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Commentary of Short Story: Inheritance 

The short story 'Inheritance' developed from a class prompt to use a real place as setting. The old house it features is based on that of a friend.

When writing this story, my intention was for the house to be a means of inspiration for Sophie, my main character, to explore her memories and emotions about her deceased grandfather as she moves around the house.  The broken light bulb in the hall triggers remembered speech of her grandfather dismissing visitors’ comments.
 

When writing my first draft, I knew there was a secret in the house about her grandfather that she would eventually uncover. I initially thought it would be something from his past; it would have an emotional impact on Sophie but not really affect her day-to-day life. She would uncover letters or diaries, and the reader would discover with Sophie he had had a secret affair, or he had supressed his true sexuality to avoid losing his inheritance.  However, it would have required a deep dive into the grandfather’s history and character and the story would have to be much longer. 

I decided to make Sophie a YouTuber to allow her to vlog her experience as she moves through the house.  It had several effects, one of them being the contrast between a modern way some people engage with the world and the old house frozen in the past.  I also wanted to explore the idea of preserving memories.  We can do this with pictures, objects and places.  She is using a setting that triggers memories, in combination with grandfather’s possessions but she is preserving them by vlogging.

The vlogging is also a vehicle for information, it serves as a lens through which to describe the setting of the house and it is a means of communicating back-story and her feelings to the reader.  By having Sophie vlog and speak her own mind, she reveals a lot about her own character and the way she thinks.  Anne Lamot believes that ‘dialogue is the way to nail character,’ 
 and I believe she is right.
  Sophie is alone in the house; without vlogging, she would either need to talk to herself or I would have to overly rely on flashbacks.  I think this would have a detrimental effect on pace and tension.  It would draw the reader away from the character’s present experience. 

I chose a close third person POV because it allows, as Jenny Newman explains, a ‘tight focus…It allows you to look through the eyes of your main character’ and this POV can give you ‘a little more freedom.’
  We can follow Sophie’s thoughts closely but also pull back a little and add third person movement without losing complete contact with the character’s thoughts.
 

I wanted a sense of background unease.  Although Sophie loved her grandfather, she feels spooked by the house.  She’s worried about the wardrobe and surprised by the appearance of the jumper.  I also created a sense of unease around Sophie’s feelings for her mother.  They have a strained relationship, and they hide secrets from each other.  Sophie cannot understand her mother’s motivations or behaviour but as the narrative progresses, her mother’s guilt in causing a rift in the family and stealing objects from the house becomes clear.

I tried build rising tension in the story in steps.  At first, we are concerned Sophie will get in trouble for trespassing in the house.  Then she will get in trouble for filming for her YouTube channel and taking objects from the house.  The tension rises again when Sophie finds out what her mother has done to her uncle with the discovery of the letter and piecing together her own knowledge of the stolen goods on eBay.  Sophie now has very damning information about her mother, and we don’t know whether she would want to make it public knowledge and suffer the confrontation with her mother.  The final climax is the appearance of Sophie’s mother in the house and its consequences. 

The ‘mirror scare’ trope is often used in thrillers, crime and horror. It is used to full effect particularly in films.  A classic example is in Tod Browning’s 1931 version of Dracula
; Van Helsing looks in a mirror but cannot see Dracula.  He receives a fright when he turns around and Dracula is there, now also knows what Dracula is.   I used this convention because it tied in so well with the vlogging.  In the final recording explaining her worries to her ‘Besties’, Sophie sees movement in the background. We, the reader, feel our hearts sink as we fear for Sophie’s safety as she turns around and her mother is there demanding the letter.  I felt it was appropriate end here on this cliffhanger as the reader can decide for themselves if her mother will feel any remorse or try to cover her tracks further. 

Towards the end of the story, I use a mixture of media.  I included a letter from her uncle to reveal his thoughts, the vlogging reveals Sophie’s and a text message from Sophie’s mother to add tension.  The text message foreshadows the arrival of her mother, and it reveals that Sophie’s mother is also busy uncovering her own clues and closing in on Sophie’s position.  

The letter from Sophie’s uncle is a nod to a traditional device used in mysteries and crime stories, revealing key information and add tension. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle often uses them in his Sherlock Holmes stories.  They give readers and Sherlock clues and drive plot.  He uses letters in ‘The Five Orange Pips’
 to create a sense of danger and in ‘The Dancing Men’
, Sherlock gleans important information when he cracks the code in the sent letters. 

Establishing and maintaining suspense was a key aim and challenge in 'Inheritance'. The was a balance that needed to be maintained between description of the setting and the pace of the story. I think this is somewhat achieved but perhaps I could have been more economical with backstory.  

