Me and Mirror, Mirror and I
Even from the age of four, I locked myself away. Me and Mirror, sequestered behind the bathroom door of the ‘slug house’, as it came to be known, although that name only took hold after we moved out.  At the time, when me, Mirror and Mum lived there, it was just “our house”: our house with slugs that dripped down walls and spiders that slept in shoes; our house where the carpet was ripped up from the stairs, leaving golden-bronze teeth in the boards; our house where the shower was prohibited as it spat out “cups of hot tea” as mum called it. All the same me and Mirror                                                                   Mirror and I
wished never to be taken away from the slug house, never to be taken from the insect bites and the shower burns if it meant going… there. 
Each week would pitter on, the days at nursery, where we were always too small, too young, too different. We were not capable of being like them, so we did not try. This is wrong. The two of us were no different. No one is truly different at that age. I hid behind that fact of our difference. Not a fact. Delusion. So, it was me and…Mirror and I together. We would stack blocks and push balls and then we would fight, not out of malice but because we could. Tumbles and scratches and slaps and bites were followed by giggles and two declarations of victory. After our battles, the world bent to the dark, as if a man wearing a black overcoat reached around the world and Mirror and I fell down his sleeve. Shrouded. Through no will of our own, the world hid from our eyes. Seekers of the bright, we stood there with the Devil and Jonah, playing imaginary games of ‘in the whale’. Then came the swinging lantern of a voice, cold and vexed, guiding us to the exit – down the tongue of a carpet. The yellow door parted from the wall and the air embraced two fools and a madwoman. 
A hand on my shoulder and the other on Mirror’s, forming a strange, frustrated embrace.
“What time does she usually finish work?” the madwoman would ask in petulance. 
“When my stomach falls out,” Mirror would chirp, with a smile in his eyes and a bruised cheek that never healed.
Then the week would pitter out. 
Every Friday, mum would show up early to take us home and give us hot chocolate. “The hot chocolate game”, it was called. Creatively. Mirror would stand on one tile of the kitchen and I another. To win we had to share a single tile but for every turn we had to move two tiles. We never got the hang of it, or perhaps it was just that we didn’t want the other to win. It wasn’t a game, not really. No real rules. Mum needed us away from the hob, needed a way to avoid another burn on mirror’s hand. The milk bubbled. The game was over. We drank our hot chocolate. 
Blue eyes cracked red and Mirror and I would grab each other’s arms and run for it, cutting our feet on the stairs’ open mouth until we got to the top and forced an opening through the wall, slamming the bathroom door shut behind us. Here, crammed onto one tile, we would win the hot chocolate game; we dared not be separated by the lines on the tile floor, dared not move from that spot we shared. No person had become me - it is an impossibility to be another - but in that moment, there was no disjunction, no differentiation, disconnection. 
I was he and he was I. 
Too weak to be alone, we would crumble and snap. In everything that we were, we clung to each other to exist, to be. The frosted window displayed no path outside. Everything that there ever was, everything that there ever could be, was in that room: stained walls standing high, sink basin damaged, incomplete. The shower was long set aside; in turn, it ignored Mirror and I. The only animation - interaction - we got was from the light switch string, swinging, speaking its one word, such a powerful sound. Each pull brought down the ceiling for just a second - not even that - a moment. The dying fly of a light that did not get its peace.  
Think of our time in the bathroom, that weekly visit, as an isolated stage, hosting a duet in dread.  Think of it as one of those horse costumes, in which one takes the rear and the other takes the head. Think of it as a knife: one takes the hilt and the other takes the blade. Constantly shifting between hilt and head, blade and rear. Think of it as none of that. Don’t think of it. I lived it and I don’t think of it, what gives you the right to? If what happens in that bathroom can be taken away, let it. Set ablaze the segment of film and staple the burnt ends together. Crudely. Cut its stomach open and stich sanguine skin back together. Stridently. Make it talk about the rabbits as a gun burrows through the head. Manly. In all this, know that Mirror - no that’s not his name - and I were together. Unity.                                                                                  
I’m sorry. that won’t                                                                      happen                                      again
But we did separate…or were separated, whether it was
through force or acceptance. That bathroom door would open and the kind one would be there. Tall and broad, he would push open that door and kneel. Strained blue met brown. Those brown -dark brown? – eyes could fill with so much hate, so much violence - but never for us. For us it was filled with… I don’t know anymore. He detested his role in this, I knew that even then. He smiled and stuck out his arms, two perfect straight lines.
“Climb aboard!” he bellowed, forced humour in his voice.
