd want to stay 
for lunch. He’d want to call her his girlfriend.

"I'm going to cum on your face you stinky bitch," he groaned.

***

Back in the familiar post-coital positions. Hannah spooning 
Simon. Her arms around him. Him fast asleep, but evidently still 
alive as Hannah could hear his faint asthmatic wheeze in the 
darkness.

They'd somehow pushed most of the air out of the airbed. The 
dip they were lying in was touching the floor.

She'd never romanticized sex. She knew full well it wasn't 
going to be all roses, perfume, and massages. She knew it wasn't 
going to be the merging of two minds where two become one. It 
was practical. 

"Have you got any ice lollies?" Simon said. His voice a low 
rumble.

"I don't have anything."
He sat up and pulled Hannah's arm away. 
"Well then Miss Major," he said. He stood up and started to 

thread his legs into his skinny black jeans. "It's time for me to 
go."

Hannah felt the wind beneath her leave. Or it could've been 
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the last bit of air in the airbed. 
Simon, now fully dressed, went to the bathroom. 
Hannah grabbed her dressing gown and put it on. She walked 

passed the closed bathroom door and went downstairs.

The light was still on. The moving boxes were still sat in the 
middle of the living room floor. The longer they remained full 
and packed like that, the longer it felt like she wasn't living there. 
She was in limbo, between two homes, a nomad in need of a 
second job.

"I need a second job," she said to Simon as he came down the 
stairs. "One that doesn't require thinking ... or thoughts. One 
where I can switch off, and get paid for it."

"Okay," Simon nodded. He put his coat on. "I'll keep my eyes 
peeled." Hannah found herself smiling. 

"Sorry, it's just. How long have we been going out?"
"Going out?"
"I mean, sleeping together" Simon smiled too. He leaned back 

against the wall. 
"Three months or so."
"Right," she said, tightening her dressing gown belt.
Simon walked up to Hannah. He placed his hands on her 

shoulders and then leaned forward to kiss her. Hannah puckered 
her lips. He kissed her forehead.

"I'll see you soon.”
“Okay,” she said.

***

Back upstairs and blowing something for a second time that 
night. The airbed slowly filled out with air. Sweat dripped down 
Hannah’s face. Her jaw ached. She was tired.

It was four a.m. and she had to get up to get ready for work at 
seven-thirty a.m.
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She popped the seal into the airbed and pressed her hand 
against it. She could hear the air seeping out. It wheezed, which 
reminded her of Simon. She climbed ontop of the bed.

"I love you," she said, staring at the bedroom wall. "I promise 
I'll unpack soon and I'll decorate you up all nice. Me and you, 
we'll be best friends, soon." She closed her eyes and sleep drew 
her in.

She dreamt of ...

Her alarm was going off. It was seven-thirty a.m. and it felt 
like she'd only just closed her eyes. Keep on keeping on were the 
words that came into her mind.

***

"Are you okay Hannah?" June said, thumbing through a 
Bonsai tree catalogue. "You look tired, and a bit frumpy too."

Frumpy? What the fuck is frumpy?
"I'm fine," she said. "Trouble sleeping last night." She was sat 

behind to counter, trying to look busy, picking up flyers, shuffling 
and restacking them. "It might have something to do with the I-
need-a-pay-raise thing I mentioned yesterday."

"Oh that's a shame," June said, licking her thumb.
Thinking about how dead the store had been in recent 

months, Hannah thought it was probably a good thing she didn't 
get a pay raise. It could sink the business.

"We all gotta live somewhere June," Hannah said, staring at 
nothing and not sure what she even meant. "We all gotta live 
somewhere."

***
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Apart from one box, the moving boxes remained unopened 
and unmoved. She'd unpacked the essentials: clothes, shoes, bed 
cover, etc. But she hadn't unpacked any of the things that would 
truly make it a home. Nothing to put her stamp on the place.

She found herself stood above the boxes again, looking down, 
already tired at what work had to be done. Instead of opening 
the boxes, she pushed her way through them. She stepped over 
them as best she could, but she heard a couple of them collapse 
under her weight. 

She found one near the back of the pile labeled 'fabrics'. From 
within it she pulled out a large white sheet. She found the corners 
of the fabric, and tucked each one underneath a box on each 
edge of the room. 

Hannah looked down proudly at the now covered boxes, 
buried beneath the plain white fabric. 

***

"There's just no jobs out there." Hannah said. She was holding 
the phone in one hand and a cup of tea in the other.

"Have you truly looked?" her mum said. 
"Truly," Hannah said. She rolled her eyes. "Are you going to 

come see my new glorious house then?"
"I'm sure me and your father can get down in the next couple 

of weeks or so, but like we said before, we haven't got any money 
for you."

Hannah slurped.
"Mum ... I don't want your money. On a completely unrelated 

note I have to go now." She hung up the phone. slipped it into 
her jeans pocket, and gulped down the last of her tea.

She stood in the kitchen, on the nice rustic floor, and let out a 
little shriek, followed by a whimper. She was cracking. 

Keep on keeping on, she thought. The words had a calming affect. 
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They were strong enough to prop her up when she felt like she 
was falling.

The house, with it's lovely windows, wooden floors, promises 
of potential, it would all be gone if she didn’t get some more 
money coming in. It was just a holiday. A chance to live 
somewhere nice for a short while before being launched back to 
the slums.

As she stood in the kitchen, staring at the empty cupboards, 
the empty shelves, the empty everything, she pictured herself 
shopping in the supermarket. She daydreamed that she was at 
the soup section. Three for two. When her trolley was full of tins 
of soup she noticed a young girl watching her.

"Look at that monster," said the girl to her mother. She 
pointed at Hannah’s stomach.

Hannah looked down and saw that her belly was distended. It 
was so large it was unable to fit into her t-shirt. 

"I'm sorry," she gargled as she took a step towards them.
The mother put her arm over her daughter and they both 

screamed at the monster moving towards them.
Back in the kitchen, in reality, Hannah had just pressed send 

on her phone. It was a message to Simon.
You coming over tonight? it said.

She put the phone back in her pocket and went to the front 
room — which she now referred to as the box room. She picked 
up her laptop, found a free space in the corner, and googled 
Jobs.

An hour later and there's still no reply from Simon.
She'd found two jobs which she could technically do, but 

didn't want to.
A sandwich artist ... easy enough, but it was out of the city. 

She'd worked out that she'd need two jobs to cover the rent and 
to leave a little bit left over for bills and food. Or better yet, she 
could have one job, albeit a much better paid one. One that paid 
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double what she was on at the flower shop.
She looked further down the list.
Mixologist. A little more difficult. Late Shifts. Minimum wage. 

And she had no experience mixing drinks.
She checked her phone. Nothing. She went into the contacts 

application and called her mum.
As the phone rang, Hannah noticed a tapping coming from 

somewhere in the house. She put the phone down. The sound 
was like hundreds of tiny plastic feet tapping against a concrete 
floor. She closed the laptop and followed her ear into the kitchen.

