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Researching and writing to a single focus: 

Reflective Essay
"I wish to keep my reader in the company of flesh and blood,"
 this was William Wordsworth's mantra; this was my ambition in writing this story; to write about human beings, their actions and interactions; their strengths and weaknesses. This involved creating tension and conflict between them; allowing these conflicts, for the purposes of the story, to remain unresolved until the conclusion. 

Jack, the narrator, recalls two events from his childhood which have come to dominate his life. He looks back on these events in the present strand of the story, following the suicide of his Aunt Dorcas. This incident provides the impetus for Jack's narrative; his desire to find answers.

I began the story with two rhetorical questions: "Why hadn't she tried to call somebody?" and "Why hadn't she told somebody how she felt?" Jack is suspicious about the circumstances surrounding his aunt's death, and his desire to see justice prevail drives him on. But these questions also underline Jack's uncertain and insecure nature. As well as setting out Jack's objectives, the aim of these questions was to provide a hook for the reader; to give them a reason to continue reading.

I decided to use a frame narrative structure to tell this story; such a structure enabled me to convey the story's dominant mood of reflection and melancholy. Had I structured the story strictly chronologically, I believe this mood could not have been maintained.

This structure was also beneficial in another way - it helped to reveal how Jack comes to terms with  traumatic incidents in his life, for example the abduction and death of his rabbits. The passage of time between these two narrative strands - the past and the present - have turned him from a submissive child, into a man willing to "confront" his brother about his "shocking lack of humanity" towards Aunt Dorcas.

This lack of humanity is in stark contrast to Jack's desire for justice, following the discovery of Joe's infamous behaviour towards his aunt. Jack's initial response, however, is to kill his brother. But he is not cut from the same cloth as Joe; the thought of his nephews being without a father is one reason for his reluctance to carry out this plan. The other is his realisation that Joe is "the only family [he] has left," it an instinctive response; a human response, to rescue Joe when he slips off the cliff edge.

I believe that the use of the frame narrative structure enabled me to depict Jack at his weakest, when his brother threatened to strangle him, and at his strongest, ironically, when he tries to save his brother at the end of the story. Jack has changed, he is stronger, he has gained a sense of empowerment.

Dialogue is limited in this story, and is mainly functional. For instance, Dorcas's overheard conversation with Lionel, Jack & Joe's father. Although on a basic level it illustrates conflict between brother and sister, its function is mainly to convey the information that Jack now owns Dorcas's rabbits; although, this snippet of dialogue, helps to bolster Dorcas as an indomitable character.

Dorcas's presence is intended to be one of a haunting nature. Her conversation with Lionel is the only time that she directly enters the story. Jack however is constantly reminded of her; he remembers her swearing at the paperboy for ripping her Sunday supplements; he sees her pink bridesmaid's dress hanging in the barn; he recalls the conversation she had with his father.

The character of Joe was intended be the antithesis of Jack. He has psychopathic tendencies, he threatens to strangle his brother over two rabbits; and he shows no remorse at defrauding his own aunt, or her subsequent suicide. I wanted Joe to be the shadow against which Jack's character was foregrounded. 

None of the characters portrayed in this story are based on real people, but the events are. I found that the creative possibilities of personal experience were a rich resource to tap. Three of the events set in flashback, the rabbits scene, bonfire night, and the cycling element of Jenny's drowning, were all based on personal experience.

Of these three scenes, the rabbits scene required the most authenticity in terms of research. In particular, the keeping, caring and breeding of the rabbits; Rabbitlopaedia: A Complete Guide To Rabbit Care, provided the basis of my understanding of chinchillas. Specifically, I was able to refer to the quality of the chinchilla's fur. In the story Jack runs his fingers through their "fine, grey fur." It was not just the colour of the fur which I was able to authenticate, but also the quality and density of it.

Also applicable to this scene was the section concerning breeding. This confirmed that when Joe neglects the rabbits, the chance of breeding them is greatly diminished. This fact helped to highlight Joe's lack of knowledge when caring for the rabbits, as opposed to Jack's studious, and passionate, reading on the subject. 

Throughout the story I used the first person narrative to tell it. By doing this, I hoped to convey the intensity and determination of Jack's character, making him more human to the reader.

Writing in the first person though, also has considerable disadvantages. For instance, the story is wholly filtered through Jack's voice; it is his point of view; his wants and desires which dominate, and we are not able to access the thoughts of Joe, or any other person in the story. As a result of this, I considered writing one strand of the story, the present, in the first person, and the past strands of the story in the third person. However, I felt that this would have diminished the intensity of Jack's emotions towards his traumatic childhood events.

