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Four lecture tasks worth 5,000 words with a 1,000 reflective critique
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Lecture One – Three Objects Exercise
Choosing three objects on the premises, incorporate them into a story about falling in love.
Chosen objects – An elevator, a sandbag and an umbrella.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Miranda Warning

The elevator is my favourite place. 
It changes, comes with the job I suppose, but now it’s definitely the elevator. This is because, in that squat box, Miranda graces me with her presence. I’m with her right this moment, in that elevator. She works here, answers phones for a living, reading from a script and dealing with irate customers. That’s not something I could do, I couldn’t get disrespected by some old coot from the comfort of his own home. I would want to reach through the receiver and throttle the person on the other end, or loosen their teeth, or jam a thumb into one of their dull, filmy eyes, maybe all three. She can do it though. She has the patience of a saint. I think I love her.
The elevator starts its ascent, smooth as can be and humming slightly. I only ever see Miranda in this elevator, nowhere else. We work on different levels, leagues you might say, kept apart by the powers that be. She takes the elevator halfway up to some grey office space, but I go all the way to the top, to the construction site. She isn’t looking at me but that’s because of my luminescent orange vest, I think. It is obnoxious to look at. She’s a shy girl anyway, I have to coax her out.
“What is it today?” I point at her coffee.
“Oh, just a vanilla latte, pretty boring.” She says with a shrug. I knew that. I watched her order it this morning. I just needed something to say.
“Eh, I’ve never tried. Only coffee I know is, well, I just call it coffee. Sticky black stuff. Basically tar.” I say through a smile. She stares. Her mouth raises on one side, pulled taut into a diagonal, impish grin. She does it often, it’s more of a tic than a real smile.
“Are you allowed to use the café?”
I nod. “Sure, as long as we’re building. I’m just not that into lattes and frappuccinos, all that nonsense.”
A deep breath to calm myself. The elevator hums in the silence between us. I shift on my work boots and lean against the elevator wall. She’s closer than she was yesterday, now just mere inches away from me. The scent of her makes me feel high. Before I can fumble for something else to say, the elevator doors open, and she leaves me with a white smile. I watch her find her desk and sink into her chair, stretching into its scant back support, shuffling under the desk to kick off her heels. On lucky days, the elevator is left unused for long enough that I get to stay on this floor and watch her eat something. It’s quite the display. She becomes all careful bites and wide eyes, scanning to see if anyone could see her eat. Cute. She never saw me. Today isn’t a lucky day. I wait, but she just goes straight into her work.
The climb to the site is now a lonely one, but that was usually the case. I itch the front of my trousers where I’m now throbbing. A ding sounds out, and the elevator doors open to a chilling wind. The level is pretty much done, or at least I am. I’m just an extra pair of hands for whatever else needs doing. Not much is being done this week though so I’m keeping busy in other ways.
Just the thought of her makes me sick with want. My hands shake, and I bite the air around me, feeling veins in my neck run thick with blood and tension. My cock ached from the constant excitement, and it does now, but I’ve managed to keep it at bay for the time being. I found a spare sandbag, cut a hole in it, drained it a bit to loosen the burlap, and used warm water to wetten it to try and make it softer. It’s nothing like what Miranda must have going on. If anything, it hurts, but it’s the thought of her that I pump into.
I find it in its hiding place and take it to where I know I won’t be disturbed. The motions are almost unconscious now, so I just thrust and think, but only ever about one thing. I don’t think about the smell, warm, wet sand and burlap, with the bleach-like stink from past uses. I don’t need to remember that glowing smile anymore either. You see, I ripped a picture of her from the company website, a little something to look at during. The quality is terrible. That was half the company’s fault and half my own. They had the disrespect of putting her at the back of a team photo, instead of front and center for everyone to marvel at. I had to zoom and brighten the picture to get at least a suitable image of that grinning face, tucked in at the back of a crowd, pixelated. 
I think to myself, I’ll have to get her outside work some time. Then there’d be no elevator shafts between us. Then I shoot into the sack, growling. One day.
I’ll do this a few more times before the day is done, flipping between selfish desire and certain despair that once this level is done it’ll be on to the next building. She won’t be like the others though, certainly not like the last. This time will be different.
