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[bookmark: _Int_rL8AblVX]The Maid Of Orleans – Historical Fiction.
Domremy 1412.
[bookmark: _Int_Ls5KeQpf]Her fierce cry could be heard calling out far and wide across the land, announcing her arrival into the world to all with an indisputable vigour. Jacques halts the oxen and the iron tipped plough comes to a slow, shuddering stop. He wipes at his sweating brow with his bare forearm and looks back across the field. The formation of a smile creasing the corners of his eyes as the midday sun illuminates the stone walls of the farmhouse. 
‘Jacquemin, Jean, viens.’ The young boys gather their tools and race across the ploughed earth to return home with their father, excitement etched on their small dirty faces.
_____._____
‘We have a daughter.’ Isabelle smiles as Jacques enters the room. A ray of sunlight rests upon the newborns’ head, a shock of dark hair peeking out from beneath the shawl wrapped around her tiny form, as she is nursed at Isabelle’s breast. 
Jacques tentatively crosses the room, ‘She is healthy?’ 
[bookmark: _Int_xOvE84ll]‘She is healthy.’ Isabelle smiles. ‘God has blessed us with a daughter at last.’ Jacques relaxes his shoulders and as he breathes a sigh of relief, he tenderly kisses his wife on her forehead. 
‘We shall call her Jeanne,’ he announces, standing tall and proud, ‘for God is gracious.’
_____ . _____
As the years passed and Jeanne approached her seventh birthday it had become apparent that she was unlike other children her own age. Isabelle voiced her concerns to Jacques one evening as they lay under the coarse blanket, the flickering candlelight emitting impish shadows around the darkened room.
‘Is it right?’ Isabelle whispers, ‘She is so quiet, so distant.’ 
‘Ma cherie, Jeanne is a bright child.’ he reassuringly wraps his arms around her and draws her body close to his, ‘we are blessed to have such a special daughter. She smiles, she laughs, she is content.’
‘Today she was looking up into the sky again, as though watching fireflies dancing.’ She shifts her position to face Jacques, ‘But there was nothing there.’
‘You have no reason to fret so, her young mind is full of wonder,’ he kisses her cheek, ‘allow her this time to be a child, non?’
‘Oui, mais…’
‘There is enough concern with the approaching conflict, this is what we should be putting our mind towards.’
Isabelle appreciated that Jacques spoke with wisdom. It is said that the English are approaching ever closer, the threat of war that had so far evaded their village hangs heavy in the air. But she could not ignore the looks on the villagers faces as they looked upon Jeanne’s behaviour in the market square, heard the whispers and giggles from the children at the daily teachings. Isabelle could not comprehend how their daughter, their special gift from God, could be somewhat flawed. The candlelight dances erratically before dimming itself, a closing wisp of smoke spirals towards the low beamed ceiling. Isabelle listens to the slumbering sighs of her children in their beds across the room while Jacques’ chest slowly rises and falls beneath her head, his breath deepening as he welcomes sleep.
From beneath her covers Jeanne opens her eyes. The warm, solid forms of Jacquemin and Jean lying beside her bestow a sense of reassurance within the blackness of the room. It is with the absence of light that the intrusive imaginings inhabit her mind. Visions and voices echo in the black and red hazed vortex that swirls above and around her. She hears her mother praying quietly from her bed and so lies rigidly still so as not be perceived. A war is coming, it is all the villagers speak of. Houses will be burnt; men will be killed and the women, young and old, will have unspeakable horrors forced upon them by the Englishmen. Jeanne has heard it said and the fearful images fill her every thought. She looks up to the ceiling, her eyes now adjusted to the gloom, and welcomes the emergence of shimmering lights that move gently in formation. Jeanne is certain these are the angels she has learned of at her mother’s strict catechism classes. They come to her often, calling her with the soft whispering of her name. Jeanne does not fear the angels for they comfort and guide her with their divine providence. They weaken the energy of unwanted thoughts and replace them with celestial peace. Jeanne is assured of her gift although she is yet to learn of its nature. She is reminded of patience. She will discover her potential in time. The shimmering lights continue to weave above her as her eyes slowly close and she drifts into a light and restless sleep.