The sound was erratic. It was like Jazz. Tiny tin drummers 
were hiding in the walls. She walked back into the box room and 
then started to make her way upstairs when she realised where 
the noise was coming from — the landlord's door.

She went to it and placed her ear against it. The tapping was 
louder. She could also hear some sort of shuffling. She closed her 
eyes and listened intently. 

She leapt back and gasped, because from behind the door 
she'd heard something she wasn't expecting the hear, a human 
cough.

The door itself looked like it could have been nice at one 
point, but it was in need of some care. Dust and mould had 
gotten to it. The hinges were rust speckled with gold. The screws 
on the hinges were no longer flush.

Hannah pressed her ear against the door again. The tapping 
was still there. She checked the time on her phone. It was nearly 
one a.m. 

If Simon was going to come over, he'd be here any minute 
now. She went into the box-room and unveiled a box labelled 
'tools & stuff'. Inside the box she pulled out a screwdriver.

Back at the door, the tapping had stopped. She felt a gust of 
cold air seep through the bottom of the door onto her bare toes. 
A fusty smell like old damp cloth. She placed the screwdriver 
against one of the hinge screws, and started to turn it. After a 
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couple of difficult turns, the screw loosened, but Hannah stopped 
when she thought she heard breathing.

She held her breath and listened.
"Hello," a voice said. Hannah shrieked and jumped back, 

dropping the screwdriver against the wooden floor. The voice 
was old. It reminded her of her granddad's. 

She ran up the stairs and into the bedroom. She whipped her 
phone out of her pocket.

"Simon!" she said, trying to catch her breath. "Are you coming 
over tonight?"

"Woah," he said. "I was going to, but maybe not if you're 
going to be all weird."

"Look there's something, someone, in my cellar. You have to 
come round please please please please."

Hannah could hear Simon sigh. "Okay," he said. "I'll be over 
in a few."

Hannah waited for what seemed like an hour. She was hiding 
under her covers, on the deflated airbed. Her phone buzzed and 
she gasped. It was a message from Simon.

Outside. 

***

"I can't hear anything," he said when he pressed his ear to the 
door.

"Are you sure? No tapping? No coughing?" she took a deep 
breath. "No ... hello'ing?"

Simon listened again. 
"Nope. Nothing."
Hannah sighed. Simon took off his coat and hung it on the 

door handle. 
They went upstairs and they didn't have sex. In fact, Simon 

laid there with his arm around Hannah until she fell asleep. She 
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didn't wake up until morning.
When she woke she saw that Simon was already putting his 

clothes on. She smiled as she watched him and he smiled back. It 
was light outside. The sound of rain could be heard tapping 
against the window. It only made her want to snuggle into the 
bed more. The idea of getting up and going to work seemed like 
the worst idea in the world.

"I gotta go," Simon said.
"Thanks for coming," she said as he went for the door. "I love 

you." He stopped for a second, nodded, and left.
Hannah laid back and looked at the ceiling. A spider was in 

the corner of the room, looking down, wondering why everyone 
was walking around on the floor. 

Simon opened the door again and stood in the doorway. He 
took a breath.

"I don't think we should see each other for a while," he said. 
He ran his hand over his short hair. Hannah didn't reply, or 
move. "I'm sorry."

He left for the second time that morning. Hannah laid there, 
still, until her alarm went off. 

Her breakfast consisted of a slice of bread and butter and a 
cup of tea. She didn't have a toaster yet. She stayed in the shower 
for ten minutes longer than usual. She spaced out and let the hot 
water pour down onto her head, sending shivers of warmth 
throughout her body.

"Keep on keeping on," she said aloud as she laced up her 
shoes for work. "You've just got to keep on keeping on." As she 
was about to leave for work, she found a letter from the estate 
agents, hanging out of the letterbox.

"You've just got to keep on keeping on."
She didn't read it fully. She didn't need to. The key words 

were rent, due, and soon.

***
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For dinner that night Hannah had pasta bake. She grated a 
whole block of cheddar cheese into it. She ate it right out of the 
oven dish. With each bite she could feel her belly grow outwards.

She had a glass of water to wash down some of the cheesiness, 
but soon found herself in the freezer pulling out the ice cream. 
She dug a spoon right into the tub and gorged on the creamy 
sweet stuff.

She had to stop when she felt a cramp in her stomach. The 
twisting inside made her feel sick. She put the ice cream in the 
freezer and had some more water.

She heard her stomach gargling as the water went down. 
Actually, she thought it was her stomach, but maybe not. The 
door, just in view from the kitchen. The tapping had started 
again. The phillips head screwdriver was still on the floor next to 
the door. She went over and picked it up.

The damp smell still seeped out from behind. What was going 
on behind there? Who was behind it?

"This is my house," she said, smiling at how silly she sounded. 
She put the screwdriver to the screw she'd already started 
working on. It only took a couple more turns before it fell out 
and landed on the floor. She then unscrewed the next screw. 
Once out, the lower hinge flapped away from the door frame. 
Moving onto the the tope hinge, her arm began to ache.

One by one she unscrewed the hinge until it 
came away rom the door. The paintwork came away with it, 
leaving a plain rectangle in the white paintwork.

The door didn't budge. It was still attached to something on 
the other side. Feeling hot, tired, and sweaty, she wedged the 
screwdriver in the the gap between the door and the door frame. 
She put all of her weight against the yellow handle of the 
screwdriver. She pushed. and pushed. She could hear the sound 
of wood splintering on the other side. Whatever it was holding 
the door shut, a latch or whatever, it was being ripped out.
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With a loud pop, the door was released. Hannah pulled the 
screwdriver away and the door fell forward. She grabbed it, 
swivelled with it in her hands, and leant it against the wall behind 
her. She picked up  the screwdriver again and turned back to the 
doorway.

It looked like a standard cellar. The stairs went downwards — 
damp bricks, mouldy wooden shelves, and fluffy cobwebs. The 
shelves were empty other than some filthy mop heads and, 
weirdly, and old deck of cards. On the left side of the doorway 
was a light switch. She reached over and flicked it on.

A light flickered on at the bottom of the stairs. They went 
further down than she expected them to. A second later another 
light came on, and then another, and another. Each light 
revealing a new section of stairs descending deeper.

The tapping was still there. It just wasn't as close as Hannah 
had thought. A copper pipe ran down the length of the stairs and 
the tapping ran through it. 

***

Back in her bed, Hannah stared at the ceiling. Wide awake 
and unable to sleep, her mind was racing. Downstairs the door 
was propped up against the frame, hinge-less. A chill ran through 
her body as she considered taking the job. She could do it for a while. 
Just for a while.

The spider on the ceiling looked down at her. 
She thought about how she’d taken the landlord’s door off. 

How she’d gone down the stairway. Used the screwdriver to lash 
away the invisible cobwebs in front of her.

She thought of how she’d made it so far down the stairway 
that when she looked back, the light coming from the doorway 
was smaller than her thumb.

