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Appetite. A short story by Wanda Freeman

Chapter one. Loss. 
Esther lay curled in a foetal position, cocooned in fur and wool, on the small bed in her caravan. 
Shadow, the sleek black lurcher was nestled under the covers—an ever-lasting hot water bottle.
 In the dim dawn light, Esther watched her exhalation form flumes in the icy air before dispersing and joining the mosaic of condensation on the ceiling. She should get up and light the fire. 
Gentle whimpers from Shadow gradually grew in persistence and seeped into Esther's consciousness. She should get up and let him out.
As the sun rose over the trees outside, images of finches flitting around the empty feeders came into focus. She should get up and seed the birds.
Esther lay for a while longer, cradling the hollow, empty space inside of her. Empty but persistently heavy.
With the golden rays of the finch’s wings fully vibrant in the morning light, the time for self-indulgence was over. Rise with the sun. Her dad's words repeated in her head. 
Esther wrapped her father’s cape around her shoulders and pushed open the door, letting Shadow out and welcoming in the sweet aroma of pine and mulch. She blew gently on the fire in the little cast iron stove, and it sparked easily to life. Then, she headed out to attend the day. 
Cool earth beneath bare feet delivered a familiar rush of energy. Esther only paused for a moment in awe to appreciate the steamy veil of dew as it responded to the morning sun and rose with giddy excitement. 
Fast steps on numbing toes carried Esther across the yard, past the chickens and the tired autumn vegetable patch, to the wooden barn. Following close behind was her Shadow, anticipating breakfast on bouncing paws. 
Beside the barn was the ramshackle goat shed, where Nanny and Nora waited patiently for fresh hay.
‘Good morning, chickens, good morning, Nanny, Good morning, Nora,’ said Esther with cold-toed bouncing breath. 
 The barn door, twice as tall as the small woman, was not as heavy as the burden of her father's smell that hit her as she entered.
Arthur’s bed lay neat and lonely by the big cold stove that had not been graced with fire for a month.
 ‘Silly dad hasn’t lit the fire again, has he pup?’ the girl said in cheery tones as she crossed the cold room to the kitchen on the opposite wall. As she scrambled eggs, she looked blankly across the open space. The colourful woven rug that her mother had made before she was born. She only ever made things before Esther was born. Arthur always said she saved the best till last. After making Esther, she had nothing left to give. Her magnum opus was complete. And with that, she left the world a better place. 
In the centre of the barn was the tree table. Rising from roots still deep in the ground, the trunk that the barn was built around. Atop the stump sat a plank made from part of the tree, and surrounding the room rose the timber walls. Each wall at eye height was lined with books full of recipes and herbs and stories of crooks. And heroes and witches and love and revenge. Each book had been read to the very end. Time and time again. 
Esther dolloped the eggs into a bowl and pondered. There was no bread for the eggs to sit on, as Esther had not baked in a month. The lettuce had wilted to grey mush in last week's frost, and the only tomatoes that hung on the crippled vine were hollow brown shells whose insides were long lost to the birds and insects. In search of companionship for her eggs, Esther walked into the back room that served as a large pantry. In the middle of the room was a butcher’s block, above which hung a hook, a pully, and many bunches of herbs. Being vegetarians, Esther and her father mostly used the block for preparing vegetables to be canned.  
The walls surrounding the block were lined with shelves of dwindling jars. It was surprising how many jars of vegetables and beans one girl and her dog could eat in a month. She didn’t want to go to town, but looking around the shelves, she realized she needed rice, flour, and dried beans if her stores of vegetables were going to last the winter. 
What she wanted with her eggs was runner bean chutney, but there were only three jars left, so she reached into a basket on the floor and pulled out a carrot. That would do. Before leaving the pantry, Esther lifted the lid from the large barrel of dried dog meat and peered inside… There was a meagre handful of crusty remains staring sadly up at her from the bottom. 
Carrot in hand, Esther left the pantry. She peeled the carrot instead of scrubbing off the dirt. She knew she was supposed to go outside and get water and wash the carrot. Her father always told her skin was the healthiest part. But she was cold and hungry, and nobody was there to tell her off. 
‘Ssshhhh, don’t tell anybody,’ Esther said to her Shadow.  ‘I know, I know, but just this once,’ Esther said to the ghosts. 
She sat at the tree table with her eggs and her carrot, but her feet were too cold to enjoy her breakfast, so she went and got Arthur’s knitted slippers from under his bed. 
‘You don’t mind, do you, Dad? I'll put them back when I'm done,’
In the middle of the tree table sat an opened letter. It looked at Esther while she ate, and she pointedly did not look back. It's rude to stare. 
The barn was cold, and with each new day without a fire in the hearth or a broom across the floor, the corner gremlins grew colder, thicker, and dustier. Each morning, Shadow tried to chase them away along with the growing smell of mice, mildew, and neglect. Once he finished sniffing, wagging, and pouncing, he would curl up on Esther's feet. 
That morning, when he finally found his resting spot, Esther complained that he had taken his time. She ate half her eggs and then put the bowl on the floor for her shadow. As she sat crunching her carrot, the letter continued to rudely stare at her. 
‘Fine!’ Just stop harassing me’ she said as she grabbed the envelope and pulled out the letter. 
                                                                     *
Giles and Bourne – Solicitors.  Let us deal with your problems so that you don’t have to. We’re here to put your mind at rest. 
