
Spectre in the city

When you first come to Worcester it does not immediately strike you as important; a fairly middling town with average shops, average houses, average people. Part city, part country, part keeping-itself-to-itself and just-let-me-get-along. But there is something that haunts this place. A spectre. The spectre of a Prince.  Like the great Victorian Ghost Hunter, Victor Alexander Maxwell, I am on the hunt for this oh so very royal ghost. 
     He was a member of the Royal family and he had to get away; the people were after him for what he had done. The next in line to the throne could die - could well be murdered. People really did not like him; a dislike that could make you lose your head. Literally.
     All my head is doing, as I ramble away from the growling main road and into a passageway, is getting continuously slapped by the cold breeze. As if to contradict itself, the duck-blue sky carries grey tinged clouds that, when they feel in the mood, spit tiny spots of rain. The sun is ice white. But reassuringly there is a rainbow at the end.
     Behind me a distant armed forces plane groans. The army are after him! Creeping down the tunnel-like passage, smoke invades my nostrils. I’m on the trail. Is that the smell of muskets being fired? Something flashes in the corner of my eye; an other-worldly shape, like a vague memory trying to form into a solid idea. Then, out of the shadows of fences, I am into the warmth. Blinding silver patches, from last night’s storm, dot the fresh tarmac. On either side small gardens, squares within squares, guard the long street of dough-cutter houses. From somewhere unseen, comes the repeated trilling of a hidden bird. And, at the end of the road, a wraith disappears round the corner. It must be him. At last, I’m on his tail!

A wide-stretched lawn of a field opens out in front of me. Trees, wrinkled and dried out, lazily watch me pass by. Above, two herring gulls circle round each other, and I reach a marina filled with bright barges: colourful cows lined up for milking. Cool green water shimmers all the way from the canal to the open river. 
     The waters ripple in the breeze, or are they disturbed by the spirit of a hunted man? There, on the red-bricked horizon, stands the white spire of an abandoned church and the resolute gothic eyes of the cathedral tower. The huge monumental cathedral stands proud. It echoes with whispering tourists and running toddlers. From its magnificent tower you can survey the entire city; great for a look-out, if you were being hunted. As, indeed, he was. I leave the hallowed interior and look up. From the tower a black phantom stares down at me.

On the green ridge, encircling this town, you can see the long caterpillar of Perry Wood. Now children build swings and couples walk their dogs. Back then, people killed each other.
One such was the Duke of Hamilton, no less. His wounded body was dragged to a shy Tudor building. In its musty mahogany walls the Duke spluttered his last. Though his ghost is still said to haunt the shadowy hallways. And listening to your own echoing voice, within its still standing walls, one can readily believe it. But I have my own shadow to follow. I leave the timber building and stumble over cobble stones, heading towards the centre of the city.
     Wait! A silhouette. A fleeting glimpse of a man dodging round a corner.
     Like Cromwell, I have him in my sights!

The death of Hamilton certainly marked the end of the battle of Worcester. With no hope of Leslie’s Cavalry saving the day, the English Civil War reached its bloody climax. Where children play on the climbing frames and slides, there once stood a royal fort, but that is now long gone. It was engulfed in the surge, not of the Severn’s regular flood waters, but by men armed and dangerous.

I reach an old back street, lined with black and white Tudor Alms houses. Someone is running ahead of me, their cloak flapping, long black curls flaying under a wide brimmed hat.
     The figure dashes into a local pub.
     I dash in after him. No time for a pint in this pub, Charles. You need a hatchway in the wooden floor, and a tunnel to freedom. And down he goes.
     I peer into the depths. The ethereal form slips away, out of my sight, into the dark. 
     Peace at last. The end of the Civil War, the end of a nation against itself, the end of the war of brother against brother. As Oliver Cromwell said, “It is, for aught I know, a crowning mercy.”
     As for the spectre…
     Perhaps that isn’t the breeze on the back of your neck; but the cold, ghostly breath of a King.
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Reflections on Futures Past

