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Writing Workshop – Writing & Context

Short Story

POISONOUS BLOSSOMS

The boy was 15. He was too young to experience death. He was sitting in the field, silent; stunned. He had stopped sobbing. Now he sat looking at the two bodies. Around him, the cowslips, the knapweed, the grass, had been flattened in a circle the width of a tyre, and they bled green, purple and yellow into the recently sodden undergrowth.  

With its long grass, the meadow was a favoured spot for lovers. It had been a clear, hot and blue day.  The sun had glistened on the 40-acres of Tuckford Park.  It was mid-afternoon when the storm broke.  The ancient woodland had stirred then shook, as the thundery gusts passed through. Ash, beech and larch fringing the northern edge of the secluded meadow, had shed their leaves prematurely. 

The river, to the south of the woods, was benign in the morning, but filled quickly by late afternoon to become a torrent. The storm had driven everybody from the park except the boy. Across the field, incisions through the vegetation could be traced from the circle surrounding him. Not long before, footprints and other impressions had been formed in these incisions – but the marks ceased at a rusting gate which leant against a dry stone wall. 

The boy’s rucksack lay behind him where he had thrown it. And now, he looked at the bodies with an unceasing stare. They were entwined in the grass, limp arms around each other; four eyes wide, bloodshot, gaping.  The bodies were fully clothed, and the angle of their arms and legs where they had fallen, had formed the shape of a cross. 

***

Earlier that morning, it had been hot enough for sunbathing. Dogs off leads roamed the river’s edge, sniffing at passers-by, and cocking their legs against mooring posts. On a disused jetty, girls on deckchairs lay dormant in bikinis. It had been a peaceful day. 

Then, in mid-morning, the boys on bicycles came. They raced each other down the river path, kicking over signs and rubbish bins.  When they saw the girls, they rode their bicycles onto the jetty. They circled them several times, performing wheelies and other acts of bravado as they did so. They wore scarves over their mouths and hoods over their baseball caps. 

When they had finished their courtship ritual, they sat on their bicycles and watched the curlews, cormorants and gulls. Two or three of the girls smiled at them and pouted their lips; two or three of them did nothing at all. 

Over their shoulders the boys carried heavily-laden sports bags. One boy took out a bottle of cider, drank from it, and shared it with the others. When they had drunk enough, they lay down their bicycles and reached into their sports bags. They took out some large pebbles.  Cocking their arms, they took aim, and hurled several missiles at the birds on the river. There was an explosion of water, and one pebble hit a gull, which wheeled away with a limp wing.  Laughter rang out.  But the girls were not impressed. In fact they showed nothing but disgust, and they dressed, packed away their beach towels, and left.

******

The boy sat on the pew, head tilted slightly forward. It was hot outside, he had been walking a long time, and he needed shelter. To the left and right of him, light pierced the stained glass windows. The sun was on the boy’s face, red and yellow and green. While sitting there he had come to a decision. He couldn’t continue doing what he was doing. His anger had passed now, but what was he going to do when it came back?

He rested his head on his hands and looked at the floor. Cold stone lay beneath his feet.  People rested there, old bones, young bones; wealthy people. His mother said they were just stones with names on – but he didn’t believe that. In any case he didn’t want to be one of them. He knew that now was the time to stop. But the addiction gripped him, and even now he drank to calm himself. 

He took out another joint and lit it, inhaling the magic smoke in the hope it would dull his pain. Strangely, he didn’t know how to roll his own joint. He always watched his friend do it for him; watched him mix the weed with the tobacco, trusting him to get it right. 

The pew ends, intricately engraved with heads of saints, glared at him. Guilt was never far from him in this church. He had once taken his girlfriend into the crypt and attempted to have sex with her there; she had wanted it; she had asked for it; but she changed her mind.  She told his father who beat him up. 

When this happened Matthew retreated to the garden. He always retreated to the garden after his father beat him. There he would climb the chestnut tree in the corner above the shed. He would climb as high as he could to be on his own. Sometimes he thought about falling. He would fall head first, then there would be nothing quickly.
But Matthew was never beaten again. His father had been getting headaches, and shortly afterwards he received his diagnosis. He declined over six months, and Matthew’s mother had to look after him. His funeral was here, in this church, and that made Matthew uneasy.  

His father had asked to see him before he died, but Matthew would not go. He could not forgive him. And then his father finally succumbed to his brain tumour. But Matthew felt nothing. He was always was closer to his mother than his father, even though she stuck to him like glue, and embarrassed him constantly. 
Then, after his father died, his mother was unable to cope. She spent hours alone in her bedroom. She would not see Matthew – she would not see anyone. He took her food but she would not eat it. There was nothing else he could have done.

