Assessment 2

A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall

The house itself was fine, thought Harriet. It was large and solid, wearing a coat of unimaginative grey with pockets of clayish red that traps the windows in place. However, it just felt…cold, empty. Edward didn’t notice this of course; it was his money that paid for the thing so he simply couldn’t see its faults. For Edward this was an achievement to be celebrated, the word spread to all family and friends; The news that he will move into his own house with his wife and soon to be expected child. Harriet however, felt differently. She was proud of her husband for owning a house, the way any wife would be. The problem was the child, she was sceptical to say the least.
 Harriet had always faced complications in that regard; multiple miscarriages led her to believe it shall never happen and she had made her peace with the poor hand she’s been dealt. Edward, however, wanted a child terribly. So, they tried again, not learning from previous attempts. Harriet didn’t want to add another tally to the record, another failed attempt. So, broadcasting the coming of her possible child to every soul who would listen was not the grandest of ideas. 
Time progressed, far too fast for Edward and far too slow for Harriet. She was expected any day, Edward was told, and marvellously giddy with the news and he simply couldn’t wait any longer. However, the giddiness only took him so far, when alone he worried for his child “can I afford it? will I be a good father? Is this what I actually want? I haven’t even named the child for Gods’ sake!” he mumbled and upset himself with such questions that he simply couldn’t answer. 
Harriet was not so cheerful; she was downright indignant. She dammed her mother for having her ‘miracle birth’, enraged that she did not warn her daughter of the suffering that is the miracle of life. She began to despise her husband. He had corrupted her, punished her for the sin of being a woman. This child, this thing shall be gone soon, away from her. Its greedy need for life shall plague her no longer and she may finally have her body back. Weeks became days, days to hours, hours to minutes. Harriet’s plight was over. She had won the battle she never wanted.
It was a girl. A sharp face with deep blue eyes and a tuft of dark auburn hair. Edward hadn’t planned on a girl. He had always assumed he would have a boy. If he was completely honest with himself, he was rather disappointed. Edward very bravely put up with this reality, yet there were complications. He never thought of a girl’s name, he was planning to name his son Richard or Edward, after himself and his father. Harriet was no help in this regard, she had taken the delivery poorly and it had put her in a lamentable state. Edward did not want to upset his wife further, though the actual reason was that he was somewhat scared of Harriet’s mood, worried that he would catch it like a disease. It took him many fleeting days and unending nights until Edward found a name. On the 14th of April 1892, Valerie Jones had a name.
The years past and Valerie grew taller, taller than was usual. She was half her father’s size at eight and by twelve she reached his shoulder. Her auburn hair lost its’ colour, leaving a sleek black in its place. Harriet never truly recovered from the pregnancy, she was quiet and observant with darting eyes that held only scorn. She didn’t truly believe she had a child but just another miscarriage; though she was reminded of Valerie’s presence as the girl clambered through the house with great determination, eventually being stopped by the collision that was Harriet. She treated the girl with indifference, as one might treat a stranger who sat down next to you on the train. She could not find hatred nor affection for the child, the best she could do was half heated pity. Her efforts to distance herself from her daughter didn’t work as she had hoped for Valerie adored her mother; she was the only one who didn’t treat her as the child she still very much was. 
Edward was a caring and loving father, he believed. He doted on his little girl which, to Valerie’s dismay, never ceased. He had truly taken to his role and all earlier doubts had been washed away, leaving Edward in a somewhat deluded state of his own greatness. Valerie cared for her father, he had never mistreated her nor berated her; yet if she spent prolonged time with him, she felt an ache run through her, a feeling of wrongness that wouldn’t diminish until she could escape him. she felt guilty because of such feelings. Her father did nothing to deserve such repulsion. He just treated her as any father would treat their daughter.
“She will come of age soon” Harriet would murmur in a sympathetic tone. 
Edward would demand Harriet to elaborate but in answer she would just glance around him with quick, darting eyes and shake her head. Valerie didn’t understand her mother’s worries, for she was fifteen now and she had no trouble she could think of. If anything, she was rather pleased. She was as tall as her father now and just as broad; a proud achievement for her as it allowed for the opportunity to wear his clothes, she much preferred them to the impractical dresses she was expected to wear. It puzzled Edward how his daughter was so gleeful to wear his unused clothes, if anything, it frustrated him to no end. He had reprimanded her multiple times for it, but she just gave an insincere apology and walked off. Harriet, like anything involving her daughter, didn’t show any interest and saw no problems. Valerie loved her mother for her accepting disregard; it led to her wearing her fathers’ clothes more frequently, to the point that it became a rarity for her to be seen in a dress. However, there were restrictions Valerie simply couldn’t fight. When in public she had to wear the outfits her father picked as not to ‘embarrass him’ as he put it. 