After what seems another empty day my work is interrupted by building security, and out from them and their light blue shirts steps a scrawny police officer in a darker blue. He speaks loudly at me, from a distance.
“You need to come with us, sir.”
“What is it?” I say. They start walking at me, quick strides.
“You’re being arrested on suspicion of criminal contempt.” He shakes his head, then continues in what must be his normal speaking voice, a Bronx sneer. “You violated your restraining order, big guy.”
They get closer. On he goes, the Miranda Warning, but I only wish it has anything to do with that angel. It’s just some slut from my last contract, before I knew there was better out there, before I knew there was Miranda. I smile, because I know it could be worse. Just a breach of a restraining order? That means they haven’t found the bitch yet. I breached more than her damn restraining order.
I’m not going. That’s a no brainer. I grab the nearest thing to hand, and with my luck it isn’t some kind of tool, a sharp or heavy stick or powered drill that would give me a fighting chance. It’s an umbrella. Flesh pink. I swing it wildly but it’s no use. I sprint through the rebar columns and plastic sheets, ducking and jumping over all the shit we left out in the open. They’re on my turf, but the elevator is in use. I can’t escape. I fantasise that maybe it’s Miranda on her way for another of those lattes in her break. 
“It’s okay.” I say aloud. “I forgive you.”
I back away from the police. I’m not fucking going. I’m not going to pay any fine, let alone pick up dog shit or be put inside. They’ll figure she’s missing anyway. I’m not going to prison.
Something clicks against my boot. I’m still holding the damn umbrella, I’ve been too rigid to drop anything. They come at me now quickly, the officer speaks into a radio, something about risks in making the arrest.
Fuck it. A slight chance is better than no chance at all. I once read about some axe wound who survived falling out of an exploding plane mid-flight, smashing into the side of a mountain. So, I open the umbrella. I don’t look down. I jump, and now they don’t follow me. Figures. I’m alone as usual, just going from place to place, but always heading downwards. I think this time will be the last. My eyes are closed tight, but I can see Miranda projected onto the flesh of my eyelids. She’s smiling, the smile she puts on when she answers the phone, to make her voice sound happier.
My fingers hurt clinging to the shaft of the umbrella. Above me I can hear it, broken and buffeted by the wind. A warmth rushes up under my clothes with the realisation that this is it. My heart stops beating. Instead of praying to survive, I pray that I’m gone before I hit the bottom.

Lecture Two – FOCUS Exercise
A (middle aged) woman on a bus has an argument with the bus driver. A young man intervenes on her side and her life is changed.
F – First (paragraph; argument; character etc.) – set up her world
O – Opposition – The Bus Driver
C – Catalyst – Young Man
U – Unexpected development following their meeting
S – Synthesis – what happens between them
____________________________________________________________________________________

End of the Line

There's a hiss as everyone lurches forward. With that kind of dull squeak, I woke up to the skin of my forehead rubbing against the glass as the entire bus shifts. The morning had come as it usually did, peeking through the curtains to remind me that I'd stayed up yet another night, but I felt fine. Then I hit the wall. The people behind me breathe a loud, comfortable sigh. I think I was snoring, I heard something when I woke up, something like a pig chewing cardboard. They'd be snoring too if they hadn't slept. My eyelids feel brittle, the corners stiff with dried gunk. As per my morning ritual I dab some coffee, black as my soul, onto my finger and rub it onto the corners of my eyes carefully. It probably does nothing, just a placebo effect and a waste of good coffee. Insomnia has never tasted so good.
My briefcase is heavy on my lap. I think for a second that if I just don't open it then the waste of tree inside won't be there. Unclipping the lid, the briefcase squeaks on its hinges and the smell of paper and cheap ink hits me in the face. Pictures of houses with different lawns greet me. Coloured ink always smelled sweeter to me, I don't know why. Looking at empty houses all day everyday has a way of making you feel like a stranger in your own home.
I cool my head on the glass again, watching the outside world move by and taking pity on those outside caught in the rain. Then I see my stop, and we go right past it.
