
The Fat Girl, Her Love and His Tortoise 

I was at a party that a woman I'd fallen in love with was throwing with her husband. It was at 

their house. The house was big, and I'd walked around it a few times waiting to catch the 

woman alone. I was walking through the garden when I saw her having a cigarette on a stone 

bench. Her face held up to the sky like she was posing for a photograph. 

  So, you came did you, she blew smoke out as she spoke. 

Yeah. 

I couldn't speak anymore. I'd been waiting to get her alone, but she was staring at me 

and blowing out smoke and I couldn't breathe properly. 

  Are you drunk? She asked and stood up. 

I was, and she knew I was. I nodded and shrugged, and she giggled. Looking up at the 

sky again. She sighed again before speaking, 

I can't sleep with you tonight. Billy isn't going away after all... I just thought you 

should know. 

  My heart sank a little into my shoes and I stepped on it as I shifted from foot to foot. I 

didn't say anything else and she put out her cigarette. She patted my cheek as she walked past 

and said soon maybe. 

  There wasn't any reason now for me to stay really but it was only early, and I couldn't 

stand the thought of going home alone. Not without being drunk anyway. I headed back into 

the house. 

  I sat down in an empty room by the front door and found some whiskey and some 

glasses in a cupboard. I drank some from the bottle and poured some in a glass. 



  I could still hear people in the party talking and singing. I listened to them and soon a 

drunk man stumbled into the room with me. He was skinny and his eyes had blue marks 

under them. He looked like he’d been punched a few times. He stopped when he saw me and 

pointed. 

  Helloooooo, he shouted and touched his chest. He let the O carry on for a while and 

then he sat down breathless in a chair by mine. 

  He was wearing a dirty blazer and he had a flower with no petals tucked in its chest 

pocket. 

  He didn't say anything for a few minutes. I didn’t either. I was staring at a fireplace 

that had been built into one of the walls. It was sparkling and had never been lit. There was a 

bag of logs next to it and I wondered why they'd never lit it. 

  The man was staring at me and sometimes he lifted his glass and took a drink. His 

glass was empty, but he would let one of the ice cubes fall into his mouth and he'd suck on it. 

I was still staring at the fireplace. I was thinking about lighting it. It was a big one. An 

old fashioned one. All brick and shiny metal. 

The drunk put his glass down and pulled out a cigar. EHUMMM! was the noise he 

made in his throat and I turned. He was holding a box with cigars in and he offered me one. I 

took it. 

I was pulling my lighter out my pocket when he pulled a box of matches out his 

pocket and held one lit for me. 

  I'm drunk, he announced and took a drag on the cigar he'd lit for himself. He stood as 

he said it and shut the door to the room. 



The smoke started floated around the room now it couldn't get out the door. It hung, 

grey in the air before finding a way out in the fireplace. The music from the party was a lot 

quieter with the door shut. 

  I'm drunk, he said again and laughed. 

  I nodded and shrugged. 

  It's a party, I said back. 

 Not much of a party. 

  They never are. 

  I'm drunk, he said again. 

  So am I. 

  I've never been drunk before. 

 Haven't you? 

  No. 

  Oh. 

  I'm not sure I like it. 

  Oh, it's not for everyone. Not everyone can handle it. 

  He blushed when I said that. 

I can handle it. Don't worry about that… I just don’t like the feeling. 

  The feeling is why you get drunk. 



He was quiet for a moment and I looked at the fireplace again. I thought about 

throwing him in and setting him on fire. Still announcing he was drunk as he was burning. 

I left my wife tonight, the man said. I turned to him again. He was pouring a whisky 

into his glass. Can I tell you a secret? He whispered. 

  Probably not, I said. 

I haven’t had an orgasm in five years. 

Oh? 

  He nodded. He was sweating and his eyes were wide. 

 Is that why you left her, I said. 

  He shook his head and some sweat fell onto the back of my hand. 

  She killed my tortoise, he said and great big tears started to fall from his 

eyes.                    

Jesus Christ, I thought. I should have just gone home. 

  The man finished his whiskey and put the glass down in front of him. 

  I always hated my wife, he said. 

  I said nothing. 

  He took my silence as an invitation to carry on and he started to tell me about her. 

My wife. My wife. When we met I'd never had sex. Girls have never liked me. She 

liked me. But her face was fat and her eyes were small. They peeked out from her big cheeks 

when she smiled and they folded up around them… She smiled a lot. She'd hug me tight after 

we'd been on a date and cry… She'd cry and say, ‘I've never been in love like this before’. 



