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Saija Tarnanen Toth 1602061 

Reflective Journal – Critical reflections on my single focus story 'No Certainties for Alice'

Inspired by our first online lesson, I was scanning through different options for a short story reflecting what a person might go through when put in artificial confinement. I considered paralysed, brain injury and long convalescence in a hospital. None of it, although interesting,  was inspiring at that moment. I kept on searching and trying different things. 
During the late '60s and early '70s, many young people ended up in prison for drug use during the flower power movement. In those days, they didn't much differentiate between cannabis, hallucinogens and hard drugs like heroin. In Finland,  prisons were hard, more like the once in Eastern Europe. I have never come across any novels or even short stories, written particularly about experiences that took place during that time period in Scandinavia or in Finland. For some young people, their time in prison was too costly, and they never recovered from their experience.
I heard some of these stories second hand, and they came to my mind now, nearly 50 years later as I was searching for a starter for a short story. I decided to look at old photographs online about prisons in Finland, especially prisons for women. All the photos I found were black and white. Somehow it added to the very 'noir' sense emanating from these half century old photographs. I spent time with the faces of the women and wondered about their life stories. I read about rules and regulations, and about common practises. I also studied statistics on what type of crimes women committed and from what social classes and backgrounds prisoners came from. 
Facts and statistics told a dark, but not a surprising story; we punish victims. People who, from the start of their life never had a chance, were not included in our society and ended up becoming the main category of female prisoners. Exceptions were middle-class youth often from relatively wealthy backgrounds. During the years of youth revolution in the late 60s and early 70s young people – hippies, students and revolutionaries – used and sometimes sold what today is considered light narcotics; cannabis, hallucinogenic mushrooms and LSD. Now marijuana is legalised in many countries and also used for medical purposes. I also discovered that in many western countries (USA, Canada, Netherlands, to name a few) so-called micro-dosing hallucinogenic substances are being researched for alternative mental health therapies.
I also watched TV series such as 'Orange is a New Black' from the USA (Netflix) and 'Lock Down' from Spain (World Drama TV 4) to get into proper prison mode. I further refreshed myself in typical 'Flower Power' slang, concepts and vocabulary. And I took a walk down memory lane.
I began writing, and the story started to take form. I wanted to tell a fictional story about a young girl's prison experiences in the early 70s. A relatively innocent and naive young girl; a cross of different people I knew in my youth appeared. I called her Alice. Like her namesake in Wonderland, Alice, nearly as by a random occurrence, finds herself in a world she has no previous programming to cope with. Prison is a different reality, a world she doesn't understand, can't interpret. Alice feels shocked and lost and has no clue how to navigate in this strange, absurd and scary world. She is mocked and misunderstood, threaten even but she is a survivor.
I must admit I enjoyed writing about Alice's adventures. Who Alice was as a person became clear to me very early. I placed her in several situations. Based on who she was, her responses were logical, as was the growth process she was forced to undergo.  For her, it was a grow or die situation. She was courageous, had a keen and curious mind, and she was young and versatile. Alice was also naturally optimistic, and she had compassion. It was easy to see how she would grow and mature faced with varied aspects of a prison life's harsh reality. It was also evident that she wouldn't last long, it would break her spirits in the end. I didn't want that for her, so she was set free before it was too late.
Initially, I envisioned the story of Alice's adventures in the prison as one of the short stories in another module, but it kept growing in length so I decided to make it to my 'single focus' story.
Our online sessions were useful.  Most importantly, I became more aware and able to be more specific with the language used by different characters. Some of the many (so very many) suggestions were inspiring. I could also see how another person's great skill and talent would not necessarily work for me and for my style of writing. It helped me to become more clear about my own voice and how it would differ from someone else's. 
Receiving reflections from several people is not always easy. Yet it has been more useful than I appreciated at the point. It has, in a roundabout way, also helped me to define my own strengths and weaknesses. I can see more clearly the direction I am heading towards to. My writing needs to become more straightforward and could become even minimalistic. It is not merely a question of somewhat limited access to the English language compared to my very talented student companions. More than that it is my natural inclination. I lean towards clean. Our tutor's continuous mantra "off with the fillers!" referring to unnecessary words that only weaken the text begins to stick. I think when I am very old and hardly remember my name, I will still remember that - and mutter the words into my soup.