"Um, excuse me?" My polite voice, but a tad pitchy. I'm too tired to play it cool. "I think you just passed the stop."
"No ma'am, the route's been changed, shoulda been a notice at the other stops."
I feel an energy snake its way up my back, resting behind my shoulders, holding them up. I say, indignantly, "But I didn't see any notices."
"Shame." Comes the reply, announced through the thick throat of someone choking on glee. "The next stop's in a few blocks."
"How many?"
He says ten. I pick at my nail varnish and try not to seethe, then pull myself up in my seat to get a better look at him. All I see is a broad back, a thick neck that disappeared hair that was either jet black or ash white, no in-between, and peeking out from under a red cap.
My polite alter ego speaks again, "The traffic is slowing down, could you just stop here? I have an important meeting."
He turns around ever so slowly. He's immensely tired, way more tired than I am. "How about... no."
"It will only take a second, I can pay you if that's what you want." I feel feeble.
"A million dollars." Comes the sarcastic reply.
"Why are you being so unreasonable? I'm going to be late, I can't lose this deal." I stand up. "I have a house to flip!"
He must have heard my shoes clacking because he spins around again and booms, "Lady, you keep pushing me and I'll flip this damn bus, sit down!"
A horn blares out. The driver whips back to the wheel and gnashes his teeth, swears from the safety of his little box. Swerving and even tilting slightly, I crash down into one of the other seats and find myself watching a pair of legs scrambling in the air, weighed down at the ends by thick high heels, swinging them like flails. It's a moment before I realise they're mine. There's also some gum stuck to one of them. Great.
Some of the passengers laugh, but luckily the bus isn't nearly as busy as it usually is. I cringe though, because all the luck in the world wouldn't have stopped me from falling head over heels next to some stranger. A total stranger, not even one of the regular faces that you just puff up your cheeks and smile at in the mornings whilst high on that first coffee hit or smoke of the day, the one that stops you all from cannibalising each other. It's a young man with a pugnacious face, his eyes dimming under a beanie. He nods.
"'Sup." 
I make the usual ditzy apologies and shake his hand. He seems taken aback by how firm I shake it. "Heather, nice to meet you."
"I'm Nolan." he paused, shifted his pupils around. Then repeated. "'Sup." Then he leans in close and shows me the screen of his phone. "I went on the website." he says. "There's nothing there either, your stop is on the route according to them."
"Oh, thank you so much." I moan, half absolute relief and half a whine. I hold my watch in front of me. I'm fucking late.
"Damn, you must be making bank." he laughs, turning his head to get a better look at the side, at the thickness of it.
"Oh, well yes, I work very hard." I say, somewhat defensive.
"I wouldn't be able to tell, you look pretty good to me."
I recoil at first, think he is insinuating that I don't work that hard, but then it dawns on me that it's a half-assed attempt at a compliment. It's been a while.
"Okay kiddo." I sneer. "Real sweet, but enough of that. Don't be a creep. Thank you so much for that though, I didn't think about checking the site."
He shrugs. "Fuck it, was worth a try. Good luck getting off."
"Pardon?"
"The bus. Jesus Christ." we laugh. It has definitely been a while.
I move to the front of the bus, peering into the little box. I give him the great news that he doesn't have to suffer my presence any longer. The bus driver, two reddened forearms that turned white at the hands from squeezing the wheel too hard, relaxed his grip and watched the blood flow back into his fingers as he listened.
"She's right, you know." Nolan calls out, putting on some kind of goofy announcer's voice.
"Hey! You can shut up too, I don't care what the site says, I was told personally." His voice quivers, and he pulls on the sun visor to scan a map, a large X scraped into the visor itself with a heavy hand. He turns the entire bus and turns red himself as he does it. "Why today?" His eyes are defeated. "Why can't you just wait ten minutes?"
"In this traffic? I'm already running late! It'll be longer than that! Please!"
"Dude, just let her go for fuck's sake." Nolan adds. Couth.
A sound I'd never heard before came out of the driver's mouth. A shout, but hollow and choked down, guttural. He leans forward onto his seat after rocking a few times, murmuring to himself. "Why today, of all days. Why today? You couldn't just wait, you stupid bitch. You have no idea."