The tapping had grown louder as she’d gone further into the 
ground. It wasn’t just the pipes. She could hear the clink of metal 
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on metal. The air became thinner and warmer. Her t-shirt stuck 
to her skin. Further down she heard the sound of an old man 
coughing. 

She’d made it all the way to the bottom and came against a 
cold wall. On the wall hung a clock with a small tray beneath it 
with a small stack of cards. The cards had people’s names 
scribbled on them. 

To her right was a passageway. Exposed light bulbs hung from 
the ceiling, leading through the passageway, towards the noise.

Hannah held her breath. The screwdriver in her hand, ready 
to stab and swipe. She took careful steps forward. The damp 
smell blocked her nose. She stepped to the end of the 
passageway, peeked her head around the side, and for a while, 
couldn’t understand what she was seeing.

Twenty or so old men with dusty white beards down to their 
laps. They were wearing suits, dirty suits, sat at individual tables. 
They paid no attention to Hannah. They had their heads down 
concentrating on what they were doing. On the tables in front of 
them were morse code-like devices. They each held their index 
fingers outwards and tapped on the device. There didn’t appear 
to be any uniform pattern, but they seemed to be counting under 
their breaths, and tapping only when it seemed right to tap. 

Wires from each device gathered on the ceiling and 
disappeared into the wall.

"Excuse me,” said a younger man’s voice.
Hannah jumped and turned to see a man sat at his own desk, 

in the corner of the room. He wore a a dusty old trilby on his 
head and had a neat little goatee. On his table in front of him he 
had a clipboard.

"Are you here about the job?" he said.
Hannah realised she was pointing the screwdriver towards the 

man’s throat.
"What is this place?" she said, trying to hold back a cough.
The man scoffed, "what do you mean? This is a workplace, 

where people come to … y’know … work," he said as if it were 
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the most obvious thing in the world.
Hannah looked over at the old men with their vulturous 

balding heads, dusty and dirty. They looked like antiques.
"I have a job already," she said. The men were so focused in 

their rhythms they hadn’t once looked at Hannah.
"Sure, we all do, but we always need a little extra."

Hannah stood for a second and thought that if this was the 
job, tapping at stuff, it wasn’t that hard.

"What does the job … entail?" she said.
"First of all, if you are here about the job, I expected you to be 

better dressed, but no matter." He stood up, and walked over to 
Hannah. He smelled of coal and his pores were craters of black 
grit. He smiled. "Well if you look over there in that corner." He 
pointed to an empty desk in the far corner of the room. "We 
have an open space for someone to count the sixteenths, 
sevenths, and every first and fourth prime number." 

"Sixteenths?"
"Yes, what were you expecting? We already have the quarters 

and the eighths. We have the odds and the not-odds. We have 
everything covered, but our sixteenth, seventh, and prime 
number guy went and died on us." The man took his hat from 
his head and held it against his chest, revealing a perfectly 
combed centre parting. 

"Oh, sorry to hear it. How long would you need me?"
"Well unfortunately this is a night position, so the hours would 

only be eight in the evening until one in the morning."
"Well I better think about it."
"Well okay then. The pay is in cash. I hope that works for you. 

And … you gotta dress up smart. Y’know, you gotta dress the 
part."

Lying on the airbed. Eyes wide awake. Hannah thought about 
the job. She thought yes.
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***

From nine a.m. Hannah worked at the flower shop. She had a 
forty-five minute lunch break at around twelve. At six p.m. she 
closed up the shop, said goodbye to June, and went home. 

Once home, she made herself something to eat, usually 
noodle-based. Occasionally beans. After finishing up and 
washing the pots, she got out of her work clothes and into her 
other work clothes — a suit. She then made her way through the 
landlords door, clocked in, and from eight p.m. until one a.m. 
she tapped her terminal on the sixteenths, the sevenths, and the 
first and fourth prime numbers. She’d do this constantly for the 
five hours. The job wasn’t difficult, in fact, the constant tapping 
was hypnotic. The five hours seemed to pass by in one. Nobody 
spoke to one another. She had no idea what the names of her 
colleagues were.

At one in the morning, she’d make her way up the stairs, have 
a quick wash, and get into bed. Six hours later her alarm would 
wake her up and the words ‘keep on keeping on’ would ring 
through her mind. 

***

Tap tap. The sound had made its way into her daily thoughts. 
Keep on keeping on. Tap Tap. It was like a catchy song. One 
that had burrowed it’s way into her subconscious. Every other 
thought was followed by a tap tap, keep on, tap tap, keeping tap, 
keep on tapping on, keep tapping, tap, tap.

She hadn’t spoken to her parents for two months. She’d miss 
their calls and always meant to call them back, but could never 
work up the energy. The same went for Simon too. The last time 
he’d texted her, asking if she was ‘up to much?’ she never got 
back to him.
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I’m a real grown up now. A bonafide working woman. A real 
professional. A role model.

As she put on her floral apron, ready for the day’s work ahead. 
She looked up in the box room. It remained unchanged since 
she’d moved in. The quilt covering the boxes was still there. 
She’d occasionally open a box to get something, like some 
makeup, or some paperwork, but it wasn’t often. The quilt 
covered it all.

So much potential. I can’t wait to really start living in this house. I can’t 
wait to really start living.

Thoughts of the future washed over her. She took a deep 
breath and felt calm and relaxed.

She locked the door and headed off to work.

  



   



   



Dog Done Bad
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1

It was just after one in the afternoon when Rhuben finally 
woke. A man-heap with brown hair, piled on top of white bed 
sheets. The sunlight beamed in through the open curtains, 
hitting his pale doughy face. 
He coughed up a throat-full of phlegm and swallowed it back 
down again. He groaned and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. 
Still barely awake, he sat himself up, stretched his arms out, 
and cracked his neck. He stood up, grabbed his way-too-old 
dressing gown, with its stains and its crusty patches, and 
wrapped it around his shoulders. He yawned again.
He emerged from the bedroom and immediately went through 
the adjacent door  — the bathroom. He flipped open the toilet 
seat lid, sat down, and began. 

***

Meanwhile, across town, his wife Jody had just finished her 
ten-hour shift. In those ten hours she’d helped nurse a child 
with a broken wrist, an elderly lady with a burnt hand, a 
teenage stab victim, and a man with something lodged where it 
shouldn’t be. 
By the end of the shift she'd come in to contact with pus, 
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mucus, blood, alcohol, vomit, and poo. As is life for a nurse in 
the A&E department. As is life for Jody.

***

Rhuben settled himself in for the long haul. This wasn’t a 
simple sit down and go job. Luckily, to keep himself occupied, 
he found that Jody had left her iPad on the table next to him. 
He woke it up, and, to his delight, it had thirty percent charge 
left. He bumped his victorious fist in the air, and checked his 
social media. Interesting, he thought, that in today’s world I’m able 
to check up on my old school friends and empty my bowels at the same 
time. He shook his head with amazement.

