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Killing a Little Time
 
Challenge #12: Write a story set in one of the decades of David Bowie’s career. It must include a song (though not necessarily one of Bowie’s) from the decade chosen, and optionally may include another musical artist from that decade as a cameo. As a final, optional element, the story must either be named after or include the title of the David Bowie song provided as an example from that decade.
 
This story is set in the 2010s, for which the example Bowie song was Killing a Little Time.
 
There is a beast in the sandwich aisle of the small Tesco. Its number is 22.
A group of teenagers stand by the bags of Doritos, watching it cautiously. One of them clutches a two-litre bottle of Coke like a club.
An old lady steps past them and pushes the beast to one side, grabbing a chicken wrap. She raises a cheeky eyebrow at you as she returns, as if to ask why you’re still waiting.
“Sorry,” you mumble, as you step by the teenagers as well. You stretch your arm past the beast—careful not to touch it—and end up with a BLT, completing your lunch with items from farther down the aisle. It doesn’t go through as a meal deal when you pay.
There is a beast on the Diamond Jubilee bench in the town square. Its number is 6.
The bench is a a PokéStop, and a gaggle of schoolkids in uniform surround it, occasionally looking up from their phones to chat and laugh. A dad nearby takes a phone from his child, carries it a few steps closer to spin the PokéStop, then carries it back. They move on quickly. So do you—your train isn’t for a little while yet, but you might as well wait at the station.
There is a beast beyond the ticket barriers at the station. Its number is 35.
A commuter slips past it, sipping Costa coffee. You hang back, exchanging glances with some guy in paint-splotched trousers and a hi-viz vest. He waits to see if you’ll go through first, but you’ve still got time.
Eventually, he darts for the barrier farthest from the beast. He gets his ticket into the slot, but it’s blocking the gates before they can open. Seizing your chance, you make a run for the barrier on the opposite side, but someone else beats you to it. You cram your ticket into the next machine over. By the time it re-emerges and you snatch it back up, the beast is lunging for you. You elbow it in the stomach and run for the stairs to Platform 2. You hope hi-viz vest guy managed to make use of the distraction, but you don’t look back.
You wait on the platform, watching the beast from across the tracks. A crowd builds on the other side of the barriers until a middle-aged man emerges from the ticket office to shove the beast out of the way with a broom.
When the train to London finally arrives, you find your carriage occupied by some girl with her feet on the seats blasting Lukas Graham’s “7 Years” from her bright blue iPhone. You decide to move to the next one.
There is a beast in the space between the two carriages. Its number is 14.
You hit the button for the doors, and suddenly it is upon you in a mass of teeth and claws and sagging, amorphous flesh. You manage to close your fist on an ear as it forces you to the ground, the creature’s skin twisting around its skull as you try and keep its jaws from latching onto your face. While you attempt to jam a thumb into its eye, a second mouth migrates across its torso towards you.
Suddenly, an ugg boot slams the beast’s head into the seatback beside it. After two or three more blows, the thing recoils towards the space between the carriages, the door already closing. Together, you and the girl with the still-blaring iPhone shove it back into its makeshift prison.
“Thanks,” you gasp.
“Didn’t exactly have a lot of choice,” she says, picking a new seat a little farther down the carriage.
You take another look at the beast. Its number is not 14. It is 41.
When you get to Waterloo, you catch a glimpse of Bill Bailey playing the piano in the station, promoting something called LIMBOLAND. You’d desperately like to hang around and see some more, but just can’t spare the time. Instead, you pay 30p to duck into the toilets and try to clean the ichor off your face and collar. You mostly manage it before you have to descend into the tube. You’re still just about on time. You make it to your destination with minutes to spare.
There is a beast in the open-plan office of the furniture company. Its number is 57.
As the boss leads you towards the interview room, every other employee is standing nervously on the far side of the floor, trying to look busy while desperately trying to keep their distance from the gargantuan, leathery thing among the desks.
“Nervous?” he asks.
“A little,” you reply.
The interview, he explains, is really more of a writing test. He’ll give you a selection of items and you’ll punch up the manufacturer’s description into something that includes plenty of SEO keywords while still appealing to the consumer.
You struggle to follow the explanation. The beast is pressed up against the glass wall of the interview room, its great eye pancaked flat as it stares at you.
One of the employees outside does you a massive solid by picking up a bin and slapping it repeatedly with a rolled-up binder. But the beast’s attention remains undivided.
The boss glances at the scene and gives you a sympathetic smile. You wonder why he isn’t
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As Good as a Wink
 
Challenge #13: Write a story that features a made-up idiom.
 