_____ . _____
[bookmark: _Int_MoRi90oI]Justice For The Injustice - Crime Fiction.
[bookmark: _Int_0hA8FSBl]Amy checks her phone, 10:33am. She lets out a sigh and quickens her step. Of all the days her car could choose to give its final gasp for breath, it had to be the day when she needed it the most. Amy hated being late, almost as much as she hated post-it notes stuck to her laptop by her supervisor. Being punctual was something she had prided herself upon, but today she was already three minutes late and it is going to take at least another eight to get there. She could feel the sweat trickling from her armpits down her sides. No, today was not going well. She switches her paperwork laden shoulder bag from the left side to the right, and subconsciously counts the steps she takes as she continues through the cobbled streets of Hastings Old Town to her destination.
Janet was standing at the window, biting her fingernails, as Amy approached the small, terraced house. Through her tensed jawline and red rimmed eyes, a flicker of a smile emerged on Janet’s face as she opened the door to Amy. Barely hidden under the cuffs of her sweater were the signs of recent rage.
‘The police won’t do anything,’ her voice cracks, ‘please help me.’
‘I’m limited, as you know,’ Amy puts her bag on the table as she enters the cluttered room, and fumbles through the paperwork. ‘But as there is a child protection and safeguarding concern, there are some options we can look into.’ She retrieves the file she was searching for and hands an information booklet to Janet. Amy moves a toy truck from the chair to sit down.
[bookmark: _Int_umwlGyD3][bookmark: _Int_twI0lZec]‘I shouldn’t have to leave my home; he should be forced to leave.’ Tears swell at the corner of her eye as she looks at the women’s refuge pamphlet, ‘What about my boy? It’s not fair on him. This isn’t right.’ 
Amy takes a packet of tissues from her pocket and passes one to Janet. She feels her injustice, she feels it every day with all the female clients in her case files. The lack of police support, the lack of women’s rights. Never mind the post-it notes from her supervisor, this is what she really hates. She had believed that by paving a career within social services she would be able to do her bit, make a difference and had she the free rein to do so, that is exactly what she would be doing. Unfortunately, the Acts they must follow, designed to ensure the safeguarding of those most vulnerable, are worth less than the paper they are written on when undermined by the binds of the red taped, short, balding, halitosis inflicted middle-aged supervisors and self-professed authoritarians.
Janet jumps up from her chair at the familiar sound of a key being turned in the front door.
‘Oh God, he’s back,’ the blood drains from her face, her hands start to tremble, ‘you have to go.’ She thrusts the pamphlet back into Amy’s hand, but not quickly enough. Neil leans against the doorway in a haze of fragrant smoke and stale alcoholic fumes.
‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ he lumbers towards Amy and before she has time to respond he snatches the pamphlet and glances at the front cover. ‘The fuck?’ his eyes appear to bulge. ‘Interfering bitch, what the fuck are you filling her head with?’ Janet sobs, apologising feebly as Neil turns his anger towards her. ‘The fuck you been saying now?’
Amy stands up; despite her petite five feet and two-inch frame she shows no discernible fear of male driven intimidation. ‘I suggest you calm down Neil and maybe we can discuss this in a mature and civilised manner.’
‘Fuck you.’
‘If you continue this level of aggression towards me, I’ll have no choice but to phone the police.’
‘Fuck this shit.’ He takes a cigarette from the packet on the table then pockets the box. ‘We’ll talk about this later.’ He glares at Janet, then to Amy, ‘And you better be gone, we don’t need your fucking help, go save some fucker else and leave us the fuck alone.’ The door slams. Janet crumples like a wilted flower onto her chair. She looks at the table.
‘He took my fags.’ She wipes a tear from her cheek. ‘The bastard took my fags.’
Janet continues to sob as she relents to Amy contacting the refuge centre on her behalf. 
