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Late afternoon on a mild July 
Saturday. A weak sun struggles 
through clouds thin and white as 
gauze. I’m building a tiny Jenga 
tower of kindling in the clay oven 
set against the outside of the 
house. 
   Inside, Marie folds dough in 
the kitchen with swift, precise 
movements.
   We’ve been married five years 
today. For reasons best known to 
herself, Marie has invited Dave 
and Lucia to dinner to mark the 
occasion. I anticipated our usual 
anniversary routine: restaurant, 
then bar, then back to the hotel 
to fuck like rabbits, but what 
Marie wants, she usually gets.
    ‘David’ Marie calls from the 
kitchen.
   ‘Yes?’
   ‘We need mozzarella’
   ‘I bought mozarella’
   ‘No, I asked you to buy buffalo 
mozzarella. This is no good’.
   ‘Fucks’s sake. Alright then. I’ll 
go to the deli.’
   ‘David. You know how I hate it 
when you use that word. We need 
wine too. Something that’s not 
from a supermarket this time’.

   I walk round the front of the 
house, crunching gravel. Marie’s 
Civic is on the drive, so I take 
that. 
   The road into town is heavy 
with memories. I could tell you 
my life story from the shops and 
houses that run either side. I pass 
the newsagent where I started 
my working life aged twelve 
delivering papers and porn 
round the estates. 
   Further on, the launderette 
where mum worked for twenty-
odd years after dad lost his job. 
She’d  come home smelling of 
detergent and John Player 
Specials. Dad would be sat in the 
armchair with his betting slips, 
his quick wits turning bitter on a 
diet of Marx and Johnny Walker 
Red.
   Past lives. I could run a million 
miles and this town would still 
have its hold on me.
   I park up in the multi-storey 
attached to the shopping centre.     
The centre is squat and ugly, 
like some repurposed cold war 
command centre.  Inside, people 
shuffle across its fake marble 
floors like drones, faces lit by 

The Day of the Staffies 
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jaundice-yellow striplights.
   Everyone seems to have 
brought their dog today: chavs in 
twos and threes with squat-nosed 
Staffie terriers on short leashes. 
It’s like Jeremy Kyle’s Crufts in 
here.
   I hurry to the deli. Inside I 
order mozzarella and expensive, 
unpronounceable Tuscan wine. 
Olives too. There’s something 
about these bourgeois 
operations that compels you to 
buy fucking olives.
   From outside comes the sound 
of thumping and scratching. A 
dog throws itself against the 
deli’s window. Its owner, some 
rickets-faced kid in polo shirt 
and chinos, laughs with his 
friends. ‘Posh wanker’ I see them 
mouth, ‘you’re gay, mate’.  
   The old me wants to deck every 
one of them. The new me pushes 
past the kids outside, head down, 
rage simmering.  Marie likes me 
to keep out of trouble.
   I head for the escalators up to 
the carpark. People are flooding 
into the shopping centre now, 
Mongol hordes in Primarni bear-
skins. All of them have Staffie 
terriers. All of them.
   And it’s quiet. Too quiet. Every 
person in the centre now is mute. 
Couples walk side by side in 
silence. Babies lie quiet in their 
prams. The kids from outside the 

