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Four Pieces have been submitted for this Assessment.

1. Focused Structure: You are a ninety-something Jewish woman who survived a concentration camp and who now lives in Bethlehem. The film ‘Schindler’s List’ is to be shown on the television. The television is not working, and the TV repair shop is called. A young Palestinian man is sent to fix the TV.

The Wisdom of Mrs Zukerman

prithi shukla

I relished the late morning sunlight as I basked in a low chair on the patio. My small house on top of the hill gave me a considerable view of Bethlehem. The little white and yellow new homes contrasted starkly with the shattered grey desert rock on the horizon. I recalled the damaged home of my deceased Palestinian friend Aliya and closed my old, tired eyes. If only there was peace, I mused.

“Mrs Zukerman, Mrs Zukerman are you okay?”

Through my half-open lids, I caught a glimpse of a pair of skinny legs with scarred knees in front of me. It was young Solomon from down the hill. He was only eight but had somehow managed to carry up a huge wicker basket, filled with his mother’s delicious homemade Khubez, a pitta like bread.

“Imah sent me,” he panted, trying to catch his breath.

“Should I leave it on the kitchen table like I normally do?” he enquired, lifting up the heavy basket. 

“Yes, Sol, please. 

There’s some fresh orange juice in the jug on the table,” I offered “…help yourself to some.” His eyes gleamed and he skipped up the patio stairs, heading for the open door.

The blue winter sky was deceptive and a chill in the air forced me to want to wrap up. My ninety-year-old bones yearned for my thick black shawl. It was hanging on the back of the chair in the kitchen.

“I’ll come in with you,” I said as I stretched out my right hand towards Solomon, “…come on, pull me up.”

I led the way through the cold living room into the kitchen, shifting my weight from one arthritic foot to the other. The thick walls and small windows of the house left the rooms devoid of sunlight. Solomon placed the basket on the kitchen table while I retrieved my shawl from the chair and wrapped it around me.

I reached for two glasses from the open cupboard above the counter and poured some orange juice into both.

“Sit Sol,” I said, “…don’t feel shy.”

Solomon sat on the chair closest to him. I placed a few plates on the table, a bowl of fresh olives, hummus, dates and olive oil near the full basket of bread. Palestinians and Jews share similar food, I thought, as I stared down at the dishes that reminded me so much of the sustenance Aliya had offered me in her home.

“Tuck in…Sol”

As he pulled at the Khubez, breaking the bread into pieces and dipping it into the hummus, he innocently asked:

“Mrs Zukerman, Imah said to remind you to watch Schindler’s List. It’s on this afternoon.”

It was the last thing I wanted to see. I stared at the tattooed number on my left wrist, a stark reminder of the Holocaust, loath to revisit the dreaded horrors of genocide and ethnic cleansing. It was happening here, too, right outside, in the West Bank and Gaza settlements. 

“Oh, thank you Solomon, but I don’t plan to watch it.”

“But you must Mrs Zukerman, Imah and Abba say we must. It’s our history. We must never forget.”

I stared at Solomon, a little boy of eight. I wondered if he understood it at all. I could never comprehend the logic of parents eliminating the childhood of the next generation rather than preserving it. 

Just then there was a knock on the front door. I could hear the door being pushed open, then slammed shut, followed by footsteps coming towards the kitchen. It was Solomon’s mother, Ilana. He excitedly jumped off his chair and ran to hug her.

“Imah…”

“Ilana,” I said surprised to see her. “Thank you for the Khubez, it's excellent.” I glanced at Solomon, who had his mouth full. “Right Sol?” He nodded emphatically in agreement.

“I’m glad you like it,” Ilana replied, pleased.

After a short pause, she brazenly walked into the living room and stared at the large flat screen TV with a smile.

“Did Solomon tell you about Schindler’s List? They are showing the movie on TV this afternoon.”

I kept looking at Ilana, I knew where this was leading to. 

“I was hoping we could watch it here with you. Our TV is old and tiny, and it would be a shame to miss it.”

Before I could answer, she was already fiddling with the remote. The TV was now on, but the reception was not clear. She started fidgeting with the settings.

“It’s hopeless. I’ll call the TV repair shop.” She fished out her phone from her handbag. 

“Do you have their number, Mrs Zukerman?” 

I felt reluctant to say no, considering Ilana had stuffed the basket full of pitta bread for me. I had also learnt that she could be very unforgiving if she did not get her way, so I usually gave in to her.

“It’s on the fridge.” 

She immediately located the number amongst the many scraps of paper and punched away on her phone. 

When Daniella, my younger cousin had moved to Jerusalem with her husband, she had asked Ilana to look out for me. Although Ilana helps me around the house, I still prefer to manage a lot of the household chores on my own. 

For a ninety-year-old, my hearing is good too, and I could hear the conversation with the TV Repair Shop.

“TV Repair Shop.”

“Can you please come down to No. 24, Little Street as soon as possible. The name is Mrs Lahava Zukerman. It’s the little white house with a red roof on top of the hill.”