Such a day occurred in early February. Edward excitedly informed that “parliament will be opening today so the family must be present for such a historic achievement for the country” with a triumph in his voice as if it was his success. 
Valerie didn’t care much of her country’s success and in an attempt of getting out of the trip pointed out that it was positively pouring. Edward deliberated for all of two seconds and decided to carry on with the patriotic jaunt; and so, Valerie, Edward and Harriet trudged out into the muddy streets of London. 
Unfortunately for Edward, his hopes were quashed as soon as they reached Hyde Park. Thousands of women littered the area with pickets held high in a defiant pride. Valerie watched with awe as the women marched with their heads held high, their backs straight, shouting their message. Reading the signs protruding around the crowd she learnt out that these women were demanding for the right to vote. Valerie gave a questioning glance to her mother, but it went unnoticed. Harriet was still. Her darting eyes focused, their usual malice absent, watching the crowd slowly slipping through streets of London. Her mother being a lost cause, Valerie looked over at her father with the expectation of seeing anger or annoyance.  Instead, she was met with a glassy look, a look of a man who had his ideals proven wrong and all he knew had been fallacious. He met his daughter’s eyes with anguish and regret; in an instant he held his child close to avoid her seeing his tears drip slowly down his cheek.
In the coming months, Edward never forced Valerie to wear anything of his choosing and never questioned her clothing. He even bought more shirts and trousers just for Valerie so they would no longer had to share. She was rather pleased by the change of attitude, yet she was curious as to why her choices suddenly became acceptable. As an answer to her question her father simply told her “You are my child and I loved you as my child, but you are more than that. You are person and I never tied to love who you have become.” 
Valerie stood there, silent, somewhat disorientated as she never heard such emotion in her father’s voice before. She gave a tearful smile to him and simply replied “thank you.”
Valerie was twenty-two now, facing the world as a fully fledged adult. It was a bad time to face the world though. War surrounded every conversation, interaction, occupation. The men were leaving, off to France to fight the good fight. Her father had left already, gone with a promise he’ll be back soon. With his absence it soon became quickly apparent to Valerie how her mother though of her. The realisation brought to Valerie a form of grief, she had lost a loving mother who accepted her, to be replaced by a distant stranger to steal her image, a creature that worms through the mind to corrupt any and all memories. Harriet didn’t notice, or didn’t care, the change in her daughter so she continued to treat the child as she always had, the talkative train passenger she puts up with. Valerie knew she wasn’t wanted in this house, so she made a solemn exit. Harriet was quite bemused the coming days. No sound echoed through the halls; no creaks of floorboards were present. In the twenty-three years Harriet had lived in this house, she never remembered it being so cold. Sitting down she understood that she rather enjoyed having her talkative companion.
Valerie, having no home, walked the streets of London in a somewhat nihilistic mood. In her state she never noticed the glances, the stares; she never heard the hushed words or the quiet sneers as she went by. She recalled that day when she was fifteen, the day she saw her father cry. She remembered the women and their shared camaraderie, envious of the clear task they set themselves. She wanted such a task, she needed it. Valerie was taken out of her stupor by a deep, gruff voice. A mumbled insult came from a stooped man, who Valerie had walked into. A second later the man realised that he was in fact a she, he gave a sour grimace and turned away. Valerie, confused by the man’s scorn, followed him to ask what his problem was as he wondered into the nearest building. She tried as best she could but was turned away by a broad looking man as she approached, she demanded an explanation and the only answer she got was “wars no place for women.” She found the answer rather funny, after all, it didn’t actually explain anything. Yet not all was bad, Valerie had found her task. 
