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I was supposed to be going to China. It was the opportunity of a lifetime. Everything was in place, and I’d saved every penny that I could muster together. I even started teaching myself some basic Chinese to dazzle the locals with. There was just one last thing to do, which was to go to the Chinese Embassy to get my Visa sorted out. Nearly there, just one last hurdle. It was then, she was diagnosed. 
When I look back and reflect upon my childhood, I find it very tough going to find any nice memories there. We moved from house to house all throughout my life, we never settled anywhere. I moved schools at least five times, it seemed as though every time I was starting to feel any semblance of security, we would move house again, or I would come home one day and be told I’ve been moved schools. This happened to me twice. We always ended up back at my gran and grandad’s house here and there over the years. It was a shit hole, but it was a roof over our heads. 
The living room is still vivid in my mind. The grey stained carpets that were going bald, the black pillars that were striped across the cigarette-stained white ceiling and the smell of spilled alcohol and old ash trays. My gran was a big lady, not in height but in stature. She had curly grey hair that she dyed brown. She had big brown eyes, the same as mine and my mum’s and a big nose with a wart on it like a witch. She always wore her work overalls and complained about anything and everything, she would always find something to scream about.
My grandad was a reserved man, retaining his natural brownish ginger hair colour. He wore spectacles and dressed in a suit and tie when he went to the pub. He was always away at the pub. He was a kind man to us, but he never listened, he was never there even when he was. He was always scuttling about doing something or other. ADHD off the charts, I guess that’s where I get it from. Cheers Grandad.
The two of them were never in the same room. My gran used to say that he was mean to her, that everybody was mean to her and that’s why she had no friends. I felt guilty for her as a child and used to spend my time with her instead of playing out, but that wasn’t for very long either. If I did not do anything I didn’t want to do, if I said something she didn’t like, if I wanted to play out with my friends I was screamed at, called names, threatened, or had lager dumped over my head. 
When I dig into the mud that is my past it isn’t all bad. There are some good memories in there, little glimmering gems of treasure hidden within the dirt. My grandad used to take me to football training, he would go to the pub while I trained and come back for me when I finished, then take me for some food at the pub. He let me have whatever I wanted. Chips and sausage, pork scratchings and Brannigan’s crisps because my real name is Brannagan. ‘You’re a Brannagan you are’ he would always say to me. So, I am conflicted, torn apart by the tragedy that is my childhood. 
It’s a funny thing fear is. On the one hand it can suffocate you, freeze you on the spot as you allow acts of extreme cruelty to happen right before your very eyes. There are so many people who are quick to dehumanise the Nazis, for example, or those who smashed through the doors and dragged their fellow human beings to the gulags in Soviet Russia. But when fear is used as a motivating force, even the kindest hearted people can commit or allow the cruellest acts to happen. It can drive people to destroy another’s hopes and dreams, to destroy your own hopes and dreams
I was a gifted footballer when I was younger. My manager Graham talked with my grandad about how I could play in the premiership one day. I told my gran about it and that I want to be a footballer for Manchester United. She took me aside and told me that if I want to be a professional footballer the club will take me away from my family and that I’ll have to live there on my own. I remember that very clearly. She was kneeling down to meet my height, looking into my eyes and saying it with such concern, such sincerity, that it scared the shit out of me. It impacted me massively. It wasn’t until I reached my thirties that I remembered that moment as a pivotal point in my life. Graham took pity on me. I didn’t realise it at the time. He turned up to my house and took me out for a game of football and talked to me about how I could be a professional footballer, If I kept trying my hardest. I seen him years later when I was working in a pub. He looked at me with pity in his eyes, he was hurt to see where I ended up, at that time.
I’ve been afraid my whole life and I’m not afraid to say it. It never goes away. As a young lad growing up with my gang of lost boys: Robert, Peter, Darren, Alan and of course Gaz. Our own dysfunctional brotherhood who pulled each other through. We used our fear to inspire us. We would dare each other to jump off the highest ledges we could find without breaking our legs. We would test our strength against each other, challenge other gangs of boys to fights who thought they were ‘harder’ than us. See who could jump the furthest and get chases off of the police. The fear I am referring to is different. It’s the kind of fear that has its roots in hell. It is a demon with burning black arms that reaches up and grabs your legs, pulls you, tears you down into the abyss. It holds you there while other tortured souls surround you and laugh. They poke you and they scratch you and they threaten you. They tell you you’re worthless, that everybody hates you, that you don’t deserve to be loved. It can take many years, perhaps many lifetimes before we can find the strength to stand up to them. 
