1708142 Prithi Sabrina Shukla
HPEN7019 The Writer’s World
A conversation between two characters about a third
Title to be decided
“The shears… did you leave them on the lawn, Iolo?” Efa asks, mystified. 
She gazes outside at the back garden for quite a while through the kitchen window. Her fingers nervously grip the edge of the sink. 
At the table, just behind her, she can hear Iolo slurp his coffee and bite down on a piece of toast. 
Efa looks over her shoulder at him and draws a long breath. He’s seemingly more interested in his newspaper than her. And of course, besides his favourite mug with that horrible grotesque face of ‘The Joker’, is a roll-up ready to be lit. What’s more, there are crumbs and strands of tobacco all over her tablecloth. 
“Well…did you? It’s Alys I’m worried about.” 
“It’s not Alys, it’s about your garden and veggie patch...” he contradicts, not looking up from his paper. 
“Absolutely not!” Efa flinches at his implied insult. She pulls the dishcloth off the towel rail, aims it at him, but then throws it on the table.
“Well?” 
He takes no notice. 
From the window she surveys the back garden. Nothing looks out of place.  The flower beds, sheltered by the oak tree, still have their foxgloves. The gate too, at the edge of the sloping field, is shut. And yet she struggles to calm herself. 
“Iolo?” 
“No, I didn’t,” he snaps back. Then unexpectedly he puts down his paper, looks at her and bursts into a scornful laugh. 
“It’s all so funny. The day when Alys arrived here…your tomatoes and beans never made it to the kitchen table.” He laughs again.  “She fed it to the geese and the sheep!” 
Efa glares at him, her cheeks feel warm. Yes, she does recall last year in June when Alys moved in from the previous foster home to live with them. It was on the day of her ninth birthday.  And yes, she does remember Alys had fed the vegetables for their dinner to the geese and sheep in the adjacent field – excited by the birds and the animals, she’d had this irresistible outburst of generous affection. What’s so wrong with that? She directs her gaze at him and comments on his last remark with composure.
“She was just being kind.” 
“Well sure, in the meantime, we’ve lost a lot of vegetables through Alys’ generosity,” he jeers. 
Her heart beats fast, in her annoyance. She clenches her lips together. He’s normally not so unpleasant. She knows it’s his attempt to protect his own ego. He’s just upset and disappointed. She’s observed the battle with his confidence since his last book was refused publication. Yet he diligently writes every day, constantly in hope. Still, it’s no excuse to be so abominable.
Iolo looks at her. “You weren’t pleased either when she wore your pretty flowers,” he sneers. “…her wrists, ankles…around her neck, her crowned head, ALL your flowers.”
“I wasn’t really annoyed, she’s just a kid… a lovely kid!” When she thinks of Alys, it’s with determined fondness. She muses on the day when Alys picked the daisies and made them into “fairy chains.” It was wonderful to see this childish freshness, innocence, and curiosity. It’s just sometimes, though she means well, she can be extremely… trying. 
“And, not to forget the flowers all broken and scattered below the oak tree, the day she killed that squirrel,” he taunts.
“She didn’t kill it!” Efa sadly shakes her head. That day Alys had lit several candles on the heaped mound of earth after she had covered it with flowers, and birds’ feathers. When questioned, Alys had tried to explain that she had been baptising the baby squirrel after it fell from the nest, but it drowned. 
“Oh…I don’t know,” Iolo sniggers.
“Now, you’re being mean…,” she retorts sharply. “Alys’ thinking patterns can be confusing… it was her way of trying to save it.”
Iolo remains silent. He needs a smoke to keep calm. After a hasty look around the table, and a fumble through his pockets, he leaves the kitchen. He had left his lighter upstairs on the dresser. 
She wearily slides off her ring and places it on the windowsill. Perhaps, finally, she can focus on the dishes? Her hands dip into the kitchen sink of soapy water. But then, she notices the shed door is ajar. 
Efa nervously pushes the window open. A light breeze filters through... it reminds her of last summer, it was the same as this last year. She recalls Alys’ words, and her moods then. Alys had tried to protect the baby chickens from the fox by putting them in a box. But the container had no air holes. They never saw the next morning. 
Efa wonders in dread, where is Alys, is she still upstairs…sleeping? She didn’t hear her come down. As Iolo’s harsh words echo in her mind, his heavy footsteps cross the kitchen floor and distract her. Efa glances over her shoulder at him. He places his lighter on the table, flops down into the chair and buries his face into his newspaper.