We did just that: hanging on to his arms as if he were a lifeboat lifting us out of that cold, dry ocean. On the shoulders of a lighthouse, he stairs did not bite, the slugs watched in amazement and the spiders waited for the earthquake to pass. Mum was always worse off than Mirror and I, tears so strong, so tidal, hands shaking enough to resemble her father’s sobriety. I remember her eyes on the Friday afternoons: we three share those eyes, a faded blue, a blue like chalk on the ground after the rain, a blue that shines through the grey of the clouds, a blue that I know for it is ours, ours alone. Her eyes were full of feeling failure. The lighthouse – boys still attached to him – would step out of the slug house, down the drive, a hill of orange-yellow brick road. The house still there, a mother in the window. Tears, frustration, resignation. Silver chariot, car, hearse waiting on the roadside for ungrateful occupants. Bound for the Anchor’s. Anchor’s house, Anchor’s fishery. Two live ones to be gutted, emptied and used.  
The car ride was always silent at the start. It was my turn in the front this week. I wanted to be back in the ocean. He drove his car with his knees and wobbled the car
side                                                                                   to                                                                           side.
It worked. That forced lightness. Always did. I think because we wanted it to, needed it to. Showing up sad made things difficult. The car would stop with sombre understanding and a ruffle of our heads. The man, whose eye colour I have lost, would open his door and shut it so hard it made the car shake. My door opened and I looked away, denying the need to get out. 
                                                                                                                  Click                                                                                           The seatbelt retreated from me, leaving me defenceless. Two hands went around the figure that kept me in place and I was soon standing on the paving of a driveway. Alone.
                                                  Click
Not alone. With someone. With Mirror. Mirror and I.
Eyes down: shoes, pointed shoes, brown pointed shoes. Same as Mirror’s. Shared. Past the tip of my shoe – eyes still down – I follow the cracks of the ground leading to the house.  The man who lived here – his house broken, fragmented -  was at war. I felt as if that house knew too much. 
While everyone else died, equal, you were the one who violated this harmony by surviving. Who are you? What do you think? Do you not find that a little unfair?
Who said that? Did anyone? Was it myself? Was it the corruption in his house of decrepitude? Was it the wind rushing out the windows? Was it a warning from the cracked mouths under my feet? A truth that needed to take hold, crooked legs stepping through my veins?
Acid spit. Thrown from the left. Throne? Was it my left? Behind. Landed on my ear. It burned.                                                                      a voice, closer than I wanted it to be. 
“They look upset. What does She do to them?”          
No answer. No interaction. The lighthouse knelt once again, pushed Mirror and I together, hugged us. Tightly. That was the last emotion we felt on the weekends. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Years passed. The slug house was gone. No. I was gone from the slug house. We all were. A new house. A clean house, no slugs or spiders or shower burns on the arms, no stairs that bit and no doors that locked. A big house now. Three bedrooms. Two bedrooms, truly. The other a box. For my sister. I had a sister now, no resemblance. No blue eyes. My sister…child of the lighthouse. She had the box for this was not her house, her harbour, her pier, planks or waves. She would visit for the same reason any child would: to avoid the rocks. 
Mirror and I shared a room. Mirror above, I below. A wardrobe of glass draped across the wall. Turn onto my right side and I could see him over me, playing with sleep. Higher than even Mirror, I could see the stars, glistening and flat, stuck to the ceiling until they fell to the Earth, and I would make a wish. Plastic dreams on my bedroom floor.  
He was also still there: The anchor. His chain still wrapped around us, sinking us…keeping us sunken. He was attached to a ship that had long been on the seabed, stripped of his hull, sails and rudder. The brig remained intact. At the end of the submerged world with no fool to witness, the bars of the cage shone, the bars of the cage were spotless, the bars of the cage were sturdy. That was where the anchor wanted to take Mirror an I. That metal shark sped through the surf, hunting those that waded the water. 
“What does she do to them?” He was mirror and I. Our precursor, our forerunner. Our creator, tormentor. True anathema. I forgot his title…that’s a lie, I denied his title. I can never forget. The skin surrounding my eyes is his, it traps them in place there, the pure light of her covered by summer-tanned lids, rind. The ridges of my cheeks, the bend of my nose, the curve of my lips – he owns them all. I share his polluted brain and it festers under his skin and under his bones, corroding me, changing me. We were old enough now – Mirror and I – to recognise it, him, in each other. That kinship was falling, failing, leaving us both. Still there, still strong but damaged. 