“What’s wrong madam?”

“It’s the reception, it’s not clear.”

“Okay, give us half an hour and someone will be there.”

“Thank you,” Ilana said brusquely.

“Anat, Aliza, Josh and Dalia may also come,” she said looking at me. “They haven’t seen the movie. It’s important they see it.” 

I realized now why she had filled the basket. But who was I to moan? My time was nearly over. I believed in keeping peace with everybody. My family had suffered so much at Auschwitz. Daniella and I were the only two survivors. 

“Imah told me you were in Auschwitz?” Solomon blurted, as though he had read my mind. He chomped away on an olive and swung his little legs under the table. 

It was the last thing I wanted to talk about. I cringed. The Nazi’s gas chambers, hatred and deceit had crushed me. You’d think the world would have learnt from these horrors, but the warfare just continues. I looked out of the window, the devastation and violence were out there, too.  Israel and Palestine were constantly at loggerheads. There was no trust. 

The doorbell rang as Ilana was getting the living room ready for her children and the TV repairman.

She looked through the peephole and jumped back, then scurried into the kitchen as though she had seen a ghost. The TV repairman was outside with his toolkit. He was wearing a Kaffiyeh, the Palestinian chequered headdress. Her chin quivered as she hissed:

“It’s a Palestinian. They’ve sent a Palestinian to fix the TV. What shall we do?” Sordid thoughts ran through her mind. 

“They must’ve thought you were alone. It’s easier to bump off an old woman and rob her house.”

“Stop it, Ilana, don’t be silly,” I said scolding the woman. 

“I’m not being silly Mrs Zukerman. I know how their minds work. They hate the likes of you and me just like Hitler and the Nazis.”

She was now quite hysterical.
“Solomon, lock yourself in the bathroom, Mrs Zukerman, you stay here. I’m going to call the TV Repair shop and ask them to send someone else, someone who’s not a Palestinian.”

“Ilana, you’re being unreasonable. I’m going to open the door and let him in.”

Ilana trembled as she pushed a chair against the front door. Solomon by now had locked himself in the bathroom. She had knocked off my glasses as I tried to push past her.

The bell rang again.

“Mrs Zukerman are you there? It’s Ismail, I will have to leave shortly. Are you okay?”

“Let him in Ilana, I know the man. He’s been to the house before.”

“Mrs Zukerman,” Ilana exclaimed, “I thought you would’ve learnt not to trust your enemies, especially after four years in the camps. You’ve lost all your family too!”

“Not all my family, Daniella is still here,” I said exasperatedly.  “I’ve also learnt people pre-judge others unnecessarily,” I entreated, hoping she’d see sense. “…please don’t pre-judge people, they’re not all the same.”

The bell rang again and this time it was Ilana’s four children at the door.

“Imah, we’re here and so is the TV repairman.”

I shuffled past Ilana, removed the chair with some difficulty, and let Ismail and the four young children in.

“I’m sorry Ismail to have kept you,” I said embarrassed. “We had a bit of a problem we had to sort out first.”

“Don’t worry Mrs Zukerman. That’s perfectly okay. Now, what’s wrong with your TV?”

I led him into the living room. 

Anat, Aliza, Josh and Dalia hovered around Ismail, oblivious of their mother’s fears. They were interested in what he was doing to the TV. Solomon heard his brother and sister’s voices and let himself out of the bathroom. Ilana, red-faced, angrily corralled them into the kitchen shutting the door behind her, convinced she was right about the TV repairman.

Ismail picked up on my embarrassment. 

“Don’t worry Mrs Zukerman,” he said, “I hope one day we will end this hate and violence between us. It serves no purpose.”

I smiled at his wise words. 

***

2. Collect three objects:
Three objects – Twig, Pebble and Leaf 

In my narrative the three objects signify:

Twig signifies - Life, 
Pebble signifies - Death 
Leaf signifies - Hope 

A Lapse of Consciousness

prithi shukla

Little eddies of dry sand from the beach blew onto the exposed floor where she lay. Across the white seashore lined by coconut trees, a fisherman’s boat bobbed up and down on the warm waters of the Molucca Sea. The same boatman Julieta met earlier that morning on the beach is rushing towards her, his cotton blue sarong fluttering in the breeze. She can’t move but can see and hear the rush of feet. Is it Carlos? The medics hover all around her, the bright sunlight dims and she wearily closes her eyes. 

“Don’t worry Julieta missy. Medics here, now,” she could hear Darma the boatman say. As she strained to hear him, his voice grew more and more distant. 

Carlos was not amongst them. A sickening feeling of being gone and at the same time alive surged through her veins. Somewhere deep inside what was left of Julieta refused to let go of life. She clung to this island of happy memories.

In her late twenties, Julieta’s life was very different. A runaway from her work as a ranch hand on her uncle’s cattle farm in Paraguay, she moved to Chile, where she met Carlos. They relocated two years ago to the Indonesian beach of Kasama of northern Sulawesi, where they took up work on the island as resort guides. 

