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Shell Shocked 

 

 

The lights, the recording equipment, the lairy looking rozzer. 

I’ve never experienced anything like this before, never been in trouble with the police. 

Honest Tommy, that’s me, always kept my nose clean; I even declare every one of my tips on 

my tax form. So, what’s Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s best boy doing being formally interviewed under 

caution?  

Doing his best to explain just how he’d got into this mess in the first place, only I can’t tell 

them the whole truth, for reasons that will become apparent. 

“How and when did you meet Francis Morrison?” 

“A couple of months ago, in a bar. The Happy Return.” 

“Had you gone there to pick up a fare?” 

“No. It was pleasure, not business.” And what a pleasure it had turned out to be, at least at 

first... 

 

~~~ 

 

“Tommy Fitzpatrick! Where the hell have you been?” Max the barman’s sonic boom of a 

greeting hit me half way across the floor. 

“It’s only been a year or two. You make it sound as if this is the Harmonia Gardens and the 

band are about to strike up Hello Dolly.” I shouldn’t have said that. He started on the whole, 

“Hello Tommy, well Hello Tommy,” thing and I had to punch him to get him to stop. 

“Well, if you can bear the corniness, I’d have to say it’s nice to have you back where you 

belong.” Max picked up a bottle of beer. “The usual? Or are you working?” 

 “Not tonight.” I paid for the beer and took a long, very welcome, draught. “How’s 

business?” 

“Pretty good. Got a new chef so now we get people in here for the food, as well as the happy 

hour and the dancing. You?” 

“Not bad either. Got a couple of contracts that keep me pretty busy.” I gave the place the 

once over as I swigged my beer, clocking someone sitting in the corner. He was hunched over 

some sort of device laptop, face as long as a kite, like he was perched in a funeral parlour, not 

in a bar. “Who’s he?” 

“Who’s who?” 

“The bloke with the laptop? And who brings a one of those to a club?” 

“That’s Francis. Francis Morrison. He’s pretty well a permanent fixture now.” Max buffed up 

the bar surface a bit. “And he has the laptop cos he helps Mr. Yorath with the business, 

finances and the like.” 



“Ah, right.” Yorath must still own the place, then. “Accountant?” 

“I don’t think so.  Not sure what Francis is, really.” 

“Money launderer?”  

“No way.” Max appeared genuinely shocked. “It’s all strictly legit here. Mike Yorath makes 

the average nun look like a lap dancer. You know that.” 

Yeah, I knew. “Maybe he handles his investments.” I wished he handled mine. A real 

looker—dark haired, olive skin, just as I like them. 

“He’s a bit of an anorak, though. Watches the trains go by but doesn’t seem to make an effort 

to get aboard one, if you follow me.” 

“I follow.” I fetched out my wallet again. “Give me a bottle of whatever he likes and we’ll 

see what makes him tick.” 

I sashayed over, just in case Mr. Laptop had noticed me, then slapped the beer on his table. 

He jumped, like Miss Muffet with the spider. I must have parked the bottle too close to his 

precious laptop, or something. Maybe, given what Max had said, he took the thing to bed. 

Got his kicks that way. 

No, that wasn’t fair. What right did I have to make any sort of assumptions about him?  

“Is that for me?” He asked, pointing at the bottle.  

“Ain’t nobody else at the table. If you’d rather not, I’ll fob it off on someone else.” 

“Shut up and sit down.” He grinned—a real “come to bed and don’t dilly-dally on the way” 

sort of smile—then knocked back some beer. “Thanks. Just what I needed.” 

“Glad to hear it. Problems with that?” I pointed at the laptop. 

“Not directly. Isn’t it bloody typical for some sodding American server to go down when you 

really need some up to date figures? I’ve been going around the houses, trying to get the 

information other ways.”  

“And I’m guessing you’ve had no luck?” 

“Bugger all. Everyone must have been experiencing the same problem as none of my usual 

sites or contacts are any the wiser.” He peered at his beer bottle as if it might have the current 

price of Exxon-Mobil shares written on the label. “I think I’ll give up for the day.” 

“Good idea.” 

Then I noticed the chair. Francis’s wheelchair folded up and tucked in beside the table. 

Maybe that explained Max’s anorak remark, although with a smile like Francis’s, nothing 

should have got in the way of pulling. And guys on wheels hit the dance floor nowadays, just 

the way they hit the basketball court. Still, it brought me up with a round turn, as my old 

grandad used to say, because I now felt even guiltier thinking that stuff about how he got his 

kicks.  

“Not seen you here before.” Francis said, cutting into my muddled thoughts. 

“Not been here for a while. I go back to the days when Sindy Sue did the cabaret and Harry 

May was on the door.” Those were the days. The food may not have been as good but the 

atmosphere was crackling 

“Harry May’s a legend here. Shame what happened to him.” Francis closed his laptop then 

packed it away in its bag with as much care as a mum might show a new-born baby she was 

swaddling. Quite touching, really. “Is it true he had tattoos all down his todger?” 

“Supposed to be. I never actually saw it.” The legendary black-work on the equally legendary 

todger; I’d forgotten all about that. “When you say it’s a shame about him, do you mean his 

wife found out what the tattoos meant?” 



“Worse than that. She saw him coming out of a drag place, tottering about on six inch heels 

and wearing a Dolly Parton wig.”  

“You’re winding me up.” 

“I’m not, honest. Unless somebody was winding me up when they told me.” 

They might have been, although I could remember people warning Harry he was sailing close 

to the wind.  I took another swig of beer, the only remedy for such a sad story. “Did she sling 

him out?”  

“Nah. Dad-in-law came down, though —there was skin and hair flying everywhere, 

apparently. Harry’s shacking up with Kevin now, down Cardiff way. Kevin being Sindy Sue, 

in case you’ve forgotten.” 

“I remember. Sindy always had a soft spot for Harry. They’ll be going to see the Blues 

together—Sindy won’t wear drag for that—and getting maudlin over six pints and a vindaloo 

afterwards.” Wonderfully domestic. “Harry’ll be in his element. Ten years’ time they’ll be 

like an old married couple.” 

 

~~~ 

 

“So it was just a casual meeting? Not planned in advance?” The sergeant asks. I’ve decided 

that, despite the smiles and the soft voice, she’s actually the bad cop, because there’s 

something about her that riles me. The Inspector’s gruff, but I suspect she’s soft under the 

surface. You get to weigh people up pretty quickly and pretty accurately in my game.  

“Couldn’t have been planned because I’d never ever heard of him before, let alone met him.” 

I wouldn’t have forgotten those eyes if I’d seen them before.  

“And you picked him up? Not like you’d pick up a fare. You ‘pulled’ him?” 

“You have such a romantic way of putting it.” I can’t resist a dig. “We found each other 

attractive. That’s not been illegal in a long while.” 

“We’re not suggesting it is illegal,” the sergeant bridles. “What is illegal is stealing from 

financial institutions.” 

“Do I look like the sort of man who’d get involved in that sort of stuff?”  

I know for a fact that I don’t. Trouble is, neither did Francis. 

