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Lawrence Blunders By


“Do they ever fly into your
house?” asked the young man who paused beside her low flint
wall.

This particular wall
surrounded a miniscule front garden at the bottom of Cherry Garden
Road in Eastbourne, England, and the young man was asking about the
bees which buzzed around the rose bushes that were trained in an
arch over Mrs. Seaton’s front door. She could hear him speaking
clearly to her, and she knew that he was asking her if the bees
ventured inside her house, but she didn’t respond right
away.

It surprised her that she
was ignoring him; on occasion, she had pretended to be deaf when
she read her library novels in the doorway and passersby paused to
chat, but never before with a handsome, earnest young man like the
one who spoke to her now.

But who was she trying to
fool? No handsome young men spoke to her anymore. It hadn’t
happened in years, decades perhaps.

Without answering, she
continued hauling the basket chair with her open novel spread on
the seat out the doorway of her cottage. Hers was teeny brownish
home of pebble-cast exterior with mullion glass in the parlor
window and a single dormer window above. In addition to the arch of
roses, the front garden of the cottage contained a bed of blue
hyacinths along the eastern wall. Beside the front door, each house
on her block of Cherry Garden Road displayed a porcelain badge of a
bird. Her badge showed a Kingfisher perched on a bending
daffodil.

“Yes, if you’re asking
about the bees,” she replied, huffing her words as she lifted her
book from the seat and dropped exhausted onto the cushion, “they
do. Sometimes they do. They become houseguests and then they have
an irritating habit of buzzing at midnight and then dying in the
dormer window upstairs. Of course, I never get my sister-in-law,
who is most annoying, to be similarly accommodating. I find she’s
alive every morning. Two weeks in July she descends upon me from
Battle every year without fail. Alive every blasted
morning.”

“Oh, blimey!” The young man
roared. “That’s rich.” He delighted at finding an old lady who
enjoyed dark humor. Dark humor pleased him immensely.
“Accommodating to die in your windows? HA! From Battle? That’s
close.”

“Indeed, it is. Far too
close.”

“Why does she bother
staying with you? For two bloody weeks?”

“Exactly. Why bother. I
think I’ve said it to her directly, but she won’t take a
hint.”

The old
woman scoffed and fumbled for her reading glasses on the beaded
chain around her neck. She forgot about the glasses and shoved the
sleeves of her worn red jumper up to her elbows instead. On the
first real day of summer, she hardly needed the warmth. Under the
jumper, she wore a navy cotton dress with a print of small yellow
daisies. Pink house slippers accommodated her wide feet. Her white
hair was cut very short and it flared off the back of her head like
a blown dandelion. The purple and blue veins on the back of her
hands bulged as she gripped her library book. It was a thick book
with a glossy cover, a murder mystery set in Arizona called
Cadaverous Canyon: A Sergeant Drake Murder
Mystery.

“You must shoo them out,
the bees I mean, if they’re bad guests, though. Send them packing.
Along with your sister-in-law. Life’s too short. That’s what my nan
always says.”

“I agree with your nan.”

“She lives in Whatley. I’m
Lawrence Holmes, by the way.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet
you, Lawrence Holmes. I’m Mrs. Seaton. I’d get your nan out of
Whatley if I were you. I believe life is especially short
there.”

“Ha, ha,” he replied.

“But you didn’t come here
to utilize our cliffs, I suppose then, Lawrence? Since you talk of
a short life?” She chuckled to herself and finding her glasses
twiddled them about with a flourish.

Foot traffic passed the
young man outside the garden and he stepped aside, closer to the
wall, and placed his open hand on the flint and the stonecrop. Tiny
lilac flowers embellished the crevices of her flint walls with
stagy coyness. He wondered why he’d paused there, but now he felt
glad. This old Mrs. Seaton was so unique and her jaded jibes gave
him confidence. “Utilize your cliffs? What? Oh my! Do you actually
mean jump? Jump off Beachy Head cliff into the channel you mean?”
Mrs. Seaton smiled and nodded. “You do! You mean that? Heavens,
you’re brilliant. No, no. But maybe…after tonight…” he added this
ominously, tucking his chin to his chest and lowering his eyes in
facetious display of anguished ardor. Along with his faked look of
agony, he added a flutter of his eyelashes.

