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The Whirlpool House  

 

I was walking down the road when I saw the advertisement stuck on a post box.  

CLIENT WANTED FOR AN ARCHITECT WITH A DESIGN FOR A HOUSE. 

GIVE ME THE OPPORTUNITY BUILD IT FOR YOU AND YOU CAN LIVE IN IT 

FOR FREE. CALL ME ON THE BELOW NUMBER.  

The ad was written in thick black words on a plain white background and nothing 

else. The phone number provided wasn’t printed on the paper like the rest of the words. It had 

been scrawled on with a pen and the numbers had been smeared from countless rainfalls. The 

words on the ad were faded as if it had been stuck on the post box for a long time, and it sat 

there like the ugly duckling. Unwanted. It was surrounded by other advertisements with 

clearer, less faded wordings and email addresses and phone numbers that stank of being used 

too many times. The white swans. None of them seemed as clear as the faded advertisement. 

None of them offered so much. CLIENT WANTED FOR AN ARCHITECT. And even 

more interestingly to me. YOU CAN LIVE IN IT FOR FREE. 

It was so interesting to me that I called the number. I had nothing better to do, and a 

free house sounded alright to me. I had been living in a dirty room above a petrol station for 

two years unable to move anywhere because of my laziness when it came to working, so I 

called the number right there on the street. The phone line rang for only a couple of seconds 

before a woman answered. 

"Hello?" The woman answered thickly. 

"Hello? I saw your ad.” 

"My ad?" 

“Yes, your ad.” 

“The ad? 

“Yeah. The...” 



 2 

“The architect one?” 

“Do you have different ads?” 

"Don't worry about that. So, you're interested? In the house, I mean?” 

"I guess I am. I was phoning to ask if it is truly, really free? Truly? I don't 

have any money. I can only afford free." 

"It’s free. Don’t worry about money. Listen, meet me for a drink tonight. We 

can talk some more. I always think these things are better in person. You know The 

Jackal and Hide pub?" 

“Is that the one by Colmore Row?” 

“No.” 

“Then no.” 

"Forget about that place. Come over to my place. I have a home in the city and 

we can talk business. I have drinks here.” 

"I don't know about this. I was really only curious about the ad and the whole 

situation. I don't want you to think that I'm playing you, but I really have no money. 

Remember that I have no money if you're trying to scam me or rob me." 

The architect sounded upset. 

"I promise sir, this is not a scam. I am just someone with a dream and, 

fortunately, a lot of spare money. I have no need to rob people, let alone a potential 

partner in business such as yourself. I'll explain it all tonight if you come. I promise." 

“But if you have the money, who not build the house and live in it yourself. 

Why do you need someone to build it for?”  

“I’ll answer everything tonight.” 

I paused.  

"Well… okay. As long as you’re not a scammer." 
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"I am not a scammer. I am an architect.” 

“I'll come then." 

"Excellent." 

She gave me her address. It was between Digbeth and Chinatown, right next to the 

theatre, and I agreed to go over there that night at around eight. 

* 

I arrived at the architect's building and could tell straight away that she did have a lot of 

money. She lived in a row of high-rise four-storey terrace houses converted from old 

warehouses or factories. Old, but so looked after that they looked new. They had Victorian 

windows and thick, heavy-looking wooden doors with iron bolts implanted in them. The row 

of houses her house was on was followed by another equally expensive row of houses and so 

on and so on. The whole neighbourhood was expensive-looking; it stood in contrast to the 

dirty cheap apartments and unconverted warehouses lurking only streets away in Digbeth. 

An unusually clean looking canal ran parallel to the rows of houses. It was only a few 

metres away from the front doors. Several swans and geese were swimming next to stationary 

barges, their fat bodies floating on the shimmering water and shaking from left to right as 

their feet kicked. 

Outside the address I’d been given, a barge floated bearing the same house number. I 

looked at it for several minutes from the architect’s doorstop wishing that I had something 

like a barge until I looked away and knocked on the door and waited. 

A plump woman with round cheeks, bright blonde hair and dark green eyes answered 

the door. She was wearing a green dress the same colour as her eyes. I wouldn’t have noticed 

that if her eyes hadn’t been so noticeable. She didn’t smile as she answered the door and her 

eyes looked me up and down in a flicker. I flickered my eyes up and down her in return.  

“Hello,” she said in a voice that sounded as if she meant go away.  
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“I phoned earlier. About the ad?”  

Her unfriendly face became friendly. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I get such a lot of callers here. I can never remember the ones 

I asked to call and the ones who persistently do so without an invitation.” 

She laughed dramatically and I mumbled something in return that sounded 

good. I followed her into the house. The inside was dull and very clean. The floor was 

white and the walls were bare and white in the hallways we walked through. The 

staircase was the same. I followed close behind the architect. Her heavy footsteps 

echoed in the cold air of the house. We passed many doors that were firmly shut. 

After two plain hallways and two plain staircases, we finally opened one of 

the doors and came into a room that seemed as if it was designed to look like an old 

wooden hunting cabin from an American film. A deer head hung on one of the many 

wood-panelled walls above a gas fireplace that was burning. The furniture was all 

made from animal hides and old gas lanterns lit the room up. I paused in the doorway, 

looking at the sleek whiteness I was leaving behind in the hallway before stepping 

through the door.  