 

~~~ 

 

Somewhere around the third beer Francis got a bit blurry eyed and more than a bit 

flamboyant. Like Dad on New Year’s Eve when he waxes on about the old Fitzpatrick home 

in the glen which is probably no more than a crofter’s shed, if it exists at all. 

“Are you interested in getting rich quick?” He asked, slightly stumbling over the “s” in 

interested, and pushing his beer bottle away as a result. 

“Who isn’t? So long as it’s legal,” I added hastily. Like I said, I’m a good boy. “What does it 

involve?” 

“Too much working capital for me to lay down, for a start.” 

“Then you’d better count me out, too.” I was intrigued, though. “What sort of scheme is it?” 

“Buying and selling shares, basically. Invest when the market’s down and sell as soon as they 

boom. Even if it’s a few hours later.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of his laptop. “It’s 

all about timing.” 

“I’ll take your word for it. Can’t bankroll you, though.” 



He grinned. “I’ll just have to keep looking for a sugar daddy, then.” He jerked his thumb 

again, this time in the direction of the dance floor. “Fancy a spin? Literally in my case.” 

“Yeah. Why not?” I’d never danced with a bloke in a wheelchair before, but then I’d never 

met any bloke quite like Francis, for all sorts of reasons, although that’s getting ahead of 

myself. I offered him a hand getting into his chair, which he refused albeit not in an angry 

way. I think he appreciated the offer for what it was—an act of kindness—although I hadn’t 

asked why he needed the thing to get around. If I needed to know, he’d tell me. We deposited 

the laptop case with Max, because you can’t trust anybody these days, then hit the dance 

floor. 

Francis’s chair was nifty, lightweight, the sort of thing you see athletes using, and he could 

manoeuvre it around the dance floor like a pro. I’m no psychologist, but I’d have said the act 

of dancing, the letting go of physical reservations, seemed to be working some sort of 

liberating effect on Francis’s brain, dissolving his detachment in beer and perspiration. That 

sounds a bit pretentious written down, but you get the drift.  

There was a lull between tracks; Francis grabbed my arm and tipped his head towards the 

service door that led to the back of the club. “It’s getting busy. Fancy a nightcap? I rent the 

bottom floor flat in the annex.” 

I couldn’t refuse such a good offer, even if Francis’s definition of busy—there must have 

been all of a dozen people in the place—didn’t match mine. “Suits me. Got any decent 

coffee, though? I’ve had my fill of beer.” 

A look of panic crossed his face. “I’ve only got instant but it tastes okay, I promise.” 

It was going to take a lot more than dodgy coffee to put me off. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. 

Anything to stop me getting a sore head in the morning.”  

We collected the laptop and headed for the back door. I remembered the annex being built, 

one of Mr. Yorath’s ideas about ensuring a steady income in a world where the ban on 

cigarette smoking indoors was forcing a lot of places to the wall. Like many of his ideas, it 

made sense. Francis unlocked the outer door and we were barely through it before he grabbed 

my hand and almost dragged me along the little corridor. He still had his bunch of keys which 

he slipped round his neck on a lanyard, but he didn’t show any signs of using one of them on 

his flat door. Instead, the saucy bugger reached up, at which I bent down so he could put his 

arm around my neck, pulling me closer until our foreheads met.  

I felt his hot, sweet breath on my face, and the pulse in his temple was drumming as fiercely 

as the Pet Shop Boys’ beat had been over in the club. That hand on the back of my neck 

started stroking me, which was nice if a bit disconcerting. For some stupid reason, I’d got it 

into my head that Francis wasn’t going to make any sort of pass—not immediately anyway—

so I’d not been expecting such quick work. 

I was thinking, “I guess he’s going to kiss me,” bit when I realised he already was.  It was 

gentle at first, then fierce; if I was a romantic novelist I’d have said it was like the tender 

touch of a bird’s wing then the rough assault of a lion’s tongue. But I’m just a taxi driver, so 

I’ll leave the flowery prose for the moment. Francis was one of the best kissers I’d had the 

pleasure to be tonsil-tennised by; I needed to learn not to make assumptions. 

At last I found the breath to speak. “Now that’s something I’m willing to invest time and 

effort in.”  

Francis didn’t reply; he’d got wiry arms, and they proved surprisingly strong. I’m neither 

small nor weak, but he soon had me pinned against the wall, smothering my face with more 

of his really juicy kisses.  The angle was a bit awkward, chair and all, but I just let the assault 



carry on, until he broke off as sharp as he’d begun and, with a big stupid grin, started to 

fumble his key into his lock. I was getting my thoughts together again, and they all concerned 

beds or settees and people—me and him—getting their ends away. 

He’d just got the flat open when we heard the creak of the outside door and Max’s voice, 

overly loud and distinctly embarrassed, boomed along the corridor.   

“Mr. Yorath here to see you, Mr. Morrison.”  

“Bugger.” Francis stuffed the keys back in his pocket. He grimaced, gave me a quick pinch 

on the backside and nudged me towards the door. “Sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”  

“That’s okay. There’ll be other times.” I’d make sure of that. “I’ll give you my number. 

Private one, not the taxi company.” 

“Can you get me a coffee, too? I need to sober up.” He already sounded more lucid, which 

made me wonder—although not at the time—whether the drunkenness had been put on a bit. 

Max had returned to the bar where he was talking to Yorath; they were pointing in our 

direction and sharing some private joke, possibly at our expense, in which case they were 

going the right way about making themselves an enemy. I got Max to fix Francis a coffee, 

took it over to where he was getting his laptop set up again, pecked his cheek and left. Shame 

Yorath couldn’t have arrived an hour later. 

Or fifteen minutes. It’s not the time that counts, it’s what you do with it. 

 

~~~ 

 

“So you just left?” The sergeant asks. 

“Yes. I wasn’t interested in listening in on any of their business stuff.” I fold my arms, try 

staring her out. It doesn’t work. 

“Perhaps you should have been,” she says, with a voice sharp and penetrating as a drill. 

“Might have stopped you getting into trouble.” 

“Well, seeing as I never got into any trouble, it makes no difference whether I listened or 

not.” 

“But you arranged to see Morrison again?” The inspector cuts in. 

“Yeah. He’d given me his number so I texted him. It’s not illegal or two blokes to meet up 

for a drink, is it?”  

“Not if it’s just a drink,” she says with a sneer. 

“And not if it’s a date, either. This isn’t the 1950’s.” The intimation that they might be being 

homophobic is worth a shot.  

“You can do what you like in your own beds,” she responds, articulating clearly for the 

recording, “but you can’t go around nicking a hundred grand.” 

As much as that? “I never nicked anything. You’re trying to drag me into something I was 

not involved with.” 

“You may not have taken the money, but can you deny you drove the vehicle to and from the 

scene of the crime?” 

I can’t deny that, although I keep on the front foot. “Am I responsible for everything my 

customers do when they’re not in my cab? I drive hundreds of people every week. I bet more 

than one of them gets up to dodgy stuff, but if it’s not happening on my back seat how can I 

be to blame?” 



She doesn’t seem to have an answer to that, for which I’m grateful because when it was half 

way out of my gob I’d started to panic that she’d try and pin a string of misdemeanours 

committed by my customers onto me. 

“When did you next see Morrison?” the sergeant asks. 

“The following week.” 

 

~~~ 

 

I’d had a string of airport runs booked so when Francis texted I had to defer, for a couple of 

days, cashing in the docket for the delights those kisses had promised. We arranged a date 

away from The Happy Return and the possibility of Yorath interrupting us; I’d pick him up 

and we’d go to the new tapas bar the other side of town. I’m used to having less mobile 

customers so the chair wasn’t an issue; nothing was an issue so far as Francis and his come-

to-bed kisses were concerned. I know the conversation about the get rich quick scheme 

should have rung alarm bells, but I’d assumed he was above board. I never did understand 

stocks and shares and he’d never mentioned it again. 

Of course, the biggest shock I had coming was nothing to do with money, but I’m getting 

ahead of myself. We had a great meal, lots of tasty little things to pick at, by which I don’t 

mean any parts of Francis’s anatomy, although I had those in mind by way of dessert. We 

drove back to his, because my place isn’t really great for accessibility, and you can guess the 

rest. 

 

~~~ 

 

“You entered into a relationship?” 

“Yes.” Although it’s none of your business. I don’t say that, of course, because I’m not an 

idiot, but I stare her out.  

“Yet you’re still maintaining you knew nothing about Morrison’s activities? His criminal 

ones,” the sergeant adds with a leer. “We’ve a witness who says he asked you to go into 

business with him.” 

I resist asking what witness they’re talking about because I’m pretty sure said person doesn’t 

exist. I’ve watched enough cop shows to know the tricks they pull. I stick with telling as 

much of the truth as I can. “One time he asked me if I’d be interested in investing in stocks 

and shares. Seeing as I’ve no capital to hand, I ‘passed’ on the offer.” 

“But you agreed to drive him around?” 

“Yes. I’m a bleeding taxi driver, it’s what I do.” I’m also resisting the urge to punch one of 

them. Is this what they do, to improve their arrest rates? Taunt people into taking a pop at one 

of them? 

The sergeant leans closer across the table, suddenly all kindness. “You’re an intelligent man. 

You’ve never been in trouble. Model citizen.” 

“Thank you,” I reply, but I don’t think she’s clocked the sarcastic edge to my voice.  

