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A tall smart man wearing a small hat is gazing out of a Flower 

shop window, with a perplexed expression, grinning slightly.

"There's a guy over on that patch of grass waving his 

arms about... in a mysterious way..." he says, with an 

embarrassed chuckle.

"Oh that's Derek... he's there most mornings when the 

weather's OK, that's Tai Chi he's doing." Says Jen Carter, 

proprietor of 'Tuffets Cut Flowers and Border Plants'. She is 

wrapping bright yellow Freesias loosely into a pretty paper 

cone for the hat-wearer. 

"Tai chi?"

She hands him the flowers, "Yeah, I had a go at it a 

couple of years ago and that's what it looks like - done 

properly." She chuckles and continues, "That'll be four 

fifty." He finds the cash in his inside breast pocket and 

pays. She carries on as she enters the payment in the till: 

"Thanks.  Yes, Del's been doing it there every day for a few 

years now, and I suppose we've just got used to seeing him at 

it. He's become a part of the scenery really."

The man they are talking about is neatly dressed in a 

dark tunic top and jog pants and wearing tinted spectacles, 

which – he's been told - look quite cool.  He is standing on a 

small island of grass at the entrance to a park, diagonally 

opposite the shop, across the busy high street.  As Jen hands 



the man his change she smiles and turns her gaze to the arm-

waver.  They both watch for a few moments as he turns on his 

heel and makes a high kick with one leg; graceful and 

completely balanced.

"He looks fitter than me!" says her customer, as he does 

up his jacket.  Jen replies, smiling, 

"He puts us to shame. Lots of people take it up, y'know, 

for fitness and whatnot, but not many get on as well as Del 

does."

The man with the hat smiles back, "Well, it looks lovely. 

Thanks for that, see you again." He carefully puts the bouquet 

into a 'for life' shopping bag, making sure the flowers are 

not crushed, before turning and leaving the the shop with 

another smile at Jen. 

Jen tidies her counter.  She looks again at the graceful 

movements of the Tai Chi man, watching him as she goes to the 

door of the shop.  The weather is very bright and chilly - it 

is early March - and business is brisk after the winter lull. 

The door is open, permitting access and providing a good 

vantage point for the park. She pauses, watching again, taking 

in the gentle bustle of the small town morning, before turning 

back towards the counter.  It is almost eleven, nearly time 

for a quick coffee break before the lunchtime rush.

Tommy Bullock has finished eating his 'large steak' 

pasty, made a satisfying visit to the service station loo and 

is clambering back into the cab of the lorry he is driving 

today. He is a delivery driver for a large supermarket chain; 

the lorry has half a week's worth of cold meats and packeted 



fish products on board. He shuts the door, spends a few 

moments cleaning his fingernails, a dainty act for such a big 

man. He takes an oversize hanky from a trouser pocket - 

shoving his own bulk out of the way to reach it - then blows 

his nose loudly. Satisfied with all necessary bodily functions 

complete, he starts the motor and listens to the engine for a 

moment. He pulls his safety belt into place and, with great 

care, checks the mirrors before reversing out and setting off. 

He's been on the road since six in the morning, the steak 

pasty had been good and hot, an early but welcome lunch. With 

another quick look in the mirror, and a small belch, saying 

out loud 'Oops, pardon', he gets the lorry moving.

As the man with the hat is being served his Freesias, a 

youngish woman with bright blond hair, and a tan rather deep 

for the time of year, is pushing a small child in a buggy 

along the high street. She passes the flower shop, stops 

briefly outside the Newsagent two doors along and reads the 

postcard sized notices in the window. She draws a chocolate 

bar from her pocket, unwraps it and proceeds to munch as she 

reads. After exactly three minutes, she moves on, still 

munching. Her charge, a little girl in very bright pink, is 

dozing, oblivious, in the buggy. She walks for a while, 

pushing the buggy along quite near to the edge of the 

pavement, then heads towards the pedestrian crossing, about 

forty yards from the flower shop, slightly beyond the point 

level with the Tai Chi man on the opposite side.

Tommy has to consult the Sat-Nav again, the town where 

the supermarket expects this delivery is new to him. He is 



always careful about learning new routes and about the safety 

of his lorry. Today is no different except he has a doubt 

about the brakes. He's stood on them a couple of times, on 

straight roads, just to check. Nothing obvious, just a little 

squashy. Probably OK until the next service check, good for a 

week or two then. He has misjudged the mileage to the town 

though and is slightly surprised that less than fifteen 

minutes after setting off, he is waiting at a small roundabout 

at the top of the high street. Detailed instructions inform 

him that he has to drive halfway down the main street, then 

turn into what looks like a smallish car park. This will take 

him to the rear access for his supermarket. The roundabout is 

busy, with a tight turn into it. He has to wait for a suitable 

gap before setting off.

Del, doing his Tai Chi, has completed the 'Form' – a 

complete sequence of twenty four positions – but is unhappy 

with his balance and stance. He makes a 180 degree turn, then 

begins again, feet together, body centred. 