deli shuffle behind their dogs, 
faces blank, mouths shut. 
   The Staffies are the most 
animated things in here. Their 
eyes are bright and alert. They 
walk with purpose towards the 
escalator, their leads taught, their 
owners like mute chav-Golems, 
in tow behind them.
   The hairs on the back of my 
neck stand on end. The 
atmosphere in the shopping 
centre crackles with nervous 
energy. 
   I’m hemmed in on all sides by 
shoppers now. Dogs and 
owners are still flooding through 
the centre’s automatic doors. The 
crowd carries me along towards 
the escalators. 
   There’s a huge guy with prison 
tats on my left and a teenage girl 
with a fag in her mouth to my 
right. The cigarette burns down 
to the filter in her mouth. Her 
Staffie, an overweight 
waddling furball, looks up at me 
with enquiring eyes.
   ‘What are you looking at?’ It 
says. 
   ‘Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck’
   I can’t tell if I said that or if I 
thought it. Nothing makes sense 
anymore. I look for help or 
recognition from the people 
around me, but all I see is blank, 
lifeless faces.
   I try to force my way back 
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through the crowd, but their 
momentum is unbreakable. Mr 
Prison-Tats on my left grabs me 
by the shoulder, his grip like a 
vice. The only way to stop the 
shooting pains in my arm is to let 
him bear me along. If I’m going 
to get out of this, I’m going to 
have to bide my time.
   I only came for buffalo fucking 
mozzarella.
   This is what you get for social 
climbing I guess.
   I follow the throng up the 
escalators. The dogs signal to 
each other with barks and paw 
movements. 
   All the shop lights have gone 
down except for the lamps in a 
light fittings shop on the top 
level. It’s this that the crowd is 
moving towards. Through the 
shop’s entrance, two security 
guards with dogs flank a 
woman in a supermarket 
uniform.  ‘Wendy – Duty 
Manager’ her nametag says.
   She has a huge black Staffie on 
a pink fluffy lead. It looks on with 
calm authority as we approach 
the light store. The lamps in the 
window flicker crazily, off-on, off-
on, off. 
   The crowd parts and Prison-
Tats pulls me forward.  Wendy-
Duty Manager’s dog is called 
Chanel. It’s printed in diamante 
on her collar.

   ‘Looks like we got us a live one’ 
Prison-Tat’s  dog tells Chanel.
   ‘Oh yeah? Let’s us just see 
about that.’
   Chanel pulls free of her lead 
and paces around me.
   ‘Ain’t no thinks-he’s-too-good 
fucking white-ass fucking two 
leg-walking allotment cupcake 
motherfucker’s gonna fuck with 
our shit now. Lucas!’
   ‘Yeah?’ Prison-tat’s dog 
answers.
   ‘Get this bitch a dog.’
   Lucas heads into the crowd 
while Prison-Tats holds onto my 
shoulder. ‘Sorry about this mate’ 
he says in a dead android voice.
   ‘Can’t you let me go?’ I whisper 
between gritted teeth.
   ‘Could do. Don’t want to. No.’
   Lucas returns with a white dog 
following him. Prison-Tats grabs 
the white dog’s lead, then takes 
hold of my wrist and forces the 
leash into my hand.
   A strange, keening flows up 
the lead. I feel restless, a coiled, 
furry spring, ready to jump, 
run and pee on everything that 
stands in my way. I want to lick 
things. I want to sniff butts.
I hate cats.
   But not as much as I hate the 
humans.
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   “It’s just a jump to the left!”
   “Oh sweet Jesus not yet!”
   Zach Seklof groped for the 
snooze button on the uni-wand 
by his bed like a newly born 
kitten. Theoretically sentient 
yet clinically unable, as yet, to 
open his eyes. That holo-alarm 
had seemed like such a hoot 
when Flo had given it to him for 
Christmas but in the elemental 
darkness of a January morn after 
a night on the Fullers having Tim 
Curry doing a virtual grind in 
your direction is none too pretty. 
Flo remained oblivious. Flo often 
did. It’s a talent.
   “Oh Merde!” His mood was not 
improved by the discovery that 
he had invoked that 10 minute 
escape clause more times than 
he had thought. Better call in and 

make some excuses in advance.
   “Call Echoes!”
   “DIALLING......CONNECTED”
   “Echoes, Chris speaking”
   “Oh hi Chris, running a bit late 
today....” opened Seklof weakly
   “Heard it! You know the drill 
Zachery. Get your arse down 
here and get on with it. You know 
the alternative...”
   “OK, OK! I’ll be there in 20 
minutes!”
   “CEASE”
    “DISENGAGING.....CALL 
CEASED”
    “Fucking bicycle repair man. 
Bloody toady like the rest of em”
   Zach Lycra’d up and popped 
open a tin of “Willesden Green”. 
What he would have given for 
the bacon and eggs of his youth.    
Of course since the food 

There is a light that 
never goes out 

by Barry Fentiman
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shortages of the ‘20s BritGov had 
resorted to doling out tins of a 
pate like substance named 
simply after it’s colour and place 
of manufacture. Most people 
reckoned it tasted of, well, 
Willesden.
   He pushed off and joined the 
insectoid throng of Lower Rain-
ham Road swarming towards the 
Victory power mill.
   “Another day at La Bastille”
   Chris was there at his position 
already as Zach shuffled into the 
dynamo room, Bulbous and 
leering like a slave ship 
drummer. 11 other bodies were 
already toiling away, one position 
stood idle. It had his name on it, 
blinking red on the LCD screen 
facing him. Chris sniggered.
   “Let’s see some action Seklof! 