“Given that, are you expecting us to believe you didn’t have any inkling that Morrison wasn’t 

the man you may have taken him for?” 

I hesitate, because I’ve been trying hard to speak only what’s true, even if it’s a touch 

redacted. Thing is, Francis wasn’t at all the man I took him for, and I don’t mean the bank 

job. 



 

~~~ 

 

I woke with a start.  

Some bloody idiot was making a hell of a din in the hallway at—I looked at my clock and 

swore—three in the morning. Fuck that. I put my pillow over my head and tried to get back to 

sleep but the racket continued for what seemed hours, until I realised it was someone banging 

on the bedroom door. Panic stricken, I turned over to nudge Francis, but the other side of the 

bed was empty. 

I got up, assuming there’d been an emergency, the adrenaline and the worry flowing freely. 

Had Francis been taken ill and had to crawl to the bathroom to heave up all the squid rings 

he’d put away the previous evening?  I opened the door with more trepidation than anger, to 

find Francis; dishevelled, stark naked and gorgeous. The stark naked and gorgeous bit 

probably saved his life because I’m not at my most forgiving at silly o’clock. 

“There’d better be a fucking good reason for this,” I growled, before I stopped, gobsmacked. 

He was on his feet. “You’re walking. What the hell...” 

“I’ll explain, I promise, only I might not have time to—ow! Shit!” He started to writhe and I 

started to think I must still be asleep and dreaming. He seemed to be changing before my 

eyes, elegant hands turning scaly like he had some vile disease spreading at a hideous rate 

across the skin I’d so recently been caressing. The stuff of nightmares. 

“What’s going on? What can I do?” I felt like the heroine in a Hammer horror movie, 

standing there half-dressed and helpless.  

“Nothing.” His voice was becoming less distinct. “Full moon. Shift shape. Sorry. Should 

have…” 

The rest got lost in animal-like squeals and grunts. Which is no surprise as he’d almost 

completely turned into an animal by then. I later discovered what sort of animal he was; not a 

wolf or anything clichéd like that—no, Francis had to be unique. A glyptodont. Not a full size 

one, thank God, but with all the works. Carapace, armoured skin, bloody great thing like a 

mace on the end of his tail. He couldn’t talk because the voice box isn’t set up the right way, 

even if he could think the way he was able to when human. 

I didn’t know all that at the time, just that I was almost wetting myself with fright.  

By the time I’d decided he wasn’t going to tear me limb from limb and eat my bone marrow, 

he’d trundled off towards the lounge. When Yorath had these flats built, he’d made a big 

thing about the ground floor ones being wheelchair friendly, including plenty of manoeuvring 

space. I bet he’d have had kittens if he’d known what an advantage that extra space was to a 

small, living, armoured vehicle. I grabbed the duvet off the bed to wrap around myself and 

followed him; it was bloody chilly and Francis had all that scaly stuff to insulate him so he 

could fend for himself. 

He’d plonked himself in the middle of the lounge floor, with a hangdog—hang armadillo?—

expression on his face. Dear God, it must have been awful for him. I mean, wolves are fast 

and handsome and loyal to the pack. What did these things do for kicks? 

“What now?” I asked, but reply there came none, so I tried, “How long does this last? Tap 

with your front paw. Once for yes, twice for no.” 

He tapped once. 

“Hours?” 

Once, again. 



“Okay, can you tap once for each hour?” 

Four taps. 

“You want me to stay up with you?” 

One tap, and what appeared to be a tear. Looked like I was in for a long night. 

 

~~~ 

 

“They didn’t use your vehicle in the raid.” 

“Eh?” The inspector’s suddenly swerved into a different lane and I’m struggling to keep 

track. 

“The entrance to the premises was smashed in by a vehicle. Not yours; we checked.” 

“I understand from the news that you have no idea what vehicle it was.” That wipes the 

smarmy look off her face for a minute. The local news has been all over the case, really 

bigging up the “police are baffled” element. No clue as to the colour or make of the car—no 

paint chips or other forensics—and the whizzy CCTV had been disabled by somebody with a 

real knack with computers. You can put a name in the frame as well as they can. 

“We do know you took Morrison home in your taxi, though. That’s caught on camera,” the 

sergeant chips in. “Where did you pick him up?” 

“By Costa. The one on the corner of Minehead Avenue. Put his chair in the back, ran him 

home, didn’t stay. Where’s the problem?” 

“The problem’s in the hundred grand he had stashed in the chair.” The sergeant’s looking 

smarmy now. “Or are you telling me you didn’t notice that?” 

“Plenty of people who use chairs have stuff stashed away in them. Things they need every 

day. I don’t ask questions.” Although in this case, I really should have. 

 

~~~ 

 

The morning after armadillo-gate I woke with a stiff neck where I’d been lying on the floor. 

Sometime during the night Francis had changed back; I had a vague recollection of slipping 

down next to him, shoving a cushion under his head and covering us both over with the quilt. 

After the initial embarrassment—and an initial something else prompted by his state of 

undress—I fetched him some clothes and his chair then got to work on making tea and toast.  

I had a gazillion questions to ask, and no idea of where to start, but he pre-empted me. 

“I think I owe you an explanation,” he said, appearing at the kitchen door looking tired but 

terrific.  

“Assuming it all wasn’t a dream then yes; I think you do.” 

“I’m a shape shifter. It’s all linked to these, somehow.” He patted his legs. “Genetic. 

Progressive loss of use of the lower limbs.” 

Not all his lower parts though, I noted with a grin.  

“It stopped getting worse when I was eighteen,” he continued. “Doctors completely baffled 

all round. And around then this happened for the first time.” 

“What do the doctors say about that?” 

“Never told them. I’d end up in a loony bin. Bad enough if I’d been a werewolf. Most people 

haven’t even heard of glyptodonts.” 

I had to admit that I hadn’t until then, so we googled the things while the tea brewed. 



“What happens if you’re in the chair when you ‘shift’?” The word felt odd to use, but no 

odder than what it was meant to describe. 

“I get out quick. My legs change first, as you must have seen last night, and I get the use of 

them back. It means I can get myself to where I want to be.” He grinned, sheepishly. “I have 

to plan full moon nights. I guessed you might be here but I wanted to take the risk. I don’t 

mind you knowing.” 

“Thanks.” I took that as the compliment it was clearly intended to be. “Grub’s up.” 

We settled down to smear the bread with jam—him—or butter and marmite—me—and stock 

up our resources. This was going to be hungry work.  

“I try not to be out of the flat when I shift. I’d probably be hauled off to the zoo. But 

sometimes I just have to ride it out.” 

“It’s got to be a challenge.” That sounded the worst sort of banal understatement but I was 

struggling to get my head around the logistics, let alone anything else. 

“Yeah. I don’t think you noticed my ‘change back dash for the loo’ this morning. Got to do it 

while I still have working legs.” 

And before the lounge ended up a mass of glyptodont crap, I guessed.  

“Shame I can’t just have the working legs without the shell. Still, when you’ve got used to 

this and all the challenges of life getting about in one,” he slapped the side of his chair, “then 

you’re used to having to cope.” 

I reached over, giving his hand a squeeze. There was so much I wanted to say but I guessed 

most of it would sound either mawkish or patronising. In the end, I mumbled, “Glad I can be 

part of the adventure,” and took another swig of tea.  

“You’re alright, you are.” He patted my hand. “You take it all in your stride. You’d be a great 

wingman.” 

“Er...thanks. What mission did you have in mind?” 

“Nothing, at the moment. Nothing much, anyway.” There was a glint in his eye, though. If 

only I’d been brave enough then to ask what was on his mind, but I was too intrigued by the 

other business. 

“When you showed me those glypto-wotsits on google, it said they generally grew a lot larger 

than you were last night.” I looked around the room. “Just as well you don’t turn into a full 

sized one. You’d end up stuck.” 

“Ah. There’s a funny thing.” As if the whole of the story wasn’t funny—funny peculiar and 

funny ha-ha. 

Francis went into some detailed account of how the size of animal he turned into depended on 

his surroundings. If he was outside when the change came he ended up larger than if indoors. 

I followed that alright, but when he got into the “why” stuff, how it was like animals on 

islands generally evolving into smaller versions and why goldfish grew in proportion to the 

size of their pond, it got a bit impenetrable so I switched off. When he’d done with the 

science speak I asked what was the biggest size animal he’d ever turned into. 

“The size of a Sherman tank, just about. That was the early days, when I didn’t quite get my 

dates right and had a ‘hide on the common and hope there wasn’t somebody out running in 

the middle of the night’ experience.” He seemed to find the memory more amusing than 

traumatic. “Mind you I could have bulldozed my way into the woods if I’d wanted. For some 

reason, I seem to develop superhuman—superglypodont—strength with the supersizing.” 

“Now that sounds useful.” 

“It might be. One day.” He knocked back his tea. “Any more of that in the pot?” 



“Might be stewed. If it is, I’ll make fresh.”  

And that was it for the time being. How British could you get, reacting to such a revelation by 

worrying about the quality of the tea?  

 