***

On her way home from the hospital, Jody popped in to the 
corner shop to pick up some essentials. Bread, milk, teabags, 
sugar, bran flakes, chocolate, wine, and a pack of mints. When 
the shopkeeper asked if she’d like a pack of croissants, she said 
“yes”. After all, they were on offer. 
As she left the shop and neared the street to her house, she 
checked the label on the croissants. They were two days out of 
date. Under her breath, she whispered the word 
“motherfucker”.

***

Back at the house, Rhuben had been sat down on the toilet for 
about an hour. His bowels had long been empty, but he’d been 
trapped in a chain of catchy blog headlines such as Ten People 
Who Have Ruined Their Life or This Is Why You Should Never Drink 
Water. He’d tap on the headline, scan the contents, and then, at 
the bottom of the page, he would be lured in by more catchy 
headlines. He Didn’t Realise He Was A Sheep. The Aliens Are Here 
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And They’re Homeless. Wide-eyed Man’s Eyes Fall Out.
As he scanned an article about a woman who'd found a hat in 
her back garden, which may or may not have belonged to Jack 
the Ripper, he thought that this was the last one. It was time he 
disconnected from the internet  and moved on to something 
else. He got to the bottom of the article, sighed, and then 
tapped on the next headline. Man Turns Out To Be 300 Years Old. 
Just then, he heard the front door opening. He could hear the 
rustling of plastic shopping bags and the jingling of house keys.
"Hello," he shouted down from the bathroom.
"Just me," Jody replied. 
"Oh, hey baby," he said. "How was work?"
"It was okay … y’know, standard work stuff really." Rhuben 
could hear as she placed the keys in to the key bowl next to the 
door. "Gotta pay the bills," she said.
"Yuh huh. Yeh. Sure." Rhuben nodded. "Hey, y’know, this job 
hunt is going really well. I’ve been … pushing … real hard on 
this end, so y’know, something is bound to pop up sooner or 
later."
Splash.
"Yeh?" Jody said. 
Rhuben waited for her to continue. She didn’t.
"Yeh," he said finally. He heard Jody pick up the shopping 
bags and open the kitchen door.
"Did you do some shopping?"
" … Yeh."
"Ah that’s great. I’m starving. God, I love you," he said.
"What?" she replied.
"I said, I love you." 
"Uh huh." 
Rhuben listened as she went in to the kitchen. He shrugged 
and went back to the iPad. He got to the bottom of the article 
about the old man and stopped. His eyes widened. He tapped 
on an article titled Have You Ever Wanted To Be A Dog?
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"This is incredible," Rhuben said. "It’s a scientific breakthrough 
and it’s only ten thousand pounds." He paced with excitement 
and pointed his finger in the air like he’d made the 
breakthrough himself. 
Jody did her best to avoid his eye contact. She was kneeling 
behind the open fridge door and was rearranging the food to 
make room for the shopping. 
"I don’t … we can’t afford something like that. And how? I just 
… I can’t understand. Why would you even want to?" she said 
as she crammed a milk bottle between a carton of orange juice 
and a pot of cottage cheese.
"Why? Why would I even want to?" Rhuben scoffed. "Can you 
hear how naive you sound?"
Jody could feel him glaring through the fridge door at her. She 
sighed, closed the fridge door and stood up. Rhuben crossed 
his arms.
"It’s ridiculous. How are you going to get a job? How are you 
going to clean up the house? How … what about the future? 
What if we want …" her voice quietened. "... kids and stuff?" 
Rhuben stepped towards Jody and placed his hands on her 
shoulders.



76

"Jody. I’ve never told you this before, but this has always been 
my dream. I’ve always felt like I was born in the wrong body, 
and … it affects my self-confidence, it affects my livelihood. I 
mean, if it wasn’t for you, I’d never even leave the house." He 
looked into Jody's eyes. She could see herself in his. 
"Sometimes I can’t even sleep because I’m so uncomfortable." 
Jody took a deep breath inwards. 
"Well," she said. "That’s probably the bed."
"It’s not the bed, it’s me," he said, nodding.
Jody broke eye contact and looked away. She concentrated on 
a picture on the shelf. It was of her and Rhuben when they 
first got together. Younger, happier, and full of plans — plans 
to see the world, to become world-famous creative types, to 
make the world a better place, to be successful — the usual. 
Plans, which over the years of work, rent, tax, and wrinkles, 
had dimmed somewhat. 
"But that’s all of our savings," she said. 
Rhuben threw his hands into the air and stepped away from 
Jody. He placed his hands over his face.
"Jesus, Jody! And to think … of all the times I supported you, 
like the time you dyed your hair blonde, even though it looked 
kinda grey to me." Rhuben had raised his voice, causing the 
neighbours’ dog to bark. 
Jody sighed. She looked around the kitchen. She saw the out-
of-date croissants sitting on the counter, ready to go straight 
into the bin. A waste of one pound forty-nine.
"Rhuben, if we do this, we’re going to have to spend, like, all of 
our savings. I can’t … I mean, I can’t understand, but if it’s 
something you feel is important."
Rhuben turned around, smiling, stepped back to Jody, looking 
at her with excited soon-to-be-puppy-dog eyes.
"I do. It’s so important to me."
"I’m still not sure how all of this works," she sighed.
"Well," Rhuben said, now buzzing. "Reading up on it, it looks 
like a simple three-step process.”
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Step 1