The architect sat down in a cowhide armchair. She gestured for me to do the 

same. I did. She leaned forward on her pillowy thighs and they pillowed out in a way 

I found oddly comforting.  

“So… do you have a name?”  

Her voice was posher than it had sounded on the phone. Its tones sang of 

money. 

“Bill Johnson,” I said.  

“That’s an unusual name.” 

“Is it?” 
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“It’s one of those names that are so normal they seem unusual.” 

“I guess so.” 

“You don’t think so.”  

“I don’t think about my name that much.”  

“I love that,” she giggled. “Tell me what do you do, Mr Johnson?”  

“Not a lot, Miss?” 

“Keats. Jessica Keats. So how do you make money?” 

“I don’t really.” 

I shifted in my animal hide chair, suddenly uncomfortable, and wished I had never 

gone to the house. Jessica didn’t seem like an architect. She seemed like a lunatic. The 

contrast between the room we sat in and the rest of the house was like that between a horse 

and zebra. There was a long pause in which she stood and poured two big whiskeys into little 

crystal glasses. She offered me one with a nod. I accepted with a smile. I drank it quickly. 

“Maybe I better go. I don’t really know about this,” I said. 

Jessica took a sip of her drink and waved a hand in front of her face, brushing my 

words away from her sensitive ears. 

“Don’t be silly. If you want to get right into business, we can.”  

Settling herself on the edge of her seat, she took another little sip and the drink went 

down millimetre by millimetre and caught the light of the gas lamps. Her eyes were cold and 

didn’t suit their surroundings as they focused on me. 

“I’ve wanted to be an architect for a long time,” she started. “A very long time. I’ve 

trained for it. I’ve studied it. I have the qualifications. I’m better than most of the other’s that 

I see do it.” 

“So why don’t you just do it?” 
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“It’s tricky. People want an established designer. I’ve had a few clients come 

to me, but they all want me to design something for them. Around what they want. I 

want to design for me. People need to see clients like you hiring me. When they see 

that other people want me, they will want me.” 

“Why don’t you just build the house and say someone hired you?” 

“I have pride. I know people in the community. People in the community 

know me. What if they found out that I was paying to build a house for nobody! I’d 

never live it down.” 

I nodded slowly and held my glass out to be refilled.  

“So, I won’t have to pay a penny for this house you’ll build?” 

With an exasperated sigh, her head leaned backwards. 

“You won’t have to pay a penny, I swear. The only condition is that the house 

is MY design. You can’t change anything. Inside and out the house will be and 

remain exactly how I’ve been picturing.” 

“What if I don’t like it?” 

“You’ll like it.” 

Stretching her body out on the cowhide beneath her, her hair fell and joined 

the patchy fur and she looked at me. Daring me to refuse. I wanted to refuse. It all 

seemed odd. I didn’t dare refuse. I scratched my nose and pushed my glasses up.  

“Can I see the design?” 

“No. You’ll have to wait until I start construction.” 

* 

There was a long wait after that initial meeting where I didn’t hear from Jessica the architect. 

I’d signed a contract at the meeting in her house that formally said I was hiring her to build 
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the house and that I would stay living there for at least five years. ‘For appearances,’ she said. 

There was only one copy of that contract. 

When she did phone, she had started construction and wanted me to finally see the 

design. She invited me to the site.  

 I didn’t have a car and Jessica didn’t offer to take me there, so I caught the bus to the 

site. It took a long time. I had to catch several buses. The site was in a grassy suburb. There 

were a few other houses surrounding the taped off construction area that looked like a child 

had assembled them from building blocks with their square windows, square doors and 

square bricks. The suburb had farmers' fields on every other side. Construction men patrolled 

the taped off section that marked the building site holding plans and talking in hard hats. It 

was a hot day. The sun shone and it was bright and hurt my eyes when the glare struck me in 

a certain way. It was a hot year. I couldn’t remember the last time it had rained properly. The 

grass was turning brown and crunched underfoot as Jessica came towards me.   

 “So… what do you think? Can you see what I see?” Jessica asked. 

I shrugged.  

Jessica laughed at me in the same way a reader might laugh at an illiterate. 

“That’s because you’re not trained as an architect. Where you see nothing, I see 

something. The very fabric of the earth waiting to be turned into something by the hand.” 

“The hand?” 

“The hand of God. The architect's hand. The creators. Tell me are you creative?” 

“I don’t think so,” I said looking at the rough dirt floor being trampled by the steel 

toe-capped boots of labours.  

“Let me show you what I see,” Jessica said, brightening with excitement. Grabbing 

my unwilling hand and pulling me towards a plastic table in the centre of the yard with a 

blueprint spread out on it.  
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The blueprint had a series of diagrams and mathematical equations next to 

building lists and measurements. The diagrams looked like what a plumber might 

carry in their bag to describe to children how a toilet bowl works. They showed a 

bird's-eye view of a funnel on top of a solid circular brick mass. A tube ran from the 

funnel, through the middle of the mass, and into the ground. 

“Is that the design?” I asked at the same time she said. “This is the design.” 