The sky is getting dark. Black clouds are gathering. We’re heading South towards the outskirts. At night we creep along, giving army camps a wide berth. In the daytime, we try to catch some sleep, taking it in turns each day to keep a watch out. If we get murdered by the army, no one will ever know. The army can be certain their crimes are never reported. They can deny that civilians are being killed. Independent journalists who try to report the murders are imprisoned. Communication channels are closed down. There is only one ideology allowed: the army is right to do what it is doing. We, the victims, don’t matter.
     Sometimes we have to miss sleep and search for water and food instead. I return from my latest forage, with mud still clinging to my battered shoes. The gloom of the corridor crowds around me. Ancient air smothers my throat. On a cork board a poster of The World hangs, for dear life, off the last remaining pin. Even the grey, drooping cobwebs had been deserted by the spiders. At the far end, a lichen-green window silently cries out through a jagged hole. Even death has abandoned this place.
     On the floor, one musty exercise book is splayed open, vulnerable; its pages curling. I gingerly lift up the book. The paragraph is written in the beautiful, curvaceous strokes of a fountain pen. A plethora of red ticks and positive comments give praise to the student’s “mature and eloquent use of realistic and evocative imagery, surpassing your age and experience.”
     The ink is fading: words losing their memory, some sentences gone forever, but the story still takes me back to another world: 
     “The surface of the desk flowed smooth and warm under the tips of her finger… the sweet perfume of fresh polish tickled her nose… promenaded across to the plush purple armchair in the corner. Henrietta Windsor smiled as the sumptuous velvet embraced her… sheepdog, curled up around her feet… clock ticked softly to itself… She pondered on the grand possibilities ahead of her... The incense she had lit earlier glowed, scenting the entire room with sweet ambrosia.”
I remember precious days with my grandmother. I would sit contentedly, by her side on the sofa, while she read me stories about The Swan: a female superhero who tried to bring peace to the world. Gran introduced me to the many joys and beautiful sensations alive all around me: sunlight skating happily on the river, the yellowest yellow of a daffodil reaching for the sun, the beauty of a rainbow in a cloudless sky; special days we shared, until my mum fell out with her. Family life: part of the world I would never know again.
     I look at the cover and read the author’s name. “Joan Belden aged 13.” 
     So young.
     “Oh, you poor child, “ I sigh, a heavy weight on my chest. “Those days are past.”
     The scraping of metal on stone makes me gasp.  A.D is dragging a plastic chair into the corridor.
     “To get through this”, he tells me, “You have to live in the present moment.”
     A.D has been my best friend since school, so I try.
     “And right now,” he grins, “I want to eat.”
     He sits with his firm legs astride, bouncing a grenade up and down in his hand. Dust, from the ageing tiles, bellows under his tapping boot. A heavy rusting block of lockers stands against the wall, doors open, clothes long since taken by evacuees. Everything feels eerie. My nerves are on edge, always anticipating dangers, but at least it’s quiet. I wish it could stay this hushed forever, then perhaps I could get some peace. 
     I'm having doubts again. Perhaps we will never win. Perhaps there will never be peace again. This war, this fighting, isn’t where I should be. This isn’t me at all. I should be somewhere else. I should leave. Go far away, but there is still so much work to do. The massacres have to stop. Will there never be an end to this war ?
     My thoughts hypnotize me. I keep them to myself. Even I have been affected by the ban on free speech. It wasn’t officially banned, of course. People were just afraid. There were informers everywhere. They knew what would happen if they questioned appearances. When I was at school I remember teachers being terrified of saying anything that could be interpreted as a criticism of those who really held power. If anyone did they were mocked, discredited, then sacked. I remember a sixty-year-old teacher who was accused of being an extremist because she attended peaceful demonstrations. She had never been involved in any criminal behaviour, yet it was discovered that all her private details were stored on police records. She wanted her information deleted. The police refused. My mother told me, “That’s a violation of private life and erosion of freedom. It’s abuse.” In the media the teacher was accused of being a terrorist. To protect their reputation, her school was forced to make her redundant. My brother Dave thought that was hilarious. I was just worried for her family. Hatred was incited against anyone who questioned the narrative. Labels and smears even led to some people being attacked in the street. My brother said the people who got beaten deserved everything they got. Later, I wasn’t surprised to hear he had become a mercenary for the army.  
     A.D snorts at something that has just occurred to him. He leans back; the chair creaks. I wonder if it will snap. A.D’s eyes bulge. I laugh, the sound vibrating through the hollow corridor. 
     In the middle of the detritus we’ve set up a bad-smelling camping stove. A.D is boiling a few potatoes in a saucepan that he’s found in the school kitchen. I have collected some dandelion leaves and blackberries and I add them to the mix. It’s taken a day to find them, but it’s worth it. They still taste better than raw dog. 
     Yesterday A.D suggested catching rats to eat but neither of us wanted to risk any sickness, no matter how hungry we were. At least we have cooking utensils in the city. The ovens though are useless. The army cut the power a while ago, trying to break us. Still, out in the country it is a lot harder. 
     I accidentally spill some of the gloopy broth onto myself and squeal from the scalding. A.D roars with laughter. I am also laughing, even when the gunfire starts again.
     How can we laugh when there were people out there, somewhere, killing each other?
     I suppose the chance to laugh again is what we are fighting for.
My mum would have agreed. She was a fighter at heart. She always wanted to be free to enjoy life. Once, as she was tucking me in to bed, she whispered, “I just want a nicer world. I want to dance again, don’t you?” When I was a kid I didn’t understand; dancing wasn’t banned. Gran was an English teacher. Perhaps Mum got the metaphor from her. Perhaps, inside, Mum was worried. People suffered, like they still suffer. Sadly, my Mum couldn’t share the burden with my Dad. He was still far away, but he sent supplies to us when he could. Right up until Mum was taken in for torture.