She had quite the plan for herself, yet leaving home didn’t help much as she needed some things. Swallowing her pride, she returned home hoping to avoid her mother. The door was still unlocked so she rather easily strode in, quietly making her way to the bathroom. She found what she was looking for and got to work, dark locks fell to the floor one after another. Valerie, now looking strikingly like her father, snuck to her mother’s room. Luckily, she wasn’t present there either. Valerie took a corset from the wardrobe and began adjusting. It took longer than she hoped, the sun was beginning to set, yet she achieved what she set out to do. Getting dressed in a new set of clothes with her corset underneath she made her way back to the bathroom. She watched this figure in front of her for a second, an hour. This person, this man stared back, an anxious, accusing gleam in his eyes. To avoid this mans judgement Valerie huddled into a corner, blocking herself off to all else. 
A knock woke her, a weak tap. She stayed quiet, hoping for it just go away. She couldn’t face her mother, not now, not after she changed, not after she was no longer Valerie. Yet the knock persisted with a calming vehemence. The window was her only option. Ashamed of her cowardice, Valerie crawled through, knowing she would never see her mother again. 
It was early. the streets had a lethargic silence as Valerie fell towards the recruitment centre. She stood outside, waiting. Fearing that she would be turned away again. For a long time, Valerie stared at the door, rubbing her now stubbled head. A group of men walked by with a committed expression on their faces. Valerie joined at the end, hiding herself. Multiple desks faced her, a gaunt man sitting behind one. Valerie approached him. She lowered her voice and told him that she was here to volunteer. In response she got a blank stare followed by a monotone “name” 
“Victor Jones” Valerie said in a subdued voice. 
The gaunt man was quiet for a time, an excruciatingly long time. He knew, he had to, she was no man, could never be. She was born incomplete; no alterations would make up for it. However, the gaunt man didn’t laugh, didn’t accuse. He saw Valerie as just another fool who wanted to fight for some ideal. He nodded at her, handed her a form and said welcome in the same monotone voice.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Lying there, a stump for a leg, Valerie let out laugh. A tired laugh. The shell ended up falling closer to her than she though, announcing itself with a piercing whistle and leaving with a nicely shaped hole of where the trench used to be. She knew it’d end this way. After all, she was found out rather quickly, her commanding officer noticing what she was, or what she was not. Instead of sending her back with a dishonourable discharge, Jamerson had an idea. Valerie was tasked to be part of the push for the Somme. General Haig needed men for his plans, or, as Jamerson though, some cannon fodder for his pride. And here she was, having a grand old-time bleeding to death in the decimated soil of northern France. She chose this after all, found her task. She saw men die, saw them weep for their wife, mother, children. She had a father who had likely been in this situation and a mother who did a great impression of the living dead. She did not weep. she laughed a tired laugh.








Critical analysis
The story changed than how I had planned it. The plot was supposed to take place when Valerie was in the trenches, already passing as a man. The story was going to explore trans ideas and how they would have been treated in the 1910s/20s. When planning this story, I was going to use three books as a foundation. Firstly, “All Quiet on The Western Front” by Erich Maria Remarque. the book follows an authentic view of a German soldier in the trenches, I had hoped to replicate the detail Remarque had shown. The second book was “For Whom the Bell Tolls” by Ernest Hemingway. From this book I wanted to show the intense relationships that form during war. Particularly the relationship between Robert Jordan and Pablo. I have applied this to Valerie and her parents, the relationship seeming meaningful, then obsolete. This is shown as Valerie does not care for Edward for a good part of the story, then changes suddenly due to one incident. The last book was “The Well of Loneliness” by Radclyffe Hall. I have taken the most inspiration from this book, my story follows a similar plotline. A girl, dresses as a man and in the absence of her father she must face her mother alone and resulting in leaving; joins the army to find purpose. An obvious difference being that Valerie tries to pass as a man whilst Stephen doesn’t. 
The story has three integral parts: 
1.The birth of Valerie
2.The family watching the ‘mud march’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://editions.covecollective.org/chronologies/mud-march] 

3.Valerie leaving her home for the army
The birth sets Harriet in a desolate mood for the rest of the story and for Edward to use Valerie to keep his confidence high. The mud march, the protest on the 9th of February 1907, was used to change Edward to make him understand his daughter. It also is used to plant the idea the Valerie has no purpose, realising this much later. Leaving the home is used to show that Valerie has moved on, no longer having a mother or father, she herself chooses what she wishes to do. It’s also an important part as it is a catalyst for Valerie to pass as a man. Of course, 2500 words aren’t enough to convey that in as much detail as I would have liked. The story mainly focuses on Valerie’s childhood and upbringing instead of the time in the war and her time passing as a man. 
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