I stood looking at the blueprint while Jessica fiddled with her thumbs and 

occasionally looked at the print with pride inscribed in every orifice of her face; so 

much pride that some leaked out resembling sweat and dripped down her plump 

cheeks.  

“So. What do you think?” She asked.  

I looked up and then back down at the blueprint. 

“It doesn’t really look like a house.”  

Jessica clicked her fingers aggressively right under my nose. Some pride was 

flicked onto my chin. 

“Exactly!” She shouted. “It doesn’t look like a house! This isn’t like any 

house you’ll ever see. That’s what makes it so good!” 

Slapping the blueprint with the back of her hand, she smiled at it lovingly.  

“That doesn’t make it good though,” I said. 

Her head snapped up. Her cold eyes laughed at me. Her mouth laughed at me. 

It sneered at me too. 

“You don’t like your free house?” 

“I’m just saying that just because it’s different doesn’t mean that it's good.” 

“Are you an architect?” 

“No. You know I’m not.” 
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“Have you ever designed a house?” 

“No.” 

“Then what do you know.” 

* 

I told Jessica that maybe I wasn’t the right man to live in the house after our meeting at the 

construction site. I was dubious about the whole thing anyway, and I felt like I was in over 

my head. Jessica delicately brought our contract out of a compact binder when I told her this 

and waved it in front of my face.  

“Do I have to read the small print,” she practically sang without speaking.  

The point was made clear. I was trapped.  

A day later she came to see me in my room, wanting to see how I was living before 

the big move. She floundered into my room wearing a fur coat and smelling of perfume. She 

took little steps when she felt the sticky carpet, trying to make as little contact with the floor 

as possible. She took in the whole of the room with the crinkled nose of someone smelling 

dog shit. I sat on my bed in the corner with my legs huddled up beneath me. Her presence 

made me feel ashamed. She didn’t stay in the room long and neither did I. She offered, or 

rather demanded, that I let her pay for me to stay in a hotel until the construction of the house 

was done. When I refused, she pulled out our contract again. 

“But I like my room,” I protested. 

“But it’s in the contract.” 

“What is?” 

Using a sharp fingernail to underline some minuscule writing, she tapped the paper. 

“The client will do anything in his/her power to help construction,” she read.  

“How will me living in a hotel help it?” 
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Jessica sighed dramatically and sat next to me on the bed. Pulling a face, she 

quickly realised her mistake and stood up. 

“What if anyone in the architect world wants to see the house? Then maybe 

they will want to see my client, you know? The one I’m building the house for? And 

then maybe then they will want to see the house the client is already living in. Maybe 

not, but maybe. And maybe someone sees you coming here, to this room; not anyone 

important to me or the architect community, but someone. And maybe word spreads 

among the community. Maybe the community starts to wonder, how can a man who 

lives in such a cheap and dirty hovel of a room afford a custom-built house? How? 

Maybe they wonder some more, maybe they wonder if maybe you haven’t paid at all. 

Maybe they unravel the thread of my plan. Maybe they link it all back to me. Maybe 

that would embarrass me and hinder my creativity and hinder construction, and break 

a major clause in our contract. Now I don’t think you want or can afford to break our 

contract, do you? Can you?” 

Jessica moved me into a large hotel close to the construction site, the same 

hotel she was staying in whilst overseeing the build. I went along with it all. I was 

feeling as if I didn’t know what I was doing; like I was like a rag doll in a river being 

pulled by invisible forces. One second I was curiously phoning a number on an ad, the 

next I was being coerced into living in an architect’s dream. Sometimes, sitting in my 

luxurious hotel room, I’d pinch myself to see if any of it was real. The pinches always 

hurt and after them, I would phone room service and get some beer delivered. I 

charged them to Jessica’s room. 

The contract I had signed stipulated that I see the progress Jessica was making 

with the house at least five times a week. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday 

and Friday I was there. Saturday and Sunday I was usually there too. Whenever 
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Jessica wanted me there, I was there. Watching the slow crawl of it all. Sipping coffee while 

Jessica, in a pointless hard hat, ran back and forth screaming orders at workers. The rest of 

the time on the site was spent with Jessica in an office trailer she’d had placed on-site for 

herself. We would sit and Jessica, most of the time, would get very drunk and talk about her 

design. Jessica called the design, The Whirlpool House. She’d started bringing a stick to the 

site, a conductor stick, the kind they used to orchestrate symphonies, and she waved it 

violently around as she spoke about her design. The idea for it had come to her whilst 

walking in the rain.  

“I was walking in the rain and I noticed the overflowing drainpipes on all the houses 

and buildings. That’s what gave me the idea! I saw how the water ran off all their pointed 

roofs and I thought, why does the roof have to be pointed? Why does the water have to run 

off? It looked dull. Boring. Of course, I knew that rain would collect if a roof was flat and 

that would lead to a collapse, but my idea was, what if the roof had a funnel that led straight 

into the ground? What if the roof was a funnel? That would be really something! It would be 

a modernistic house almost in the vein of Frank Lloyd Wright! Whenever it rained the water 

could swirl around the funnel and drain off down a tube running through the middle of the 

house and straight into the drainage system below.” 