Rain rams against the window pane, over and over. You  can’t see through it. The temperature is already dropping. In the rain, these empty buildings act like fridges.
     Thudding. Like an angry neighbour thumping the outside wall.
     “Lea, they're closer than we thought.” 
     A.D jumps up.
     “We’d better move out.” 
     I run.
     Cracking guns make the windows rattle, beaten only by the growling of an explosion near the old Community Centre. The school trembles; the poster finally plummets to the floor.
     In the next street young women cry out in terror. I dash to meet A.D at the open back door. We run into the empty car park, heading straight for the thin wooden fence at the bottom. Rain lashes our faces.
     I can hear the bellowing orders of soldiers and automatic weapons snapping incessantly. I look back. Between the houses I see young men, ex-students probably, racing eagerly to defend the women; their girl-friends perhaps.
     A.D launches himself over the fence easily. He drops, with a splash, down on the other side.
     Machine guns clatter behind us. A woman screams. My stomach twists itself into a knot. For a moment I forget where I am. I stare at my feet. My eyes are stinging, I shake my head. There is nothing I can do. 
     I realise I have my pistol in my hand. I shove it into my soaking jeans and clamber over the fence. It wobbles as I swing myself over. I hit the ground, my knees almost punching my chin. A.D, rifle pointing ahead, crouches, creeping along the side fence. We remain alert. The GSA might have a patrol circling round to shoot the students in the back. They take any action to stop people speaking out: imprisonment, torture, murder.
     We pass a rusting swing and two huge bins. The abandoned park ends in a road. Out there we’ll be exposed. Houses give us cover, but it is a risk to stay so close to the fighting. I rub my thumb up and down the cold metal of my gun. 
     An explosion echoes all around the estate; I can’t tell from which direction. It feels as if it’s right above our heads. It gives me a sudden irritating itch inside my skull. I haven’t felt anger like this before.
     We hang around the corner of a black and gutted house. My cold, wet clothes cling to my skin. I shiver, but at least the rain is slowing. I stare down the street, then up, then down again. Deserted. Good.
     We manage to escape without seeing any more soldiers; perhaps the students did too. Don't know. A.D says it's best not to look back. He has seen the people of a cooperative rounded up, called criminals, and then shot. Even before the war, it was dangerous to be independent. 
     We reach the crumbling hovels of suburbia, groaning under the bitter wind. The jaundiced boxes of deserted houses hunch starkly on the shell-hole pitted street, decaying. Anaemic branches of skeletal trees hang over us. Their helpless shadows claw at the pale, dusty pavement. This place has become a mausoleum of civilisation. 
     It’s slow-going. 

     Later, on the road, we meet a resistance group - two women and a young man - and they share some grub. In the shadows and the drizzle, we exchange news. It’s nice to talk to women again. I think one, Daria, takes a shine to me. Nattering, over a snack, with a friendly face, just about makes the war bearable. Daria says that the GSA are planning on fire-bombing the capital because the Resistance is strong and wide-spread there and there is no other way the GSA can ever crush them. I rack my brains to think of a way to prevent the wholesale massacre. Hearing the GSA are considering such extremes gives Daria hope. It means the GSA don’t believe they can always win. When enough people try to stop the GSA, they will give up and this oppressive nightmare can come to an end. She leans in towards me. Her eyes shine. She takes a deep breath. “That’s  something to work towards, isn’t it?” Seeing the excitement in her eyes makes me want to create a new, different future too. They say we are welcome to join them at the college where others have gathered. We politely decline. The young man looks at me and nods; wiser than his years. Daria smiles, waves, then turns away. My stomach feels cold and heavy. 
     We head towards the outskirts again. When we need to rest, I volunteer to stay on watch. I know I won’t be able to sleep. I still can’t stop thinking about Daria and our chat. 
     The following day, I am knackered, but A.D wants to get some veg from a farm. That means facing an unknown quantity. Would we be able to negotiate? Offer work for food? Or would the land owner be against us and shop us to the soldiers? The farmer might even have a private army, ready to kill anyone who comes near the fields. Starving people, desperate for food, could be treated like vermin; farmers hanging them from trees for all to see.
     We stop at the corner of an abandoned house. A.D shoves me back. I shift around him, peering out. The road rises towards a junction. At the top, a girl, about fifteen, is backing up, her hands in the air. Sauntering towards her, through the grey drizzle, is a soldier in a gas mask. His gun is pointing at the girl’s head. Even from this distance, I can see the girl is shaking.
     For a moment I wonder if the soldier is my brother. 
     The soldier’s machine-gun spits out flames; the girl is slung off her feet. Bullets explode deep inside her chest, spitting globules of organs out her back. She crashes to the tarmac, her head cracking open as she smashes against the grit.
     The GSA trooper’s expression is hidden, as always, by a gas mask, but he swaggers towards the dying girl, casually letting his M16 hang down so that it is pointing into the girl’s face. One shot finishes the job. 
     The next shot is mine. 
     The figure standing in the drizzle doubles up, clutching his stomach.
     More shots. Black jerkin turns bloody. And he falls.
     This is something I can do.

We finally reach the outskirts. The rain has stopped. From the gnarled bushes on the bank of a desolate motorway, A.D points at a bridge over the wide road.
 “If I remember right, that leads to a farm.” He gazes over his shoulder at me. “Food, Lea. Food.”
     Soon we reach a tree lined road heading into the countryside. Rainwater fills grenade craters. The sun is peeking between heavy stone-grey clouds, lightly painting the puddles sky blue. A soft breeze caresses the smooth surface of the puddle close to me. The water flows and sparkles as it dances.
     I gaze at the sumptuous lavender water. Gazing at it. Into it. I am mesmerised. The way I was with the child’s story. The reflection of the sky and trees seems to be a picture of a far-off place. I so want to go there. Be there. 
     But, in this moment, I’m not sure if it is in the past or in the future.
     Wherever it is, we are on our way.
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Sinners 