With that the bus swerved again, but this time it was him leaving the route. The entire bus started shouting, some at him and some at me. Nolan's at my back now. 
"Buddy, what the hell are you doing? I got fuckin classes to get to, pal." A true gentleman.
The driver keeps mumbling to himself, but he does throw some abuse my way, "You want me to fucking stop, do you? Okay, fine, I'll stop the bus alright." Then the bus does stop. Someone at the back spots it at first, a chilling scream making the hairs on my arms stand on their end. Their scream muffles halfway through as she stuffs her fingers into her mouth.
He's stopped on a railway crossing.
"I was going to drop you off, and we'd all just be okay, but you kept pushing and pushing and today of all days you just kept pushing and-" He whips his cap down on the dashboard as if challenging me to a duel.
"Holy shit!" Nolan cries out. The driver has not stopped rambling. "Move! Drive!" He barges past and slaps his palm against the cabin, resorting to fists when the driver ignores him.
"Please! I'm sorry!" I'm screeching now. "Just move back, don't do this!" 
"Already done." he sneers. "You shoulda been careful whose buttons you push, whose authority you disrespect.
A horn blares out again, not the car horn. Bigger. The bus erupts in screams again, and I get the feeling all over my body that spider's legs are skittering across my bare skin. My knees fall out from beneath me, and burying my head in my hands only covered them in running mascara. 
"Is this how you wanna go, old man?" Nolan asks. "A murderer? You have your own life to throw away, I get that, I've seen it, but you can't do this. You know you can't."
The driver looks like a scolded child for a moment, realisation changing his face. "You're a damn kid." he whispers to himself. It's in sight now, a speeding bullet heading straight for the front. Nolan says to get to the back, most already have anyway, but the driver shakes his head. "You'll flip, at the least." So he bares his teeth and presses a button to open the doors. I'm out in seconds, tumbling down the steps and landing badly on my knee. The blood is warm and my knee throbs against the nylon. A shoe's come off and all my paperwork is still on the bus, I don't care. 
Nolan isn't behind me. He's standing at the cabin, hand on the door, talking to the man. The blaring of the horn is deafening. Between that and sirens surrounding us, the odd flash of blue or red in the morning mist. I step up and grab his hand, staining it black. 
"What are you doing? Get out!" I shout, I can barely hear myself.
"Then who's there for him? I can't do that."
The driver is frantic, screaming for the boy to run. A police officer emerges from the mist next to us. I wave to him and point, but all I can manage is a shuddering breath. The officer sees Nolan and drags the young man out, kicking and screaming, and the train hits. The bus spins on its axis and catches both of them, the cabin is chewed apart.
One of the long arms of the law was now broken, and the femur and collarbone of the law, too, putting itself between the bus and Nolan. They'll both survive. We sit on the kerb together now. I can hear his teeth grinding from here.
"Sometimes you can't save people." The air around me gets colder once I say it. "He didn't want to be saved."
"Neither did I." He takes a long drag of his cigarette.
"Not for the same reasons. You don't have to like me for getting that officer. You're a stranger to me, and he put us all in danger." I slip the watch into his hand. "That said... Take it, you deserve it."
"I could have done it. How did you get so jaded, I wonder?" The young man asks as he admires the watch in the light. His expression doesn't change. He ends up looking at the black stains on his hand instead.
"You'll understand when you're older."
"I hope I don't." he spat. "He was a stranger to me, too." That hangs in the air for a moment. Then he continues, "Did you even know his name? You were a regular, right?"
I don't know it, and I feel ashamed at that. He picks up on it too, scoffs and shakes his head. I feel my cheeks redden. There weren't many people on that bus, but there were enough adults, but it was Nolan who tried to stay behind. Why? I reach my hand towards him.
"You got a spare cigarette?"
"Oh, you smoke?"
"Now I do."






