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For Christina

Gone too soon

Who said I could
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Home, a Dilemma, and Mrs. Tonks

It was Thursday evening, and it was raining again. Not unusual. It was February, in England. John stood in his dingy little kitchen, gazing into his near-empty refrigerator. He shut the door, cutting the room's light in half, and stood rubbing his chin. Across the room, a studio audience sighed, then erupted into canned laughter.

 

John was twenty-five, single and worked in a local video shop that seemed to defy the laws of commerce. He suspected it was a front for something shady, though he’d never cared enough to confirm his suspicions. The job let him indulge his love of films and paid the bills, which was more than enough.

 

He’d been single for some time and, for the most part, was comfortable with the status quo. His past relationships had spanned the spectrum of failure, always ending the same way: regret, disappointment, a side helping of guilt and the usual quiet self-loathing. Being alone suited him. Life was just simpler that way.

 

John's home was a single L-shaped room, roughly divided into three areas: a living room, a bedroom and a kitchen, each a distinct and essential part of his existence.

 

His living room was defined by a worn-out fluffy brown settee he'd bought from a charity shop a few years earlier, which he'd lovingly named Bungle, and an old TV perched on a milk crate he'd “borrowed” from Mr. Patel's corner shop. A well-used VHS player sat on top of the TV, wires dangling from the back, with a small stack of video tapes sitting on top. The TV screen flickered, throwing pale light across a grubby blue rug on the bare wooden floor. On the TV, Jeremy Beadle stood grinning a big, bearded grin, seemingly mocking John's tiny, miserable flat.

 

A chaotic pile of clothes, like a multicoloured snowdrift, dominated one corner, while two large bookcases stood against the long wall, crammed full of hardbacks, paperbacks and several neat piles of comics. A couple of shelves were given over to VHS tapes, some still in their colourful retail boxes, many more with handwritten titles on their spines. Between the bookcases, a window with olive-green curtains drawn back framed the bleak, wet world outside.

 

On the other side of Bungle, his bedroom was little more than a mattress, half-hidden beneath a rumpled comforter. A neat pile of notebooks with a mug of pens and pencils sat on the floor to one side, while a lamp balanced on a stack of books to the other. More books huddled in small piles along the wall, as if queuing for his attention.

 

He spent much of his spare time with his face buried in some new science-fiction or fantasy novel he’d picked up. Reading wasn’t just a way to pass the time for him; it was an escape, a way to drift off somewhere else and dream. He thought of books as a kind of compression: whole worlds pressed flat between two covers. When you read, you unpack them, reconstitute them with your own voice, your own memories, your own imagination. And John had quite an imagination.

 

But John didn’t only read to escape. He studied books too. How they were built and why they worked, at least for him. He noticed where a writer chose to linger and where they cut away, how a scene opened, how dialogue could carry far more than it said, how rhythm and silence shaped a sentence, a paragraph, a page. He liked seeing the bones beneath the story, the scaffold with hidden joins that held it all together.

 

When he wasn’t reading, he liked to write. The notebooks by his bed were where he kept his stories: fragments of a grand space opera, sprawling, half-realised fantasy epics, and the occasional more personal piece he’d never admit to. He’d never shown any of them to anyone. In his mind, they weren’t good enough, not like the “proper” books he read, and he wasn’t ready to find out if that was true. Better to keep them to himself, safe from judgement. Besides, he liked knowing they were there: unfinished worlds he could step into whenever he wanted, losing himself for an hour or two while the real world waited patiently beyond the notebook’s cover.

 

John blinked, his attention returning to matters at hand.

 

Objectively, the kitchen where he stood was the saddest part of his flat. A place that should have been the warm heart of his home instead looked like something out of post-war Russian cinema: a drab, pale green box lit by a single fluorescent tube on the ceiling. A square of worn linoleum, patterned with faux tiles, covered the floor, and at its centre stood an ugly 1970s Formica table with a chipped, faded yellow top and a single matching chair. John never had visitors, so one chair was enough. Against another wall a two-ring electric hob was wedged between an inconveniently small worktop and sink, and the refrigerator, in front of which he was standing.