What can you do when someone says that? Tell them you don’t love them? That you don’t 

even like them? God damn it man I just didn't have the heart. We started living together as 

soon as we started sleeping with each other. By that I mean she moved in with me and never 

told me. One day I opened my wardrobe and it was filled with her clothes… I thought maybe 

I'd start to feel something for her with her there. Sometimes I'd wake up in the night and she'd 

be holding my hand and smiling. Watching me while lying on her side… I love you; she'd 

say… I would close my eyes and pretend to fall back to sleep… It was hard. Sometimes I'd 

wake up in the morning and the sun would drift through a gap in my curtain. Just one ray that 

fell on our faces. It would drag me awake and I would fight to stay where I was. It was never 

that I didn’t want to get up if you understand. I just didn't want to get up with her… And 

there wasn’t anything wrong with her. I liked how much she loved me but the nicer she was 

to me the more I hated her.  

He was quiet for a minute and he looked at me. 

How did she kill your tortoise? I asked. 

He shook his head violently from left to right and one of his tears fell on my hand. 

I had that Tortoise since I was five, he started again. Five! Everyone I knew had dogs 

or cats, but I was never bothered about anything like that… I liked my tortoise. He was big 

and slow, and you know what they never tell you? They are warm. In the winter it was like 

having a heater in my room. 

He smiled at me. I bet you think that a tortoises’ shell is like armour don’t you.  

Isn’t it?  



Hahaha of course not. Its shell is its body. That’s why they can’t live without them. 

They can feel it like a dog feels it when you stroke their shells. Mine would hide its head 

away until you stroked it for a while.  

Why did she kill it?  

She always hated it. She said it was like having a living statue in the house.. that I 

paid more attention to it than to her… that she could swear I was more in love with it than 

her. She would joke sometimes and say, ‘It’s him or me’. As if I would ever choose her. I’d 

see her sometimes… when she thought I wasn’t watching. She’d try and kick him. She’d try 

and roll him over onto his back. I used to laugh when his head would dart out and bite her.  

The man was quiet for a minute. I stood up and crouched by the fireplace. I picked up 

one of the half logs and put one in the fireplace. I put seven in there and then I sat back down. 

I made up my mind to light it before I left that night.  

The man waited until I sat back down. Then he poured himself another drink. I poured 

myself one too. He sat up in his chair and ran his hand through his hair.  

She used to ask me why I never said I love you to her. So, I started to lie and that 

made her feel better for a while and it made me feel better for a while. I used to tell her she 

was beautiful, and she’d get those crinkles around her eyes… and I would want to punch her 

in the face. 

He looked up quickly looking embarrassed.  

Not that I ever did of course… I’d talk to my tortoise you know. When it all got too 

much. I’d pretend it was her and I would say how I really felt. I’d scream sometimes and beat 

the floor.  



The man shook his hands around in the air as he spoke. Ice and whiskey was falling 

from his glass and he was still crying.  

I stood up to avoid getting covered in his drink and knelt in front of the fireplace 

again and took the box of matches out. I lit one and held it. I threw it in the middle of the 

logs. I watched the match burn out. The logs weren’t even burnt. The man was still talking 

behind me. 

…heard me yesterday when I was speaking to him. She just stood there in the 

doorway and listened. I turned around and she was standing there. Her eyes were crinkled all 

around her fat cheeks.  

I heard him stand up and then he knelt down next to me. He reached out behind the 

fireplace and twisted something. Gas started to hiss and then he lit another match and threw it 

on the logs. There was a burst of flames and I felt it on my face in a wave. We both knelt 

back from the heat and we both laughed. He laughed and then he sat down on the floor. I 

went back to my chair.  

I looked at him and took a drink. He was still kneeling by the fire. He was watching 

the ice in his slowly melt from the heat.  

The water from the ice pooled at the bottom of his glass and he watched it. I was 

thinking of the party host and her husband. I wondered what they were doing. She wouldn’t 

speak to me if he was around. Smoke was rising up from the fire and the shiny metal was 

shimmering from the heat of it. The smoke stayed in the fireplace and curled up like the 

smoke from our cigars had earlier. He was still kneeling on the floor.  

She ran him over. That’s how she did it. She just picked him up and put him under her 

car and backed over him. I don’t even know how many times she would have had to do it to 



get him to look like that. Twenty-eight years I had him and I had to put him in a shoebox that 

rattled from the pieces of him banging together inside.  

He whispered this and started crying again.  

I pictured what it would look like. My heart hurt to think about it.  

He carried on speaking.  

…I kicked her out today though. I did it.  

He stood up and he turned, pride on his face.  