Get pumping! Mayor Beckham 
wants to see the lights on today!”
   It was fear more than duty that 
carried him onto the bike. Slowly 
gathering pace his limbs were 
crying out already. 67. Another 
eight years before they’d let him 
stop. He had not noticed that his 
legs were not moving until they 
hauled him away, tears but no 
weeping as he briefly recalled 
another life. It’s been a pleasure 
my dear.    
   “Lights......LIGHTS!” 
   Flo sat alone in the darkness, 
feebly wafting the uni-wand at 
the silent EntCube.  
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Charles settled deeper into his 
worn armchair and continued to 
stare at his new plasma television 
set. He had read the instruction 
booklet twelve times, but still did 
not understand any of it. 
Sighing,  he pressed buttons on 
the remote control randomly.
   In front of the set a thin pillar of 
light flickered into being, some 
six feet tall. It hung there, inches 
above the frayed maroon carpet, 
then broadened slightly. A small 
sign appeared above the 
pillar of light: ‘If you can see this, 
telephone 666999666 999666999 
immediately’. He sighed, wishing 
life was not always full of such 
problems. If only Lucinda was 
there; she always knew what to 
do. They had split up three years 
earlier, when he had insisted on 
going  to the pictures when she’d 
wanted to go for a meal, and the 
ensuing argument had got out 
of proportion. His life had lost 
all momentum since then.  He 
grabbed his mobile ‘phone, and 
punched out the numbers.
   A deafening male voice 
answered.  “Name and address?” 

it barked. 
   Charles gave them. 
   “And you have a pillar of light 
in front of you?”  the thunderous 
voice continued.
   “How did you know?” Charles 
asked, holding his mobile a little 
further away from his ear.
   “Because that’s the only way 
our emergency service number 
can be accessed,” said the voice 
impatiently. “Does the pillar have 
a straight edge?”
   Charles looked up. “Not really,” 
he said. “It’s a bit blurred around 
the sides, curved, maybe. And it’s 
getting wider.”
   “Oh hell,” said the voice. “I’d 
better get over there.”
   “Yes,” the voice continued, in a 
softer tone. “It’s a reality rip all 
right, and it’s leaking.”  The voice 
was behind him now, so Charles 
put the ‘phone down and turned 
to look at the man who had 
appeared in his living room. He 
was about four feet tall, wearing 
a green suit. 
   “No, I’m not a bloody 
leprechaun,” said the little man. 
“It’s the uniform they make us 

The Tear 
by Michael O’Connor
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wear.” He glanced out of the 
window. “It’s always Chatham, “ 
he sighed. “They should never 
have closed the Dockyard. It was 
one of the fixed historical points 
holding reality together.”
   “Are you from the telly 
people?” Charles asked. He was 
impressed with the speed of 
their service.
   The little man rolled his eyes. 
“Yes, that’s exactly where I’m 
from,” he said heavily. “And 
we’ve got to repair this before it 
gets any worse.”
   “We?” Charles echoed. “I don’t 
really know anything about 
machinery.”
   The stranger, his voice strained, 
spoke again. “I simply meant 
that, if you assist me, I could 
repair your ... telly ... on the spot, 
instead of having to take it away.”
   “I’ll do my best.”
   “The natural laws relating to 
parallel realities are the same 
as for time travel,” the stranger 
murmured. “Two manifestations 
of the same person cannot 
inhabit the same space. The 
intruder will be flung back to 
their normal environment and 
the tear in the fabric will repair 
itself.” He looked up at Charles’ 
uncomprehending face. “As this 
tear is so recent, we might be 
lucky and still be in alignment.”
   “Umm…,” said Charles.

