
I, Octavia

I slept in today, as usual. I deserve it. Besides it keeps me looking young and beautiful. I deserve that too.
I am not insecure. Im sure my skin is admired in all Rome, and no one prepares their hair for as long and as well as I. 
Sleep makes my eyes sharp, and one needs sharp eyes in my position. If I am to have the morning relaxation I deserve, then one must be vigilant to ensure the slaves apply themselves to the tasks I have given them and were born to do. There are many important tasks chores that need to be completed, so they must begin early, before I arise. 
Just this morning I had to chastise one of the wretched creatures. “Look upon me. Gaze upon my beauty and squirm.” I glared at his shivering, kneeling form. His head was bowed, as it always should be in front of me. “Know your place. Stay on your knees and kowtow to me.” I laughed as he did so. I thought he was going to wet himself, like a dog. “Reflect on my superiority.” I waved an arm above his quivering head. “You are dismissed.”
It was a bit theatrical.I felt like one of those ghastly actors in the amphitheatre, but one has to do these displays. It impresses the simple minded barbarians. They need to be told and put in their place. Otherwise what will become of us? 
One has to keep up ones appearance. Others need to know. You have to keep up the pretence… No.. Aura. I try to radiate with the light of Minerva, whenever I am in company; whether that be a slave, common fish seller or those stuck-up wives whose pompous husbands loudly proclaim, like a lowly actor, in front of the emperor.
You can’t get a proper bath or even a wash from a female slave if they do not respect your authority. As my mother told me, “These people need to be broken. They are just beasts of burden in human guise.”
My father leaned over me, growling, “They are our enemies gloriously crushed in defeat. They are not worthy of empathy or justice. Pity and grief should only be felt for one’s own.”
My mother nodded thoughtfully, like one of those Greek philosophers. “Treat them as you want them to be treated. They need to be made to realise what they are meant to do. It is the only way to get them to work properly. Rome must always produce. To be a great empire, it must produce more. That is what the barbarians are for.”
That is why I spend so much coinage on getting just the right sort of slaves. I like the obedient ones who bathe me and groom me just the way I like it. It takes the slaves hours to curl my hair, but every curl is worth it. You do not get the beauty I have without putting in lots of effort. And for that, after all the exertion of being bathed, I think I deserve the rubbing in of scented oils.
Those women near the merchant district, not far from that bustling obnoxious-smelling port, do not have slaves and so do not look after themselves. I am sure they will say beauty matters to them. It matters to all women. Some are even childishly obsessed with it. They think about nothing else. But those women let themselves slouch around the streets and noisy markets in drab and dirty togas, sweating away their drab and dirty lives. Not everyone makes the effort that is required. They think only of themselves.
Whereas I have thoughts for other importances - such as ensuring my villa is a clean place for the return, from the foreign wars, of my Centurion General husband. Leading all those men into battle against those disgusting Visigoths has given him the body of a statue of Hercules - all tight muscles and chiselled jaw. He deserves a clean home as much as he deserves me. 
My home is a place to entertain his fellow generals, as muscular and rich as my husband. It can only be tolerated that they bring their wives along with them. So I like to ensure my home is absolutely immaculate. I set the slaves to work immediately the day before. The secret is to make it look natural and without particular effort. 
“Oh, Octavia, you do have such a clean villa,” Drusilla droned one evening. “I never expected that from you.”
“Oh, it’s easily done, really.”
I think I have the modesty of Juno. 
My secret is simple. Ask yourself, how can one run a household, a state even, unless you keep the slaves under control? I am proud of what I have done with my home. Showing your husband’s wealth is important. How are others to know your value otherwise? 
For example, in just one recent instance, I caught a female slave grumbling to another when they were washing my laundry, saying how tedious it all was, having to wash all the clothes in a large tub rather than in a stream. 
Why does everyone have to be so irritating? I will not tolerate it. I will not stand for any insubordination. Who do they think they are?!
However, I am not a vindictive person. You only have to look at my face to see that. My eyes are as pure as Minerva’s. I would go as far as to say they contrast appealingly with my blemish-free cheeks. Cheeks, Venus herself would be proud of. 
I am also merciful. So I did not whip her. I do not whip slaves. Instead I instructed a male slave to do it for me. Besides it is too messy to do it inside my villa. That would make more work for the other slaves. I do not want to cause them any more trouble. As I said, I am merciful. I prefer to run a household efficiently. 
To do his next task I instructed him to take her outside. I have a special spot put aside in the yard. Allocating chores to certain areas is a wonderful way to ensure a household runs effectively. I recommend it.
After his task was complete she washed and laid out my clothes to dry, in the manner I had specifically asked her to. Her constant sobbing made her face ugly, but what can you do?
Perhaps, to show forgiveness, I will get her to feed me finger-food at the party tonight.
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Faces of Fear

It was a dark and stormy night, I giggled to myself. Or at least, I tried. Well, to be frank, it was a dark hotel restaurant in London but, I had to admit, that did sound more exciting. Like one of those ghost stories my father used to tell me. I miss him. 
I prayed he had gone to some better place, joined with the Universe in a peaceful union. That would be glorious. To be one. Together. Like I had felt when he sat by my side, keeping me safe.
As if they are listening, my baby kicked inside me. And I didn’t want to eat alone. 