“I better go and check on Alys,” she mutters.
“She’s sleeping… I just checked.” 
[bookmark: _Hlk68713526]Relieved, she swirls the plates and cups around in the water. The foam slowly builds. Every scrub and splash makes the bubbles on the surface larger.  A few crackle and pop against her hands - she never really paid any attention to such things before Alys came to live with them. She recalls when they were washing dishes together once, and Alys said, “Efa…aren’t the bubbles noisy?” 
Efa glances round at Iolo. “She’s quite bright you know… is Alys, and quite a joy with her chatter.” 
“What?” Iolo puts down his paper and picks up his roll-up. Rising from the table, he strolls over to the kitchen sink, “…let’s be honest here, she’s a handful and she does some really weird things…”
Efa raises her hand, her fingers spread wide, defensive.
 “Stop there…I’ll allow you to continue, only if you let me point out all your faults before you list hers?” 
“Splendid, Efa… Bravo! The truth is you need her, so you forgive her anything. I’m out.” He walks into the back garden and lights up. She stares after him, hesitates a moment then calls out,
“Uhm…the shed…can you check it?”
“You handle it…and Alys.” He disappears around the side of the house. 
A familiar creak of the floorboards above, followed by gurgling noises in the pipes catch her ear. Alys is finally awake. Hastily, Efa drains the water and looks at the clock above the sink. It’s half ten already. Then she hears the front door bang and Iolo’s heavy footsteps ascend the stairs.
The stillness outside is interrupted by a loud thud. The sound startles her. Whatever it was that struck the ground, it fell out from Iolo’s study window. She rushes out. On the grass, a wad of once-bound paper now lies strewn everywhere. Some pages have fluttered into the drain while others have scattered around the garden. She looks up.
“Iolo?”
But nobody is at the window. Instead, she hears a rumble down the stairs. Iolo shoots through the kitchen and out of the door. His arms raised, shaking them in the air, he curses. He quickly retrieves what’s left of his book. 
“That ruffian…she broke into my study and threw my manuscript out of the window,” he growls.
“Why?”
“Said I must say sorry…she’d heard me being nasty, then mumbled about my book and threw it out.”
He chases after the pages fluttering across the lawn, gathering up the rest of the torn sheets.
“Where is she?”
“In her room. I’ve locked her in there… for the time being.”
“What!”
“Never mind that…just help me with these pages?” 
As Efa rushes around the garden, hurrying after sheets, she spots the shears close by. Stringy white bits and a flaky yellowy crust cover the blades. Then a random tap-tap-tap of a woodpecker on the roof of the shed grabs her attention. She treads carefully towards the wooden structure. The door is slightly ajar. It’s dark inside. 
“The girl’s a nuisance…,” she hears Iolo yell out and turns in his direction. He’s by the vegetable patch near the shed. 
“Let her be… you come take these papers.” 
“In a minute.” 
Impatient to go in, her foot pushes the shed door fully open. An unmistakable stench hits her. The smell is familiar. 
Efa steps in, nervous. Her hand reaches for the light switch. In an instant, the scale of the damage is exposed. It couldn’t be a fox, as the hens are still in their coop. It’s just their eggs, they’re smashed. It’s a mess, dried yolk and bits of shell are everywhere. On the floor lies a can of adhesive, in it a brush. Then, she spots something next to the tin. It’s a large, flattened cardboard box. Pieces of eggshell are glued onto its surface - like a mosaic. It’s hard to decipher what the pattern is. The fragments have been stuck together in a childish way. She stares hard at it. Then it dawns on her. Of course, it’s a baby chick, peeking out of an eggshell. 
Just then Iolo enters the shed. His eyes widen.
“What…what is this? Alys up to her tricks again?”
His voice startles her. She hadn’t heard him walk in. His papers nearly slip out of her hand. 
“Here, before I drop them.” She hands the pile over. 
Then, from the damp floor, she rescues Alys’ artwork and shows it to him.
“Look…how creative this is.” 
“What, broken pieces of eggshell stuck to cardboard?” he says, mocking.
“It’s a baby chick peeking out of its shell.”
For a few moments, he stares…
“Ah…I see it, now,” he looks around the shed, “…at least she hasn’t killed the birds.”
Iolo muses. There’s a story here…this is another one of Alys’ antics he can add to his manuscript.
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