Reflection on Poetry and Place

To lay a foundation for an understanding of poetry and place we read and discussed several poems in class. Two poems stood out to me and influenced the poem I wrote.   Island Man
 by Grace Nichols contrasts a Caribbean Island with the London.   It opposes the sounds of the ‘blue surf’ with the ‘grey metallic soar.’  The poem opens in the man’s waking moments with images of his beautiful island.  It’s only when he moves into the soundscapes of urban London, do we, the reader, realise he’s dreaming.  We get a sense of longing as he ‘comes back’ to ‘his small emerald island’ in these waking moments. I felt that the juxtaposition of the urban and countryside in my own poem would emphasise the change in trajectory of my life. 

The poem, Abandoned Farmhouse
 by Ted Kooser looked at how objects in a space can help us infer so much with imagery and connotation.  In his poem, we are placed in a time and location by the objects within the Farmhouse.  It also reflects the inhabitants of that space.  The objects further tell of the circumstances of the characters within the poem and maps out a narrative for us.
 It was a clever choice to use these inanimate objects to talk to the reader.  I wanted to include evocative images to give a depth of understanding to circumstances in my poem.  I felt, for example, the melted slide would imply multiple layers of meaning. It reflects the lack of respect for public places, but it also represents children’s futures in the area. 

With the prompt in class, ‘where I’m from’, I began writing my poem.  This title pulled my memories in two different directions; after I moved to Wales and before, when I lived in London. I first thought of the small, terraced house I grew up with in London.  It was in Canning Town on a road adjacent my primary school.  I also began to remember the dilapidated playground that was opposite my school.  There wasn’t a single piece of playground equipment that was safe to use, nor were children prevented from climbing all over it.  I felt the stark image of the melted slide represented so much about this area of London.  It represented the care afforded to the children who lived there. It represented the aspirations and expectations of local people.  This playground represented so much that was lacking in my education and opportunities in Canning Town.  

When I moved to Wales at the age of 9, I felt like I began a new life, like a new path was carved out for me.  This is why I talk of travelling 219 miles as this is the distance between those two addresses.  Once I moved, the spaces in which I played were very different to those in Canning Town.  I was allowed to explore on my own; nature was always around me and the riverside became my new playground.  I didn’t need swings or slides as I could make dens out of rocks and trees.  

My original poem had 13 lines, and I hadn’t formally arranged the lines into stanzas.  However, I intentionally broke my poem up using repetitive refrains to separate and contain the imagery of the broken playground equipment and then move into the positive imagery of nature.  The movement and journey were intentional, as I wanted to highlight the move from the dilapidated urban landscape to the lush countryside with the journey of ‘Two hundred and nineteen miles.’  

The ‘turn’ 
in the poem and the rhyming couplet at the end were to reinforce a sense of joy in the change of direction of my childhood.  The use of a turn echoed the structure of the Shakespearean sonnet
 and came at the end of the poem. I was drawn to the sonnet form because it organised my imagery and journey into sections. Following rewriting, the final quatrain of rhyming couplet became the turn in my poem to show the contrasted joy of a ‘childhood in nature’ rather than the sad urban ‘pool of ‘plastic’.  


The POV is through the narrator’s eyes, and I wanted to convey a personal experience and journey both physically and metaphorically of the trajectory of my life. The ‘clogged cracks’ represent the obstacles and difficulties of reaching your potential, whereas the freshness of the ‘riverbed rock, and grass and trees,’ represented wholesome growth and new opportunities. 

Following feedback, I experimented with the division of the poem into stanzas.  I decided that each stanza could focus on a particular image and the four distinct stanzas emerged.  It was also suggested that I make more of the refrain-like lines that repeat in the poem.  When I started developing the refrains, the stanzas were tercets and I felt that the length of the stanzas restricted the development and growth of the narrative.  I felt a quatrain allowed me to use a couplet to emphasis the refrains of ‘no more’ and ‘no way’ without compromising meaning of the narrative.  

To prevent the poem from having an overly sing song sound, like a nursery rhyme, I didn’t add rhymes for the first or second lines of the stanzas.  I only diverge from this in the last stanza and use the double couplet rhyme scheme aabb.
  I did this to add closure and again highlight the joy of my changed circumstances. I tried to create pace in the final stanza using a list.  The speed in which it’s read quickens and I want to almost create a sense of almost flying. This is reinforced using alliteration, ‘riverbed rock’, and sibilance, ‘stones to skim’.  

I feel that I have successfully evoked the two separate settings in the poem.  I feel that the imagery used for my urban setting is more unusual and original and perhaps I need more space in the poem to develop the imagery of the countryside. 