Lecture Five – One Syllable Story
Write a piece using words with only one syllable.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Haitch

A bird calls out, loud and shrill. It’s a gull, I can tell by the slick, white plumes that wave in the breeze. My dad taught me how to spot them. He taught me the land too, the way the sea spreads out in all ways to leave us a speck of dirt in the void. On one cold day, he told me of the end. He said he saw some lights in the sky, heard booms from far lands, but we can’t say for sure where the rest of the world went. Down in flames, some said, but he thought that was too sad to be true. He said that we had to have hope. With that hope we built round the great, red haitch to wait for help. Some help came at the start, but now no one tries to help us, we're on our own. Some still wait to this day for them to come back.
Truth is sad, I think. It needs to be, to keep us on the ground. The truth is that this is the end for me, so it may as well be the end of the world. In a way, the world ends every day for those of us who don’t wake up. I’m too old now. I can’t lift as much so I’m of no use, and I slur my words too much, so I must go. It was not like this at the start. My dad’s dad, and his dad too, they all took too much. The land dried up, so we had to watch who had what and when. No dead weight, they said.
The haitch spills wide on some smooth rock, its lines a blur from where pools of blood froth, red on red. A black mass, the crowd, stand at the edge. They chant, a show to keep up a good mood, fake it till you make it, we said. It’s the rite of a tribe now. The shouts help to drown out the screams too, if need be.
Some of the dead still need to be swept up, but a place for me is set. I make the long walk to the line of bowed heads. He waits for me, a young man with a glum frown. The gun rests in his hands, sighs white mist from the last shot. I hug him and hold his face in my hands, a vague blend of me and his mum. Her blood dries on his cheek. We force a pair of smiles, my smile must be the same one I saw my dad flash on his last day, one of pain pushed and choked down. His eyes are full of tears held back. He’ll cry when I’m gone, just like I did.
My knees burn from the weight of me. He stands at his dad’s back just like I did once with my own, the cold tip's chill at the back of an old man's head. The shot does not come. I think he looks at the crowd, at first for help to put down the gun and walk out, but then for help to shoot when he sees that there’s only one way this will end. He'll do it, pull down and close his eyes tight. It’s what most of us did, when the time came to take out our own trash. There’s a warmth to it.
“Haitch! Haitch! Haitch!” The crowd chants, fists go up and down. Haitch was a plea for help once, now it’s just a sound.
The gull caws, sways in the blue as it takes flight. It flies in small rings, white wings spread out. They blot the sun. 
“Haitch! Haitch! Hait-”

Lecture Nine – Objective Correlative Exercise

Describe a lake as seen by a young man who has just committed murder. Do not mention the murder.
Objective Correlative - the artistic and literary technique of representing or evoking a particular emotion by means of symbols which become indicative of that emotion and are associated with it.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Excalibur

A turquoise swathe deep in the wood, the lake was miles from any other human being. That's what he liked about the place, it was teeming with life of a simpler kind. He had found himself back there almost unwittingly, driven by a primal urge to return to the wild and stem the tide of thoughts he was having, to just turn off.
The lake was a pool of tears to him. He entertained the fantasy that a hundred more people like him had made the pilgrimage here and cried it into existence. He tapped the water's edge with his shoe, waiting for the stench of salt but only finding the smell of wet earth and damp green. Riding the ripples, like tiny parasitic worms in the oils of an eyeball, a shoal of minnows glimmered in the depth. It was deeper than he had thought. 
The silversides darted from one to another as if they were gossiping, weaving through debris all the while. Clumsy, squat faces pierced the film of the lake's surface as they gulped midges down whole. He slapped one on his arm, then sat on some dry land to watch the minnows feed. It was a kind of schadenfreude to him at first, to watch those irritating budget mosquitoes die, and to something so humble and unassuming as the minnow. It would be humiliating for them, he thought, if they knew what humiliation even was. No humiliation, no disappointment, no reasoning for everything they do.
Streaks of brown bled into the lake around the edges where the lake's floor was uneven, and from a hazel patch grew some long grass. Most of the shoots bowed about the middle, a select few still upright and towering over the rest, and on one of the servile blades of grass rested a dragonfly nymph. The youngling cut its mandibles on the scales of one of the minnows, the fish's eyes deadened, but they had been like that since the day the thing was born. It twitched with eat bite.