The graceful, measured motions of the ancient martial art 

have animal names. He thinks about the next position:'White 

crane spreads its wings', sensing his breath as he does so. 

One toe forward and a gentle, graceful sweep of the arms, as 

the crane makes ready to fly. The movements are designed to 

energise and balance. He adjusts his breathing to take longer, 

slower breaths. He enjoys the feeling of solidity and strength 

as he moves smoothly through the rest of the Form. This time 

he reaches the final position, feeling refreshed and ready for 

anything.



An ordinary looking chap, he is perhaps in his forties, 

lightly built and very precise and fluid in his movements. 

People on the street do not look at him much, his daily 

routine forms part of the scenery. There is a small rucksack 

on a seat behind him, there is also a white stick leaning up 

against the bag. He is in the habit of completing his exercise 

then eating his lunch, sitting on the bench if the weather is 

dry. Today, he is missing his favourite biscuit bar and will 

pop over the road to the Newsagent, near Tuffets, to pick one 

up before eating his meal.

Jen Carter in her flower shop is distracted, a big 

delivery lorry has pulled up very noisily, level with the shop 

front and chugging fumes onto the pavement. The driver is 

large and slightly pink in the face as he stops and checks 

something on his lap. It looks as though he is on the wrong 

side of the road for the supermarket he wants. Jen mutters 

“Stinky, stinky thing...” holds her nose with one hand and 

pushes the door to with the other, shutting out the smell of 

the exhaust. A minute later the lorry is off again, travelling 

the length of the high street then disappearing to the left.

Tommy's face tends to show his deeper feelings in colours 

of puce and baby pink. He is exasperated at the wrong 

directions on the damned Sat-Nav, he wishes he'd done the old 

fashioned thing and drawn up his own directions before setting 

off this morning. The map in his lap is slightly out of date 

and doesn't match the directions. He takes the lorry to the 

end of the street and turns left into a large public car park. 

He then has to drive right around the perimeter before being 



able to exit and turn back into the high street. The lorry's 

brakes are squeaky; they judder and hiss a bit as he pulls to 

a stop, waiting for another break in traffic.

The young mother with her dozing child has suddenly done 

a U-turn and is heading back towards the florist's shop, 

overshooting the pedestrian crossing. A boy on a peddle bike 

is heading along the road towards her, she is waving at him. 

He makes some motions with his hand as he gets closer, then 

there are raised voices. 

“Oi Dean!” The young woman calls, waving at the lad, then 

again, a screech this time “Dean, get over 'ere now!”, but the 

boy pulls faces, blowing raspberries at her. He rides on, 

peddling very fast. She swears loudly at him, the toddler 

wakes up and starts to cry. She bends down to the child and 

settles it in the buggy; pushing a comforter rather briskly 

into its mouth, 

“That effin' brother of yours is gonna get an earful when 

I get 'old of 'im”. She is looking back over her shoulder at 

the boy and still muttering expletives. She turns back with an 

angry huff and sets off across the middle of the road, instead 

of using the crossing.

Jenny Carter loves her work. This is her favourite season 

for fresh flowers and the front of the shop is a riot of 

spring blooms, with novelty balloons and lovely gift 

arrangements that she has designed. Humming to herself, she 

opens the door of the shop, as the fumes have subsided. The 

busiest time is ahead, in half an hour or so when people break 

for lunch. She steps outside and tidies some of the display, 



takes a breath of fresh air and turns to head back in. 

A tumult of brakes and a tearing scream stops her in her 

tracks.

Twenty odd Stone of lorry driver stamps on brakes that 

are squashy. Several supermarket aisles worth of chilled meats 

and fish products simultaneously shift towards the 'reduced' 

chill counter, as plastic packaging collapses down the length 

of the vehicle.

Dean, the boy on the bike, rides fast past the flower 

shop, standing on the peddles. He is sweaty, pink and panting 

with his eyes blinded by tears of fear and defiance. Jenny 

Carter has turned and can see that across the street it is the 

big lorry that has pulled up sharp, at a very awkward oblique 

angle. Everything that happened in those 10 seconds or so now 

forms a tableau across the middle of the high street, 

including Del, the Tai Chi man, spread-eagled right in front 

of the lorry.

Jenny's hand is at her mouth, she turns again back into 

the shop, breathily exclaiming “Oh migod, omigod, omigod...” 

and grabs her mobile phone from the counter next to the till. 

She runs back out, slamming the door shut and heads down the 

high street; her fingers already dialling 999. Other passers 

by are doing the same, she is unaware of this, or anything 

else, as she runs straight to her friend Del. 

Tommy has got out of his cab and is already at the man's 

side... 

"He came out of nowhere..." He says this almost inaudibly 

as he steps towards the man, his big face pale and slightly 



sweaty with shock. 

*

As the lorry came down the other side of the high street, 

the woman with buggy had started across the road - stepping 

out before the lights had actually changed at the crossing. 

