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365 Days Until

There’s blood in the snow.
I wonder where it came from as I press my paintbrush, doused in the deepest rouge I can find, onto the canvas, watching as it seeps into the thick layer of white paint forming a base below it.
The four boxes piled up beside me are labelled in scribbled biro, Bedroom, Kitchen, Bathroom, Art. And that’s my life, packed away messily into four cardboard boxes. Simple.
The attic room is cold, and I shiver beneath a woollen shawl, yet I refuse to close the dirty window, not when the view of the sea is so perfect from here, of the crashing waves of deep grey gnawing at the rock-lined beach.
There will be no more ferries until next week, no tourists coming or going, no way back to the mainland. I smile. Here, I truly am alone. Just my art and I.

By the time evening falls, music from the pub below my room has already begun to rise up through the old floorboards, along with the smell of lager and tobacco.
My painting is completed. A snowy woodland scene, with fir trees dispersing to allow for an opening in the center of the piece, where a puddle of bright red blood stains the ground. White, red, and flashes of green - how festive. I leave it to dry and slip off my shawl, discarding it on my bed, where my worn bedsheets are folded up, ready to be made into my own den of comfort. When I have the energy, that is.

The man from earlier - my new landlord - is tending the bar when I descend the stairs from my flat to the pub, wiping away at the stained wood with an old rag.
A few older men sit at a table in the corner, gulping down nectar coloured liquid, not seeming to say much. One of them eyes me for a second, before reverting his milky eyes back to his own group.
“What can I get for you?” Malcolm asks as I slip onto one of the bar stools. It wobbles beneath me and I try to steady myself.
“A coke, please.” I say quietly, trying not to draw the attention of the large breasted woman sitting further down the bar, her brow wrinkled in distaste, as though she’d had the misfortune to encounter a horrid smell.
“Righto, Millie.” He nods and turns his back to me.
“It’s… it’s Maggie…” I attempt to correct him but my voice trails off as I notice the woman lift her immense frame from its place and waddle towards me.
“You not having anything with it?” She says. Her voice is low, her croak carrying a hint of what I recognise as a Welsh accent.
I lift my eyes slightly, keeping my head bent.“A lime please.”
A smirk pulls at Malcolms lips as the woman lets out a bellowing laugh, before falling into a fit of coughing. “Chuck some vodka in.” She manages to wheeze.
Malcolm raises an eyebrow and I nod slightly, hoping my silence will drive the beast away from my side. She orders another drink for herself and takes the barstool beside me, her fat spilling over her skirt and brushing against my arm. I shiver.
“You don’t talk much.” She says. “I ‘spose I’ll speak for both of us. I’m Ronnie.”
I take a sip of my drink, the unfamiliar taste of vodka burning my tongue. “Maggie.”
“You just moved here?” I nod. “Where from?”
“I’ve lived all over the place.”
“And why’s that, Maggie?”
I shrug, “My parents moved a lot.” A lie. “For work.” Another lie.
“Oo, very well travelled!” I hear a door open behind me and she calls out to the newest customer, “Joey! This one here's a globetrotter!”
Joey leans against the bar on the other side of me, “Sorry about my Mam, she’s been here since lunch.”
This time, when I stay silent, it’s because I forget how to speak. My thoughts abandon me beyond what I see before me, who I see before me. A scattering of stubble across a well-carved jaw, deep brown eyes, lips that stretch into a wide grin, displaying straight but slightly off-white teeth. I force myself to smile back as best I can, feel the corners of my mouth turn upwards slightly before drooping once more.
Ronnie’s heavy arm rests across my shoulders, “I’m not bothering her! Am I, Maggie?”
I shake my head quickly, take another gulp of my drink. I need it for confidence.
“You want another?” Joey gestures to my glass, which I realise is now empty. My head buzzes slightly.
“I should sleep. I’ve had a busy day.” I feel unsteady on my feet as they meet the floor. Pathetic. Malcolm and Ronnie utter their goodbyes, but only one voice sticks out to me.
“Good night, Mags.” Joey’s voice calls as I retreat up the stairs to my flat. My head buzzes more loudly.

That night, I drift away thinking about the sea, about men with eyes so deep you could fall into them, about women with voices like frogs, and about clear liquids that numb your senses.