[bookmark: _Int_AxSxDOIB][bookmark: _Int_Zf4B6j5N][bookmark: _Int_lj8Fw65n][bookmark: _Int_mgZcKHyk]‘It’s for the best Janet. I’ll have to go and make a few phone calls. I don’t think you should be alone; I can arrange for a family liaison officer to come over?’
[bookmark: _Int_QHTvgjur][bookmark: _Int_ZDrrzAei]‘No, it’s ok. I’ll go round my sister before I get my boy from nursery. How soon will it be? What do I need to pack?’
‘Just the essentials.’ She gives Janet a comforting hug. ‘I’ll phone you as soon as I have news ok.’
Amy checks her phone as she walks down the narrow Smugglers’ Alley steps towards the New Town. 12:47pm. She brushes away a curl of hair tickling her nose, securing it behind her ear, then dials the number. Before the anticipated engaged tone could sing out, she feels a solid thud against the back of her head. The phone falls from her hand, cracking against the stone beneath her. As if in slow motion, her legs give way and her head cracks in a similar fashion against the edge of a step. As darkness envelopes her, she hears solitary footsteps making a hasty retreat and feels a warm, sticky sensation embracing the side of her head.
[bookmark: _Hlk158876430]_____._____

[bookmark: _Int_2NyMsomF]A Tale Of the Old Oak - Fantasy Fiction.

‘Grandma, won’t you please tell me the story of how you got that big scar on your cheek?’
‘But Elizabeth, you must know the story off by heart.’ 
‘Please Grandma, it’s my favourite bedtime story.’ 
Nancy smiles down at her granddaughter, whose tiny hands are folded in prayer position at her chest. She kisses her on the forehead. 
‘Very well,’ she replies softly, while pulling the quilt just beneath Elizabeth’s chin, ‘let’s get comfortable and I’ll begin.’ Nancy places her arm around Elizabeth and the young girl snuggles into her chest, eager to hear the fantastical tale she knows so well. ‘Seventy turns of the earth, between the moon, the sun, and the stars, have passed since that day. I was a young girl, much about the same age as you are now, and my grandmama had asked me to collect wildflowers from the meadow…’
_____._____
If I close my eyes and imagine, I can still feel the warmth of the sun which shone so brightly that morning. It was the eve of Midsummers Day, and my grandmama was busy in her kitchen preparing her special lotions and potions for the magical gathering to be held at sunrise. The scents of rose, lavender, and sage filled the air as she attended to her large pot which bubbled and boiled above the fire.
[bookmark: _Int_VDfnOSrB]‘Nancy my dear, I’m in need of more enchanter’s nightshade and red campion, won’t you take the basket and collect some for me from the lea by the edge of the forest?’ I take up the wicker basket, eager to help. My grandmama wraps her spindly fingers around my hand, ‘But remember, do not enter the shade of the old oak tree.’ she says with a cautionary tone. I promised I wouldn’t, I remember the villager’s tales of those who had, and had never returned.
