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MARC RETURNS HOME FROM London to his isolated Welsh cottage for good, having found his ex boyfriend shagging someone else in their bed. Who’s the thin, freezing cold man with the bruised face he finds in his barn? Will the tenuous connection between them grow, or fade away?
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MARC SWAM UP FROM THE embracing depths of an exhausted sleep to the lighter shallows, and then further, resting on the warm surface, not quite ready to leap out into cold wakefulness.

He lay there, drifting, and the noise came again. 

Tap, tap, tap, a polite rap on the door.

That pulled him out of his sleepy haze. Someone at the door.

But...no-one knew he was here. He’d arrived late last night, made up the bed with the sheets from the cold, slightly damp airing cupboard, and collapsed straight into it, face down, the faint lavender scent of the cotton bringing back memories of living here with his Aunt Pen as a child. 

He slammed on the bedside lamp—it wasn’t properly light yet—pulled on the jeans he’d left on the floor by the bed, and stumbled down the narrow cottage stairs toward the front door. It was wooden, thick old-oak, and he had to yank it hard to get it open. 

There was no-one there. 

He put his head outside into the dim light of the porch—perhaps they’d made their way round the side of the house to look through a window—when his foot brushed against something.

He looked down.

It was a chicken. 

Marc froze. 

A teeny-tiny, feathered dinosaur happily sat on his doorstep. 

As he opened the door further, letting in a huge blast of freezing air that made him wish he’d pulled a shirt on, it made a short of chirping, purring noise and stood up and looked at him, head on one side.

Actually, it wasn’t teeny-tiny. It was huge. Enormous. It looked like someone had dressed a pillow in another, inside-out pillow and stuck a head on it. 

He looked back at it.

It gave a polite squawk and stepped over the threshold.

“What?” he said. “No, no, don’t do that!” He flapped his hands ineffectually at it and tried to push it gently with his bare foot, but that overbalanced him and he landed on the bottom step of the uncarpeted staircase with an abrupt thump. It scooted round him like a particularly talented scrumhalf and turned right into the kitchen, where it began pecking crumbs off the slate floor as if that was its job.

He blinked and sat on the stairs watching it. It was far too early in the morning for this shit.

He looked at his watch. What time was it, anyway? Not quite eight. He’d arrived as it was getting dark last night, so about four, made tea and toast from the groceries he’d picked up in Welshpool when he stopped to fuel up the car—hence the crumbs for his visitor—and collapsed. He’d slept for about twelve hours. No wonder he felt as if he’d been hit on the back of the head with half a brick in a sock.

He’d been exhausted. It had a been a long drive from London and he hadn’t been on top form when he’d left. He’d pushed on because heavy snow was forecast all over the country and he’d rather be snowed in than snowed out.

He moved his rear up a step to save his feet from the freezing flags of the slate floor and wrapped his arms round his knees, curling his toes around the edge of the bottom stair as he watched his guest bemusedly.

Well. It was definitely a chicken. In his kitchen. At eight o’clock on a Saturday morning. 

He’d already bought a leg of lamb to roast for Sunday dinner, so that solution was out. He grinned to himself and then caught the chicken looking at him and straightened his face. 

“What are you doing in my kitchen, Chicken?” he asked, conversationally. His voice felt rusty with disuse. He hadn’t spoken to anyone for a few days. David had sat him down and explained that Marc needed to move out and that David would be staying with his mother until he was gone. Then he’d packed a bag and left and Marc had spent two days shoving things into boxes and playing Tetris with his car. 

And here he was.

He hadn’t contacted any of their mutual friends. They were mostly David’s anyway. He was sure David would let them know.

He grimaced. Things had been going down the tubes with David for a while, but he hadn’t realised quite how much until the other day. Walking in on your partner shagging someone else in the non-marital bed certainly opened your eyes to the weaknesses in your relationship.

The chicken chose that moment to punctuate his thoughts with a large, steaming deposit on the kitchen flags, which nicely summed up his feelings about his whole situation. 

“No,” he said, standing up. “That’s my line in the sand, I’m afraid. Out you go.” He made vague flapping motions with his hands and his guest moved reluctantly toward the open door into the porch. He noticed there was also a reasonably sized pile of evidence that she—he was pretty sure she was a she—slept there regularly. 

He rolled his eyes as he shut the door after her and went to clean up the mess she’d made. 

Well. He was awake now and there was plenty to do. He hadn’t been here for a couple of years, although he paid for the electricity to be kept on. Odd that he’d never brought David here in all that time, really. He’d suggested it once or twice, but David had never been keen and somehow that had been that. 

It was genuinely freezing. In the obscure morning light he could see where frost had coated the windows with delicate fern-patterns and through them he could see the white rime on the looming bushes that made up the field-hedge across the garden wall. The first thing he needed to do was light the fire. 