364 Days Until

I take a bite of bacon as I add the final addition to my canvas. It shows a frog perched upon a lilypad, partially hidden amongst the settled mist of the foggy morning, the surrounding water reflecting the bleakness of the early hours.
The smell of my breakfast remains in the room, a dirty frying pan left beside the sink. I’ll clean it later. Today is for me.

Outside, the weather emulates that of my painting, the sea barely visible from the sand dunes, the furthest part of the beach stretching out into obscurity. I shiver in my trench coat as I step onto the sand, squinting my eyes against the grains that fly towards me and sting my face.

I never came to the beach as a child, never ventured further than the park at the end of our road, where needles and broken glass lay scattered amongst the overgrown grass and hedges. But I made the best of it. The slide after heavy rain was the most dangerous roller coaster in the world, one tackled by only the most courageous. The locked gates of the park in the early morning was a high security prison, and I had to make my escape into the great unknown. And the swings, oh - the swings! The swings made me fly. I turned into a bird and spread my wings for the first time, diving from them and plummeting to the ground. But it was okay - Mother Bird picked me up, she dressed my wounds in leaves and warmed me with her feathers as I cried. She always held me until I was okay.

Wiping at my eyes, I venture further along the beach, in search of my desired location. The note Malcolm left outside my door this morning said there had been a response to my advertisement in the window of the pub, requesting a painting of the firepit that he claims has been dug out between some rocks near the end of the bay. That’s all the information I have to complete my quest in finding this mysterious pit. I’ll find it today, and I’ll begin tomorrow.

The wind picks up and a few drops of rain slowly run down my forehead and eventually into my eyes. I blink a few times, to no avail. And then,
“Shit.” I grit my teeth and rub at my sore elbow, which made contact with the rock as I fell into the ditch. No, not ditch. The firepit.
I brush charcoal from my trousers and stand up, observing it. It’s smaller than I’d imagined - just a cluster of rocks with a burnt out campfire in the centre. How underwhelming.
Regardless, I pull out my camera and snap a photograph. The image is blurry and pixelated. At times like this, I really miss owning a phone.

Back in the pub, I sit at the bar. It’s still early but the regular patrons are already there, settling down for their first pints of many.
“Vodka and coke?” Malcolm asks from where he restocks the fridge with bottles I’ve never cared to notice before, their labels reading Lager or Mixed Berry.
I shake my head, “Water. Please.”
He smirks as the sound of clinking ice and the steady flow of tap water emerges from the sink below the bar, before placing the glass in front of me.
“Wait!” He says, as I go to pick it up.
I freeze, eyeing my drink. Did I do something wrong? Did I forget to pay? I forgot to say thank you - that must be it.
Before I can speak, a slice of lime slides into my drink, nestling amongst the ice cubes. I look up to meet Malcolms grinning face, “I always remember what my favourite customers like!”
“Oh, a new favourite?” That familiar growl crawls over my skin as Ronnie speaks, floorboards creaking under her as she plods towards the bar. “And here I thought you cared more for loyalty than long legs and perky tits.”
I grit my teeth, fixing my eyes on the bar and wishing I’d stayed on the beach a little longer. Perhaps long enough for the tide to wash me away so I’d never have to face this creature of a woman again.
Malcolm just laughs, but the sound seems forced, “You know you’ll always be my favourite, Ronnie. A drink?”
“You know it.” Her tone has eased slightly now so I attempt to escape, draining the water and quietly sliding it back onto the bar, my feet resting on the floor as quietly as possible and-
“Not so fast, you!” Ronnie says, linking her arm through mine. How can that woman move so quickly? She pulls me back onto the barstool and I feel her eyes boring into mine.
“How’s my Joey’s painting coming along?” She slurps at her drink, a honey coloured liquid that I can smell from here. “I told him he’s paying far too much for a couple of paints splashed onto a piece of paper, but there’s no telling him! And he wouldn’t fork out for a portrait of me, no way…”

Her voice trails away as I try to decipher my thoughts. The commission is from Joey? The Joey from last night, with the dark eyes and the magnetic smile, the one who occupied my thoughts until unconsciousness captured me.
“Well?” She nudges me hard, and I have to grab onto the bar to keep myself steady. “When should he pick it up?”
“Tomorrow.” I whisper. “I can have it finished by tomorrow.”