“It’s just like they say…” Tom “Tommy” Thompson cocked his six-shooter. “Don’t eat the biscuit if you can’t outrun the baby.”
“What?” asked “Punchup” Pancho Duggan, still reaching for the skies.
“Hang on.” Tommy scratched his head with the barrel of his gun. “What I mean is: you can’t eat your turtle and play the clarinet.”
“Are you having a stroke?”
“No!” yelled Tommy, exasperated. “Goshdarnit. It’s like… Those with wooden legs shouldn’t kick the termite nest.”
“Am I having a stroke?”
“I sure hope not.” Tommy whipped the “Dead or Alive” poster from his satchel. “‘Alive’ is considerably more lucrative than ‘Dead.’”
“Good to know.” Punchup took the opportunity to lower his hands just a little. His arms had been getting a tad achy.
Tommy levelled the gun at him once more. “Don’t go getting any ideas now, ya hear? I’d like the ‘Alive’ money, but ‘Dead’ is better than nothing.”
“Oh, right,” said Punchup. “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.”
Tommy’s eyes narrowed. “Now what in the Jim turnpike cauliflower does that mean?!”
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Finding Beauty Again
 
Challenge #14: Write a story that inverts an element of the previous story.
 
The stag stood majestically on the crest of the hill, antlers aglow with the golden light that filtered through the dramatically rolling clouds above.
“Ew,” said Skagnar the Vile, resisting the urge to barf all over the ground. “Cringe.”
He hurried away through a patch of thick woodland, shielding his eyes from the foliage-covered boughs that played in the gentle breeze overhead.
“Get lost!” he snapped at a fluffy little bunny that hopped across his path, punting it into the distance with his grimy boot.
Drawn by the noise, a pack of wolves emerged from the undergrowth, fixing him with their noble gaze.
“You too!” he yelled, taking the opportunity to flip them off vigorously with both middle fingers. “Go back to whatever furry convention you crawled out of!”
So busy flipping off the wolves was Skagnar the Vile that he didn’t realise he was walking directly towards a large hole in the ground.
He awoke several hours later covered in cockroaches, with rats chewing on his horribly mangled legs.
“Ye gods…” breathed Skagnar the Vile, tears welling in his eyes. “There is still beauty in the world!”
 
 
Afterword
 
I ended my Flash Fiction Month anthology for 2024 by noting that it was (possibly) the first year ever that I had managed to produce every day’s story within that literal exact 24-hour period on the calendar. Having hedged my bets by saying that I wouldn’t necessarily keep that up in every future year, I’m happy to say that in this future year at least I managed to continue that streak: I have now written and posted 62 stories in a row without having to stretch on into the small hours of the morning.
At this point, I feel a little more confident in saying that I’m going to make that a goal from now on – having now produced 434 stories for Flash Fiction Month I am running out of worlds to conquer – but I still don’t like to commit to it entirely. A month is a long time, and there’s every chance that I’ll run into a situation where I’m simply not in a position to finish a story on the day itself. I’ve so far managed an unbroken 14 years of at least writing a story at some point between 12am and the point that I go to sleep the next night, and that’s going to remain my basic measure for success. In the past I’ve wondered about what I’d do if stuck without an internet connection and forced to choose between finishing a story on the day or waiting until I could get the details of any challenges, but I think I’m now invested enough in the event that I’d probably try and avoid that coming up in the first place. I feel as though leaving open the option of wrapping up a story at four in the morning makes that compatible with doing essentially whatever else I want with my July, where being determined to get every single one done by midnight may mean ducking out of other adventures for the sake of sitting at a laptop within range of a WiFi hotspot.
The rest of this year’s Flash Fiction Month was comparatively uneventful, but in keeping with tradition this seems like the place to mention that I have a niece now! Sometime in the future she’ll be able to look back at this as a nice way of commemorating her birth, and for the time being she can...I don’t know...chew on the book, maybe? It’s fine. Although I suppose that depends whether it’s the borderline indestructible print-on-demand paperback or just the ebook on mummy’s phone. I’m not writing a separate afterword for each format.
 
 
The End
 
story and into the end matter of the book.
“Ahhhh,” said the Abbot. “That’s much better.”
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