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Helen Heckety is a writer and performer from Kent. She is also disabled. She has written and toured two solo plays, one called To Helen Back and another called Helen Highwater which premiered at the Southbank London Lit Festival 2019. She has also written a poetry collection called The Underlook, which explores medical trauma, bad psychics and the case of a missing piglet. She will be forever in mourning for her hamster, Mahatma Hamster, who was her first friend to find out she'd got a literary agent, and they celebrated with strawberries. This is her debut novel, and she hopes it sells well so she can get more tattoos.




‘Every now and then a book comes along that changes the way you see the world, and this is one of them. Uplifting and angry, hilarious and heartbreaking, it’s a story about toxic friendship, self-acceptance and the challenges of finding one’s place in the world. I absolutely adored it.’

Freya Sampson, author of The Last Library

‘Alter Ego is the book I never knew I needed. Filled with heart and depth, this joyous book will stay with me for a very long time!’

Tess Amy, author of The Confidence Games

‘Sharp, witty and raw, Heckety’s novel exploring a young woman’s experience of living with a hidden disability makes a compulsive and ultimately uplifting read. This is a book everyone should pick off the shelves.’

Rebecca Netley, author of The Whistling

‘Powerful, joyful, heartbreaking and so funny all at once.’

Sara Nisha Adams, author of The Reading List

‘An uncompromising, sharp and funny novel that took me from laughter to heart-aching tenderness … A fresh voice on the contemporary scene full of sharp insight and deeply funny bones.’

Abigail Mann, author of The Lonely Fajita

‘Alter Ego was impossible to put down. Joyful and sad, profound and moving, I laughed and cried.’

Ella Allbright, author of The Last Charm

‘Eye-opening, moving and highly original.’

Laura Price, author of Single Bald Female
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Dear Reader,

It’s Christina Demosthenous here – I’m Helen Heckety’s editor. As a publisher, I have the immense privilege of publishing all kinds of books: funny books, escapist books, entertaining books. Every single one means something to me – but every now and again a novel comes along that has the potential to make the world a better place, and that’s an extra special feeling. Alter Ego is one of these books.

Even though we’re in 2025, the books that are published are not representative of the world we live in. Seeing ourselves in the novels we read shouldn’t be a radical idea – and yet, we’re still not there. This needs to change, and Alter Ego is paving the way for this change.

Authentic disabled characters are extremely rare in fiction. This is dangerous because, without this representation, society tricks you into believing that disabled people are different, unrelatable or just not like you. Alter Ego shows us that this is far from the truth. Hattie, the main character, is struggling to accept who she is – something we all experience in different ways. Her journey is deeply human and deeply relatable, filled with humour, heartache, surprises and self-discovery. If you’ve ever felt a little lost, wanted to hide or wished you could change who you are, you will see yourself in the pages of this book. 

Alter Ego isn’t just about disability; it’s about love, friendships and finding your place in the world. It’s a story you will race through, one that makes you laugh, think and see things from a fresh perspective. By reading Alter Ego, you’re not just enjoying a fantastic book, you’re also helping to change the world.

With gratitude,

Christina Demosthenous




PROLOGUE

It’s quite odd to see a fox carrying a pair of scissors in its mouth. Sharp teeth poking through the hand holes, the silver bolt between the blades glinting in the last of the sun as the fox turns toward the woods. That’s how I imagine it, anyway. I can’t know, because no one was around that evening. I had been there, in that field, but by the time the fox arrived, I was long gone. Possibly still in the back of the ambulance, but more likely in the hospital, stuck on the ward, trying to get a grip on what had happened, wishing I wasn’t so far away from the vastness of the hills and the sheltered woodland, from the orange sky and the cool breeze of dusk.

But since I was far away from it all, I can only imagine it. How the fox’s nose would have been close to the grass, picking up the scent. How it would have pawed at the strange object with its claws at first to try and work it out, because it wasn’t like anything it had seen before. And then deciding to carry it home, jogging along, as foxes do. Past the wild daisies, through the springy moss and onto the dirt of the woodland.

I imagine a rabbit heard the vibrations of the four legs and darted down into its warren before the fox could catch it. Not that the fox would have been interested, then. It already had its prize, and although it was like no animal it had ever seen before, it was clearly a bodily thing. Dead, but bodily: the silver parts were heavily stained with the unmistakable, beckoning smell of blood.