~~~ 

 

“Have you been seeing each other regularly?” The sergeant’s still leading the charge. 

“Yes. That’s what people in a relationship do.” I’m getting a bit bored at this point, because 

most of the things they’re asking I can give an honest answer to, although I can’t let my 

guard drop. I’m not sure how good my poker face is when the stakes get really high. I’m also 

not sure how or when this is going to end because I’m certain they’re looking for sufficient 

grounds to detain me. Maybe they want me to be Francis-bait, because he seems to have gone 

to ground.  

“When did you last see him?” 

“Two evenings ago, when I picked him up. As you are no doubt aware.” I sound sarcastic; I 

feel sarcastic. “I dropped him home then went back to mine to get some shut eye. I had a 

Gatwick run, as you’ll also no doubt be aware of.” A couple of girls heading off for a hen do, 

including some sort of full moon party which they never stopped going on about. 

“And where is he now?” 

“How do I know? I’m not his keeper.” 

“You’re his lover. As you said, keeping tabs is what people in a relationship do.” 

“I didn’t actually—” the sound of a commotion outside cuts me off. Shouting, confusion, a 

sound like a wrecking ball hitting the station. I try to work out where whatever this is fits into 

the greater scheme of “what the fuckery” that seems to make up my life at present.  

“Stay there.” The sergeant leaps up, making a grab for the door handle, but she’s too late. 

There’s no longer a door where she’s reaching as there’s no longer a frame for it to sit in, and 

that’s because there’s no longer a wall. 

“Shit!” The inspector’s out of her chair and legging it, and the sergeant’s not far behind. The 

sight of that carapace is enough to give anyone the willies. 

A delighted armadillo type squeal announces the arrival of my lift. 

  



Gob smacked 
 

You can get used to anything, if you put your mind to it.  

I suppose people wonder how long it takes to get used to having your boyfriend in a 

wheelchair, but when said boyfriend looks like Francis Morrison, it takes no time at all. Bit 

more of a challenge coming to terms with his potentially larcenous habits, but he’s explained 

all about the so-called robbery. How the investment company had stitched his old man up to 

the tune of three and a half million so getting a hundred grand back was peanuts compared to 

what they’d got away with. All his investments since then have been totally above board—

that money was just some seeding capital. I didn’t accept his hard luck story overnight but 

eventually I came around to realising he had a moral right to the money.  

I’m not certain I’ve managed to square my conscience entirely with him springing me from 

the police interview room, although I’m naturally grateful. They had nothing on me, for a 

start, apart from being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Right place and right time for 

Francis, of course, although he’d kept me in the dark about what he was up to. They’ve given 

up trying to run me to ground—last thing I heard the two officers (and the guy at the desk) 

had been transferred to traffic division. You see, nobody really believed their account of what 

went on and for some reason (my guess is a Francis Morrison related reason) their CCTV was 

on the blink that day.  

So nobody saw the living, breathing armoured tank that bulldozed Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s 

favourite boy to freedom. 

That’s the bit about Francis that does take some adjusting to. I watched werewolf films when 

I was younger and they left me pretty cold although some of the blokes who shifted were 

pretty hot. But wolves are handsome creatures, full of restrained power with a streak of 

danger thrown in. Glyptodonts ain’t. I mean, they’ve got the power—have you seen that 

wrecking ball of a tail?—but at the end of the day they’re just overgrown armadillos. And 

armadillos don’t have quite the cachet of alpha male pack leaders, do they?  

But, as I said, you can get used to anything, if the incentive is there, and Francis’s a pretty 

good incentive. So the fact he changes into a giant armadillo every full moon is something to 

be worked through and round; so long as he stays indoors he doesn’t become that large—let’s 

not get into the science of it because no matter how often he tries to explain it I still don’t get 

it—and, anyway, we want to keep a low profile. (See previous reference to adventures in the 

cop shop.) 

Keeping a low profile isn’t as hard as you’d think. We’ve found a nice place in West Wales 

near St Bride’s, which some might term back of beyond, but so long as Francis’s got the 

internet and I can get out fishing, we’re happy. I gave up the taxi driving; being Francis’s 

personal chauffeur is fine. So long as he doesn’t make me wear a peaked cap. 

So all in all, life is good. Except for last Friday. Last Friday was a complete and utter disaster. 

You probably don’t need me to tell you it was full moon night, so we’d planned a quiet 

evening in, riding the shifting storm and planning a dirty great cooked breakfast the next 

morning, because Francis’s usually ravenous. I noticed that some of the local wild animals 

were getting a bit edgy, but he assured me that’s normal. They can sense the change he’s 

about to make and it freaks some of them out. Not all, apparently; Francis says he’s had a 

nice romp through the woods with a badger or two who didn’t mind the old carapace.  

Friday they weren’t happy, though.  



“There’s a fox out there getting distinctly fractious,” I said, as I finished the washing up. 

“He’s not happy about you.” 

“May not be me,” Francis replied, carefully drying a plate. “I’m not the only shifter in the 

world. Or in the UK. Or in Wales, I bet.” 

I should have realised that for myself, but it hadn’t occurred to me.  

“All of them glypotodonts?” I asked.  

“Doubt it, or else people would know about them. Bit hard to hide. Not like a wolf that might 

get away with being a large Alsatian.” He wiped another plate, as nonchalantly as if we were 

discussing the cricket scores. “Did you know there’s a secret Facebook group for shifters?” 

I flicked some bubbles at him. “You’re pulling my leg.” 

“God’s honest truth. I can show you on my laptop.” 

“Shifterholics anonymous?” 

“Don’t be a pillock. It’s not like we can give up changing. It’s more of a support group.” 

I nodded. If you changed into a strange creature once a month I guess you’d appreciate a 

sympathetic ear. “What sort of animals are they?” 

“What sort of animals do you want? Wolves, bears, even sloths and one that reckons he’s a 

jackalope, whatever that is.” Francis put the last bit of cutlery away. “If you can get yourself 

to the Isle of Wight tonight you might find out.” 

I put the back of my hand to my head, dramatically. “Alas, my private jet’s in having its 

MOT.” 

Francis sniggered. “Well, you won’t have to go far tonight for entertainment. It isn’t just the 

fox who can smell something in the air. I can detect it, too. Don’t ask me how, but I know 

there’s another shifter around. Perhaps it’s a werepuffin that’ll come dive bombing you when 

you put the bins out.” 

“Now who’s being a pillock?” Although I made sure I’d put the bins out before it got dark. 

Francis had got me worried about what could come rummaging in them later. 

We were just getting into preparation mode—luckily, it being June, we had extra time to get 

ready for the moon’s rays to strike—when a cry of “Shit!” came from the loo. 

I dashed to the door, worried that the shifting had started early. “Are you okay? What’s up?”  

“I’m bleeding soaking. Tap’s leaking again.” 

The bungalow we’d bought was brilliantly adapted, but whoever had put in the toilet must 

have been having an off day, because the posh taps had started to spray at odd angles 

whenever the fancy took them. The local plumber, Dai the ballcock, was less than impressed 

with the original work. He was going to put new ones in but until they arrived from the 

supplier we had to make do with a holding job, one which he was sure wouldn’t hold too 

well.  

“I’ll be back to do it now, next week,” he’d promised, “as soon as the parts are in. Let me 

know if it goes tits up in the meantime.” 

“Shall I get onto Dai?” I asked, phone in hand as Francis emerged. 