One of my earliest memories is my fourth birthday. I don’t remember what I did in the evening, I don’t remember what presents I got either. I do remember my mum letting me have the day off school though. I remember that she held my hand as we walked to the shop to buy a birthday cake, I felt safe and free. I remember my birthday cake being placed on the kitchen side. She placed it on the side in the corner of the kitchen where there was an old dryer that never worked, underneath it. I don’t remember what type of cake it was, but there was jam in it and a bright red plastic car with a single candle that had a blue swirl that wrapped around it. Another memory I have, I don’t know how old I was, but I remember being bathed in the sink. I must have been really young as I always used to think that sink is tiny, as I grew older and replayed that memory. I remember feeling much older in that memory, but I must have only been one or two at the very most. I remember so clearly not wanting to get in, in case any bits of left-over food were in there. I have shards of memories like that, broken bits of glass containing one of two mundane events. I cherish those memories. 
She was drunk again. Howling and whaling into the middle of night as if the demon possessing her were pulling her flesh from her body. We must have moved back into her house from being on our own, again. Earlier in the evening, mum said I could stay in her room that night. I liked staying with my mum as I used to like curling her thick black hair around my fingers and ask her philosophical questions, I was a strange kid. There is no reason for any four- or five-year-old to consider some of the things I used to ponder, but I remember contemplating that one day I will have to die. I thought about it really hard in my undeveloped little brain. One day, that’s going to happen to me! 
‘I don’t want to die mummy; I want to keep living.’ She looked at me with a confused face and saw that I was sobbing. 
‘You’re not going to die, don’t be silly’ she said to me.
‘Everybody has to die one day; I don’t want too’ I replied to her. She gave me a hug and told me that it’s time to go to sleep. 
I woke up later that night to hear the muffled wailing of my Gran as my mum gripped me tightly. My gran was downstairs, and I could hear plates and the thud of other hard objects. My mum was sobbing and shaking. ‘She’s going to kill me; she’s going to stab me with the knife that’s on the mantel piece.’ She grabbed hold of me with both her arms and looked at me, tears running down her cheeks and her eyes drowning in more tears. My mum was crying, and I was frightened. There, was a full-grown woman with long hair and boobs and everything looking at me helplessly, for this tiny little soldier to save her, to find some way to protect her. 
My gran never hurt my mum or myself that night, at least physically anyway. But in some ways, I do feel like I protected her, it’s something that I can’t quite explain, like when humans have achieved superhuman feats of strength to save their loved ones, even if I was shaking and terrified out my wits, but I concentrated really hard that everything would be ok and it was. For the rest of my childhood, these episodes would happen two to three times a week until about two or three o’clock in the morning. There was no reason, no pattern that would give an inkling as to what would set her off. Looking back, it’s actually quite impressive that my gran was able to wake up for work every day at six am to go to her job as a laboratory technician, and in fact, to stay alive as long as she did. 
My friend Gaz had an uncle, Anthony. He worked on site and every day he would come home and go straight to the pub and get blind drunk. Every night he would come staggering home, every night went to bed and every morning wake up for work. Rinse and repeat. One day he got knocked over by a car on the East Lancs and walked away from it without a scratch. Maybe if he wasn’t leathered, he would have seen that as a sign of God and cherish his life more, to see that his nephew Gaz needed him. He didn’t. He died in his forties a miserable alcoholic mess, poisoned by his choice of poison. 
It wasn’t all bad. My Gran wasn’t a complete monster. She was actually a very creative and talented lady. She was a really good artist. She used to pencil sketch, paint and even sew some amazing pictures of beautiful scenery. Little lakes under stone bridges and cottages in the woods. She was also a poet and was interested in architecture, especially cathedrals and she used to take us around the country to look at some beautiful buildings, in search of the Green Man. I just didn’t have the capacity at the time to truly appreciate what I was seeing, but it is something that has stuck with me and that I can appreciate as an adult. I occasionally roll these slithers of memory gold around in my mind’s eye, when I remember to. 
‘Wow, that’s an amazin pictcha Granny! Will you teach me how to draw like that?’
Her eyes brightened, ‘oo, go on then.’ She stood up from the carpeted red sofa, rubbed some pencil shavings from her work-stained apron into the bin and passed me a pencil and some paper. The first thing she taught me to draw was eyes. I have always been fascinated by people’s eyes, even then I understood them to be the gateway to the soul. I still draw eyes when I’m doodling to this day. I often wonder if it was that moment that inspired me further. Next, she taught me how to draw primary shapes like a circle for the head and a square for the body. Then you add in the details and rub out the bits you don’t need. It doesn’t matter if you make a mistake, even in pen, there’s always a way to work around it. 