[bookmark: _Int_b5SOtSX5][bookmark: _Int_loDHQfAv]Skipping my way through the soft, lush grass, I sang a little ditty my papa used to hum. I was so hot by the time I reached the edge of the forest. I sipped nectar from the clover flowers just as grandmama had shown me. The sweet ambrosia relieved my dry mouth. I sat for a moment among the wildflowers, watching butterflies' flit and flutter amongst them. Then I heard it, gently at first but gradually becoming stronger. An enchanting melody like nothing I have ever heard before, comparable to a choir of angels, beckoning me from deep within the trees. I abandoned my basket and forgetting my grandmamas warning I stepped into the forest, curious to discover the source of this wonderous song. I followed in a trance, the music leading me to the shade of the great old oak. A door appeared in its elephantine trunk. I turned the golden doorknob and a stairway leading downwards appeared within the entangled roots of the tree. Bewitched by the rhythm that continued to sing to me from below, I took one step onto the stairway. The melody suddenly stopped, and I fell, spiralling downwards for what seemed an eternity. I landed in a rumpled heap on the rough floor of a dusty hollow. I was met, not by angelic beings, but by the clan of trolls who lived between the gnarled roots of the forest above. So hideous they were. Their yellow eyes flamed in the incandescent torch light, their tusks stained red with a recent feast of moles, voles, and rats. The sharp claws on their enormous feet scratched at the earth as they shuffled towards me, leering smiles on their spikily whiskered jowls as they patted their bulbous bellies. I tried to scream but to no avail as I was lifted by four of these monstrous creatures, one at each arm and leg, and carried along a twisting tunnel. In my struggle to break free my cheek was lacerated against the sharp tusk of the troll holding my right arm. Blood trickled towards my mouth, the metallic taste reaching my tongue. The scent of my blood roused the trolls. They grumbled and grouched with a growl and a groan as they fought over who should get the first taste. I was dropped as they locked tusks, the claws at the ends of their stubby fingers lashed out aimlessly. Snarls and howls hollered all around, reverberating through the underground maze. I shuffled backwards until I felt the solid earth behind me. So engrossed with their quarrelling, they seemed to have forgotten that I was the reason for their disagreement. And that’s when I heard a tinkling sound, like the ringing of a small bell much like the bells my grandmama hangs in her garden. A sparkling light appeared before my eyes and with no words, I was urged to follow. I silently crept away from the furore, following the glittering orb to a hidden cramped space within the shadows. The shimmering light grew in intensity and lit up another door. This time a gleaming silver handle appeared and as I rested my hand upon it, I was lifted. Up, up, up I went through the heart of the old oak. I emerged through the leaves up high and was gently held as I floated back downwards to the cool soil of my grandmama’s garden. My eyes readjusted to the midday sun, and I gasped at the sight before me; the shimmering of faeries wings which shone with all the colours of the rainbow. In my mind I could hear their exquisite harmony singing joyously. Placed on the ground beside me I find the basket I had been sent on my errand with had been filled with the most beautiful wildflowers. Grandmama must have heard my return as she called me from the cottage doorway. I picked up the basket, and thanking the faeries for rescuing me, I ran to hug her tightly.
‘My dear Nancy, what happened to your beautiful cheek?’ I instinctively touched the side of my face and flinched at the wound.
‘Oh, grandmama, I must have tripped along the way.’ Grandmama, with a knowing look, gazes beyond me towards her rose garden.
‘Thank you.’ she nodded. I turned my head to match her gaze and catch sight of the shimmering lights dancing gracefully above the blooms. And I never set foot in the forest again, for the scar on my cheek serves as a reminder of what dwells beneath the earth.
_____._____
‘Grandma, would the faeries save me just as they saved you?’ I gaze down at Elizabeth and smile.
‘Undoubtedly my darling. The faeries are always here to protect us.’ A glimmer of light hovers above my right shoulder as her tinkling laugh rings in my mind. ‘Thankyou.’ I whisper. And with a kiss goodnight on her forehead, I hold Elizabeth snugly as she drifts into dream.
_____._____
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Reflection.

In this reflective essay I will be discussing the portfolio pieces I have submitted for assessment. Based upon the genres of popular fiction studied within this module, my portfolio is comprised of three pieces of work incorporating historical, crime and fantasy fiction. 
I chose Joan of Arc as my focus for historical fiction. Her story stirred up strong emotions within me as a child, her strength being an inspiration from an early age. I felt compelled to write my fictional interpretation with the telling of her story from her childhood perspective. As there is not a great deal of information about Joan’s’ life before the well-known historical documentation, I aim to create a relatable reality to the girl she was which led on to her being the strong, courageous woman who achieved remarkable success within a patriarchal society where male domination was the norm. I endeavour to step into the inner realms of Joan’s mind and explore the potential mental health issues she experienced, which may have been misinterpreted during this period, to allow the reader to feel into her as a true person rather than a myth or legend with no real form. I encountered some difficulty in how I should go about accessing her thoughts. I was appreciative of the input from the group in suggesting using others’ perceptions of Joan as a way of highlighting her actions and behaviours which I could then develop into Joans own thoughts and feelings. I used this advice by introducing her mother’s concerns before directing the attention onto Joan herself.