Into the den under the tree, stepping over the roots before ducking its head, the family wouldn’t take long to start gnawing at the handles, trying to break it apart, before relenting, and fighting over who would be first to lick the blades.
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#OUT

Offering a dehumidifier to a homeless person wasn’t cool. There’s no excuse. If there is a heaven, I can imagine her at the gates with God, explaining how she could never catch a break; that too many people treated her with too little care and too much aggression. But there was one thing that really got her, that fundamentally made her realise that the world is a dud and totally unsaveable. It was when a skinny white girl with her hair in a messy bun, struggling to fit a dehumidifier in her already crammed Ford Fiesta, took a step back to consider her options, looked around the car park for an answer and apparently found it in a homeless woman, twenty feet away and picking the cheese from a discarded Burger King wrapper. The girl genuinely decided it was worth asking – while holding the power cord and gesturing toward the half-metre high, white, wheeled appliance – ‘this any good to you, mate?’

It goes without saying that I regret the whole incident, and if I could take it back (the event – not the dehumidifier), then I would. It was an impulse that came from desperation. I felt, as I tried to wedge it in-between the clothes dryer, the torn vacuum-packed bag and the storage box of cards, photographs, cough sweets, travel kettle, swimming costume, goggles and inflatable lilo, that I was running out of options, fast. Options and energy. While it was helpful of Ella to carry all my packed belongings down the two flights of stairs, she felt it was more than fair enough that I then carry them to my car. But having to heave them along the pavement, over the road and into the nearby car park was chaos for my body. On each trip, I could feel my fingers slowly collapsing as they tried to hold the weight of the box, slipping in the sweat of my fingerprints, my wrists buckling, my arms falling into a slight tremor. The reality of my body made me feel a little sick. A little bit worried about what I was planning to do.

As I stood breathless by the car, I thought of the time a therapist asked me to write a letter to the non-disabled version of myself. I remember my initial reaction: ‘why are you interested in someone who doesn’t exist? It’s me here, you know, sitting in front of you. The disabled one.’ Not that I said that, of course. I seem to remember I just swallowed. And then of course, I did it. I wrote the letter to that version of myself, and in doing so, made her real. Or as real as she was ever going to get …

By the time I grabbed that dehumidifier, the very last item of my life in London, the corners of my vision were edging out. I tried to shove everything into the passenger seat footwell and strap it in like a robot child that showed its love for me by drinking the water in my bedroom walls, but the seatbelt failed to hold it in securely. I had visions of having to suddenly brake for a stray sheep and the thing smashing through the windscreen, sprawling itself all over the road. There was no option but to leave it behind.

Yes. I know, I agree with you: nice attempt trying to justify this irrational thinking, but it’s no excuse. I will be reincarnated as a naked mole rat for what I asked that homeless woman, a naked mole rat living in overly damp conditions.

‘And he’s not got any social media?’

‘Nope.’

‘And you’re sure about this?’

‘Yes, Ella. Yes I am.’

‘Because you know I’ve already agreed with Poll—’

‘The room is hers. Stop worrying.’

Ignoring me, she went on, ‘But you’re not living-with-him living with him, right?’

I took my best friend’s hands and moved them up and down with the syllables of the words, speaking extra slowly, ‘On-ly. Un-til. I Get A Job. And. A Flat. Of My. Own.’

She laughed and I let go.

‘I need to be getting off.’

‘I know, I just don’t want you to go.’ She gave me another hug, as her eyes filled with tears, and I tried to ignore the tightness in my chest.

Taking in the front room for the last time, I imagined the furniture looking back at me: my bedraggled brown hair that was now half in and half out of the bun, smudged mascara, my small frame in the same navy-blue hoody I always wore – no bra, slight shadow of a nipple in the right light – and my denim jeans, complete with a butter stain from that morning’s hurried bagel. Here I was, in front of all that furniture: just another person who used it and left, never to be seen again. The television would be pleased that it would finally get a different face to look at; it gave us all those channels and it only got three in return: Ella, Me, Me and Ella. I imagined the wooden kitchen table wouldn’t miss my sweaty palms, but perhaps would fondly remember the time I fell asleep underneath it: a bad mixture of too much vodka and a thunderstorm had me convinced the building was under threat, much to the confusion of the boy I’d brought home (he left as soon as I crawled under the table whispering, I unfortunately recall, ‘Blitz! The Blitz!’).