   “Never mind,” the little man 
snapped. “All you have to do is 
what I tell you.”
   Charles nodded. He liked 
doing what he was told. It made 
life easier.
   “Step through the centre of the 
light,” the stranger ordered.
   Charles did so. He was not 
surprised to find that he was still 
in his room. But he was amazed 
to see how tidy it was. There was 
a new carpet on the floor, fresh 
flowers in a vase on the 
sideboard, and the place 
smelled cleaner than he had 
ever known it. Just then, the front 
door opened, and a woman 
entered. She was a couple of 
years younger than Charles, 
about thirty, and very attractive.
   “What on earth have you done 
to yourself, darling?” she said, 
dropping a shopping bag onto 
the floor and rushing forward.    
“You haven’t shaved, your hair’s a 
mess, and those clothes are 
disgusting. I hope you’re not 
planning to let yourself go like 
this when we’re married!”
   “Lucinda?” he said. “What are 
you doing here? I haven’t seen 
you since … the cinema.”
   “The Odeon?” she said, looking 
at him wonderingly. “We haven’t 
been near that place since that 
evening we decided to go for a 
meal in Dickens’ World instead.  



Short Encounters: Issue 3

11

The evening we decided to move 
in together -- don’t tell me you’ve 
forgotten! “
   “Umm …,” said Charles.
   “What’s that?” She had just 
noticed the pillar of light.
   “It’s something to do with the 
new telly,” Charles said. “We’re 
trying to fix it.” 
   “I’m home, darling,” called a 
voice from the hallway. “I saw 
your car outside ...”  Charles 
walked in. Charles stared at him, 
and began to tremble. Before he 
could speak, there was a flash of 
light and the couple vanished.
   “That should do it,” said the 
little man, smiling in a rather 
self-satisfied manner. He 
gestured towards the pillar 
of light, which was shrinking. 
Charles stretched out a hand 
towards it, as if to stop it from 
disappearing, but the pillar 
became a straight line, and the 
two vertical ends rushed to meet 
in the middle. For a moment, 
there was nothing but a tiny 
white dot. Then that, too, went 
out.
   “There was a tiny bit of a reality 
leak into this existence,” the little 
man said, rubbing his jaw. “But 
I don’t suppose it will have any 
major effects. Thanks for your 
help.”
   “Is the telly working now?” 
asked Charles. There was no 

reply because there was no-one 
else there. The little man must 
have tidied up while he was 
waiting, Charles decided, 
looking round at his neat and 
dust-free flat. And done quite a 
bit of painting and decorating 
too. He was thinking what an 
excellent service the telly 
company provided when the 
front door opened.
   “Oh good, darling, you’ve got 
the new set,” Lucinda shrieked. 
“I’ve been talking about it all 
day at work. Where’s the 
instruction booklet. You might as 
well let me look at it. You know 
you’re no good at that sort of 
thing.”
   Charles handed the booklet to 
her and sat down. He didn’t 
understand but he didn’t care. 
For the first time in years he 
could feel his heart beating 
again.
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The team were over the moon 
with elation. They had proven 
beyond doubt that time-travel 
was possible, for the camcorder 
that they had sent and brought 
back had shown Queen Victoria’s 
Diamond Jubilee in HD.
   Sarah, one of the regular 
scientists on the project, was also 
elated but felt an acute grief, for 
she had lost her Great 
Grandmother, to whom she was 
so close, recently.
   Her Great Grandmother had 
told her how she had almost 
been killed back in two thousand 
and twelve but had been saved 
by a young man running out to 
try and stop the car. 
   Sarah grinned as she thought of 
a way of using this new invention.  
If only she had a way of getting 
Simon Marcus out of the lab 
while she was still in it.  
   Her chance came a few days 
later when Simon received a 
telephone call.  She must have 
been off her head, for how could 
she get away with this and keep 
her job - if she were lucky to get 
back to two thousand and eight-
seven at all?
   No sooner had she entered the 
wormhole than she walked out of 

the back wall of the Brook 
Theatre facing the car park.  So 
far so good, she thought, as this 
was where she expected to come 
out.
   She entered the building via 
the side door in Whiffen Avenue.  
It was nice to see the place being 
used, as in her own time zone it 
was boarded up and derelict. 
Sarah was a little saddened to 
notice how neglected it looked 
while she was looking at the 
notice boards.
   She entered the café area and 
a rather geekish looking young 
man sat at one of the tables.  She 
approached the counter.
   “It’s self serve,” said the geek.
   “You what?” she said surprised.
   “You have to use the machines.”
   “Oh,” said Sarah, 
remembering the one she 
passed in the corridor.  She 
fumbled in her pockets and 
wondered if she had enough or 
whether currency had changed 
at all in this time.
   “Can I get you one?”
   “No, I’m quite all right, thank 
you.”  She remembered the 
‘Thank you’ as an after thought 
so as not to sound rude. Was he 
trying to come on to her?