Just that afternoon at the medical clinic, Julieta discovered she was expecting a baby. The day hadn’t started well. She’d been up since dawn with morning sickness. Carlos felt helpless sitting on the edge of his bed in his boxers, watching her hunch over the toilet. 

“It’s been nearly a month,” he said with concern. “Go to the clinic today, don’t put it off any longer.”

“Come with me,” she pleaded, “It’s such a long way to the clinic.”

“I can’t hon, we need the money,” Carlos said, getting himself ready. 

Julieta fidgeted around the room, needlessly folding dirty clothes in the washing pile. Carlos came over and gave her a comforting hug.

 “If I can do extra hours this evening, I’ll take the day off tomorrow.” 

A warm smile crossed his lips and he winked at her, “I think we’ll be celebrating this time tomorrow.” 

Julieta’s mind wandered. She’d been pregnant twice before but that was years ago. She’d told Carlos about it but asked him not to mention the incidents. It wasn’t a big a deal, she told herself, it just seemed big in her mind.  She tried to push her Uncle out of her thoughts. 

Carlos poured himself some chilled watermelon juice from the fridge in the kitchen, drinking it hurriedly. 

“Don’t take the short route,” he warned, popping his head into the bedroom. 

“Yeah, yeah…just go, you’ll be late.” 

He gave Julieta a peck on the cheek and left. She heard the mesh door rattle as it closed behind him. The house felt eerily empty.  She grabbed her towel and headed towards the beach. A dip in the sea would refresh her and clear her mind before she set off for the clinic. 

While Julieta swam in the warm waters, Darma, the boatman waited for her on the shore. She waved at him. 

“Hey Darma, what’s up?”

“Mornin Julieta missy. You need boat ride to mainland today?”

“No Darma, thanks.”

“Mr Carlos?”

“I don’t think so Darma…but maybe tomorrow,” she said smiling, recalling Carlos’ suggestion of them celebrating, “…we’ll let you know.” After her short dip, she stepped out of the water and wiped herself down. Darma had a black hibiscus in his hand from the tree in his backyard. It was only a twig cutting last year but now, its branches come into bloom every day. She recalls the flower being offered at temples by some of the locals to their goddess that creates life or brings death.
“That’s pretty,” she said. As Darma lifted the black hibiscus she bent forward to smell it, some pollen rubbing off on the tip of her nose. 
“Ha, ha” she laughed and so did he. “Nice…that…” she said pointing at the hibiscus and wiping off the orange dust “…either Carlos or I will let you know about tomorrow…we have your number.” Darma beamed and waved as she made her way back to the house.

A quick glance at the clock on her dresser made Julieta panic. In haste, she showered, slipped into a pair of cotton shorts and a Tee shirt. She was conscious she had a long way to go and unable to locate her moccasins, she grabbed her flip flops from under the bed.

“Darn, it’s already 12:00 and the clinic shuts at one.”

To save time and an extended walk, she took the shortcut through the jungle behind the fisherman’s house, despite knowing it was not wise. Many of the locals used the route and nothing happened to them.

On arrival, the small waiting room of the clinic was full. She gave her name in at the desk and sat down. Tears stung Julieta’s eyes as she gazed out of the window past the people on the street at the drooping palms. The trees’ slender trunks were swinging from side to side in the breeze. Their green long leaves gracefully untangled as they swayed.
“I wish Carlos was here,” she whispered. Her hands caressed her middle and she shuddered nervously. Her ankle itched but she discounted it. Her name had just been called. She didn’t want to miss her turn.

“Julieta,” 

“That’s me.” 

Julieta jumped up and followed the nurse behind a screen into a partitioned section of the room. 

 “What’s wrong,” the woman said. She ushered Julieta to sit on the low examination table.

“I’m not sure.” 

Julieta sat down reluctantly on the synthetic cover and volunteered the information with hesitation, “I think I’m pregnant.” 

Her mind drifted back to the days on her Uncle’s ranch and a sudden wave of nausea swept over her. Firmly gripping the edge of the table, she recalled the same biliousness she had experienced and eventually terminated while at the ranch. Her Uncle’s attacks had plagued Julieta for several years.  At the age of fifteen, she became his ward after her widower father fell from his horse and died. In her early twenties, to escape her dilemma at the ranch she ran away to Chile.  It was here, five years ago in Santiago’s main market that she had met Carlos where he had a job, helping the fishermen. 

“You okay, missy?” the nurse inquired, breaking into her gloomy thoughts.

“Uh…yes.”  

Her clammy hands brushed away the beads of moisture on her forehead and upper lip. She was not comfortable with being pregnant, but she was now with Carlos. The silver Javanese bracelet he had given her, felt warm against her skin; her fingers stroked the intricate filigree of wildflowers engraved into the metal. The last five years with him were the best she had ever had. 

Julieta’s suspicions were soon confirmed by the nurse.  

“You are pregnant,” she said nonchalantly, “…there are a few things you need to do...” 