“Only if he can get here quick, or we’ll scare the crap out of him. Otherwise we’ll have to 

isolate the supply.” 

“You ring him.” I thrust the phone over. “I’ll turn the supply off at the mains.” That was one 

advantage of a pressure driven, non-header tank system. 

“Dai’s not there,” Francis said, as I eventually returned to the lounge. I’d been filling up the 

kettle and some jugs so we had a water store, then I’d checked all the other taps inside and 



outside the house, because I wouldn’t have been able to settle otherwise. “His appendix has 

burst, so he’s in the hospital.” 

“Bugger that. On all counts.” Nobody would wish appendix problems on a pal, especially a 

good plumber, given they’re as rare as hens’ teeth. 

“Luckily he’s got a mate covering for him, doing any urgent jobs. Darren. That’s who the call 

rolled over to.” 

“That’s fortunate. Can he come out?” 

“Yep, although he says he’s short of time so he’ll take a look and if he can’t fix or isolate it 

easily he’ll have to come back tomorrow.” Francis grinned. “Just as well he’s got a date or 

whatever tonight.” 

“Can you imagine him backing out of the loo and finding half a ton of armadillo sitting 

watching the day-night cricket on telly through the lounge door because it didn’t make it out 

of the hallway before it shifted?” Just as well I can administer CPR. “Here, is it usual for 

plumbers to employ a locum?” 

“I wondered that. Crossed my mind it was a set up—one of those two police officers setting 

up a sting—so I made small talk. Seems he’s a pal of Dai’s, down here on holiday. He’s 

offered to cover any emergencies.” Francis wrinkled his pert little nose. “Seems like he’s the 

real deal, but we’d better be on our guard.” 

Ten minutes later, he was pulling up onto the drive. As I opened the front door I had the odd 

qualm because he turned out to be driving a normal car rather than his plumber’s van, but if 

he was here on holiday he wouldn’t have brought the whole kit and caboodle, would he? I 

supposed he’d have had to borrow Dai’s wrench and packing tape and whatever other arcane 

things these guys are possessed of, because surely he wouldn’t have taken those with him for 

a week of sea, sand and sunburn. 

Nice looking lad, though. Well toned, cheeky face. Pinged my gaydar but I’ve been known to 

be wrong. Pinged Francis’s gaydar, too, he told me later, but he’s bloody hopeless at 

knowing.  

Anyhow, Darren was all smiles and concern and didn’t seem at all perturbed by the fact we 

were two blokes sharing the same house, although he was edgy about the time, glancing at his 

watch every couple of minutes. I reckoned he had a hot date with a hunky lock forward in 

Haverfordwest and was itching to get there.  

He had a look at the tap, said it was beyond hope, but reckoned he could isolate it so we 

could at least have water to the rest of the house. There was a small valve, although some 

clown had located it round the back of the outflow pipe and right at floor height, so you had 

to be a contortionist to get there. Gave us an opportunity to feast our eyes on his anatomy, 

though. 

Francis was starting to get a bit agitated the longer things went on, so the pair of them were 

looking at their watches like me when I took my A levels and was willing time to slow down 

so I could get a bit more stuff onto the paper.  

Eventually Darren gave a jubilant, “Done it!” Unfortunately, he lifted his head a bit too 

quickly in his triumph and cracked it on the sink.  

Just as well I can deal with unconsciousness as well as give CPR. 

“Shall I ring 999?” Francis asked. 

“Not yet,” I said, checking our casualty over. Which would have been an added bonus if the 

situation hadn’t been so nasty. “I think he’s just knocked out.”   



He was breathing steadily enough, so I eased him into the recovery position, at which point 

he was starting to come round.  

“What happened?” He said, groggily, before lifting his arm and nearly cracking that on the 

toilet bowl.  

“Steady on. You whacked the back of your head and were knocked out for a moment. Wait 

until you feel a bit steadier before you try to sit up.” 

“Tommy…” Francis tapped his watch. 

“Maybe you can go and put the kettle on? I’ll make us all a cup of tea.” Given that Darren 

couldn’t see my face, I made all sorts of antic expressions, in the direction of the lounge. 

“Could you just go and check whether I left my laptop on? I think it was overheating.” 

“Eh? Oh, right.” The penny dropped. “Kettle and laptop it is. But no tea for me—I’m going 

to dry off then I may try to get forty winks. Didn’t sleep well with the thunder last night.” 

“Okay, no worries.” I shooed him off before his overegging of the explanation pudding 

became suspicious. I turned back to my patient. “Let me check your head for bleeding. I 

don’t think the skin got broken.” 

“It’s fine, I’m sure.” Darren rubbed the sore spot. “Shit!” 

“Let me check, okay? You’re such a wimp.” I gingerly pulled back his hair but all I could see 

was a large, red lump that appeared to be growing before my eyes. “I don’t think you’ve got a 

cracked skull, but if I were you I’d have it looked at.” 

“No! No look I don’t want to end up in a ward next to Dai. He talks the hind legs off a 

donkey.” 

I grinned—Dai would have talked the hind legs off a T. Rex—although I suspect he was 

more worried about missing his date than listening to a gabbling Welshman. “Fair point.”  

I led him to the kitchen, hovering at his elbow because he wasn’t too steady on his pins. I 

perched him on a chair then got to work with the teapot. 

“You may not want to hear this, but you look like shit.” I waggled a mug. “Milk? Sugar?” 

“In reverse order, no, yes and thanks a bunch.” 

If he could answer things in reverse he couldn’t be that bad, although that wobbly progress 

through the house still concerned me. “I’ll run you down to Casualty; shouldn’t take long to 

be seen on a Tuesday night. I can get you back here or wherever you need to be. I know 

you’ve got somewhere to be.” 

“Yeah, home. Holiday flat, I mean.” 

I guessed he must be meeting his hot date there. “Takeaway and a bottle of beer?” 

“Eh?” 

I gave him his mug of tea. “I sort of assumed you were meeting up with somebody. You said 

you were short on time.” 

“I was. I am.” He fished out his phone. “I think I’d better cancel my—um—mate, though. I’ll 

just get some kip.” 

“Don’t be so hasty. You might want somebody around for the next few hours. In case there’s 

a delayed reaction.” 

“Stop fussing. I’ve had worse than this.” 

I bit back my reply. I’d done my best and if he ended up passing out and cracking his skull on 

something in his flat and being found dead three days later I wouldn’t have it on my 

conscience.  

Only I would.  



What could I actually do, though, if the guy wouldn’t let me take him in for a check over? I 

couldn’t suggest he stayed here for us to keep an eye on him because it was going to be 

damned awkward not letting him in the lounge or explaining where Francis had got to. And 

what those strange noises he was bound to hear were.  

We drank our tea over a constrained conversation in which he seemed to be trying to prove 

he was okay by using long plumbing-related words, most of which I didn’t understand. By 

the time I’d decided I’d probably over-reacted and he’d be fine to go we’d both drained our 

mugs dry, so he hopped off his chair. And straight onto the floor. Well, not quite straight, as 

he’d managed to stay upright for a good two seconds before his knees buckled. 

“I’m calling an ambulance.” I fished out my phone but before I could unlock it, he’d grabbed 

my trouser leg. 

“No, please. I hate hospitals. Shit scared of the places. They always want to poke and prod 

you.” 

I could sympathise with that—Francis would too, because he’d had his fill of the places. But 

there’s being scared and being stupid. “What if I call the local GP out? Or at least get some 

advice over the phone?” 

He glanced at his watch again, clearly shocked at how late it had got. “There won’t be any 

GPs on duty now. Anyway, they’ll probably just say ‘keep it until it gets better’.” 

“Or until you die.” I had to be blunt. I contemplated knocking him out again and bodily 

dragging him into the car and off to casualty, but he wasn’t small and Francis was soon going 

to be no help, even if simply on a door opening front. We weren’t too far from moonrise. 

Darren glanced at his watch, shrugged, and said, “Probably too late anyway.” 

“Sorry? Too late for what?” 

“To get home. To get somewhere safe.” 

For a horrible moment I wondered if he was talking about Francis. Did he know about the 

shifting and had he been determined to get out of the bungalow before anything happened? 

“You’re safe here,” I promised him. I held out a hand, getting him onto his feet and into the 

chair again. “You can lie down in the spare room until you feel better. And if you feel worse, 

I’ll ring 999.” 

