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Out of Place
‘You just lie there.’ She switched on the lamp, ‘some guard dog, you are. How you can sleep with this riot going on, is beyond me?’
Ruth was alone, she had been for a year. She had several close friends who invited her away with them, but as grateful as she was, she had declined. She felt out of sorts, unsure of herself. She and her husband, Archie had never been apart all their fifty years. This was her first holiday without him. Her first trip alone. Ruth was restless the night before, and her hands trembled at the wheel for the whole journey. Stopping whenever she could, to calm herself. ‘I don’t think I can do this.’ She was tearful as she looked at jiffy,
Ruth was in her sixties, her hair, styled in a short, silver bob. She had a rosy complexion due to her daily, brisk walks with Jiffy and She walked with light springy steps which made her seem younger than her years. 
Barefoot in her pyjamas, she reached for her moss green, woolly cardigan, slipping her arms through and wrapping it closely about her.  She gave the pocket a tap and the box of matches rattled against her glasses. ‘I must be strong.’ She told herself. ‘I don’t need a cigarette.’ She made her way down the narrow stairs in the glow of the lamp, to the living room where the fire was still burning, casting flickering shapes on the Chinese rug, and the patterned wallpaper danced with life, yet the room had a sense of stillness, like a spinning top - spinning, soundless. Turning sharply, she saw for the first time the portrait of a boy, holding a white, wiry dog, placed on the wall in an alcove. The shaded eyes seemed fixed on hers. 
 ‘Come closer.’ The boy seemed to call. Ruth shook her head, wobbled and losing her balance, she fell.
	