He also had a new house. New people. A wife and a daughter. Two sisters, two mothers, two… one and a half fathers. His house sat on a corner. Number one. Big sneering bricks and tiny, hidden windows. Stone path through the front, slicing the green, the natural. Sixteen steps from car to door. An awkward step at the eighth one. Stepping stones, the ninth one was missing. Gone, taken? He found it funny watching Mirror and I struggle on that step. A sign, I thought. The house itself was fine. The house was nothing. It was not a battleground or a calamity of waste. It was not home for the slugs or spiders, company I missed dearly. It was not even a fishery anymore. This was something greater. Sinister and hungry. 
No...
This place had no wants, no desires, no hunger. It was nothing. This house, this land, was barren. All who entered would be eaten, crunched, swallowed. All who entered would be evicted from the reality of themselves, a husk. A wardrobe with no clothes, a bed with no mattress. The frame. No whole. On that eighth step at nine years old I knew what would happen in this house of absence. Turn around, run away! Can’t. A hand on my back, the wife. She knew what this house was. Blocked. Me. Anyway. Contraction of muscle, a quaking from inside? A laugh. Shrill, mocking laugh.
“Scared of the grass?” 
No.
I was scared of everything.
The stones, the walls, the windows and doors; the lights, the exits, the kitchen and sink; the air, the feel, the hands and fingers. All but two. 
Mirror and my younger sister.
 Resemblance. No blue eyes. The only baby I have ever held. She was so happy to see us, each and every time. Her older brothers. She shared the brain, his brain, our brain. She had the summer-tanned rind. But she was not us, she was different. I hope she is different, still. 
Bedroom. Bedroom in the absence. A large room, bunk beds. Mirror above, I below. No stars or dreams or wishes were had. Mirror did not play with his sleep: he was arrested by it. 
Figure in the dark of a doorway. 
Anchor.
When did the door open? Where was the sound?
Foot on a grey carpet. Not stepping, floating. Hand on the desk, upsetting the air. 
Before me. Arm latched around the step of a ladder, the wood scraping off layers of flesh like a blacksmith’s whetstone. Maintaining his weapon. Craft. No eyes, nose or mouth. No face. Shadows. When I thought of that, his glide across the ground to the end of my bed, I imagined his face devoid of everything. No expression. But tears
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to the ground. Hitting the carpet and leaving a mark, a reminder. Some proof that he cared. Even better. Had remorse. That vulnerability. Explosion of emotion. Destruction of corrosion. Emancipation of a held declaration. 
But it was fantasy. Imagination. I would wake and see no mark. No damage on the ladder. Door closed. It wasn’t real, an illusion. The frigid sun through the blinds was real. The punctured pillow under my face was real. Mirror muttering in the sky was real. It did not matter if it did happen, I cannot change a reality I deny. I cannot fight the night when the day stands waiting.
Punishment time.
We sat in the room, Mirror and I, with orders to follow. My sons: do not leave this spot. Regal and perverse was that voice, all sick enjoyment and twisted authority. So I sat. Staring. At a locked door. This was different from the bathroom of the slug house:  punishment, not refuge. One would be taken and the other left to wait, separated. Mirror on one side and I the other. I aged in that spot. My eyes went grey, my skin became coarse, brown hair fell rotten and innards shut down. So long I was there, time looped round, caught up to itself in a race and I was back as I had been. Mirror was deposited, bruised cheek, no smile in the open eye. Mirror sat. Right next to me. Far away. 
He shattered each time.
Pieces fell out of him, sharp, pointed pieces. In an utter passion of self-destruction, he ripped parts of himself and threw them on the carpet. He turned that ugly grey carpet into a mosaic of denial, so beautiful he became. So envious I was. Memories on the ground, left bare and broken, forgotten and discarded. I grasped those pieces, disrupted his art. Held them close, placing them back into him. Reforming what he tried not to be. Our throats had long since decayed, we could not scream for ourselves anymore. Every time he contorted in dance, performed his poem, sang his song, he became smaller. Not all the pieces could go back. I held them then. I hold them still. He may abandon what is there. I cannot let him go. 
 	He would find us like that. Mirror broken. I, scarred. He did not care. He doesn’t care. Mirror and I are tools to hurt another: Mother. We are of him and from him, but he has no kinship. We visited with him and shared him, but he had no affection. All I wanted, drastically wanted, was a hug, the embrace of a father. A sorry. Recognition. I would scream – no throat – for such demands and he would hear – no voice – these demands. Unaffected, unfazed. A child. We were just children. There was one younger: Sister. Sophia. And this created this sick idea that the two of us were adults in this world of the house. Two men now. We tried to be. 