He snorted. “You’re a Christian, but it wasn’t my safety I was thinking of.” He looked around 

him then lowered his voice. “Do you know what tonight is?” 

“Tuesday.” 

“Apart from that.” 

I swallowed hard. “Full moon?” 

“Got it in one. Do you believe in shape shifters?” 

I swallowed even harder. “I understand there can be such things.” 

“You’d better believe there are. And some of them are pretty nasty.” 

I must have subconsciously edged back, because he laughed and held up a hand.  

“Not me. I wouldn’t hurt anyone, not consciously, anyway. I just sometimes forget myself, so 

when I’m home I lock myself away until it’s all done.” He paused, puzzled. “This doesn’t 

seem to be a great shock to you. Don’t tell me you’re a shifter yourself?” 

“Not me, it’s J—” I stopped, annoyed with myself. “Just that I know someone who is. So it’s 

no real surprise.” Like I said at the start, you can get your mind round anything. “What 

animal do you become?” 

He shuddered. “Like they say on Facebook, it’s complicated. It used to be a wolf. Bog 

standard. But I had—I guess you’d call it an experience. I was out for a run, in wolf form not 



just down to the gym, minding my own business and only annoying the rabbits, when this 

dirty great brute jumped me. Gave me a hell of a bite to my flank—I’ve still got the scars—

and since then I’ve taken to changing to...oh hell, this is so embarrassing.” 

Not as embarrassing as an overgrown armadillo, I thought. “What animal is it?” 

“A bloody great ram. Like the sort you see leading out a regimental band.” 

I thought that was a goat, but I let the point pass. Maybe it’s hard to tell what you really are 

from the inside. “A ram? Blimey. I bet that’s impressive.” 

“So I’m told.” A slight flush ran over his cheeks, which I guessed was embarrassment rather 

than a medical development. “You might not want me in your spare room, any more than 

they’d want me at the hospital. Can get a bit—rough.” 

“So why did you come down here on holiday if you know it would be full moon this week?” 

“Because I thought I’d be running over the hills, for once. Having a whale of a time—tup of a 

time—rather than hiding away until it’s all done.” He fingered his skull then grimaced. 

“Didn’t count on this happening.” 

“Hell, yes. You wouldn’t want to get into a butting competition out in some field miles from 

anywhere.” I scratched my head; how was I going to be able to cope with two shifters? And 

did rams fight glyptodonts and who would win? 

“Have you got a cellar? Or an outhouse or something? I don’t think I’m going to be too 

excitable tonight, not with this head.” 

“I could give you some co-codamol—try to knock you out. Does that work with rams?” 

“Couldn’t tell you. We could give it a try, though.” He drew his car keys out of his pocket. 

“I’ve got a bale of hay in the boot of the car, if you could fetch it. Give me something to 

snuggle onto.” 

“Righty ho.”  

I’ve been in some daft scrapes in my life, but fetching hay for a were-ram who’s waiting in 

my kitchen with possible concussion, while dropping in en route to explain what the fuck’s 

going on to a soon-to-be-glyptodont takes the biscuit. Actually it takes the whole crate of 

custard creams. Francis just shrugged and said it would make for an interesting conversation 

over breakfast and how mentioning mint sauce at any point might not be a good idea. 

I left him to get into his shell while I got the garage—luckily, like most folk, we don’t keep 

the car in there as it would restrict Francis’s access—comfy. I found an old plant container 

shaped like a shallow trough and put water in it (co-codamol can make you pretty thirsty), 

then went back to my patient. 

Darren was starting to look a touch fuzzy, although that might have been my imagination, so 

I fetched him a dose of painkiller, watched while he swallowed it, then got him into the 

garage and settled him for the night. Not that I was going to get a lot of rest, what with 

keeping one eye on Francis and the other on our guest, although I’d be observing him through 

the garage window. Big butch things, rams. Any sign he wasn’t well and I’d be getting out 

the vet—no playing at James Herriot for me. 

I woke on the hallway floor at seven thirty in the morning with loud music coming from the 

kitchen and the smell of bacon drifting through the door. Somebody must have thrown a 

blanket over me in the night—don’t think I got it myself, but I don’t remember much past 

three am—and I had a cushion for a pillow.  

“Only seventeeeeeen, dah daah dah daah dah dum.” 

I stuck my head round the door. “Oi, Agnetha and Annafrieda, can you keep it down?” 



“Sorry.” Francis, who was in charge of the teapot while Darren had the frying pan, didn’t 

look sorry at all. “We were making you breakfast. Seeing as you did such a great job last 

night. I’ve explained to Darren, by the way. He’s well impressed.” 

“Never met a wereglyptodont before. Food’s up,” he continued blithely. I sat down at the 

table and waited for my plate to be filled. My life of weirdness didn’t seem to be getting any 

less weird any time soon, as proved by the subsequent conversation comparing their 

experiences. I was grateful that Francis had found someone who “got it” but some of the 

detail wasn’t suitable for the breakfast table. 

“Can you two leave this for when I’m not around, please?” 

“Sorry, mate.” Darren raised an apologetic hand. “Got carried away. I’ll change the subject.” 

“Not to Dai’s appendectomy, either.”  

We chatted general plumbing things, like the botch job that had been done with the taps and 

other domestic disasters we had known. 

“Houses are just money pits, sometimes.” Darren said. 

“Yep.” Francis stabbed a final bit of bacon. “And the workmen are the worst. You have to 

watch these plumbers or you end up fleeced.” 

I groaned, slapped Francis’s shoulder and staggered off to bed. 

 

 

For Darren’s real story, as opposed to this AU version, see Elin Gregory’s Sheep’s Clothing. 

  



 

 

Wereglypts of Christmas 
 

On the first day of Christmas my true love—Francis Morrison, he of the giant armadillo type 

tendencies come the full moon—gave to me... 

Okay, in the interests of truth, the whole truth and nothing but, it was the first day of Advent. 

Which was technically December 3rd this year, so all of you who were tucking into the little 

chocolate Christmas trees out of your Advent calendar on December 1st had jumped the gun 

and should be disqualified. And guess what it was in the lunar cycle? Yep, you’ve got it spot 

on. So himself had to make sure he stayed indoors so he didn’t scare the hassocks off the folk 

coming home from evensong. 

He likes a bit of evensong, does Francis, which might come as a surprise although not 

because of his shifter tendencies—even wereglyptodonts are allowed to have their reflective 

moments—but given his slightly larcenous tendencies. Now he’d say that it was just the one 

incident, that he had every justification for relocating the funds and that he’d been keeping 

his nose (and snout) clean both before and after. I think I believe him. 

Francis likes Christmas, too, and Advent, and all the rest of the stuff. He’s not quite in the 

let’s-start-playing-the-Christmas-music-in-September brigade, although I suspect he reins his 

enthusiasm in a bit for yours truly. Thing is, if I could start my Christmas shopping on 

December 23rd, I would, and I’d rather have no mistletoe, holly, carols or “I wish it could be 

Christmas every day” blaring out before Christmas Eve. I’m quite happy to enjoy my turkey, 

obligatory sprout, chocolate biscuit from the special tin you only get at this time of year and 

the Queen’s speech, but only on the day itself. 

Francis says I’m a right “bah humbug” and he might have a point. Christmasses weren’t that 

merry when I was younger—don’t ask because I won’t tell—so the whole season just rankles 

a bit. 

Still, I don’t like to spoil his fun, so if he wants me to drive him to the pantomime or the carol 

concert or whatever, I’m happy to oblige. It’s great to see his face light up when it’s the 

whole, “Oh yes he did, oh no he didn’t” thing. For a grown up guy he’s really in touch with 

his inner child, as the psychologists might term it. Or as I’d put it, he’s a big daft pudding at 

times and I love him for it.  

Anyway, to return to my muttons, as Hercule Poirot doesn’t quite say, it was December 3rd 

and Francis couldn’t go to evensong, because the moon was rising late afternoon and even if 

it was black as your grandfather’s moustache out there I don’t suppose he could have lurked 

in the churchyard listening to the choir belting out “Oh come, Oh come Emmanuel” because 

he’d have hurried some of the old dears’ progress towards the pearly gates if they’d seen him.  