Despite the crash, this new Lyons restaurant opened not long after Pruniers, and I could not wait to try it. The nippier, in their black dresses and white aprons, strode around the busy tables, balancing plates on their finger tips with remarkable poise. The guests too were dressed in their finery. The men in bold coloured checks and stripes looked like athletes. Their large shirt collars and wide suits making their shoulders broadened the more I watched them. 
I sat in the centre of the huge room, with my huge round stomach, and felt that all eyes turned away from the sight of me in disgust. The women put me to shame in their ruffle sleeves and puffed gowns, and long satin dresses, hugging their tall, slim figures, flowing like scarlet waterfalls almost to the floor. Their silk and chiffon gowns clung to them like a second skin. Just like snakes.
And all that would fit my rounding shape was my town tailored afternoon dress, loosened and taken out to make space for the growing life within. And yet the rayon crepe still pressed against my body so that it wasn’t just my yoke that was large and hanging around me. And it wasn't just my sleeves that were puffed! If I had gone for a belted waist I would have died of asphyxiation!


I wanted to.find a way to celebrate my father’s life, so his memory will never die. My memory of him is already fading. I can't picture everything in exact detail. I fear I will lose all the important aspects of him that made him a complete, living person.


Rumbles of thunder outside. Oh, this is ridiculous. I was only joking about stormy nights. Next I'll be met by a tall, dark…
Oh.

He swept in, dressed in an elegant white three piece suit, a cape swirling behind him, with his black swept back hair and sharp features he looked every inch like David Carradine entering the Oscars.

He spotted me, and without introducing himself, sat across from me. 

He didn't look like Clark Gable, but I still felt like I was in It Happened One Night. I would make Claudette Colbert proud. I decided I wasn't going to tolerate his oafish behaviour. 