To Miss Esther Gale
As instructed by your father, Mr. Arthur Gale, prior to his passing, I am writing to request that you come to my office to deliver your father's will. Please bring with you your identification and proof of address. Following this meeting, I will be able to manage your father's probate on your behalf and hopefully make the challenging days ahead a little lighter for you. 
My office is open from 9 am to 5 pm, Monday to Friday, excluding bank holidays and other public holidays. 
Kind regards, Mr Angus Giles. 
Miss Gale, this is the third time we have sent this letter out; if it continues to go ignored, somebody will visit the property to ensure it is vacant, and your father's estate could end up going to auction.  
                                                                   *
The big clock above the sink read 8:14. Esther thought it would take around three hours to get to town if she went cross country. Walking down the road was considerably longer and more dangerous, as you never knew who else might be using the road. Her father sometimes took the bus, but never with Esther. They always walked over land, and most of the time she had gone with him, it had been for the journey, and she waited at the bog watching newts and toads until he came back. She had been in town twice last year. Both times, they visited the Friday market on the industrial estate. For the last eighteen months, she had stayed in the safety of their forest.  Arthur had told her that everybody out there had become sick, and the only way she could stay safe was to be extra cautious to avoid people.
A lot of time had passed since then, and Esther was grown. She had official matters to deal with. Not to mention, she needed dry goods and dog meat. 
                                                                      *
Chapter two. Preparation. 
Pacing up and down the barn with slipper-clad feet and still wrapped in Arthurs's woollen cape, Esther formulated a plan. First, she walked over to the wardrobe that loomed beside Arthurs's bed as a silent but nagging reminder of her mother. She looked at herself in the long-carved mirror that hung on the wardrobe door. The worn forest green cloak swallowed up her tiny frame, the knitted slippers clearly longed for her father's hobbit-like feet, and her fine sparrow brown hair was falling from its nest-like knot atop her head. 
She thought about the times she had been in town and the women she had seen in the marketplace. They were all so clean and smooth, with shiny hair and clothes that looked like freshly drawn pictures with no tares or spills to spoil the perfect images. 
In the mirror, Esther spied her Shadow. He once again paused his investigation of the dark corners and was drawn in by his master's stillness. He slunk over to slump down onto her warm, woolly feet.  
She looked at the reflection of her small, pointy face. Her father called her Birdy. He said that, like her mother, she looked like a little wild bird. But Esther had looked through the albums at the pictures of her Mum. She had the images captured in her mind. Her mother was a ballerina, beautiful, poised, and elegant. If she were a bird, she would have been a swallow—an elegant, dark dancer in flight who can transform mud into a beautiful, intricate home. Not a common brown tree sparrow.
She peeled off the cape and kicked off the slippers. 
‘Sorry, my beautiful Shadow beast. I'm not trying to kick you. But I need to make myself into a real lady’.  
Shadow sulked off to resume his efforts of protecting the home from the mousy-smelling corners of grief and neglect. Birdy looked at her reflection again. She couldn’t go into town in the sagging pyjama bottoms and knitted sweater that she had been wearing for…too long.  She thought about her options. Her torn jeans were not smart, and her summer dress was for the summer. 
Esther opened the door of the wardrobe. Inside, amongst the coats, dresses, and smells of rosemary and ballet shoes, was a portal to another world. Not Narnia… the past. A past she did not remember herself but that she could recall from stories told by her father on cold nights when he was on his third whisky or occasionally on bright mornings when her unceasing questions didn’t make him scowl. 
She was tempted to borrow her mother's blue town dress, but it wasn’t right for the hard, cold walk ahead. Folded at the bottom of the wardrobe were her mother’s smart brown corduroy trousers and green linen shirt. 
‘She won’t mind, will she, Dad? I need to borrow these so I can be the grown-up,’ 
The clothes were a good fit, if not a little loose. She also found a knitted green sweater with only one hole in the elbow. 
She took her father's leather satchel from the bottom of his bed and brought it into the pantry. Inside, she put some dried apple, a jar of garlic beans, and a wedge of hard goat’s cheese. She then slung her father’s cloak around her shoulders, grabbed the letter from the table, and went back outside with her Shadow on her heels. 
 ‘Hello again, Nanny, Hi Nora, Hi hennies! I'm almost there!’ And once again, her bare feet carried her quickly across the yard and back to her little caravan nestled under the elder tree. 
Inside, the coldness had been pushed out and replaced with the smell of burning wood and her warm, sweet bed. Esther found a pair of long woolly socks in a drawer and pulled them on. Shadow began to hop excitedly with the knowledge that they were going out. Next, she pulled on her leather boots and slid the knife her father had given her for her nineteenth birthday into her pocket. Finally, she grabbed her water flask. 
The chickens clucked indignantly as she threw them a hurried scoop of grain, and the goats bleated in confusion when she told them they wouldn’t be spending the morning foraging the woods together. 
She rushed to pump them a bucket of water and fill her own flask, and she almost set off without feeding the birds or her stove. Back inside her caravan, she wedged the stove full of thick pieces of dry oak and shut down the air vents to make it burn slowly. 