I wish for nothing more but to go back and let myself be that child again. That boy in that room. Bedroom with the grey carpet and the desk and the window and everything and I need to breathe and I can’t and I’m going to die here if I carry on and my fingers are going raw and I’m scared and I can’t stop just let me stop for the love of god let it fucking stop
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
It did stop. The Anchor was taken away. Wrong. He had no punishment, none that he cared about. I was twelve years old, and I never saw him again. Mirror and I got on with life, started high school. White buttons and clip-on ties, black blazers and white swans. No weekend visits. Just home. I took the box room; my sister didn’t stay the night anymore. Separated. Mirror and I. I don’t think we can share a bedroom anymore. No grey carpet either. The five years of school were fine – passable. The thread that made us one had snapped and neither of us wanted to be bound to another in such a way again. Mirror had shattered far too many times. Small and fleeting, broken and reformed. Not by me: I didn’t reform him. It was true I could not let him go; I hold him somewhere inside of me even now. Now he is no mirror but a crystal ball. Now he is a projection, a warped reflection of me. What I could be, will be, can’t be. 
The lighthouse. A dampened light on a forgetful coast. A silent place, still in my mind, sand on the toes. Rocks, saw-toothed, keeps the ocean away. The surges and torrents smacking the face of the bulwark. But it does not matter anymore, it’s unimportant how much hurt the rocks take. There is no one left in the tide; the sea is empty. The lighthouse remains though, his light spinning still just in case a child gets dragged down by an anchor. 
Mum has changed…or maybe not, perhaps this has always been her. That feeling failure in the blue eyes has evolved or mutated into guilt. The day of our twelfth birthday, Mirror spoke. Whatever he said resolved something for her. She fought in wars and courts against the misguided soldiers of the NSPCC. No more visits. No more interaction. No more punishments. She risked everything to see her sons smile. 






Reflective essay
In this essay I will discuss the inspiration behind the short story, ‘Me and Mirror, Mirror and I’, and how it has developed with feedback and editing; how have used repetition of creative techniques and actions of characters to create a sense of confinement – one of the main themes of the story – and why I have chosen certain stylistic choices throughout the text. 
Inspiration
To begin, I followed the advice of my lecturer: write what you know. Authors ‘benefit from a sense of their own experiences’[footnoteRef:1] when they allow themselves to take from their own life. The major benefit of writing from your own experience is sincerity. If a reader can believe what you have written, you are all the more likely to resonate with them on a greater level. So, I wrote from my personal experience, this led to a short piece about being trapped in a bedroom. This is very similar to the plot of the short story “The yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman as both pieces of work have the protagonist confined to a room. Plot-wise, this is where the similarities end; the protagonist of “The yellow wallpaper” loses their sanity the longer the story goes on, my work does not. I did not wish to take it down that avenue because of the advice of going what you know.  [1:  To write what you know: Embodiment, authorship, and empathy] 

The short piece was well received and gave me the confidence to explore the idea. However, this meant writing about traumatic events. Academic papers like ‘Unclaimed experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History’ by Cathy Caruth helped with this, as trauma in literature is a complex topic. To illustrate this "Trauma is not simply an event that one experiences; it is an event that one cannot entirely know. But it is an event that one cannot not know."[footnoteRef:2] Not a quote that’s all that clear, the point behind it is that trauma is hard to recollect or fully understand; at the same time is impossible to fully forget or ignore. It was important to find a way to put such fragmented memories into compelling and engaging words.  [2:  Cathy Caruth, ‘Unclaimed experience: trauma, narrative, and history’, (1996) p. 4 ] 

Having a workshop was incredibly helpful for the creative process of the short story. The feedback I got the most was to explore certain scenes entirely, properly fleshing them out. An example of this would be the bathroom scene where Mirror and the narrator hide. Before the feedback, it went instantly from the two being sat on the floor to the door being opened. This did not allow the reader to sit in the emotions of this scene, coming off as rushed and incomplete.  This led to a very impactful addition to the short story. “Editing is the very edge of your knowledge forced to grow…” as S. Kelley Harrell says. 