“Tonight? Why tonight,
dear? What’s happening then? Quick, give us the scandalous
details.”

“Oh, I don’t know if I
should say…” He rolled his eyes around, glancing furtively at
nearby hedges and bushes.

“Doing something terrible,
are we?” Mrs. Seaton brought her reading glasses on their beaded
chain to her pug nose. She studied him over the top of the half
lenses.

Fine looking hazel eyes,
lanky blonde hair, a tall and lean body, almost gangly though. A
strong jaw. Handsome, yes, but lacking poise. “Tell me all, but
only if it’s terrible. I need some cheap thrills. These modern
novels are useless. Nothing of interest in them. I don’t know why I
continue getting them at the library, but I must have something to
do besides the telly. I’d like to hear what the young are up to
these days. If it’s bad, mind you.”

“Well,” Lawrence ran a thin
fluttery hand through his blonde locks and the seamstress nature in
the old woman noticed that the caramel suede jacket he wore was
slightly too short in the sleeves. She supposed he was growing
still. “What I’m ‘doing’ is a party. In the Goffs. I’m hideously
scared of them. Parties, I mean. And I’m very scared of her. The
hostess. Her name is Margaret. I can’t think of anything to say to
impress her. I’m not clever, you know. People say I repeat things
that I hear instead of saying anything truly original. But I want
awfully to impress her. She’s brilliant and I’m very much in love
with her. I should say.”

“Pish! Nonsense. Who could
be original at your age, dearie? Not enough has happened to you.
You aren’t interesting enough? Then, the one thing you must have,
is an original story to tell. It’s fortuitous that you stopped here
today. What you have is a good story right at hand. It’s funny how
life will provide. I have a reputation as an excellent
storyteller.”

“Do you? Do you have one I
can use? How lucky!” He brightened up considerably and smiled. “But
is a story original if you tell it to me?” he observed
thoughtfully.

Momentarily Mrs. Seaton was
blinded by his energy and genuine silliness. “Yes, yes, my love. It
is original enough and truthful because it happened to you. Begin
by telling them you met me, a very old lady, carrying a chair out
her door so that she could read outside on a summer’s eve. Tell
everyone this old lady was reading in her doorway on Cherry Garden
Road.”

“All right. I can do that.
I’m fairly certain even I can repeat that without fail.”

“All right. Very well.
Then, say that she asked if you were here to utilize the cliffs.
Tell them you were bewildered and suddenly you realized she meant
throwing yourself into the sea.”

The young man frowned and
plucked absent-mindedly at the loose stonecrop crowning her wall.
As he caressed and cleaned the teeny succulents, he crossed a long
leg over the other and bent over slightly. He thought for a moment
and at length he sighed. “But I have some doubt there, Mrs. Seaton.
Do you really think that will be entertaining for a crowd of
various very important, young people?”

She puckered her lips and
considered his question for a moment. “Certainly. Mentioning ones’
own suicide often makes drunken important young people laugh. I
don’t know why.”

“Well, if you think so.” He
cheered up slightly. “I thank you then. And this is lovely
stonecrop. Is this the way to the Goffs, by the way? That’s where
the party is. I’m not certain of the way. Uphill from the train,
she said. The phone has me turned around and I can’t see the street
names well with all the overgrown hedges.”

“Uphill?”

“Yes. I’m walking toward
the sun, you see. ‘Get off the train and walk uphill toward the
setting sun’ was what she told me.”

“No. You’ve come too far
uphill. If you continue walking uphill that will lead you into the
forest and eventually over a cliff.”

The young man frowned again. “What? Oh
golly. That’s funny.”

“You don’t know
Eastbourne?”