As a result he was in a right mood. No Advent carols, no candles, no Advent wreath; I 

suggested he go to the morning service but it’s not the same, apparently. “Not the same 

numinous sense of wonder.” Whatever that is. Then I thought he might listen to the service 

on the radio, because Radio 3 or 4 must put on that sort of stuff, probably from King’s 

college Cambridge. That idea went down like a lead balloon, too. Francis used all sorts of 

words I bet he’d never use in church. In a final effort to cheer him up, I put forward the idea 

of taking him up onto the old airfield before he shifted. 

We’d discovered this little part of West Wales when we’d been out on a scenic drive one 

day—there’s not a lot there and the only people who seem to use it are the model aircraft 



buffs. The views are spectacular, but more importantly it’s got flat stretches which are 

wheelchair accessible, which isn’t typical of your average hill top with a sea view. We 

decided to have a gander up there of an evening—don’t ask what we got up to in my car in 

the pitch black cos I ain’t telling—and had the place entirely to ourselves.  

Which made me think it might be a great place to come on a full moon night so that himself 

could indulge his giant armadillo side to its full extent. It would take a bit of planning, 

because I couldn’t just abandon him there and return to pick him up when he’d changed back, 

but the logistical side of things is just my cup of tea. Sleeping bag, thermos, snacks—I’d just 

have to park up, let events take their course, then take him home and let him sleep it off. 

There’d be risks, of course, although not to him so long as he didn’t go haring down a hole 

and getting stuck. Somebody might spot my car and report me, although what crime I’d be 

guilty of I can’t imagine, although my previous run in with the law had left me wary. 

Somebody might see Francis, of course, but even if they believed their eyes and went calling 

999, no doubt the police would put it down to the caller’s over indulgence in Brains. By 

which I mean the beer, not what Hercule Poirot would call “the little grey cells”. 

Anyway, it took me a while to get my act together on this idea, what with the moon 

sometimes rising before the sun’s set and all that malarkey, but December 3rd seemed to be 

the date, what with overcoming Francis’s disappointment about Advent carols, etc. It would 

be the perfect time of year, too, for giving the plan a try. All those Christmas parties going on 

and people ending up off their faces, nobody would believe they’d seen a giant armadillo 

rolling over the old airfield.  

When I suggested it, this strange expression came over his face, so I thought I’d cocked up 

well and truly. I was about to apologise and tell him to forget I ever made the suggestion, 

when he got all teary. He said he was blown away at the idea, especially because it would 

involve a lot of sacrifice from me—night on a bare mountain, or at least on a draughty 

airfield—and because it would let him have the sort of freedom he so rarely gets. 

He gave me a great big snog and would have given me a lot more, favours in advance of his 

treat to come, but a bloody man from DPD rang the doorbell and we had to sign for a parcel. 

Turned out the thing wasn’t even for us, but for Gladys next door. Not that I’m complaining, 

because we’re always pleased to do her a favour as she takes in parcels for us. And keeps us 

supplied with Welsh cakes. She must have been out with her daughter, or down the W.I. orgy 

or something, so we took in the box—looked like she’d been ordering stuff online because 

she’s quite a silver surfer—and stored it safely.  

It put the kibosh on the romantic activity, though, because if Gladys came back and wanted 

her parcel we didn’t want her knocking the door when we were in the old flagrante delicto. 

Still, Francis promised he’d make it up to me, and Francis’s promises are worth waiting for. 

So we get to the big day, and himself got out his Aled Jones CD from last Christmas, and 

blasted the old “Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel” through six or seven times. When he was 

about to put it on again I reminded him that the evening’s romp around the airfield depends 

on the good will of big-hearted Tommy Fitzpatrick and if he didn’t give it a rest said good 

will goes on hold until Christmas Eve. He was clearly excited, so we went down to the pub 

for lunch and then had a bit of shut eye on the sofa, charging up the old batteries for the 

adventures ahead. 

Everything was going well when we got up to the airfield car park just as dusk was falling—

although with a start like that, you know there’ll be a spanner in the works somewhere. Not 

another soul about, and just the sound of an early owl and a fox yelping somewhere to add a 



few atmospherics.  We waited until the moon had its effect; in this case, there’s always a pre-

warning because Francis’s legs start to function again. He got out of the car, flinging off his 

clobber because nobody wants their trousers wrecked by a glyptodont carapace ripping 

through them.  

Once he’d shifted I left him to it. It might have been fun to have a run around with him—I 

wonder if giant armadillos like to play “fetch”?—but accidents can happen when you’re 

arsing about. Francis keeps telling me that he can’t always control that tail of his and as it’s 

got a dirty great mace like thing on the end of it maybe it’s as well to play safe. How are you 

going to explain that one in the Accident and Emergency department? Anyway, somebody 

(me) was going to have to be on watch just in case any nosey parkers came along. 

What I hadn’t bargained for was the size he’d end up. He’s explained it often enough, how 

the dimensions of the glyptodont he turns into depend on his environment. If he’s indoors, he 

stays pretty small—almost hold-in-your-arms cuddly—but if he’s got a bit of space, he 

expands to fill it. Well, not quite fill it because there are limits even to a glyptodont. You get 

the idea. Out on the airfield, he ended up huge. Probably bigger than when he sprang me from 

the interview room with the rozzers. I was glad I’d stayed in the car, and even then I had 

some qualms in case he got a bit playful, because he’d have been able to bowl me and the 

vehicle right over.  

Off he went, haring down the old runways and having a root around. I had a sudden qualm 

that he might root up some unexploded ordnance, left over from when this place got the 

occasional pasting during the last unpleasantness, although I hoped he’d have enough human 

sense left in his brain to leave well alone. I meant to keep awake and be his minder, but the 

great tiredness descended. 

 I woke with a start with cramp in my neck, a cold foot where it had somehow escaped from 

the duvet, and a sense of panic, because himself was nowhere to be seen. Half two in the 

morning isn’t the best time for dealing with a crisis, or having any sorts of sensible thoughts.  

I grabbed a torch, and went off for a scout about. If he knocked into me and cracked a few 

ribs, so be it; I’d rather that than having left him trapped down a hole to catch his death of 

cold when he shifted back and couldn’t get out. And how we would explain to the emergency 

services the fact he was starkers? Or how a man without use of his legs had got into such a 

situation in the first place? I shone my torch in all directions, called for him, and looked 

behind the derelict hangars, in case he was having a kip, but there was no sign of him.  

I was wandering about wondering what to do next when I spotted a whacking great pile of 

poo, on the road heading from the car park to the road. There was a great big muddy patch 

further along, and what seemed suspiciously like a trail leading from it. A glyptodont type 

trail, I decided when I inspected it further, a trail that then led through a puddle and towards 

the entrance. This had to be Francis, but where was he heading? And why? 

It didn’t seem like something had spooked him—I know you can’t work out somebody’s 

speed from their tracks, or at least I couldn’t, but it seemed that the trailmaker had gone at a 

steady pace rather than dashing and splashing. So if he wasn’t running away, what was up? 

And what was I going to do next? The logical thing was to go home, in case he’d made his 

way there.  

I’m a careful driver, but that night I exceeded even my own standards in caution. Slow and 

steady meant I could avoid going round a bend and ending up with a front bumper full of 

glyptodont arse, and I could also keep my eyes peeled for more signs of armadillo type 

creatures having gone that way. One or two times I saw a trail through a puddle that didn’t 



look like it had been made by a wheeled vehicle, so I concluded I must—literally—be on the 

right track. I had a gander at the passing places and roadside ditches, too, in case he’d parked 

up for the night, but when I eventually got home it was without seeing hide nor hair of him. 

I’d seen something almost equally concerning, though—Gladys’s lights were on, which was 

unprecedented, given that she’s not the sort for midnight parties. I told myself that maybe she 

got insomnia, and was making a cocoa, but some little thing buzzing inside my noddle told 

me it was more than that, so I should at least go and make sure she was okay. If I couldn’t do 

anything for Francis, not knowing where the bugger had got to, perhaps I could be a good 

Samaritan for her.  

As I pulled into her drive, the first thing I saw was the man himself or, to be exact, the 

wereglyptodont itself. He was fast asleep, making a purring sort of sound that must have been 

a glyptodont snore. And no wonder, given the crumbs scattered about (mince pies, I’d have 

said) and what looked suspiciously like the remains of a saucerful of egg nog.  