Still, I could not help myself. He was intriguing. Where were his manners? Why did he choose my table? And, most importantly, what did he want? I made up my mind to know more about this person.
I expected his accent to be Eastern European, but in fact he spoke perfect English, rather like those announcers on the BBC. “I believe I am meant to say ‘Good evening. I bid you welcome’”.
I could feel my eyebrows raise. I was intrigued. I must have inherited my father’s curiously. “Do go on”.
Thunder growled over head.
Does he have pink eyes? He can't be an albino, he’s got black hair. They definitely look pink. A deep pink. So very deep. 
 “I've come to warn you”.
“Why me?”
“I've known your family a long time”.
Stifling upset, I hardened my voice.. “Don't talk about my family”
“You have had a recent loss”.
“What’s it to you?”
“I do not understand how it must feel for you. But to lose someone so wonderful and alive…”
“They never mentioned you”
“I'm sure they must have”.
“Well, they didn't! I think I would remember if they mentioned a creepy guy who forces himself on a lady’s company”.
“Am I…” He found it difficult to pronounce the word. “… creepy?”
“I'm being unfair. I'm sure you're a nice enough person. You've been nothing but polite. But, you have to admit, you are… well… not exactly normal”.
“You are right, of course. I do not fit in”. He gazed around the room at the diners in their evening suits and flowing dresses. “In any society”. A piano began tinkling light jazz, under the rolling hands of a black musician. “But life goes on”.
“Is that the name of this song?”
The man turned back to me and frowned. 
“I was joking”. I sighed. “Perhaps my humour is a little rusty. I'm not feeling quite as perky as I used to be”.
“Life’s history does have highs and lows…”
“You really ought to write songs. You could team up with Cole Porter”.
He frown. I honestly think he didn’t know who I was talking about. What had he been doing all these years.
There was one of those awkward silences you are only supposed to get in a pulp detective paperback. Then he said, slowly, ever so slowly. “There is evil arising”.
I flared at him. My parents had told me about such things, but in stories that I believed only as a child. His eyes were penetrating, but not unsympathetic.
He continued. “You seem remarkably composed. And yet you are not laughing. So you are taking me seriously”.
“I've seen some strange things in my life… and we live in strange times”.
“Dark times”
I nodded. The newsreels of rallies came unbidden into my mind. So sad. So very sad. 
He peered down at the table.“There has been better times to be alive”.
I drew in a deep breath, filling my chest. “We've just got to get through this as best we can”.
“There is going to be a blood-letting”.. His voice was distant. He looked into the smoky air as if they were grey clouds in the sky.
I decided to test him, by baiting him with what everybody knew. “The Daily Mail think the Brown Shirts are a good thing. I think Lord Rothschild likes the way they have got rid of the socialists”.
He didn't appear to have heard me, and was continuing regardless. “Unless it’s stopped, there is going to be a terrible blood-letting all over Europe”.
He was obviously out of touch with what everybody felt. “The economy, the foreigners, the Trade Unions. Hitler thinks it could solve a lot of problems”.
He edged forward. “There are creatures of hate arising all over Europe”.
“You're worrying too much.  Mosley says they will stop the arguments and defeat the Anarchist, as they've done in Germany. He says they will bring order and wealth”.
He was back with me. “They will only bring misery and death”.
I was not stopping now. I was faster with my sharp replies than a Gatling gun. “Winston Churchill said, a few years back, that Mussolini’s movement has rendered a service to the whole world. You can't argue with him, unless your some sort of left winger.”
He suddenly sat upright, frowning. “Who are you talking about?”
“The Fascists”.
“The Fascists?” His voice rising with incredulity. “I'm talking about vampires!”
Knives and forks clattered onto plates. All around diners were staring at us.
I laughed. “Who do you think you are, Bela Lugosi?”
“Who?”
He humouring and I needed entertainment. He may have been built like Alfred Altair, but I didn’t think he had it in him to start Tap dancing just yet. “I do like a good ghost story. Tell me more”. 
His face became like stone. There was an urgency in his voice I hadn’t realised before. “I'm telling you because these creatures may hunt your family down first. They will try to to eliminate those who would stand up to protect others from being killed”. He gazed around the room at the men and women chatting and laughing. A young couple were leaning on their elbows, caressing each other’s hands, losing themselves in their loved one’s eyes.
I couldn’t keep up the pretence any longer. I something crumble inside me, leaving me so empty. Before I could stop them words tumbled out in a mumble I thought was only to myself.” I don’t feel I can go on. My father really had gone.
“But life goes on”. He could hear me!
“Well,  my father’s didn't!” I screamed, immediately throwing a hand over her mouth. Then I whipped it away. “He’s gone. He’s no longer here. What? Are you saying he’ll come back to life?!”
The man looked sad, weary. He lowered his head. “Not his”. 
We sat in silence. Even the clinking of glasses seemed to fade away into a distant pit that had no ending.  
Eventually he looked up. His voice was softer than before. “He would want you to carry on”.
I eyed him through tear-rimmed slits. “And you’d know that, would you?”
He leaned in closer. “But life goes on in many way. Sometimes in vindictive, cruel, abhorrent forms; but also wonderful,  uplifting, life-embracing ones too.”
I patted my tears with my handkerchief and refused to look at him.
“He lives through you. You are the continuation of his life”.
“Only by birth”.
“No, by being. I sense in you the spirit of your father and mother. You say you've seen some strange things. So did they,. And what did they do?”
My heart sped,  invigorated by the thought. “Investigated them” 
“And if they were evil?
“Fought them.”
He leaned forward, whispering, but with a intense sincerity I felt as if the world was at stake.“They are many strange things to come. Evil things. Will you help fight them?”
Then I knew how best to remember my father. I knew how I should celebrate his life. My life had always been leading to this.
He gracefully and silently stood, turning to leave. 
As the mysterious man passed a flickering candle I'm sure I caught, just for a moment, a glimpse.
Why didn't I see that before? 
Oh course. I should have realised! 
Those pink eyes. Those deep, deep eyes.
It was a glimpse, I was sure, of glittering elongated fangs.
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“I would hate to live in a slum”. Eve’s shoulders slumped. She scuffed her shoes along the pavement as she walked with Arthur along the back streets of the village. Arthur’s rabbiting droned on in the background. Sometimes he was so stubborn she wanted to slap him. 
Other girls have nice bright clothes and shiny shoes. Mummy would buy me anything, I'm sure. But Daddy says we can't always afford new things”.
“Dad works very hard, Mom says”. Arthur replied, being carried away with his lecture, and shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, trying to look grown up, “It’s just not enough for all the things you want.”
She marched off down the path. “It’s time to do something. I'm going to make some money”.
Arthur dashed to catch up. “You can't. Don't be such a stubborn mule.”
“I jolly well can”. Her cheeks were crimson, but she cared not a jot. “I'm going to sell posies. The gypsies do it and they've got loads of money. Just look at their caravans. And they can afford horses.”
They came to the outskirts of the village. She grabbed his hand and pointed at a field. It's wooden gate was wide open. “Look! That meadow is full of wild flowers. Let’s pick some, as many as we can. Ladies love flowers. They’re sure to give us a bob or two.”
Arthur gazed at the buttercup, daisies, cow slips, and purple flowers he had never heard of, waving above the deep-green grass. “That would be so embarrassing. The boys at school will take the Mickey out of me. I’ll get such a ribbing.”
This stiffened her resolve. “They’ll never know. We’ll sell them here. They’ll never find out”. She looked at him with her bright eyes expectantly. 
“You do it. I'm going to look for conkers.” He raced passed the open gate and toward the oak trees that lined the field.
“But they don't grow this time of year”, Eve called. “And that's the wrong type of tree!”
When he didn't reply and didn't even turn round, she blew out a lungful of air. “Well, even if you don't want some extra money, I do”. Eve pulled her shoulders back and strode boldly into the sea of flowers. 