Julieta stared at the nurse, stupefied, her words sounded like a distant buzz. A moment ago, Julieta was anxious but now a strange feeling of excitement engulfed her. A feeling she couldn’t comprehend or explain. As the news sank in, a little warm glow close to her heart travelled down to the pit of her stomach.

“Thank you.”

Excited to tell Carlos in person, she decided after freshening up at home, to go and meet him at work in his lunch hour. This time she took a Tuk-Tuk home from the clinic. Darma the boatman will be required tomorrow, after all, she mused. 

As Julieta prepared to leave the old beach house, her strong legs began to shake and give way. Powerless to support herself, she collapsed onto the cold terracotta floor of her veranda. 

“What’s happening?” 

Her phone fell out of her back pocket and she leaned forward, in an attempt to stop it from sliding away, but she couldn’t. The heat and the humidity exacerbated the strangeness she felt. Stifled, unable to breathe, she reached for her water bottle and poured the cool liquid over her head and face. The wetness seeped through her short hair, trickling down behind the soft curve of her lower neck. 

Trying to remain conscious she pressed the length of her back against the green wall of the veranda. 

“Stay awake,” she kept repeating in her mind. Her heart raced, she gasped for breath and the light bent bizarrely as she squinted, losing control of her sight and perception. The paint on the wall behind her was flaky and peeling from the sun, creating lizard patterns that crawled over little cracks resembling dark brushwood covered by a pelt of cobweb. 

She stared at her legs and trembling hands.

“Wha…What?” 

Her right foot had swollen dramatically, and a redness had spread rapidly up her leg, stopping just below her knee. Her lower limbs were numb.

As she slipped in and out of darkness, she slid down the wall, helpless. Death appeared to engulf her momentarily. Her body seemed to fade. Images and sensations flashed through her mind; was it the fragrance of the hibiscus she had smelt earlier that morning or the thorny bramble that pricked her right ankle when she took the shortcut behind the fisherman’s hut two hours ago? In her mind she saw something stir beneath a cover of fern and twining vines on the jungle floor: she had paid no attention at the time. Was it a snake? She had not felt a bite but recalled the tail end of a black limbless reptile that slithered and disappeared under the rustling foliage. 

Puncture marks like tiny thorn pricks were visible.  A forceful grip of fear set her mind racing for a solution. She rolled towards her mobile phone, her legs paralysed, heavy, concrete. With cold stone fingers, she punched repeatedly, missing the call button through her hazy vision. Something connected. It rang and rang. 

“Please…” she whimpered.

“Hello?” Carlos answered. 

“snake…snake.” She moaned. 

“Julieta?” He could hear the familiar loose window shutter rattle in the breeze. 

“Julieta, talk…please, what do you mean…snake?” He waited for an answer but could only hear her breathing.

“Julieta?”


Unable to respond, she dropped her phone and gazed dully out at sea, her hand resting on her belly. Her abdomen cramped. A tear trickled across her cheek. Life seemed to ebb away in slow motion, draining her pale body. She imagined it was her final exit from this world. The shingle and white pebbles lay still on the beach, helpless to prevent the waves and the tide dragging and pulling them under. 

***

3. Bus Ride
Middle-aged Woman on A Bus.
Callous Sid

prithi shukla
Rebecca Jackson had slept uncomfortably that night. It was a relief nevertheless to be up ten minutes before the grating shrill of her alarm clock permeated through the room. She detested being shocked awake. 
The noisy wind outside howled through the gaps between the ill-fitted window frames of her grim high-rise flat and made her shiver. Looming over one of London’s less affluent suburban neighbourhoods, the rundown building provided shelter to some of the cities less privileged. 
“I hate winter mornings,” she groaned, dragging herself from underneath the warm duvet. Another cold day confronted her. Barefooted, she shuffled stiffly to the far end of the dingy bedsit. 
That morning Rebecca stared blankly at her corpselike reflection on the side of the electric kettle as the water boiled.  While sipping her tea she thought again of Sid. It was exactly a year to the day since he moved into the flat directly below her with Janice.  

“Why did he do that,” she groaned, recalling the way he’d looked at her before he left. His face was wan and racked with guilt. He never gave an explanation, just walked out.

“…twenty years,” Rebecca murmured. 

Her inner emptiness grew every day, trapped in this dismal high-rise, too stubborn to let Sid push her out of the flat they had shared and for which he still paid the rent. Living above Sid was breaking her. Perhaps she could move in with her mother until she found an affordable place, she contemplated. But why should she displace herself? He should move. Bastard. 

Rebecca turned on the radio. 

“This is ridiculous,” she whispered, “…get a grip.”

A sharp pain on the ball of her right foot made her wince.  It was a shard of glass that had lodged under the cheap linoleum floor, probably when the empty wine bottle slipped from her hands a few nights ago. 

As she put a band-aid on the cut, Rebecca remembered it was her lovely mum’s birthday and would need to make a detour; she wanted to surprise her mother.
She had just two hours to change, drop in to see her mum and then take the tube to central London where the only work Rebecca could get was as a part-time typist at a law firm. Even though it didn’t pay her bills, work helped her escape from her grim bedsit, where she was corralled by her fear and stubborn refusal to move.

