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Slow Burn

Chapter One

The streets were deserted and a dense fog had settled overnight leaving no hint of the imposing, adjacent mountains. The dwellings, arranged in a grid formation, were all built to standard; perfectly square and made entirely of dull grey stone, the roofs made of slate mined from the surrounding land. The properties slept in darkness, awaiting the inevitable call of the creeping dawn. Every one of the hedges that partitioned the houses were trimmed exquisitely and the immaculate cropped lawns sat idly as each clock, in each room of each dwelling ticked persistently towards six a.m. As the guidelines stated, each clock, in each room of each dwelling was set to the time modelled by the ornate clock located in the centre of the town. When six o’ clock eventually struck, the lampposts positioned on the cobblestone pavements outside each grey residence all came alive in unison. Illuminating the dwellings with blinding light, the sound of organs blared deafeningly from speakers attached just below the floodlights, startling the occupants from their sleep.
Ordell, the given patriarch of the Glas dwelling, flung the dense, black curtains covering his bedroom window aside. Always keen to follow the set guidelines to the letter, Ordell awoke daily with a smile before racing out of his bedroom, hurtling down the landing, pounding on doors and flinging them open as he went.
Wakey wakey, fruit of my loins. ‘Tis a glorious morn.

Madox, Ordell’s oldest child, heaved a sour morning breath sigh and pulled himself up onto his elbows, a string of dribble connecting him to the imprint his sleeping head had left in the pillow. Lifting aside the blackout curtains, he attempted to look past the intense light accosting his eyes to fact-check his father’s declaration that it was, in fact, a glorious morning. With the fog obscuring the barbaric sensory pole almost entirely, Madox decided that Ordell was incorrect in his assertion and would make this known over breakfast. Stumbling out onto the landing Madox met his mother, Anwen, shuffling along, her eyes still half closed as they continued to adjust to the imposing light. The dramatic music filled every corner of the dwelling like an aural tidal wave making the exchange of words pointless.

Entering the elaborately decorated living room, Madox and Anwen found Ordell positioned on his knees in the middle of the rug situated in the centre of the room, his arms outstretched in mock piety, grinning and humming along to the tune of the organ. Madox glanced at the clock as it finally reached ten minutes past six. The floodlights died and became streetlights once more and the music came to an abrupt stop. Ordell continued to hum.
What is wrong with you? Anwen asked her husband, shaking her head in irritation and kneeling on the rug for the morning’s ceremonials.
What? He asked, feigning hurt.
You, sitting there grinning like a baboon. Anwen responded.
That’s his normal face. Madox interjected.
Cheeky boy. I can’t believe the disrespect I put up with in my own home.
It’s your own fault. Elen said sulkily as she slunk into the room, positioning herself on her knees with the rest of the family. You could just be normal for a change.
I’ll have you know I’m perfectly normal. Perfectly Normal Ordell they call me.
Not at home they don’t. Elen replied pushing her loose brown locks out of her face.
Since you’re the last to join us this morning Elen, how about you supplicate for us? Ordell had perfected the art of masking orders as suggestions.
Oh, Dad. I’m tired.
And I’m tired of your whinging. Carry on.
Madox smirked as Ordell and Anwen closed their eyes and bowed their heads ready for Elen to start the ceremony. Sticking her tongue out at him Elen watched as the rest of the family joined hands. She held hers out, as it was custom for the assigned speaker to complete the circle.

Prayers were not supposed to be rote, but the guidelines were explicit on what was to be included. Elen did her very best to mix up the wording while remembering to thank God for the weather, no matter how dismal, for all climates had their purpose, for the blessing of awaking another day in such a favoured country and for the food that God had seen fit to allow to be produced so that the dwelling’s kitchen cupboards may be filled. Elen ended her prayer by requesting blessings on Nef’s leaders, the Advocates and its Oracle, as the guidelines stated all prayers should close.
Forming a line and facing the pristine marble fireplace, the family placed their hands over their hearts and lifted their heads. A large portrait of a clean shaven, elderly man with a bald head and a neutral expression, dressed in a dark suit and silver tie, hung in an extravagant golden frame above the unlit fire. The pristine fixture gleamed in the leering light from the chandelier that hung above them.
Ordell began the recitation of The Oath with the first two words, the family then joined him for the rest:

Our oath is to uphold the standards set by a loving God, through exact obedience to his one chosen Oracle, faith in his benevolent Advocates and a desire to bring good to our chosen land. Let us prosper by showing love to all mankind for we are all God’s children.