When she spoke passionately about it like that I could almost see her idea, but there 

were heated debates between her and the construction crew every few days where they told 

her they didn’t think what she’d designed was possible. She told them they had no vision and 

that was why they were labourers rather than creatives.  

* 

The frame of the house was the quickest part of the build and the basic timber work for it was 

done quickly. Round wooden and metal beams composed the cylinder shape of the house and 

waited to be built on after only a month. Jessica took her time deliberating over building 
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materials. It took six months for the exterior layer of the house to be completed. She 

eventually chose grey granite bricks for the exterior of the house. They were to be rough and 

natural granite bricks, and none of them was to be the same size. When they were fitted, the 

misshapen granite bricks made the house look like a raw slab of rock that had been broken 

into many pieces and then glued back together by a blind child and placed where a house 

should have stood.  

When the exterior was finished and only the roof was left to be completed, 

Jessica invited me inside the house for the first time. The house had many windows, 

more than usual, and they were all different sizes. Some of them were barely even 

slits. I peered through a recently fitted windowpane that was barely a slit out at the 

rest of the houses on the grassy suburb while Jessica spun in the middle of her design 

and laughed madly looking straight up at the dark sky in the space where the roof 

would be built. I stood by the window until Jessica slapped my leg and pulled my 

hand. I spun with her. Jessica had been getting drunk nearly every day during 

construction. She said it helped her think and be creative. She was very drunk that day 

and she slurred out words.  

“You know who would love this house?” She asked me while we spun.  

I knew what was coming when she said that. I shut my eyes. Jessica liked to 

name architects when she drank. She liked to name architects when she didn’t drink. 

She was an architect naming machine. It was hard to tell if some of the names she 

rattled off were even real. She especially liked naming architects I would never have 

heard about. Which was every architect. I didn’t reply. 

“Howard Roark would love this house,” she carried on, stopping spinning and 

sitting suddenly breathless on a patch of the grey linoleum floor. “Beautiful ginger 

Howard would love this house. He would have read my design like a book.” 
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I nodded, hoping that would stop her from carrying on.  

“Have you never read The Fountainhead?” She asked, clearly not believing that I 

understood her reference. 

I shook my head in defeat.  

“It’s what made me want to be an architect,” she nodded aggressively before smiling 

up at the few stars we could see. “Every architect I admire would love this house I think. You 

want to know an architect who would love this house? Antoni Gaudí. You know who else? 

Carme Pinós. You know who else? Louise Sullivan. You know who else? Walter Gropius. 

You know who else? Oscar Niemeyer. You know who else? Adolf Loos…” 

She prattled on. The names didn’t stop once she started. Pulling the folds of her coat 

tighter around her, she recounted a dream she’d had. 

 “I had a dream last night. I knew that the exterior of the house would be finished 

today and I had a dream last night. I had a dream where Antoni Gaudí came back to life and 

he came to see my design. He’d heard about my design from across the world. In the dream, 

he said it was the best design that he’d ever seen and that it wasn’t just because it was a 

dream that he said that. He even kissed me while standing on my blueprint.” 

Standing up unsteadily, she moved to the middle of the floor, which was marked with 

a red circle where the workers were going to drill for the tube from the funnel not yet built.  

“Howard came as well, and he built the roof for me by hand. He dismissed all the 

construction workers who were around us and chanting about how difficult it was going to 

be. You know why he ignored the ignorant?” She asked, pointing at me where I was standing 

by the open gap where the front door would be placed, hoping to sneak away. 

“No,” I answered. 

Jessica shrugged wisely. 

“Because he had vision and they were ignorant.” 
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* 

Four months after the exterior had been completed, the house hadn’t changed and I was stuck 

in limbo. My routine chanted in my head as I lay to sleep at night.  

I wake, I shower, I go to the site, lunchtime drink with Jessica, watch Jessica 

berate workers and wave her orchestra stick, listen to her name architects while 

drinking until sundown, make my way to my hotel room, go to sleep.  

* 

I woke, I showered, I went to the site. I sniffed the air when I arrived with a smile. I was glad 

the smell was finally gone.  

It had taken a week to drill towards drainage pipes under the house, and it had 

taken even longer to plug the smell that rose from it. The workers were looking to tap 

into the surface water drain, but they missed. They hit the surface water sewage drain 

and an awful, shitty smell engulfed the site. Jessica hadn’t planned for the smell. It 

rose and invaded the air itself for a square mile. People complained. Jessica 

apologised, called them ignorant and uncreative behind their backs, and ordered the 

workers to fix the smell. She stayed at the hotel and sent orders via mobile while they 

were fixing it. I was forced to carry on visiting the site and smell the smell for the 

whole week. I was her eyes and ears, Jessica said. The drainage tube that would 

connect to the roof-funnel had to be built quicker than planned to plug it. The plan 

had been to finish the funnel first. It took two weeks to build and fit the tube because 

it was a blend of two materials. Concrete with patches of clear glass which Jessica 

said gave it an ambience.  

* 

I woke, I showered, I went to the site.  

Jessica was waiting for me in her office.  
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“Today’s the first day of the final phase of my house. Of our house,” she announced.  

“It is?” I asked.  

“It is. Today I will order the workers to start on the roof. We’ve waited long enough. I 

know you must be impatient because I am.” 