Dressed in a woolly skirt and jumper Rebecca put on her coat and stepped out into the acrid corridor. Neither of the lifts worked. Exasperated, she limped down the stairs ignoring the stinging pain in her foot. As she made her way down to the ground floor, pounding footsteps from the level above echoed through the stairwell. Rebecca froze. Was it Sid? She scurried on, without looking back, towards the bus stop. Almost there, she couldn’t help a quick glance behind her.  A massive man with dreadlocks in a long tatty leather jacket was hurrying after her. The bus pulled in and jerked to a stop. The doors swung open and people pushed to get on. Rebecca had just about made it to a vacant seat when the same man lumbered his way down the aisle bumping into people, focused on Rebecca. Unnerved, Rebecca avoided eye contact. She quickly placed her bag on the vacant seat. 

“Move your bag, lady,” he growled, angrily waving his big hands at Rebecca, filthy nails showing through fingerless gloves.

“I’m sorry,” Rebecca retorted and put the bag on the floor in front of her. He took no notice of her apology and plonked himself down. Thrusting his elbow into her side he leaned against Rebecca’s shoulder. The man reeked of tobacco and stale alcohol. Uncomfortable with the closeness, Rebecca hunched away and glanced at him quickly. He grinned at her, monstrous, his teeth crooked and discoloured.

“What’s your problem,” she said irritated. As soon as the words came out, she knew her mistake. He turned around and glared at her, his eyes wide and eyebrows arched.

 “I know you,” he said, glaring at Rebecca, “You’re the one that works at that lawyers office in Holborn.”

Rebecca stared. Who was he and how did he know so much about her? She hated responding to anyone who intimidated her. 

“Aren’t you?” 

The man seemed so threatening. Rebecca chose not to answer. Her heart was thumping against her chest so loud she thought the whole bus could hear it. She desperately looked around but none of the passengers reacted. Perhaps they hadn’t heard.

“I ‘d better get off at the next stop,” Rebecca thought and tried to reach for the bell, but the man grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

“You’re from the lawyers office, aren’t you?”

Rebecca ignored him and stared away, desperate for help. 

“Why are you looking scared, lady,” he whispered poking Rebecca in the ribs, “…my dreadlocks bother you?”

“What do you want?”

“You’re a lawyer, aren’t you?”

“I’m not a lawyer, I just type up their reports.”

“Good, you can help me then.”

Rebecca’s stomach clenched. She knew the route well; in two minutes they would be pulling into the next stop. How could she get past the man, she wondered? 

“My nephew, he’s in trouble, he needs your help…he does,” he blurted, “…please, I need your help, missus” after a short pause he added, “a bloke in your building, he’d said you’d help. It wasn’t my nephews’ fault, you understand.”

“Well,” Rebecca said, “You have a strange way of asking…who was it in the building?”

“Sid…he’d told me to get you on your way to work.”

“Sid,” Rebecca yelped, “You mean Sid on the third floor?”

“Yes missus, his Janice said you worked with lawyers.”

Rebecca’s stomach turned. She leaned forward and pressed the bell to get off at the next stop, clutching her bag tight.

“So, you’ll help, missus?” He grabbed her coat. Rebecca panicked.

“Meet me at the office tomorrow. Sid has the address”

“Great,” the man said and got up smiling happily. The bus lurched forward, then abruptly stopped. A polite robotic voice announced their arrival:

“Carlie’s Park.”

“I’m jumping off here, aren’t you?” He got up, having accomplished his objective.

“No, I’ve changed my mind.” She stared out of the window.

As the bus pulled away, Rebecca sat back and sighed, relieved for now but also seething at the thought that Sid had invaded her privacy like this. As she reflected on Sid’s callous indifference, shown in so many ways, Rebecca realised she was, after all, much better off without him. Maybe, she could move in with her mum for a while and leave Sid paying for the rent. After all the bedsit was still in his name.

***

4. In Media Res: 

Write a story beginning: Where were you last night?
Where Were You Last Night?

prithi shukla

“Where were you last night?” Darwyn's grandmother bellows, “… I’ve been worried sick.”

On this December morning the freezing rain pelts down in sheets. It batters the dishevelled slate roof, like bullets from a Gatling gun. The gutters, choked with wet, rotting leaves, overflow in grimy cascades. 

Danwyn, a heavy giant of a man, lumbers into the dim-lit room, shivering and closing the kitchen door to shut out the winter chill. Water drips from his stained clothes onto the mosaic floor. 

“Where’ve you been…,” his grandmother asks again in anger, “…what’ve you done?” 

On occasions, Danwyn’s grandmother felt like she understood things about him no one else did. He’s quiet, blundering and reluctantly compliant.  Stiffly she rises from her armchair and shuffles to the window, drawing the faded drapes with her shaking wrinkled hands. Their remote cottage is protected by woodland, hidden away from the main road, leading to the Welsh hamlet of Maen. Unsteadied by her weak thrombotic legs she leans against the window. A spike of pain arcs through her spine. She needs him, a co-dependency exists, but he needs her much more. Despite her frailty, she can manage alone. 