****


The thick smell of porridge filled the spacious kitchen. Anwen spooned the dense, gluey blend into the family’s bowls and took her seat at the end of the sturdy wooden kitchen table. Breakfast wasn’t her forte but Anwen had decided that porridge was a preferable nutritional option for herself and her husband after noticing they had both gained a little weight by eating scrambled eggs and bacon every morning. Ordell, dressed in a dark grey, perfectly pressed suit and silver tie, sprinkled a handful of berries into his bowl and shovelled a mouthful of the almost solid mixture into his mouth and chewed.
Lovely meal my sweet, he said with a full mouth through a pained expression.

Anwen’s long brown hair was now scraped up neatly into a bun on the back of her head. Her blue, ankle-length house-dress was smeared with soggy oats and spotted with drops of milk. Ignoring her husband’s comment, she placed a spoonful of the freshly prepared porridge into her mouth. Holding it there, she chewed once. Twice. Then spat the contents back into her bowl.
Toast? She asked, pushing her chair backwards.
I’ll do it. Elen said, leaping up from her place and gathering the bowls of untouched gloop.
You offered to do that very quickly. It’s almost as if you don’t like my cooking.
Just your breakfast Mum. Everything else is fine. Apart from your cheese sauce, but I can give you a hand with that if you want?
Ordell and Madox looked at each other, unable to hide their grinning faces from Anwen’s death stare. 
Pulling a mock-serious face Ordell attempted to pacify his wife.
At least she’s doing well in her Tender Education. She’ll be a most excellent wife and mother, he said winking.
Anwen, unable to think of a retort and hearing a knock at the front door, got up from her chair and quickly left the kitchen. Ordell and Madox cocked their heads to listen to what was occurring in the hall, while Elen busied herself slicing bread and placing the uneven pieces on the rotating toaster. 
Realising that he could hear nothing coming from the hall Madox turned to his father.
You lied this morning.
Shocked, Ordell put on his best confused who me? face.
Yes. When you said it was a glorious morning. Have you seen how foggy it is outside? Hideous would be a better word.
Ordell chuckled as the sound of the heavy wooden front door being closed echoed through the kitchen. Madox watched as Anwen slipped into the kitchen, her hands behind her back, the left side of her mouth curled up in a knowing smile. She stopped opposite Madox.
What? He asked. Confused by Anwen’s odd behaviour, he looked towards Ordell for some assistance then heard a light sweep against the kitchen table. 
Glancing down Madox saw an envelope sitting on the table where his bowl of solid grub had been set just two minutes before. The envelope, laid upside down, was pristine white, made of thin, glossy card and fastened by a silver wax seal.
From the Oracle’s Office. Anwen said, a big toothy grin spreading across her face as she sat in the vacant chair opposite him. It’s your summons son.
A swell of excitement sprang up in Madox’s stomach and he snatched the envelope from its resting place. Then, remembering where the correspondence had arrived from, he delicately snapped the seal with slightly quivering hands and slid the lone piece of parchment from its cardboard cloak.
The family, now all seated around the table, listened intently as Madox read aloud from the typed document;


Dear Brother Madox.
You are hereby summoned to serve as a comrade of The Benevolent Advocates. We thank you for making the choice to serve your country and your God.
You are to report to your local basilica on July thirty-first. There you will receive your assignment.
You will serve for a short period of twenty-four months, with the option to extend should you wish to do so.
You will report in your finest suit for one final preparation interview with your local superior before the assignments are made. Please note that all uniforms and other apparel will be provided upon arrival at your assigned post.
We look forward to welcoming you comrade.
Harold Nilin
Oracle

Drawing his eyes away from the summons Madox felt his body ascending. It took him several seconds to realise that Ordell had gripped him in a bear-hug so tight he had lifted him clean off his chair. Eventually managing to plant his feet firmly on the stone floor, Madox was then accosted by Anwen who planted wet kisses all over his face. When she did eventually step away he noticed that there were tears coursing down her cheeks as she embraced a triumphant looking Ordell.
It’s so exciting! Elen exclaimed squeezing Madox around the waist. I wonder where they’ll send you.
I really don’t mind where I go. Madox stated, the surprise and elation of the summons’ arrival still not fully sinking in.
We’ll celebrate tonight. Anwen said. Unable to decide exactly what to do with herself she held her clenched hands at her sides and stood squealing like a pig in heat. 
Ordell placed both heavy hands on Madox’s shoulders, and squeezed.
Is it still a hideous morn?

