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imagine that being the first thing you think of as you wake



Imagine that being the first thing you think of as you wake. As you get 
out of bed. As you shower, dress, eat breakfast. As you walk out the 
door and head to work. Imagine what it’s like to get on the tube, scan-
ning the packed carriage for a too-perfect face, for a pair of eyes more 
vacant than all the others. Imagine seeing such a face on the head of 
someone whose name you don’t know, but who you recognise from 
your commute at the start of each day. Someone you always nod to, 
and who always nods back as you both sway and jolt with the move-
ment of the carriage, acknowledgment that never develops into con-
versation. Imagine seeing them one morning – this morning – like 
usual. Now imagine that their face has changed, apparently overnight. 
It’s a doll’s face. Near-white porcelain, with wide blue eyes made of 
glass. Imagine how it feels, knowing that only you can see this. Imag-
ine they look at you. Imagine how it feels when, despite the change, 
despite them not being them anymore, they nod at you like usual.

This is what my life has become.

At the office building I do my best to avoid the concierge, but it’s no 
good – you have to pass the main reception desk to get to the lifts. I 
keep my head down and try to dissolve amongst the other grey-or-
black-suited staff passing through the foyer. I feel the concierge’s eyes 
on me. He was one of the first to change.

Once I’m at the lifts I glance in his direction, but he’s facing for-
ward, talking to a woman who’s standing at the desk. From this angle 
you can see the neat line where his porcelain face meets his actual 
flesh, just in front of the ear. The porcelain gleams beneath the over-
head lights. I think about that seam where cold white meets living 
skin, and I wonder if the skin dips beneath the porcelain or if it’s the 
other way around – what’s on top and what’s lurking underneath. 
Maybe it’s neither. Maybe the two simply meet and fuse together, 
somehow. I’ve never got close enough to any of them to really see.

The lift’s doors open and I go in with the others. We pack ourselves 
in like tinned meat. As the doors begin to roll shut, the woman ap-
pears, putting her hand out to stop them. Her face has changed now, 
it’s porcelain, and her eyes are hard and dark like polished stones.

That’s how quickly it can happen.
She squeezes in, apologising as she does so, manoeuvring awk-

wardly until she’s standing right beside me. Her voice is normal, just 
sounds like it’s coming from behind a mask. But it’s not a mask. It’s 
her face, now.

I ring Abigail at lunchtime and ask her what she’s doing. She’s still 
at the flat – I didn’t wake her when I left – and she’s getting to work 
on her latest article, the deadline for which is Friday. I ask her if she 
thinks she can get it done in time and she says absolutely. I envy the 
confidence, the certainty she holds inside herself. Being around her is 
like standing in a warm light. She talks about the article, and I let her 
words tumble into my ear and take up space in my head, temporarily 
submerging all my thoughts and worries about the doll-faced people.
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I haven’t told Abigail about them.
What I fear most is that one morning, I will 

wake up and Abigail’s face will be cold and hard, 
and her eyes will no longer be real.

The commute home takes longer than usual be-
cause after my first stop, where I need to switch 
to a different train, the service has been inter-
rupted. The sign says there’s a bus replacement, 
but from experience I know it’ll be quicker just 
to walk.

I emerge from the underground into the black 
evening. Everything is dark versus light. Chia-
roscuro. Cars, buses, streetlights, shop fronts – 
swells of light and colour like oil slicks on dark 
water.

In fifteen minutes I’m at the edge of the city 
centre, heading towards the part of town where 
our apartment is. The road is all takeaways and 
small shops, a hair salon, a butcher’s. Most are 
closed already, while several are vacant altogeth-
er. Battered for sale signs jut out above door-
ways, flexing in the wind.

A homeless man sits huddled in the entrance 
of an abandoned kebab house. He’s got a sleep-
ing bag clutched around himself, and there’s 
cardboard laid out under him like a carpet, a 
tattered rucksack by his side. I see all of this on 
my approach along the pavement, and as I get 
closer I make a point of looking straight ahead. 
He sees me coming and with a croak he asks if 
I’ve got any change. I keep walking, keep look-
ing forward.