From the other side, Del had also set off, leaving his bag on 

the seat and proceeding with only his white cane.  He had made 

it to the other side when Dean, on his bike, had done his 

swearing at his Mum with her buggy. He had then whizzed off 

across the road, shouting and showing off. Several cars had 

slowed as they saw this, Tommy saw it too and jammed his 

brakes on... the brakes were squashy; Tommy had to really 

stamp on them and as he did so he came perilously close to the 

boy on his bike. The boy reacted by screaming with anger and 

dare...  

His Mum and little sister in the buggy became stranded in 

the middle of the road with the lorry bearing down upon them.

Somehow, the Tai Chi man had reacted most effectively to 

the awful possibilities of the situation. With what looked 

like one leap (bystanders later recalled him 'flying through 

the air' and 'reaching her in one bound') he had turned back 

towards the road. 

He launched himself straight at the woman and child - 

apparently from several yards away - and the force of the 

movement shoved them sideways, landing both of them safely on 

the edge of his patch of grass. The woman, the buggy and the 



child inside were swept clear of the screeching lorry in one 

wild, terrifying moment.

*

The woman is bent double having landed on her bottom; the 

buggy is swivelled 90 degrees and has rolled to a stop next to 

her and the blind man is lying in the road.  Tommy had managed 

to stop the lorry safely, without hitting anything – just a 

lot of frightening noise from those squashy brakes.

Jenny Carter kneels at the Tai Chi man's head... 

"Can you hear me Del?" she touches his forehead 

uncertainly, his eyes are closed and his mouth is slightly 

open. Tommy is also there: 

"Here love, I don't know what he hit, but he's out 

cold...", the big man is a First-Aider and he leans towards 

the prone blind man. "Let's have a quick look over him eh?" 

Tommy tends the man with obvious care and skill, grunting a 

little as he crouches down.

Dean's Mum has managed to get to her feet and her little 

girl, still in the buggy, is wailing loudly but unharmed. 

Various people are around the scene and some are helping. It 

is not many minutes before a paramedic on a motorbike arrives 

and takes over looking after Del, the blind Tai Chi 

practitioner. Tommy stands, his face more naturally pink again 

and makes way for the young paramedic in his luminous green 

jerkin. 

“Alright mate, think he bumped his head, I've put him 



into the 'recovery position'...” The young paramedic nods as 

Tommy explains, and gets on with checking Del over properly; 

politely asking Jen to move away, which she does. Tommy turns 

back towards his lorry patting his own chest slightly, as if 

to reassure himself somehow, just as Del stirs and an audible 

muttering of relief comes from the gathered group of people. 

Dean's Mum is rubbing her arm a little and staring at the 

scene in the road, no one is really paying her much attention. 

She fiddles in her shoulder bag and comes up with cigarettes 

and lighter. She lights up and sucks in a great breath of 

smoke, then has a coughing fit, swearing as she does so, “That 

effin' brother of yours, trouble he is... flippin' trouble”. 

Then makes a show of fiddling with her child in the buggy, who 

is ignoring her. The little girl, quiet now, is much more 

interested in the hubbub going on in the road, where a tall 

chap in a hat has taken charge of the traffic. 

“Hold on there, OK, yes, you can pass...” He has a 

shopping bag on his arm, with yellow freesias peeping out, 

making it rather awkward to wave at the traffic. He sees Jen 

stand up and acknowledges her with a half-wave, nearly 

dropping his bag, smiling ruefully and trying to maintain his 

dignity.

*

Del had made the local news about three years earlier, just 

for being a blind man practising Tai Chi. Now, sitting in 

hospital next day, recovering from his ordeal, his wife is 



reading him headlines from the national and local papers. They 

are chuckling together, he holds her left hand as she supports 

the paper with her right:

“'The blind Man, Derek Thorne, is recovering from minor 

head injuries in hospital,'" she reads, "'Kirsty Phillips, the 

young mother whose life he saved said: 'Well, it was like he 

just flew! Really did, he just flew right at me and had me out 

of the way!'” She pauses as they chuckle together and squeezes 

Del's hand, carrying on:”'And an onlooker who saw the whole 

thing elaborates: 'He just flew at her... never seen anything 

like it...' a police spokesman added: 'It appears the 

gentleman was somehow able to aim straight at Ms Phillips and 

her child, lift them bodily into the air and throw them both 

clear of the oncoming lorry... without even being able to see 

them...'"

*

The March edition of the local Adult Education Newsletter 

has this item: 'Tai Chi for the visually impaired, starts 

March 23rd at the Community College building. £6.00 per lesson 

or £150 for the course which will enable you to practise the 

Beijing Short Form, (Yang Tai Chi) for fitness and self 

defence. Tutor: Derek Thorne'.

After a few days break, Del returns to his patch of grass 

and to his Tai Chi, with a nice big bruise on his forehead. He 

has on a new pair of tinted glasses. Feeling more self 

conscious than he has for several years, he begins the form, 



breathing deeply and hoping that soon he can become just part 

of the scenery again...

# # #