It was a conscious decision to begin Joans’ story from the moment of her birth. 
‘Her fierce cry could be heard calling out far and wide across the land, announcing her arrival into the world to all with an indisputable vigour.’
[bookmark: _Int_PjFMUCSL]My intention with this opening sentence is to convey to the reader that from the moment of her birth, Joan was making a statement. She was a force to be reckoned with. Although beginning the story with her birth, I have deliberately skipped the first few years of her life and re-entered at her seventh year, the time in which the war reached their village, as this is when I can start to portray the young Joan effectively. I explored the feedback I received which questioned the necessity of the narrator ‘telling’ the reader, ‘As the years passed and Jeanne approached her seventh birthday…’ but after consideration I chose to keep this narration in situ. I feel it bridges the gap between her birth to her seventh year while informing the reader of the concerns that have been noticed throughout this period. To give this piece of writing sufficient historical accuracy, while maintaining a modern feel, more research will be required than I have currently been able to obtain. I have done minimal research online using the Brittanica website, to gain insight into life in medieval France, and Joan’s family.
[bookmark: _Int_yHOyqX5G][bookmark: _Int_ebEWcCl3][bookmark: _Int_HT1zHrOI]The draft chapter I have submitted for my second piece of writing, ‘Justice For The Injustice’ has evolved following an exercise during the second week of the module where the focus was on characterisation. The plot structure I was encouraged to create for this story has been submitted to the work in progress discussion forum on Moodle. Being asked to display my unpolished, draft writing for others to read raised within me an uncomfortable sense of naked vulnerability; allowing my inner thoughts to be seen and scrutinised is not something I relish. The engagement required by the forum has drawn attention to my difficulties in critiquing others works effectively; not wanting to voice my opinions for fear of upsetting the recipient. This is something I will need to work on as I realise the benefits of other’s opinions, both negative and positive, are an asset to the development of self-expression and creativity. Having had more time to give it further thought I have since expanded my crime fiction structure further. However, as is the way my mind works, there is always room for further change and development as the plot unfolds. Prior to this module I had not considered constructing a three-act structure, instead tending to create a scenario and follow my imagination where it takes me. I have benefitted from taking the time to draft characterisation profiles and a plot outline to refer to and stop myself going too far off track. I have chosen the setting of my story in a place I know very well, where I feel confident in describing the scene and the local characters with a certain reality. I wanted to write a piece with a female protagonist, set on righting the wrongs inflicted on women by men. She quickly realises she is not alone in her views and enlists the help of other women in her fight against misogyny. I have used an omniscient narrator as this allows the freedom to delve into the scenes and characters from an all-seeing perspective. This is a piece of writing which I feel has potential for further development and I will be aiming to create a full piece of fiction in time, rather than simply an initial chapter. I am aware that this style of writing may be targeted at a predominantly female audience, but I hope that male readers will also be able to engage in the story, albeit through grimaces and patriarchal outcries.
[bookmark: _Int_K7pz3hbO]My third piece of writing for fantasy fiction came to me by chance, an initial remark which set the wheels of the story in motion. I had set about creating a plot structure for a modern tale of fantasy, but upon reflection, I did not feel satisfied with that theme. I realised that if I could not engage with the plot or characters myself, I would not be able to engage the readers in my writing. I instead chose to abandon my initial scheme and created this piece without the aid of a structured outline. I recall telling my children stories when they were young, remembering how they preferred the tales which came about off the top of my head, and so this is an ad lib story which I imagine telling my grandchild. Rather than creating, or adapting, a traditional fairy tale, beginning with ‘Once Upon A Time,’ I wanted to bring the reader directly into the room with the child and her grandmother, to feel present within the retelling of her tale. The narration throughout is that of the grandmother, as this is her story as she retells it to Elizabeth. Whereas my crime and historical works of fiction are draft chapters, my fantasy piece could be seen as a short story in its entirety but could also have the potential for continuation, e.g., Elizabeth encounters the faeries and the trolls herself and continues to discover new adventures. Imagination knows no bounds.

