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The Cacti 

Beth walked back from work slowly and the sun was going down. She didn’t live far from 

her work and she’d decided not to take the car that morning and she regretted it. It was 

October and the air was chilly and there were leaves drifting down from trees and the leaves 

were torn orange and red and yellow. She stepped in them and they broke and crunched under 

her feet.  

Beth got home and walked in and Gary was sitting in the armchair by the heating with 

a blanket over his legs and his hands hovering over the heat. He was thirty-five and he looked 

sixty. He had his little round glasses balanced on the end of his nose and he was peering 

through the window at the leaves and general coldness. The glasses had a crack in their 

frame. He looked up sometimes and the light from a lamp caught in them and it looked like 

they winked out at nothing.  

“It looks cold out,” he shouted when he heard Beth walk in. 

“It is cold out,” Beth said. 

“Really cold?” He asked and he pulled at the blanket on his legs. It was grey and dirty 

and there were little balls of wool that fell off it whenever he shifted in his seat. He was 

rolling one of the balls of wool around in his fingers. He’d rolled a lot of different ones 

around. He liked the way they felt in his hand. Every time he picked up a new one, it got 

smaller and harder in his fingers until he flicked it away and started on a new one. 

“Cold enough,” she said back. 

“Cold enough for what?” 

She ignored that and walked into the kitchen. She took the bottle of gin off the tall 

shelf and she filled a glass half full of it and then poured another half of lemon sour in. She 
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mixed it and drained it in one. It made her smile, so she made another one and put some ice 

cubes in from the freezer and walked back into the living room. 

Gary looked up at her and his glasses winked. He looked at her body and her face and 

her hair and he shook his head. 

“You look tired,” he said. 

“I've been at work all day,” Beth said, and she sat down in the chair opposite him and 

she felt the heat in her cold fingertips. They ached as they warmed up. Ached and tingled. 

She put her drink down on the table next to her and held her hands close to the heating as 

well. 

Gary nodded and scratched his chin and tugged at his hair. 

“I need a haircut,” he muttered. 

“Why didn't you get one today?” Beth asked and picking her drink back up, took a 

sip. 

Gary waved his hand at the leaves blowing around outside the window and didn't say 

anything. His hand was pink and there was back dirt lines running through it.  

Beth cleared her throat. She was scared to ask him what she knew she was going to 

ask him. She could feel the question asking her throat to let it out. 

“Have you been out today?” 

Gary looked up quickly and his glasses almost slipped off his nose completely as he 

cracked his knuckles on the side of the armchair. They popped one after the other and Gary 

grunted. The pops were like wood crackling in a fireplace.  

Beth listened to the ten pops and then she asked again. “What have you done today?” 

“Got up, had some breakfast. Then I watered the plants in our room. Did you know 

they were all dying?... then I tidied a little. Made some lunch... noodles and soup if you were 

going to ask that... I know you wanted me to clean the porch but jeez you know how cold it’s 
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been. I washed up the bowl from lunch. Watched T.V. Phoned work and they said they’d 

phone me back if they had anything, so I've been waiting here for work to phone. They said 

they'd phone again this week if they had anything available. So, I’ve been waiting for them to 

phone.” 

He said this slowly and he rubbed his face as he spoke. He took his glasses off and put 

them on the side next to her drink. His eyes looked red and small without them and she could 

see big red lines running across the white in his eyes. He hadn't worked for three months. He 

said he wasn't missing it. His face had gotten rounder and she noticed how his neck was 

starting to blend into his cheeks.  

Beth nodded for a while and she drank her drink. It was sweet and bitter, and the ice 

cubes bumped against her teeth. 

“Jordan and Charlotte phoned me at work earlier. They asked if we want to go out for 

dinner tonight if we weren’t busy,” she finally said. 

“Oh,” he nodded. 

“So....,” Beth asked. 

“So what?” 

Beth leaned her back, sighed and finished her drink. The ice cubes rattled at the 

bottom of her empty glass. 