*****

Later that morning, Eve shuffled proudly along the country lanes, almost invisible behind armfuls of her blooming array. Just as she entered the village she tripped on a stone, hidden from her view, and stumbled blindly headlong at the feet of a stranger. 
Dainty shoes, delicate and polished, pointed at her nose. Long slim dress led to the body of an equally long, slim, delicate and polished lady. The glamorous woman lifted Eve back up onto her feet. “You've been collecting”. She produced a bright sprig of colourful blooms. “Of course, I grew mine myself. I told the gardener what to plant and up they sprung. Whereas you”, she glared down her nose at the young girl. “Have been tramping around in the muddy fields, gathering no manner of dirty germs. You gypsies are all the same. Disgusting.”
“But I'm not…”
The woman marched away, snubbing her, chin jutting into the air, towards a tall country house.
Eve stamped her foot, blowing out a cloud of hot air, like a kettle ready to boil. Which, indeed, she was. Eve gathered up her bunches and, in a thrice she was in the centre of the village where the three little shops were sitting, waiting.
Outside one shop we're rows of buckets. In only a couple were some flowers, and these were wilting, fading fast. This was her chance to make some pocket money. An hand-written piece of squared paper proclaimed “Flowers. 20d. a bunch.” Eve grinned. She had at least six bunches in her arms. She could make a mouth-watering ten shillings!
She staggered towards the shop door as quickly as the huge burden would let her, stems slapping her cheeks with every jumping step she took. The shopkeeper stood leaning in the doorway, his arms folded. He jerked upright, scowling as she approached. 
His purple face made Eve’s voice squeak. “Please sir. I've got some fresh bunches of flowers if you would like them”.
“Shove them in the buckets then, and be off with ya.”
“No”, Eve gulped. “You don't understand. I wanted to sell them.”
“I do the selling, Miss”. He indicated the sign above the many-panelled window. “Mr Chapman. Grocer. That’s me. How am I to make any money if I keep buying? Answer me that, little lady.”
“Er”, She stammered. “I don't know, sir. I just thought…”
“Well, you know what thought did.”
“No, sir. Honestly I don't.” Eve held out the bouquet. “I just… I just wanted…” she sobbed. “A bit of…” She burst into tears. 
The man shook his head. “You girls now-a-days are all the same. Wanting money. That’s all your after. But not wanting to give anything for it.”He slapped his hand on top of a crate, marked “Tea from India.” It banged like the drum of a brass band. “Stop snivelling girl.” He jabbed a coin into her hand, snatching almost all the bunches from her. “There’s threepence. Now scarper. Robbin’ your betters like this. You're a sly one and no mistake.”
His harsh rebuff hit her squarely in the heart. Feeling thoroughly wretched, Eve dashed away, clutching the last bunch closely to her chest, sobbing her guts out. 

*****

Eve headed back to the cottage where her family was sharing with her Uncle and Aunt. Her face felt sticky and hot as she dragged her feet along the pavement. “Threepence”, she mumbled. “He’s going to get ten shillings off people for them. I'm sure of it.”Her shoulders slumped. “All that effort for nothing. I should have listened to Arthur. What a fool I've been.”
“No one can be called a fool at your age.” A rosy cheeked woman stood in front of her. “You're still learning.”
“Oh, Sorry Miss. I didn't see you there.”
The woman was holding a basket of apples and carrots, inspiring Eve to raise the last bunch of wild flowers just beneath the lady’s chin. “Would you like to buy this posie?”
“There much more than a little posie. Quite a collection of blooms.” She smelt their petals. “Very fragrant. And so beautiful. They remind me of my dear friend Lizzie. I'm just visiting here. But when I go back home, I know Lizzie still won't be there.” She gazed into the distance. “I do so miss her”. Eve noticed the same mistiness in the woman’s eyes that she had in her own. The lady took a deep breath and turned her attention back to the little girl, waiting quietly and patiently in front of her. “Did you pick them yourself?”
Eve slowly nodded.
“A woman’s work should always be rewarded.” She patted Eve’s hair. “When you're older make sure people know that. You should be appreciated for what you do.”
“Yes Miss.You're the only person that’s said that.”
“Now to the question. How much do you charge?”
“Well,” Eve thought carefully. “The local grocer took my other five bunches and only gave me threepence. But he’s going to sell them for twenty pence each.” She sniffled. “But you've been so nice that I don't want to charge you twenty or even a penny.” Eve opened the woman’s hand and gently pushed them into the lady’s palm. “You can have them for free. They’ll look so pretty on your table.”
“Thank you.” The woman smiled, but her eyes looked strangely sad. “You are a dear one. When I look at them I shall think of you and remember your generosity. You have made a lonely woman very happy.” She fumbled in her pulse and placed some coins in Eve’s palm, softly wrapping the girls’s little fingers round the gift. “Such kindness should always be fairly paid.”
Eve knew that it would be impolite to look into her hand, so she kept her fingers closed, and smiled. “Thank you Miss.”
“Maybe we will see each other again.”
“That would be nice.”
“So, what’s your name?”
“Eve Hand, Miss.”
“And you can call me Ivy.”

*****

She kept her hand clasped all the way back home. Her stomach screamed out for her to see what she had been given, but things the lady had said made her feel that it would be a betrayal. 
To get home her family had to walk passed the slums. As usual children were running round the empty street, bare-footed, grimy clothes hanging off their bony-thin bodies. Mrs Perkins was kneeling on the gravel, scrubbing her front step. Grey suds dripping onto the stones around her knees. Her parents were hurrying ahead. But Eve remembered what it was like to be treated like an old rag. She darted across the road and pushed the coins into the surprised woman’s hands. Before Mrs Perkins could speak, Eve had dashed away, rejoining her family. Her parents hadn't seen her run off. Arthur smuggled her back beside him, just as their mother peered over her shoulder. “You two alright?”
“Yes Mom,” Arthur answered, then turned and gave his sister a big wink.

*****

The next morning the sun’s warm rays lit up her bedroom. Arthur was calling from the landing. “Oi, Lazybones. Are you coming to play?”
It was a friendly jibe. He had been nice to her ever since yesterday. 
“Can I come in?”
“Yes. I'm decent. I'm still in bed.”
He peered his head round the door, and sat on her blankets. “I know it was money you gave Mrs Perkins.”
“I just wish I could do more.”
“Well, you have kept the money.”
“But it wouldn't have made my life any better.” She looked down at the pattern on her blanket. “Not really.”
“Might have stopped you moaning about not being rich.” He laughed, quickly tickling her through the sheets.
She giggled. “Well, Mr Know-it-all, maybe I'm richer in other ways.”
“Don't give me those trite phrases, little Miss Perfect”. He gave an exaggerated shrug. “You just think differently now, that’s all.”
Eve looked him straight in the eye. Her face glowing bright in the sunshine. “My dear dear brother,” she grinned. “That’s exactly what I mean.”