Ruth remained still, too afraid to move, she kept her eyes tightly closed. The earthly whiff of soil, with the cold and damp filled her senses. She held her breath and listened. 
Silence.
She strained to recall what had happened. Shivering in the blackness she held her face in her hands and sobbed, until abruptly interrupted by a thump: followed with a scuffle and scratching. 
‘Jiffy?’ She held her breath. She recognised the clink, of his silver tag. ‘Jiffy.’ she whispered again. With that her face was swamped with wet sticky tongue. Her dog had followed her to the bottom of somewhere - a dark place.
Relieved, she held him tightly, almost squeezing the breath out of him. Jiffy wriggled frantically out of her enthusiastic grip, in fear of being squeezed to death. 
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to crush you.’ Her eyes were blurry as she struggled to see in the darkness. She paused, and realised the alcove was a secret doorway and the second key must fit that door. Jiffy was sniffing at her feet which reminded her she needed to get back.
She coughed to release the dust from her throat and began to brush herself down, she wiped her face, then her hair. her neck itched and she scratched all over.  Ruth imagined shiny black cockroaches, creeping into her ears, up her nose. Into her mouth and panic took over her.
She shifted from one foot to the other, increasing the speed of slapping and brushing. ‘Something’s crawling over me.’ She screamed, scratching wildly at her head. 
Then, stumbling forward, her arm scraped the stone. Stopping her abruptly against a cold wall, she slid to the ground. Her heart banging in her chest like a hammer. 
‘Thank God my skin isn’t crawling anymore.’  Jiffy found her side and climbing onto her lap he curled himself like a ball, resting his head on her arm. The shadows’ quiet presence felt comforting somehow. Jiffy whined, and she sighed and closed her eyes. The day’s events occupied her thoughts. She questioned why she had chosen to take a break at all, but she had been feeling tired, and bored with her life. 
The idea came out of blue, she looked for ideas online, suddenly, there it was, a lovely, white-washed cottage, in Wales. The photograph showed a small wildflower garden, surrounded by woodland and open fields. With Jiffy, in mind, she made the booking. 
Ruth parked her car outside the gate and at once thought someone should find the time to clear up the smelly brown mush littering the garden path. The owners surely? Ruth was feeling uneasy. Jiffy sensed this watching her closely.
 She studied the wide door. The flaking white paint. A pair of iron hinges, black and coiling, gave the door presence. ‘Come on, we’re here now’ she told herself. Jiffy sniffed the undergrowth, his nose fixed, deep in leaf litter, he was completely oblivious. Ruth let him carry on. 
She took the pair of smooth iron keys from under the terracotta pot, near the stone step, as instructed by the agent. The keys clanged. She chose one, it jarred, but the other turned well then clicked loudly. Wood and metal scraped, as the door opened. She studied the two keys in her hand, both different, then feeling the cold, she gave them no more thought. 
Jiffy followed her quicky in fear of being left out in the bitter wind, and Ruth closed the door, placing the heavy keys on an oak side table, next to the lamp which she switched on.
The living area was exactly like the pictures online, with an open fire and stone surround. Baskets of wood; burnt orange and mustard throws covering the dark red sofa, with scattered rugs gracing oak flooring. One end of the room, a staircase led to the bedrooms, to the other, a cream kitchen with granite worktops, and an old oak door, leading to the garden. She shivered as the temperature dropped. 
‘I need a cuppa.’ She said, glancing out of the window. Steely clouds were gathering reducing the light to a threatening grey. A storm was on its way. Jiffy, whined, and gave her his wanting stare of a biscuit. Ruth answered his thoughts as she pulled out his favourite bites from her bag. Jiffy gave a high-pitched bark. 
Her bags were awkward, as she carried them all, at the same time, through the old door, scraping and bumping as she heaved them through. They dropped heavily.  She still hadn’t had that cupper, she sighed. She did this a lot, sighing and talking aloud. Friends had made comments, her answer was, ‘She wasn’t talking to herself; she was talking to Jiffy.’ She had felt Judged. ‘You can’t possibly do that. Not on your own.’ Others told her, frequently. It was so, annoying. Even if she did have her doubts, and felt she was being watched in case she lost her mind. ‘Are you sure you’ll be ok. You can stay with us for as long as you need.’ She didn’t need watching. She wanted to be on her own. Left alone. 
A note was left near the kettle, with her name written in capitals, it was from the agent. ‘Extra Wood and kindling, provided, with firelighters. Spare matches on mantle above fireplace. P.S. an engineer will call early in the morning, to check on the central heating. Sorry for the inconvenience…’
 Ruth dropped the creased note back onto the tabletop. ‘Typical.’ She stared at the empty hearth and thought how long it had been since she had made up a fire. Jiffy watched from his blanket, his ears hanging.  
The idea of making up a fire using kindling, and newspaper excited her. Ruth knelt at the grate and memories flooded back. Several attempts later, Ruth stood warming her blackened hands and not a firelighter in sight. She was feeling very proud, and Jiffy, gripping a piece of his blanket between his teeth, dragged it closer for a warm. 
Water trickling provoked images of a cool flowing river, of a time, several decades earlier.
 Ruth was with friends beside a river. It was a bright, warm day. An attractive spot, a gathering place. They were ready, in their costumes, huddling self-consciously, thinking about going in; The water was cold. Ruth edged into the shallow. It was fresh, her muscles tightened, as she forced each step, and her smile. Suddenly, another group came running to the bank, calling; daring each other. 
She knew some of their faces from school, all a little older than her. Instinctively she plunged herself into the cold. She gasped. 
Laughter rang, while water showered and sprayed as the boys dive-bombed into the river. She edged to the side of the bank and watched. Bodies were splashing, thrilled with excitement. She blushed but didn’t move.
She remembered the girl. Her brown hair, mid length, she wasn’t pretty, exactly. She had long legs. 
The girl was laughing as she watched a boy climbing out of the water and onto the edge, near Ruth. She watched him smiling back at the girl. He obviously liked her. He was showing off his diving techniques which was working, on Ruth, at least. 
She remembered his face, his gentle, smiling eyes reflecting the blue light of the sky. His hair was fine waves dripping over his wide grin. He dived and swam to the girl. 