“So, do you want to go... it would be good for you to get out of the house.”  

“Can we afford it?” 

“They said they'd pay. They said they missed us.” 

Gary stood up and let the blanket fall off his legs. He wasn't wearing any trousers and 

his pants were ripped and dirty. 

“I'll get dressed,” he said, and he walked slowly up the stairs. 

Beth nodded at his retreating back, then she stood up and followed him. 
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Gary stared at Beth as she changed from her nurse outfit into a light blue dress. Her face was 

round and pretty, and her teeth caught the light of the bedside lamp. He picked up a shirt and 

some trousers from the wardrobe and carried them to the bathroom. He took his top off and 

he stared at himself in the mirror as he got dressed. His eyes narrowed and disappeared and 

then reappeared as he pulled a vest on and did the shirt up over it. His face was round and 

ugly, and his teeth looked yellow when he bared them to the mirror. He bared them and 

growled. 

 “Grrrrr,” he growled. “You're a bear. You're just a bear. That's all. That's all you are.” 

“What did you say?” Beth called and he shut his mouth and became Gary again. 

“Nothing,” he called back, “I didn't say anything.” 

He walked out of the bathroom and he hugged her from behind and smelled her hair. 

He chewed on the ends of it and tasted it and it tasted of bamboo and burnt wool. She patted 

his hands where they folded around her middle. She patted them slowly until he let her go 

and she turned and smiled up at him. Her smile was wide and wet looking. He smiled back 

and didn't know how it looked. He hoped it looked alright. 

“Do I look alright?” He asked. 

Beth looked him up and down.  

“You look fine,” she smiled. “How do I look?” 

Gary looked at her. He growled in his head. “You look alright,” he said. 

Beth shook her head and they walked down the stairs together. Her feet had shiny 

shoes wrapped around them and they had metal heels. The heels clicked together as they 

banged down the stairs. They dinged like two coins being jostled together. 

“You're making music,” Gary said from behind her. 

Beth didn't turn around and Gary laughed to himself. 
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They passed an empty plant pot that Gary had left on the wooden table by the back 

door and Beth stopped. The pot had a crack running down its side and there was dry soil 

running up and down the crack and on the table. 

“What happened to the cacti?” She asked. 

Gary looked at the pot and his eyes dropped down and then back up. He looked away, 

waved his hand and walked out the door. Beth followed him. Gary shivered when he stepped 

outside. The air was cold. He could feel it on his teeth. He breathed in and out. Beth locked 

the door behind them, and they walked to the car together and got in. 

Gary kissed Beth on the cheek when she started the engine and she looked at him. 

“What was that for?” She asked. 

Gary looked out the window and didn't say anything. He could see himself in the 

window and through himself, he could see black clouds floating across the dark blue night 

sky. They rolled across the stars and the stars flashed at him when they slipped from behind 

them. A plane flew past everything like a star and was swallowed by a cloud. 

Beth drove fast and houses slipped past them like time and they didn't speak. 

Sometimes Beth reached over and squeezed Gary's leg. Her head was swimming from the 

gin, and she felt happy and weak. When she touched Gary's leg she could feel skin and fat 

bulging under her hand. She pinched it sometimes and felt how elastic it felt. His leg didn't 

feel real. It felt like something someone had stuck to his body. She touched his knee and it 

was hard and circular and he tensed under her. 

“What are you doing?” 

Beth took her hand off him and laughed.  

“Hahahaha. Hahaha,” she laughed, and she kissed her fingertips and tapped them on 

his cheek. 

“Are you drunk, Beth?” 
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Beth laughed again and she shook her head. 

Gary shook his head and looked back out the window. 

“So, what happened to the cacti, Gary?” Beth asked again. 

“The what?” He asked looking around at her. 

“The cacti...” 

“You mean the cactus?” 

“What?” 

“Why did you call it a cacti?” 

“I just did. You knew what I meant.” 

Gary breathed. “Nothing happened to it,” he said. 