One morning she left a note for him, and he found her hanging from the chestnut tree in the garden. Matthew’s brother, who was twenty-one, was left the house in his mother’s will. His brother became his legal guardian; that was when they began arguing, fighting; that was when Matthew thought his brother tried to take Emily from him. 

He shivered slightly. The air had become colder, and he could feel 500 years of death pressing against him, but he did not fear death. And it was a relief to be out of the heat; to be inside this place; to be alone.

A soft rustle of fabric disturbed his thoughts. Quickly he extinguished his joint, crushed it beneath his feet, and buried his head deep into his hands. Someone was walking down the aisle, their footsteps echoing on the cobbled flooring. The boy listened intently. Finally a shadow passed over him and the rustling stopped. There was a brief pause. 

“You should not be smoking that here,” a deep, but compassionate voice, whispered in his ear. The boy turned to face a tall, sallow, but good-looking man, with horn-rimmed glasses.

“You should not be smoking it anywhere.” 

The vicar stooped down, picked up the discarded joint, and held it between his finger and thumb.  Matthew looked at him intently.
“It won’t do you any good,” he said, holding out an open hand to the boy, “I should know, I’ve tried it.”

The boy didn’t move, neither did his face betray surprise at the unsolicited confession. The vicar proffered his hand again and raised his eyebrows.

“It really won’t do you any good.”

The boy understood the gesture, reached into his pocket, and handed over the remaining joints. He got up to leave, but the vicar placed a firm hand on his shoulder, compelling him to sit down again. The sun had now passed behind clouds, and the coloured light from the windows faded. A soft breeze had followed the vicar into the church through the open door, and as he spoke it ruffled his hair.

“Do you want to tell me what troubles you?”

“Nothing troubles me. I came in because it was hot. I’ve been walking a long time and I was hot, that’s all.”

The vicar sat down in the pew in front of the boy, holding him in his gaze all the time.

“Where have you walked from?”

The boy remained silent, his eyes focused on the stone floor.

“Have you come far?” 

The boy nodded.

“I think I’ve seen you before,” the vicar took off his glasses, sucked on the end of one of the arms, and thought.

“Yes, now I remember. I took your father’s funeral.”

The boy flinched, and the vicar tried to ease his discomfort.

He had already recognised him, but only by sight. He knew the rest of the family better. He had counselled the boy’s mother and father before the father’s illness; he had attempted to help them over their difficulties, and was heartbroken when they both died and his efforts proved unsuccessful. Now he wanted to help the boy. 

“How have you been since then?  It must have been such a shock to all of you.”

“He beat me up,” the boy said, raising his head, his eyes sad and desperate. “He always used to beat me up.” 

“That might have been because of his illness,” the vicar touched the boy’s forearm. “I don’t think he could control what he was doing. In the end he probably wasn’t the same father you loved.”

The boy remembered the day of the funeral. He remembered how often his mother had wished for that day, and how she sobbed when it came. Matthew had been drunk – his brother had been sober; the eulogy his brother gave was long, emotional, full of lies. His brother had loved his father – Matthew had not.

“I can help you,” the vicar said, sensing the boy had other troubles, “whatever has happened, I can help you.”

The boy said nothing. But the vicar was patient and persistent.

“My name’s Gareth, what’s yours?”

The boy raised his head, but didn’t offer a name. He was thinking, looking straight ahead of him; avoiding eye contact with the vicar. His lips were dry, his throat was dry. He desperately wanted another drink.

“My girlfriend left me,” he said, “she left me and I deserved it. ” 

“What makes you think you deserved it.”

“I can’t stop myself. I want to drink, but when I drink I lose my rag. I want to get high but when I do I see things. I don’t want to hit her, but I do.”

“What do you drink?” The vicar said, trying to relieve the boy’s guilt.
“Cider.”

“Not a decent drink then.” 

The boy didn’t reply to the vicar’s attempt at humour.  Instead he sat there, quiet, unresponsive. The vicar tried to impress upon the boy that everyone felt guilt. He himself felt guilt. He couldn’t tell him why. He had done things, was still doing things, he wasn’t proud of , even now, after he had found his vocation.  He had tried to impress on the boy that no-one was perfect. He certainly wasn’t perfect. He had taken drugs, he had been wild when he was Matthew’s age. He was still wild now, even though he was twice the boy’s age.