She taught me all about science and the planets and a whole wide universe that is expanding infinitely in the heavens above. She also taught me about some of the stars, especially Orion’s Belt. I still have a deep affinity for that constellation to this day. Ever since I can remember, I love looking up at the stars. You’ll often find me in the evenings walking around with my head up to the sky, possibly tripping over a stone. There’s always something going on up there. It’s mind blowing that we are here and that we can witness this crazy universe flickering along as an ever-changing flame at this particular point in history. 
She used to read her poetry to us as well. I have no doubt this is where my passion for writing comes from. When I was a teenager, she won a poetry competition for the BBC. I lived in the next street then, but I listened to her read it out on the radio. She was buzzing! I still have a collection of her poems. I plan to get them published, one day. I even rolled around the idea of publishing a joint poetry collection.
It was a week before I was supposed to go to the Chinese embassy when she got diagnosed with asbestosis. It didn’t really compute. I moved in and we carried on as normal and pretended like nothing had happened. Sweep that under the carpet and smash the lumps with a hammer. I had to go ahead still, this was the opportunity of a lifetime and I always dreamed of getting out of that shithole estate.
As I sat on the red leather seats in the embassy, watching the Visa workers talking to each person before me from behind the protective glass, the thought of gran slowing wasting away came into my mind. Am I doing the right thing? I have to get out of here, I don’t want to be here any longer, but my gran and grandad have always had a roof over my head if I’ve needed it. It was my turn to speak to the man behind the glass. I couldn’t go through with it. In the end I decided to walk away and help my grandad with my gran. 
About nine months later she passed away.  Nothing really changed in that time, she was just there. We were all just there floating around each other like phantoms waiting for her to die. For the whole time, all what she did was watch the Chase on repeat and drive around in the car with my grandad to different supermarkets. I barely spoke to her, but I would help her move around when she needed it.
I was the last person to ever speak to her, to see her alive. I remember a couple of days earlier; she was rasping as she smoked her roll up fags as her and my grandad arrived back to the house from a drive. She shuffled through the living room door as I was stroking my cat ‘Bigfatcat’ in front of the fire. My grandad was rustling plastic bags in the kitchen. As I was leaving the room, I turned to look at her as she made her way to her couch and bed. I could see the bumps of her spine and her ribcage on her back. This monster who tormented us all for so long was now a walking corpse. I took a good look at her. I knew the time was close, but I said nothing. As I walked out of the room, she told me that she loved me, as if she could sense what I was seeing. It was the first time in my life that she had ever said it to me, and the last.
I’d just started a new job at the Jolly Naylor. After work, all of the staff would have a drink together, so I stayed behind and had a couple of whiskeys. I came in from work and she was sat up, slumped over. I was able to open up a little, feel something, when I drank.
I sat down beside her, put my arm around her and kissed her on the head through her thin grey hair. I told her not to worry, that as she passes all the people that she loved will be there to welcome her. Not to be afraid as death isn’t really the end, just a new beginning. A distant memory from the past surfaced. I told her that when she dies, she was going to go to hell. I pushed the memory away for the time being. I had found a four leafed clover in the back garden a few weeks prior. I pulled it from my wallet, and I gave it to her, hugged her, kissed her on the head and went up to bed. 
I woke up to my grandad shouting my name. Uh, I’m hungover, give it a break will you. He shouted again; the sound of his voice was panic. I should have felt sad, shocked, anything when I went downstairs and saw her grey corpse, open mouthed lying on her back with lifeless eyes wide open staring at the ceiling. Instead, I was aware, awake and completely in the moment. My uncle, aunty and cousin all arrived within minutes. My uncle charged towards me and wrapped his hands around me and burst into tears. No one had ever seen him cry before, even his own son. After a moment he must have thought he appeared weak and jumped backwards, wiping his eyes. I had no time to grieve, I had to console everybody else. They all needed a calming presence. Grandad was jabbering on about everything and nothing like a talking head. That was his way of dealing with things, dancing around the issue and not dealing with it. 
I looked for the clover in the morning, but I couldn’t find it. A day later, I went for a walk. as I was plodding along a massive four leafed clover, just there, springing through the concrete. I picked it up and put it in my wallet. I still have it in my wallet to this day. One day, I was telling this story to a co-worker and as I was telling it, I found another four leafed clover that is also still in my wallet. A year later I was in my flat doing the washing. As I placed my boxer shorts on the washing line, the very four leafed clover that I had given my gran drifted onto the floor. Its funny life is sometimes
I went to work that day she died. I had to act as normal as a possibly could, after all, children are like sponges and I had watched my whole family avoid dealing with their problems my whole life. I’d learned a trick or two. But just like that, a tyrant had moved on to the next life. We were all free. Now what? 
