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A Sunless Garden When the Flowers are Dead 
 

 
A storm had come and gone. Father Everly watched with trepidation as the 

once-crashing wave of clouds festered to reveal a sky of blue and radiant gold. 
Within a matter of moments, that glorious light from above had illuminated the 
saturated fields and the battered stone of the few rows of houses that opposed a 
road of dirt, now squelching mud: collectively, and rather pathetically, this 
crumbling society of isolation was known as his parish. As he stared blankly out at 
its meagreness, Father Everly observed that it would inevitably be his last 
opportunity to scavenge any of the hope that had brought him to stand on this very 
spot, on this very mound, some years previous; and like the blustery gusts that 
momentarily beat against him on their way to the west, the thought had passed by 
him with little attention or remembrance. 

  His body, a breathing corpse, had not yet adapted to the advancing frost of 
these annually abnormal mornings of no categorical season. A complete numbness, 
perhaps brought on by the maturing chill of these last few weeks, did not immune 
him from the cold, but instead seemed to desensitise his need to react to the 
burning beams of the bright dawn as they inspected the blood-drained hollows of 
his face. Only the rawness of his eyes could distinguish his living body from a 
cadaver. The bony muscle of his stature stiffened to brittle stone as fear fed from 
him like the silent suckling of leeches on passive flesh. 

It was not until a residue of the many tireless weeks of rain suddenly 
spattered against him that his humanity seemed to return. Turning back to the 
church, that’s doors were left lying agape and were bullied by the wind, his eyes 
drew instead to a twig-barricaded crevice in the stone just at the edge of the 
structure’s roof. A silence as he passed caused his step to become stilted. 

She was gone. Like her mate a month before, Father Everly presumed she 
must have passed on - but then there was a wheezing. There was an almost 
undetectable squawking; a gasping plea from the nest, as if she was aware of his 
presence below. Jaw clenched, he pictured her tiny body decaying over the shells 
of the hope of children which die with her. Life is plucked from her, feather by 
feather. 

He dipped his eyes to the ground. Dragging his robes through the sodden 
soil, he quickened his pace until the crunch of rust as the door finally locked 
within his clumsy hands, and his whole being buckled with an echoing thud. His 
slender fingers twitched as the frozen metal branded his already-scarred palms. 
How he longed to throw that key in the pits of hell; only then would it be 
destroyed and his burden with it. Father Everly reckoned he could rip the boards 
from the floors, smash the pews to sawdust and set it all alight. He would watch 
the flames fly high, and perhaps they would take him down with them also. 

He could never bring himself to do it, of course. He could never betray his 
parish, his fellow priests and his Lord. How could he after what he had become? 
With a shake of revulsion at his plotting, he picked himself up and sentenced 
himself to the darkness of the sacristy for the remaining few hours he had left. A 
drone of brass haunted the silent walls of that empty hall.  

 
There was something rejuvenating about a storm. Only just under a century 

ago, the village would be on their knees, weeping and truly praying for the 
salvation of their crops: but now, in this age of modernity, a flood was rejoiced as 
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if it had the power to wipe away all sin. Though they still moaned and groaned 
over a scuff of mud on a shoe or the spit of rain dribbling off the hem of their 
brollies, it was all a sacrifice for a snow-white world. Like the smashing of a 
judge’s gavel against the block, another storm of this questionable season, natural 
and unchangeable in its form, had been sentenced to the west and, by the laws of 
nature, order had been restored. 

Just as one tempest passed, another rumbled within the thoughts of the 
huddle as they trampled over graves on their pilgrimage. On this damp Sunday 
morning, the few who inhabited His village appeared like flocking vultures at the 
battered doors of his decaying fortress. Perfect families stopped under the 
archway. Wives, mutton disguised as lamb, sheered coats from their husbands 
before sweeping their offspring into their arms, and entered with a luscious 
exultation at the buzz of foreboding.  

The sun, as it rose above the fading, black clouds, reinstated the hierarchy 
of the sky and projected a confident beam through the kaleidoscopic, grand 
window; its reflection inundated the pulpit, converting its pure white, wooden 
structure to fierce shades of scarlet. The tainted glass, a portrait of the Son of God 
in his final prayer, enshrined his plea: “Not my will, but thine be done.” 