“Hardly at all. As I said, I came on
the train. For the first time. I was looking on my phone just
now…”

“Go back the way you came.
You passed the Goffs already. About five blocks back. When you
reach East Dean Road, stay left and walk eight long blocks south.
Then you shall be there. It’s a fashionable place. A very inferior
class of people live there, however, I find. I think you’ll agree
with me. I would shun them entirely if I were you.”

“Well, thank you, but I
love her you see. I’m hopelessly in love with her. She’s far too
beautiful for me.” Lawrence paused to contemplate his image of her.
“Anyway, I’ll use the story. I believe I’ll use it.”

“Suit yourself.” Mrs.
Seaton nodded and brought her book up closer. She opened it to her
large bookmark, a cross-stitched cotton design with yellow flowers
and a blue bird.

“Thanks ever so much for setting me
right.”

“Yes, of course,
dearie.”

He turned around and walked
all the way to the Lamb Inn.

She was rather cross with
herself for following his figure and waving back at him when he
spun around and waved.

“Foolish boy. He will get
his heart thoroughly broken tonight if I’m not
mistaken.”

She muttered about the
utter and complete foolishness of youth, sighed loudly, and began
reading the next murder scene.



Lawrence walked on the
brick sidewalk where a tall boxwood hedge hid the street sign
indicating the Goffs and Gildridge Park. Bulbous cars and vans
crowded the street, but a few blocks later he began noticing
enormous, multi-storied homes lining the opposite side of the road.
He strolled another block and found the address he’d been given
across from the rec lawns. Cricket was just beginning on the pitch.
White figures against solid green. Shouts from the men. The crack
of the cricket ball against the bat and the yells from the crowd.
Much clapping. Two rooks leapt croaking off the grass and flapped
wildly in the rosy-hued twilight sky.

Wasn’t it pleasant to meet
such a witty old woman when he needed a good story? An inferior
class of people! Shun them! Life will provide. Books said stuff
like that. Probably books from a long time ago. It was a lot of
pish, actually.

He crossed the Goffs
quickly.



A group of people smoked
near the front door of what proved to be an enormous mansion. It
was half timbered and very exclusive-looking with its own pond
outside the backdoor and scads of elegant motorcars lining the
curved drive. Even the clay pots flanking the towering front door
were not on the scale of ordinary pots but rather like mammoth clay
beehives serving honey to a grand potentate. How would those even
be delivered, he wondered?

“Hello, skinny turd,” said
a bush near him.

“I beg your pardon?” He
spun around nervously.

“You heard me.”

“Oh, Margaret! You
surprised me coming out of a hydrangea like that,” he
stuttered.

She was a vision of
loveliness in a sort of slip-like dress the color of a shiny peach.
Her hair lightly caressed her white shoulders, splaying out in
shimmery spurts. Had she done something special to make it look
like that? She walked around the bush toward him with an enormous
wine glass. It could be a small gold fish bowl,
actually.

“Come in. I’m so glad you
came. Did you get off the train right? Only you’re coming from the
wrong direction.” She casually dropped one hip and swirled her
white wine expertly. He noticed she stepped out of one shoe
partially as though the moss lawn was a bath mat. Her wide-set
yellow eyes probed his. For weakness?

“Thank you. Your directions
were perfect. I liked the look of the street back there and came
that way. My phone was a fabulous guide. And your directions. The
hedges are hiding some street signs, however.”

“Brilliant. Do you drink
wine? I never noticed if you did at uni.”

“Continuously,” Lawrence
said, lying. He ran a finger around the neck of his new
vintage-looking polo shirt to verify that the collar had stayed
down. At home the collar had stuck over the jacket once. His little
sister said that made him look as if someone had cut his
neck.

“White or red?” she asked
as they entered.

He noticed how really
beautiful she was. When they said some woman took your breath away,
he now knew what they meant. It had never happened before to him.
“Either. I love…either.” He struggled to say those few words.
Struggled with the word “love” most.