Our family bare invisible scars, wounds that will take the rest of our lives to heal. Yet, this woman gave us the tools we need to succeed. She passed on to us her gifts of creativity. She taught us how to draw, how to learn, to appreciate beauty. But she never taught us the mentality, how to utilise and harness our creativity to craft the life we truly want. We are on our own with that one. I’d love to say that we all lived happily ever after. But our family is still suffering, still isolated, still traumatised and still in search of their own happiness. 
My mum ran away when we needed her the most and now has to live with that guilt, she tries to make amends by buying us things. My sister has become my gran, a tyrant to her own kids and partner and everybody around her. I try to see her kids as often as possible, teach them to express themselves, to chase their dreams and to think for themselves. Then she stops me from seeing them. My younger brother, who was still in primary school, is now struggling with loneliness. My grandad is still avoiding dealing with anything difficult, any kind of conflict within the family.
I always looked back and thought what a horrible woman. This nasty tyrant who fucked with all of our heads. Who poured beer on me as a child, who thumped my sister when she was pregnant, who screamed and wailed through the night like a terrible demon, not letting anybody sleep. I still can’t sleep.
I grew from a teenager into a man in a world of fighting, drinking, drugs and hopelessness. But there was always the hope of something more, no matter how ridiculous people said I sound when I said I wanted to change the world.
It wasn’t until I came to Lampeter that I was able to take a deep breath and relax. 
I wasn’t able to cry when I first came here. I hadn’t cried for many years. I’ve cried a lot since I have been here, sometimes for hours at a time. I’ve cried for that poor child I used to be. I cried for my cat that died of neglect because I had to leave him with my grandad when I moved here. For my brother and sister, lost and unable to find a way out of that world. For my poor gran who was quite clearly so damaged, so hurt, so alone.
My mum ran away from us, and my gran when I was 16, my sister 14 and my brother 8. I was an out-of-control teenager, raging with testosterone determined to throw my life away and on anti-depressants. I had always tried to raise my brother to be tough, to not feel any pain. I became the tyrant. Even if I Kyle’s best intentions at heart, when I look back. He needed love and support, so did Katrina. But I didn’t know how to love or how to support even myself. I did the best I could with the tools that I inherited. 
Some people can’t deal with the consequences of their actions, they cannot face themselves. However, if you cannot face yourself, you cannot forgive yourself. It is rare that a person is malevolent by nature, we are all victims of our environment. Our parent’s traumas are passed onto us and become our own trauma. But that does not mean that our fates are set in stone. We can choose to face our traumas, to face ourselves and to find that slither of treasure. The pain can be transformed into will and directed towards greater things. Those slithers of treasure can be a consoling arm around the shoulder when all seems lost.  
I’m glad that I didn’t go to China. It was turning down that opportunity inspired me to come to Lampeter and go to university. I’ve had the opportunity see a different way of life and observe a whole new world that I’d yet to explore, even if I can’t wrap my head around half of it! My journey is far from over. There is much more healing to do, many more lessons to learn and hopefully pass on to my dysfunctional and broken family, when they will listen to me. For the first time in my life, I am hopeful. No, more than hopeful. I know in my heart that I am going to build the life that I always dreamed of. 

Critical Essay
1091 words
For the creative piece I decided to experiment with narrative voice in the form of a memoire. Whilst practising the forms of narrative voice, I discovered that memoire writing flowed naturally to me and before I knew it there was no room for another creative piece. Therefore, this essay will concentrate on a single piece which I have titled ‘Granny’ with my grandmother as a focal part of the journey. 
Through this memoire I wanted to achieve a number of aims, the first of which was to have an avenue of expression for my own personal catharsis. As Julia Cameron writes in The Artist’s Way, ‘[y]our historic monsters are the building blocks of your core negative beliefs.’[footnoteRef:1] Furthermore, I wished to write something honest and intimate in order to inspire people to look within themselves. I did this by suggesting to the reader considering their own capacity to commit both acts of good and bad. [1:  Julia Cameron, The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity (Pan Books, 1995) pp. 38
] 

This essay will analyse the techniques, structure and narrative modes used within, before concluding as to whether I have adequately achieved my aims.