The boy had become fixated on something in front of him, between himself and the vicar.  

“There’s nothing there,” the vicar said, guessing from his own experience the cause of the boy’s wide-eyed malaise, “I am the only thing here that is real.”

Matthew was immobile. From beneath his feet, between the concrete slabs, the cracked bones of a skeleton arose. Eyeballs formed in the sockets; flesh filled every cavity; lips, mouth and cheeks made a face which the boy recognised – they were those of his father.
The hallucination passed and the boy stayed for a while. The vicar offered what comfort he could. And then the boy left. Inside the church everything returned to normal, as if the dead had regained their peace. The vicar continued his preparations for the service later that evening. His talk with the boy had disturbed him though; it brought to light guilty feelings which he thought he had overcome. A distant roll of thunder shook the pews. The gentle breeze had now become stronger, and the latch on the open church door rattled. From outside a few flower heads, leaves and dust blew in. The vicar cleaned his lecturn, then turned in front of the altar and prayed. 

******

The boathouse was a hundred years old, and creaked with every gust of wind; the gaps between the planks grew wider every year. The girl peered out of one of these gaps, holding the rotting wood apart with her fingers.  

She had heard the boys on bicycles come; she had seen them showing off, she was glad she wasn’t there. She watched them from where she was concealed, and grew anxious of discovery. Her fingers had dug into the planks; white paint had flaked off and blown onto her eyelashes, and into her eyes. She blinked and rubbed them until the irritation was tolerable.

The boys described wider and wider arcs around the sunbathing girls; they got closer to the boathouse. She could hear the wind whistling through the spokes of the bicycles; then the boys started kicking the walls; she could see the planks bend, feel the splinters in her hair as she buried her head in her hands.

The girl had been coming to this place since she was a child. Her mother and father used to bathe in the river all year round; and they always brought her with them. She was an only child, so while her parents swam, Emily made up games to amuse herself. One of these was to hide in the boathouse. She enjoyed it when they couldn’t find her. From the cracks in the planks she watched them run in panic and fear. Then she would appear from nowhere and surprise them. She was too young then to be scolded, so her parents rewarded her with hugs, chocolates and comforting words. She was careful to conceal her hiding place, so that she could continue to gain her parents attention. The boathouse was a safe and happy place for her.

At last the boys had stopped cycling; they had thrown down their bikes, she could hear them talking to the girls, bragging about things they had done, and things they would do.  Then they started throwing rocks at the birds, and she knew it was him. When he threw the stone that hit the bird, she knew it was him. She had even seen the tattoo throbbing angrily on the side of his neck. 

She still loved him in a way, she thought, but she didn’t know what to expect from him now. She had seen the look on his face when he threw the stone; she had seen that look before when he was drunk and angry; that was when she feared him.

Emily, who was nearly seventeen, had been sunbathing with the younger girls, but went into the boathouse to shelter from the heat. It was a good hiding place, but was also the place where she had first met him; where they had talked and smoked; where they had first done “other things.” Emily had admitted this to her mother.  That was when her mother stopped her seeing him; she didn’t want her only daughter making the same mistake she had made; but Emily did see him again.

Now, as she watched Matthew in the heat of a summer’s day, she hoped he had forgotten their last meeting together; that last argument on a cold day in January, when they were both wrapped in parkas, when the rain was blown through the timbers by a gale, and the door rattled on its rusting hinges.

It was shortly after his father’s funeral which Emily attended. In the church she had watched his family; she had felt pity for his mother, who sobbed constantly; respect for his brother, who was stoic, but she had no feelings for Matthew.  Throughout the service he looked morose, and drunk. Emily was still shocked by this. He was only 15, yet he was drunk most of the time.

“No matter what he had done to me,” she said to Matthew after the service, “if it had been my father I would have cried for weeks; if it had been my father I would have missed him in some way; I would still have cried for him.”

“I’m not a girl, I don’t cry,” was the only thing Matthew said. After that he said nothing - nothing at all. He was menacingly silent. That was the trouble with Matthew, his brooding.  And when he brooded he didn’t want to know her or anybody, he wanted to be on his own. 

After the service, Emily sat alone in the church. She had come to the funeral on her own; she sat in the church on her own. From that time onward, when she wanted to get away from her mother, she would come to the church. Occasionally she saw the vicar walking up and down the aisle, occasionally he spoke to her. She didn’t pray; she wasn’t religious, she just enjoyed the solitude.