 Then she went to the drying shed behind the barn. The small wooden shed had a stove in the middle with a thick chimney that went up and out the roof. Filling the room were many metal racks on pulleys that were mainly used for drying clothes or smoking cheese. She remembered when she was ten, her father had taught her how to open and close the chimney for drying or smoking their goods. From one of the drying racks, Esther grabbed some dried sunflower heads to hang in the tree by her caravan window. 
 ‘There you go, birdies. Enjoy your breakfast, and don’t worry, I'll be back before dark,’
Then she stood for a moment and closed her eyes to think. 
 ‘Damn,’ she whispered, then turned and ran back to the barn. From under her father's mattress, she pulled out the old tin money box and got out fifty pounds, her passport, her father's will, and the town map with the solicitor's office circled on it. She put it all into the satchel with her food and water. She looked up at the clock above the sink, it was 10:15. 
After closing the great big barn door and dropping the heavy wooden latch, she marched out of her camp with her Shadow close behind. 
                                                                   *
Chapter three. Journey. 
It had been a remarkably cold October for middle England, and once again, there had been a gentle frost. Esther was glad for her father's cloak and pulled the hood up over her head as she stepped into the woods. Shadow strode by her side, ears alert and without his usual buoyancy. 
‘You know we're on a mission, don’t you, pup? Don’t worry, I'll protect you,’
If she had headed down the path by the goat house, it would have taken twenty minutes to reach the road. However, she was going cross country. For an hour, she could stroll through the familiar safety of her father’s woods, her own backyard, before she would reach the fence. The golden woodland of autumn was one of the best things in life. Possibly bested only by the smell of rising sap in the early spring. Or perhaps it was roaming through the lush, dense greenery of summer at a goat's pace as they nibbled their way merrily around. It's hard to say, really. Esther mused over these thoughts as she wandered through the trees. 
Esther felt like she had made good time when she reached the boundary fence. At the sight of the fence, she paused for a moment to push down the fear of leaving her garden. She remembered when she was six and sitting silently in a hazel tree watching Bella the muntjac and her young fawn Petal when she saw two boys on the other side of the fence. The boys were treading carefully and hardly making a sound as they moved through the brush. They stopped at the fence line and stood for a while until the taller boy tapped the shorter boy on the shoulder and pointed over the fence at the deer. Without a second thought, the smaller boy lifted a long gun from his side and shot twice over her fence. They both whooped and hollered with glee as they leapt over the fence and rushed toward the deer. Esther couldn’t see where it lay from her spot in the tree, but she could smell the blood.
She held her breath for what seemed like forever until the boys eventually ran off to get a rope to drag their prey off her father's property. Once they were out of earshot, she slid down the tree, and with her heart pounding in her ears, she went to look. Petal lay with one back leg twitching. Red blood trickled from a hole where one of her eyes should have been, and her neck was twisted back at an awkward angle. Her nose was torn half off, and Esther could see fleeting panic stuck in one staring eye. Seizing that panic in her chest, she ran and ran until she reached her father, who was working on a sick willow across the stream. She told him what had happened, and he sent her home to wait in her bed until he returned. She waited under the covers, the sun set, the noisy goats fell asleep, and eventually, he returned. He was wet and cold, and his fingernails were edged with red. He said he had sorted it out, and those boys would never prey on their beasts again. It was not long after that he began to teach her to throw knives.  
She had never found anybody quietly waiting at the boundary fence with guns since that day, and nobody was waiting with guns on this day, either. She took a deep breath, lifted her Shadow over the fence, and then climbed over herself. With a heavier heart, she continued through the other wood, following the sound of the stream. When she reached the trickling water, she followed it cautiously up through the unfamiliar trees until, eventually, the ground grew wet and the trees thinned out. There she stood with her Shadow, looking out over the bog. Ahead of them were undulating mounds of green moss, pitted with stagnant black pools, stretching as far as the eye could see. A few wispy trees grew from the bog, and it was sporadically graced with dark rotting branches like carcasses rising from the decay. 
‘Come on, pup, don’t be afraid; it’s all bouncy and fun out there,’ she said as convincingly as she could. 
Esther began to cross the bog, being careful to step only on the strong, floating green mounds. With each step, she lifted her leg high, and then her foot would sink deep into the growth of moss and wild cranberry bushes. The surreal suspended landscape was still dotted with the remains of spoiled berries, and as she went, she had to remain vigilant not to land in any potholes of black bog water. She remembered doing this walk with her dad. They would come in late September to collect cranberries for drying and winter jam. While her dad was in town, she would lay on the wet moss beds and watch the goldfinches as they flitted between the few trees and dashed down to grab ruby treasure from the berry bushes. Or lie still and stare into black mirror water, waiting to catch glimpses of newts and frogs. 
Today, the magic of the bog had rotted away with the berries, and her legs were aching from the effort of the hike. It was taking forever, and she began to worry that she had planned poorly and left home too late in the day. When the bog began to level out into scrubland and eventually dry-hedged fields of stubble, Esther grew agitated with concerns of getting caught trespassing on somebody's land and found the courage to walk along the small road that led into town.
                                                                            * 
Chapter Four. People. 
The road was narrow and lined with tall hedges of hawthorn and elder with occasional gaps for gates or old oak trees. Esther's Shadow mirrored her anxiety, with his ears back and his tail down as they walked. Esther masked her concern and walked with her back straight and her head up as her father had taught her to do. Four cars met them on the road each one slowing down as they passed. Each time they slowed, Esther and her Shadow held their breath in anticipation.