Commentary on Travel Writing Piece

The brief for this task was to write something personal and to focus closely on a specific unusual experience. I decided to write about ghost hunting at Carew Castle.  I did start my piece talking about different ghost walks and I included the walks to show different ways of experiencing ghost hunting and that it could be something a wide audience would enjoy.  I included the historical anecdotes for entertainment and demonstrate that people who don’t believe in ghosts can enjoy the walks.  

My first draft was quite a simple narrative, reporting much of what happened with distance and exposition.  Following feedback, I tried to move the narrative into the present tense to bring the reader into the moment.  To add more drama and movement into the scenes I use dialogue.  It created opportunities to add more humour into the narrative.  For example, ‘Hello… who joins us from the spirit world? Who would like to play with us tonight?’  I compare this person to a CBeebies presenter to reflect my own cynicism. The dialogue allows us to get a sense of who the ghost hunters are, and the characters of the ghosts encountered.  In response to the dialogue the ghost can express themselves with the Ouija board.  The slow build-up of ‘Hank’ spelling out a swear word is to also add humour. 

I added description of the tidal mill at the beginning of the ghost hunt to create a strong sense of setting.   It is a beautiful and distinctive building worth visiting on its own merit and I would want the piece of writing to encourage visitors whether they wanted to ghost hunt or not.  

One of the most challenging aspects of writing this travel piece was knowing how long to make it.  I feel that I could have gone into more detail when describing the table tipping for example with dialogue but word count jumps dramatically when doing this.  I think it is important to know who the audience of your writing is going to be and whether the place you wish to publish has a set of guidelines.

Conclusion:
I feel that I have explored different modes of writing relating to place and context to some degree of success.  I have tried to be mindful of style, genre and form, using feedback wherever possible to hone and improve pieces of writing.  I believe that each piece fits the intended genre, and I have consciously tried to give a central focus to place and context within the pieces in my portfolio.  I am happiest with the short story, as I feel that I have woven setting, character and suspense within a rounded story. 
Word Count: 2440
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� An additional example of triggered emotion: the unchanged kitchen, with the abandoned teacup causes emotions to rise in her throat.  


� Anne Lammott, Bird by Bird, (Canongate Books, Edinburgh, 2020), p.101.


� I wanted to communicate that Sophie is young; She addresses her followers as ‘Besties’, a modern and media orientated phrase. Sophie also calls the suitcase ‘cute’, which denotes youth.  I also wanted Sophie to sound sincere, and she says ‘I don’t think he would mind’ about taking the sentimental items from the house.  She cares deeply what her grandfather would think of her. 


� Jenny Newman, Edmund Cusick and Aileen La Tourette, The Writer’s Workbook, (Arnold, London, 2000), p.49.  


� For example: ‘She pressed stop on the recording and watched it back.’ This is a more detached narrator’s description of action.  However, it is closely followed by, ‘It was a bit gloomy, but she could brighten it up when she edited it later’ which is a reported though Sophie is having in the moment. 


� An example of this is when Sophie thinks of the will and her uncle: ‘Strangely though, Mum wasn’t surprised at all. She’d been tight lipped about the reasons; said it was too upsetting to talk about.’   Her we begin to she Sophie questioning her mother’s conduct but can’t quite see how the behaviour and circumstances come together. 


� Dracula, dir. by Tod Browning (Universal Pictures,1931)


� Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, (Penguin Books, London, 1981)


� Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Return of Sherlock Holmes, (Penguin Books, London, 1981)


� Grace Nichols, The Fat Black Woman's Poems (Virago, London, 1980)


� Ted Kooser, Sure Signs, (Zoland Books, University of Pittsburgh Press, 1980)


� For example, the ‘broken dishes by the house’ in the opening line of the poem implies a negative energy.  Dishes are often broken in anger and this image gives us a sense of foreboding, as does the image of ‘the Bible with the broken back/ on the floor below the window’.  This implies the Bible was frequently used but is now thoughtlessly abandon on the floor; Circumstances appear to have changed for this man.  The poem progresses through a narrative as each object ‘says’ or tells us the next part of the story.  They are revealed like clues, and they build a detailed picture and story in our minds.


� The turn, or volta, is often used to show a turn of thought or argument.


� The Shakespearean Sonnet has 14 lines of iambic pentameter. It is organised into three separate quatrains and a closing couplet of iambic pentameter. Its rhyme scheme is abab cdcd efef gg. 


� Just riverbed rock, and grass and trees,/Mud and twigs and picturesque leaves, /A river flowing and stones to skim,/A childhood in nature late to begin.