He smiled at the water, first at the wan-faced bass gasping through its depths, then at the blue-green dragonflies hovering above. He saw an arena of hunters and the hunted; action and no guilt, done in the name of survival. Finally his eyes came to rest at his own feet, his reflection looking back up at him, edges thrashing under the lake. It seemed to be smiling back.
There was a sound. The minnow and the nymph had disappeared with a splash, a bass with granite scales drifting away from the scene of the crime. It didn't get very far. A blue flash, a thunderbolt thrown down from somewhere above, dove at the water and emerged with the bass in its grasp. A kingfisher carried the squirming thing to its altar, a smooth, flat rock. It started bludgeoning the fish with its beak. The justice was swift.
He spied a stick poking up out of the lake, offering itself to him. Wading into the lake, his eyes never left the kingfisher, busy pecking out the eye of the bass, as his fingers curled around the stick. Minnows darted at the sight of it moving. Its ends were snapped and sharp. He crept closer on tipped toes, stagnant, stinking of the natural order, and let the spear fly. It must have looked like something out of a cave painting. The bird screamed, begged for its life as the man stamped it out like a fire. Stood in the puddle, opening up beneath him like a trap door, a thought crossed his mind. The justice was neither swift nor just.









Lecture Ten – Normandy Picture Task

Write a creative piece in response to Robert Capa’s photograph of French fishermen looking at fallen soldiers on Omaha Beach after the Normandy Landings, 1944.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Talking Like We're Dead

A cigarette hung out the corner of the fisherman’s mouth, but it was not lit. He was fed up of tasting smoke.
Half the bodies were still uncovered, supine with their boyish faces staring at the cloudy sky, watching barrage balloons that swayed limp in the air. Scores of the dead marked out a portion of the beach, faces frozen in various states of terror, shock or deathly comfort, or some broken mix of the three. Each man’s pair of boots pointed upwards like gravestones marking their places except where some limbs were missing, red slurry amongst the grey-green uniforms.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Row on row, Étienne thought to himself. He focused more on those that were covered, pondering the unknowable expressions on the faces beneath the blankets, the mystery haunting the old man more than the horror laid bare around him.
Ira tapped his old friend on the shoulder. The American had been in Europe for far too long, working the harsh British Channel along with what he used to call his 'partner in war crime,' back when they were young and had a sick sense of humour. Now the American looked at fellow American faces brought low in yet another war. His heart swelled with pride. 
"God bless your souls, and God bless America. You know that old quote, God'll sort out which ones are his."
"The ones not wearing the iron cross." Étienne spat. "Why did you not go back to America if it's so blessed?"
"Because." Ira said. "Nothing left for me there, and too much life spent here, I suppose."
"We were in our thirties when the war ended, both of us, you could have gone back."
"Not what I meant." The Southerner smiled.
"Répugnant, isn't it? Another one, so soon, in our lifetime?" Étienne said, crestfallen.
Ira shook his head. "Maybe if it was like before, the petty squabbles of inbred cousins." Étienne gasped, then the pair laughed. "But no trench raids, no gas, this one is different. A madman needs to be stopped."
"Doesn't look much different to me. This looks exactly like what happened with the trench raids, just they didn't have a fucking trench to run back to this time, only the sea to make them die cold. All of this is the same thing in a different decade, all crabs in a bucket."
"Crabs?" 
"You don't need to put a lid on a bucket of crabs, whenever one can almost see the light the others drag it back down. That's us." Étienne pointed to the distant army camp. "That's them, and it's especially these sorry fools."
"Hey. Respect for the dead. The tide is turning. Their sacrifice was successful."
A tank passed the two. The men gawked at the cutting edge of modern engineering, a cutting edge resting squarely on the neck of the Reich.
Étienne nodded at the death machine. "We had nothing like that, nothing close. Our tanks were tin boxes."
"Oh how I wish it was this war." Ira sighed. "The things we could have gotten done with the old gang. The lives that could be saved by those moving miracles."
"That thing will kill more than it'll save. Same for those pillboxes." Étienne pointed to Nazi fortifications, blown out and burst open, but still trailing wispy, black smoke into the sky from where something deep inside has stayed lit. "You think that making more efficient ways to kill will mean we kill less people? What kind of logic is that?"