Picking up her conductor stick, Jessica traced the air in front of her with delicate 

flicks.  

“Are you nervous?” I asked. 

Slamming the end of the stick on her desk, she looked up sharply. 

“Nervous? Why would I be nervous? Why would you even ask me that?” 

“I don’t know. I would be nervous. The workers have been saying for months they 

don’t think the design of the roof will work.” 

Laughing loudly and looking pointedly at the workers, Jessica hit the conductor stick 

off a window. Making some workers close by jump. 

“What do I say about the workers, Bill?” 

“That they’re uneducated.” 

“The other thing I say.” 

“That they’re lazy.” 

“Not that.” 

“That they’re ignorant.” 

“Not that.” 

“That they’re uncreative.” 

“That’s it. They’re uncreative, so how could I trust their opinions on if my designs 

will work?” 

“You can’t?” 
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“Exactly! I can’t! The roof will work because I designed it to work and that is 

how I work. The workers will make it work because making things work is their 

work.” 

“How long will it take do you think?” 

“Oh, a few weeks, a few months, it’s hard to say.” 

Standing up, Jessica walked over to where I was standing leaning against the 

wall. I had a terrible hangover and I felt very tired. I was constantly suffering from 

terrible hangovers and terrible tiredness during those last few months of construction. 

Mainly because Jessica was making me drink until late in the evening, every evening. 

Jessica lay a hand on my chest as a small Italian man hit the inside of my skull with a 

wooden mallet.  

“Are you excited about your free house?” She asked. 

I smiled even though I had become so bewildered and confused by the endless 

drag of events that had occurred since I had phoned her number that any excitement I 

might have felt had been drowned long before.  

“Even Howard Roark would be excited to live in a house like this. Don’t you 

think?”  

I nodded dumbly. 

That day I was asked to help with some construction for the roof. I was asked 

politely. I refused, nursing my pounding head with a cold palm, but Jessica ordered 

me to help, highlighting once again some small print on the contract that I could never 

read. 

I went to help with the roof’s construction. A metal ladder had been fastened 

to the side of the house and I climbed it, cursing Jessica and myself and life and the 

world and construction workers. 
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I had to pass along the smallest bricks, the ones that were to be used closest to the 

gaping hole of the tube. The bricks were to be fitted with mortar. One man stood perched on 

a hanging platform connected to a small crane mixing mortar, another man on another 

hanging platform was fitting a series of curved metal tubes that streaked from the top of the 

drainage tube to the sides of the house. The tubes were being placed very close together so 

that the workers had something to stand on as they spread mortar and fastened bricks. The 

tubes rose and curved outwards from the tube like the petals of a lily as they waited for the 

bricks.  

It didn’t take long for the metal tubes to all be fitted and when they were they were so 

dense it was hard to see past them. The man mixing mortar was still mixing mortar. Jessica 

was standing on the top of the ladder in a white pantsuit streaked with dirt. She had a pencil 

tucked behind one ear and she was studying a chart intensely.  

My next job was to help fit the bricks with two other workers. Stepping onto the tubes 

and scaling them like filthy urban monkeys, we carried the heavy bricks and after having 

them smeared thickly with mortar, placed them, one after the other, next to the opening of the 

tube. The bricks the two other workers fitted looked clean and good. The bricks I fitted 

looked dirty and had clumps of mortar oozing out of gaps.  

It took four weeks to finish even a small section just around the opening of the tube, 

and I suspected it was because of me it was taking so long. But I didn’t care. I was pleased 

with the work. I felt like I was contributing something. I’d forgotten what it was like to go to 

sleep and be tired. I slept better. I woke up feeling better. I even got excited about the house 

being finished. I talked to the workers for the first time since being on site, and I learned they 

were just as baffled with the situation that I had gotten myself into as I was. Some were also 

bitter and jealous and couldn’t understand why I felt so trapped and suffocated. 

I made friends with the boss of the workers, Angelo. 
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“A free house is a free house man. You think anyone else is getting that offer? 

You’re lucky you called that ad. What’s wrong with you, man? You don’t feel 

lucky?” Angelo said as I attempted to scrape off the stray bits of mortar I had 

somehow gotten everywhere. 

Jessica saw what I was doing. 

“BE CAREFUL!” she screamed, hurling her conductor stick at me but hitting 

Angelo instead on the back of his head.  

* 

The next day I woke, I showered, I went to the site. 

I dressed in the clothes I wore when helping with the work. A baggy jumper 

that I didn’t mind staining and old jeans I’d had since I was sixteen, but the costume 

wasn’t needed. When I arrived, all the bricks around the drainage tube had all been 

fitted and cleaned. From the drainage tube’s opening, the funnel-like shape that would 

become Jessica’s dream was materialising. The next section of bricks that had to be 

carried and placed were much larger. I was told that I wasn’t needed anymore. I 

shifted in my useless clothes and slunk back to the office where Jessica joined me.  

“The workers felt that you were slowing them down,” she said. 

“Oh.” 

“Don’t worry, we’re in the final phase now. We’re getting into it now.” 

“They think the roof will work now?” I asked.  

“They’re more confident about it. They say the final test after its completed 

will be during the first proper rainfall.” 