“The police won’t be here, will they?” she snarls and hobbles back to her armchair. Danwyn doesn’t answer.

“Where’ve you parked your van?”

“In the garage. I’ve parked your car in front.” Danwyn gets himself a wet towel and lowers his burly body clumsily onto a cane chair. It buckles and creaks under his weight. A nasty wound on the right side of his head discolours the cloth with fresh blood as he wipes it. Eyes fixed on his big boots, covered with wet clay, his rounded shoulders slump; he stammers in a hoarse tone:

“Err…Erica, you know Er…Erica….” He chews on his lower lip.

 “No…,” she snaps. She doesn’t know Erica or the other two girls who were missing. “Not another one,” the old woman hopes to herself. 

Consistent cautiousness to conceal his aberrations and misdemeanours has allowed him to evade suspicion. Hawk-like she observes Danwyn as he shifts his weight uncomfortably on the chair. 

 “la…last night, …I was with her.” He smiles, “… speaks nice, she does.” Danwyn’s eyes dart up to catch his grandmother’s deadpan expression and then focuses again on his boots. 

 “I saw her…lunchtime…I did, at the bakery…,” he stutters excitedly, “…she…smiled at me, a big smile, like.” His eyes flash wide as he continues, “…In my van mirror, I saw her leave, …so I followed her home.” 

“Did she see you?” His grandmother studies him suspiciously. 

“No…no…no,” he stammers, instantly diverting his gaze from his grandmother’s scrutiny, “she…she lives near Foel…near the old rock mill. I p…p…parked behind it. I waited in my van, you know.”

Danwyn’s grandmother had a commanding and dominant presence in his life since his mother died when he was two. An awkward child, unable to control his speech and emotional impulses, he was misunderstood by others. Schools found his erratic behaviour unmanageable, so his grandmother took over and taught him until he had learned to conceal his compulsions. He still loved ardently, hated with a deep vengeance and flew into a wild rage if deceived, but nobody knew. Never mingling with others, he kept to himself, even when he went to the shops. Though a gentle giant, when irked, he unconsciously retaliated harshly without intending to be malicious.  

“I…I…waited,” he whimpers, “but…but sh…she stayed inside.” Distressed, his eyes glaze over.

“…I…I fell asleep on the steering wheel….” 

“I must’ve sl…slept a few hours…I heard banging on my window,” he says. “…It was dark, and she was peering in.” 

 “You okay mister?” he had heard her ask.

Danwyn lifted his head and gazed, besotted by her. Out on her evening walk through the fields near the mill she saw him in the van.

“Ye…Yeah, I fell asleep,” came Danwyn’s muffled reply as he rubbed his eyes with gloved hands. Smiling oafishly, he stumbled out of the door to continue, before she left.

As his looming form approached her with an eager gait, she stepped back, alarmed. 

“I…I’m Da… Danwyn ….” 

With his fingers curved around the front loops of his jeans, he beamed at her. His eyes fell on a silver choker around her neck. The name necklace spelt Erica. 

Danwyn closed in on her, “…Err…Err…Erica?” 

“I’ve got to go,” she gulped, backing away and retreating hastily. The twilight revealed the desolate vastness of the fields and her own isolation. 

“Wa...wait, don’t go,” he called out, lurching forward and clutching at her coat.

“Let go,” she screamed, her body bathed in cold sweat. Her panic excited him.

He grabbed her right elbow and whirled her around, pinning it behind her. Erica struggled to stay balanced. The toe of his big boot hooked around her ankle and tumbled her to the ground. 

“No…no…you mustn’t, you know,” his gruff voice reverberated through her ear while she struggled. He grinned in delight and arched his large frame, lowering himself. His eyes raked over her body and gazed intensely into her face. With her free left hand, she clawed and scraped the cold stony earth beside her.  Coarse granular edges of a large rock grazed her fingertips. Instantly her hand closed tightly over it. She smashed it against his temple. With a grunt, he reeled back and rolled off her. 

“You…you li little bi…bitch,” he growled.

Her ankle crunched in agony, gasping and winded, she staggered and tried to drag herself away.  Danwyn lurched up and angrily pursued her, grabbing a crowbar from the boot of his vehicle. He swung a cracking blow across the back of her skull. She slumped forward, crashing face down onto the earth with a thud.

“Gotcha…” A sliced scalp exposed fractured bone; her hair plastered with blood. Erica wasn’t breathing. He flipped her over; her pastel face was wax-like, impassive.  Danwyn, baffled, stared. With a loud groan, he dropped to the ground depleted. 

“No…no…no.” Tugging at handfuls of his hair, he rocked and banged his head, hard and slow. He knew she was dead. 

In the far distance, a car could be heard rumbling past. Alerted, Danwyn’s head whipped up, detecting the source. He pulled the scarf from his neck and wrapped it around her head.  Dumping the limp body onto the back seat, he covered it with sacks and drove away. 