1709 Words



Playing Games

"I don't like it mommy.” Nathan said, just a week after moving in. 
"Why not, darling?" I knelt down to his level. I liked to make eye-contact.
"There's nobody here.”
He was lonely. Bless him. "You'll make friends when you start school. There must be lots in the village.”
"But that's miles away,” he complained, drawing out the word 'miles' as only a four year old can. "We've been here ages and nobody comes round.” I forgot how long a week could be to someone so young.

Then the next day, when I came into the lounge, he saw me and threw his toy tractor into the wall. "Nathan, stop it! You might damage something or, worse, hurt yourself"
"I don't care! This place is rubbish!"
"Whatever is the matter? You've got lots of toys to play with.”
"This place is boring. I want somebody to play with.”

That night, in bed, I turned to my husband. "I wish my mother was here. She'd have known what to do.” She would turn up unexpectedly. She was always one for nice surprises. Always there when I needed someone. But now both my parents were gone. Died before Nathan was even born. I was alone. Now I knew how Nathan felt. At least their memory still lived in me. You may be on your own. But it's amazing how comforting recalling your family can be.

"You're worrying about nothing, Ann.” David said, still looking at his book.
He was six years older than me, and in his mid thirties. I should have felt the wisdom of his greater experience but, instead, his nonchalance irritated me.
"He's my son. I'm meant to worry about him.”
David put his book down onto his lap, and turned to me. "He's mine too.” He placed it onto the bedside cabinet. The signal that he was ready to settle for sleep. "I'm sure he'll adapt. I could play with him, but..." He titled his head, indicating his wheelchair against the wall. "You see, we all have to adapt.”

In the morning, I sat on the carpet playing 'Hunt the Pairs’ with Nathan. "Now this is fun, isn't it?"
"Look, mummy. I've found another one!"
"Well, aren't you are a clever boy!"
Then my phone went off. 
"Hello...” It was my manager.
"Gone sick?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "But, I wasn't supposed to be on today..." 
I listened, stomach sinking, as my manager sweet-talked me.
"Okay... Of course... If you're desperate.”
I ruffled my son's hair. "I'm sorry, Nathan. I've got to go to work,” I headed to the hall to get my coat. "You carry on playing, darling. I'm sure Daddy will help you.”
"Oh, mom!"

That evening, my husband took out the joint from our adapted cooker and, holding the steaming tray with an oven glove in his left hand, wheeled himself to the kitchen table with the other. 
I handed him the carving knife. "But David, why can't you help? You've got to understand, I can't always be here to play with him.”
He placed the tray on the table. "He should learn to play by himself.”
"Why don't you let him play your computer games?"
David shook his head. "I don't want him to be hooked on those types of games. That's why I agreed to move to the countryside. When I was younger I got out and about.”
"And that's how you got knocked over.”
David scowled. "But I lived. Don't over protect him. Computer games aren't real. I want our son to experience real life.”
I dished out the veg. "Real life can be dangerous. You should know that more than anyone.”
"That's unfair.”
"I'm sorry. I'm just saying that imagination isn't dangerous.”
He finished carving the meat, turning away. "They're not life". He placed the remains on top of the cooker. "Computer games are all about death.”
"Then why do you make them?"
David wheeled round to face me. He sighed. "To give us the life we lead. So we can live here, in the countryside. So you can walk the fields, breath the air. So Nathan can climb trees.” His shoulders slumped. "I thought that's what you wanted.”

One day, I caught Nathan shouting at David. "You never ever play with me!"
Nathan ran up to me, tears rolling down his face. "Daddy won't play with me.” He wrapped his little arms around my legs.
David sighed, "He doesn't understand that I've got to work.”
"People who work go off in cars,” Nathan stated categorically.
"He doesn't understand that I work from home.”
Nathan peered up at me. "You'll play with me tomorrow, won't you, mommy?"
I knelt down, to his eye-level. "I'm sorry, Nathan. Mummy's got to go to work tomorrow.”
Ripping himself away, he went storming upstairs.
I moved to follow him, but David gently put a hand on my thigh. "Probably best to give him a bit of space. You need a rest too.”
"But he's getting worse.”
David shuffled through some papers, full of bizarre symbols. "He'll meet plenty of other kids soon enough, when he starts school. Let him discover himself, expand his mind.” 
"I don't want him taking drugs!"
David chuckled, "You're right. The imagination is the best medicine in the world. If it wasn't for that ...". He looked down at his legs, covered in a blanket. "I could not escape this thing.”
I gazed at him, head bowed, "Your wheelchair?"
"No. Boredom!" David grinned, waving the papers in the air. "Talking of which, I've got a new game to write.” He wheeled himself towards the door.
"But I don't know what to do!”
I heard him cry, as he disappeared through the doorway. "Improvise!"