I spoke to her like I had always wanted too. I told her what I thought of how she 

looked. How I hadn’t managed to cum in years with her round head looking up at me. I didn’t 

stop… 

He trailed off and sat back down in his chair.  

Have you ever seen how the Vikings buried their families? He suddenly asked. 

No. 

They put them on a boat and pushed them out to sea. Then they set them on fire. They 

shot flaming arrows at the boat. I always thought that was beautiful.  

Why didn’t you bury the tortoise like that?  

I haven’t buried him yet. I was just going to put him in the garden. 

I jumped up. I felt drunker than I had before, and my head was spinning. I was unsure 

of what I was even doing at the party anymore and feeling crazy. She and her husband 

wouldn’t have been thinking about me. I would get rid of her from my head.  

Well what are we waiting for, I shouted.  



He looked up.  

What?  

Let’s have a funeral for your friend. 

Now?  

Yeah. A proper Viking funeral. The beautiful way. 

The beautiful way?  

There’ll be a river around here somewhere won’t there?  

He stood up and he grabbed my arms in his hands and he was still crying. He cried 

and spat and spoke. His face red from the heat of the fire. His eyes bulging out from 

excitement.  

Do you mean it? You’d do it with me?  

I felt a great companionship with this man now. We were the same. I knew it. 

Of course, I will brother. 

I live not far from here I can drive us. There’s a river behind my house.  

We laughed as he held my arms and I felt like we were spinning. We walked out the 

room and we heard the music and saw the other people dancing. It was like a different world. 

We’d stumbled into another place. We bumped into dancers as we moved around, and they 

pushed us. As we got to the front door I caught a glimpse of the hostess. She was smoking a 

cigarette in the kitchen and watching her husband wave his hands as he spoke to someone.  

She looked up at us as we left, and she raised her cigarette in a salute and laughed. 

Then she disappeared.  



He drove us wildly from the party and trees and bushes blurred around us. We 

stopped at some traffic lights and the red dot reminded me of the fireplace. I don’t know how 

long we drove, but I was half asleep by the time we pulled into his drive. He lived on a 

narrow street that had a small forest lining it on all sides. His house was small and there were 

cracks in some of the windows. He pulled up on the drive and we got out.  

His front door was behind a screen and we pushed through it. He fell and stumbled a 

few times as he walked. The house was filthy. Magazines and empty bottles were on the 

carpet. Plates with mouldy food caked on them littered the sides. He laughed when he saw 

me looking around. 

We never were much for cleaning, he said still laughing. Though there was something 

manic about it.  

He carried on walking. He walked through a door and I followed. The room we 

entered was spotless. No dirty plates or dust. There was a double bed that was made 

perfectly. There was a shoebox placed in the middle of it. There was a small wardrobe on the 

side of the bed. Its door was open, and I could see it was empty. Hangers were hanging 

empty. I shut the door as we passed it.  

The man fell to his knees before the bed and looked at the box. He reached out and 

touched the top of it.  

This is where I put him, he said. Still stroking the top of the box.  

When he turned around I could see he was crying again. It was a small shoebox. He 

had covered it in masking tape so it wouldn’t fall open. He picked it up and I heard a rattling 

noise come from it. It was the noise sand makes when it shifts around in a jar. It was like the 

rustling noise the woman I loved dress made when I dropped it on her floor.  



I don’t like that noise, I said. 

Neither do I. 

It’s sad.  

Noises always are I think. 

I nodded. 

He turned the box around and I heard the pieces of shell and flesh hit together again. 

He was crying so hard that tears were falling and hitting the top of the box. Leaving marks.  

I like the noise the sea makes, I said just to say something. 

What? He asked. 

You know, the ocean? When the waves break on the beach. 

What beach? 

Any beach. 

He thought about that for a second. Then he nodded. 

He carried the box out the room and I followed him. We walked out into the garden. 

The night was very black, and I couldn’t see for a moment. A light flickered on when it 

sensed we were there.  

You know the night is blue, not black? He said to me. 

I looked around.  

It looks black, I said.  

It’s the clouds that make it black, he said.  



Oh. 

Yeah.  

Behind his house was a collection of trees. Tall trees. Tall trees and the tops looked 

like they vanished into the night. The black clouds.  

We walked through the trees. I could hear owls making noises and different animals 

rustling leaves. We didn’t say anything else as we walked. I felt sad and out of place and I 

wondered what I was doing there with him. He had his head down as he walked like they do 

in funeral processions. I thought about slipping away unnoticed.  