That January day was when she broke it off with Matthew; when he slapped her; when she slapped him back and left him there. She remembered the odour of alcohol on his breath; his scream; the sound of splintering wood – he’d punched a hole through one of the planks and cut his hand wide open. And now, as she waited for her new boyfriend, she was in fear of her old one. Yet she couldn’t help but feel flattered that he had injured himself over her.

In spite of her last memory with him at the boathouse, she still adored this place. Even in the coldest weather she adored it; even though she had to avoid dirty needles and broken beer bottles, she adored it. It was her refuge, her sanctuary. 

She traced her fingers through some of the names and messages carved into the wood by long lost lovers. They dated back decades. What had happened to them? Had any of them married each other? She was sad she wouldn’t be marrying Matthew when they were older; he was too immature for her, and he would always be immature, she thought. 

Sometimes Emily did feel sorry for him; the times when he came to her cut and bruised saying he’d been in a fight. She tended to his wounds, feeling like an adult, a nurse. She thought that someone in his family was beating him up – his brother, his father, perhaps even his mother.  

Emily continued running her fingers through the gouged wood. How many of these lovers had abused or been abused? How many had fought and broken up with each other? She found the mark she and Matthew had made. It was the usual thing – a heart; engraved initials; faded dates; faded hopes. She remembered the time they had carved it together. His cheeks were wet with blood from a cut above his eye. She asked him who had done it, but he wouldn’t answer. Instead they talked about getting married, family, leaving home.

“I’m like a doormat at home. My dad takes things from me; my mum doesn’t believe me when I tell her; then she tells my dad things I haven’t said,” Matthew began rubbing his face vigorously. Emily knew he didn’t want to swear in front of her. This was one of the things she found most endearing about him.

“She won’t let me speak for myself,” he continued, having regained control of himself, “she won’t let me sort my own messes out.” 

“I speak too much for myself,” Emily said, that’s what my mother tells me. She says I have far too much to say.”

“I will leave home soon,” Matthew continued, “I will leave my family. My brother has already left, and I will leave too.”

“As soon as I’m old enough I’ll get married,” Emily had been equally certain of her plans, “but I will propose to my husband.” She would marry when she was ready to and not before.

She heard one of the boys shout something disgusting; it was a threat to someone; she couldn’t be sure if it was Matthew, or who he was threatening. She trembled, but was relieved when she saw the cyclists pick up their bikes and leave. 

Emily stayed in the boathouse as the storm broke. She wasn’t prepared for the rain, so she would wait there until the weather cleared. Then she would meet her new boyfriend, where she used to meet Matthew. She traced her fingers over the heart she had engraved with Matthew once more; the wind blew the rain against the boathouse, and Emily waited.

******
Matthew’s resolve to conquer his addiction melted away. The vicar said nothing new to him, he had offered him only words; nothing that would stop him taking drugs again, or hallucinating again, or feeling rage. And the last hallucination of his father had made him more angry than ever. It lasted a minute or two, and he lashed out at it, before it faded away. It was this that made him cave in. It wasn’t the first time he had seen his father since his death, and he knew it wouldn’t be the last; neither was it the first time he drank to forget it. He would carry on drinking though; carry on getting high –there was nothing else.

He would find Emily; he would talk to her; she would listen to him this time. The drink would help, he knew it would help. He would try to make her understand that he couldn’t stop. He had tried, but he couldn’t stop. He began to wonder who her new boyfriend was, if he could persuade her to leave him. He didn’t want to meet him, he didn’t want a conflict or a fight over her.

As he walked home in the heat of the day, he remembered his grandfather. He was a church warden, and immensely proud of himself.  Matthew used to wish that he could be as proud of himself as his grandfather was.

When he went to stay with him, he would watch him polishing his shoes; or lighting a fire; or tending to his animals. Matthew would go out with his grandfather too; he would watch him hunt rabbits, gut them, cook them and eat them. His grandfather taught him these things. Matthew and his brother were both close to their grandfather, and their grandfather made them feel close to each other for the only time in their lives.

****

At last the storm passed, the clouds parted, and a golden dusk followed. After they left the jetty, the boys on bicycles continued their rampage along the coastal path, drinking cider, swearing, kicking anything that came into their path. The park, the meadow, the river, all remained devoid of people. 

Emily came out into the bright sunlight, pushing aside the boathouse door which swung waywardly behind her. She was glad her friends had left, she didn’t want them knowing where she was going, what she was doing. What would they think of her? She made her way from the jetty to the meadow, and waited there by the rusting gate. 
She remembered when she was a child she came to the meadow with her father. She was a lonely child then, a family child, she had few friends. Her father would walk with her through the woods, she would perch on his shoulders. And when they stopped walking they would listen to the birds together, and he would name them, and she would remember them. She learnt the names of trees, and types of flowers too.