When they reached the Flint church on the crossroad, Esther knew that over the brow of the next hill was the town. She looked up. The sun had already passed its peak, and she guessed it was after one o'clock. Her calculations were halted suddenly by the sound of a voice. 
‘Good afternoon’ Esther looked over to the church gate to see a vicar peering through bars, tilting his head to try and get a look at her face. 
‘Uh, good afternoon, vicar,’ she said. 
‘Just out walking your dog, are you? It’s a cold one, isn’t it?’ 
‘Yes… walking my dog,’ Esther replied in a bid to quickly get away from the conversation.
‘Just visiting, are you? Or you're local? Only, I can’t really see your face with that hood,’ 
‘Yes, visiting,’ she said and put her head down to continue on her way, eager to escape the vicar's hungry inquisition. 
The small pair walked quickly over the crossroad and round the bend that opened to the view of the sprawling town below. Her dad said it was a small town, but Esther couldn’t imagine a bigger one. Somewhere along that bit of road, Esther remembered an old broken barn tucked behind a hedge, where she and Arthur had once stopped to shelter from the rain. As she walked, she looked through the hedge gaps until she spotted the now crumbling remains of red brick. 
She led her Shadow under the broken beams of the ruin and sat under a roof, on some bricks by a wall. As she took a deep breath and scratched her Shadow's soft black ears, she realized she was starving. They shared some dried apple and some smoky cheese that she sliced with her pocket knife. Then they drank some water before she stood up and looked solemnly into the dark eyes of the Shadow. 
As she spoke firmly, she frowned in a way that could only mean… listen.  
‘I am going into town; you must stay here. I will be back for you very soon. Do not move. Stay,’
With that, she left the crumbling barn and did not look back at the sad eyes of the Shadow. 
The town grew gradually around her, starting with a few houses with neat green squares of grass laid out like freshly swept carpets. A pavement appeared for walking upon, and the houses and lawns grew closer together, eventually merging into one monstrous row of doors, each with two sad windows peering down onto concrete paths lined with concrete walls. One door opened like a gaping mouth and the girl looked down to avoid eye contact or conversation with its occupant. As she walked occasional pairs of clean shoes shuffled past, but she kept her focus on remembering.  
‘Walk past the houses. You see now there is a crossroad by the garage? Turn left,’ her father’s voice said to her in firm, calm tones that meant… listen. 
‘Walk until you reach the shiny cars,’ Esther looked up at the forecourt of Kevin’s car warehouse. 
‘Cross the road and cut through the alley. Then we will be at the market,’  
She looked both ways like she was supposed to but did not lift her head enough. When she stepped onto the road, a bellowing horn blared at her, and somebody gripped her hood to pull her back onto the pavement. She tripped on the curb and fell onto her backside as a bus rushed past, and she felt its gravitational pull tug on her small body. 
‘Have you got a death wish?’ She looked up to see scowling eyes peering down at her above a masked nose and mouth. She looked away from the man and focused on her father's words playing in her mind, 
‘Cross the road, walk down the alley,’
 ‘Maybe you shouldn’t come out without your minder, yeah, love?’ Said the man before he carried on walking. 
With tears of shock in her eyes, she got up off the street and crossed the road. When she came out the other end of the alley, she saw the rows of market stalls with their red and yellow shelters stretching out across the car park of the industrial estate. She paused; it wasn’t how she remembered it. Where were the clean ladies chatting and laughing? She remembered stalls piled high with vegetables and jars of beans. She remembered her father chatting with smiling vendors who bagged colourful sweets and held out pungent oranges. 
 Now, the stalls were mostly empty, and tired eyes peered out above masked mouths. The remaining vendors folded shawls and packed boxes into vans. She walked up to a tall man with grey hair who was lifting a box of onions and tapped him on the shoulder. 
‘Excuse me, can I buy rice here?’ She asked. 
‘If you're not gonna bother to wear your mask, then fuck off,’ the man snarled at her. 
She stepped back and bumped into a woman pushing a sack trolly, making her stumble, and the boxes of oranges go tumbling to the floor. 
As the oranges rolled across the car park, the woman shouted,
‘Watch where you’re going, Frodo.’  Then the grey-haired man shouted
 ‘Maybe take that hood off so you can see where you're goin,’ 
Esther took her hood off and started picking up oranges and putting them back into one of the boxes, but the lady with sack trolly shouted, 
‘Just don’t! I don’t want your sniffling germs all over my fruit,’ 
Esther dropped the oranges and realized that the tears she was holding onto after almost getting run over were now rolling down her face, along with some watery snot. She pulled the cape around her and ran through the maze of stalls until she was out the other side and then stopped to catch her breath. She wiped her eyes and nose on her cape and looked around. In front of her was a stall covered in dead, chopped-up animals. Lamb neck £2.20, Whole leg £10.50, Kidney, Liver, Free range Chicken with giblets… Behind the stall was a huge man in a white blood-stained apron stretched across his round gut. Pinned to his chest was a tag that said Barry. Esther knew people ate animals but had never seen them laid out on ice before.
‘Do you want some meat, love? It's not too late; I got some Bambi on a special,’ As he said that he slapped his hand down onto a butchered thigh that was labelled venison leg. His fingernails were tinged with red. The twitching leg of Petal and the one panicked eye flashed through Esther’s mind. 
