
Sunflower Boy 
By Marcus Field 

 
I’m growing sunflowers again. They are on the windowsill, nearly ready to plant out. 
Every year I sow them, but this year they have a new resonance; they are the national 
flower of Ukraine and the Russian invasion means more people are growing them 
here as a symbol of solidarity. For me they have another meaning though, one which 
takes me back to that summer of my childhood; the summer of the royal wedding, 
the summer of the secret.  
 
***** 
 
It’s July 1981 and I’m 14 years old. I live with my parents in a 1960s detached house of 
the kind common in every part of suburban England. Our front garden is a square of 
grass protected behind a neat line of rose bushes. It looks pretty much like every 
other front garden in the road, but this is the year I decide to change all that.  
 
Earlier in the spring I have sown some sunflower seeds in a tray in the lean-to 
greenhouse behind the garage. I haven’t grown them before, but I’ve seen them in 
pictures and I know they are like no other flower in our neighbourhood; they are 
bigger and taller, and I like that idea because it makes them different. I know they 
will attract attention. 
 
When the sunflowers are strong enough, I prick them out and grow them on in small 
pots until they are ready to go into the garden. I decide to plant them between the 
roses at the front, one between each of the six bushes so that nobody will be able to 
walk past without noticing my efforts. My parents are too busy to worry about what 
I’m doing scrabbling around on my knees with a trowel and some little plants. 
Whatever it is it’s surely harmless. 
 
Slowly the plants grow bigger. The stems thicken and the flower heads appear, tight 
and green at first but soon heavier and more prominent. They grow taller than the 
rose bushes and by July they are as tall as me. In the middle of the month the 
flowers start to unfurl, their bright yellow petals dazzling in the morning sun. My 
bedroom is at the front of the house and through the open window I can hear 
commuters talking about them as they walk past. Some of them smile and laugh, 
others tut loudly and mutter: ‘Aren’t they embarrassed?’ 
 
I’m happy with the sunflowers and the impact they’re having. But I’m also excited 
about the royal wedding. Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer will marry on 
Wednesday 29th July, and it is to be a public holiday. At 32, Charles seems old to 
me, but Diana is only 20 and looks young and beautiful, exactly as a fairy-tale 
princess should be. I cut out pictures of the couple from the newspaper and stick 



them in my bedroom window with Blu Tack, admiring the effect from the pavement 
of the prince and his bride peering out from beyond the sunflowers. My 
grandparents come to tea, and I hear them tell my parents they think the house 
looks ridiculous and that they should cut down the sunflowers and take the pictures 
away. ‘It’s just a bit of fun,’ my dad says, and the flowers and pictures stay put. 
 
When the week of the wedding finally arrives, I ask my mum if I can invite my friend 
Richard to stay the night in my tent in the garden so we can watch the event 
together on television the next day. I’ve known Richard since we started at the same 
school age five; we are at different secondary schools now, but he lives just round 
the corner so we still see a lot of each other. Mum says yes, so I ask Richard and he 
looks pleased and says he will help me put the tent up and bring some things to eat 
so we can have a midnight snack. We’ve slept in the tent before, but this is for a 
special occasion so we need special things. 
 
On the Tuesday afternoon Richard arrives at my house, letting himself in through 
the side gate and wandering round to where I’m unpacking the tent on the back 
lawn. He has his sleeping bag under one arm and a carrier bag in his hand; his face is 
tanned and his fair hair lightened by the sun. He’s wearing a striped short-sleeve 
shirt, blue jeans cut down into shorts and Green Flash plimsolls. I’ve known him all 
these years, but his handsomeness has only recently struck me.  
 
We decide to put the tent up with its entrance facing away from the back door so 
we can sit and look out without being seen. The garden is rectangular, with a terrace 
of concrete paving leading from the house to the small lawn. Beyond this is a 
vegetable patch in which my dad has planted crops of potatoes, carrots and runner 
beans. A hedge at the bottom of the garden separates it from a meadow where 
chickens roam. The flower beds on either side of the lawn are mostly planted with 
roses and lavender and blowsy hydrangeas. My parents don’t have much time for 
gardening so things are looking scruffy in the mid-summer sun; the grass is a bit too 
long, the branches of the laburnum tree almost reach the ground.  
 
Richard and I set to work staking down the tent and fitting the poles together. 
We’ve done this job before, so we work quickly and chat while we’re doing it. It’s 
hot so Richard takes off his shirt, revealing his strong brown body. We have both 
grown taller over the past year, but I feel weedy and pale by comparison so I keep my 
shirt on.  
 
Later, we sit in deckchairs and eat beans on toast on our laps while we wait for it to 
get dark. It seems to take ages so eventually we climb into our sleeping bags anyway. 
Finally darkness falls and we switch on our torches, which attracts moths to bash 
against the net flaps zipped across the front of the tent. We are both wearing the 



digital watches we’ve had since junior school, and when they show midnight we eat 
the crisps and chocolate biscuits Richard has brought with him.  
 
By 1.30am there is silence all around us but we are still awake. We decide to explore 
outside, as if the shadowy garden were an unknown place. We crawl out from the 
tent and observe the dark house and whisper to one another. I suggest we creep 
round to the front to see the sunflowers. There they are in the moonlight, standing 
tall and proud. We are both barefoot in shorts now, Richard still shirtless and me in 
my pyjama top. He begins to weave between the flowers and I follow him, giggling 
quietly. He turns round after the last one and begins to weave his way back, crashing 
into me as we meet. We struggle to balance and he pushes me lightly so we fall on 
the grass, him on top of me. I’m laughing now and squirming under him as he bends 
his head down to mine and kisses me, gently at first and then harder in reply to my 
eager response. I’ve kissed a girl before, but it felt clumsy and odd. This is different. 
It feels amazing and I don’t want it to stop.  
 
After what feels like minutes, we finish kissing and Richard stands up, holding out 
his hand to help me off the ground. Neither of us says a word. He leads the way back 
to the tent and I follow him in silence as we creep through the flaps and into our 
sleeping bags.  
 
“Night,” he whispers.  
 
“Night,” I reply.  
 
We wake up a few hours later with the dawn and don’t mention the kiss, not even to 
agree it’s a secret, although we both know it is. We can hardly keep our eyes open 
when we join my parents and two sisters to watch the royal wedding on the 
television. On the balcony of Buckingham Palace Charles and Diana kiss and the 
crowds roar their approval. Richard turns to me and smiles. 
 
***** 
 
I live in Devon now with my own garden and all that seems a long time ago. Richard 
moved away soon afterwards, and eventually we lost touch. But I still think of him 
every year when I plant my sunflowers. This summer there is another big royal event 
and sunflowers have their new meaning as an emblem of hope for Ukraine’s victory 
against Russia. But for me they are forever tied to that night-time garden, and my 
secret first kiss with another boy.   