Rhuben scratched his head. He couldn't believe it was all 
happening. The Dog-Optometrists was based in a small town 
called Sinfin. That was only an hour’s drive from where he 
lived. Only an hour, he thought. It must be fate.
He ran his fingernails over the stubble on his cheek and looked 
at Jody. The office wasn't what you'd expect a medical 
professional's office to be. There was a desk, a computer, a 
printer, a small stack of books, a wooden plaque with the name 
Dr A. Bankowski written on it, and a plastic chair – the kind 
you might find in a beer garden. The floor hadn't been 
carpeted and the walls hadn't been painted. Instead it was all 
brickwork and concrete and it smelled like damp dust too.
They'd been sitting waiting in plastic chairs for twenty 
minutes.
Rhuben looked over to Jody. She rolled her eyes. She hadn't 
said much since they'd arrived. Other than pointing out that it 
looked like a factory, which it did. Rhuben couldn't argue with 
that, but he liked it. He said it was the real deal. It was raw. 
"Hi there," a man said as he walked in. "I hope you've not been 
waiting too long." 
Rhuben smiled and turned to look at him. He was a short man 
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with receding hair and thick bushy eyebrows. 
"And you must be Rhuben?" he said, holding his hand out to 
Rhuben. "And ... Mrs Rhuben?" he added, shaking Jody's 
hand. "My name is Doctor Adrian Bankowski, and I'll be 
leading you through this beautiful and natural journey you 
have embarked upon."
"We're very excited," Rhuben said.
"I bet you are," he said.
The doctor sat down on the other side of the desk, pulled out a 
pair of glasses from his pocket and began reading from a form. 
His eyes darted about the page and he mumbled as he read 
through the notes.
"Ah hah, I see," he said. "Excellent."
Rhuben looked over at Jody and smiled. She didn't notice. She 
was zoned out. Rhuben tapped his foot against hers. She woke 
from her daze and looked at Rhuben and smiled back.
"Well," Dr Bankowski said. He looked up from the paperwork 
and clasped his hands together. "The procedure you’re looking 
at here is a radical new treatment we offer. People have been 
able to choose their gender for a while now, but never before 
have they had the opportunity to choose their species. This 
Dog-Optomy, as we call it, is a relatively simple procedure, but 
there are going to be a few steps on the way to ensure that the 
operation is successful."
He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a stack of white 
cards. He took the card from the top and handed it to Rhuben. 
Rhuben turned it over in his hand. It was a picture of a 
chocolate labrador in a sunny garden. He handed the card to 
Jody.
"What’s this for?" she asked. Her brow furrowed.
"What do you think?" Rhuben said. "Is it a breed you like?"
She looked back at the picture.
"It's okay I guess." 
"Perhaps the next one?" Dr Bankowski said. He held his hand 
out and took the card from Jody and placed it at the bottom of 
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the stack. He then handed Rhuben the next card from the top. 
This one was a picture of a Jack Russell Terrier lying down on 
a dog bed. Rhuben instantly shook his head. "Not for me. 
that one." He showed the picture to Jody. She barely looked at 
the card before shaking her head.
"Okay, and this one?" 
Doctor Bankowski went through each card with Rhuben and 
Jody. Each was okay. Some were better than others, but none 
of them were perfect. Labradors were chubby, Terriers were 
small, German Shepherds were scary. As they went through 
the different breeds, Jody became increasingly quiet. Rhuben 
looked over to her. He saw her looking at the back of her own 
hand. When she noticed him looking, she looked up and gave 
him a brief smile. 
Probably just worrying about the expense of it all, he thought.
Dr Bankowski sighed and produced the last card. He handed 
it to Rhuben, whose eyes widened.
"I think this is the one," he said. "This is the fucking one." 
Dr Bankowski clapped his hands. He showed Jody the picture 
of the Border collie. It was holding a stick in its mouth, looking 
up at the camera. Jody inspected the picture closely.
"Well, Mrs Rhuben, is this the one? Is this the effing one?"
"I guess," she said, shrugging. "Why not?"
 

Step 2

"Rhuben, how do you feel about balls?" Dr Bankowski said, 
pressing a cold stethoscope to Rhuben's naked chest. He 
cringed.
"Yeh, you mean like tennis balls, right?" 
"Yes, like tennis balls."
"Well, I like them I guess."
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Jody was sat down in the corner of the examination room. 
Which was the next room to Dr Bankowski's office. It was just 
as bare and just as rough. Three chairs, a table topped with 
equipment, and an examination bench.
"Is all of this ... " 
The Doctor and Rhuben turned around to look at Jody. 
"Sorry, but is all of this health and safety approved?" she 
asked. 
"Well of course it is," Rhuben said with a snort. "Medical 
professionals like these guys don't operate without that sort of 
thing ... am I right, Doctor?" He looked back to Dr 
Bankowski.
"Ahem," Dr Bankowski cleared his throat. "Of course. We're 
all ... " he pointed at the ceiling, and then at the walls, "this is 
all approved by the ... erm, safety man. He came last week in 
fact. He came by and inspected everything and he said 
everything here, was, is, safe." He pointed at the table. "This 
table is particularly safe." 
Jody looked at Rhuben. Her eyebrow lifted. 
"See," Rhuben said. "It's all good." 
Jody gave him the same look she gave him when he’d told her 
that terracotta was a type of cheese. They looked at each other 
in silence, waiting for the other to speak. Dr Bakowski 
coughed
"Shall we continue?" he asked. Rhuben nodded. "So ... how do 
you feel about squirrels?"
"They're, okay I guess" Rhuben said. "They're more Jody's 
thing." He looked over to Jody, but she didn't look back. He 
tapped his foot against hers to get her attention again, and 
mouthed the words ‘I love you' but she turned away, pulled 
her phone out of her pocket, and started to read something.
Dr Bankowski took his stethoscope off and placed it on the 
table. He patted Rhuben on the head.
"Okay, all done. You did well.”
"So what does that mean?" Rhuben said.
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"You're a perfect applicant for the procedure."
Rhuben fist-pumped.

Step 3

Dr Bankowski walked Rhuben and Jody through a corridor 
and out into a large warehouse area. It was vast and filthy and 
looked as though the previous occupants had left most of their 
equipment behind. Various pieces of machinery littered the 
floor, gathering dust. It was difficult to tell what any of them 
were used for, but they each had their own nozzles, and 
switches, belts and sharp bits. 
Dr Bankowski led them to the centre of the warehouse. There 
was a square area separated off from the rest of the warehouse 
by lime green curtains. It was hard to tell what the doctor had 
hidden behind the curtains, but there was obviously some great 
machine. It spilled out over the top of the curtains, with 
cabling in various colours winding away to the other side of the 
warehouse. 
The doctor pulled apart an opening in the curtains and waved 
Ruben and Jody inside, where they saw the machine for what 
it was — a giant gun pointing at a single plastic chair. 
Rhuben's mouth was agape as he looked the machine up and 
down. He looked over to Jody who was doing the same. It was 
difficult not to be amazed at the invention. Built in to the side 
of it was a touchscreen interface. The doctor had already 
started tapping away on it.
Rhuben held his hand out to Jody, who gripped it. They both 
took a deep breath. 
The machine beeped and suddenly ten or so tiny red lights 
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dotted over it lit up. The doctor turned and smiled at them 
both. 
"If you'd like to take a seat please," he said, waving Rhuben 
over to the plastic chair.
Jody kissed Rhuben on the cheek and he left her to sit down 
on the chair. 
"Are you sure this is what you'd like, Rhuben?" asked the 
doctor.
Rhuben nodded and the doctor slammed a big red button on 
the side of the machine. It whirred into life and surged and 
swelled with power. Rhuben looked up at the nozzle pointing 
directly at his head. A ball of light grew bigger and brighter. 
He squinted as he looked over towards Jody. 
As the light encompassed him completely, he thought he saw 
Jody mouthing the words 'I love you too', but he couldn't be 
sure.