She turned and ran away from the market stall and up a road that led away from the industrial estate. Somebody on the street shouted, 
‘Don’t panic, it might never happen,’ 
As she ran, she narrowly avoided the dog shit on the doorsteps of houses that had not even their own concrete paths to boast of. She ran on down an alley lined with black bags spilling their discarded guts that reeked of human waste and out onto a road lined with shops. There, her path was blocked by a crowd of young, masked people laughing and chatting. She stopped and looked around for somewhere to go. They stopped and looked at her. All of the eyes were staring at her. 
‘Are you alright?’ Said a girl. 
‘Na course she ain't, not right in the head being out tryin' to infect everybody. And what are them clothes?  Did you get them off your grandad?’ 
Esther turned down a road on her right and started to run again. She didn’t know where she was going, and she didn’t look up until everything around her turned quiet. There, she saw a black gate that led to the comforting solitude of nature. She pushed through the gate and ran to the nearest group of trees, where she collapsed to the ground and cried. A polished shoed passerby threw some coins at her feet.
‘Pull yourself together, Esther, ’she whispered to herself. 
She had a drink of water. She clearly didn’t fit in… she took off her father's cape, folded it up, and squeezed it into his satchel. She untied her knot of hair and re-tied it into a neat plait. She drank some more water, got out her map and studied it. In the middle of the town was a green oval called Shetland Park. It looked like it had a large pond at one end. If that is where she was, then the solicitor’s office was three streets away. She could do this. She stood up and took another drink. It was ok, head up. She walked through the park until she spotted the pond full of ducks. A lady and her little girl were feeding the ducks… it was ok. 
She carefully avoided going too close to any of the people, and she looked around at the park gates and at the map. She thought she knew which way to go. She looked up at the sky, the sun was getting lower. 
When she left the park, she looked all around until she noticed a sign high up on a building across the road. It said Waldon Street. She was right, she knew where she was. The roads were much longer than they looked on the map, she passed a kebab shop that smelt of dog food and then a pile of vomit on the street.  but she soon found herself standing in front of a white brick building with a small gold sign that read Giles and Bourne, Solicitors. She pushed open the door, and a bell tinkled over her head. She walked into a small room with red carpets. In front of her was a desk, behind which sat the shiniest woman Esther had ever seen. Her hair was shiny; her skin was shiny. Even her grey shirt was shiny. The woman opened her shiny pink lips and said, 
‘How can I help…’ As her eyes settled on Esther, she paused and said, ‘You, madam?’ 
‘Umm, I'm here to see Mr Giles,’
‘Do you have an appointment?’ 
‘No, but I have this letter, and I'm supposed to bring all these things with me,’ 
As she spoke Esther opened her satchel and pulled out the letter and passport and the will and put it all down on the desk.  
‘I see. well, you are supposed to telephone and make an appointment. Also, you didn’t sanitize your hands. And you’re not wearing a mask,’ with that, the shiny lady quickly pulled a paper mask up over her shiny pink lips and started looking at her computer screen. Once again, tears began to pool in Esther’s brown eyes. 
It was then that a tall, moustached man wearing a grey suit came into the room and looked at Esther. 
‘Are you ok, madam? Can I help,’ he said, then paused. 
‘You must be Miss Esther Gale. My goodness, you look like a deer caught in headlights. I'm so sorry about your father. Please follow me, and we can sort everything out,’
                                                                *
Chapter five. Mr Giles.
The office of Mr Giles was very hot. So hot that Esther found it hard to breathe. She sat on a black leather chair in front of a large wooden desk. Behind the desk sat Mr Giles, and behind him was a small window that remained tightly closed. 
‘Esther… you don't mind me calling you Esther, do you?’ 
‘Umm, no… but how do you know who I am?’ 
‘You look like your mother. I hope you don’t mind me saying…I knew your mother. We went to school together. She was a wonderful girl,’ 
‘Um, ok,’ replied Esther. 
‘What a tragedy…but I… you know, we were all surprised when she left town,’
‘What?’ 
‘Well, she married your father and… I mean, he was a wonderful man. Don’t get me wrong,’ Mr Giles rocked back in his chair and wiped his hand up over his sweaty forehead, slicking down his thinning hair.
  ‘A true friend. Arthur and I go way back. Like I said, I went to school with your mother, you know. But living out in those woods… it's just not safe, is it? I mean, no place for a new bride or a young baby. Something was bound to go wrong,’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Well, your mother didn’t make it, did she… sorry. I don’t mean to cross a line. I'm a good friend of your father. We go way back,’ 
 The room seemed to be getting hotter, and Esther could see beads of perspiration regrouping on Angus’s forehead.
 ‘My mother died having me…in the hospital. Didn’t she?’ 
 ‘I know, dear, tragic. I'm sure you blame yourself… But you didn’t ask to be born, did you?’ 
Esther tilted her head to one side and squinted slightly in an attempt to try and figure out a response, but Angus just carried on talking. 
 ‘Like I said. We were all devastated. If only she hadn’t moved out to those woods,’ 
 ‘What does any of this have to do with my dad's will?’ 
 ‘Nothing! Nothing at all, I’m overstepping. You just look so much like your mother. Well, isn’t that a thing… are you ok dear?’ 