I could hear the river running through the ground before we got to it. A trickle of 

noise that got louder until I couldn’t hear any animals and even our footsteps seemed silent. 

We got to the river and the world seemed bright. I thought it was daylight for a second. A bit 

of moon had broken through the blackness and was shining off the water.  

We walked to the riverbank. It was made of rock and dirt and our feet sank in. 

I know it was just a tortoise, he said. 

Yeah. 

But it was my tortoise. 

Yeah, I said. 

What else could I say?  

I loved him, he said. 

I had a dog once called Rolly. He would bark and sit and watch as I would eat. I used 

to think I hated him. 

What happened to him, the man said.  



He died of old age when I was twenty-one. 

Were you sad? 

Yeah.  

I’m sad. 

I know. 

What else if there to feel when something like this happens?  

You could feel your heartbeat. 

My what?  

Your heartbeat. Put your hand on your chest. 

He moved the shoebox from one hand to the other and put his hand on his chest. He 

curled his fingers a little as if he was trying to grab his heart.  

It's beating, he said.  

Fast? I asked. 

Kind of… but quite slow as well.  

So, you’re feeling sad and your feeling your heart beat quite slow and quite fast. 

I guess. 

That’s what else there is to feel. 

I shrugged as I spoke, and I put my hand on my chest. I could feel the bone of my 

chest under my hand. The ribs moving as I breathed. I could barely feel my heartbeat. I could 

hear it more than I could feel it. It banged against my ears.  



We stood there for a few minutes in silence, our hands on our chest, and I thought 

about how we would have looked to a passing person and then he sat down. The ground 

made a wet noise and I could see where he had sunk a little. He pulled a lighter from his 

pocket.  

I bent down next to him and together we undid the tape around the top of the box so 

we could open it. The top of the shoebox opened, and I could see inside. It looked like the 

small and broken stones you see on the side of the road. Though I could see some big pieces 

of shell mixed in. Some big enough to still make out the markings that must have covered his 

shell. I couldn’t see anything that looked like a head or feet, though that’s what I was looking 

for. It was just a pile of dust really. 

He reached in the box and touched the biggest piece of shell with a finger and he let 

out a sob. It sounded as if it had torn itself out of him and he didn’t make another noise after.  

He looked up at me and then he reached to his left and started pulling grass from the 

floor. There were dry strands of it sticking out of the floor everywhere. I helped him pick 

some and together we placed it in the box. More and more until, before it got covered, he 

reached in again and pulled out the big piece of shell. He put it next to him and then he 

started picking up little twigs. Thin ones that would burn easy and piling them on top of the 

grass. I picked some up too, but he wouldn’t let me put them in the box this time. He just 

shook his head and took them out my hands and placed them in himself.  

Soon the box was half-filled with grass and twigs. There was a small dent in the 

middle of it all where he had left some space and here he picked up the piece of shell and 

placed it there. 



It sat comfortably there. It was still shiny, and it was catching the light of something. I 

looked up and saw it was the moon. Shining down through a patch in the trees. I wondered if 

it had been there the whole time. 

Well, he said. 

Well. 

I guess this is it. 

The beautiful way. 

Right. The beautiful way. 

We both bent down and he moved the box until it was floating on the river and he 

held it still with his left hand. It moved up and down as the water flowed underneath it. 

Sometimes a bit of water would hit the side and drops would splash around it.  

I shuffled forward and I held the box still for him.  

Thanks, he said and as he moved his hand back to grab his lighter I felt his hand brush 

mine. I nodded. 

He looked as if he would have died if I wasn’t there and I wondered what the hell I 

would be doing if I wasn’t. Nothing, I thought, and I felt I was probably right.  

I nodded again and watched as he held his lighter to the end of a twig that was 

sticking out of the box.  

After a few seconds, the twig caught fire and we watched the small flame burn and 

make its way down and down until it reached another twig and then reached a patch of grass 

and then even before we knew what was happening the whole top of the box was on fire and I 

had to let go quickly so that I didn’t burn my hand.  



The river took the box away and it moved slowly at first. It span as it moved and in 

the dark its light blurred and changed as it got further and further away, and my heart felt for 

a second as if it would break in two. It span and span and I felt the man’s hand find mine and 

in that moment I didn’t care, and I squeezed his hand tight and he squeezed mine.  

I realised I was crying and that the tears were something real and true and that they 

weren’t for anything as stupid as love or sex. We held hands and I cried and he looked stonily 

out at the fire and his eyes were dry.  

We stayed like that, watching, even when the box floated into the side of the river and 

tipped upside down. 

THE END 

 

 

 

 

 