Her father tried to encourage her to live in the present;, her grandmother told her it felt good to dream of the past; but today, as she trotted down the cart path, Alyson was looking forward to the future.  
     She slid her soft shawl up from where it hung over her arms, wrapping it round the nape of her neck and baring her arms to the delicious warmth of the sun. Today was going to be a wonderful day, she was sure of it; but she needed to hurry. She did not want to be late for market day. If there was work to be done, she was the one to do it. She had to get the vegetables for Hal. He deserved a reward. It had to be done. No one was going to persuade her otherwise.
The coins her father had given, rattled in the weighty pouch on her string belt. He had made many a coin selling his surplus corn after last season’s bountiful harvest. Last night, while she was kneeling beside her grandmother close to the wood fire, and stroking her grandmother’s bone-white hand, her father had swung a pouch in front of both their faces.
“You’ve helped with the animals and in the pastures so much this season, Aly my dear. Go to the market tomorrow and get yourself something nice.”
     She now dashed up the track towards the city walls, passing carts laden high with sacks, and horses whinnying from the weight. The smell of soggy algae and pond water drifted from behind her. A gaggle of grey geese, barged past, quacking loudly, poking their heads in the air like a parade of merchantmen. Alyson grinned. 
     Breathlessly, she reached the town’s sandstone walls. A throng of people, carts and animals crowded noisily in front of her. Alyson bounced up and down on her toes. Huge, thick oak gates with long silver hinges blazing in the sun slowly opened and the crowd began pouring in. Alyson’s pulse was racing. She squealed. Soon she would join them.
     Once inside the walls, Alyson stopped mid-stride, steadying herself on the wall of a white waddle and daub house. She gasped. The town was even more crowded than the road leading to it. It was bustling and full of noise: clattering carts, stall holders hollowing, the constant rumbling of chatter; drowned only by the bellowing of the town crier or the clanging of church bells. Huge hanging wooden sculptures depicted what was being stitched or hammered into existence below. Saddles, candles, shoes, were all for the taking if you had the coins to pay for it. Alyson hurried through the crowd. More and more workshops lined the streets, closing in on her, smelling of leather, gutted fish, and boiling pig fat. From the openings on either side of the street craftsmen were calling out their wares, shouting against the general din of crashing humanity.
      If she was to make a stew for Hal, she had to find the vegetable stalls. As she dashed closer to the market square, the smell of cooking juices melted on her tongue. She rubbed her stomach, grinning with delight. She would definitely savour some mouthfuls of vegetable stew later. 
      A drover tapped a stick on the hind quarters of a three sheep, bustling them through the flowing crowd. Behind them, from another street, a cow bellowed indignantly. Beside Alyson a smith was clanging a silver horseshoe onto the hoof of a glistening shire horse, ready for the ploughing days to come. Alyson patted the horse’s muscular upper legs, her palm soothed by the heat of its body. It slowly turned its majestic head and caught her eyes with understanding. 
The salty tang of meat being smoked, pulled Alyson towards the food stalls. They were piled high with apples, plums, beets and cabbages of all shapes and sizes. This was the place she wanted. She needed a mix of vegetables for the stew. Alyson grabbed a purple beet and a cabbage, and paid the bristled man behind the table; who dropped them into a small sack for her.
Alyson clutched the bag, the. tenderly squeezed a purple plum. It gave a little under the pressure of her fingertips, but was firm. Just the right amount of ripeness; it had been picked at the best time. She gave the owner a coin and took a handful. From behind one stall, a young man heaved a pumpkin onto a table top. Earthen pots were stacked and iron house-building tools bunched up, alongside stalls selling piles of smocks, woollen shawls and rabbit furs. A woman called out to the passersby, inviting them to try a new pair of shoes being sewed together by an older man beside her. Such a focussed, but sweet face. He reminded Alyson of her own father. Men clustered around jugs of cider, haggling with another plump stall holder. Over a fire a huge cauldron of beef chunks bubbled; it’s spicy aroma wafted through the crowds. Alyson wiped her mouth. 
      She bit into a plum, sour pulp stung her tongue, melting into the sweetness of summer, as the juice dripped down her chin. It reminded her of her times running as a child between the fruit trees of the orchard after picking time. Hal would chase her, him giggling and she squealing with delight. She would grow drowsy from the heady scent of fermenting fruit rising from the earth. 
     She had not seen Hal at the market today; perhaps he was working back at the village. Hal lived in a small cottage next to her family’s home, ever since they were children when they played near the woods. Now they were adults, work was more important. There were always tasks to do. She had to keep working. That was what she did. That was what life was all about, and she did not want to change that.. 
When she and Hal had both finished working on the fields for the day, they would often talk together. He had grown into a broad shouldered, sturdy young man. When he let his beard grow, he reminded Alyson of a bear; a rugged creature of the woods.