“I’ve buried her in the old quarry, with the other two,” he moans in a tone of quiet despair. Unable to control himself, he groans incessantly and raises his hand to his head; panic-stricken eyes on his grandmother, who glares.  

For several minutes she remains silent, staring upward at the ceiling and then at him. Rehabilitation for Danwyn is not a possibility and he would suffer so much in jail. She is his only salvation. He suffers a vice that offers no absolution. With a sudden tightening of her lips, she smacks his injured head hard, with the back of her hand. He yelps out, grimacing in pain. Shaggy brows twitch, his large eyes water, and he falls on his knees before her, gripping her ankles and crying. Escape for him is impossible. The helpless grandmother knows inside he’s just a little child. Danwyn doesn’t mean to hurt but he can’t help it; he’s too strong. He just wants to be loved. Pressed to protect him, she struggles against the idea and feels trapped. She is ripped between the heartful tearing of what she needs to do and what she wants to do. 

***

Reflective Critique
Memorable Reflections 

(Writing Fiction, a course to remember)

It was about nine-thirty in the morning when the postman delivered the parcel. I ripped the brown paper off the package and then gently unwrapped the thin tissue with all the excitement of a child at Christmas. It was my first published collection of short stories. I laughed, bursting with exhilaration. I had to sit down and perched myself comfortably on the porch steps of my secluded cottage overlooking the sea on the Welsh coast.  Filled with triumph, I thumbed through my firm hardcover manuscript. The crisp cream paper was a delight to flick through. The sweet aroma of freshly inked and blocked pages transported me back to the day I registered for “Writing Fiction”. It took a year after the course before my work was finally accepted by a publisher. I can’t believe it happened so quickly; you can have the skill, but you also need the luck, they say. Nonetheless, as reality sunk in, I anxiously asked myself “Will it sell?”
The publisher had enclosed a letter wishing me well and urged me to continue writing fiction. The familiar ring of the words “Writing Fiction,” made me smile and gave me hope. Neatly folding the note I slipped it into my jeans as I remembered the ‘Writing Fiction’ classes that inspired me and captivated my imagination. The lessons unfolded the secrets on the essence of good writing where I could use language, ideas and techniques I had never considered before. Since my unskilled fingers first held a pencil, I have always logged my creative thoughts. Just like dreams that fade over time, I jotted my imaginative ideas in a pocketbook as though they were caught in my Dreamcatcher web, to be wrapped and bound for later. I learnt to translate these ensnared life experiences into words and then a narrative to help remember them and to share with others, replacing my commercial tabloid work with short stories, film scripts and plays. Now I can travel to the Maldives and experiment with my writing. I can splash words as I would paint onto a canvas rather than pen articles to sell a destination. I began discovering new ways of expressing myself, of owning the words as I wrote them rather than presenting them to sell. Persistence and good feedback helped my development, infusing the creative energy, imagination and originality of my thought experiments with structure and restraining my rambling. 

Creative caps on, we dove straight into our workshop exercises. From intently listening to other student’s work I learned how to improve my own style and presentation. Focus, Narrative structure, In Media Res, Objective Correlative, Film Scripts, Creative Wrong Memory and Magic Realism became tools in my box of techniques to assist my narrative writing.

The constructive and specific feedback on my work, including observations made on the other students’ writing, gave me a strong sense of direction, identified my weakness and supported how they could be remedied. Editing and reworking the short pieces became second nature. 

In class, I was introduced to authors such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Coleridge, Raymond Carver, John Steinbeck, Stephen King, Hemingway and Shakespeare. Powerful characters like Hamlet were explored. Critically analysing these diverse authors spurred me on with a sense of losing boundaries. Today, I read Carver and Marquez to relax along with my favourite author Stephen King. Carver and Marquez’s precise, clear and concise descriptions prompt the themes and characters of the stories I write. Following the example of King and Carver, ‘ordinary people’ populate my narratives to enable the reader to relate to the characters; they are always accompanied by suitcases packed with dilemmas that affect how they see the world. 

As I glanced through the Index of my Short Story Collection my eyes fall on four meaningful narratives written during the Writing Fiction classes. I recall I wanted to give each story its own identity, with ordinary but credible characters in authentic locations to create a story that stirred readers and kept them absorbed. These included ‘The Wisdom of Mrs Zukerman’, ‘A Lapse of Consciousness’, ‘Callous Sid’ and ‘Where Were You Last Night?’. The environments set the spirit of each place and support the events that unfold. Each of these stories can stand on their own.