“We’ll have to wait for a big rainfall until I move in?” 

Jessica shook her finger at me. 

“Don’t complain. These things take time. Read our contract. Don’t complain.” 
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“Can I still sit up with the workers? While they finish the roof? Or does the contract 

stop that too?” 

“Don’t be sarcastic. Anyway, why would you want to sit with those people?”  

“I got on with a few of them.” 

“With those ignorant people who’ve been besmirching me and my ideas since the 

start?” Jessica asked incredulously. 

“Only a few of them.” 

“Maybe they’re the ones who said you were slowing them down.” 

“Maybe.” 

Looking at me and reaching behind her, Jessica pulled out a bottle of vodka and 

poured two glasses. 

“We’ll both go up. I need to see how they’re getting on,” she said, handing me a 

glass. 

We drank and then we both went up to watch the progress. We went up on a scissor 

lift. It rose us up in the air with a whirring noise until we were a little higher than the workers 

and looking down on them. They looked up at us, squinting in the bright light of the sun that 

shone just behind our forms. I saw Angelo and waved. He nodded back before carrying on 

scrapping mortar into empty spaces in the brickwork. There was no speaking to them when 

Jessica was there. She wielded her conductor stick like a whip. Making cracking sounds by 

hitting it on the scissor lift when they slowed down.  

I watched the progress they made without a word. The curved bricks they were 

putting in were big. The size of forearms and not smooth like the ones I’d been working with. 

They were as rough as rocks you would find in the wild.  

Jessica saw me looking.  
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“I want it to look like nature is flowing into the civilisation,” she said in my 

ear with a proud smile. “The roughness of creation being moulded by my hands into 

something new.” 

Her manicured hands rested on the barrier of the scissor lift clenched tightly in 

excitement as she spoke.  

* 

Slowly the funnel was being completed. The bricks they were putting in were getting so big 

that it took an hour to completely fit even one and they got steadily bigger as they neared the 

circumference of the house. After going up on the scissor lift every day for two weeks, 

suddenly there only two bricks left to place. They were the same width as the house. Two 

rough, unsculptured semi-circles joined to form the completed roof-funnel.  

The workers, realising Jessica wouldn’t listen anyway, had stopped saying the 

roof wouldn’t support a heavy rainfall. Instead, they delayed fitting the final bricks. 

Hoping for the rain they needed to just show her. But it never came, and with every 

little drizzle of rain that did come, Jessica’s confidence in her design grew. 

While they waited for the rain, they added layer after layer of mortar to 

existing layers of mortar. Jessica didn’t seem to know that they were delaying 

anything. Now and then she’d bring another architect that she had studied with to see 

the house. I was warned when this happened because I had to wear a suit and pretend 

I was very rich. The architects never looked too impressed with the house. They never 

looked too impressed with me either. They always left quickly, leaving a smile on 

Jessica’s face. When I asked why she was smiling, she always said. 

“Jealousy is sugar water.” 

* 

The day the roof was completed, I woke, I showered, I dressed and I went to the site.  



 21 

When I got there, already one of the final stones had been placed and the workers were 

frantically smearing mortar over cracks and gaps between it and the rest of the bricks. The 

roughness of the rock was mesmerising under their heavy hands and clenched knees. They 

were working faster than I’d ever seen them. 

Jessica had brought the scissor lift to its full height and she hovered a metre above the 

workers. She was screaming at them to hurry, spittle flying out of her mouth. When she saw 

me, she dropped the height quickly.  

“Have you seen the news?” She asked franticly.  

“What news?” 

“There’s a storm coming. A big one.” 

I looked at the sky and noticed for the first time the dark clouds. I looked at the 

workers. I spotted several smiles on several faces.  

“When?” I asked. 

“Tonight or tomorrow.” 

“Why are you in a rush? That’s good. It will test the roof even if it’s not finished.” 

Barking a laugh like a seal with a ball, Jessica looked at the workers. 

“That’s what they want,” she hissed. “I want it finished so there aren’t any excuses. I 

want them to see it finished and withstanding a storm.” 

The workers carried on working quickly. Confident in their knowledge of the roof’s 

failure finished or not. 

Half the day was spent preparing the final stone before it was lifted by a mini crane. 

Eight workers on their own rising platforms spread around it and guiding it with their hands 

towards its final destination. The sky was dark grey. In the distance there were some faint 

rumbles as thunder struck. The workers guiding the stone flinched each time it rumbled.  
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I had gotten onto the scissor lift with Jessica and we floated watching. The 

wind swayed us from side to side gently. I stayed on the rubber mat in the middle of 

the lift, eyeing the metal handrail that Jessica had her hands wrapped around and 

listening to the rumbles of thunder.  

The stone was placed, but the gaps were not yet filled when the first drops of 

rain hit. They were only small drops, scouts scouting out the targets for the army. 

They were cold on my cheeks. Jessica screamed when she felt them. Her throat 

contracting.  

“WORK! WORK! WORK! WORK!” She screamed. Her voice got a little lost 

in the wind as it chose that moment to pick up.  

Pulling a small plastic umbrella out of her bag, she held it over her head. I got 

wet. 