But something catches my eye as I pass. Some-
thing makes me look. A glimpse in my periphery.

I stop and go back to him. He holds out his 
hand, but what I’m looking at is his face – the 
smooth swells and curves of the porcelain, at 
how the wide glass eyes seem a little bloodshot, 
like someone’s painted tiny red flecks on to them 
with a fine brush.

“What you lookin’ at?” he says.
I stare. “When did this happen to you?”
“Homeless since I was fifteen,” he mumbles.
He continues to talk, but I’m not listening. I’m 

reaching out and touching the porcelain with 
my fingertips. It’s cold like I imagined. There are 
hairline cracks all over it like you might see on 
very old china.

“The fuck you doin’?”
He clutches my wrist and his other hand comes 

up as if to hit me, but I grab it. Something feels 
odd about that hand, the way it feels against my 
palm. As I wrench my wrist from his grip and 
stagger back, I see it. The hand I’d been holding 
is made of plastic. I’d always assumed it was just 
their faces. I’d never noticed their hands.

The homeless man sees my expression and 
starts to laugh. The porcelain doesn’t move. 
Then he pulls the plastic hand from the wrist 
and waves it at me.

“False hand, mate,” he’s saying, cackling. He 
throws it at me and I stumble away up the road.

“Yeah that’s right,” he shouts after me. “Keep 
going, fuckin’ weirdo, before I cut your hand off 
and all.”

But then I turn back. The street is empty apart 
from us and an idea has formed in my head. Be-
neath his sleeping bag he moves as if about to 
get to his feet, but I stride up too quickly and 
clasp his head between my hands. He cries out, 
swatting my left arm weakly with his remain-
ing hand. With my fingertips I feel for the place 
where the porcelain ends and the skin starts, just 
in front of his ears. I find it and run my fingertips 
along the seam. I try to look but he’s squirming 
too much. He’s shouting now, bellowing.

“Take it off,” I hiss. “I’m sick of this, just fuck-
ing take it off—”

I try to prise the porcelain away, try to get 
some purchase with my fingernails along the 
fault line. He jerks forward and headbutts me in 
the abdomen and, winded, I stagger backward, 
my fingertips bloody. He’s getting to his feet, 
and somehow his blank white face has morphed 
into a grimace. The eyes are angry. He takes a 
step toward me and I run.

In the entrance hall of my apartment building, 
I use the light to inspect my fingers. I’m unin-
jured. The dried blood is his, from when I tried 
to work my fingertips between the seam where 
porcelain met flesh. I wonder about infections. 
I wonder if that’s how the change happens. If it 
gets into you through a cut or ingestion or in the 
air you breathe. But I catch myself, make myself 
stop. This is how you lose it, I tell myself. This is 
how you end up wearing gloves and a face mask 



to work, how you end up washing your hands every five minutes, 
how you end up locking yourself in the flat and taping up the win-
dows and doors and never going out. This is how you lose your mind.

Abigail knows something is wrong. She’s made spaghetti bolognese, 
and we’re eating at the table when she takes a sip from her wine glass 
and asks me about it. I pretend to chew although there’s nothing in 
my mouth. I am weighing up whether I should tell her or not.

“Have you noticed how people are different these days?” I say even-
tually in my best calm, conversational voice.

“How do you mean?” she says.
I make a point of gazing into the middle-distance over her shoulder. 

Beyond the balcony window, the city’s all points of light. The red dots 
of an aeroplane blink on and off as it makes its way across the darkness.

“Just different,” I say. “Have you?”
“Can’t say I have,” she replies. Another sip of wine. It’s starting to 

stain her lips. “You need to relax. You work yourself up so much. I 
don’t want you spiralling again.”

Abigail goes for a shower after dinner while I do the washing up. I 
submerge the white plates into the warm water, and as they disap-
pear under the suds they suddenly don’t feel like plates any more. I 
imagine they are the faces of the changed, and I am drowning them. 
I would like very much to drown them all. Maybe then it would stop.