Alternating between diary and third-person writing was liberating, and I want to explore it more in my future writing. I remember reading 'Daddy Longlegs' when young. It is a novel written in 1912 by Jean Webster and had been popular for decades. Webster alternated between first-person, a young girl writing her diary and third person. The way Jean Webster wrote her novel was very engaging. Now, more than fifty-five years later, I found her style still resonated in my mind as I proceeded with Alice. 
Writing diaries during my youth (the late 60s and early 70s) was not like texting is today when many people use short codewords (or just code letters). It was also very different to social media that seems to be often used as some kind of exhibitionist diary; people tell most private and also most uninteresting details of their lives to anybody and everybody; how they boyfriend left them and what they had for breakfast. Both with photos and often added with some 'life-wisdom' readies that are available on the internet and shared by millions. 
I recalled writing diaries as a teenager, filling several thick writing pads. I remember vividly how, while writing my journal, I imagined that someone would find it after my death. What would I want them to read about me and my so fascinating life as a sixteen year old? My diaries became a kind of double make-believe; firstly my life through my own coloured glasses. Secondly, coloured by what I would want the imaginary people who would discover my diaries (after my death) to read. Later I found out that my mother, justified by her worry, had actually read them. Needless to say, they didn't give her much of a real idea about my life, but she became less worried after reading my somewhat fictional dairy. I was a proud heroine of my own construction, a strong and independent teenager, a leader. Nothing could have been further from the truth.
According to my (not entirely reliable) memory, we tend to use long and descriptive sentences – not like Jane Austen's time, far from it, but actual sentences. We talked in full sentences and debated with passion; we didn't just exchange opinions. We employed lots of current slogans and slang as a mark of our allegiance. This reflected in our diary writing too, but writing a diary was also a form of storytelling. I remember how my best friend and I read our diaries to each other in great confidence. It was definitely not short mind notes rather 'the exciting and romantic story of our lives'. I imagined Alice to be quite similar (more honest though), and she also enjoys writing. I wanted her to maintain some of her innocence despite becoming less naïve, and I wanted that reflected in her writing.
Writing Alice's story has taught me a lot. I used my own experiences, did a fair amount of research and had an overview. I also re-wrote parts of the story, added to it and took away. I changed language and expressions to better match the times and people in question. I think I have developed an improved sense of how to keep the structure together and strategise. With the help of reflections, I became more sensitised and less blind to my own text. I improved constancy in my storytelling, even when using varied styles and several voices.
These previous months have not been easy going. I realised I am more affected by the local and global world situation than I care to admit. It is affecting my ability to focus and my energy levels. Yet, despite those extra challenges, it has been most inspiring and has felt quite new.
In a curious way, it seems like a very intense learning of the past years has been fermenting, and I have today more direct access to it. Personal tutoring sessions are even more valuable now since I have a greater understanding of how to apply what I am shown. My talented fellow students also assist in the discovery of possibilities within writing I didn't previously even consider. At other times, their suggestions concerning 'Alice' caused me to become more clear why I wanted to do it in the way I wanted to do it, which was as useful. My appreciation for the interactions between writers is growing.
In summation, writing Alice's story has been an interesting experience, to say the least. It has been stretching my capabilities, both creatively and technically. It has also been emotionally facing, and I had to make several journeys back to my own past to better understand what was going on in Alice, an idealistic flower child of her time. More than ever before I had to push back real worry and concerns - including ancillary dispersed brain noises - to make some mind space and be able to write. The research was fascinating; reading old archives and looking at photos. I haven't done it in the context of creative writing quite in this way before. Watching TV series, seeking if there was anything I could use, getting the prison' vibe' has also been fascinating. 
I might be imagining this, but it feels as I am ready to step into a more mature and responsible level of writing, into adulthood of writing. As contradictory as that might sound, it doesn't feel like a restriction, it feels like freedom. Maybe I have grown together with Alice? 
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