‘Yes, I’m ok. I just want to get this done so I can get home before dark,’
‘Right you are. Let's get on. Did you take the bus? They let you on without a mask, did they?’
With that, he reached his meaty fingers into a box on his desk, pulled out a paper mask, and handed it to Esther.
‘I guess you have no need for this out in those woods, but you should wear it around town,’
‘You don’t need to wear one at work?’ Esther enquired. 
Angus winked a puffy wet eye and smirked.  
‘Let's just keep this between the two of us, shall we? Don't you worry about making me sick. I expect you have avoided this one out in that shack. You can't catch it from squirrels and pigeons you know Deery,’
Esther stood up and pushed her bundle of paperwork across the desk towards Angus. 
‘There you go, you can post them back to me when it's all done. I must get back to my squirrels and pigeons. They’ll be worried. Good day,’
In the reception, the shiny lady was putting on a coat and scarf. 
‘See you on Monday, Angus,’ she shouted as she opened the door and left. Just as Esther went to follow her out, Angus appeared, stepping between her and the door. 
‘Don’t be hasty. You’ve missed the last bus; you can’t just wander off. I won't hear of it,’ 
‘It's ok. I know the way home,’ she said as she tried to reach around him to open the door.
‘Your father would never forgive me if I let you stroll into the night. It's supper time. You will come home with me, and I'll put you on the bus in the morning. Just wait there little lamb, and I'll get my coat,’
 Esther had experience with predators, and she wasn’t about to become prey. As soon as Angus left the room, she was out the door, and she didn’t stop running until she was under the roof, by the wall with her Shadow. The day had gotten away from her, and they spent a cold night curled up together in Arthurs's cape. At first light, they shared the jar of garlic beans and the remains of the cheese, then made a swift pace back to the safety of their woods. 
                                                              *
Chapter six. Secrets. 
It took three days for the illness to germinate. When the fever hit, Esther lit the big stove in the barn and curled up in the embrace of Arthur's warm-smelling bed. Soon, her throat began to eat away at itself, and her lungs screamed as they filled up with sedentary mucus. Days and nights lost all meaning and Esther could feel the virus crawling around under her skin. The slightest touch from a concerned paw left psychological burning wounds that took hours to fade, and all she could smell was rot. In the burning depths of fever, Esther dreamt of masked predators peering at her through the window and of her Shadow snarling at the ankles of the Grim Reaper. Through the fog of delirium, Esther felt a comfort in knowing that she would die in the same bed her father had died in. 
There was no way of knowing how many days had passed, but eventually, she woke drenched in piss and bile. Lifting her head felt like dragging a wrecking ball, but she managed to make it to the cupboard where they stored the herbal medicines. 
When she had finally gained enough strength to worry about the animals, she found that the goats had escaped and were looking after themselves in the woods. The chicken house was the scene of a blood-strewn fox massacre, and Shadow had dragged the abandoned corpse of Henny Penny into the barn for breakfast. 
Esther was leaning against the goat shed, agonizing over her Shadow eating an innocent animal and carving a wooden headstone for her lost chickens. Suddenly, the small dog leapt to attention in a fit of furious barking. 
Then she saw him, Mr. Giles appeared on the small path from the road pushing a wheelbarrow. When he saw the dog, he hesitated.
‘Wait,’ Esther snarled, and her Shadow slunk back behind her, ears down. Ready. 
‘Hello there Lamb, I have...’ 
A low snarl rumbled up from behind Esther's legs.
‘Go lie down,’ she barked, and the Shadow reluctantly obeyed. Esther looked at Angus but said nothing.
‘I thought I better come check you had got home alright. I couldn’t live with myself otherwise,’
‘I'm fine. You can go,’ 
‘Don’t be like that. Look at this: I brought you some rice and beans…and some chocolate and a book,’
Esther said nothing.
‘I know you're all alone up here now. But you don’t have to worry about a thing. 'I’ll look after you; it can be our little secret,’ 
Esther continued to whittle chickens' names onto the small headstones in her hand. 
‘Things work out how they are supposed to in the end. Your mother couldn't be my little lamb. Not once your dad got in the way… but nobody can stop us now, can they? Why don’t you put the kettle on and make us a nice cup of tea? We can get to know each other,’
‘Fuck off,’ she said quietly. Her Shadow let out a low growl. 
‘Ok, ok. That’s fine. You need time, and I understand. Why don't you have a little think about what nice presents you might like? I'll be on my way now. But don’t worry, I'll be back soon, and you can give me your wish list,’ 
With that, Angus Giles turned and began to walk away. 
‘Thanks for the dog food,’ Esther said. 
He stopped and turned to look at her as he replied, 
‘What dog f….’
That’s when the knife hit him right between the eyes. 
‘And thanks for the wheelbarrow. You would be a right lump to drag indoors to the butcher’s block. And out to the drying shed,’
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Critical commentary on Appetite.  By Wanda Freeman 

This essay discusses the creation of Appetite, a short story in the genre of Horror. The work began as a class exercise to write a sketch in which a character experiences change. I then developed the short sketch of Esther experiencing loss and managing grief into a short story. My aim for the project was an exploration of folktale and recreational fear. This essay outlines my creative journey and the research that equipped its progression. I begin by considering my chosen narrative mode and its implications on the story.  I then examine how I unearthed the bones of Appetite and shaped them into the skeletal form of a first draft. I Move on to discuss the unveiling of my semi-formed creation and how feedback helped it develop and grow substance. Finally, I evaluate the product of my creative practice, both as an innovative addition to the horror genre and as a vehicle for achieving my creative aims.