Ruth saw him. He hadn’t noticed her. Not then.
Cold droplets touched her cheek; she brushed them away. Reality kicked in. The walls were damp, and she nudged Jiffy off her lap. He was reluctant, as he stretched in gradual movements, he yawned. The matches in her pocket rattled along with her glasses. Feeling excited she put them on then she struck a match. The walls glistened. The match burned quickly, and she drew another. Sulphur filled her nose. She quickly realised that she needed to conserve these. She needed a fire. Jiffy flopped to the ground. She collected twigs, and moss, as much as she could find, and the tissues from her pockets. 
Ruth warmed the moss inside her clothes, a tip her father had shown her when she was a child. He was the outdoors type, practical. She thought about their walks through their local woods, how she’d hold his hand and stretch her face upwards to study him. ‘Now Ruth, always have dry moss and flint with you.’ He had told her, but she never did this. 
However, she had matches. It took more than she remembered but she managed to get a fire started. She was very pleased with herself and thought, how Dad would be impressed.
  A tunnel emerged in the fire light, much narrower than she had thought. The roof was low, a foot, or so above her head.’ She reached up. It was covered in roots and spider web. Not crawlies and black pats as she had imagined and not a vast cavern where she would be lost, forever. She felt foolish but relieved and vowed never to watch another horror film. Until the next time. Jiffy watched her wide eyed.
Ruth breathed slowly. The narrow tunnel was cut out of rock with no other pathways that she could tell. This was good she felt, but not sure what to do next, she took a small bone lying near her feet, one Jiffy had discarded, and she scraped, X on the wall, to mark her present location. Just in case. She wasn’t sure of what.  Ruth poked the fire, with the thin animal bone, Jiffy drooled. Ruth rested her head on her arm and Jiffy nuzzled next to her. The flames flickered and she drifted off.  
Archie filled her dreams. He was smiling his lovely wide smile. Then, his smile became laughter, which turned throaty. Hate seeped from his eyes like a bleeding wound. His face in hers. Ruth woke in a sweat. ‘He knew.’ She breathed. 
Several summers before, they took holiday in, North Wales, a short stay at a lodge in Snowdonia. Archie booked it. She wanted a city break, the theatre, historical tours, for a change, but Archie persuaded her, Jiffy would prefer the mountains. Woodland walks with Jiffy, breath-taking views, striking waterfalls, and dog friendly pub stops. And for the most part, it was enjoyable.
It was the first time, Ruth noticed something odd. They were seated at a bench, after a long walk with Jiffy, finishing their drinks. Jiffy had wandered off, he was following his nose, a rabbit, probably, when Archie became angry, he was shouting, blaming her for not watching his dog. Feeling very embarrassed she went to find Jiffy, who wasn’t far away, with his head in a hole. 
She had never known Archie raise his voice before. He was always patient and calm in situations.
The incident was never mentioned again, and Archie was himself, for a time anyway, but that was the beginning. Time passed and tests revealed, Archie had dementia. 
For a while, Ruth was numb. Going along with the flow, trying to fit into their new routine of life. The temper tantrums. Plates, smashed, food splattered at walls. Lamps smashed because they were too bright. Abusive one minute, sorry the next. Forgotten names, forgotten friends.
 Jiffy jumped up. The glowing embers were barely alight, and she added more stick. She sat back and found herself talking aloud. Jiffy, and the solemn shadows listened.
‘You knew, I resented you.’
Silence.
‘We were going to travel the world. I’d paint, you’d write. But then, you...’ She stopped. Then, screamed. Projecting her anger at the miss-shapes watching from behind jagged crevices… ‘BLOODY, DAMN, DEMENTIA.’ 
Silence.
‘You’ve NOTHING to say.’ 
Silence. 
‘I hate you!’  
The fire crackled.
‘It took you and everything I loved about you - gone.’ She bent her head. 
 ‘Who are you?’ you asked? My heart broke.  
‘We were supposed to be together always. Laughing together, you, teasing me.
Ruth paced in front of the fire, which stirred in response to her agitation. Jiffy lay still with his small, brown ears pinned back.  
Archie had become angrier, lashing out. He mentioned another, Ruth had sobbed till her throat pained as though she had swallowed a jagged ball, and it was stuck fast. 
She couldn’t care for her husband anymore; it wasn’t safe for him at home. He couldn’t go out for a walk, or to the pub.  She knew he wanted too, desperately. The doors were locked, like a prison, and she was his jailor.
One afternoon, His feet were ice blue. He had forgotten how to dress, like a child, and Ruth had lost him. She was frantic. Anyone would be losing their child. 
Ruth cried all the time, in secret. Jiffy was always close; he missed his master terribly. Their walks, the sneaky treats. Ruth smiled remembering. ‘He’ll get a belly.’ And Archie would grin his happy grin.
Ruth paced back and forth. Her thoughts were racing, retracing.
The home was good for him. The care, excellent. Archie seemed to like it there. Ruth watched him smile at the other residents, wave at the staff. There was a nurse. ‘My Lilly,’ he called her. A girl he once knew. Perhaps. 
Ruth searched for anything to burn. Dry leaves crumbled in her hands, and she threw them onto the flames watching the paper leaf shapes glow and float on air like tiny lanterns, then she watched as their light faded away. She banked the fire, stretching out her hands to feel the warmth. 
 Ruth thought her husband had been happy, but sometimes the terrors came, and he would cry bitterly. ‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘I know you; I think…’ 
She would tell him her name, I’m Ruth, your friend.’  Hoping it may trigger a memory of her.  He understood friend but not wife, and she didn’t want to upset him by trying to explain. Because she was his friend. She’d do anything for him. 
Archie complained his head didn’t feel the same. He looked sad, confused. Ruth told him, ‘We all get a little head shot sometimes.’  She would hold his hand and they’d laugh loudly. Those were good days.’
Sobbing sounds echoed through the tunnel. Ruth sat at the fire side, lulled by the flickering sounds, her breath was shallow. She felt trapped and scared, and she fell into a restless sleep. Jiffy nuzzled under her arm. 
 Scratching sounds woke Ruth who scrambled to her feet in fear. ‘Rats!’ She cried. Jiffy, shocked out of his doze; rushed around in circles, snarling wildly then he sped away. Feeling annoyed, she felt her way along the cold rock, praying to see open sky.  The dirt and stone scratched her feet. She was cold to the bone. 