***

"He's still ... Rhuben, isn't he?" Jody asked.
"He's still the man you love, but now in the form that he feels 
most comfortable, a lovely Border collie," he said. "A smart 
breed too, I might add."
Rhuben wandered over towards Jody, wagging his tail. She 
held her hand out and he licked it. Sitting down, he looked up 
at her, as if he were asking “Well, how do I look?”
"You do look cute as a dog," she said, stroking his head.
"So, shall we clear that balance of yours?" Dr Bankowski said.
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Jody sat down at the breakfast table in the kitchen. She 
wrapped her hands around her coffee mug, warming them. In 
front of her was a bowl of untouched porridge. She sipped 
from the coffee and looked out through the glass patio doors 
into the garden. A squirrel skipped across the top of the fence. 
It looks beautiful, Jody thought. Not warm or sunny, but fresh. She 
sipped again from her coffee and looked across the table to 
Rhuben.
His furry face was licking away from his bowl of porridge. The 
birdsong outside was marred by the sound of his rough tongue 
grating against the porridge oats. With every lick, oats 
splashed out across the breakfast table. A drop splashed out 
and landed on Jody’s finger. 
He finished his porridge and looked up at Jody, licking his 
porridge-covered lips. 
"Well, I’ll be honest. You make a much better-looking dog then 
you did a human," she said as she wiped the porridge off of her 
hand. 
Rhuben climbed down from the chair and sat down next to the 
patio door. The squirrel at the bottom of the garden had 
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returned. Rhuben barked. 
"Rhuben, please," Jody said. 
Rhuben barked again.
Jody finished her coffee and opened the patio door. Rhuben 
burst out into the garden, leaping up the fence towards the 
squirrel, which disappeared into the neighbour’s garden.
Jody picked up a tennis ball from the kitchen side and stepped 
out in to the garden.
"Rhuben," she called, throwing the ball out to him. He chased 
it down and picked it up, and then took it back to Jody, to be 
thrown again. With each throw, Rhuben bounced around the 
garden with excitement. Jody couldn’t remember seeing him 
so happy. She looked up at the grey overcast sky and took a 
deep breath. The fresh air filled her lungs and she smiled. As 
she looked back down to Rhuben, she saw her husband, who 
was now a dog, squatting, taking a shit. His body trembled as 
he produced the largest heap of excrement Jody could ever 
imagine coming out of a dog.
"Oh, for fuck’s sake, Rhuben," she grumbled as she went back 
into the kitchen. 
She opened up a drawer and grabbed a handful of clear plastic 
bags. She put one over her hand, and then walked back 
towards the affected area. Rhuben was now at the other end of 
the garden, sniffing daffodils, unaware of the mountain Jody 
was about to climb. She crouched down, held her breath, and 
grabbed as big a handful as she could, whilst fighting back her 
gag reflex
Powering through, she picked up the poo and pulled the plastic 
bag over it and then tied it up, but this wasn’t a one-bag job. 
She prepped the second bag.

***

Rhuben sniffed Jody’s feet. They smelled interesting. 
Everything smelled interesting now. It was like he could smell 
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for the first time. He was colour blind but now could see ... 
figuratively. There were pros and cons to being a dog. Rhuben 
hadn’t given it much thought. Being a dog, he didn't dwell on 
things. That was one of the pros.
Jody was watching TV. Rhuben was watching her. She didn’t 
notice. 
Somewhere a dog barked. Rhuben barked back. 
"Rhuben!" Jody shouted. 
She looked angry. She turned the TV off and went upstairs. 
He followed her. 
On the way up the stairs he smelled a pile of dirty socks, licked 
the back of a shoe, and barked once more. Jody turned and 
tapped him on the nose. He wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong.
He followed her into the bedroom. She put her pyjamas on 
then went back out. He jumped onto the bed. It was comfy. He 
buried his head into the pillow and rolled on to his back. 
When Jody came back she was angry again. She hit him on 
the nose and pushed him off the bed and pointed to some 
towels on the floor.
"I’ll get you a proper bed soon," she said. "But for now you’re 
sleeping there."
Rhuben whined. He sat down on the towels and watched Jody 
as she turned the light off and climbed into the bed. 
In the darkness, he whined again.
"Rhuben, go to sleep," she said.
He laid down.
After a while she became still and silent, so he climbed onto the 
bed. She didn’t wake. He laid down on the mattress and fell 
asleep.
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Rhuben wasn’t allowed to sleep on the bed because his brown 
and white fur got everywhere, but every single morning Jody 
would find him sprawled out on the covers. She even bought 
him a nice new dog bed with cute little paw prints on it, and 
each night would start with him curled up in it, but when she 
woke, he was on the bed. 
Looking after Rhuben soon became a second job. In the 
mornings and evenings she would have to walk him, pick up 
his poo and feed him. She’d occasionally brush him, bath him, 
and she even started him on his own special diet, because the 
internet said that dogs shouldn’t live on human food.
One evening she was so tired that she’d fallen asleep on the 
sofa. She woke, late in the evening, to find Rhuben licking her 
hand. When she looked to him, he whined and then licked her 
on the face. It was the sweetest thing he’d done since the 
operation, perhaps since they'd gotten married.
Exhausted, she made her way up to the bedroom and fell 
asleep again, not caring where Rhuben slept that night. She 
woke in the middle of the night feeling a thumping against her 
leg. Initially she wasn’t sure if she was dreaming, but looking 
down she saw a silhouette on the bed moving up and down, up 



88

and down. She moved her hand to it and grabbed a handful of 
fur.
“Euurgh,” she said as she shot out of bed. 
She flicked the light on to see Rhuben, panting away on the 
bed. His tongue was out of his mouth, flapping away and his 
eyebrows were raised up as if to say 'what did I do?'
“Bad dog,” she said. “You’re a bad dog.” 
She smacked him on the top of his backside and he fled the 
bedroom with his tail between his legs. She sat down on then 
bed and cried. That was the last night Rhuben slept in the 
bedroom.
A few months later, after watching a film on the sofa in the 
front room, Jody fell asleep. She woke up in the middle of the 
night. Unsure where she was she woke with a panic, until she 
saw that Rhuben’s big head was resting on her stomach. He 
was fast asleep, snoring. She looked at his furry face and felt a 
sense of calm. She stroked his head until she fell back to sleep.
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The first few months were a struggle to adjust, but as time 
went by Rhuben settled more and more into his role as a dog. 
Jody had even considered taking Rhuben to agility training, 
where he could run around hurdles, and through tunnels and 
hoops. 
"It’ll be great exercise for the both of you," her friend had said. 
"And it will make for great bonding time."
"That would be nice," Jody said. "We haven't been on a date in 
ages."  
Her friend had given her all the details for the agility class, and 
she'd kept meaning to go, but like a lot of things in life, it 
slipped away with time until it was lost forever on her 
‘someday list’. 
The years soon disappeared. Rhuben's fur became peppered 
with grey. His eyes grew dimmer, and he was now taking two 
tablets a day to help control his weak bladder. A side-effect of 
the Dog-Optomy was the accelerated aging process. The 
procedure was all over so quickly, they'd hardly thought to ask 
Doctor Bankowski about these effects. As it turned out, a post-
op’s aging accelerates to that of a dog’s – seven years for every 
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one human year.
On her way home from work, Jody drove to the Dog-
Optometrists to see Dr Bankowski. She’d had to make the 
appointment months in advance, because the doctor had been 
too busy to see her.
When she walked inside she was amazed. No longer was the 
office a simple desk in a bare and dirty room with plastic 
chairs. It had been transformed into some sort of gentlemen's 
lounge and now had Chesterfield chairs, a mahogany desk, an 
expensive computer, a bookshelf crammed with leather bound 
books. Dr Bankowski greeted her with a warm smile and a 
firm handshake. He was now completely bald, but still had his 
bushy eyebrows and was even sporting a neatly trimmed 
mustache, which seemed to balance on the top of his lip.
"Mrs Rhuben, it’s been too long."
"Hi, thanks for seeing me at such … well," she said.
"Ah yes, well, things have been much busier for us here since 
Rhuben’s operation. The Dog-Optomy is now as common as 
breast augmentation," he said as he sat back down behind his 
desk. 
Jody crossed her arms.
"Well, I guess I came here to tell you that Rhuben is dying." 
The doctor nodded solemnly and took a deep breath in.
"This is unfortunate," he said. "The aging process in the body 
of a dog is accelerated for sure. We’ve all had pets growing up, 
haven’t we, Mrs Rhuben. As children we are given pets to 
practice saying goodbye when they die."
"Rhuben is my husband, Dr Bankowski, not my pet."
Doctor Bankowski crossed his legs. He ran his finger over his 
eyebrows.
"Personally, I've found that people only get these sorts of 
operations done – y’know, breast implants, gender changes, 
species changes, etc – because they're unhappy with their 
current lot. In some cases, it's the right thing to do, no matter 
what the health implications are. If a man or woman is born in 
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the wrong body, they should be able to change that, if they so 
wish. If a woman has body dysmorphia and feels like she's too 
fat and has tiny breasts, then liposuction and breast 
augmentation may be just the thing to counterbalance that, but 
sometimes, someone does it for the wrong reasons." He looked 
over the desk and pressed his hands together. "Sometimes they 
do it because they're bored."
"Doctor, I don't ... “
"Why do you think Rhuben wanted the operation?"
"I don't know," she said. "But I feel like ... " 
Jody was interrupted by the doctor's phone ringing. He picked 
it up.
"Okay, send them through," he said, then put the phone down. 
"I'm sorry," he said. "I have a patient scheduled.”
"That's okay," she smiled. "I need to get back anyway."