I began writing this piece to fulfill a sketch exercise in which a character experiences change. I had in my mind a young woman coming to terms with the loss of her father. I began writing with the close third-person perspective to express her sense of loss and fully immerse the reader in her world. This allowed me to tell the story as if from the character herself but from an omniscient perspective. Thus, giving me the freedom to narrate while absorbed in the mood and feelings of my grieving protagonist. 
My first focus when beginning to write was to create a strong sense of place and firmly ground my reader within the story. In Charlotte Wood’s The Writer’s Room, James Bradley talks of writing place as several different things. Firstly, psychological landscape, effect, mood, and reinforcement of theme or metaphor. Secondly, attentiveness to the environment, movement of the sun, sounds, smells, etc. Finally, the world's construction, what the homes are like, and the feelings they conjure.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Charlotte Wood, The Writer’s Room (New South Wales: Allen & Unwin, 2016).James Bradley. Page 52. All future references will be Wood, followed by the guest author’s name and page number. ] 

I began with the world's construction—Esther in her bed, the wool, her dog, and her caravan. But the psychological landscape quickly becomes the focus as she quietly observes her world while cradling the pain in her gut. As my piece is written in a close third-person perspective, every line of the story reflects her state of mind and how she sees the world. For my protagonist, her world, home, natural environment, and psychological environment are interwoven. Her dog is her shadow, the earth under her feet is a familiar connection, her grief holds weight like the timber of her barn, and her denial rattles around the corners of the room with the dust that her father can no longer sweep up. 
In The Writer's Room, Lloyd Jones talks about when he wrote poems about the sea. He says, ‘So that was just suddenly finding language as a toy, as a plaything.’[footnoteRef:2] This was a revelation I also had when writing the first sketch about a grieving girl. With no specific place to take this piece, I simply enjoyed playing with the words and sentences until they found shapes I found pleasing.  I closed my eyes to imagine what the rising dew looks like on cold mornings and amused myself creating rhymes when talking of books. ‘Each wall at eye height was lined with books full of recipes and herbs and stories of crooks. And heroes and witches and love and revenge. Each book had been read to the very end. Time and time again’. I thought about this girl, her small world, and how the two would interact. And so, I wrote her observations about her food stores, what she should feed the dog, and her concerns about what her dad would think.  [2:  Wood. Lloyd Jones. Page 98. ] 

During session four of our module, the concept of storyboards to restructure short stories was introduced. After this session, I considered extending my sketch of a grieving girl using a technique explored by Susanne L. Harrington in her journal article, An Author's Storyboard Technique as a Prewriting Strategy.[footnoteRef:3] With Harrington’s guidance, I created a storyboard to plot my short story scene by scene.  [3:  Suzanne L. Harrington, ‘An Author’s Storyboard Technique as a Prewriting Strategy’, The Reading Teacher, 48.3 (1994), 283–86.] 

The world in which Esther was living led me to think of folktales in which vulnerable people are alone in the woods with only animals for company, such as Hansel and Gretal,[footnoteRef:4] Goldilocks and Three Bears,[footnoteRef:5] or Little Red Riding Hood. In these traditional tales, the woods are isolating and dangerous, hiding all kinds of beasts, witches, and monsters. The use of forests as a location for horror is not only saved for precautionary tales for children. The terrifying forest is a tired trope still used in modern adult fiction, such as George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire in which its forests hide the horrific White Walkers.[footnoteRef:6] With that in mind, I wanted to send my protagonist on a horrifying journey. Still, I chose to subvert the traditional concept of terror taking hold in the isolation of remote places. Instead, I imagined Esther finding her fear among the people.  [4:  Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm and Rachel Louise Lawrence, Hansel and Gretel (First Edition): The Original Brothers Grimm Fairytale (Devon: Blackdown Publications, 2020).]  [5:  Gerda Muller, Goldilocks and the Three Bears (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2020).]  [6:  George R. R. Martin, A Game of Thrones (A Song of Ice and Fire, Book 1) (Glasgow: HarperCollins UK, 2010).] 

In the introduction of, night shift, Steven King says, ‘Horror must hold the reader spellbound.’[footnoteRef:7] Endeavouring to cast a spell on my readers, I made them comfortable with the familiarity of grief, scrambled eggs, and lovable pets. But woven in amongst the familiar is niggling, concerning images That grow in numbers as Esther reaches the boundary fence and beyond. A meat hook, dried remains looking up from the dog meat barrel, a twitching corpse, decay, red-edged fingernails, etc.  [7:  Stephen King, Night Shift (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2011).Page 19.] 

 In The Significance of Space, Imar Koutchoukali defines the functions of the horror protagonist.  Koutchoukali summarises the protagonist as ‘usually physically weaker than the villain and typically associated with innocence, often young women or children.’ This begs the question, should their stories be analysed as a kind of coming-of-age story?  Koutchoukali states, ‘Through the protagonist’s survival, their innocence is lost, moving from a child (like character) into an adult.’[footnoteRef:8] When looking at Appetite, I can't help but see a comparison to Koutchoukali’s analysis, with my protagonist being both physically smaller than the villain and a young woman. Her coming of age is cemented when she switches from prey to predator. [8:   Imar Koutchoukali, The Significance of Space (Tallin: Tallin University,2017). Page 3.] 

