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Hesitation

Janet reluctantly placed her pale hand into Jason’s as they sauntered through some old English street towards Trafalgar Square.  She looked at her ring finger, now banded, or branded, whichever.  She had only said “I do” yesterday, but it felt like a lifetime already.  It was a lifetime, really, especially since that “I do” signified an eternity, a vow of wedlock and hard commitment.  The ceremony echoed in her mind like gunshots being fired from the other side of a long, long metal tunnel.  Pow.  I do.  Pow.  I do.  The statement, so heavy, only two syllables.  She wanted to take them back.

“Isn’t this beautiful?” he asked.  For the third time.

“Yes.” She held her ‘s’ a little bit too long.

“Hm.” He didn’t quite glance at her, or not at all as they walked, as he marched down the sidewalk with his chin raised as if to avoid contact with his constricting blue collar.  Or maybe it was white.  Janet could see his left hand in his pocket, resting perfectly flat in there like he was protecting his thigh from the world, from something.  And for some reason she hated this.  “Janet, do you happen to know what time it is?” he asked, not bothering to check his watch on his pocket hand.

“Um, it’s 3:22.”

“Our dinner reservations are set for 4:30, if I’m not mistaken.” Yes. Janet had called the appointment in herself.  But she didn’t pick the restaurant.  He did.  Or maybe it was his parents.

Jason carefully stepped over a narrow gravel-lined alleyway, avoiding the risk of a scuff mark on his shoes, or the possibility of dust getting on his pants.  He almost shouldered someone else coming the other way, but he leaned back and twisted out of the way, just in time.  His stride immediately regained its former rhythm.

“You’re awfully quiet, honey.  Is something on your mind?”  He tilted his head at her and gave her that look.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”  Her eyes fell to her feet, and then to his. “I was just thinking. About how much I love you.” She rose up to look at his face, and then realized she wasn’t smiling yet, so she did.  He smiled back.

“Janet.  I love you too.”  He veered a bit closer so their hips met. “Now what’s wrong?” he asked with his head tilted like he was interested.  Maybe he was. He was still smiling.  Of course.

“Um, I… I guess I’m nervous.” It was almost a question.  She said it like that because as she finished her sentence, he awkwardly craned his neck to the side so his head rested on her shoulder, making her lose her balance and stagger slightly to the right.  And she could smell his breath, which resembled that of old pancakes. With maple syrup.

“It’s alright.”  He sighed.  On cue. “I have to say, I’m quite nervous myself.  But at the same time I am anxiously awaiting this evening’s finale.”  He leaned away from her and raised his eyebrows suggestively, “yes?” and his Ken-style hair moved.  It was probably the first time his hair had moved all day.

A sharp wind pierced the inside of her ear, and she shivered.  She wished then that she would catch a cold, a really severe one that might just threaten her life, so she could go back home.  Wherever that might be.

They passed by a small pub, which belched out a stench of old cigarettes and spilled liquor.  A jaunty barrage of intoxicated laughs echoed from within and boomed out of the doorway. That’s when Jason laughed.

“I was just thinking,” his chin was raised again, his strut maintained, “what would it have been like if we had never met?  Have you ever truly considered that?”  She had.

“That’s,” she shook out a laugh, “that’s quite a thought, Jason.”

“It is?” Was he flattered? “Hm.”  He was.  He did that nod, pressing his lips tight to keep himself from smiling.  Idiot.

The square, which could be an illustrious and broad arena of history, was loaded with happy couples, some of them with their bored children, some toting backpacks and purses with heavy luggage.  The sun, barely breaking through the ugly overcast sky, illuminated the towering statue just enough to make it appear ominous overhead.  The height of the structure made Janet dizzy, giving it an unstable appearance, wobbling about in the sky.  If the statue were to fall over and crash into the square, she’d still have to be married. There were pigeons everywhere, scurrying about and locating scraps at the feet of the people there.  Hopefully they’d take a dump on his slacks or shoes.

“Wow, look at that column,” he suggested as if it weren’t already apparent.  He kept on babbling about the landmark as she turned her attention towards St. Martin’s church.  Oh Lord, please help me.

“Shall we rest here and enjoy the scenery, my love?” he asked in his best British accent while removing his hand from his pocket, stretching out his palm at an angle like he was letting something roll off his shoulder.  Janet smiled as politely as possible, but didn’t answer.  But she still dutifully followed him to the bench and sat, careful not to make eye contact with anyone. 

Just a few moments after she had sat down, a man dressed in an soiled oversized brown suit plopped down on the bench a few feet from her.  He placed a damp cardboard box about the size of a small television in front of him, and then leaned over to tie his shoes. He struggled to do this, cursing and tugging at his laces. He looked back up wildly, shaking his damp brown locks, about, scanned the crowd twice, examined his shoes once again, and then peered to his left.  He took a moment to pant.

“Is everything alright, sir?” Jason asked.

The man froze, hesitating to look at Jason.  He turned toward Janet, who looked away the moment he made eye contact.

“Why… yes. Yes.”