There was kindling in the small basket by the wood burner, but no logs. It had been summer last time he’d stayed. The summer before he’d moved in with David. He retreated upstairs for a shirt and thick jumper, then shoved his bare feet into the boots he’d shucked off by the door when he stumbled in last night, took the large basket, and opened the door to go round to the woodshed.

The chicken was still there. It was perched on the bench on one side of the porch, looking at him accusingly. 

“I am not letting you back into the house,” he told it severely. “I don’t care how cold it is. You’re basically wearing a duvet and anyway, you took a dump on my kitchen floor.”

The chicken somehow radiated hurt.

He was clearly going bonkers. Chickens did not experience deep emotional rejection. He was probably projecting. 

Although he wasn’t sure whether he was experiencing deep emotional rejection, really. Probably more hurt pride. He didn’t think he actually even liked David much anymore. Certainly the ‘we are breaking up’ conversation hadn’t done anything to make Marc like him more. Apparently it was Marc’s fault that David had been shagging someone else. If Marc hadn’t spent so much time on shift and paid him more attention, David wouldn’t have needed to go out and find another person to fuck. And if Marc hadn’t come home from his last shift of the week early last week, he’d never have known. So boo-hiss to him, please pack his things and get out of the flat so David could have a nice life having fun rather than pandering to Marc’s selfish idea of a monogamous relationship.

He huffed out a large cloud of ire, visible in the frigid air like dragon’s breath, and tramped across the frosty grass to the door of the woodshed, shoulders hunched. It was so cold, the frost was like a fine coating of snow and it crunched under his boots.

He tugged the door open. It had always stuck, he’d been meaning to fix it for years now, and never quite got round to it. The ice wasn’t helping.

It suddenly came free and swung fully open. 

Inside it was dim and dry. There was a window in the side and another, larger door in the far end...woodshed was a misnomer really, it was more like a small barn, with room for tools and logs at this end nearest the house and at the further end a couple of animal pens and Aunt Pen’s goat-milking stand. 

He stepped inside, boots shush-shushing on the dry, packed-earth floor instead of the frosty grass. 

From the darkness inside, a dog growled.
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MARC FROZE, AND IT growled again. It was a soft but unmistakably threatening warning for him to stay exactly where he was.

He fumbled for the light switch that he knew was somewhere to his left and flicked it on, jiggling the ancient incandescent bulb on its disturbingly free-form loops of cable as he did so. It fizzed and flickered and then decided to come on. He really needed to sort out the wiring, he thought, absently.

Then he stopped thinking entirely. A wolf was looking at him from behind the stack of a dozen empty apple-crates near the far edge of the shed.

He blinked.

No, not a wolf. But a very large and hairy dog. A deer-hound or lurcher of some kind. It was huge. 

“What?” he said. 

It growled again and rose to its feet. It had big, gleaming white teeth that it was keen for him to inspect.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” he said, losing his temper all of a sudden. “It’s my barn. You’re in my bloody barn. It’s like a zoo here. Stop growling at me. I just want to light my fire and tidy up the house a bit and maybe even have a bath. I don’t want to deal with shitting chickens and rabid dogs and god knows what else.”

The dog cocked its head and sat down reluctantly. He knew it was reluctant because it took its time and kept eye contact whilst it was doing it. It still didn’t look particularly friendly but neither did it look as if it was going to go for his throat. 

Beside it, from behind the crates, a man stood up. Unfolded, really.

He put a hand on the dog’s collar, making it clear it was under his control.

They looked at each other in the faint, bouncing light of the still-swinging bulb.

“Oh,” Marc said. 

“Sorry,” the man said. “You could just forget we’re here?”

Marc looked at him. In the dim light from the bulb and the lightening sky, he looked tall and a bit younger than Marc...so mid-twenties...and very grubby. He had straw-coloured hair and huge puffy coat wrapped around his shoulders. He also had a black eye, what looked like a cut on his temple at the hairline and from the way he was hunched over, Marc would lay money he’d got some damage to his ribs or his arm.

He sighed.

“Are you living in my barn?” he asked, rubbing his face tiredly.

“Kind of?” the man said. “I mean. Not permanently. But...last night. Yes. It looks like it.” He swallowed. “Sorry,” he said again. 

He was swaying a bit, and the dog glanced up at him anxiously before looking back at Marc and curling its lip again.

“Are you hurt?” Marc asked, despite the evidence in front of him.

“No.”

Marc raised an eyebrow.

“Not badly. I’m fine.

The dog looked up at him again






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
@ Pl@)zng 9
f ooC icken

A. L. Lester

a\ &8 #
i G

-1 \r\\ }

‘ r\*/\
A St Dwynwen's Day

Short Story






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
Wy





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