My first draft was shared with fellow writers who pointed out that the sudden murder seemed out of character for the protagonist. I fixed this by enhancing my trail of clues that led to the realization that she feeds people to her dog. I added her father having blood-stained fingers after dealing with the boys, her grief over the dog having eaten an innocent animal, and her knife-throwing lessons. 
There were also some technical difficulties in some of my descriptive passages. For example, the woven rug was under the tree table in the barn, making it impossible for the tree's roots to remain in the ground. So, I moved the rug next to the table. But the biggest problem was my own feeling that the story lacked fear. I didn’t want to add gothic features in an attempt to force terror. However, I was intrigued by the concept of recreational fear. In the article Playing with Fear: A Field Study in Recreational Horror, the authors discuss human enjoyment of fear starting in childhood with an example of “mildly scary children’s activities, such as playfully being chased by a parent or caregiver”.[footnoteRef:9] This human enjoyment of terror was something I wanted to play with. [9:  Marc Malmdorf Andersen and others, ‘Playing with Fear: A Field Study in Recreational Horror’, Psychological Science, 31.12 (2020), 1497–1510 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797620972116>.page 149.] 

My research led me to Steven King's short story collections. Everything is Eventual[footnoteRef:10] and Just After Sunset.[footnoteRef:11] Within the pages of short horror fiction, I found that my favourite stories let my imagination unveil the monster or picture the atrocities that could unfold within the parameters that King had provided. This made me realise that my villain, Angus Giles need not commit any heinous crime for us to see the terror. We already know many true stories in which girls are held hostage to fulfill the appetites of predators. A concept that has already been explored in fiction such as Strange Sally Diamond by Liz Nugent, in which her protagonist is a brain-damaged woman who is forced to remember that she was born in captivity from a mother who was a child abductee. [10:  Stephen King, Everything’s Eventual: 14 Dark Tales (London: Simon and Schuster, 2007).]  [11:  Stephen King, Just After Sunset (London: Hachette UK, 2009).] 

 In Appetite, my protagonist is isolated due to circumstance, and the predator has made his intentions clear. The reader's imagination is left to fill in the blanks.
As I furthered my research, I was lured in by Neil Gaiman’s Collection of short stories, Trigger Warning. In the introduction, Gaiman writes, ‘I know a lady called Rocky who is triggered by tentacles, if confronted with an unexpected slice of squid or octopus, she will dive, shaking, behind the nearest sofa.’[footnoteRef:12] Of course, there is no generic fear. If I wanted my story to hold power, I needed to figure out what trigger I was tapping into. That is when I realised my story is about human appetite, whether sexual, carnivorous, curious, or cruel.  [12:  Neil Gaiman, Trigger Warning: Short Fictions and Disturbances (London: Hachette UK, 2015).Page 7.] 

With appetite in mind, I strolled through my imaginative world, enhancing the appetite of its inhabitants. As I walked, I saw the world through Esther's eyes. I made the butcher offer her venison with blood-stained fingers and saw her inevitable flashback of her father and the dying fawn. I made rubbish bags spill their guts and referred to it as human waste. That made me think of faeces (A result of appetite) which enhanced my unease. Before I reached the solicitor, I stumbled across a kebab shop and noticed the vomit left by an over-indulgent customer who had probably already drowned themselves in alcohol. Finally, I realized that the predator would refer to Esther as a little lamb, for she is the subject of his appetite. 
When I finished writing, I used my storyboard to experiment with changing the story's structure. I was intrigued by the possibility of beginning the story with Esther running in fear past bags of human waste. However, when I tried it, I preferred how the slow build provided an initial feeling of safety akin to the beginning of a fairytale. 
To further improve this piece, I would like to spend some more time playing with the words to gradually enhance the mood of unease as the reader travels trough the story. 
When evaluating the product of my creative practice, I realise that my short story Appetite is not strictly horror, but instead what Gaiman would refer to as a disturbance.[footnoteRef:13] The piece has the gentle meandering of a folktale, complete with a monster to be vanquished. However, it leaves us with concern. Esther is safe, but is everybody else safe? Did her father kill those boys? Did he teach her to slaughter? The very nature of short stories means we are left with more questions than answers, which in turn means this piece could be developed into a novel. [13:  Gaiman.] 

 If I were to extend this piece, I would like to explore the connotations of Esther’s parents leaving a disturbing civilization to build a utopia in which no animal is harmed. The literal meaning of utopia is “no place,” which leads to no surprise that historically, utopias hold one value above all others, inevitably leading to a dystopian society. This reality is highlighted in Thomas Mores' Utopia.[footnoteRef:14] In More’s perfect world, there is no such thing as possession. Everybody is provided for, and this is supposed to eradicate crime and hierarchy. However, in enforcing the rules, free will is removed, and there is the constant threat of slavery looming over any citizen who fails to toe the line.   [14:  Miller Clarence H and others, Utopia, Second edition. (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2014) <https://doi.org/10.12987/9780300195224>.] 

The story of Esther's father holding his dead wife's ideal ‘to harm no animal’ above all else and how that led to a girl who slaughters intruders is an intriguing thought.  
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