On its descent, the light brushed past the crumbling stone of the 
windowpane where the blackbirds once sang together and where one, lonely 
rooster, strayed from a nearby farm, once peered curiously up at the sound of the 
conventional song. The misfit had run from the farmer’s axe, uncooked, and one 
day, as it stravaged about the graveyard, it became mesmerised by the harmonious 
chirping. Perhaps it desired to moult and grow darker feathers, to metamorphose, 
so it too could sing their love song.  

 
The recording trailed off until it became mute. In time with his words 

silencing to thoughts, the sacristy had become mute. He truly now understood, as 
his meaty eyes turned to mush at the final notes of ‘Moonlight Serenade’, that 
music is the art which is most nigh to tears and memory. 

Delicately, he picked up the record and held it within his shaking hands: 
sharply, he forced the opposite ends to meet in a tremble until it snapped. He did 
it again with another, and another. It was only until he stood like an infant in a 
puddle of spoiled liquorice, that he stopped dead, and listened to the grumble 
echoing from the nave. 

Releasing his grip, he cautiously placed the recording back on the pile 
where it belonged, and turned to the light of the hall. With steps as weighty as 
those forced up to the noose, his youth faltered with the fragile limbs of a 
valetudinarian. Like a decrepit hunchback, he awaited gasps of horror at his 
transformation - yet, for all his miseries, he knew that there would be no pity.  

 
Under the beam of the grand window, powdered faces appeared like scales 

as they all scurried about, slithering around one another, eager for a good view. 
With beady, callous eyes and punitive glares, lips twisted restraining obvious 
sneers. As Father Everly finally took his place at the stained pulpit, impatience 
stirred whispers of hushed gossip. Beads of sweet crystallised on his forehead; the 
light turned each to a drop of blood. A riot silently impended. It was why they 
were all here, after all. 
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*** 
 
 On the gramophone, a record buzzed with the roar of swing. It was such an 
unmatchable melody that Adam had even convinced his verging-on-Puritan, house-
keeper, Mrs Tace, of its brilliance as it span round and round on repeat. Before his 
theology studies, he had read Literature at King’s, pursuing the contemporary 
works of Eliot, Woolf and Wilde - but no fine writing could ever compete with the 
genius of Miller’s melodies. If he, himself, had been talented then perhaps he 
would have tried his luck with the Arts; his student days, however, had failed to 
discover his calling so, regrettably, he was not to be the next Mozart.  
 As he endured the war from the comfort of his mother’s lap, Adam Everly, 
burdened with no passion, floundered like a flightless nightingale yet to find its 
song. Young enough to avoid being a weak passivist, Everly was educated under the 
constant drone of bombs and hollow marches of patriotism. Now, almost a decade 
on from the end of the church bells’ silence, he was finally prepared to take his 
place on the frontline of society.  

He had been offered a position, an escape from the overwhelming ambition 
of London that still satisfied his status; a position his mother had evidently chosen 
for him. No matter, his fortitude remained intact: until, on arrival, at the sight of 
his ‘church’, his hereditary stiff upper lip fell limp.  

Of course, it was only an establishment for farmers and rustics. Of course, 
there were going to be complexities by the cartload. It was not the fact that he 
would have to simplify texts or that he may need to enunciate every prayer in 
something less than the Queen’s English that pestered at him. In fact, it was the 
structure itself - it was hardly very Christian. Ce n’est pas Catholique, indeed. 

This pile of stones was nothing like the monument that was St James. The 
ceilings were not lined, the grand window had no barrel vault, and the idols were, 
frankly, laughable. There was no true sense of majesty - and then there was the 
issue with the vestibule: there wasn’t one. The thought of bundles of joy like 
precious, little Nancy Graham screaming their lungs out in his nave made him 
thoroughly light-headed. However, it was foremost an establishment, despite its 
many, many inadequacies. There was also land for miles which offered tranquillity 
of mind outside the stresses of priesthood, and most of all, within this weed-
infested garden that was England, there grew a white rose - his only confidant.  