***

Jody opened the front door and threw her keys into the key 
bowl. She walked into the hallway. She checked herself in the 
mirror and walked through into the living room. She slumped 
onto the brown leather sofa. She stretched herself out and 
thought about taking a break, a holiday, escaping.
"Rhuben?" she said.
Maybe she could take the car, and drive through the Channel 
Tunnel, make her way around Europe. She'd have to find 
someone to look after Rhuben, though. Maybe she should take 
him with her. He wouldn't be too bad. They could drive 
around Europe and make their living on the road. They could 
rob banks. The modern Bonnie and Clyde. 
"Rhuben?" she called again. 
When he didn't run into living room, tail wagging, she sat up. 
Walking into the kitchen there was no sign of him. She noticed 
that the patio door was open, just enough for a dog to squeeze 
through. 
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She pushed the door all the way open and walked out in to the 
garden. Some toys, some poo, some yellowing patches of grass. 
No Rhuben. However, the gate to the neighbour’s garden was 
open. Jody took a deep breath. Her heart pumped heavy. She 
ran her hand through her hair. 
In the summer air, she could hear the breathing, the panting. 
She didn't need to, but she looked anyway. In front of the 
freshly painted shed, in the beautiful well-kept garden, Rhuben 
was on top of the neighbour’s poodle, Marnie. 
His brown and white bum was thrusting. His tongue was out. 
All Jody could do was watch for a second. She then stepped 
backwards, made her way back into the house and back to the 
sofa where she sat down and cried.
Wiping her tears she closed her eyes, brought her knees up to 
her chest, and wrapped her arms around them. She stayed like 
that for what seemed like hours, locked away in her cocoon.
When she did open her eyes, she saw that Rhuben had fallen 
asleep on the sofa next to her. He was sprawled out. She could 
tell he was fast asleep because his leg was kicking and his eyes 
were quivering. She looked at the grey hairs on his chin. There 
was no doubt about it; he was getting old. How long did he 
even have left? A year or two maybe, if he was lucky.

***

Rhuben woke to the smell of food. He was tired still. He 
jumped down from the sofa and felt a sharp pain in his hips. 
He winced and carried on into the kitchen. Jody was dishing 
out some of the new food into his bowl. He used to get the 
kibble bits, but now he was getting different food. Real meaty 
chunks. Pungent smelly chunks that tasted great. He sat down 
next to her leg and pressed his head against her. She didn’t 
look back. She placed his metal dog bowl on the floor and left 
him to eat it. 
By the time he was finished, Jody was making her way up the 
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stairs to the bedroom holding a cup of tea. He followed her.
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There wasn’t really a fourth step in the Dog-Optomy 
procedure, but Jody felt like there should be one. It should be 
in the pamphlet.
To her right, Rhuben held his face through the small opening 
in the car window. His tongue lapped against the summer 
breeze. Jody took her hand from the steering wheel, reached 
over, and ran her fingers through the fur on his back. He 
pulled his nose out of the car window and looked over his 
shoulder at Jody, grinning like a mad dog. A mad old dog, with 
a dry nose and yellowing teeth. You can always tell when a dog 
is finding its years when they start to collect more and more 
conditions — bladder control problems, skin problems, eye 
problems. 
Even with all that, like any dog, Rhuben seemed happy. He 
turned back to the window, nuzzled his snout into the gap and 
licked the wind.
She thought about her friend's dog, the blind, deaf, and dumb 
one, who now only experienced the world through what it 
walked into. 
The roads were clear today, so the journey to the vet was 
quicker than expected. Jody felt like stopping the car, letting 
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him out to have a sniff and a little runaround, but she kept 
going. If she stopped, she might never start again. 
"Family tragedy." That’s what she’d told them at work. That’s 
all they needed. "Do you want an extra day off?" they asked. 
No. She didn’t need anything. She didn't want anything.
They arrived early and were forced to sit down in the waiting 
room with a man in a flat cap with his tom cat in its cat carrier. 
It did its best to hide, but you could see its angry little eyes 
looking out through the bars, swearing vengeance. The cat 
meowed and Rhuben whined.
The nurse called them in. 
Rhuben walked into the operating room. It wasn’t his first 
time. Usually the routine was to get on the table, lie down, 
open mouth, listen to the vet, but today the vet didn’t say 
anything.
Jody wiped a tear from her eye and sniffled. She kneeled 
down in front of Rhuben and held her hands behind his ears. 
She kissed his head. The needle went in. The tears welled as 
Rhuben’s head lowered. 
"I’ll leave you alone for a few minutes," the vet said. "To say 
your goodbyes."
Jody kissed his head again, and for a second he looked up. 
Through his hazy old eyes she saw the man she once loved. His 
head tilted to the side and his expression asked ‘what’s 
happening?’
With her face buried into the fur around his neck, Jody cried. 
"I’m sorry," she said. "I’m sorry."
Nobody said anything when she left. Even the old man and his 
cat seemed taken aback when they saw her carrying an empty 
dog collar.
The drive home was shorter than the drive there. As she drove 
she thought back to the time she’d caught Rhuben with the 
neighbour’s dog. She thought about how that moment had 
changed their relationship. She’d walked back inside, got her 
phone and called the vet.
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"I'd like to have a dog put down," she said.
"Okay," the woman on the other end said. "Did it hurt you?"
Jody pulled in to her driveway, and put on the handbrake. She 
switched the engine off, and took a deep breath. A deeper 
breath then she'd taken in years. She nodded her head.
"Yes," she had said down the phone. "He hurt me.”
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A Mother's Letter

Hello son,

I know it has been a long time. I barely remember what you 
look like. I’m only e-mailing because my maternal instincts have 
kicked in again. I doubt they’ll stay long, but you never know — 
unwelcome guests always stay the longest.