Funny Old World 
by Roger Tooth



Short encounters: Issue 3

14

   She returned to her seat with 
her drink.
   “So what brings you here?  I’m 
Luke, by the way.”
   “Well, Luke, I just thought I’d 
take a look inside.”
   “So you’re a ‘Brook Theatre 
Virgin’?”
   She was slightly taken aback.     
“You could put it that way, I 
suppose.”
   “Any particular interests?”
   “I like to paint but there’s not 
any of that going on here.”
   “Shame innit?  My dad said 
there used to be artists renting 
rooms in the basement when the 
place first reopened as an Arts 
Centre, but that was about twenty 
five years ago.”
   “This place will be done and 
dusted in seventy-five years 
time,” she said.
   “That’s a bit cynical.”
   “It will be fighting against 
demolition and lack of council 
interest like its sister building.”
   “Sister building?” Luke said 
puzzled.
   “The Theatre Royal.”
   “Shame about that,” he said 
passively.
   “It’s a shame about lots of 
things.  The fatalism and apathy 
of the British people and 
bureaucracy posing as 
democracy, which has gone the 
same way as the Theatre Royal 

and the Brook Theatre.”
   “It’s still here,” he said.
   “But only just.  So what brings 
you here?”
   “I’m a ‘Jobseeker’”.
   “Jobseeker?”
   “Unemployed.  Made redun-
dant when the factory shut down.  
I had to sign on today.  Well, it’s 
just down the road so I thought 
I’d chill out in here for a bit.  It’s a 
funny old world.  I have the time 
to join any of these groups but 
can’t afford it.  So little money, 
know what I mean?  If I’m lucky 
to find a job it will probably be 
crap hours and I’ll have to give 
up any social life.
   “Things will only get worse 
unless the workers demand 
change,” Sarah added.
   “Yeah, but that’s not gonna 
happen.”
   “Too true, I’m now living with 
it!”
   “You do say some strange 
things, but…  I’d like to see you 
again.”
   “You’re not bad for a geeky 
guy, I suppose.”
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
   “But, I’ve got to get back.”
   “Back?  Oh, boyfriend, I 
suppose.
She looked up at the clock and 
it was almost the time that her 
Great Grandmother had 
mentioned to her.  “I’ve got to go.  
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Nice meeting you.”
   “Won’t I see you again?” he 
almost pleaded.
    How was she to fob him off?  
“I’ll drop by tomorrow, same 
time.”  With this she left through 
the main entrance and turned the 
corner.  She stood there 
wondering how she would react 
to the forthcoming incident and 
why she should be so bothered.  
She looked about for the young 
man and woman - the very 
reason she had come.  
   Just then Luke came round the 
corner.
   “I thought you had to be off?” 
he said.
   “I do, but there is something I 
have to see before I go.”
   “You are strange.  Why do I like 
strange women?”
    Something suddenly caught 
his eye and he dashed out into 
the road.  A young lady was 
crossing when a car, coming 
from Dock Road, took the corner 
too fast into Whiffen Avenue.  
Luke pushed the young lady out 
of the way.  Sarah quickly 
realised that he was the man and 
the young lady was her Great 
Grandmother.  
   She leapt out quickly to push 
Luke out of the way and caught 
the blow of the car.
   She looked up, half conscious, 
to see Luke’s face staring down 

at her.  He was alive, as was her 
Great Grandmother nearby.
    “Why did you do it?” he said.
   “To save you.  You must make 
the most of your life and fight 
for the rights of ordinary people 
the best way you know how.  I 
have no regrets.  My future is not 
worth going back to.”
   She then died.  Nearby the 
wormhole, known only to her,  
closed up for ever.
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