The man proceeded to tie his shoes, then briskly rose and scurried past them to an open area of the square.

“My, that fellow was in quite a hurry, don’t you agree, love?” He placed his hand on her leg, which startled her.  She hoped he’d felt her jump at this.

Janet looked at his hand and forced her face to beam. She looked back, looked away to her left towards where the man had sat.  “Jason… that man, he left his box here.”

 “That’s unfortunate.” His eyes were wide. He rose and turned to his right.  “Sir!” waving his hand about. Three men and four women passing through turned their heads in response.  The man with the brown suit didn’t hear, still prancing away.  “Sir, your box!”

At that moment a couple of women shrieked, which resonated about the square.  Three officers approached in a full sprint, their boots clopping on the concrete.  They barked out a series of tired commands as they passed Jason and Janet, pumping towards the man in the brown suit.

“Thief!” Jason rose up and pointed at the man across the square, but didn’t move.  He stood there rigidly with a stoic look on his face, like some superhero.  Ridiculous.  Janet took this opportunity to get up and walk.  Away.

As she started towards one of the streets, the commotion across the square grew a bit louder.  The police officers had caught up with the man, had him on the ground, but the man struggled.  The scene was a mess of arms and legs, the four bodies flailing about, all shouting and grunting.  The square grew quiet around the area; several of the onlookers stopped to watch the spectacle.

Janet was in the middle of a step when a white pummeling blast struck the back of her head, instantly deafening her and sending her face first into the concrete and crushing her nose.  A searing flame licked her legs; her back and neck burned, a choking burn, scalding her entire backside.  Concrete, hot concrete, showering her back.  She felt the blood ooze from her face, into her hair, matting it into the concrete.  She tried to get up, look back, and got an eyeful of smoke and ashes.  She wheezed out a feeble scream, but there were already too many screams flying through the square.  Her head pounded, lips and breath quivered there, into the ground.  Now she shook.

She turned her head.  Through the rising smoke she spotted a small child a few yards away, writhing on the ground.  He was missing half of his leg, the other leg kicking to push himself forward.  He slapped the concrete twice, then stopped moving just as his parents arrived to pick up the corpse and wail.

Janet struggled, then flipped over to look at where the cardboard box once was, where it wasn’t.  It was substituted by a smoldering gap in the concrete, a yard or two wide, surrounded by a modest fortress of charred gravel, some of which had fallen on Janet.  Near this hole was Jason, flat on his back.  His clothes were nearly gone, but it was hard to tell.  He was motionless. Oh, beloved, wretched.

She crawled towards Jason, across the hot rubble and through the smoke, over him.  She could see his face, a blank grimace, red and thin.  His chest heaved; his lips, quivering, lined with pebbles and blood.  He coughed, gently, gargling on a few teeth in his throat, simultaneously forming short phrases of gibberish.  Could he see her?  She hoped he couldn’t.  His eyes grew more blank by the second.

Dinner, some evening.  They sat at a round, clothed table in the middle of the city, one of the many restaurants they’d visited.  He was talking, and she wasn’t listening, but she made sure it looked like she was. “I told him—get this, you ready?” He chuckles; swallows. “I told him that—” He wore a tie, though the restaurant didn’t require him to.  He just did.  And then she considered how long he might know this guy, how long his parents had known him.

He seems like a gentleman, they had said. I really see some potential here, hm? And that’s when they decided that she would be married.

And he sat there in his pressed suit, talking and occasionally shifting in his chair, assuming that she was actually interested in this nonsense, talking about some episode at work.  She wanted to leave, so she got up and went to the bathroom.  She looked in the mirror and cried, then wiped her eyes and came back, putting the napkin back on her lap and smiling at him like nothing was wrong.  He would talk for a little while longer, finishing his meal, and then pay the bill.  Then he’d rise out of his chair and come to her, and grab her by the hand as she rose out of her seat, and he’d look into her eyes.  That was the one moment she’d want to kiss him, just before he said, “I love you.”

She knelt over him, using two of her fingers to wipe the gravel from his lips.  Most of it came off.  By now, she knew he couldn’t see her anymore, the one moment she wished he could.  She bent down to kiss him, but didn’t, suddenly repulsed.  He started to convulse there, choking on himself, and she looked up to see if anyone was watching.  A few of the police had finally suppressed the man in the brown suit.  A fire department truck had just arrived, but hadn’t spotted her yet.  

She turned back towards her husband.  He shook, breathing harder now, his head swiveling back and forth on the ground.  “Shhh.”  He didn’t listen, at first.  “Jason… shhh.” She placed her palm across his chest, lightly, and then pressed down on his sternum, doing her best to hold him still.  “Shhh.”  She could feel his chest give a bit, and he coughed, which sounded like it was incomplete.  The convulsions began to cease, his eyes closed, and then nothing.  Nothing.  Janet then realized that she had watched her husband die, and she bit her lip – it might have been to keep her from smiling or from frowning too hard.  But she saw him, lying there on the ground, in his best form, motionless and silent.