363 Days Until

It doesn’t look right. The sand is too yellow, the firepit too unkempt.
I dig the palms of my hands into my eyes and breathe slowly. What is going on? It’s not a particularly difficult piece - just an old fire pit surrounded by a patch of sand and cluster of rocks. Pathetic.

I rise from my perch and head to the window, resting my forehead against the cold glass. Two hours. I have two hours until Ronnie will storm her way up here, demanding her son’s artwork be delivered to him. Perhaps he will come with her, and I’ll have to watch as his face turns sullen and he reluctantly passes over an envelope of ten pound notes.
The night passed without sleep, and the morning light reflects upon the rapidly growing puddles on the concrete outside the pub. I wonder if Malcolm’s awake yet.

I pad downstairs, still in last night’s clothes and my tatty slippers. To my surprise, Malcolm is already awake and standing beside a table with his back to me, seemingly focused on the task at hand.
“Malcolm?” I say, hesitantly.
He jumps as though he’s been snapped out of a trance. “Hey! It’s… it’s pretty early. Is everything okay?”
I nod, “I’ve been working on Joey’s piece. It’s not going well. And I, well, I wondered if you’d take a look at it. It’s okay if you’re busy.” Of course, what was I thinking? He has a business to run! He’s far too preoccupied to come and peek at my silly paintings.

“I’ll make you a deal.” He raises an eyebrow and steps aside so that I can see the table fully. Upon it, there are layers of pink bunting, a cake and bowls of icing, and a selection of sweets. “You help me set up for this party, I’ll help with your painting.”
I hesitate. How long will this take? But I see no other option. “Sure.”

“I didn’t know you hosted parties here.” I say as I hang the final piece of bunting over a nail that’s been hammered into the wall above the bar.
Malcolm shrugs. “It’s not uncommon. But it’s my daughter’s eighth birthday, and she’s coming over from the mainland specially for it. I wanted to make everything special for her.”
I nearly choke on thin air, “You have a kid?” He can’t be that much older than me, surely.
“I was a young dad. Had her at seventeen. She lives on the mainland with her Mum.” His voice seems sad, and I try to look busy as I shovel variations of sweets into little pink bags.
He sniffs, before bounding over to me. “Hey! Why don’t you get started on decorating that cake, and I’ll go check on your painting.”
He starts up the stairs before I have time to respond. I can only shout, “What do you want on it?”
“Free reign!” He retorts.

Unsure of what to do, I cover the sponge in pale buttercream. That’s a safe option. Okay… now what? Pink!
I begin to pipe pink buttercream around the outside of the cake in shell-like swirls, then an eight on the top of it in the same icing. I’m in the swing of it now, so I add in some red colouring and add dainty roses around the number.
I’ve never decorated a cake before - birthdays were never a big event for my family growing up, just an excuse to go to the local pub, another reason for me to hide away in my bedroom.

“Wow!” Malcolm makes me jump, exactly as he did earlier this morning. “Wow to the cake and the painting.”
I blush. “Really? I feel like it’s missing something.”
“And I know what.” He places his hand on my back and guides me to the door of the pub, opening it so that the wind and rain hits us suddenly. “I have it on good authority that Joey rarely used the firepit, and instead used to hide in a tarpaulin beneath the rocks whenever it rained and he needed to hide from his Mother. I’m sure most of the memories he has of it are when the weather was like this.”
I gasp and wrap my arms around my landlord. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

He begins to pour me a vodka and coke as I reemerge from upstairs - with a lime, of course - accompanied by Ronnie and Joey. While they take a seat at the bar, he shoots me a quick thumbs up and I breathe a sigh of relief. He was right. Joey loved the painting; the charcoal blowing in the wind, the damp sand darkened by rain, the slither of blue tarpaulin in the corner of the image. Even Ronnie grudgingly slipped me an extra ten pounds and patted me on the shoulder.
Joey looked even more handsome this morning - rugged, as though he’d been dragged from a deep sleep. His voice was groggy and his eyes blurry. So, so handsome.

“I needed this.” I whisper to Malcolm as I sip my drink.
“You deserve it.” He says, smirking. “You look exhausted.”
I nod. “I didn’t sleep.”
“Finish that and then off to bed.” He orders mockingly. I obey anyway and within minutes I am back in my bedroom, tearing off my clothes and falling into a deep sleep.