Both childhood strands of the story were written separately, as was the strand in the present. Integrating these three strands was challenging. Initially, I found it difficult to establish a relationship between Aunt Dorcas and Jenny, who appeared separately in their own discreet parts of the story. Such a relationship was necessary between the two - I felt that if Jenny had not appeared in each past strand of the story, it would have unbalanced the story as a whole.

In the end I managed to find a way to link Jenny to Aunt Dorcas; this involved the pink bridesmaid's dress she wore to her sister's wedding. I thought that if Jenny were a fashion student, she would be willing to accept Aunt Dorcas's offer to wear her bridesmaid's dress to her own sister's wedding. I was also able to link Jenny into the bonfire part of the story, and to give her a significant presence in Jack's life, as he sought to gain her affections.

I thought the benefit of writing these sections of the story separately, in spite of the difficulty of integrating these strands, outweighed the disadvantages. It was important, I thought, to maintain the completeness of these childhood recollections; to tell them in full, and not to dismember them. In order, therefore, to distinguish Jack's present narration from his past narration, I decided to use italics.

Another element of the story I wished to foreground, was the tension created during the traumatic events which affected Joe. In Jenny's death scene, for example, I used semicolons to increase the pace and the tension. Such use, as Arthur Plotnik puts it, "inject[s] expectation into sentences...[and]..create[s] subliminal tension followed by release."

For example as Jenny went over the weir her "her fingers lost their grip; she slipped into the water. She was now unable to swim....the billows of her dress spread around her; the current took her; she succumbed to it."

I was attempting to convey not only the urgency and tension of the situation, but also Jack's desperation, as the tragedy unfolded before him.

In the story as a whole, pace was of paramount importance, and so, therefore was the excision of superfluous text. In one instance I removed an entire scene. This occurred when Jack relates his last visit to his Aunt Dorcas. I was attempting in this scene to sketch out her character, and some background information to Jack and Joe's family. Part of this scene, I hoped, would inject some humour into the story:
"Then the night he proposed to her, he put his hand through a plate glass window, rupturing his artery. But he still promised to father her '26 children, or die trying.' After she had had them he said, he would name them, from a to z."

In the end, this section of the text was not relevant to the story, but the process of excision was revealing, because it forced me to remove text I wanted to keep; text which I thought would improve the quality of the story, but, on reflection, I found to be self-indulgent. As Samuel Johnson put it "where ever you meet with a passage that you think is particularly fine, strike it out."

As well as deleting text, the process of revision also led me to prioritise one path, rather than another. This was particularly true in the rabbits section of the story.

Initially, I wanted to establish a history of practical jokes between Alex, Jack and Clayton. This would have helped to show a greater depth to Alex and Jack's friendship. Clayton and Alex would conspire to tell Jack that his rabbits were in the stew. But in reality his rabbits were safe. Jack would have arrived at the old greenhouse to find Alex with the rabbits in his lap. My intention in doing this was to give Alex a greater role in the final scene of the story.

This path would have changed the rabbits scene considerably, and unbalanced the story within the word limitations. This proposed scene, would have added a happier note to the traumatic events of Jack's childhood. He would have believed that Alex was a traitor at first, but then found him to be loyal after all. Such a scene would have been more successful in a story of greater length, where greater depth to relationships could have been established..

The deletion of this scene in fact, was a blessing in disguise, because it enabled me to introduce Jenny into the rabbits scene, and thereby still challenge Jack with the conflicting ideas of Alex's treachery and loyalty. These deletions, amendments, and path selections, underlined the need for flexibility when creating a plot for the story, and therefore allowing the plot to evolve around my initial outline.

This flexibility is further illustrated in the need to find an ending for the story. I did not initially have an ending in mind.  I knew that Jack was going to meet Joe to confront him about his role in the suicide of Aunt Dorcas; I also knew that I wanted to allow the "reader's imagination...to take the story on in his [or her] own mind,"
 as William Trevor puts it. I didn't want all questions answered. So I decided to leave the ending open, literally a "cliff hanger." But although a cliché, in these circumstances, any number of possibilities could be open to the reader. It is an ending where Jack is in a position of power over his brother. But the reader might imagine that Joe, his life ending with cancer, may have wanted to commit suicide; or, when Jack tries to rescue him, pull his brother over the edge with him; or both brothers could be safe. All of these were possibilities are open to the reader's imagination. In other words, I wanted the reader to be the writer of the ending.
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