I hear Abigail come out of the bathroom and make her way into the 
kitchen. Behind me, she opens a cupboard to get another wine glass. 
She’s drinking more lately, and I wonder if it’s me who is causing it.

When I turn around to get the tea towel, I cry out. Abigail’s face is 
off-white, nearly featureless, all her freckles gone. Her cheeks shine 
bright white beneath the kitchen’s spotlights. No, I’m saying, over 
and over, no no no—

Abigail’s gripping my upper arms, looking into my eyes. “Darren,” 
she’s saying, “it’s just a face mask. Darren. Darren, calm down.”

Later, in bed, I tell Abigail that I am sorry. I have drunk the rest of the 
wine with her, and we’ve started another bottle. We are both a little 
drunk. I apologise again, and she tells me not to. I roll towards her 
and bury my face into the curve where her neck meets her shoulder, 
and I tell her how scared I am that one day I’ll wake up and she’ll be 
different. Abigail whispers that she won’t be different. She says about 
going to see a doctor. Maybe I need medication again. And that’s fine, 
there’s nothing wrong with that. I tell her it’s different this time. I tell 
her I’m scared. She strokes the back of my head and says, “Shh, shh.”

The tube is a sea of porcelain the next morning. I am surrounded 
by a hundred pale faces. I am trapped in a carriage filled with dolls.

Even the posters and billboards in the city centre have changed. 
It’s like someone came and replaced the real ones during the night. 
Huge white faces peer blankly down, empty eyes the size of hubcaps.
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I worry if Abigail is safe, although they’ve 
never been violent. No more violent than peo-
ple usually are, anyway.

I’m the only normal person left at work. In the 
restroom I splash cold water on to my face. Every 
time I look up at the mirror I expect to see one 
of them behind me, maybe with a carving knife 
raised high, ready to bring it down between my 
shoulder blades. Of course, this doesn’t happen. 
One of them comes in and uses the urinal, wash-
es his hands and asks me how’s it going. Then he 
leaves, whistling. It might have been Richie. It’s 
hard to tell when they all look so similar.

Back in the office I stare at the side of Emma’s 
head. I know it’s Emma because her desk is the 
next one over from mine, and it’s her mug on the 
desk by the mouse. Emma has a small birthmark 
on her cheek, normally. It’s in the rough shape of 
a triangle, no bigger than a penny. I am trying to 
see if her new face has it, too. After a while, Em-
ma sighs and spins her chair so she’s facing me.

“Why are you staring?” she says.
“Sorry.”
“You’ve been doing it for ages. It’s weird.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s all right,” she says. “Just stop. Okay?”
“Sure.”
No birthmark.
I stare at my screen, which is dark from hav-

ing gone into sleep mode. My reflection is the 
only normal face I have seen today since leaving 
the apartment.

There’s no train delay tonight but I walk home 
anyway, take the same route as yesterday, hoping 
to see the homeless man again. I tell myself it’s 
because I want to apologise to him, but it’s not 
the truth.

He’s in the same doorway. His prosthetic 
hand is attached to him again, poking stiffly out 
from the sleeve of his coat. For a moment it’s as 
if there’s the suggestion of worry in his face as 
he watches me approach, but of course it’s hard 
to tell.

“Leave me alone,” he says as I get near.
I hold my hands up. “I just want to talk.”
His doll-eyes watch me. I’ve never seen any of 

them blink. I wonder if they even close. If when 

they lie down, the eyes roll downwards to reveal 
fake eyelids.

“Does it hurt?” I ask.
“The hand? No.”
“I mean your face.”
He doesn’t answer straight away. Instead he 

watches me. The eyes blink once, as if answer-
ing my earlier unspoken question.

“Why doesn’t anyone notice it?” I ask. “Why 
was it only me who saw it happening, only me 
who notices people’s faces?”