How long has it been? Two years? Three? Did you carry on 
seeing that girl of yours? Are you married yet? 

I believe that the last time I saw you, you were doing your 
studies. Did anything ever come of that? Are you successful now?

I do apologise for all of the questions, but I am curious. There 
is a bond between us, unfortunately. It’s like an invisible leash 
that ties us down. You’ll understand one day, when you have 
your own children. Which reminds me, do you have any yet? If 
not, why? You are fertile aren’t you?

More questions I’m afraid. 
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Your dad is outside again, building a new shed. He always 
seems to be building things: sheds, patios, kitchen units, and to 
be honest, we don’t need any of these things. I think he worries 
that if he isn’t working on something, he’ll rot away and die, like 
that apple you went to eat. Do you remember?

We bought those home grown apples, and they sat in the fruit 
bowl. We didn’t want to eat them because they looked dirty, and 
they weren’t as shiny or green as the ones we get from the shops. 
But your dad got angry, because he’d spent money on them. 
Your dad promised you that you would be fine. But you were 
right, as you went to bite into it, a little maggot, a little dirty-
white ringed thing, popped its head through the surface of the 
apple, as if to say ‘don’t eat my me’. 

I remember you weren’t happy about that. Rather you than 
me, I thought. 

Let’s just be glad that you didn’t eat it. Imagine if you did. The 
maggot might have lived on inside of your stomach. It might 
have been sat in your stomach for all of these years, eating away 
at your core, just like it did the apple’s. And as it’s grown over 
the years, it’s become bigger and hungrier. What would happen 
then? Well I imagine you might be taking a bath, and as you’re 
flesh grew soft and moist and wrinkly, the thing would burst its 
way out of your stomach. It would be all grown up now, as large 
as a cat, and it would flap about like a fish out of water, splashing 
the soapy blood over the white tiles of the bathroom.

Let’s be glad that you didn’t eat it.
Even so, I feel like we might have been born with a maggot 

inside of us. A metaphorical one I mean, and as we get older it 
grows inside of us, until one day, its big enough to burst its way 
out. 

You don’t have to e-mail me back,

Mum.
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The Underdog

I've always identified with the underdog. It's a powerful place 
to be. An underdog scrambles, kicks, scratches, spits, and 
thrashes its way through to where it wants to go. It does what 
it has to. 
In some ways the underdog has nothing to lose, but in others, 
it has everything to lose. 
I remember back in secondary school. I was fifteen or so. I had 
the longest hair, for a boy, in my school. I'd just gotten into 
rock and heavy metal and I'd grown my fringe all the way 
down to my eyes. Doesn't seem like much now, but where I 
came from, it was huge. So many kids had their quiffs neatly 
gelled into perfect waves, you'd think it was part of the 
uniform. I couldn't even tell you why I wanted to grow my 
hair. I think it had something to do with being different. Being 
an individual. I am not a number … and all that.
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There were some in the school who thought it was cool that I 
was growing my hair, and there were others, the majority, who 
didn't appreciate it one bit. My unruly fringe was ruining their 
lives apparently. More than anything it amazed me how many 
teachers my hair offended.
My German teacher, Mr Dunning, a scary white haired cinder 
block who was prone to chair-throwing, took a particular 
disliking to my fringe. As the class would stick their heads into 
their books and practice writing numbers in German, he would 
come over to my desk and whisper into my ear.
“Get your hair cut, you look fucking ridiculous.”
The language he used was educational, but not in the way 
you'd expect.
The only way I knew to respond was by smiling, nodding, 
pretending like he was telling me a private joke that the rest of 
the class weren't allowed to hear. God forbid anyone was to 
know I was in pain.
The bullying got worse in other ways. Where the teachers were 
limited to verbal abuse, the students were not. A golfball to the 
back of the head. A kick to the kidneys. A punch in the nose — 
there was so much blood I was sure they'd broken it.
But I never cut my hair. In fact, I grew it longer. I thought to 
myself that if these people are so angry about having hair down 
to my eyes, wait till they see it down to my shoulders.
I wasn't going to be a victim, I was going to be the underdog.
A few years after finishing that school I went back to pick up 
some award or something and I remember shaking my head in 
disbelief. There were boys with long hair everywhere. Running 
around the playgrounds, smiling — their hair blowing in the 
wind. I pictured Mr Dunning having a fresh heart attack each 
time his class of long haired boys entered his room. 
 "Heilige Scheiße!" he'd scream over and over as the hair in the 
classroom grew by the second.
Maybe it was a fashion thing. Maybe the times had moved on. 
I felt like how I imagine an elder lady who lived through 
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woman's suffrage might feel when she sees a group of young 
girls voting. Smiles on their faces. Wistfully thinking about 
who to vote for.
"They don't know what we went through dammit. They don't 
know."
I'm not saying I'm Rosa Parks here. 
But in a way … I feel like I won. Not because it was socially 
acceptable for kids to grow their hair. Like I said I probably 
didn't have anything to do with that. I felt like I won, because 
even during the nights I couldn't sleep, where I worked it over 
and over in my head, wondering why people hated me so 
much, and yes, I admit, after getting punched in the face, I 
cried, but even so, after all that, I refused to cut my hair.
Having said all that, cut to present day, and I'm losing all my 
hair, but that's okay. The universe is funny like that.
But the point is … in your struggles in life, your shitty job, 
your diet, your abusive relationship, your fight against 
alcoholism, your fight … whatever it may be. 
You're not the victim, you're the fucking underdog, and god 
dam, wait till they see you bite.



So long ...



If you enjoyed this book, or even if you kinda liked it, please 
LEAVE A REVIEW. I’m an indie author. That means that I 
don’t have the backing of a huge company with bags of cash to 
spend on adverts and book tours and skittles. In today’s world, 
with so many amazing writers out there, reviews are one of the 
only ways writers break through the obscurity.  

With that said, I’d greatly appreciate a nice little review.  

All the best,

Luke Kondor.



Luke Kondor is an award winning filmmaker and writer. He’s 
written some things about some stuff and has plans to move 
into writing other things about other stuff. He has a bright 
future ahead of him … writing words on pages. 

He’s been featured on iO9, Digg, Raindance, Londonist, and 
in C41 Magazine.

When he isn’t doing that nonsense, he podcasts, blogs, tweets, 
and googles.

www.lukekondor.com
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