The sofa was probably used to the comings and goings more than anything else. Four people squeezed onto it, one on the arm and a few sitting crossed legged at its feet. This was the usual set-up, whether it be Ella and our work friends from the salon, Ella’s gang from basketball, or the mates I made from Eco Society at Uni (we talked a lot about how to save the planet, but the only action we ever took was the slightly misguided adoption of a penguin from London Zoo). It was a lively house, always busy in the evenings and far too quiet in the mornings as Ella and I inevitably overslept for work.

The last thing I looked at was the corkboard of photos, all ready for Ella’s birthday party (she had, classically, started prepping very early). Right in the middle was the two of us at college in our costumes for World Book Day, both characters from Jacqueline Wilson books. There she was: seventeen-year-old me looking at her future twenty-nine-year-old self, who was only half smiling.

Ella gave me one final hug and asked me to message the minute I arrived at Oliver’s house. And that was it; I turned around and walked out, stopping the door from closing just in time to say, ‘Oh, and try not to walk in on Polly wanking like you did with me.’

‘HATTIE!’

‘Twice. It was twice. That’s one and a half times too many.’

Her laughter was cut abruptly short as the door slammed shut, louder than I’d ever noticed before.

Outside, I abandoned the dehumidifier in the corner of the car park, got in the car, checked my phone and scrolled through the forty-seven messages on the group chat: Our Son Mr Jonathan. There were seven of us in total, mostly my friends from Eco Society (our icon was the adopted penguin, Mr Jonathan), Sam, Bea, Georgia, Pete, Pearl and Ella too – an honorary member since she never attended Eco Society, but often came on nights out with us.

After a triumphant story from Sam about successfully getting a date with a guy he met on a speed awareness course, a couple of ‘Hattie – today’s the day?!’ and ‘Gah I’m going to miss you sooo much’ and ‘But Wales is so far! Whhyyy??’ appeared. I heart reacted to them and replied:

Yep, that’s me! Off to follow my heart and this whirlwind (but very nice and good and lovely) romance. Just like Sam. Speedy.

GEORGIA: And you’re sure he’s not a murderer?!

PETE: Who? Sam?

GEORGIA: I mean he was famously going 34 in a 30 …

BEA: Murderer awareness course

SAM: She meant Oliver but thanks guys, thanks a lot

BEA: Guess there’s only one way to find out …

GEORGIA: I’m going to keep asking until you tell us … what’s his address?? What if you disappear?? I want to look like a nice helpful friend on the news

Ha! Sorry – it’s:

I wrote his full address and pressed send.

Then I typed a totally different one in the Sat-Nav. Anxiety bubbled in my throat. But I knew I was doing the right thing, and it would, of course, be ridiculous to put in Oliver’s postcode, because Oliver didn’t exist. I had completely made him up.
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#BETWEEN

As I headed onto the motorway, one of the shoeboxes I’d chucked into the back got dislodged and sent my printer careering toward me, wedging itself between the front seats, above the handbrake. I couldn’t shove it back while I was driving; black ink had started to slowly seep out of its mouth.

I pulled over at the services and tried to sort it, stuffing in tissues to soak up the leak. As I moved it into the back again, the scanner lid lifted to reveal the folded sheet I’d hidden in there. If you need to hide something, hide it in a scanner. No one ever looks there.

I could see the words I’d written at the top of the page through the other side of paper: The Plan. I reached out for it, but before I touched it, I realised I had black ink all over my hands, so I grabbed my keys and made my way into the loos. As I turned on the taps I thought of The Plan, so precious to me that I didn’t want to muddy it with black smudges. It had to be perfect. It had to stay intact. I pumped the soap dispenser and went over it in my head.


LEAVE OLD LIFE

**WITHOUT**

ANYONE KNOWING THE REAL REASON

AND THEN

FROM THE DAY YOU ARRIVE IN WALES …

YOU ARE NOT DISABLED

WELCOME TO YOUR NEW LIFE!



Not quite in Wales yet, but having left London, I was in some sort of grey zone. A purgatory: my old life was over but my new life hadn’t yet begun. The liminal space of that service station bathroom. I stared in the mirror and I realised I’d got ink on my lip.