     There came an uproarious laugh from a group of children. Alyson turned to see a jester trip, roll forwards and leap up with a beaming smile. Behind him, on the edge of the market square, a juggler was throwing rainbow- coloured sticks into the air, making them somersault over and over before catching them gracefully, to the applause of a growing crowd. In the corner of the square, sitting crossed-legged on the earth, was John of Beltane, singing a song of bawdy wives and cuckolded men to a huddle of farm hands. Alyson stood captivated, lost in the funny tale of a rebellious servant who refused to be crushed by his miserable existence and sought fun and frolics instead. She listened and laughed, and was taken away to a playful land of raucous tales, that tickled her stomach. With a flourish on his lute and a hearty laugh John leapt up, bowed, and ran round the crowd gathering coins in his lily-green, feathered cap. “I may be a cooker of food by trade, sirrah Adam,; but I would rather raise your hearts with a merry ditty, as a bawd raises you with her merry ditties too.” The men laughed as the minstrel gave an exaggerated cheeky wink.
     Alyson could not stop grinning; the fayre had such fun. Children, with their tongues poking out of the corner of their mouths, spun wooden hoops at toy carts and carved animals. Near the town wall, archers too showed their skills, firing at straw targets in the shape of deer and wolves. Next to the double gates a minstrel was plucking his lute, filling the air with tinkling music, reminding Alyson of the first rain on an April day. He sang of maidens and love and the hot Eastern lands. Alyson cheeks flushed crimson. She giggled. The songs were just like the games she and Hal used to play.
     By the time she was ready to leave the market, Alyson had bought a new smock for herself, a sharpening stone for her father, and a warm woollen shawl for her grandmother. It was even more than she had hoped for, and on leaving behind the huge sandstone walls of the town she didn’t feel the weight of the objects tucked under her arms as she skipped along the cart track.     
      Soon Alyson was on the soft clay path, carved by many years of folk walking through the grass that now sprung up on either side. She walked along the path, swinging her pouch of gifts by her side. The sun caressed her cheeks. She picked out another plum, sucking and savouring its sweet juice. Alyson half-closed her eyelids and sighed. With every step, the dusty earth felt soft beneath her feet.  
     The sky was a pure sheet of soft blue and she could feel the heat of the sun on her fore head. Her slip was damp with sweat and warm against her skin. Alyson knelt down among the flowers. The face-like petals of a violet pansy seemed to smile at her, easing her heart. Taking a deep breath, Alyson continued on her way. Alongside the leafy hedges, stretching out of the green grass, wild flowers displayed their colours: white erect heart-shaped jack-by-the-hedges, smelling of sweet freshly cut onions, danced beside tall red long-headed poppies; pointed leaves of purple bats-in-the-belfry sheltered in the shade of an towering dark elm; while sunshine yellow cowslips nodded as she passed. 
      The homeward path now ran along the top of the sloping banks of a brook. Alyson breathed in the cool air rising from the fresh water as it trickled around smooth white rocks. No one else was around. It was quiet and peaceful. He leads me beside still waters, she told herself. Being beside the brook on one’s own was always a good time to think. He restores my soul.
    A flock of blue star-shaped swallows glided over her head, swooping, as one, to catch the midges high above the waters, But ask the beasts, and they will teach you; the birds of the heavens, and they will tell you.
    On the horizon misty lupin-blue hills towered into the sky. The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.
     She would soon be approaching her hamlet. The town was an astonishing sight, but she preferred life in the village. She was lucky the folk there were all friendly to her. Except that Norman Lord Henry de Lacy who ruled over them all. He had a reputation for selfishness, despite his supposed godliness; but if you gave him a bundle of the food you had grown, it kept him and his barons quiet. 
     She would soon be back to her family’s small cottage and see her father and grandmother again. Alyson had no memories of her mother; but she hoped her mother was happy in her new home in heaven. Alyson’s grandmother had brought her up from as long ago as she could remember. Her grandmother had cared for Alyson when she was sick and her father had taught her all she needed to know about life. 
     “I will show you how to feed your family, so you will know, when you are old enough to have one of your own.” He had then explained how to grow different crops, how to foresee the weather, what to do in each of the seasons, and how to feed and look after the animals. She was enraptured by every lesson. The only time she had questioned him was when she first saw the slaughtering of a struggling pig. She had cried. “But, Father, all God’s life is precious,” she had blubbered. “Even the animals and plants.” She wiped the tears with the hem of her dress. Her voice crumpled.
    “True enough,” Her father had placed a hand on her shoulder. “You are a thoughtful child, Aly my dear.” He tenderly pulled her nearer to him. “But without them we can not live, so the Lord has provided them for us to eat.” He gently squeezed her close to him. “Do not fret, child. You know the priest says they have no souls.”
    Her grandmother had strode up behind him and spoken softly to him. Alyson had heard her father reply, “She means just as much to me, you know.” They then had held each other for so long, Alyson had decided to quietly slip away to check the animals were safe and well. 
    Dearest grandmother still liked to give Alyson hugs, even when her grandmother began to struggle to raise herself off her chair. Seeing her grandmother in pain for the first time, Alyson had collected a branch from the great oak and asked her father to carve it into a walking stick for her grandmother. “And you must watch,” he had said looking straight into her eyes. “So you can learn.” 
     They had all worked together on the land; except Young Nel Wittahere, who sat outside her parents’ hovel pretending to sow, but spending most of her time dreamily watching the workers. She was a lazy cow and no mistake. While Alyson’s family worked on their strip of the field, she could see Hal working on the neighbouring strip of land. It was where they had all sowed in spring, beginning work at dawn, preparing the animals. When her grandmother found it difficult to walk and they had less people to share the work, if he finished his tasks for the day, Hal would come over and help her father carry the heavy sacks or plough with the oxen. He also always seemed to find time to talk to her father when she was around. She had enjoyed planting and watching the corn growing into life. They had worked hard. Hal deserved a hearty stew.
