Flowers

Tony walked around the pools of rainwater on the pavement. There was a constant drum roll on his umbrella as he turned out of Market Street into Heather Lane, where he lived. A summer evening! It was dark enough to be the middle of the night. The clouds formed a depressing ceiling above, and people scurried along with bent backs as if there was not enough headroom.

Would she appreciate the flowers? They were truly beautiful, yellow and blue. Of course he did not know their name, but they were truly beautiful.

Shirley was truly beautiful also.

Stepping into the hallway, he made noisy puddles of water like a dog, leaning up against the door. He shut the door with a loud bang. He made the only sounds in the house.

As he walked towards the kitchen he saw himself in the full-length mirror on the wall. A tall, thin, damp creature with a wet umbrella and a soggy bunch of flowers stared back at him, refusing to laugh, perhaps out of politeness.

Would he leave Shirley? Why should he leave Shirley? He supposed he might.

He took off his wet clothes and lay his umbrella where it could do no harm, and, his flowers in his hand, he walked up the stairs into the bedroom.

"Hello Shirl, I'm home."

No sound. The body on the bed did not move.

"I've got some flowers. Geraniums?"

He really had no clue. He sat down beside the bed and looked at the small white head, almost invisible on the pillow. He tried to relate the head to the beautiful woman who had had so many suitors, not so many years ago, who chose him, insignificant him, weedy, weak, with his black moustache and large nose.

"Would you like, er, a cup of tea?"

To an outsider it would have appeared to be a monologue. But Tony always felt he was getting answers, always seemed to be conducting a conversation.

"I'll make some then."

He went downstairs.

Shirley opened her eyes very slowly. Her hair had once been brown, but now it was white, and she so young. She hovered a while, resting on her thin arms, reached towards the flowers on the chair, slowly, like the flowers themselves would reach for the sun, and felt the soft petals, wet with the rain. She heard footsteps on the stair and bundled herself back between the sheets, closed her eyes.

"Tea won't be long. I've put the kettle on."

Nearly every time he put one foot in front of the other, Tony thought: "I must leave her, for my own sake. For her sake too, perhaps."

And every time Shirley turned from one side to the other she thought: "Please don't leave me all alone. How I hate you. Look what you've done to me. Please don't leave me."

"For God's sake Shirley....."

Every night at this stage, or some other similar, the impatience, the frustration would burst forth, physically.

"Why couldn't you be normal?"

And Shirley would begin to be frightened. As Tony approached with exasperated eyes, her mind would search for ways of avoiding the final declarations.

"The kettle, oh, the kettle, the tea," she moaned, stopping Tony in his tracks, the bloodhound face turning away, going down the stairs. And every stair creaked.

Shirley hovered again and stared at the flowers. She reached out and plucked one from the bunch. The sounds of the teapot and cups and saucers came floating up the stairs and she rushed back under cover with her prize.

"Here's your tea, love, nice and strong just like you always prefer it."

Tony sometimes talked to her like grown, awkward men talk to babies.

He put the cup down on the table next to the bed. She did not move as he sat and looked at her.

"Your tea'll get cold."

Then she moved. Slowly she sat up in bed. As she moved something fell to the floor. Tony picked it up. It was a flower, but all its petals had been plucked. Shirley struggled with her cup and Tony saw some little spots of blue in the bed. He did not understand.

"You never understand me. Flowers!"

"I thought you'd like flowers; they're very beautiful."

"Beautiful!"

Shirley had once been very beautiful.

"And you're late!"

"Not very. The train was delayed, but I'm only ten minutes later than usual."

"It's that Miss Peters, isn't it, at your office! Don't think I'm blind."

"Oh for God's sake, Shirley!"

How ironic! Miss Peters, aged eighteen, a figure like a beauty queen and a face like a film star, slender in short skirt and black tights, the girl he found himself dreaming about at night and staring at during the day, the girl who made him very nervous, and who ignored him. Oh yes, he would not deny that he would willingly have an affair with Miss Peters, and come home much later than this, much later. But Shirley had no idea.

"I don't care, so don't think I do."

"Look, I brought you flowers, didn't I?"

"Didn't you! We aren't millionaires, you know."

"What?"

"In fact we're nearly broke, aren't we?"

"Nearly broke? We are broke!"

"I know what you're thinking -- all that money wasted on the trip to Switzerland, and she's still going to die -- why not kill her off now before she costs me more money!"

"Shirley!"

"I know."

"Shirley there's nothing wrong with you, do you understand? Nothing wrong with you. You aren't going to die."

"Ever?"

"Oh for Christ's sake!"

"Unless you kill me quickly....."

"Shut up!"

"We can't afford flowers. " The volume rose. "You should have saved your money until I die and put some on my grave."

"They didn't cost a penny. Do you hear? Not a penny."

"Where'd you get them then, out of a park?"

“No.”

“Where, then?”

She was screaming now. The angry fluids had formed on her lips.

“Never mind.”

Tony was giving in again, his voice was lowering first.

“Where? Miss Peters?”

“No.”

“You did! You bloody did!”

“That’s not true. Now for Christ’s sake shut up.”

“No! Where did you get my flowers?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does! It does!”

Shirley became hysterical. Tony could stand it no longer. He jumped on to the bed and put his hand over her mouth. Then, as if it was expected of him, he began to slap her. She struggled. Tony noticed her strength. Their bodies struggled as he tried to hit her, to hurt her. Their mouths met by chance and the contact occasioned a tormenting writhing, a passionate twisting amid the new tears. Shirley screamed louder as Tony tore into the nightdress like a mole scurrying from the light of the world (the hateful world). Her thin body felt as if it would snap under the stresses. After a short while Shirley stopped screaming and the only sounds in the room were the methodical creaking of the old bed and the sighs and groans of postponed torment.

When at last they lay still, Shirley whispered words Tony could not hear; everything seemed changed. The room seemed smaller.

Tony got up quietly and opened a window. The rain had stopped. There was a smell of mature, newly cut grass, hanging at the window panes waiting to enter.

“Thank you.”

Tony bent down and kissed the stretched, bent body.

“I think I could eat something. And can I come downstairs?”

The gap between darkness and light is the edge of the bed. Roll your body just too far and you fall off. And there is no floor to catch you.

“Tony.”

Shirley’s eyes looked lovingly at her husband. He remembered those eyes from long ago.

“Yes?”

“Where did you get the flowers, for God’s sake?”

She asked her question laughingly, and Tony laughed too.

“You’d never believe me.”

“I will. Go on.”

They laughed, loud, comfortably, uncontrollably.

“Promise not to laugh.”

“I promise.”

“There was a little girl in the High Street. I don’t know who she was or anything. She must have been about ten.”

“A little girl?”

The laughter very slightly died.

“Yes. She had those flowers, you see. Well,...oh, I don’t know.....”

“Go on darling.”

“A bus hit her, the poor little bastard.”

The laughing had stopped.

“A bus hit her, killed her outright, didn’t feel a thing. I picked the flowers up out of the gutter.....”

“No.....”

“Well, she didn’t need them anymore. It seemed such a waste.”

On his way down the stairs, Tony saw nothing of the silent screaming, the contorted, destroyed face of his dying wife.
=====