He cocks his head to one side. He looks left 
along the street, then right, as if checking that 
we’re alone. Then he leans forward like he’s go-
ing to tell me a secret. The streetlights leave little 
arcs of orange light on the surface of his eyes.

“All we’re noticing is you,” he says.
He starts to laugh. It grows, echoing off the 

shoddy buildings lining the street. I get up. The 
eyes are blinking now, madly, rolling up and 
down and up and down, spinning like reels 
in a slot machine, and the laughter’s growing, 
he’s roaring, it’s all there is, laughter and rolling 
glass eyes in a leering porcelain face, and I run.

I search the internet. All the faces on there, in 
the adverts and on the websites, are porcelain. 
Lifeless eyes stare back from the screen. I won-
der if Abigail and I are the last normal people 
left in the world.

Abigail is at the table, sipping from a wine 
glass. She watches me. I know she’s worried. I 
want to explain. I want to tell her everything, but 
I know it won’t work, might only make things 
worse. I have it in my mind that telling her 
might be the thing that changes her. Like a jinx.

I am going to protect us.
I find what I’m looking for and choose next-

day delivery. It feels better when you’re finally 
doing something about a problem. Action always 
feels better than inaction.

I call in sick the next morning. I can’t face the 
hard-faced crowds again. Abigail’s deadline is to-
morrow, and she says she needs to be left alone. I 
won’t get in the way, I tell her. She’ll barely notice 
I’m there. I describe it as a self-care day, tell her 
I need to just recharge, get myself back on track. 
She warms to the idea.



The package arrives a little after ten. I try not to look at the delivery 
man’s face as I sign for the parcel. It’s surprisingly heavy. Abigail doesn’t 
even notice there’s someone at the door – she’s absorbed in her writing, 
papers and books and laptop spread out all over the dining table.

In the bedroom, I sit on the end of the bed and open the package.
They’re perfect.

I show them to Abigail before bed, removing the lid and presenting 
her with the open box. The masks are nestled in plum-coloured tis-
sue. They have thick black elastic straps so you can wear them – the 
straps have to be thick because of the weight of the porcelain. They’re 
identical, although I’ve coloured the lips of one of them with Abi-
gail’s favourite lipstick.

“It’ll be good for us,” I tell her. “Maybe we can be like everyone else.”
She lifts hers out of the box, feeling the heft of it in her hand. Turns 

it over and looks at the inside, the face embossed now, like a photo 
negative.

“I don’t think everyone else is into this,” she says after a while.
“Into?” I ask.
She looks at me. “Oh.” She gestures vaguely at the bed. “I thought—”
“No,” I say. “No, it’s not that. It’s for us to just wear around the place. 

Maybe wear outside.”
She’s watching me.
“So we can be like everyone else.”
Abigail puts the mask down on the bed and stands up to leave. I 

grab her hand.
“Please,” I say.
She studies me for a long moment before sitting back down. She 

exhales. None of this is easy for her, I know that. It’s difficult for me, 
too. I tell her this.

Abigail takes my hand. “Fine,” she says. “We’ll try it, just tonight. 
But tomorrow we’re ringing the doctor.”

“Of course,” I say. “Of course.”
We put our masks on and lie down on the bed in our clothes. I switch 

off the bedside lamp. The mask feels like an embrace. It feels like a 
shield. The porcelain gradually warms. I feel contained, and it is good.

I wake up late, still wearing the mask. The bed is empty – Abigail’s 
already gone to her office to go over the final article with her edi-
tor. Her mask is on her bedside table, and panic washes through me. 
They’ll be noticing her. She’ll stand out. I picture them gathering 
around her, staring, pointing, and what then?

I go out into the lounge and call her mobile. She answers and tells 
me to be quick, she’s about to go in with the editor.

“Are you okay?” I ask.
“Yes,” she says. Pause. “Are you?”
Sigh of relief. My breath lingers warm and moist inside the porcelain. 