I pinched myself. Twice. But no, this wasn’t a dream. The weird life of Tommy Fitzpatrick 

had just got weirder. I was umming and ahing about waking him to lead him home when 

Gladys’s door opened and the lady herself appeared. 

“I thought I saw a car. Come in love, and leave him be. He’s worn out.” And with that 

mysterious comment, she went back into the house. 

I followed instructions; nobody in their right minds would argue with a Welsh widow.  

“You must be freezing. I’ll make you a hot toddy. You can always leave the car by here until 

tomorrow.” She took my coat, guided me into her kitchen and plonked me into a chair by the 

Aga, like I was a little premature lamb that needed warming. She was right, though; I’d had 

no idea of just how cold I’d got until I started to thaw a bit, pins and needles shooting through 

my feet.  

The Aga and the toddy—bloody hell, she made them strong—soon got to work, though. Once 

I was warm enough to think clearly, I said, “There’s a story here and I’ve no idea what it is. 

What happened tonight?” 

“Ah, love. Long tale.” She’d settled herself in the chair opposite mine. “My big brother flew 

out of that airfield. Not during the war, though—I’m not that old! That’s his picture on the 

dresser.” 

He’d been a handsome bloke, with his blonde hair and his sheepskin jacket. “Was he in the 

air force?” 

“No. He was a flying instructor. He went down off the cliff one day, when he was out on a 

solo run. They think a bird went into his propeller or something like that. Temporary loss of 

power and a cross wind that drove him inland.” She shrugged. I wasn’t sure she believed the 

explanation and it sounded odd to me, but what do I know? 

“Was it on December the third?” 

“Yes. 1960. I always go up there on the anniversary, and have a think about him.” 

“I didn’t see you.” I didn’t remember seeing a car, either, so how did she get there?  

“Oh, I try not to be seen. There are courting couples go up there, and I don’t want them to 

think I’m a peeping Tom, do I?” 

I hadn’t considered courting couples. The sight of Francis in fully shifted mode would have 

dampened anyone’s ardour. 

“I park my car behind that old derelict hangar,” she continued, “and I park myself inside it. 

Nobody goes in because the locals think it’s haunted.” 



I chuckled. This was making admirable sense so far. How typically British, though, to be 

laughing over people being frightened of ghosts when there was a wereglyptodont outside 

and he’d hardly got a mention. I had to take the plunge.  “So did something peculiar happen 

tonight?” I jerked my thumb towards the front driveway. 

“Oh, yes.” She burst into a fit of giggles. “I had a bit of a fall and got rescued by a knight in 

shining armour. Your Francis.” 

About a hundred and thirty seven questions exploded in my head, including the obvious one. 

How did she know that the huge pre-historic type creature outside was her next door 

neighbour? “I...er...I...” 

“I’d better make you another toddy—perhaps a stronger one—and explain properly.” 

Any stronger and my head really would explode. “Thanks,” I muttered feebly. “On both 

counts.” 

“That’s alright, love. You see, I know what happens to him on the full moon.  Same thing 

used to happen to my dah’s cousin, Hywel. Only he was a wolf, see, which plays havoc when 

you’re a sheep farmer, so they used to have to lock him up. I didn’t know people could do big 

armadillos.” 

“I’ve always thought Francis’s the only one.” But, then again, up until I met him I’d thought 

shifters only existed in books or films. I’d learned a lot in the last year and I think it was all 

for the better. I think. “How did you know it was Francis? I’d have thought you’d have had a 

heart attack, him appearing out of the blue.” 

She giggled like a schoolgirl. “I might have done, if I didn’t already know. I saw him, see, a 

couple of full moons back. Remember when my cat went missing?” 

I nodded. 

“I was out looking for her and saw Francis out in your garden, having a potter about. He 

seemed so at home, despite being an armadillo—only I don’t think he was as big that time—I 

guessed it had to be one of you. I called his name and he looked up, with a sort of smile, so I 

explained about the cat. He just nodded and went off. I came home.” 

Of course!  “And the next day he told me he’d heard the cat stuck in that old culvert.” How 

many brownie points—and Welsh cakes—did we earn ourselves that day, extricating 

Tiddles? 

“Yes, he’s always coming to the rescue, your Francis.” She offered me a piece of shortbread, 

which I took with considerable pleasure. Good cook is our Gladys. “So last night I took a bit 

of a tumble. Think I just winded myself but I felt rough at the time and I’d smashed the glass 

on my phone so I wasn’t sure I could call for help. Anyway, he trots up, gives me the once 

over—never had triage from an armadillo, I haven’t, not till now—and then he looks at the 

blanket I’d brought to keep me warm while I do my vigil. Then he nods, looks at me and then 

down towards by here. And then he does the whole pantomime again, by which point I’ve 

realised what he’s meaning and I’m pretty certain I haven’t got any broken bones. So, I threw 

the blanket round me, got on his back, and rode home like the Queen of Sheba.” 

I was too stunned to say anything other than, “Lucky you didn’t see anyone.” 

“You’re right, there. I might have ended up in the loony bin. Or the people who saw us might 

have.” She roared with laughter and I joined in, until we got to the point we could hardly 

breathe. 

“I’ll run you up there tomorrow, so you can pick up your car.” 

“Thanks, love. I’d appreciate that.” She patted my hand. “You’re good neighbours. I 

wondered why two lads might want to cut themselves off down here, but once I found out 



about the armadillo, it made sense. And I guess Francis can do all his business over the 

internet.” 

“He can.” Thank God she’d never probed us about the full story of why we’d ended up here. 

She’s broad minded but I’m not sure she’d have entirely approved of our run in with the 

rozzers. 

A whimpering sort of noise, suggestive of a glyptodont stirring and realising it’s going to 

shift back into human form, broke up our cosy tete-a-tete. I suspected he was getting a bit 

flustered, as the changing itself is no great shakes, but the fact he’d be stark naked and only 

have the use of his legs for a while would frighten anyone if they were out in the open. And 

with the thought of Gladys copping a glimpse of him in the altogether he’d be panic struck. 

I had Francis’s chair in the car to transport him home in a dignified manner, and a blanket to 

cover his blushes—among other things—but I still suggested Gladys stay inside while we 

went through the de-armdilloing process. She seemed to understand, and said she’d be round 

later in the day with some baked goods as a “thank you”. I didn’t protest too hard against the 

idea.  

When eventually I got him home all I wanted to do was sleep, while he wanted a bath. We’ve 

got a fully accessible one so I could leave him to it while I fell into the arms of Morpheus. In 

the morning, I awoke to the smell of coffee and bacon, and Francis ready to regale me with a 

full account of things from his point of view. Everything accorded with what Gladys had 

said—he was scared she’d go into shock so he wanted to get her home as soon as possible.  

When I asked why he hadn’t just woken me and I could have driven her, he said I was dead 

to the world and snoring like a herd of swine. Before I could tickle him to death for being so 

insulting, he said that he’d detected an atmosphere up at the airfield, one that he’d not noticed 

when he’d been there in human form. The only way he could describe it was a sense that 

shifters had been there before.  I told him what Gladys had said about her brother; that story 

of the bird and the propeller bothered us both. 

We did some research later that morning. Turns out December 3rd 1960 was a full moon as 

well, which raised more questions, like whether shifters had been on the airbase then. Had 

one of them collided with the aircraft? A werealbatross maybe? 

Given there were shifters in Gladys’s family, was it a hereditable trait? Had her uncle actually 

been flying about under his own power? Wereseagull? Weresoddingpterodactyl?  (I’d got to 

the point nothing surprised me.) Or did he suddenly metamorphose for the first time—late 

onset shifting—and couldn’t control his plane? I guessed we’d never know for sure. 

Anyway, that afternoon we both needed a nap, which turned out to be a nap with benefits, 

so—to get back to my original point—on the first day of Christmas (okay, technically the 

second day of Advent but allow me some poetic licence) my true love gave to me a) a dirty 

great shock b) proof he’s one of the most considerate blokes in the world and c) a very nice 

present of the horizontal type. 

A merry Christmas to one and all. 

 

 