Reflective Essay
Word Count: 1690

For my extended piece of writing, I worked on a piece entitled ‘The Year of Painting’, which I aspire to develop until it is fit to send to publishers.
Before beginning, I created a ‘mood board’ using the app ‘Pinterest’[footnoteRef:0], in which I collected several images that encapsulated the aesthetic and atmosphere I wished to create; most of these were dark images, photographs of rough seas at night, and one of a pool of blood leaking through a thick layer of snow. This image in particular inspired the first sentence of my piece: “There’s blood in the snow”, and the painting which is created within the first chapter. I also plan to conclude the novel with the same sentence, but in reference to a scene experienced personally by the protagonist, rather than a piece of artwork created by her. [0:   https://uk.pinterest.com/ ] 

Although it is not evident at the beginning of the novel, this is the technique of foreshadowing, as it interweaves clues of the story’s ending throughout the prose, unacknowledged by the reader until the very end. This technique can be seen in ‘Twilight’[footnoteRef:1] by Stephanie Meyer, where the protagonist - Bella Swan - compares the difficulty of life to the peacefulness of death, which could be seen as predicting her eventual fate of giving up her mortal life to become a creature of death, a vampire. [1:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/41865.Twilight ] 


The story will take place over the period of a year, which is why each chapter begins with the counting down of days from 365. I believe this will build suspense and curiosity amongst readers as to what occurs when they reach the chapter ‘0 Days Until’.
I have felt the effect of this method in my own reading, when I was drawn into the world of ‘Looking For Alaska’[footnoteRef:2] by John Green, in which each chapter counts down the days until the death of the protagonist’s love interest, Alaska Young. However, after her death, Green continues the novel, which I will not be doing as it will be the first person narrator who faces her fate. [2:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/99561.Looking_for_Alaska ] 


Thus far within the story, I feature four characters, and aim to maintain this in order to develop each individual to the point of familiarity to the reader and display the complexities that appear in real life people, rather than using many shallow characters to move the story forward.
The protagonist, Maggie, is an orphan in her young twenties, trying to leave her past of abuse and tragedy behind her. She paints to make a living, but her relationship with this creation is complex, as it is not only a relief for her but also a source of her stress, which can be seen in the chapter ‘363 Days Until’, in which she loses sleep over trying to create the perfect piece for the man she is falling for, Joey. One inspiration for Maggie is drawn from the character Kenna Rowan in ‘Reminders of Him’[footnoteRef:3] by Colleen Hoover, who is also trying to make a new life for herself, correcting the mistakes and shame of her past, while also revealing her history throughout the novel rather than exposing it all at once. On reflection, I believe the scene where Kenna meets her love interest, Ledger Ward, subconsciously influenced some of the interactions between my characters, Maggie and Malcolm, and so I must ensure there are distinguishable differences between the two pieces, which may warrant my rereading of ‘Reminders of Him’ in order to create comparisons between this novel and my own writing. [3:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/58341222-reminders-of-him ] 


I used the character of Maggie to challenge myself, as she differs greatly from me in many ways. The obvious being that she is an artist, whereas my abilities are below-par in this area; however, she is also incredibly shy and meek, which are not characteristics I have myself. This means that when seeing the world from her perspective, I must consider how somebody other than myself may react to different situations and characters.
This can be seen mainly in her aversion to Ronnie, who is a gruff and demanding woman, and often appears at the most inopportune moments, much to Maggie’s despair.

One way in which I could unveil the difficulty of Maggies past would be to have her discuss it with another character, such as Malcolm or Joey, or through the use of flashbacks, such as in ‘The Handmaid's Tale’[footnoteRef:4] by Margaret Attwood. An advantage of this is that it would provide more context to my audience about why Maggie acts and reacts in the way she does to interactions such as Malcolm informing her of his daughter’s birthday, or to Ronnie’s description of her “long legs and perky tits”. [4:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/34454589-the-handmaid-s-tale ] 