 She saw herself, pale, and limp, lying on a porcelain floor. She closed her eyes. ‘I won’t give in, not this time.’ She gasped. ‘I don’t want to die.’ 
Ruth followed echoes of Jiffy scratching and sniffing, and put all thoughts of rats, and dying to one side, it was her feet, throbbing and sore, which plagued her now. She remembered, Archie, was always barefoot. His feet were long and wide, like Frodo Baggins. He thought this funny calling himself, Archie Baggins. He wanted a hobbit house, in the woods,’ just the three of them.
Ruth felt a pull at her pyjama and the cold wet nose of Jiffy who was whining with excitement. She bent low and ruffled his head. Something touched her toes. Jiffy often brought her small birds and animals, as presents. She recognised the soft hair of a lifeless, something.  At home she would return these gifts to the bottom of the garden, under the lavender. She took a breath to calm her nerves, moving sideways to avoid the dead thing.  
Hazy light in the short distance caught her attention and Ruth was stumbling towards the dim haze shining through an opening above her head, covered loosely with tangled brambles. She stretched her arm, but it was just out of her reach. 
She groaned. 
She dug her fingers into the wall to gain hold. The loose, stones fell away in a mass of stone and dust, and Ruth with it, landing heavily on her back. Jiffy nudged her. She moved, sloth like, leaning on her grazed arms, she stared upwards, as dull speckles of light shone down. 
The greyness of light hinted it was early morning. She rolled onto her knees, and she sat up, clouds of dust filled her eyes. She was weary with exhaustion. ‘So close.’ She whispered. Ruth eased herself against the wall. Jiffy joined her, washing her face and eyes with his tongue, then she rubbed them until tears came and she let them fall. A whole year worth, it felt.
 Above her head, twisted amongst the tangled brambles, were shiny black berries hanging, like marbles. Ruth thought how they looked like deadly nightshade. She recognised the black berries from her walks with her father and knew the berries were highly poisonous if eaten and can be fatal.  She covered her face to hide Archies last days. 
Ruth watched Archie deteriorate more every day. His memories, gone. The life in his eyes glazed over. His voice, empty. He wanted to die, but he couldn’t.
Ruth had wanted her husband to die. If she could have given him a pill to end his suffering she would have done. She shook with despair. The waiting was too hard. She had almost wanted to put the pillow over your face – ‘please forgive me.’ she begged, rocking herself, back and forth. She had wanted the suffering to stop. Then, it did.  Archie was gone, and she was glad. 
It was over. 
Ruth sat for a long time in the dimness of the fractured light. She lifted her eyes to the dark berries, hovering. Taunting her. 
 ‘I wanted to die.’ She confessed. Jiffy pawed her and she automatically rested her arm over his back.
Archie had returned to her every night after that. Ruth was desperate. She lay with the pills in her hand, and a bottle of rum. She didn’t remember anything. Jiffy had brought her round. Licking her as he does when he wants attention. She had collapsed on the marble floor. The rum had wiped her out, and the pills had fallen, unopened to her side. She was too drunk to release the lid. 
Tears flowed down her face like a stream. ‘I miss you. I miss us.’ She said in a hushed voice which trailed away leaving her body trembling. 
Jiffy’s whining brought Ruth round. She needed to get out. 
Scattered around her were large stones. She found one with a flattened edge, perfect to stand on, and one she could move. She rolled it, with great effort, against the side of the wall and pulled herself up, she began to move the brambles, which tore her hands. She winced but managed to clear enough aside, to see an overgrown path. She climbed down and reached for Jiffy holding him firmly. ‘You are going first.’ Jiffy froze. Ruth climbed up, wobbling a little, she wedged her body against the wall and lifted Jiffy out. He howled as he caught his paws on sharp thorns. Ruth gasped with relief.
 She looked into Jiffy’s eyes. ‘My turn.’ She said, as he pushed her arms through the hole anchoring them, then she rose on her toes. She dangled a moment, then heaved with all her strength, gripping at roots and stems which cut into her hands. 
Bit by bit she hauled herself till she lay flat on her stomach, breathless and exhausted. Her clothes all torn, dirty, and her body, scratched and bleeding. She was out. She had done it.
Jiffy pawed frantically willing Ruth to move. She got to her knees. There was still woody undergrowth surrounding her. Jiffy scurried through easily, Ruth followed, with dread. Luckily the area hidden was a small patch and she found herself on a stoney path, at the back of the cottage garden. She gasped with relief. Jiffy was already waiting at the back door.
 Stretched out on the sofa, a woolly blanket over her sore body. Ruth watched as jiffy snored in his bed next to the roaring fire, he looked peaceful, as if nothing had happened. 
She was bruised and battered. Her head felt the same. She had put salt in her bath. Another of her father’s tips. To draw out bruises and heal wounds. She flinched remembering, as the salty water stung her cuts but soon enough, she rested in the soothing warmth. 
Ruth held a glass of wine in her hand, as she watched the fire dance like red ribbons moving in a breeze. It was lucky she had forgotten to lock the back door, or they’d be left out in the cold, and the engineer would never have got in. She let out a chuckle. She had found a note from the engineer, left on the side table with the other, it read, ‘The boiler is up and running. Call agent if you have any questions. Thanks.’ 
She pulled her blanket up closer. The engineer had been and gone while was stuck in the tunnel under the cottage. He hadn’t noticed the open alcove or given a thought to no one being about. She sipped her wine.  
Jiffy watched her from his bed. His face resting on his paws. 
Ruth returned his gaze. She had been so afraid – of everything. Being on my own. Not wanting to go out or see anyone. Not wanting to live.
 Her escapade, throughout the night had seemed like a week had passed. Shadows playing with her mind, conjuring all sorts of emotions, playing tricks with her imagination. She had felt terror, had believed she would be lost forever. Her eyes stung as she thought of Jiffy who was always there for her.
Ruth let the previous hours of her day re-play like a film. She had built a fire from scratch, found her way out of a dark, tunnel, climbed out of a hole covered in brambles and poisonous berries.  She felt elated; high, as she sipped her wine. ‘I’ll book a holiday.’ She thought. ‘One of those adventure holidays. Where dogs are allowed. I won’t leave you behind.’ She said smiling at Jiffy.
Jiffy hid his head under his paws. 