He followed her through a
huge entryway and then down a dark hall leading to the kitchen at
the back of the mansion. It had loads of room and yet it was jammed
with fashionable young people. A quick scan reassured him that he
knew not a soul.

He gravitated to a small
spot near the rubbish bin. He tried to put his hands in his pocket
and found his skin sticking to the liner fabric. He pulled out a
lozenge with an old theater ticket stuck to it.

“Ta, ever so,” he said when
his beloved, quickly handed him his wine. Red. Red wine, Lawrence
recalled belatedly, often made him dizzy and left him with a
pounding headache.

Awkwardly, he rooted
himself beside her in a spot too near the door. Just above one
shoulder a magnetic strip with knives lurked. While tilting his
wine glass to drink, the stiff shoulder of his suede jacket brushed
against a knife with enough force to loosen it, and it clattered
loudly to the floor near his feet.

“Lucky,” she said, noticing
the knife hadn’t sliced him anywhere or damaged the gleaming
kitchen floor.

“Hell,” he said, bending
down to pick it up.

Someone hovered behind him
trying to go out the kitchen door. “Beep, beep,” they said like the
cartoon roadrunner. He stood up with the knife pointing down and
let them pass, then he carefully replaced the knife on the strip.
He noticed her studying him closely.

Twenty or so fashionable
people slouched around a nearby kitchen island looking well dressed
and hyper critical. Lawrence swallowed some more of the wine. He
felt his upper lip sweat. He remembered that he’d forgotten to eat
lunch.

“You went
to The Lion King?”
Margaret asked.

“No, never,” he
scoffed.

“I saw the ticket from your
jacket just now.” Her voice was cool, even-toned and matter-a-fact
and he noticed suddenly she had lit a cigarette. She blew smoke
over his shoulder. The smoke hit some copper pots hanging from the
ceiling. He noticed for the first time that her mouth was small and
tight and sometimes the pupils of her eyes stretched slightly
horizontal like those of a goat.

“My little sister went,” he
offered.

“She borrowed your jacket?”
Margaret rejoined.

The crowd near him giggled.
He noticed people who had been talking before weren’t
now.

“No. She must have put the ticket in
my pocket’s all.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Are you good with nang
then?” Margaret asked, out of the blue.

“Hmm, what?” he said in
surprise.

“Nang, you know.”

“No.”

“Sometimes it’s called
whippets? Hozzies? Bulbs? Nitrous Oxide?”

“Oh, like in Mary Poppins you
mean?”

She stared at him, equal
parts bemused and horrified by his dull naiveness. “Yes, exactly
like Mary Fucking Poppins. It’s just that I have some bulbs in the
den. In a closet. In case you want to give it a try. Gerald is in
charge of them. If you want to inhale one. Someone brought a huge
box of bulbs and the cannisters and balloons.”

“Yeah, brilliant, ever so
much fun. Oh, I didn’t suss you straight off. But wine first, I
think. Yes, wine first would be good. Delicious.” He took more wine
with dread.

“As you wish.”

The kitchen became quiet.
Lawrence heard a large clock, which was an imitation station clock,
ticking. He thought of various things to say but none of them
appealed to him. Margaret continued smoking and maybe examining
him. He hoped his skin wasn’t spotty on his neck. He could not look
at her tight little mouth again. What did it mean to be in love
with someone with a repulsive mouth?

“I had a funny thing happen
on the way here,” he began.

“Oh, brilliant,” she
brightened up.

“I talked to an old lady who was
sitting in her doorway reading a novel.”

“What lady?”

“It was on Cherry Garden
Road.”

“Oh? Whatever were you
doing there? I told you to walk from the station to the
Goffs.”

His look of horror made
several people smile and snigger. “Ah, well. I don’t know. I was
lost and I liked the houses.”

“Those aren’t really nice
houses. Those are pebble cottages!”

“Still, they were quaint. I
admired the stonecrop. On the garden wall. But this funny old lady
asked me if I hoped to utilize the cliffs, you see. It was terribly
funny the way she said it.”