 
At every service, Everly would flounce back and forth between the 

confessionary and the altar. Grinning with gritted teeth at those who looked up to 
him in awe as he passed, he prayed for anything but murder. He was almost 
entirely sure that they were capable of it.  

Thoroughly entertained by the priest’s predicament, Strauss sat smirking, 
legs folded neatly under his draping, high-waisted, California-styled slacks. With 
one of a collection of rayon ties that resembled something of Picasso’s genius, as 
Adam continuously reminded him, Straus was one of the few who made consistent 
effort in their appearance at the Sunday service. With his vibrancy of attire and 
matching personality, no one could mistake his profession as a wordsmith. His 
dedication to his art, in a life as an anthophilous creature, made him a white rose 
among a field of dandelions and daisies. 

Angelic as he was, there was a slyness about him, a wickedness that was far 
more attractive than repulsive, Adam thought; however, it appeared that the rest 
of the congregation disagreed. As he sat among them every Sunday, their noses 
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held high above their heads as if Straus’ rosy fragrance was in fact the stench of a 
titan arum in bloom. Yet, it was this aura of mischief that saved his soul; his 
devilish looks could bribe anyone away from the subject, making his flamboyancy 
appear merely ostentatious.   

 
On their regular, gentlemanly strolls, the worn, English fields became an 

Eden with the colour of their words as spring quickly became summer. Under the 
heat of the sun, they would sit under the apple-green leaves of the grand elm 
beyond the cemetery, debating Keats and Blake. On days like this, Adam would ask 
Mrs Tace to pack them a picnic of strawberries, almonds and even chocolate, now 
that the pains of rationing had thankfully passed. Straus would recite his wisdoms 
of many things from Aphrodite to the War, beguiling Adam as he listened intently. 
Those were the nights when they would laugh like nightingales singing a song only 
they could hear.  

It was on one of these meetings that Straus had first spotted that lonely 
rooster hiding under the shadow of the church’s grand windowpane, and it was this 
night that Adam’s own, personal tempest began to form a whirlwind of doubts. The 
memory of the tangerine glow of sunset illuminating this bleak corner of the 
country would remain forever bitter, and the fruits of summer forever spoiled. As 
the creature gazed up at the blackbirds in daily song, as if somehow drawn by 
instinct, Straus cautiously observed it for a moment. His shoulders now limp, he 
turned back to his companion, and heavily he smiled: “He reminds me of you.” The 
weight of his lips struck more confusion than his remark.  

Though Adam, with some force, heartily ignored it, Straus’ words became a 
chronic headache. As autumn approached, so did the prospect of Straus’ annual 
pilgrimage back to his roots, and on the last days leading up to his departure a 
vicious wind battered against and smashed many headstones, calling off their 
rendezvous and escalating his concern.  

As he turned towards the rusted doors, Adam stood silently and watched his 
companion walk away into the dark unknown of the blustery night. Just like the 
swallow that promised to stay through the winter, Straus parted from Adam for the 
autumn weeks on the promise of his return. Though his headache swiftly became 
something more like a fever, Adam prayed inexorably for the frozen kiss of frost. 
 

 “Grace Virtue?” His mind carelessly allowed his thoughts to commandeer 
his vocal chords.  

“Yes, Miss Virtue,” Mrs Tace, in the midst of blanching potatoes, muttered 
to herself, rather than answering Everly. As Adam had come to know, Mrs Tace, 
like the rest of the heard of sheep that was his congregation, fell particularly 
prude on the subject of Straus’ person - but evidently not on the subject of his 
business. “The talk is that the fine, young lady has taken a particular interest to 
Mr Straus. What a waste! At least they’ll have beautiful children. In fact, they’ll be 
practically Aryan, won’t they? Perhaps, now, you ought to disassociate yourself 
then, Father.” Drumming his fingers against the scabbed oak, under the clatter of 
cutlery from the kitchen, Adam considered this prospect. 