Cai, My Red and White Welsh

‘Bring Cai over, with you. I haven’t seen him lately.’ I turned to my son. I had a feeling about, his dog, well, he is as much my dog really.
He was the one dog of a mongrel litter, half red and white Welsh, and half border collie, we couldn’t give away: 
Cai is best of both.
I took care of the litter after the pups were weaned., Homes were found but Cai, from the time he was born had made it very clear he was staying. He made himself known by shoving his siblings aside to be the first to greet me, the first for dinner, and always the first for a fuss, bounding up onto my chest and lick, licking, with his head slightly tilted to the side, and his ears, one red and white, on point, and the other folded. 
He was always listening and engaged as I chatted away, and not just to him, but to the whole group of pups, but it was all about Cai.
I named him Chubs McGhee. Chubs, for short. It came out of the blue, I guess because he was this fluff-ball of tan and white which made his head large like a bear. He was irresistible.
My son changed his name to Cai, but I still called him Chubs with affection. It became my pet-name for him, no pun intended.
They, all three dogs were the best of pals too, always rolling around together in play, holding each other’s nose between their jaws and growling, but with such gentleness - a joy to watch.
The three had nine years together sharing the finer things in life. Paddling after ducks, in muddy ponds, rolling in long grass, and basking in the warmth of the summer sunshine. 
On reflection, Cai was looking a little thin, but his personality was as bright as ever, still, I called the vet to give him the once over. My son agreed.
It was a fine day, a little fresh but the sky was clear, and off we went for a walk, across the street, with lines of houses. down the hill, past the park. Cai eyed a cat or two, his favourite, they eyed him too and they stealthily moved out of reach. We walked another steep hill, then through the doors of the vets. We were greeted with smiles and treats, not for me, mind, for Cai who looked longingly for more and more. 
In the consulting room Cai was examined all over with great care, the vet chatting easily. He is calm and loving all the attention. I watched her feel his under belly, under his tail, his throat, then she turned to me.
‘He has one week.’
‘One week!’  The shock was clear in my voice. How can this be?
The vet explained about tumours. Here, there, everywhere. I wasn’t taking this in. I had no clue. 
‘One week. How?’ I asked. ‘He was jumping and swimming in the pond, chasing ducks, just a week ago!’
She looked sympathetic. She sees this every day. ‘He is happy,’ she said. ‘His attitude is happy.’ She went on to explain that the kindest thing to do, was to put Cai to sleep.
She suggested five days of medication. This was to give my son time to decide, I realised, time to come round to the idea of Cai’s end. Continue with medication until the end. Or decide what day? As Cai would have to have an appointment.
‘One week!’
The vets would be closed to the public so there would be no interruptions. To show respect. I nodded a lot. I took the medication, filled in forms, made a payment and we walked out. He was still walking. How was this possible? 
I am too numb to shed one tear.
My dogs greeted us at the door. I smiled at their happy energy for each other, and as a treat I cut off chunks of cheese. This helped. Cai’s shining eyes told me he was happy to be home.
My son is distraught. 
‘One week!’ He cried bitterly. He blamed himself for upsetting his friend. My son gulped his pain and cwtched his Cai close.
The following days felt like everything was moving in slow-motion. 
Cai coughed up blood. He passed sticky black tar. Thankfully, the medication helped. But every day, the three would sit in a row together, waiting for a chunk of cheese, a biscuit, or anything that was going, really.
But despite the cancer running rampant throughout Cai, he always had that keen bright light in his eye just for you.
Friday. 
My son had to decide. Leave Cai on medication or end the suffering. 
I made the appointment.
 Cai and my son were attached at the hip, and he sobbed the whole weekend.
Monday.
It was a cool afternoon, no clouds. This time I drove the short distance. The vet was expecting us. We followed each other, Cai close to my son’s side, and we entered the stainless steel, consultation room. There was a multi-coloured blanket on the floor. The vet motioned us to sit with Cai. My son held his best friend.
I sat close and fussed Cai, smiling into his face and at the same time I felt incredible sadness. Does he know I wondered.  
The vet knelt on the blanket close to Cai, and she showed us this long tube of sticky sweetness, ‘It’s for Cai, a distraction.’ she said. ‘Are you ready!’  
 	Cai chewed away savouring the smell of syrup on his tongue...
‘Are you ready!’ She said, calling our focus. A syringe ready in her hand. 
Cai searched my son’s face. His toffee eyes large and bright. Then, they closed,
I wasn’t ready.

 
   

Reflective Journal

The Craft of Writing: Exploring Voice, Form, and Practice (HPEN7017)

I have drafted two portfolio pieces. Session one, writing the self, the object of session one, was to turn unmediated biography into an autobiographical sketch, I chose to write an autobiography, ‘Cai My Red and White Welsh’ which tells of my dog, Cai, and his last days, including my experience of this memory. 

The second, longer piece relates to session three. The character and the journey; memory, memory palaces and maps. The task was to draft a story in which a character encounters change. Out of Place Portrays the main character, Ruth who is recently widowed and has no children. She takes a holiday with her dog and has an unexpected accident. The sudden change takes her out of her comfort zone and forces her to face her darkest fears. 
 