The rain drizzled in a similar lazy fashion while the workers spread the 

mortar. Four of them had picked up a large tarpaulin and they were holding it above 

the spreaders, keeping most of the drizzle off them. They looked happy as the rain 

splattered on them and made the mortar sticking to their hands and faces wet and 

sticky looking. Beads of rain were dripping down the bowl and falling into the funnel. 

I could see them dripping. I could feel them dripping from my hair and down my face. 

*          

The spreading was finished and the rain carried on with its slow drizzle. The workers 

breathed deeply. Jessica’s breast heaved. The tarpaulin stayed where it was above the newly 

added brick for another half an hour before they heaved it off the roof. It fell with a splash 

onto some muddy grass and folded upon itself. The dark granite grey of the house was 

turning an even darker granite grey in the wetness. A huge flash of thunder lit up all of our 

faces.  
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The workers climbed slowly, one by one, down the ladder. Jessica pulled the switch 

on the scissor lift and we flew down to meet them. Jessica jumped out and strode over to 

them. They wiped dirty hands on dirty clothes and looked up at her. Water dripped down 

their faces with sweat and left grey streaks on skin. Jessica’s umbrella shrouded her and kept 

her face in shadow. 

“IS THAT IT? IS IT DONE?” She screamed. 

Carlos stepped forward and ran a hand through his hair and spoke. 

“Yes, it’s done. We’ll have to wait for the rain to stop before we finish the insulation 

and plastering inside.” 

His voice carried over the wind instead of fighting against it. 

“WHY? THE ROOF IS ON.” 

“We have to make sure it is safe.” 

Jessica laughed as thunder hit again and rain began to pour from the sky. Her 

umbrella shaking. The workers all piled together towards the covered tool station and 

crowded under its shelter. Carlos stayed out and spoke to Jessica. 

“SAFE?” Jessica laughed. “YOU STILL DOUBT ME IGNORAMOUS? DON’T 

DOUBT. TRUST. AND IF IT ISNT SAFE THAT IS DOWN TO YOU AND YOUR 

WORKERS, NOT THE DESIGN.” 

Even Carlos had to shout the wind and rain was getting so bad. I stood behind them 

getting wet and listening and looking at the house and wondering what the rain looked like 

flowing around the funnel. 

“WE TOLD YOU FROM THE START THAT THE DESIGN MIGHT NOT 

WORK,” He shouted. “THE MORTAR ISNT EVEN FULLY HARDENED YET. IT ISNT 

DESIGNED TO HARDEN IN THIS KIND OF RAIN.” 

“WE’LL SEE. WE’LL SEE IGNORMAOUS. WE’LL SEE!” Jessica shouted back. 



 24 

She was happy and excited now the roof was on. She waved for me to come 

and ventured back to her scissor lift. We rose back up and stared at the trickling 

waterfall that swirled around the funnel. The water swirled as it would in a whirlpool 

or toilet bowl before falling into the chasm of the drainage tube. I stared at the mortar 

mostly and tried to find any points of weakness. 

* 

It rained heavily for three days. The rain was so heavy that stepping out into it felt like 

stepping into a painful, cold shower. The workers and Jessica and I stayed away from the site. 

I holed up in my hotel room watching T.V and ordering room service. Jessica came to my 

room on occasion and stared out at the rain and told me about architects whose buildings had 

been ruined by storms just before they were completed.  

* 

The rain stopped, Jessica barged in and told me, so I got up slowly, I showered, I dressed, and 

I went to the site. 

The house was still upright. The granite grey of it seemed even more granite 

grey than usual, but it was still standing. Jessica and I got to the site before the 

workers. She drove us both there. It was the first time I’d ever seen her drive. She 

drove a Bentley that was very comfortable.  

“Do you have a car?” She asked me as we drove. 

“I used to have a Rover.” 

“A Rover? They aren’t very comfortable.” 

She wriggled her behind on her leather seats. 

“I liked it,” I said. 

“No. They aren’t very comfortable. Or reliable actually,” she carried on 

speaking, ignoring me completely.  



 25 

Jessica drove very fast, clearly wanting to get to the site first and the world outside 

blurred as the engine roared.  

When we got to the site Jessica parked the car and we got out slowly and walked to 

the house. As we waited for the workers to arrive, Jessica tapped her hands on the house’s 

brickwork in triumph, muttering to herself about uncreative people.  

Carlos and his men didn’t seem surprised when they arrived with their plastering and 

insulation supplies. They looked at the house’s still standing form for a second before going 

to work.  

Jessica jeered at them as they worked.  

I ventured inside the house and spoke to a few of the workers. In the house you could 

see patches of water damage from the storm. The naked metal bars angling from the funnel to 

the edges of the roof were still visible under the heavy border of brick laid on top of them. 

Carlos and his team were mixing plaster and pulling tufts of insulation from a red barrel 

someone rolled in.  

All the workers were qualified to install insulation, and that is what they did. They did 

it quickly. Soon the yellow cotton-like substance they pulled from the red barrel hid the metal 

bars on the roof as if they weren’t even there. When that was done they all shuffled out the 

house together, leaving Carlos alone, mixing plaster and water in a giant metal bucket. He 

saw me looking. 

“None of them has any experience as plasterers,” he explained, jerking his thumb in 

the general direction of the other workers.  