     The path ended at a stile leading into meadow land. Beyond the meadow, lay the pasture lands that embraced the village. Alyson stood on the step of the stile. Even from this distance she could see the pastures were glowing with life. Brown and cream cattle, with their curly white hair, lay on the grass soaking in the sun. Horses still trotted back and forth in the low field, shaking their manes to throw off the flies. The clover paddock shone deep green. Alyson drew in a long breath. The pastures had never looked more alive. It was good to see the animals so well-fed. When August had arrived, she and her father had collected, bundled and roped together great golden sheafs. Reaping had finished at dusk. She would then clean the animals and return them to the stalls. The animals were so healthy. Her work had been worth it.
     She wondered whether Hal would be out working today. Alyson liked the way he would come over to ask her questions about what and when to plant. She was sure he must know himself; but it  was always nice to teach him something, because he was always very attentive to her answers. When he had to go, he would clasp Alyson’s hand and tell her how wonderful her knowledge of farming was.
     Still lost in her thoughts, Alyson stepped down into the field, placing a hand on her chest, her skin tingling. She surveyed the colourful array of flowers, berry bushes and apple trees. Truly this was a land blessed by the saviour. It did not need to be sowed; it bloomed all around her, filled with the spirit of God.
If they worked hard, mortals could also make life grow. Last season had been a good one for the village. Harvest had been plentiful. By late Summer the store was getting full. She had never seen the children of the village so happy. They ran around this very meadow, calling out to each other and giggling. Even old women came out to sit in the sun.
     She strolled across the field towards home, the long grass rustling against her dress, brushing her legs with every step. Half-way across the meadow, she paused. Humming softly to itself, a golden bee settled on the hairy stem of a speedwell; she watched it climb up towards the mauve petals. Above it a white butterfly fluttered in ever changing circles. It darted away as Alyson parted the long grass and resumed her journey.
      The whole land seemed full of apples and berries; sweet and dreamy, like the garden of Eden itself. It was exhilarating being out in nature’s world. Not even the king’s castle could be finer. She picked some mature flowers, gathering them to give to her grandmother. 
Gathering the plants in her hand was like reaping the crops from the field. Alyson smiled.
Quietly gathering flowers, Alyson felt suddenly irritated. She wasn’t used to this. There was no work to be done. For once, there was no rush. She had time. She did not need to return to the village just yet, but she had to do something; perhaps visit her favourite place first. She would still surprise Hal by making him the stew, but how to make the stew tasty and delightful? Herbs! Herbs from the wood, that was what was needed. Alyson threw down the flowers and strode back through the meadow towards the wood that lay beyond the pastures.
    The sun-dappled trees of the wood stretched in front of her; a beech marking the entrance. She stroked its delicate silky young leaves and whispered into its branches “Thank you for waiting for me.” As if in answer, a cheerful chorus of singing birds lightened the air with their music. Alyson stooped under the spreading branches of the Beech and entered the wood through an archways of trees, the shade of the leafy branches gently cooling her skin, their blossom smelling floral and sweet. Alyson bit into her last crunchy plum, letting it sizzle on her tongue; and, stepping over a root snaking out of the hardened earth, set off along the secret fern-lined pathway she knew so well. 
     After following the winding trail, Alyson stopped. She held her breath. Here it was: the grove; her special place, hers and Hal’s. Close enough to the village for safety; but, in their minds, a beautiful far away land.
   Alyson’s stomach fluttered. She wiped her hot wet palms on her smock. In front of her was the great oak. Its ancient bark running up in lines, like a column of fat nutmeg-brown worms pressing together, reaching for the air. The bark had cracked wide open, creating an oval in its ancient trunk, revealing the silver-white, frosted dawn wood beneath.
    Alyson nodded to herself. She stepped forward, placing the flowers and her pouch of gifts between the feet-like roots protruding from the base of the truck. Slowly climbing, Alyson carefully eased herself into the hollow. She huddled inside the fresh, smooth, warm wood, until she could feel the inner trunk supporting her back. 
     It seemed so very long ago that she had first sat on the gently curving lip of the hollow of their favourite tree. She was a child and he was too, but he had lifted her, with his strong arms, so that she could rest on the curved lip of bark. She had snuggled in its comforting embrace.
     "You're safe now", he’d said, smiling. "Like a queen on her throne.”
     And she’d felt it too. For it was their secret place where they played knight and princesses, while their parents with oxen ploughed up the field, sowed the seeds, or cut the corn. So many games over the years, feeling like glorious dreams. They were beautiful times, festivals for their souls.
     Now as an adult, sitting in the very same living throne, Alyson felt her body growing lighter. She tipped her head back, resting it on the soft inner bark. A drowsiness was spreading over her. Alyson let her eyes close. This was her special place. She would never leave this land.
     Alyson peered up through the overhanging branches. A lonely cloud hung over head. As she watched, the grey cloud grew steadily darker. The sky rumbled. 
     Alyson shivered.