“Yes,” I reply. “Although I’m late for work. I can still make it, though.”
“Okay,” she says. “I’ll see you later. Don’t wear the mask out. Prom-
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ise me. And ring the doctor.”
“Okay,” I reply. “Promise.”
She says she has to go, and hangs up.
I shower, leaving the mask on. It feels impor-

tant to keep everything normal, to act as if 
there is no mask, to act as though I’m just like 
every one else, which is something I am used to 
doing. I dress and head out.

The commute to the office is the best I’ve had in 
a long time. The faces on the tube don’t bother 
me as much. Things almost feel normal again. 
There are the usual nods in my direction, which 
I return. One or two of them stare, but it’s a good 
kind of staring. It’s because they are used to see-
ing me with my old face. Inside my new sleek, 
pale visage, I smile.

Things start feeling wrong when I get to the 
office. My co-workers stare as I walk to my desk. 
At first I try to ignore it, but then the doubts 
come avalanching in. It’s like when you were at 
school and the square kid came in one day wear-
ing trendy clothes – it only made things worse 
for them. Know your place, the staring says. You 
aren’t like us. It’s a mask, it’s not real.

Through the glass wall of his office, my super-
visor watches me while he talks on the phone.

Inside the mask, my face burns with shame. 
But I can’t take it off. Not now. I’ve committed. 
Ride it out, I tell myself. They’ll come around. 
They’ll see you’re just like them. Maybe they’ll 
recognise the effort. Maybe they’ll see that I’m 
really trying.

Within an hour Abigail comes rushing in. 
She looks flustered, red-faced, there’s a sheen 
of sweat on her brow. She sees me and her face 
takes a moment to almost ripple, shiver, before 
settling on an expression of dismay.

“Abigail,” I say, confused. “What’re you doing 
here? Why didn’t you wear your mask?”

“Your boss called me,” she says.
My supervisor is there then, between us, and 

with a smile he directs her to his office. Then 
he looks my way, the smile gone now, and says, 
“Come on.”

Inside his office, he flicks a switch and the 
glass turns opaque. I’ve never been on this side 
of the glass when it goes like that. Beyond, the 

main office is deathly silent. Abigail and I sit 
down in the chairs in front of his desk, while he 
walks around to his side and sinks down into 
his leather seat.

“Take that thing off,” Abigail hisses at me.
My supervisor starts talking. He keeps his tone 

gentle, soft. He smiles sometimes. They must 
teach this stuff in supervisor’s school. But I’m 
not really listening. His words become blurry, 
faint. I am looking at his face. It’s not porcelain. 
It’s flesh. He’s got human eyes and a bulbous 
nose and ruddy drinker’s cheeks, and when he 
talks or smiles you can see little flashes of his 
yellow teeth. I look at Abigail, but of course her 
face is as it’s always been – we were the only ones 
left. I realise I’m talking over my supervisor. I’m 
telling him how great it is to fin ally see his old 
face, it’s been so long.

I’m getting up, knocking my chair over by ac-
cident, and I’m pulling open his office door to 
gaze out at the dozen or so faces of my co-work-
ers. I’m going to tell them to their smug flawless 
porcelain faces that it’s not just me, our boss is 
the same, but the faces looking back at me are all 
made of soft skin, all different hues and shades 
and complexions. Someone behind me tries to 
grab my shoulder, but I wheel away, staggering 
into the main office. Some of the guys come to-
wards me and grip my arms, and I am sinking, 
sinking to the carpeted floor amongst pressed 
trouser legs and polished shoes. Abigail’s face 
floats above me, surrounded by all the others. 
Hands reach down, they’re Abigail’s, and I feel 
her delicate fingertips running up and down ei-
ther side of my head. Everyone’s pushing down, I 
can’t rise, I just want to sit up, but all these strange 
fleshy faces crowd in instead, they’re nothing 
like mine. Where are your faces, I’m screaming, 
where have your other faces gone, and the only 
reply is Abigail, crying now as she pulls at the 
porcelain and tries to dig her fingers in.

“I told you not to wear it out,” she says. “What’s 
wrong with you? What’s wrong with your eyes? 
Take it off. Take it off. Why won’t it come off ?”
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