Beth turned and looked at him. “The pot was broke,” she said, “did you drop it? I 

thought you loved that Cacti.” 

Gary breathed louder. “Cactus,” he said, “and… it was just a plant.” 

Gary thought about the plant and his stomach crumbled and broke. He'd brought it the 

day work had said they didn't need him anymore. He'd been driving home with a box filled 

with a bunch of stuff from his desk and he passed the little flower shop. He thought maybe 

he'd buy Beth some flowers to soften the blow when he told her she'd have to take more 

shifts. He stopped the car and got out. He passed bunches of roses and tulips and petunias. 

They were beautiful and smelled beautiful and they cost as much as beautiful things did. He 

walked past them and picked up the little spiky cactus from the sale section and paid. 

It jabbed him twice through the paper bag as he carried it to the car. It was circular 

and big, and it sat in the soil in the pot like a small fat man. He thought Beth would maybe 

like it and if she didn't it was enough that he did at least. 

He carried it home with him and he placed on the kitchen side. He waited for Beth to 

get home. He phoned people about work. He phoned his brother. He stared at the cactus. He 
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had a shower. He masturbated. He read the paper. He switched on the T.V and watched the 

news. He stared at the cactus. He liked the way it bulged in the soil. He'd never seen a 

completely round plant. It was like an alien. 

“You were always staring at it,” Beth laughed. 

“It was just a plant,” Gary said again. His glasses slipped down his nose and he 

pushed them back up. They were dirty and Beth saw a patch on them where he'd glued the 

frame back together. 

They carried on driving and the car was cold and Beth turned on the heating. The 

heating was on full because the colder settings didn't work. The heating was hot. Gary started 

sweating and he put his window down a crack. The air was cool and nice. Beth put her hand 

on his leg again and he put his hand on her hand. He moved his thumb over the veins on the 

back of her hand. They were thick and soft, and they moved under his thumb. He moved his 

thumb under her wrist, and he felt her pulse beating. 

One... two...threefourfive...six...seven...eightnineten. He counted along with it in his 

head and sweated. The roads kept moving along until they pulled up at Charlotte's house. It 

was small and flat looking. They got out and knocked on the front door. No one answered. 

They knocked again. No one came. Some gold leaves blew against their shoes and then 

carried on down the street. 

Jordan opened the front door. He was wearing a t-shirt and shorts and he shivered 

from the wind when he opened the door. He slapped his hand against his head when he saw 

them. 

“I completely forgot we were meeting,” he said. His eyes open wide in mock surprise. 

Charlotte came up behind him and she put her hand over mouth. 

“I'm so sorry,” she said. 
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Beth and Gary shifted back and forth in their dinner clothes. Beth pretended to laugh 

and waved her hand around. Gary narrowed his eyes and shook his head. 

Jordan and Charlotte shifted back and forth on the doorstep. 

“I'm sorry,” Jordan said again. 

“I'm so sorry,” Charlotte added. 

Charlotte was wearing a small dress and it had tiny horses all over it. They reared on 

their back legs and their mouths were open. They had little pink tongues that flopped out 

between their lips. Jordan leaned on the door frame and folded his arms. Gary's shirt was 

open at the collar and he pulled at his collar. Charlotte was blushing. Her face was red on the 

cheeks and they had a little white spot in the middle of each one. She kept brushing her hands 

across her dress and smoothing the horses down.  

Beth brushed some black hair off her face, and it fell off and fell onto the floor.  

Charlotte coughed. “We’ll have to plan something soon,” she said. 

Beth was nodding her head as if it was all normal and Gary was just standing there 

doing nothing. He had his hands in his pockets and his fingers were moving back and forth in 

there. They were bulging up and down and his round face wasn’t moving. 

“So, you just forgot?” Gary asked suddenly.  

Jordan nodded and nodded. His cheeks moved up and down with his head.  

“You didn’t phone to say, you know, or let us know you were coming,” he muttered.  