I popped my head around Nathan's door. He was sat on the floor, running a tank into a motley group of plastic knights. 
"You see. You can play.”
"I'm not playing,” Nathan pouted. "I'm killing them. They're horrible.”
I knelt beside him. "Why can't you learn to play by yourself? You should use your imagination. That's what Daddy has to do. And he's created many exciting worlds to escape to.”
"If there was another world, I would escape to it.” He snatched a handful of knights, throwing them across the room. "But I can't!"
"We can't always get away to a new world, darling. Like mommies and daddies. They have to work. They can't always get away. But, when they can, they do. That's why we came to live here.”
"This isn't another world. I hate it. We should leave. Now.”
I was desperate to explain. "But, even if you can't go to another world, another world can come to you.” 
He frowned, awaiting my next words.
I had to think of something fast. "Ghosts,” I suddenly said. Surprising myself. "They come from another world, don't they?"
He looked startled.
"Friendly ones, I mean.” 
Nathan looked thoughtful. Can a four year old look intrigued? 
"And there's a nice friendly one that lives here.” I helped him into his pyjamas. He remained quiet, thinking about this new revelation. 
As I tucked him in bed he finally spoke. "But what's it doing here?"
"Well, it wants you to behave and play nicely.”
I kissed him, and he closed his eyes. The most peaceful I had seen him for a long while.

Next morning, Nathan came dashing down the stairs. "I've seen it! I've seen it!"
David looked up from his computer magazine. "Seen what?"
"The ghost! The ghost!"
"What are you talking about? You must have been dreaming.”
I nudged David sharply in his ribs. "You know.” I hissed. "The ghost that lives here.”
He looked at me wildly, as if I'd just grown a huge yellow nose. 
"The friendly ghost,” I insisted.
"Oh... yeah... the friendly ghost.” He swallowed deeply. "I forgot about that.”
Nathan was now getting out a cereal bowl. "I don't think she is friendly though.”
"She?"
"The grey old lady.” He shook some cereals into the bowl. "She's scary.” He looked quite pale.
I put my arm around him. "Well, don't worry. I'm sure she won't come again.”
"She will.” His bottom lip began to quiver. "I know she will.”

That night, we heard him scream. I raced into his room. He was sat bolt upright, rigid, eyes wide with terror. This happened for three nights. Each time I reassured him that there was no ghost, but every night he would wake up screaming for us to come. What had I done?

Every morning I turned up for work, feeling more tired and wretched than the last. At this rate I would lose my job. That night he shouted through the walls. This time I had had enough. I ran in, my fists clenching, teeth biting against each other. "Nathan, you're making this impossible! I just want you to be happy. Why won't you just be happy?!"
"But, mommy. It keeps coming. It won't go away.”
I sucked in a huge breath of air, trying to calm myself. It wasn't his fault. After all, I invented the ghost. Now I had to stop the idea scaring my child and threatening my work. "Look, Nathan.” I steadied my breathing. "You were on your own. So is the ghost. You were lonely. The ghost is lonely too.” He stared at me. His blue eyes beautiful in the darkness. "It just wants to watch you play. Then it will be happy.”
He sat quietly for a moment. "I'm sorry for waking you up, mommy.”
"It's okay, darling.” I tucked him in and gave him a kiss. "I understand.”

As for today, I'm so tired. I don't think I can cope with another night like these last four days. I hope he doesn't call me tonight.  I hope what I've said works. But I don't think it will. But it's my fault, not his. After all the fear and anxiety, I just wanted him to be happy. Now it's all gone wrong. It's horrible. And it's all my fault

Perhaps we should move back. But to lose my dream of a beautiful, free life for my husband and son, and after paying so much to move to this place... I felt light-headed. And David's job, such a god-send twenty years ago, isn't safe any more. There are so many programmers these days. 

"Ann, come here!” David was at the open patio doors,  pointing. Outside Nathan was jumping around the lawn. "Mommy, Daddy. Let's not go.” He spun round on the spot, "I like it here.” He threw out his arms, "Now I've got a new friend.” Nathan was beaming. So so lovely to see. "And, mommy, you were right. They do like to see me play. And..." He called, running off, whirling his arms around and giggling, "I've got so much space to show them! It makes them sooooo happy!" 
I strained to hear Nathan as he ran down our garden towards the wooden fence. 
"Did you hear what he said?" David looked up at me, grinning. "He's got an invisible friend!"
I laughed, delighted. "I wonder who it is.”
"Apparently, she's got a name.” David was still grinning. "He's just called her Debra.”
It was the strangest thing. Coincidence? Or something more? "But how could he possibly know?" 
"Know what?" 
"Deborah..." I stared at him. My mouth drying in the hot air. "That was my mother's name.”
Always one for nice surprises. Always there when I needed someone.

1972 Words

Reflective commentary on development of stories above 

I wanted to develop my ability towards writing a short story featuring more than two characters, via experiments in voice, first person narrative, structure and plot.