Firstly, I will discuss Out of Place which is set in the present day, written in third person limited, using pronouns ‘he’. She,’ and/or ‘they’. The narrator’s only focus is the viewpoint of the main character, what Ruth is feeling and thinking. I followed the narrative style of, Joyce Carol Oates in The Widows, ‘She had the freedom to judge herself however she liked…’[footnoteRef:2]  And it is this method which I wanted Ruth’s inner experience to be known to the reader. [2:  Joyce Carol Oates, Night-Side: Eighteen Tales (Canada: Gollancz, 1977). P33] 

I considered first person character-narrator, but I felt this would restrict the readers access to information. Knowing only the point of view of the main character, using the pronoun ‘I’  Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving-Bell and the Butterfly ‘I HAD NEVER SEEN so many white coats in my little room’.[footnoteRef:3] Bauby wrote his memoir of his own deeply personal perspective, of Locked in syndrome. For the character Ruth I wanted the reader to have a wider perspective of her experiences. [3:  Jean-Dominique Bauby, The Diving Bell and the Butterfly: A Memoir of Life in Death (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1998). P15] 

Out of Place, is fiction but I have drawn on my own experiences to develop the story that the reader may relate to. Tanya L. Tromble, Fiction in Fact and Fact in Fiction in the Writing of Joyce Carol Oates writes ‘the distinctions between fiction, reality and experience are blurred.’[footnoteRef:4] I had to remember my experience and relate those appropriate emotions to the situation that the character is experiencing. Joyce Carol Oates has also used true life stories and uses her own experiences to develop her fiction. Also, Tanya L. Tromble writes ‘Oates’s fiction draws upon not only a variety of true crime news stories but also generally describes realistic situations and emotions’ [footnoteRef:5] I felt I was able to communicate my past situation and emotions through Ruth. [4:  Tanya Tromble, ‘Fiction in Fact and Fact in Fiction in the Writing of Joyce Carol Oates’, Bearing Witness: Joyce Carol Oates Studies, 2.1 (2015) <http://dx.doi.org/10.15867/331917.2.2>. P11.]  [5:  Tromble. p1] 

I chose the plot structure ‘voyage, and return’ because Ruth will encounter challenges while lost in the tunnel which she will overcome and return to her life a stronger person. Christopher Booker in The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories, writes ‘The essence of the Voyage and Return story is that its hero or heroine…travel out of their familiar, everyday ‘normal’ surroundings … where everything seems disconcertingly abnormal… feels threatened, even trapped: until eventually (usually by way of a ‘thrilling escape’) they are released…and can return to the safety of the familiar world where they began.’[footnoteRef:6] My aim was to achieve this plot structure. [6:  Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots: Why We Tell Stories (London; New York: Continuum, 2005).] 

Ruth is widowed, and in her sixties. She is youthful and wise but vulnerable and her self-esteem is low. I showed this through her actions. ‘Her hands trembled at the wheel…Stopping whenever she could’. And through her speech ‘I don’t think I can do this’. To convert her feelings of doubt in herself to the reader.
After a year of being alone she takes a holiday with her dog, Jiffy. The story is set in a rural part of North Wales in a charming cottage, with a secret door that leads to an underground tunnel. The tunnel is meant to reflect Ruth’s internal struggles, of feeling trapped in her loneliness and where she is forced to come to terms with her life and emotions ‘Ruth was alone, she had been for a year’. I related her situation to, Ursula Le Guin and her work, The Tombs of Atuan. In chapter 3 of The Prisoners, Le Guin creates the setting which reflects the inner challenges of the character. The description of Arha in the labyrinth reflects her feelings of loneliness and of her boredom. Le Guin writes ‘…the whole year passed, just as the years before…all the years of her life pass so? … Her boredom rose so strong…’[footnoteRef:7]  Ruth feels bored with her life, and she wants change. ‘She had been feeling tired and bored with her life.’ Feeling trapped reflects her situation in the tunnel which forces her to face her emotions. ‘She felt trapped and scared’. [7:  Ursula K. Le Guin, The Tombs of Atuan (London: Bantam Books, 1975). P154] 


Both, characters, Ruth, and Arha have similar viewpoints, from which their story is told, in third person narrative. I was drawn to, The Tombs of Atuan, The Prisoners which inspired me to develop the setting for Out of Place using a tunnel as the main location for Ruth’s experiences. 

I explored two possible approaches to the key plot element. The first was to make the discovery of the tunnel a genuine experience and Ruth being of a rational mind. The second, where she falls unconscious after taking medication or alcohol, and imagines the experience. I chose the first because I wanted to explore how the impact of the physical challenges effects Ruth. I express this in her speech, Ruth wants tea and not alcohol as her first choice she says, ‘I need a cuppa’ also Ruth does not take prescribed medication and she is coherent when she falls and tries to analyse what happened. I explain this through her thoughts and actions. ‘She paused, and realised the alcove was a secret doorway and the second key must fit that door.’ 

In The Widows the character Beatrice is grief stricken after her husband’s death. She acts paranoid when questioned, ‘a crime of some kind, had been committed. Why, what did I say? … Did I say something? I don’t remember…it was the drug that asked these questions…drug – barbiturates.’[footnoteRef:8] Beatrice’s reactions, and her use of barbiturates shows her as unreliable, and may undermine the credibility of her experiences from the reader’s perspective, therefore, I chose not to use this approach in Out of Place. I wanted Ruth’s character to portray honest emotions, she is fragile and emotional but not of a weak state of mind. Tanya L. Tromble explains, Oates’ use of psychological realism. “Psychological realism” … is to say, the truth of emotion and felt experience, “states of mind [which are] real enough motions, moods, shifting obsessions, beliefs—though immeasurable”.[footnoteRef:9] I wanted to portray Ruth’s inner emotions as valid and authentic. [8:  Oates. P32]  [9:  Tromble. P1] 