*****

The following year the sun never appeared, the rains came and never went, and the land was cursed by cold and darkness.
     She could no longer hide her tears from Hal. “If this weather keeps on like it is, our crops will die and, I fear, we will follow not long after.”

[To be continued]
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Commentary

My aim was to evoke a sense of place in a travelogue, a short story and a novel.

     When describing places in the travelogue, Spectre, I sought specific details that implied the general and gave the overall impression I wanted to create, such as describing the initial pathway as if it was a dark tunnel ending in the bright light of freedom: “out of the shadows of fences, I am into the warmth.” As McClanahan explains “When we describe, we make impressions, attempting through language to represent reality. Description is, in effect, word painting.”[footnoteRef:1] In descriptions, such as “Trees, wrinkled and dried out, lazily watch me pass by”, I wanted to convey the mood the places inspired. This was the filter through which I wanted to show the city to readers; making it a more personal experience for them.  [1:  R, McClanahan, Word Painting, (Cincinnati: Writer’s Digest Books, 1999)  p.7] 

     I tried to create some evocative images, using a lyrical approach similar to F. Scott Fitzgerald who ‘paints with words’: “A breeze blew through the room, blew curtains in at one end and out the other like pale flags, twisting them up towards the frosted wedding-cake of the ceiling.”[footnoteRef:2] I attempted to emulate in my description of the Commandery:  “In its musty mahogany walls the Duke spluttered his last” and the Cathedral: “The huge monumental cathedral stands proud. It echoes with whispering tourists and running toddlers.” Describing my observations using fine, telling details resulted in more concrete and vivid imagery.       [2:  F, Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, (London: Marshall Cavendish, 1925) p.11] 

     To take the reader on a journey I turned a series of landmarks into a compelling narrative. As Scott Bell describes in Plot and Structure: “both [the plot and structure] serve the larger enterprise - story… Telling a story in a way that transports the reader.”[footnoteRef:3] In order to transport the reader I took a point of view of someone hunting for sightings of the King, along a structure of ever-closing proximity. [3:  J, Scott Bell. Plot & Structure, (Cincinnati: Writer’s Digest Books, 2004) p.8] 

     I wanted to interweave the past and present, so I described my physical journey as following in the footsteps of the King as he escapes a battle. All this required careful editing and redrafting, but as Susan Bell reminds us, “All writers - restrained or lyrical, avant-grade or traditional, avocational or professional - need to revise… Writers need to learn to calibrate editing’s singular blend of mechanics and magic.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  S, Bell, The Artful Edit, (London: W. W Norton & Company Ltd, 2008) p.2] 

     I added scenes of seeing fleeting glimpses of his ghost along the route: “Something flashes in the corner of my eye; an other-worldly shape, like a vague memory trying to form.” I ordered the descriptions of the glimpses so that they became increasing more solid as the narrator gets closer to catching the figure: From “a wraith disappears” to “someone is running ahead of me, their cloak flapping, long black curls flaying under a wide brimmed hat.”
     I hoped all the changes made this piece into a captivating and engaging guided walk for a person new to the city.
Atmosphere is created through descriptions, dialogue, action, and writing style. In The Fiction Writers’ Handbook. Smith says descriptions should “paint in the background of the story, elicit some emotional response in the reader and be an integral part of the story, not merely an embellishment.”[footnoteRef:5] In the short story, Reflections, I tried to create a sad, reflective response in the reader by describing the degradation of the abandoned school, in lines such as “ A vicious jigsaw of scattered glass from an old display case is strewn over the grey tiles. School books lay dying in the icy damp.” [5:  N, Smith, The Fiction Writers’ Handbook, (London: Piatkus, 1991) p.39] 

     To maintain this atmosphere of neglect and destruction, choosing the most evocative words was vital.  Somerset Maugham is quoted in Writers on Writing as saying, “Words have weight, sound and appearance; it is only by considering these that you can write a sentence that is good to look at and good to listen to.”[footnoteRef:6] I applied Maugham’s advice by using onomatopoeic words: “Cracking guns make the windows rattle” to emulate the jarring sounds of gunfire, and “Rain lashes our faces”, using assonance to capture the sound and physical sensation of whip-like gushing rain. To give the atmosphere an emotional resonance I chose words that conjure up sadness and pain. For example : “I push the reluctant slab of the school door, which screeches against gravel.” I used the word ‘reluctant’ to echo the protagonist’s sadness, and ‘screeches’ to evoke pain-filled cries. [6:  W, Winokur, Writers on Writing, (London: Headline, 1989) p.132] 

     I admire D H Lawrence and his creation of a sense of place in his descriptions. In his short story, ‘Tickets Please’, in Short Story Study he describes: “the black, industrial countryside, up hill and down sale, through the ugly villages of workmen’s houses, over canals and railways, past churches perched high and nobly over the smoke and shadows, through stark, grimy, cold little market-places… the ugly place of industry, the cold little town that shivers.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  A.J, Smith, A.J, and W.H Mason, Short Story Study, (Whitstable: Edward Arnold Ltd, 1996) p.73-74] 