“What do you mean?”

“She meant suicide, you
see. That was what she alluded to there. It took me a moment to
suss it.”

Everyone studied him
silently.

“That’s terrible. What a
terrible thing to joke about. She asked you if you were going to
commit suicide?” Margaret said frowning.

“Well, yes…”

“That’s not the least bit
funny.”

“No, it isn’t,” he agreed
quickly.

“It isn’t.”

“I suppose I thought it was
funny you see because she told me about a sister, or a
sister-in-law precisely, who came from Battle to stay. For two
weeks every summer. Oh, it was brilliant the way she told it. From
Battle for two whole weeks. Staying with her, you see. She, the old
lady, wished her sister-in-law would die. Like the bees were. In
her dormer windows. No, I’ve cocked this story up. I’ve cocked it
up slightly.”

“What?” said
Margaret.

“This woman sounds
hideous,” said an extremely tall girl in a crocheted cape. She wore
thick eye-liner and mascara on fake lashes so that her eyes
resembled the grimy wire brushes mechanics use to clean parts. “I
must meet her!”

“No, she was brilliant.
Absolutely brilliant. I wish I could think of witty things to say
like her. She had a gift of saying funny things. A funny turn of
the phrase, phrasing, maybe it was her voice,” he went
on.

“And she wanted bees to
die? And her sister-in-law as well? That’s bloody awful,” said a
man with clever-looking, tilted eyes. A girl came paired with him
and wrapped around his torso.

“The things people say
these days. We’re fiends,” said the large girl gleefully. Her hands
emerged from under her cape with a bottle of beer and she pushed
her oily bangs off her forehead.

“No, she wasn’t
particularly wishing that at all,” Lawrence tried again.

“She said it, though,”
Margaret commented.

“No, I mean, she joked that
she wanted her sister-in-law to die like the bees did in her
windows. That wasn’t something she actually wanted. She was very
kindly.”

“Oh assuredly.”

“What did she have against
Battle? I quite like it there,” said the wrapped woman. She looked
up at her boyfriend for approval.

“Oh yah. Battle is
brilliant. Nice cream tea there or is that Pevensey?” the man she
clung to added.

“Doesn’t matter,” his girl
said.

“I’m going to do the gas,”
Margaret announced abruptly.

“Sorry?” Lawrence
said.

“Do the nang,” she repeated
loudly and slowly as though he were deaf. The wine might be making
him deaf.

“Oh, all right then,” he
agreed, following. “Brilliant idea.”

They wove their way through
the kitchen, narrowly avoiding slanting legs and
cigarettes.

“I think she found her
sister-in-law who was from Battle to be a bad guest you see,”
Lawrence tried, addressing to her retreating back. As they left the
kitchen, he heard loud guffaws.

“It isn’t nice to joke
about hating your own sister-in-law or committing suicide. And our
cliff deaths aren’t funny to us,” she told him in the dark hall.
When she spoke, her words dropped out languidly, one by one. He
thought it was brilliant the way she spoke.

The art in the hallway was
awesome as well. There were stacks of black boxes on a red
background and some mushy trees growing on the sides of
horses.

They entered a cramped
library.

“The baking foods are in
the closet over here,” Margaret said casually.

Gregory, he supposed this
must be Gregory, with a bushy red beard and small round glasses
guarded an open closet. On a shelf he had a box of whipping cream
bulbs and a box of balloons of various colors. He was just pinching
a green balloon to hold it shut. He passed it to a man who touched
the pinched end to his pursed lips and inhaled as he headed for a
couch.

A line stood in front of
the closet dispensary when he and Margaret queued up.

“Just suck a little,” she
said as advice when they joined the line. “It can be
overwhelming.”

“Okay,” Lawrence agreed. It
was nice that she was giving him advice. She clearly liked him
enough to think of what advice to give him. Sipping more wine, he
told himself firmly to leave the wine glass on a library end table
and forget it there. Wine had been a mistake.