 

John was desperate for a cup of tea, but he had a dilemma.

 

He pulled the fridge door open again, hoping that, in the few moments it had been shut, the inside had somehow magically transformed. Weak yellow light spilled across the faded lino and pooled around his feet. He stuck his head into the faintly humming appliance. Two takeaway cartons with red Chinese pagodas sat forlornly on the top shelf: one with brown dribbles crusted down its side, the other touched with frost at the corner. John pushed them aside, an almost daily dance for them, and peered deeper into the dim recesses. A Tupperware container, contents long-forgotten, a neglected can of Quatro and something that might have been edible once, but now resembled a brown, fuzzy mound.

 

He checked the door: an Irn-Bru and a paperback wedged in the rack. He scratched his head, tilting to read the title… The Skylark of Valeron by E.E. Doc Smith. A classic, though he had no clue why it was in there. He let go of the door and nudged it shut with his foot, sealing the contents in their chilly tomb.

 

John stepped over to the table and sat down on his only chair.

 

No milk. Shit.

 

John usually liked Thursdays, but this one had been rubbish. A nice cup of tea was the cornerstone of his planned evening in front of the telly, and not having any milk was the cherry on top of a shit pie. It had rained all day, painting the world a gloomy grey, and to add insult to injury he’d had to work late and lock up the shop. Apparently, the owner had promised to “hold a ladder” for his cousin, whatever that meant. Sounded fishy to John. Probably more shady business dealings.

 

The only saving grace was the shop had been quiet, with hardly any customers, so he’d spent most of his time reorganising the Betamax section by how likely the main characters were to survive if dropped into Alien. He’d thought it was a brilliant idea, but the logic soon fell apart… rules were made, and broken, a colourful sticker system added, and abandoned. Eventually he gave up somewhere between Flashdance and Rambo. Still, it had passed the time, and he’d got to sort through a lot of tapes, which he always enjoyed.

 

He sighed.

 

His favorite mug sat on the table in front of him. It had a small chip on the rim where the handle was, and was decorated with the frowning face of Mr. T from the A-Team, with the words "Mr. Tea" underneath. John picked it up and stared at the teabag that sat at the bottom of the mug.

 

Shit.

 

John found himself caught somewhere between action and apathy. A familiar state. He sat and weighed his options. He could drink his tea black, without milk, only an animal would do that, or he could go to Mr. Patel's and buy some milk for his tea. The pros and cons ambled idly around inside his head for several moments.

 

I can't drink tea without milk. I could buy some. But it's raining. I could buy some biscuits. That would be nice. I don't have enough money for biscuits.

 

John put the mug back on the table, carefully turning it so Mr. T was looking at him. “What would Mr. T do?” He asked the mug. “He’d pity the fool who didn't go and buy some milk.”

 

Resigned to going out again and getting wet, he got up and rattled the loose change cup by the sink, tipping a few coins into his hand. Not enough for milk or biscuits. He dug through the colourful snowdrift of dirty clothes in the corner, checking pockets for loose change. He checked the gaps in Bungle’s cushions, and felt along the edge of his mattress, anywhere a coin might have rolled and hidden. At last he scraped together enough for a pint of milk and some biscuits, though he’d likely skip the biscuits in favour of playing some arcade games later.

 

He shrugged on his coat. His left arm slid neatly into the torn lining instead of the sleeve. He sighed, tried again, and this time his hand popped out where it should. For a moment he contemplated what it would feel like to punch himself in the face with it. Then he grabbed his keys from the hook, opened the door and stepped out onto the landing.

 

The transition was abrupt. Like going through an airlock from a safe, familiar habitat, albeit a grim little habitat, into a strange, soft, carpeted, alien world full of new and interesting smells and textures. Even so, the landing was only slightly less grim than his flat. The first thing to strike John was the faint tang of carbolic soap mixed with a quieter, sour smell. Cat piss perhaps. The walls were papered in faded red and gold paisley, the kind that felt soft and fuzzy under the fingers. Two low-wattage wall lights, their yellowed, tasseled shades casting a jaundiced glow, lit a worn red carpet with a swirling floral pattern. A long plastic runner lay along its centre, leading to the top of the stairs.