Lawrence’s repetition of words such as ‘black’, ‘ugly’ and ‘cold’, with variations of similar meaning, such  as ‘smoke’, ‘stark’ and ‘gloomy’, evoke images of horrible, inhospitable, inhuman conditions. I decided to apply this to my work. For instance, I repeatedly used variations on the words dark and empty, to evoke the depressing atmosphere of bombed out buildings. For example: “The gloom of the corridor crowds around me. Ancient air smothers my throat.”, “cobwebs had been deserted by the spiders… Even death has abandoned this place” and “jaundiced boxes of deserted houses hunch starkly on the shell-hole pitted street, decaying.”
I changed the gender of a victim to be the same as the child who wrote in the school book, to create an unconscious echo in the reader’s mind of destroyed innocence. This created an interconnection between the protagonist’s emotions and the actions he witnesses and experiences.
 I later, also, restructured the plot, so that the shooting occurs at the end, creating a climax for the story. To make this climax more effective I inserted, at the beginning, some references to earlier situations which foreshadow later events, such as “The army can be certain their crimes are never reported. They can deny that civilians are being killed.”
In Sinners, I needed to establish my protagonists and their world very quickly so that the reader is drawn into their personal journeys. To achieve this, I used all the senses to build up their world to bring it vividly to life, in such phrases as: “Clattering carts, stall holders hollowing, the constant rumbling of chatter” and “workshops lined the streets, closing in on her, smelling of leather, gutted fish, and boiling pig fat.”
As Julia Bell says in The Creative Writing Course book, “Without character there is no story. Characters are often the reason we read. As well as what the story is about, we want to know who the  story is about. A reader needs a protagonist to empathise with.”[footnoteRef:8] To show my protagonist’s character and their relationships, I showed Alison’s workaholic personality through free indirect discourse: “ If there was work to be done, she was the one to do it.” I learnt from the nature writing of Robert Macfarlane and Helen Macdonald that people can impose meaning onto nature. I showed my protagonist’s nature loving aspect in this way, by fusing the physical and psychological, taking the reader on a my protagonist’s physiological journey. For example: “The face-like petals of a violet pansy seemed to smile at her, easing her heart.” I established her unquestioning faith by showing that she remembered quotes from the Bible and also related these to the nature she experienced. The landscape became a metaphor for her emotions. I set this up so that later in the novel her faith would be challenged by events and she would become more world-wise. I conveyed her friendly relationship with Hal through thoughts of him repeatedly coming to her. Showing she had noticed details of his appearance, actions and conversations they had shared, reveals how interested and captivated she is by him. [8:  J, Bell, and P, Magrs, The Creative Writing Course Book (London: Macmillan, 2001) p.95] 

 I chose to use free indirect narration, allowing me to filter events through my protagonist’s consciousness. This let me show my protagonist’s perspective, allowing the reader to empathise with them and giving me the flexibility to write the speech patterns of a medieval character in more understandable modern language for the reader. As Alexander Steele says, “The third-person single vision is an excellent POV if your point-of-view character is someone with limited intellectual powers or verbal skills.”[footnoteRef:9] I would not be limited by the fact that my protagonist would need to be present at every event, because I intend the novel to only follow her experience. Using free indirect narration made the situations more personal, giving the reader a sense of the emotional impact that these experiences have had upon my protagonist. As Karl Iglesias says in Writing for Emotional Impact, “We feel what the character feels. We live vicariously through them.”[footnoteRef:10] [9:  A, Steele, Writing Fiction (New York: Bloomsbury, 2003) p86]  [10:  K, Iglesias, Writing for Emotional Impact (Livermore: WingSpan Press, 2005) p.16] 

Initially this piece was intended to be a short story, but I rearranged it into the opening chapter of a novel. This greatly affected the structure. I focused less on the overall plot, and focussed more on a few vividly written introductory scenes, in the style of  Maggie O’Farrell’s Hamnet, an historical fiction that gives a vivid sense of place by describing sense experiences senses, such as sounds. For example: “This house whistles with draughts and eddies of air, with the tapping and hammering of his grandfather’s workshop, with the raps and calls of customers at the window.”[footnoteRef:11] As this was the beginning of a novel, like Maggie O’Farrell, I decided to show scenes to give a sense of the place and time. It also gave me a chance to introduce my nature loving protagonist and her relationship with other characters, before the inciting incident of weather changes that cause crop failure, causing the protagonist to desperately try to avoid starving to death. [11:  M, O’Farrell, Hamnet, (London: Tinder Press, 2022) p.1] 

 As I now intended this piece to be an extract from a novel, there was no need to cover future plot events or to cover such a long period of time. I moved many scenes, such as conversations with Hal and the tilling, to later on in the novel. I then expanded earlier events to create more descriptions of my protagonist’s world. I introduced more sensual experiences, and in order to create a vivid sense of place, I showed the reader the world through the eyes of my protagonist. For example: “The smell of soggy algae and pond water drifted from behind her. A gaggle of grey geese, barged past, quacking loudly, poking their heads in the air like a parade of merchantmen. Alyson grinned.” I showed her emotions through her internal sensations and physical actions. For example: “Alyson’s pulse was racing. She squealed.”
I gave the protagonist a dramatic need for her trip to the market: to collect ingredients so she could make a meal for Hal. Her motivation lays the foundation of the plot, helping readers become emotionally invested in the action and guiding them through the plot.
I hope my writing, in these three forms, evoked a sense of place and thereby give my readers more enjoyment and greater satisfaction.
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