“None of them?” 

“Na.” 

“Couldn’t you just show them how?” 
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“They’re too scared. The supervisor would have their heads if he found out 

they were performing tasks without experience.” 

“I thought you were the supervisor.” 

“Me? I’m just the site manager.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“I can’t have anyone’s heads.” 

I left him when he started applying the plaster. He took his wedding ring off 

before he did. He hummed as he worked. 

Jessica was looking at the workers ferociously with her hands on her hips  

“WHY ARE YOU NOT WORKING?” She shouted at them. 

Only one stepped forward. 

“It’s just the plastering at the moment, Miss.” 

“SO WHAT?” 

“Well, only Carlos has plastered before. We don’t want to get in trouble with 

management.” 

Jessica threw her arms in the air. 

“I’m not paying you to do nothing. I could stand and do nothing. In fact, I am. 

No one’s paying me for this.” 

“It’s just we could mess up or we could get fired. Carlos knows what he is 

doing. We don’t know.” 

When that worker spoke, they spoke for all of them.  

“Then I don’t need all of you do I?” Jessica snarled, shaking her head in 

disgust. “I designed this house for nothing. I built it for nothing. I pay you and you do 

nothing. Have you lot ever had a creative thought? Really, I’m curious. Ever?” 
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Jessica turned away from them, already dismissing their reply, but they didn’t reply. 

They shook their heads collectively and stood together by the workbench, eating sandwiches 

and cleaning tools. A woman standing slightly apart from them in a hi-vis had a walkie-talkie 

in her hand and was speaking to Carlos about mixture measurements. Another worker in the 

crowd was holding a hammer and pretending to break his head open while pulling a face at 

Jessica’s back. Jessica was striding away from them and over to me when the house fell down 

and the hi-vis woman’s walkie-talkie screeched. There wasn’t any warning. The bricks 

crumbled with a rumble like the earth was waking up, and the metal bars holding the bricks 

creaked as it all fell. It fell quickly. 

When it had finished falling, the only thing left standing was the drainage tube 

sinking into the earth. The glass parts of the tube were cracked and dirty and some concrete 

was cracked, but it was still standing. Pointing upwards towards the open, cloudless sky. The 

top of it was shattered where the collapsing funnel had ripped off. A cloud of dust rose from 

the new rubble. It was grey dust. I could taste it in the back of my throat from where I stood, 

and it tasted of chalk and made my spit thick.  

Behind me, Jessica was murmuring in a dead voice. 

“My House. My house. My design.” 

* 

It was a sudden mess of movement as the workers broke from their crowd and began digging 

as they tried to get through the rubble to Carlos. I stayed where I was and watched. Not quite 

with them and not quite with Jessica. I could hear still hear Jessica muttering in shock. She’d 

changed her chant. 

“He must be dead. He must be dead. He must be dead. He must be dead. He must be 

dead. He must be dead. He must be dead.”  
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Bricks were still falling from some parts of the structure in awkward little 

drops. The workers had to dodge some of their random movements. Little stones 

bounced off their hardhats like hail on a glass window. Some of them screamed 

Carlos’s name. Most dug quietly and half-heartedly, knowing the outcome. Jessica 

walked closer to me. She leaned to my ear. 

“These workers,” she whispered. 

“I know. They were right all along,” I whispered as well. 

“Right? Right? They were right? Right! No. Not right. Wrong. They were 

wrong. These workers. They’ve sabotaged me. Built a faulty house because my 

design was beyond their capabilities.” 

She nodded furiously as she spoke. Her plump cheeks bounced up and down. 

“Faulty?” 

“They wanted it to fall down and it did,” she hissed, eyeing the workers as 

they cried and dug through the rubble. “They’ve ruined me.” 

“You can always try again.” 

She shook her head from side to side.  

“Just think of my reputation,” she cried, ignoring me. 

I repeated myself. 

“You can always try again.” 

Her head twisted. 

“Try again! I’ve devoted myself. Do you understand? I’ve devoted myself to 

this house. To this design. To this career and these workers have laughed at my 

devotion and creativity. They’ve laughed! They’re all the same as well. How could I 

trust another worker after this!” 
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The round bottom of the house encircled the forms of the workers as they dug. I saw a 

bloodstained hand poke up from the rubble like a broken Halloween toy. Jessica carried on. 

“I’ll never live this down. I will never live this down. I’m ruined.”  

She was getting hysterical. Her shoulders were trembling with fury. 

“So, what do we do now?” I asked.  

Jessica looked at me. Her face was flushed and her eyes were wet. She walked 

towards her Bentley before she replied. 

“There is no house. There is no we.” 

“But the contract?” 

“Fuck the contract. Fuck it all.” 

Jessica got into her Bentley and started the engine. It purred and then roared as she 

revved it. She tossed the blueprint with her design on out the car window before driving 

quickly away. 

“SOMEONE CALL AN AMBULANCE!” The woman with the walkie-talkie 

screamed, holding two fingers on the wrist of the bloody hand. I heard a sob in the back of 

her throat.  

I stayed back and stared at my free house and jingled the key to my hotel room in my 

pocket. I didn’t know what else to do.  

THE END 

            

            

 

 