“You asked us,” Gary said.  

“Come on man, I’m sorry,” Jordan almost whispered.  

“It’s alright,” Beth suddenly smiled. Her smile was big, and it spread across her face 

like paint on a canvas.  

“We really are sorry,” Charlotte said. Her face was red and smiley, and Beth rubbed 

her hair and Gary touched the small of her back. 
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“It’s alright,” Beth said again. She waved her hand like a fan in front of her face. Gary 

could feel the air coming off it, hitting his face and whipping his hair back and forth. In the 

shadow of their doorway, Charlotte's nose looked like it stretched from her forehead to her 

mouth. Her eyes were dark and white, and they just looked like dolls eyes floating around. 

Beth and Charlotte hugged once, and Jordan and Gary looked at each other. Gary hugged 

Charlotte. Charlotte hugged Gary. Gary hugged Jordan. Jordan hugged Beth. Beth hugged 

Charlotte one more time. Gary shook Jordan’s hand and then Beth and Gary walked back to 

their car.  

 

They got in and they didn’t say anything. Gary undid another button on his shirt and some 

hair on his chest stuck out between his fingers as he did it. He was thinking about his cactus. 

He was rubbing his fingers together. There were some prick marks on the tips of them. Little 

pricks from the cactus.  

The car started fine and they drove off. The engine purred and groaned fine. It buzzed 

and growled, and it ran beautifully. It ran as beautifully as Beth expected. They drove past the 

houses they’d already passed without saying anything. Gary tried to flick the radio to another 

station at one point, but it was just static. He put his window down again even know the 

heating was off. The air blew through the car and swept Beth’s hair back and her face didn’t 

move. She looked like stone. She looked like nothing. Gary looked like nothing. Everything 

looked like nothing. He wanted to scream, ‘what is happening!’ Beth wanted to scream that 

this was the end of everything. That Jordan and Charlotte would never ask them out again.  

“What are we going to have for dinner then?” Beth asked instead.  

Gary’s stomach rumbled like rocks. His stomach tumbled against his belly and his 

belly rumbled against his tummy and his tummy rumbled against his hand that was pressed 

against it.  
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“We have that Mexican bean soup leftover,” he said.  

“Oh yeah,” she said, “…didn’t we finish that yesterday?” 

“No, we had the left-over chilli yesterday.” 

“Are you sure?” She asked. 

“Sure,” he said.  

They carried on driving. The roads blurred and the sky went clear and then cloudy 

and then clear again. Gary looked at it from his window. Beth focused on driving and 

occasionally touching Gary’s leg. 

‘What else is there to do,’ she thought as she looked out her window to make sure no 

cars were pulling out before they turned. 

They drove along their street and then stopped in front of their house. They hit the 

curb as they pulled up onto the driveway and Gary’s head bounced up and brushed the roof of 

the car. He rubbed his head when they stopped and tutted. Beth held the key after she turned 

off the engine. She left it in there, and the noise of the radio stayed on. Static hissing all 

around. She turned the key and it stopped.  

They got out the car and walked up to the front door together and Gary felt in his 

pockets and then laughed and nudged Beth’s shoulder, who already had the key out and ready 

to go in the lock. She laughed as well, and they walked in together laughing and nudging 

shoulders. The door stayed open for a few minutes when they walked in. Gary went to the 

boiler and he switched the heating on, and Beth wiped her shoes on the mat even though 

there was nothing on them and then she took them off and put them on the little metal shoe 

rack that leaned up against the wall by the front door. Gary turned the thermostat up high and 

he passed the broken plant pot and then he walked to Beth, kissed her and took his shoes off 

at the same time and then, after putting his shoes on the shoe rack as well, hugged her.  
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He held her tight to him and he could feel her breathing and she could feel him 

breathing and they could feel each other breathing. His breaths were shuddering and deep and 

her breaths were shallow and shaky, and she listened to him breathe and hugged him back 

and he listened to himself breathe. His heart did a little dance in his chest like cabaret girls 

and they kicked his ribs over and over again.  