Critical Commentary


Slow Burn is a long gestating idea of mine that, for varying reasons, I haven’t been able to get started. With this creative project, I feel that I now have the right circumstances to make a start on it and, hopefully, see it through to the end. The idea is to turn this first chapter into a full novel.
Originally, I had intended for Slow Burn to be told in the first person from Madox’s perspective, since this is my go-to style of writing. However, after several failed attempts at this form and with the narrative not turning out as I would’ve liked, I eventually scrapped that idea and decided to tell the story from a third-party narrator’s point of view. I found that changing to this perspective has made the story flow much easier and I’m able to add details a seventeen-year-old lad wouldn’t necessarily consider noteworthy.
Several months ago, I read a novel called Blindness by Jose Saramango, who instead of using punctuation marks during dialogue used italics to indicate when the characters were speaking. I personally love how this looks on the page and so for stylistic reasons I have shamelessly stolen his idea and used it in my own work.
In my initial and detailed proposals, I referred to the novel’s country as Hemla, a play on words that I will come to later, but I eventually changed the country’s name to Nef. A welsh word meaning bliss and is a variation of the welsh word for heaven. My thinking behind this is that the country’s leaders gave it this name as they believe they are god’s chosen people and wish the country’s name to reflect their narcissistic ideals.
The idea for Slow Burn is derived from my personal experiences growing up in the Mormon religion. Often perceived as a cult by outsider’s, and rightly so, my plan is for the story to show how patriarchal leadership can get into people’s minds and are able to control almost every aspect of their lives from what they wear, eat and drink and the time they rise and retire to bed, through fear, oppression and communal pressure. Having had an awakening experience myself, my plan is to have Madox go from a brainwashed young man to having his eyes opened to how Nef and its leadership function.
Obviously, since my novel is a work of fiction it won’t be autobiographical by any means, however I will take elements of what I know and experienced and use those happenings by embellishing them to create what is, hopefully, a compelling tale. My hope is that it doesn’t come across as a blatant attack on the Mormon religion because that is not my intent. While I will admit that my time as part of this religion was damaging in some ways, I want to use this platform as more of an observation and criticism of religion and patriarchal authority in general since I believe they do more harm to society than they do good. It just so happens that my inspiration is sourced from one religion and some may view my work as a direct attack on their beliefs. I don’t wish to be drawn into discussing specific beliefs, no matter how cruel, my focus is purely with how such corporations are run.
The idea to call the country Hemla was derived from a city described in The Book of Mormon called Zarahemla. However, after much thought and extra research I decided to change the name so as not to offend any more Mormons than necessary with my work, but also because I wanted Slow Burn to be set in a future version of Wales. 
The Mormon church’s headquarters are based in Salt Lake City, Utah, which is surrounded by mountains. I liked the idea of this setting where there are mountains imposing on the citizens of Nef, which is why I have, in my mind’s eye, the story taking place within the welsh mountain regions. Possibly Snowdonia. Possibly the Brecon Beacons. Possibly both.
Slow Burn is a work of dystopian fiction, which is my favourite genre. Works by Suzanne Collins, James Dashner and Philip K. Dick are some of my best-loved books and have all inspired my ideas for Slow Burn while all being wildly different. The Hunger Games Trilogy by Suzanne Collins is probably what triggered the idea for Slow Burn when I read the books several years ago. I was able to relate to the characters, trapped in a society run by scare tactics.
This year I also read The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood for the first time. This was the first work of dystopian fiction I’d come across that was based on religious extremism. I think that reading this book is what gave me the push to start writing Slow Burn, having been making notes on it and mulling over ideas for several years beforehand. Having religious themes as part of my narrative was a source of worry for me, I wasn’t certain if it would work or if I could pull it off. Having read The Handmaid’s Tale I realised that it was possible to create a fantastic story based on religious themes. I was aware of the novel before reading it, but had never been inclined to pick it up until my aunty recommended it to me and I’m extremely glad she did as it gave me the confidence to make a start on my novel.
Ideally, I’d love to be able to write like my favourite author Matt Haig. I was gifted a copy of his novel The Humans back in 2014 and I loved it instantly. I  then devoured all his other novels and books. Ultimately, it was his work that inspired me to return to university and pursue a degree in Creative Writing. His style of writing, his wit, his ability to move and disgust within a few lines is admirable and something I personally aspire to. My hope is that I may produce a body of work that could have such a profound effect on someone as Matt Haig managed on me with The Humans.
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