“Sit down immediately,” she
added.

When he got to the front of
the line, Gregory was placing a red balloon over the cap of the
cannister. Gregory grabbed a nang bulb and dropped it in the
chamber. His steady hand screwed the cap on the seal. They heard
the nang get pierced and the balloon slowly inflated.

Gregory smiled and pinched
the balloon. He held out the pinched end and bowed slightly when he
handed it over to Lawrence.

“Yours, sir,” he said.

“Thanks ever so,” Lawrence
blurted.

Lawrence fumbled with the
balloon and his wine. He stepped around the room nervously until he
found a place on a couch in front of a white marble coffee table.
Margaret joined him.

He placed his lips on what
reminded him of his family dog’s butt and took a teeny
drag.

This night is wonderful, he
thought, breathing out after. It’s an experience. Chalk it up. To
experience. That’s funny, he thought.

At his second drag, he felt
euphoria, and nausea simultaneously. He heard his own voice say,
“Funnnnny, sssshe totthought it would beeee.” He had wanted to say
“She thought it would be funny.”

“Whhhassst?” Margaret said.
Margaret’s balloon was blue, big and it covered most of her
gorgeous face.

He tried again. “Gogogogood
story, sssshe thought it wouldddd.” His voice might be echoing in
his head. That must be it. The drug messed with hearing. It was all
out of order and stretched out. The words were.

“Ladedededy ktook from an
oldololddd?” Margaret asked.

It was his turn to say,
“Wwwwhat?”

She turned abruptly and
ignored him. In a while he realized Margaret was talking to another
man. He felt distressed and sweaty, but then he began to enjoy the
way the man was speaking because Lawrence suddenly knew that he had
thought of what the man should say before he said it! That man was
a parrot! With a green balloon pinched in his fingers.

Or, maybe, it was the
hearing thing again. That made him laugh. His brain must hear it,
but his mind must think that he thought of it first and made them
say it.

Of course, that was it!

It was so wonderful
controlling people, or thinking you did. Why had he never known how
easy it was to control people? They are so, so silly. People. Oh,
it was all a mush! A mad mush!

And the people around him had balloons
for heads!


Lawrence glanced where
Margaret had been before and noticed nothing there but a stout
embroidered pillow of a pheasant. It took him twenty minutes more
to work up the will to drop the balloon, walk out of the room and
climb up to the landing by himself. He vomited the wine in a
beautiful pink pot of geranium. He left the wine glass on the floor
beside the pot.

He might have to get a room
for the night. Would he ever hear normally again? Oh, if only he
could hear normally again. It would be very nice if that would
happen somehow. How late could it be to get a room in Eastbourne?
The last train will leave at eleven. He might have to stay
overnight. Somewhere.

He heard voices muttering
behind a door. Lawrence pressed his ear against the
door.

“Where does she get these
young men from? It’s dire. I’m not joshing you,” said a
man.

“Let’s don’t be harsh.
Offer him some homemade beer or something,” a woman
replied.

Margaret’s parents,
perhaps? They must have been in the kitchen when he thought
everyone was from uni. That means her parents look awfully young!
Was he supposed to feel happy about that?



“Let’s get in the pond!”
shouted a strange woman with a mohawk. She seemed to be weaving
from side to side as she waded into the massive pond behind
Margaret’s mansion.

“No, listen. That doesn’t
seem wise.” Lawrence stood near some rushes and bit the edge of his
nail. He turned and leaned over an urn. The plant he wanted to
vomit on was dark and spiky, but he couldn’t vomit.

“Come on!” the lady
shrieked using her whole arm to wave him in with her. “The water is
fantastic!” The word fantastic has about twenty syllables in his
head. The effects of nang were still in his ears.

The lady waded toward
Lawrence quickly and pulled at him. “Hey, look out! This isn’t
right!” he cried when the arm of his new caramel suede jacket
became wet.

The lady lurched
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