The woods ran up hill, and paths fanned out on either side. One day Emily ran from her father to explore a path on her own; she explored several paths on her own. Because, although she was lonely, she was independent too. Some paths were overgrown and impassable, with thick brambles and thorns; some were a shock of colourful flowers; some were dark and unwelcoming, even on the brightest day. Choosing the best path was a question of trial and error. 

At the end of one path was a large pond. This was her favourite path. She would sit on a tree stump and watch the pond change colour, and the animals come and go. She loved the shadows cast by the trees too; the gentle breezes that shook their branches, the occasional shower that refreshed her. Beside the boathouse this was her favourite place to be with someone she loved; her father, Matthew, her new boyfriend. She waited impatiently for him now, picking the rust off the gate; listening to the birds singing, naming them to herself, as was her habit. 

At last he arrived. He was late, but a kiss silenced her protestation. They walked through the meadow, hand in hand, he was taller than she was, and she looked up to him for every kiss. And now, as the sun began to  lose its heat, they found a spot in the long grass, and settled there. They would walk to the woods later, he said. She wanted to go then, before it got dark, but another kiss silenced her. 

The boys on bicycles, who had returned to the jetty, had seen the lovers. They came into the meadow as the pair lay there unaware. They were high on drugs and alcohol; they were belligerent, unpredictable. The lovers had nowhere else to go. The cyclists formed a circle, goading each other into action; they seemed immutable; unstoppable. 

They rounded the lovers in ever decreasing circles. Faster and faster, tighter and tighter. Spokes, wheels, screams. There was no way out. At full pelt the boys reached into their sports bags, and launched a barrage of pebbles; the dying sun flashed against the wheel rims like lightning. The cocked arms of the boys formed long, eerie shadows over the lovers as their weapons were dispatched.

At last the boys ran out of stones and left; left in a whirring of wheels, and a  hurricane of expletives; howling and screeching; throwing wheelies as they went. All the boys left except one. He stayed behind, head bowed, looking at his hands. There was blood on his fingers and on his clothes; there was blood on the rims of his bicycle wheels and spokes too. He poured cider over his fingers to try to remove the blood.

The lovers had been hit many times; but two large pebbles in particular, thrown with venomous force, had struck them both; these were the pebbles thrown by Matthew – though he didn’t know it, it was these two stones which had killed them. Now he sat cross-legged in the field, in the middle of the circle created by the bicycles. He was silent, stunned. He was looking at the bodies, at what he had done to them. He saw the cold, green, dead eyes.

Emily was wearing a loose dress which fluttered in the breeze revealing patches of sunburnt flesh; fresh, deep incisions ran the length of her body, blood was on her dress too. Her boyfriend, Matthew noticed, was immaculately dressed; he had pride in his appearance, just as his grandfather had; his shoes were polished, he had silver cufflinks; he wore sharply creased trousers which flapped in the wind; his nails were well manicured.  He was a proud man. Matthew had always wanted to make his grandfather proud; what would he think of him now?

Around him, flattened blades of grass, cowslip, and knapweed lay strewn, specks of blood quivering on their yellow and purple flowers.  The sun shone now in glorious reds and oranges over the lovers meadow. The storm had passed. The birds were singing in long and mellow tones. 

It was then that, out of the earth, the bones came. Matthew watched them as they danced and formed a body with flesh. The eyes began to roll in their sockets; the fingers to grow. Matthew watched as the translucent flesh came closer to him, mocked him. Matthew didn’t feel anger towards his father this time, he felt self-pity. He buried his head in his hands and sobbed. 

They carried Emily to the boathouse; they laid her down on the creaking floor-boards, beneath the engraved initials and the faded dates. The skin on her face had faded too. Through the gaps in the planks a gentle breeze blew, but Emily’s hair did not stir. It was caked to her face by wet flowers, grass, blood. Her cheekbone was shattered, her face bruised and swollen. 

She lay in one of her favourite places, but would never see the other again; she would never see the changing colours of the pond, watch the animals come and go, hear the birds in the wood, smell the cowslips and the knapweed. 

Out in the meadow Matthew had already gone before they found Emily. He had discarded his rucksack of pebbles, his bicycle, his love for Emily, he would soon discard his life too. The body of Emily’s new boyfriend still lay there though, tall and sallow in the grass. Beside him a pair of shattered, horn-rim glasses.