He moved his hands up and down Beth’s back and then he pushed her away from him 

a little and he cradled her face in his hands and looked her in the eyes and didn’t say 

anything. Beth could smell his hands and they smelled of sweat and dirt. They were damp on 

her face and she could feel the lines that ran through them running across her face.  

“Why are your hands dirty?” She asked looking up at him. 

“I buried the cactus today,” he said, letting go of her face and walking into the 

kitchen. 

He poured himself a glass of gin from the bottle from the tall shelf and then put it 

back. Beth walked in after him and leaned up and brought the bottle back down and poured 

the rest of it into a glass. She didn’t mix it this time and she leaned on the kitchen counter and 

took little, little sips like a kitten supping milk.  

“I killed it by accident,” Gary said. Taking a big drink and wincing a little.  

“How do you kill a cactus?” Beth asked and she laughed a little into her drink.  

“I dropped it out the bedroom window and it just broke all over the floor outside. It 

had started turning brown and the spikes were going weak… I could poke them without even 

getting pricked. They’d just bend under my fingers. The internet guide said to move it to by a 

window, so it got more sunlight, so I moved it there the other day… I don’t know if you 

noticed.” 

Gary stared at her.  

“I didn’t,” she said. 
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“Oh,” Gary muttered and took another gulp of his drink, “… well I moved it to the 

window ledge. It started going green again and It started pricking me when I prodded the 

spikes again. It was bathing in the sun. It was bathing in the sun and then when I tried to pick 

the pot up to water it today it slipped out my hand and I had the window open because I’d 

had a shower and you know how the windows fog up in the bedroom when you have a 

shower unless you open them. It slipped out my hands, Beth. It slipped out my hands and I 

watched it slip out my hands and it slipped all the way out the window and it slipped all the 

way down to the driveway and it broke and I watched it break and my hands were still open 

like I was holding it. It broke and when I ran down the stairs and out the door and onto the 

driveway I saw that the cactus was in three pieces. Three pieces. Three pieces. It was dead.” 

Gary finished his drink and he stopped speaking and he walked to the sink and started 

rinsing out his empty glass. There was a little mark on the corner of the glass, and he rubbed 

it with his finger before putting it on the draining board. 

“I buried it under the tree in the back garden,” he said after he put the glass away. 

Then he turned and looked at her.  

She looked at him and his eyes and his little round glasses and his eyes were 

unfocused and looked slightly wonky behind the glasses.  

“Why did you bury it?” She asked and she was surprised when her voice cracked a 

little. She coughed and then chuckled. “It was just a cacti,” she chuckled.  

Gary slammed his hand down on the kitchen sideboard and some glasses rattled and a 

plate in the sink slipped and make the sound all plates make when they slip and hit another 

one of their fragile brothers. He slammed his hand down and then he shook it because it hurt 

and he shouted “CACTUS! CACTUS… CACTUS… I’ve told you and told you and told 

you.” 
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Beth held up her hands. Calm down, she said, calm down. She held her hands out 

with the palms facing Gary as if she was pushing the air in front of her away and he looked at 

her palms. He looked at the lines that ran through them and then he looked down at the lines 

running through his palms. He could still see the dirt from where he’d dug. It was black and 

thin. He scratched at one line and nothing happened. Beth still had hands up, but she took a 

step closer to Gary.  

“What’s actually wrong honey,” she said, “what’s wrong?”  

She took a step towards him and it looked to Gary like she was going to hug him. 

Beth thought to herself, ‘what is wrong with him? What is wrong with him?’ Her shoes 

clicked and clacked and clicked on the tile. They sounded like a horse running.  

Gary scratched at the dirt again and this time a tiny bit crumbled away from his skin 

and fell on the floor. Another tiny piece got caught beneath his fingernail.  

“What’s actually wrong,” Beth said again, and she stepped forward again. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know… I don’t know… I don’t know…” 

THE END 

 