The Wisdom of Mrs Zukerman

The Wisdom of Mrs Zukerman combined the reality of politics, war and cultural division. The story highlights the essence of cultural misunderstandings, which can influence us to pre-judge people despite our similarities. It offers a sense of hope. In the narrative, Carver and Marquez’s method of imagery, description and environment are used to set the mood. Characters from ordinary backgrounds emphasise cultural woes and complex relationships, following Carver and King’s example.
Numerous edits and rewrites were required to get the characters, setting, and cultural differences right. Research on the ongoing conflict ensured the correct ambience was captured. Food was used as a cultural bridge. Excessive description of Bethlehem was removed, and sentences were shortened. To identify the Palestinian at the door I included the chequered headdress, as this was missing from the narrative. The name Silliman was amended to Zuckerman after feedback due to the ironic juxtaposition of the words Wisdom and Silliman. In addition, in the narrative, the protagonist displays no foolish traits and hence the name Silliman would only undermine her open-mindedness and humanistic thinking. I chose this piece for submission because it is topical, the structure worked for me and the feedback was positive.

A Lapse of Consciousness

 ‘A Lapse of Consciousness’ is based on ‘Death’, a topic using three objects: a twig, a pebble and a leaf. The theme of life, death and hope are presented in the story. The twig grew into a hibiscus tree thus representing life, the still pebbles at the end symbolise death while the green palm leaves that untangle in the wind denote hope. The initial narrative lacked an introduction to the protagonist, so I rewrote it to include the character’s world. Excessive adjectives and adverbs were removed, and sentences shortened. After feedback, I deleted the last paragraph and ended the narrative with a metaphor of death and new life as the pregnant Julieta was ‘helpless to prevent the waves and the tide dragging and pulling them under’. The black hibiscus, a flower symbolising life and death sets an ominous tone of things to come as does the boatman who could represent Charon the boatman from Greek mythology who ferries the dead across the river. 

The narrative is set in Indonesia to summon the spirit of that country and to immerse the reader in it. Here location enhances the characters and events following the example of Carver and Marquez. The jungle and the snake threaten the element of life and apply death to build tension through the story. The protagonist’s history of physical abuse created her predisposition to tragedy. King, Carver and Marquez’s characters’ emotional challenges influence this story. While visual imagery creates a sense of disorientation and death, like the peeling paint ‘creating lizard patterns that crawled over little cracks resembling dark brushwood covered by a pelt of cobweb’. I liked the ominous pairing of life and death, the location and the final narrative of this story enough to include it for submission.

Callous Sid

‘Callous Sid’ highlights the harsh realities of relationships and the difficulties of life. It presents the trap of financial instability when living in a callous city like London. Regular adversities and realities are portrayed to which most readers can relate. Rewriting brought out a deeper connection between Rebecca’s husband’s unfaithfulness, her unhappiness and her grim surroundings. Further editing the culmination allowed the protagonist to gain freedom through her own self-realisation. This piece was also influenced by King’s and Carver’s insights into ordinary people’s lives.  The man with dreadlocks incites assumption and provides a twist. The grim high-rise setting sets the mood. Feedback suggested that the man with the dreadlocks was reminiscent of a Charles Dickens’ character Magwitch in Great Expectations. The lecturer wanted to read more of the story. Initially, the piece included a dog, but this reduced human-interest. By rewriting the piece, I was able to create a more intriguing narrative. I chose to submit this piece because I like my antagonist and the protagonist’s own self-realisation which allows her to gain freedom in the end. 
Where were you last night?
This piece uses the technique of ‘in media res’. The story reflects the bond between grandmother and grandson and their interdependent relationship. The man is a gentle giant, unaware of his own strength while the grandmother, aware of his weakness, protects him. I amended the piece to reposition the title line ‘Where were you last night’ from the end to the beginning. The story starts in the present but past events unfold as Danwyn narrates them to his grandmother. King and Carver’s ordinary people influenced my characters. Through my description of the characters and the environment, I create mood, like Marquez and Carver. I tried to show rather than to tell, through action and dialogue. This piece was edited and rewritten several times in reaction to feedback. Further development of my characters was required.  I exemplified the gentle nature, of the grandson who was unaware of his own brutish strength. Another student wondered if the grandmother had planned to kill the grandson later. I thought this a good conclusion and incorporated it into my story at the end. I understand from feedback that Danwyn resembles Lennie from Steinbeck's novel ‘Of Mice and Men’. To enhance the text, sentences were restructured by reducing initial pronouns. I replaced the name Dan to a Welsh name Danwyn to fit with the setting. I submitted this piece particularly because I enjoyed the process of rewriting to increase the depth of these characters and develop their unique bond. Furthermore, the story ends with a conclusion for the reader to decide the fate of the characters. 

The four stories were chosen for submission because they are so different from each other and each stands on its own with individual locations and different complex relationships. They allow themselves to be realised because they follow important themes and frameworks for resonant writing. 
Seasons have passed since then. Now sitting here on the steps of my porch, I still remember this metamorphic period in my life. Writing Fiction transformed me from a journalist, tired of the once pleasurable process of travel writing where imagination was curbed, into a new form of myself; someone who is not only allowed to dream but also encouraged to do so. Therefore, with hope I envisage my publication to sell and contemplate on ideas for my next narrative. Coincidently an unexpected breeze blows a flurry of sand onto my porch and the arid scent evokes the Thar desert tents and ululating sound of the nomad women I had encountered years ago. A new story begins to form.
***
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