 
The task given was to explore the order in which the story is presented by rearranging the narrative, taking the middle of a story, and placing it at the beginning. I applied the technique ‘media res.’  Joyce Carol Oates uses this technique effectively. The opening sentence of Carol Oates’ The Widows, Night-side reads ‘Why was she drawn to the telephone? – it was not ringing.’[footnoteRef:10]  The reader is immediately plunged into the middle of a scene, asking why? I use this method in the opening sentence. ‘‘You just lie there.’ She switched on the lamp, ‘some guard dog, you are. How you can sleep with this riot going on, is beyond me?’ [10:  Oates.p10] 

People do not process thoughts in a linear fashion. Joyce Carol-Oates writes in this disjointed way. In her work The Widows, Joyce Carol Oates uses third person perspective with an omnipresent narrator and writes in the past tense. Carol Oates The Widows, Night-side  writes, ‘One evening in late August she went to the telephone.’[footnoteRef:11]  As the narrative unfolds, between the two main characters, Oates inserts small hints with secret conversations to keep the reader intrigued. It becomes clear that past events are crucial to understanding, their future relationship. Carol Oates, uses dialogue, in the Widows, Night-side, such as ‘Obviously he fell in love with you, and I don’t blame him.’ This raises questions for the reader. I tried this technique, but I used the dream state to hint at Ruths shame. ‘Archie filled her dreams…Hate seeped from his eyes... He knew. She breathed.’  Moving forward, Ruth confesses to wanting to stop her husband’s suffering. ‘If she could have given him a pill to end his suffering.’   [11:  Oates. P63] 

Ursula Le Guin The Tombs of Atuan, uses the Labyrinth to reflect the character’s inner world. The labyrinth reflects Arha’s internal fears of the unknown and the excitement of something new, Ursula Le Guin, The Tombs of Atuan, The Prisoners, ‘At last! At last! I shall see my own domain at last!’[footnoteRef:12] I am inspired by this and I express this in Ruth’s excitement when she finds her glasses and matches in her pocket, ‘Feeling excited she put them on then she struck a match.’ Like Arha’s excitement and discovery of seeing her domain, so is Ruths discovery of her glasses and a box of matches. [12:  Oates. P154] 

I used triggers, water dripping, to provoke memories of Ruth’s first meeting with her husband at the riverside, and her bare feet reminds her of her of her husband’s feet. And how shadows cast by firelight emerge as her husband which draws out revelations. ‘Miss-shapes watching from behind jagged crevices… BLOODY, DAMN, DEMENTIA…I hate you!’  
I used descriptive imagery for the exterior and interior to create a visual experience for the reader. ‘Mouldy brown mush littering the garden path.’ The interior, ‘burnt orange and mustard throws …the dark red sofa.’ And sensory details, ‘The smell of mould and soft, organic matter hinted she was in a cave.’ I also use descriptive imagery, ‘Amongst the tangled brambles, were shiny black berries,’ and included similes, ‘black berries hanging like marbles.’ Comparing the berries and marbles to create imagery to engage the reader.  
I thought about the use of dialogue between Ruth and her dog to portray their relationship, ‘You just lie there.’ … ‘some guard dog, you are.’ She chats easily to Jiffy, and he responds with physical gestures, ‘his small, brown ears pinned back. ‘I use direct to provide insight into Ruths feelings through her internal thoughts, and when she talks aloud to herself, ‘She did this a lot, sighing and talking aloud.’ This helps to retain interest on a personal level between the character and the reader. 

The challenges I faced was linking the story so that it was readable and realistic as the story timeline jumps from present to past. Tutor feedback pointed this out. And I adjusted the layout. ‘Water trickling provoked images of a cool flowing river’ Linking this sentence to the past. ‘Ruth was with friends beside a river. It was a bright, warm day.’ 
Another challenge was the plot structure, ‘voyage, and return’ Ruth’s journey must be plausible. To achieve this I placed, Ruth in darkness. ‘Her dog had followed her to the bottom of somewhere - a dark place’ until she finds matches to light a fire. ‘The matches in her pocket rattled … she struck a match’ There are bugs and rats which test her resolve while Jiffy, gives her purpose.  Her journey ends back at the house after climbing through a hole covered in brambles. I describe the hole so it is just about reachable with the use of a rock as a hop-up. Ruth is battered and bleeding but escapes her ordeal and feels stronger and more optimistic about her future. ‘She felt elated … ‘I’ll book a holiday.’ … those adventure holidays…She said smiling at Jiffy’ I feel happy that the conclusion of her story is a happy one, and a story readers may relate to.  It is what I had planned for the ending. 
Cai My Red and White Welsh, the task for session one, was to turn unmediated biography into an autobiographical sketch. Firstly, I chose a memory and then I wrote freely without editing, unmediated. Once I had the story, I re-wrote it, editing and organising it chronologically into an Autobiography, which is nonfiction, it is factual, with real characters and real-life situations. My memory is a genuine account, and quite recent, so the details were fresh in my mind. It was also an emotional experience, which has left an impression on me. Sally Cline, ‘Writing Biography, Autobiography and Memoir, ‘In Autobiographical genres the restriction is looser, because ‘how it seems to me’ is a more legitimate way to tell your own story than someone else’s.’[footnoteRef:13] Writing this autobiography, It felt easier as it was my story and my experience and is a sincere account.  ‘Cai my Red and White Welsh’ is an autobiography, written in first person narration, using the pronoun ‘I’. ‘I cared for the litter after the pups were weaned.’ It is written in past tense, and I chose to speak directly about the last days of my dog’s life, describing, Cai through his physical expressions of communication. ‘Cai … sloped away under the table’ . [13:  Sally Cline and Carole Angier, The Arvon Book of Life Writing: Writing Biography, Autobiography and Memoir (London, UNITED KINGDOM: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2010) <http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=692086> [accessed 15 January 2024].] 