For I, Octavia, I was inspired by giving voice to a portrait. then moving from character by adding research about Roman domestic culture. I wanted to focus on one personality rather than extensive historical period. So I chose to write in First Person from their Point of View.
I chose a scene that focussed on the character’s observations and thought processes. This would also reflect their attitudes. I needed to focus on, and repeatedly remind the reader, of my protagonist’s approach to life so that the character would be crystallised in the reader’s imagination. To achieve this, I used genuine attitudes of people in her social-economic status to build up the authenticity of the character, in such phrases as: “one must be vigilant to ensure the slaves apply themselves to the tasks I have given them and were born to do” and “They need to be told and put in their place. Otherwise what will become of us?” . I chose words that had the sound and resonances for that type of character, so readers would feel they were experiencing a living personality. 
As Nancy Kress says in Character, Emotion and Viewpoint, “Because first person is told directly in the narrator’s own words, this choice of POV, more than any others, allows us to “hear” the natural voice of the character. And there is no better way to let us know who the character is than by letting us hear his thoughts in his own words.”[footnoteRef:1] So to reveal character, I showed their personality through such phrases as: “One has to keep up ones appearance. Others need to know. You have to keep up the pretence… No.. Aura. I try to radiate with the light of Minerva, whenever I am in company; whether that be a slave, common fish seller or those stuck-up wives whose pompous husbands loudly proclaim, like a lowly actor, in front of the emperor.” [1:  Nancy Kress, Characters, Emotion and Viewpoint (Cincinnati. Writer’s Digest Books, 2005) p. 179 ] 

Amongst others,  I learnt from the writing of Robert Graves that historical characters can speak in an almost contemporary manner:  “No, but on the other hand… I would be very proud if Germanicus thought the same as me.”[footnoteRef:2] I showed my protagonist’s psychological aspect in this way, by using understandable twentieth century phrases. For example: “You can’t get a proper bath or even a wash from a female slave if they do not respect your authority.” I established the setting through my protagonist’s observations and also related these to my protagonist’s concerns. I chose to use First Person Narration. This let me show my protagonist’s perspective, allowing the reader to understand them and their world. It also gave me a chance to introduce my protagonist and their relationship with other characters, before the potential inciting incident of the party arrangements.  [2:  Robert Graves, I, Claudius (London. Marshall Cavendish. 1988) p. 16] 


From feedback I received, if I was to work on this scene further I would restructure it to begin in a different place so as to start in the middle of the action , such as hectic party preparations, to have a more gripping opening for the reader.
I gave the protagonist extreme characterisation to emphasis their personality, but if I was to make this a serious work I would spread this voice with more subtlety over many pages, so the reader got to know them more organically. As this focussed on just one character I would also need to open the work to others. 

For Faces of Fear, I wanted to build on my earlier experiment by trying to establish a more realistic voice while opening up story by including another character. To give insights into the character’s feelings and memories I used Free Indirect Narration, such as “The women put me to shame in their ruffle sleeves… Their silk and chiffon gowns clung to them like a second skin. Just like snakes.”
I needed to repeatedly remind the reader, of my protagonist’s time so that the reader is drawn into the nineteen thirties. To achieve this, I used actual events and genuine attitudes of the period to build up the authenticity of the time I had chosen, in such phrases as: “Despite the crash, this new Lyons restaurant opened not long after Pruniers, and I could not wait to try it. The nippier, in their black dresses and white aprons, strode around the busy tables, balancing plates on their finger tips with remarkable poise. The guests too were dressed in their finery.” As Isaac Bashevis Singer says in Writers on Writing[footnoteRef:3],  “The character have their own lives and their own logic, and you have to act accordingly” Among others I learnt this style from the writing of Frank O’Connor in such lines as, “Miss Hegarty was a fine-looking woman of good family, but s distracted with having to deal with the endless goings on… there were times she didn’t seem right in the head.”[footnoteRef:4] I showed my protagonist’s mental state in this way. For example: “Oh, this is ridiculous. I was only joking about stormy nights… I decided I wasn't going to tolerate his oafish behaviour.” I set this up so that later my protagonist’s viewpoint would be challenged by events and they would become more intrigued and involved in the developing action. First person point of view let me show my protagonist’s perspective, allowing the reader to empathise with them and giving me the flexibility to create an understandable character in a relatable way for the reader. As Nancy Smith says in Fiction Writers’ Handbook, “Obviously, this is where motivation and characterisation are symbolically linked. The reader must be shown the Main Character’s obsession growing…”[footnoteRef:5] . Using first person made the situation more personal, giving the reader a sense of the emotional impact that experiences have upon my protagonist. As Karl Iglesias says in Writing for Emotional Impact, “The key to connection, then, is to create events and experiences that cause familiar emotions in the characters. Don’t tell us what the characters are feeling. Show us through dramatisation, and we’ll experience their journey vicariously.”[footnoteRef:6] Thus also gave me a chance to introduce my protagonist and their relationship with other characters, before the inciting incident of reveal at the end of this scene, which will cause the protagonist to take action and set the story in motion. [3:  Jon Winokur, Writers on Writing (London. Headline Book Publishing, 1989) p. 129]  [4:  Frank O’Connor, Collected Stories (New York, Alfred A Knopf, Inc, 1981) p. 470]  [5:  Nancy Smith, Fiction Writers’ Handbook (London. Judy Piatkus Ltd, 1991) p. 6]  [6:  Karl Iglesias, Writing for Emotional Impact (Livermore. WingSpan Press, 2005) p. 62] 


After rereading a draft I edited three early paragraphs and various lines which contained information that was implicit in later dialogue. For example: “It is not just the baring of the trees, but the reminder that next month will mark a year since my father passed away. And though I had tried to lose myself in every religious, scared and esoteric text I could absorb to try to find an answer to the pain I am feeling, it still chills me inside. Icy fingers that take away my soul and leave me empty.”
Overall, I felt this scene had little plot due to it being part of a proposed novel. Planning a short story would create more structure.