Despite this, I have opted to reveal snippets of information throughout the novel, which will provide a full picture of her past by the final chapter. I’ve made this decision as it will keep the flow of the story fresh, while also inviting the reader deeper into the life of my protagonist and allowing them to make their own predictions about what pushes her to make the devastating decision that she undertakes in the final chapter of the novel.
Another reason for this is that by seeing the world through the eyes of a character, you are most likely to empathise with them and develop the same feelings that they experience at different points in the novel. I found myself experiencing this while reading ‘The Secret History’[footnoteRef:5] by Donna Tartt, feeling as though I was there alongside Richard as he shivered in his bedroom throughout the winter, the confusion he faces after taking a painkiller from an unreliable character in the novel, the nausea that he feels upon awakening after a night in Francis’ country house. [5:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/29044.The_Secret_History?from_search=true&from_srp=true&qid=eae5GAcDSp&rank=1 ] 


To this point in the planning and writing of my extended piece, I have attempted to apply several skills and techniques taught to me so far in my degree.
One example of this is the use of a Three Act Structure, which can be seen in ‘The Hunger Games’[footnoteRef:6] by Suzanne Collins, as well as a majority of other well-known novels. The way in which I’ll apply this to my work is by separating my loosely outlined plan into three distinct acts. The first act will be made up of world building, Maggie forming connections with Malcolm and Joey, several paintings being created which will reflect Maggie’s mental state at the time, and her growing feelings towards Joey. [6:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/2767052-the-hunger-games ] 

In the second act, the first conflict emerges when Joey travels back to the mainland to visit friends, which throws Maggie out of sorts. Her anxious reaction to this change is an opportunity to display certain facts about her past, such as her parents’ habit of leaving her alone for weeks at a young age. This is also the stage of the novel where her binge drinking becomes more common and her art begins to suffer. As the day of Joey’s return moves closer, she begins to become herself again, much to the relief of the worried Malcolm. But Joey is accompanied by a surprise: his new boyfriend.
The third act will be the process of Maggie attempting to sort through her emotions through the use of alcohol and other substances, supplied to her by an array of dodgy and unreliable figures. Nearing the end of the novel, she returns to her art but begins to produce disturbing and manic pieces, and we learn that she has begun to hallucinate and dream of the day she found each of her parent’s dead bodies after their own battles with substances. Her final straw is when she begins to imagine a baby crying and believes that it’s an omen that she has been impregnated by one of the shadowy figures she sees lingering over her bed at night, which is what pushes her to head into the woods on the final snowy morning of her life and commit one final act, hence the ending sentence ‘There’s blood in the snow”.

As the title for this module is ‘Popular Fiction’, which revolves around common genres within the world of Literature at this time - including Historical fiction, Crime fiction and Fantasy - I decided that a piece of this nature would be appropriate to work on for several reasons.
Firstly, mental health has always been a popular topic in fiction, such as in the aforementioned ‘The Secret History’ by Donna Tartt, which discusses themes such as substance abuse, and ‘The Bell Jar’[footnoteRef:7] by Sylvia Plath, which focuses on depression and suicide. Because of this, I felt that the themes woven throughout my work in progress - or, rather, the themes I plan to include within it in the future - fit comfortably within the category of popular fiction, specifically in psychological fiction. [7:  https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/56616095-the-bell-jar?ref=nav_sb_ss_1_12 ] 

Secondly, I wish to write for older teenagers and adults, and I believe that the topics discussed in my piece would be both relatable and relevant to this demographic, as my protagonist will struggle with several mental health issues throughout the novel, including substance abuse, depression, and anxiety disorder, the latter of which has been reported to inflict its wrath upon 5.5% of 15 to 19 year olds.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health#:~:text=Emotional%20disorders&text=Anxiety%20disorders%20(which%20may%20involve,an%20anxiety%20disorder%20(1). ] 


This piece is very close to me, as I have personally struggled with my mental health without seeking help, similarly to the protagonist, although not as deeply as she does throughout the final act of the novel. Additionally, I have experienced the effects of substance abuse upon loved ones and would like to explore how witnessing such things in early life can affect how you grow and view life as you progress into adulthood, and what happens when a fresh start turns sour and inescapable, which is how I have viewed my University journey at my lowest times. My hope for this novel is that it will not only provide clarity and perspective for me, but also for others who are struggling or have in the past. However, this is not my only target demographic, as I hope that even those who cannot relate to any of my characters, will be able to take some kindness and understanding from my writing, and take it into their real lives.