Dr Paul Williams states:
‘The journey to finding the right voice for a novel can be an arduous one.’[footnoteRef:2] Whilst experimenting with various modes of narrative voice, I came to the conclusion to write using an authentic voice. I was particularly inspired by reading Kelly Hudson’s Lowborn and George Orwell’s Collected Essays. In particular, I imitated Hudson’s sentence structure: [2:  Paul Williams, ‘Writing the Polyphonic Novel’, Writing in Practice Vol. 1 (2015),          <https://www.nawe.co.uk/DB/wip-editions/editions/writing-in-practice-vol-1.html> [accessed 19/02/23]
] 

‘I struggle to remember whole months of my childhood and youth. I don't remember what my auntie or great-grandma or even what the boy I lost my virginity to looked like in any detail. But Jimmy, my first 'uncle', I remember in crystal detail.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Kerry Hudson, Lowborn (London: Chatto and Windus, 2019) pp. 17-19.
] 

And mirrored it into my sentence:
‘I don’t remember what I did in the evening, I don’t remember what presents I got either. I do remember my mum letting me have the day off school though. I remember that she held my hand as we walked to the shop to buy a birthday cake, I felt safe and free.’
I decided to use a first-person narrator for the majority of the piece who would be reflecting on the past through storytelling. In practicing this form of narrative voice, I came to the conclusion that writing strictly from my own voice may prompt the reader to disassociate with the content. One of the techniques I used keep the reader immersed was by shifting into second person.
‘It’s a funny thing fear is. On the one hand it can suffocate you, freeze you on the spot as you allow acts of extreme cruelty to happen right before your very eyes.’
The reader is now placed into that difficult position themselves. We often consider only the acts that are committed against us. However, those of us who have been abused or neglected, will more often than not, find that they themselves have been subconsciously mimicking these same habits. By humanising those who have committed atrocities and not portraying them as monsters, but as human beings, suggests to the reader their own capacity to inflict harm on those we love. However, it is difficult and not everybody has ‘a power of facing unpleasant facts[.]’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  
  Orwell, George, Collected Essays, 2nd edition. (London: Secker & Warburg., 1968) pp. 435] 

When writing the structure, I decided to use traumatic stories of my childhood entwined with ‘glimmering gems of treasure’ in order to portray the conflicting emotions that are wrought through the story.’ I frequently shifted the story structure from a traumatic experience to comforting throughout, being very careful to make sure that my tensing is correctly utilised. I use this form of structuring to build up a sense of discomfort and then vice versa, in order to take the reader on an emotional rollercoaster. 
The piece begins with ‘the opportunity of a lifetime’, then switches between traumatic stories and pleasant stories. I also do this in order to portray Granny. Though she is described as a ‘tyrant’ I also show her to be ‘very creative’, teaching us about beautiful things in the world, exploring the complexity of character of Granny. The theme of duality is further emphasised by the hopeless and hopeful anecdotes prevalent throughout. The sense of an ‘opportunity of a lifetime’ to reoccur is brought full circle in the final paragraph ‘For the first time in my life, I am hopeful. No, more than hopeful. I know in my heart that I am going to build the life that I always dreamed of’.
I feel that Granny has done a good job of packing an emotional punch and has the potential to be an inspirational piece work. It is a powerful piece of writing; however, it is not without its flaws. I feel that structurally, there could be a few paragraphs that could be moved around or even left out. Through the redrafting process and with the advice of my peers, I have made a number of changes. For example, I removed the philosophical anecdotes that I had within. I feel like this made the work stronger as I instead looked to emphasis the emotional depth. 
Furthermore, I enjoy embedding humour into my work. However, for the same reason as above, I kept the humour to a minimum. I enjoy humour that can break you from the spell of a tragedy and so I kept in one of two humorous sentences. Upon further analysis, from both my peers and my own reflections, I found that I often tell more than show. Upon redrafting, this is something that I have kept a close eye on and looked to redraft when necessary.
 While there is still room for improvement, I think I did an adequate job of achieving my aims to write something beneficial. As Orwell writes, ‘every book is bound to be a failure, but I do know with clarity what book I want to write’(Orwell, p 442)[.] I have also put more effort into researching as ‘the outcomes from practice-based creative research can influence the ideas and actions of other practitioners as well as a wider community of interest.’[footnoteRef:5] I have worked more meticulously and researched much more and I feel that this is reflected in this piece.  [5:  Linda Candy, The Creative Reflective Practitioner: Research Through Making and Practice (Oxford: Routledge, 2019), p. 235] 
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