Repetition
Throughout the short story the reader can find examples of repetition in many different ways. For example, the parallelism of sentences, the alliteration of words, the phrase ‘Mirror and I’ and the circular way the themes of the story are explored. Repetition can have a multitude of affects on the reader; it ‘gives both vividness and a “passionate tone”.’[footnoteRef:3]according to Demetrius; to summarise Catherine Pickstock, repetition in the linguistical sense allows the self to reshape and reform, deepening their own relationship or, for Susan R. Gannon, repetition ‘adds rhythm and the mysterious charm of ritual’[footnoteRef:4]. My work can be seen to achieve all three of these affects. Demetrius’ “passionate tone” and vividness can be found in the parallelism of the description of the slug house. Pickstock’s Idea of self and reformation can be seen in the previously mentioned phrase of “Mirror and I”, occurring ten times throughout the text.  Ganon’s idea of repetition to create ritual is a good one, however, rather that generating the “charm” of ritual I believe I have used repetition to instead create a feeling of dread associated with ritualistic behaviour; not made through the repetition of words but instead the repetition of cycles.  [3: George Maximilian Anthony Grube “A Greek critic: Demetrius on style” (Toronto, 1961) p. 109-110
]  [4:  Gannon, Susan R. "One More Time: Approaches to Repetition in Children's Literature." Children's Literature Association Quarterly 12 (1987) p. 2-5
] 

Other short stories make use of repetition to create similar effects. Edgar Allen Poe’s “The tell-tale heart” uses repetition of dashes to display the erratic nature of the narrator, keeping the reader on edge and creating tone “Passionate tone”. Poe also repeats the idea of the narrator being mad, or more the narrator defending his sanity, because of the guilt he holds; giving the reader an idea of the narrator’s mental state and a looming sense of entrapment. This sense of entrapment can also be found in my work through the repetition of parallelism, constantly returning to the same formation of sentences creates the idea that the narrator cannot truly go anywhere. 
Another short story that uses repetition of ritualistic behaviour is Shirley Jackson’s “The lottery”. Jackson uses the ritualistic nature of the lottery and the townspeople as well as the repeated phrase “It’s just a lottery” to create an eerie feeling of suspense and, much like Poe, a sense of inevitability and entrapment. In my own work, the repeated actions – rituals – of the “hot chocolate game” and the hiding in the bathroom, do not create tension but do reinforce that idea of inevitability and entrapment. 
In all three works, repetition serves a symbolic role, both emotionally and thematically. It enhances the narrative by intensifying growing emotional states and gives the reader a constant commentary of the inner turmoil of the characters. ‘Repetition can be a powerful tool’[footnoteRef:5] and I believe I have displayed that in my work as well as highlighting it in other works.  [5:  Haneen Haider Salih Mahdi, ‘Repetition and Its Types in Short Story Context’ (Babylon, 2023) p. 29] 

Stylistic choices
The short story employs untraditional typography and deliberate grammatical choices. I wished to create in each act a slightly different narrative voice. A maturing one. For example, in the first paragraph at the first act, the reader can see ‘me and Mirror’ this was chosen to emulate a childish mistake and scribbling it out. The distance, the gap in between the correction of Mirror and I was also deliberate as I wanted to highlight the behaviour of a child again, distancing themselves from a mistake, not wanting to take accountability. The second act has a multitude of short sentences, some not grammatically correct. There were multiple reasons for this choice but one was to simulate the thought process of a child getting older: acting very serious and attempting to be mature, the sentences that do not make grammatical sense allows the reader to see that the ‘maturity’ is incorrect, failing. The third act has no grammatical errors or stylistic choices. This is to show the narrator has grown and conformed, accepted the reality. These decisions allowed me to play with narrative voice in a new approach, allowing me to engage with the reader in an untraditional way. 
The format of a short story allowed me to write the narrative in a poetic way. The almost lyrical descriptions and strong imagery came about because I was capable to write the short story as a prose poem and then edit to turn into a narrative. I worked on this idea after reading Dylan Thomas’ “A portrait of the artist as a young dog”, the collection of short stories is very similar to his poetry, this emboldened me to follow this idea, leading to wonderfully vivid imagery. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the process of writing ‘Me and Mirror, Mirror and I’ has been a rewarding journey that was influences by both personal experience and critical feedback. By bringing the two together I have created a unique piece of work the explores the themes of childhood trauma, memory and self-perception. With the use of repetition and stylistic choices, I have been able to present psychological depth to the narrator whilst also evoking emotional tension and turmoil. The repetition of both language and action enhanced the thematic focus of entrapment whilst stylistic choices have displayed growth of narrator – among other things. Ultimately, the use of experimentation, feedback and editing has brought about a short story that resonates on a personal and literary level, having both vivid imagery and complex themes put together to create a cohesive narrative.
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