Ira shrugged. "I'm no psychic. Maybe it'd make everyone more careful."
"More careful." Étienne scoffed. "You need to be careful talking like that. They'd never take you. You're too old. Senile, too, I’m starting to think. We're no use to anyone now."
"Will you stop talking like we're dead? We are here now, for the second round, at the final hours, the second wind. Are you going to play catch-a-fish all your life?"
Étienne snatched Ira's arm. "You're not seriously thinking of..."
"Why not?" Larks sang in the silence between them.
Étienne loosed his grip. "Because it will never end, Ira. It is a plague. We all need to cease. That is the only way everyone wins. There will be a third one after this, and a fourth, and perhaps one day there will simply be no more people left to fight."
"Well, making new recruits is also the duty of a good soldier." Ira said with a wry smile.
"I'm serious. What are you going to do."
"I want to strike deeper into France with my countrymen, both of my countrymen. I'll volunteer and if they don't take me I'm going by myself. I'm sure I could find like-minded fellows, maybe in the resistance. My eyes are still good and I still have my rifle. Worst case scenario, I could take pot-shots. It's not like I'm going to try and kill Hitler, not yet anyway, I'll work up to it."
Étienne smiled at the joke, but he knew it was only barely a joke. Ira had gotten himself in trouble with his idealistic crusades the first time around. "Imbécile, remember that bunker in the Argonne? You waded in without your gas mask. I saved your damn life, took a bullet for my trouble. No more larger than life missions."
"Are you saying I still owe you for that? My wonderful presence was not enough?"
"No Ira, don't be silly. I would never do that to you. If it's what you need, then do what you must. I cannot keep you here. Just don't take any lives unnecessarily. We sowed enough misery before."
Ira fell silent and nodded. The pair watched the sun slowly begin to drop out of the sky. 
"You've been waiting for this the entire time, haven't you?"
"Yes. I didn't think life had any meaning till the day Poland fell. I just didn't want to leave you, not yet."
Étienne smiled, kept his gaze on the dead bodies. "You always were the softest of the old boys."
"Ha! Of course. Let's see you see that when I come back with Hitler's top lip. I'll show these young boys how to win a war."
Etienne went to say something but decided against it. They waited till the sun was low enough that dark was upon them. The last of the bodies were covered up just as the sun fell out of sight. The pair exchanged stories the whole time, stories of both fishing and war, and the old boys who never made it. Then, with a handshake that turned into a long hug, Ira started towards some young soldiers carrying torches through the wasteland around the beach, looking for bits of bodies. Étienne couldn't hear what Ira said to them, something charismatic no doubt, since they welcomed his help. He grabbed a torch and disappeared into the country with them.
Étienne thought it would be the last time he'd see Ira again, and the withered fisherman often hated how often he was right in his predictions. If it was the end then, Étienne thought, at least he would go out thinking of him and the old boys.



Reflective Critique

This is a reflective critique of the pieces above where I will summarise the inspiration and process for the tasks, and then detail and critique the methods used in writing them.
Given the prompt "falling in love", for this first task 'Miranda Warning' I wanted to write from the perspective of a psychotic stalker since the phrase falling in love does not guarantee that it is appropriate and mutual. I chose a first person narrator in the present tense to close the psychic distance between us and the character since he is not relatable, allowing us to read his thoughts in real time as he is confronted. The vulgarity and disturbing revelations about this character get more intense as the piece continues, the two main points being the sandbag and his fetishisation of her and then the reveal that Miranda isn't the first woman he's stalked and obsessed over, and that whoever it was the last time has met a grim fate, one that he'd rather die than be found out to have committed.
'End of the Line,' the second piece of the portfolio, is following the FOCUS schematic given to us. In it a somewhat jaded and sarcastic real estate agent called Heather and a young man called Nolan end up having to talk down a bus driver after agitating him over the edge, making him park the bus on a railway crossing. This unexpected turn brings the two together, and though Heather never loses her humour, asking for a cigarette at the end, Nolan challenges her on her jaded ways. I originally had ideas for both the driver and Nolan to get killed or for both to survive, but decided that by having Nolan fail thanks to Heather, Heather will get an adversary for her callous attitude. I used this to create a dynamic where Nolan resents Heather for "saving" him, she tries to chalk it up to age whereas he wishes that he doesn't become like her, and both characters reflect on how they have or may change.