I wouldn’t say that my disability is invisible, but it’s not immediately obvious. This means I can ‘pass’ as an able-bodied person, which was of course integral to The Plan to live as an able-bodied person in a New Life away from London and everyone who lived there.

The New Life part of The Plan only worked because of people’s ignorance. Part of the reason I can ‘pass’ is because a lot of people assume that all disabled people are in wheelchairs, and since I’m not in a wheelchair, they don’t immediately see me as having a disability. They just assume I’m very thin and don’t eat enough, rather than having muscle-wasting limbs. It also depends on what I’m wearing – if I wear my long black boots, a long-sleeved dress and a chunky cardigan, you can’t see it so much. While packing for my New Life, anything that showed off my body too much went in the bag for the charity shop.

As I pulled at the paper towels and they refused to budge, I tried to ignore the look from the woman waiting behind me. The ink on my hands had only faded to grey, and my skin was red from all the scrubbing. I yanked at the towels again but something was stuck. The woman behind me took a small step forward and asked if I needed some help.

I wasn’t in Wales yet. This was the in-between. This would be the last time.

‘Thanks – yeah – I have a disability that affects my hands, so—’

My throat burned as I spoke and I felt in my pocket for a cough sweet. She gave a small, confused ‘Oh?’ and looked at me the way people always look at me once they find out, reframing me according to what they consider ‘disabled’. It’s never a good thing; the word is drenched with negativity. Trying to make it fit, she looked at my hands to see if she could figure out exactly what it was that was ‘wrong’ with them. She took in the ink as if it was part of it; a mark on me, like a curse.

She pulled the handtowels with ease and gave me one quickly, avoiding my eyes, as my cheeks grew red and I turned back to the sinks again.

Like I said: The Last Time. This was what I was leaving. I could have cried at the relief of it. However, I still had a lot of work to do. If this situation was going to happen in my new life – the situation of me not being strong enough or fast enough – I would need to have an excuse ready.

For example, it’s difficult for me to sit on the ground and get up again; if I do find myself on the ground, I have to crawl towards something, like a table, and use it to push against so I can get up. I just don’t have the strength or the balance to get up otherwise. I also wouldn’t be able to run, or lift anything heavy, or balance, or climb. I hadn’t figured out all the solutions to these problems yet, but I thought I could probably get quite far with simply avoiding these things, and perhaps saying something quirky like, ‘Oh, I won’t sit on the ground in case I traumatise an ant.’ Quirky was fine, disabled was not.

As I wet the towels and tried to scrub harder, I saw the woman’s reflection as she adjusted her hair before leaving. The contrast of our two bodies in the mirror distracted me so much I scalded my hand under the hot tap. As the paper towel disintegrated in the water, I repeated ‘The Last Time’ over and over. I told myself that I could do this, because I had always done this: a part of me thinks I’ve forever been trying to hide my disability, even before the age of two, when I was diagnosed.

I’ve always pictured a tiny embryonic version of myself sitting with a box of chromosomes: coloured beads you had to string together correctly. Maybe that tiny embryonic version of me got distracted by a new finger, or the sniff of a heart, ready to beat. So I put one of the beads on wrong, and only realised when I’d already added more to the string, and it was too late to change it. I imagine I thought I could keep my mistake on the down-low. I probably felt a pang of guilt when my parents were told the diagnosis. I do wonder whether a part of me wanted to own up and say, ‘Sorry lads, that’s on me.’

Had I had the words, that is. But even when I learnt to speak, finding the words for this stuff was difficult. In school, on days when we got a supply teacher, the other staff would often forget to tell them. Once, I was asked why I wasn’t getting changed for P.E. My reply would physically hurt as the words scratched themselves out, as though going over the same old wound, in preparation for the awkward response, the confusion, the stares. Even at the age of twenty nine, I feel like I’m back in that classroom, the teacher looking at me, wondering why I’m not doing the same thing as everybody else.

Hands dried and out the door, I was leaving the grey zone. No more explaining to do, and no more sore throats every time I tried. I would be free from using cough sweets to soothe the pain. All I had to do was keep to the story and make sure my friends in London never found out what was really happening. I couldn’t go there, couldn’t explain it all. Especially not to Ella. Not now, not ever. And I certainly couldn’t ever, ever go back.
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