For Pennies for your Thoughts I wanted to write a short story that had a structure. This required planning. I was aiming for a story that appeared to be for children but actually read more like a nostalgia piece for adults, in the style of Mallory Towers by Enid Blyton. The references and language I wanted to apply would not mean anything to a modern-day child and would seem old-fashioned to children, although could be a trip down memory lane for an adult. For example: “Don't be such a stubborn mule.” I read genuine stories from the 1930s so I could replicate the syntax (order of the words) of the time. For example, Schoolgirls” Bumper Book: “Roger waited to hear no more . Bowing mockingly, he mounted his horse and rode swiftly…”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Edward Chapman, Schoolgirls’ Bumper Book (Glasgow. Collins Clear-Type Press, 1933) p. 119] 

 My intention was to create a pastiche of a 1930’s children’s story. I wanted my story to show the events from the perspective of children. I chose a form and structure that focussed on children’s observations and thought processes. 
I needed to repeatedly remind the reader, of the time period so that the reader is drawn into the nineteen thirties. To achieve this, I used genuine attitudes and expressions of the period to build up the authenticity of the time I had chosen, in such phrases as: “I’ll get such a ribbing.” and “gathering no manner of dirty germs.” As Sara Maitland says in the Creative Writing Coursebook,  “Learning new things, exploring new material, finding out, research is key to my fiction.”[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Julia Bell, Creative Writing Coursebook (London. Macmillan, 2001) p. 53] 

I learnt from Charles Dickens, among other authors, that differences between personalities can be shown through their speech and actions, such as in Great Expectations: “”You young dog… what fat cheeks you ha’ got.” I believe they were fat, though I was at that time undersized, for my years, and not strong..”[footnoteRef:9] I showed differences between my characters in this way, by emphasising different perspectives. For example: “”How am I to make any money if I keep buying? Answer me that, little lady.” “Er”, She stammered. “I don't know, sir. I just thought…” “Well, you know what thought did.” [9:  Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (London. Marshall Cavendish, 1986) p. 3] 

 I set this up in the structure so my protagonist would be challenged by events, creating conflict, essential for drama. This would help the reader empathise with their situation. As Chris Lombard says in Writing Fiction, “If you know your characters well, and have motivated them successfully, they should know what to say and when to say it.”[footnoteRef:10] This gives the reader a sense of the emotional impact that these experiences have upon protagonists.  [10:  Alexander Steele, Writing Fiction (London. Bloomsbury, 2003) p. 223] 

This piece was structured to be a short story. I arranged it into a beginning, middle and end. I wanted an inciting incident to create a conflict and to develop into climax. This plan greatly affected the structure. I decided to show scenes to give a sense of situation, challenge and characters’ actions. 
After completing a draft I edited out the first paragraph as it was too pointed: “Oh, Arthur. I do wish our parents were rich.” Their status can be inferred from later descriptions. After feedback I changed ‘stuck up’ to ‘stubborn’ to give readers a clearer idea of character traits. I questioned the words I have highlighted in yellow, because tell rather than show through actions; but as this story was in the style of a children’s story from the 1930s, and having reviewed actual children stories of the time, I decided to leave the telling words to create a more authentic pastiche. 

For Playing Games, I wanted to apply all I had learnt from my previous experiments in voice, narration and structure to create a more complex plot structure featuring more than two characters, that could be used in an adult-orientated short story magazine. Natalie Hagan, in Handbook of Short Story Writing, says, “Successful marketing depends upon your ability to critically judge your story, and to anticipate the reaction of the specific editor to whom you direct your manuscript.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Dickson, Frank, Handbook of Short Story Writing (Cincinnati. Writer’s Digest Books, 1970) p. 233] 


I applied what I had learnt from my earlier experiments to develop a short story structure. As James Scott bell says in Plot and Structure, “structure is what assembles the parts of a story in a way that makes them accessible to readers. It is the orderly arrangements of story material for the benefit of the audience.”[footnoteRef:12] This piece was intended to be a magazine short story, so I structured plot to fit neatly into the word limit of most magazines. This greatly affected the structure. I needed to focus on one plot, and be efficient in my choice of words. I decided to show scenes that gave a sense of my protagonist’s internal conflict. As I now intended this piece to be a magazine short story there was no need in the structure to cover future plot events or to cover a long period of time in detail. I decided to hint at the future in my closing lines, leaving the reader with a poignant feeling.  [12:  James Scott Bell, Plot and Structure (Cincinnati. Writer”s Digest Books, 2004) p. 22] 

In my early editing I changed the original structure to make it a more interesting experience for the reader by moving key plot orientated sentences to more effective places in the narrative and also expanded other paragraphs to create more descriptions that emphasised the emotional journey of my protagonist, to keep the reader engaged in the personal drama. For example: “After all the fear and anxiety, I just wanted him to be happy. Now it's all gone wrong. It's horrible. And it's all my fault.”

During various later drafts I edited my story. I removed the early paragraph: “I thought moving to the countryside would be lovely. I just wanted a new life for my husband and son. I thought we would be happy in a new home, surrounded by quiet, open fields”. Instead I started the story with: "I don't like it mommy", Nathan said, just a week after moving in.”, beginning in the middle of the action as a hook for the reader.  The rest could be inferred from my later scenes.

Through experiments and feedback I had created a short story featuring voice, structure and plot.
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