One of the shorter pieces of the portfolio, I first had the idea for 'Haitch' to be some kind of post-apocalyptic scenario, a good fit for a monosyllabic creative piece, but wanted to make sure from the start that I would not force any degradations into the language (often a staple of post-apocalyptic literature, having studied Russell Hoban's Riddley Walker last module) because I felt that could be used as a pretence to cheat at the task at hand. So, using proper English, I still kept the vaguely post-apocalyptic scene, the community built around an old helipad, but rather than a place of bloodthirsty sacrifice as I had originally planned, it became the stage for where family members would kill their elders due to the scarcity of resources on the island. I thought that using monosyllables and the way they tend to sound read out either ended up having a lyrical quality to them or a bluntness to them, and I aimed for the latter to communicate the finality of the situation and have it be framed in such frank terms to show how much of an accepted event it is in the story. Having the opening and the end focused around the gull let me give the piece a cyclical quality, something that works well for shorter pieces in my opinion, and I used that and drew on the post-apocalyptic context, plus the idea of the young killing the old, to comment on how the end for some, even most, is never the end for all, and that life will carry on albeit changed and horrifying in its pragmatism.
The title, 'Excalibur', comes from the latter interpretations of Arthurian Legend where King Arthur got the sword from the Lady in the Lake. Representing sovereignty and birthright, the sword here takes the form of the stick he uses to kill the kingfisher at the end of the piece and is the means by which he assumes his place as the apex predator of the lake's ecosystem, using the natural order of hunter and hunted to try and vindicate himself of murder, to no avail. His reasoning is clouded by descriptions of the animal kingdom eating itself. I chose to begin with the lake described in anatomical terms such as being made up of tears, the creatures inside being parasites in an eyeball. This was to symbolise the self-reflection and scrutiny that the character is subjecting himself to by isolating himself in this natural vista with only his thoughts. This judgement is supposedly stopped when the kingfisher, the apex predator of the lake's ecosystem, reveals itself and pecks the eye out of the bass. I wanted to show the man conflicted with what he has done, despairing about what he has become but reaching for a justification for his heinous actions, seeing the lake as a pool of tears and trying to moralise the "crime" the bass commits by eating the dragonfly and minnow. He observes a small ecosystem, the minnows eating midges, only to get eaten by dragonflies, who then get eaten by the larger fish who themselves get hunted by the birds. In this food chain he tries to find justification for his murder, but he is lamenting that they are simpler beings than he is, amoral. He sees the kingfisher as punishing the bass for its "crime", seeing justice in the act due to its impulsiveness and necessity. He tries to replicate this, but he cannot see it as just, due to its premeditation and the fact it was unnecessary. He cannot use nature to explain that he has murdered.
The last piece, 'Talking Like We're Dead' is based on the Robert Capa photograph at Normandy. I decided to have two fisherman converse over the dead bodies, becoming a dialogue heavy piece of writing where Étienne and Ira clash over their views on the war and the future of war in general. The two men are veterans of the first world war, trench mates who stuck together after surviving the horrors of the Great War. Étienne has become nihilistic and wary of the use of technology whereas Ira, who stayed in France rather than go home, compares the tactics and thinks that the saved lives by advanced war machines can only be a good thing. There's a grain of truth to both arguments, WW2 would claim more lives than that of 1, and the war gave rise to atomic bomb technology, but now in the 21st Century soldier deaths have been dramatically lowered by drone and artillery usage. He also thinks that the war is more just than the first time around, to the extent where he wishes to join it. Étienne has qualms about this and negotiates for Ira to not take any unnecessary risks or kill anyone who he doesn't need to kill. Interspersed in the piece is references to In Flanders Fields by John McCrae, most obviously Étienne thinking about how the bodies are laid row by row, but also the larks flying overhead and the men watching the sunset, and the young soldiers walking past with torches, symbolically reclaiming the burden of defending freedom that was passed to the youth by those who died in the World War One.
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