Tutor feedback suggested, compression to the elements of the story. I considered what was important to keep within the narrative. I had to make choices about the details and gestures so that the actual scene is as true as possible, I kept this narration, ‘The vet knelt on the blanket close to Cai, and she showed us this long tube of sticky sweetness, ‘It’s for Cai, a distraction.’ she said. ‘Are you ready!’  Cai chewed away savouring the smell of syrup on his tongue... ‘Are you ready!’ She said, calling our focus. A syringe ready in her hand. Cai searched my son’s face. His toffee eyes large and bright. Then, they closed, I wasn’t ready’. This scene depicts the end of Cai’s life in detail to create impact and express the sensitivity of the moment.  I described how the vet used sticky stuff to distract Cai; how Cai is calm while looking at my son. I described the scene as clearly as possible and the vet, ‘calling our focus’.  And the end. ‘I wasn’t ready’ I wanted to achieve the focus on Cai as the main character, portraying him through gestures and expression and to express the authenticity of the moment, the harsh reality of losing your dog and close friend. ‘’
Another point of narrative was to describe the relationship between myself and Cai in the way I chat to him openly about what we love, what he loves and how he was loved. ‘We continued up and up the steep hills ... I chatted to him the whole way …  About stuff … how wonderful was the smell of the earthy mountain grass, and the purple woody heather; the smelly lovely sheep he loved, and how beautiful I thought he was. He just watched me, with tilted head …’ I wanted the reader to understand the relationship.
The challenges were overcoming the traumatic feelings the memories brought up when I was writing the autobiography. It made the process slow and difficult because I was reliving the memory which put me in a low state of mind. There was more pressure because it was a real and personal situation. I was more determined to give a true account of that memory, in respect of my dog, Cai. I read the memoir, the Diving Bell and the Butterfly by Jean-Dominique Bauby. He wrote this book while suffering with locked-in syndrome. I cannot imagine how difficult it was for him, but I understand his memoir was immensely important, and it had to be written with truth and commitment. ‘Jean-Dominique Bauby, … paralysed save for the movement of one eyelid. This book was slowly dictated as he used the ability to blink to select one letter at a time from a list …’[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Bauby.] 

This story is set between home and the vets. ‘Off we went for a walk, across the street, with lines of houses. down the hill, past the park ... We walked another steep hill, then through the doors of the Vets’, I chose to begin this story in, media res, using direct speech ‘Bring Cai over, with you. I haven’t seen him lately’ I rearranged the beginning, Putting Cai in the beginning sentence which would place the focus on Cai as he is the main character. This was good advice from tutor feedback and it worked well as this was my intention. I used this approach in both stories because I like the idea of the reader being placed immediately into the middle of a situation and then having to work out what is happening. I think media res provided a shock method which is interesting and obtains the readers focus.
 I highlighted how Cai’s is named. ‘My son changed his name to Cai, but I still called him Chubs with affection’. This is a personal touch so the reader knows Cai.   I describe his appearance. ‘He was this fluff-ball of tan and white which made his head large like a bear’. So, the reader has an image of Cai, and a relationship is built. 
[bookmark: _Hlt3275829][bookmark: _Hlt3275903]I emphasise the look of Cai’s eyes to draw attention to Cai in his last moments. I took inspiration form Maxine Hong Kingston The Woman Warrior, ‘their eyes rushing like searchlights’.  This description inspired me, to rethink and change my original description of how Cai looked in his last moments, from, ‘Cai gazed into my son’s face. His toffee eyes large’ To, ‘Cai searched my son’s face. His toffee eyes large and bright’ I feel the word ‘searched’ worked better than, ‘gazed’ is gives a softer sound.
I thought about punctuation in both stories, as it is important in showing how the story reads so that the sentences make sense. For dialogue, I incorporated quotation marks to show the beginning and the end of a discussion, and within the quotation marks, I put punctuation marks, commas, question marks and exclamation marks.

I feel that I have achieved the challenge of writing my autobiography, Cai, my Red and White Welsh. I got through the emotional hurdles, and I wrote it with authenticity.  I included how we communicated, I used dialogue and physical gestures. I described his physical appearance, so that the reader has an image of the main character, Cai, and they can relate to.  I read Jean – Dominique Bauby’s the Diving-Bell and the Butterly and I realised that his memoir, is sincere and it helped me to see through the authors eyes, what his life entailed with all his difficulties. I wanted to give my story the same truth and commitment for it to be a memorable read. Sally Cline, ‘Writing Biography, Autobiography and Memoir, ‘A biography or autobiography that is well researched and fairly told is more reliable than one that isn’t’.[footnoteRef:15]  My autobiography is researched well because it is true, and because I have the facts, it is reliable. [15:  Cline and Angier.] 
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