 

John made his way down the landing, the plastic runner crackling under his shoes, and crept into the stairwell’s waiting darkness, careful to stay quiet. The last thing he wanted was to alert his landlady to his presence. He owed her this month’s rent, and he didn’t get paid until tomorrow. Besides, John hated confrontation.

 

He reached the bottom of the stairs and paused in the darkness, listening for movement from Mrs. Tonks’s door further down the hallway. Nothing. Good. Pale light filtered through the frosted glass of the front door, painting the far end of the hall with soft shadows. He crept toward it and stepped on something squishy.

 

Shit!

 

He stood in the gloom on one foot, weighing his options. The smell of cat shit wafted up, and he gagged. Mrs. Tonks’s cat, Tibbles, was fond of leaving little surprises around the house. Once, John had come home to find a big turd right in the middle of his kitchen table, sitting as though it belonged there. To this day, he had no clue how Tibbles had got in, taken a shit on his table and got out again. It was a complete mystery, though John suspected Mrs. Tonks herself might have been involved. He didn't like Tibbles very much, and Tibbles certainly didn't like John.

 

He eased his foot back onto the floor, trying not to smear cat shit across the carpet with only limited success. As he crept closer to Mrs. Tonks’s door, the theme from Mission Impossible began to play in his head, and he found himself humming the rhythm, dun, dun, da-da, dun, dun, da-da, under his breath.

 

Nearly there…

 

A shadow moved across the thin strip of light beneath Mrs. Tonks’s door, and then it opened, spilling pink-tinged light into the hallway.

 

Dammit! Almost made it.

 

"Who's there? Who is it?" came Mrs. Tonks's wavering voice.

 

"It's me, Mrs. Tonks. It's John," he replied as he stepped into the well of light, resigned to whatever was coming, and gave a feeble wave.

 

Mrs. Tonks was a big woman, her looming silhouette filling the doorway. She was severe-looking too, with drawn-on eyebrows and a receding hairline from a lifetime of scraping her hair back into a tight bun. Beneath the scrawled brows, her eyes, dark with heavy makeup, were set deep in a sallow, pudgy moon face, making them look like two piss holes in dirty snow. He’d seen her without the eyebrows once or twice, and it had been unsettling, to say the least. Her mouth was like a wound, bright red with lipstick, and she wore the same daisy-patterned dress she always wore, an apron cinched tight across her imposing bosom. To a casual observer, she might almost have passed for grandmotherly, but she was nothing of the sort. The smell of cat piss, violets, stale sweat and talcum powder clung to her, beginning to mingle with the shitty smell in the hallway.

 

"What are you doing skulking around in the dark?" She narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. "And what's that smell?"

 

John pantomimed sniffing the air. "I can't smell anything, Mrs. Tonks."

 

She glared at him suspiciously. John added hastily, "I'm just going out to get some milk. Do you need anything from Mr. Patel's?" He immediately regretted asking.

 

"No, I don't. Do you have my rent, Mr. Thomas?" she asked.

 

John winced before he could stop himself. There were two things wrong with this question. First, he could barely afford milk, never mind his rent, and he wouldn't be paid until tomorrow. Second, Mrs. Tonks had called him Mr. Thomas, and he hated that. He hated his surname. Combined with his first name, John, it had been a constant source of torment as a child. John Thomas was not a name that cruel children could easily ignore, and for that matter, some adults. Thanks, Uncle Terry. “Rubber Johnny,” “Todger Thomas,” and “Little Willy” had all been nicknames he'd had to endure over the years. The gift that keeps on giving.

 

"I get paid tomorrow, Mrs. Tonks. I'll pop it under your door in an envelope when I get back from work," he said, a little too cheerily.

 

He began to sidle his way towards the front door, careful not to step fully on his shitty foot.

 

"You make sure you do, young man. You're already a day late. I'm not running a charity here," she scowled.

 

"Yes, Mrs. Tonks." He was almost to the front door. "If there's nothing else, I really have to pop out and get some milk now."

 

John hesitated, his hand resting on the doorknob just long enough to pretend he cared about the answer, then slipped out into the damp, chilly evening.
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