 
Miss Grace Virtue. The world had never known a woman so pure, but yet, 

the idea of the pair’s courtship had unsettled Father Everly, as, on hearing the 
news, he pictured her naturally soft expression, elegant golden tresses and sun-
kissed glow, and now found her angelic features rather twee. 
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 What real interest did Miss Virtue have with Straus? She could have had 
anyone. It was evident that, with her constantly swarming bees of male suitors, 
everyone desired her - but still, her eyes gravitated towards his magnetism, and 
her precious, little lips seemed to stutter imperfectly in his presence. It was such a 
subtle imperfection, Adam knew that only he observed, that grappled his insides 
and began to shake them like an ignorant, but all the more innocent, infant with a 
rattle.  

It made no sense. She had not read, and surely took no interest in, his 
poetry. She had not listened to his many musings. She did not know his true spirit, 
like he did - but then, perhaps she did and, by reason, he was merely 
unacquainted with her interests as he was unacquainted with her person. He was 
unsure.  

There was, however, one thing he was sure of: Straus, in his nature, knew 
the importance of being earnest. A soft smile tugged at his lips, pulling him out of 
his well of thought to find Mrs Tace submissively eating in silence. He continued to 
smirk as he picked up the set cutlery and his appetite returned.     
   

And so the weeks passed, and with them passed letters of esoteric rhymes 
of their days under Apollo’s sun. For the first time since he arrived, Adam spent his 
evenings in the sacristy, reading and rereading the letters under the comforting 
light of the Pascal candle. Through the crashing crescendos of the wave-like sky, 
an andante melody of legato notes hummed; the bright sound of a single 
saxophone sheltered him from the storm, like the hope of dawn at midnight.  

 
*** 

 
All at once he was running, running through the mess of land that now 

imitated the ghost lands where the dead were buried alive by landslides of 
ammunition. Mist, like the residue of sarin, suffocated the earth, making the fields 
into marshes and, like a soldier on horseback, Adam galloped on into the familiar 
that now presented a foreboding of the unknown.  

Adam thought that he must have appeared foolish with his robes trailing 
over broken headstones and dripping with mud. His frozen hands had met the icy 
air at such a speed; he thought the slicing frost would dismember his fingers. He 
didn’t care. Beneath that khaki tunic and aging serge and peaked cap, beneath the 
distant silhouette of a soldier, was Straus. His choice of attire, Adam thought, was 
poetic; it was an act only Straus could pull off. His shadow stood magnificently 
under the elm that now barely stood like the naked, battered body of a 
crucifixion.  

 
Distorted by the plague of smog, the silhouette stood restlessly. A phantom 

cowered behind the shadow of the rampike’s jagged and bare branches, and as 
Adam approached, heart-pounding, his expression suddenly seeped at the sight of 
his white rose; its petals now dried and coarse.  

He would have laughed at the state of his companion, if only he could. 
Words became sounds as Straus stared dead at the ground as if his neck had been 
broken by a noose. An unorthodoxly orthodox musk conspired with an underlying 
sweet perfume. Rouge tinted his lips; it was the only indication that his stale flesh 
had not risen from the sludge beneath his booted feet.  
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As his words stumbled together in some perverse serenade, Straus’ hand 
slipped out of reach. The brittle texture of his palms gave way to a metallic shock. 
Adam’s eyes fell, in time with his heart, at the sight of a daffodil band wrapped 
around his left, ring finger. Like the recalling of a strayed swallow, Straus fled 
from the forthcoming frost. 

 
All at once, he stood alone. Like Eve, he stood naked, exposed to the biting 

chill of consciousness. He felt the mud dripping down onto his purpling feet, and 
the frost gnawing his fingers. His weak hands rose, shivering, and as he observed 
his struggling muscles in performing such a trivial movement, he found himself 
aged. Under the piercing, dark shadow of the grand elm, he stood still. His eyes, 
sagging, stared dead at the broken soil, and it was only then that he truly 
acknowledged his loneliness.  

Paradise was lost forevermore. What had once been alive with colour was 
now a Limbo, an endless space of black and white. As his legs succumbed to the 
numbness, Adam observed the silence. The blackbirds were gone; the rooster had 
vanished; the flowers were dead. Winter was coming for the flightless nightingale 
stuck in the sunless garden. 
 
 
 
 

“Keep love in your heart. A life without it is like a sunless garden when the 
flowers are dead.” 
 

-  Oscar Wilde. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


