Grasslands, waterways and sun dried benches

By Éanna Cullen

Easier on the road with the pollution leaving the tastes of ashes in his mouth. Better in the park; the leaves of trees he can’t identify fooling the newest park-goers off the path and into the centre, the grassland and the copses.

Not him though. Always he skirted, keeping to the edge of the circumventing toe-path. How else can his 9km run be correctly calculated?

Spaces.

The ashes leaving his tongue after 5km, now his lungs were clearing. Green and brown and fresh collections of drowned spirit, cleansing from week and city hardened bronchioles. Have no pity, when the money is being made, 45k nicely enjoyed

 Beers on a Friday. And, increasingly difficult hangovers on Saturday morning. Excess through the short weekend, countered, attempted anyway, by Sunday, Tuesday and Thursday runs.

Fitness.

Strong muscles, creaking bones he reaches towards the 6km mark already. Constant exercise is supposed to make you fitter and healthier. But all it does to him is bring on reoccurring shin-splints and an aching tendon.

Strength.

Liming through the days between exercise, sharp agony throughout. Maybe he is too fit? Probably the body doesn’t work that way. Training muscles and compacting joints in preparation for… next time, the run to the bus stop, a night no the town. But he misses the bus sometimes when his legs are too sore.

The pain now in mind, hurts worse than before. His car is parked on the opposite side from the 7km mark drawing nearer, flagged by a familiar tree. The uneven pathway causes him to stumble and he pitches, right leg straining.

Agony! Something has been pulled or torn.


He comes to a halt, his feet grating on the path as he stumbles forward and down onto the outstretched palms of his hands, grazing them, adding stones.


Automatically the jogger rolls from the path, as though he were a jockey or a Moto GP rider and other joggers are likely to run him over with carelessness and great speed.


They may have done too, as many are like him, beating their best time, man down, get out of the way.

Stop.

He is able to stand and attempts to run again. No. Or jog, nor trot. Damn it! Walk then, so slow; he feels that it will take him years to get around. And why not walk through?

Straight through? …. Really?

Of course really, it is the logical thing. But he’s never been into the middle ad doesn’t know what to expect. But in he must go, or waste time (a crime) by walking around the outside path all the way back.

He limps inwards.

The grass is springy under his running shoes and the trees are making there those noises that trees make, waving their giant hands in the air, the arms out of the Earth’s car window.


It is enjoyable and he enjoys it greatly. Not bad for a change, a nice stroll through the centre of the park, get to know it better. Three years he has been jogging round the edge, never has he even wondered what lay inside his unchanging circuit. Lazy people, he would have thought. Dog people and children, sticky lollipop sticks and all. Heroine addicts maybe, hiding in the bushes, smacking the smack, or cracking that other stuff.

The jogger comes to some low bushes, after which a copse begins. There is no path and this unsettles him. Well, there is a clear trail of dirt heading between the trees, but no stone, no tarmac. How can people just walk around without clear footing, surely it’s treacherous? He thought.


It’s a public park, don’t be so ridiculous, there’s nothing strange here but the darkness beneath the trees. How is it so dark?


No lampposts, no gaps above to let in the fading light of day.

The walker realises that he has paused at the edge of, what can only be, a small wood, as though, it were Narnia, or a haunted forest or Grimm detail.

Push on.

He enters the wood and it is actually quite peaceful and not foreboding in the least. He wants to call it a happy wood, but he knows that that’s kind of stupid. It calms him though, and stupid or no it makes him happy indeed. The soft flowers of some park bush, the hushing comfort of the long branches above, of the thingamajig trees. Very nice.

How long has he been skirting this island of peace? Running around the edge, circling, encircling the whole point of this place. The park.

There is a glow up ahead. Is it lampposts? No, the last of the sunlight that was missing has been allowed in again. Is he on the other side already?

No, the walker feels a sudden trepidation. He is not ready yet to see the gates of the park entrance, and maybe spot the boot of hi car, sticking out, carelessly parked in a side street. He was enjoying the happy wood, and needed a moment or two longer before it was over.


But relief is at hand. This isn’t the other side at all. This is the middle, the core of the park. Bathed in orange light a small lake lies with a path around, the hardness of which is unwelcome under his pained feet. And in the centre of the lake, the nucleus, there is a gazebo island, tiny and white.


He crosses the path and stands at the waters edge. It would be a wonderful place for love, that tiny arched house in the middle of the lake.

A pale and perfect beauty stands dark haired against the orange light, a corona of red around her head. She is a black sun at the centre of everything.


She sees him and is embarrassed, for she too was having thoughts of love on the island of such.


Their eyes transmit a message of validation and he surges forward, his aches forgotten, into the shallow lake and sloshes, wading through towards her as the last of the sun’s light disappears. Her crown is gone; she’s just a dark shape now. He splashes on, what does he care for light. The happy forest has shown him that there is no need for it.


He reaches the summerhouse and hoists himself up onto the ledge that surrounds it.

And inside?

A compressor or something. A squat machine, maybe for cleaning the water, given the friendly housing of a gazebo rather than infect the park with its eyesore.

Disappointment.

No horror, but typical.

This life always does what it shouldn’t. Promises from afar and unveils its tedious reality under closer inspection.

Usual.

He is soaking wet in an artificial lake and he feels embarrassed. Angry too. The fool splashes out of the lake as quickly as his pained tendon will allow. He makes it to the other side and heads into the trees again.

The trees are unhappy and full of reproach at being chosen second to a dreamed memory.


‘Our brothers and sisters on the other side,’ they say, ‘they told you where you would be safe.’ The voices are wind and scowls without expression.


‘I’m sorry!’ he tells them, fully meaning it too. He wishes he could feel the calm he felt before the lake. But the woods are darker on this side and the thingamajig trees have grown quiet.


He is cold and ashamed as he wanders the soft path through.

Street light.

Here is the gate and there, poking from the side street is a familiar code, bolted onto the back of his eight-month-old automobile.


He joins the path again at the zero, the 4.5 and the 9km mark.

The wanderer checks his stopwatch. It was taken him an hour altogether. At least it will be easy to beat next time. If his leg is ok that is. Perhaps he should go to the doctor. An anti-inflammatory would surely stop the pain long enough to a quick 4.5km on Tuesday.


Everything is back to normal as squelched through the gate, though he paused again there, this time at the edge of the city.

It has much better paths than the forest. And, he knows it well.

She behind him doesn’t exist. In front of him, in the city, where she had once, would never exist again.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says before leaving her behind for the last time, ‘I can’t find you anymore.’

Much better, in future, to stick to the stone and the tarmacadam. Stay around the edges, for the centre holds a mirror up to you. And, if you have too much fear in heart, then fear is all that you will see.

The End
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