COMPOSITION TEXT TYPES

IMAGINATIVE

Autobiography

From Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt

My father and mother should have stayed in New York where they met and married and where I was born. Instead, they returned to Ireland when I was four, my brother, Malachy, three, the twins, Oliver and Eugene, barely one, and my sister, Margaret, dead and gone. 

When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at all. It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable Irish childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic childhood. 

People everywhere brag and whimper about the woes of their early years, but nothing can compare with the Irish version: the poverty; the shiftless loquacious alcoholic father; the pious defeated mother moaning by the fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the English and the terrible things they did to us for eight hundred long years. 

Above all — we were wet. 

Out in the Atlantic Ocean great sheets of rain gathered to drift slowly up the River Shannon and settle forever in Limerick. The rain dampened the city from the Feast of the Circumcision to New Year's Eve. It created a cacophony of hacking coughs, bronchial rattles, asthmatic wheezes, consumptive croaks. It turned noses into fountains, lungs into bacterial sponges. It provoked cures galore; to ease the catarrh you boiled onions in milk blackened with pepper; for the congested passages you made a paste of boiled flour and nettles, wrapped it in a rag, and slapped it, sizzling, on the chest. 

From October to April the walls of Limerick glistened with the damp. Clothes never dried: tweed and woollen coats housed living things, sometimes sprouted mysterious vegetations. In pubs, steam rose from damp bodies and garments to be inhaled with cigarette and pipe smoke laced with the stale fumes of spilled stout and whiskey and tinged with the odour of piss wafting in from the outdoor jakes where many a man puked up his week's wages. 

The rain drove us into the church — our refuge, our strength, our only dry place. At Mass, Benediction, novenas, we huddled in great damp clumps, dozing through priest drone, while steam rose again from our clothes to mingle with the sweetness of incense, flowers and candles. 

Limerick gained a reputation for piety, but we knew it was only the rain. 

Monologue

Context: From a new play, Promedy by Wade Bradford, this monologue is delivered by the normally bookish Beatrix Holiday, the 17-year old president of the student body. After her "ex-friend" deviously cancels the prom, Beatrix decides to find a way to bring back the end of the year dance. In this monologue, Beatrix explains to her fellow student why Prom means so much to her.

BEATRIX:
That's not true. Young women need the Prom. It's a rite of passage as sacred as getting your driver's license or buying your first bra. There are only a few things in life that are guaranteed to be glorious and memorable and sparkling with gowns and cummerbunds. Prom is the quintessential teenage experience. Think of the unlucky grown-ups and the elderly who lament the day they decided not to go to the Prom. It is a key ingredient to a happy and meaningful life. Prom is short for Promenade, a slow, gentle walk through a shady glen, and this beloved ceremony symbolizes our journey from the shadows of adolescence to the bright sunshine of the adult world with all its freedoms. And it may be the only chance I'll ever have to dance with a boy. Maybe I'll never have someone get down on their knee and Offer me a diamond ring. Maybe I'll never walk down the aisle with a smug look of bridal triumph. But it is my right, and the right of every plain, frumpy, book-wormish, soon-to-be librarian to have one night of Cinderella magic. Even if we have to go with our cousin, or our gay best friend from tap class, we will have a Prom. And you will help me.

Context: Curse of the Pharaoh's Kiss written by Wade Bradford is a full-length comedy set in 1930s Egypt. It is a comic homage to the Mummy movies and adventures serials of Hollywood's golden age. In this funny monologue for actresses (and actors who don't mind playing a female role), Veronica Melville is trapped in the tomb of an ancient pharaoh. To pass the time, she explains to the sailor she just met, Rodney Gunther, what she looks for in a "perfect man." 

VERONICA: 
What do I look for in a man? Oh, what every simple woman wants, I suppose. A man who is kind, and who is honest, unless of course his honesty would be unkind, then he should be diplomatic, but still firm, both in integrity and physique. He should be devilishly handsome and angelically humble. And whether it be the rolling seas or the towering skyscrapers, he should love his work, and love it even more when he rushes home to ask how my day has been. The sort of man who can laugh fondly at a memorial service, shed a tear at a wedding, and cry openly after making passionate love. As a lover we would be gentle but rough, ruggedly soft yet delicately rigid. He loves the great outdoors, animals, large families, and pasta. He enjoys wearing sweaters, despises the colour aqua-marine, and eats pineapple for breakfast every Sunday morning. He whistles show tunes, donates spare change to organ grinder monkeys, and makes a wish during every lunar eclipse. He has never known the pain of a broken heart, nor has he ever sprained his wrist while moving furniture, though he does suffer from tennis elbow and he gets dreadfully angry at crossword puzzles, and he has the sweetest smile in the entire world. (Pause.) Oh, and he's rich.
Diary / Journal

The Vampire Diaries: The Awakening and The Struggle 

September 4 

Dear Diary, 

Something awful is going to happen today. 

I don't know why I wrote that. It's crazy. There's no reason for me to be upset and every reason for me to be happy, but . . . 

But here I am at 5:30 in the morning, awake and scared. I keep telling myself it's just that I'm all messed up from the time difference between France and here. But that doesn't explain why I feel so scared. So lost. 

The day before yesterday, while Aunt Judith and Margaret and I were driving back from the airport, I had such a strange feeling. When we turned onto our street I suddenly thought, "Mom and Dad are waiting for us at home. I bet they'll be on the front porch or in the living room looking out the window. They must have missed me so much." 

I know. That sounds totally crazy. 

But even when I saw the house and the empty front porch I still felt that way. I ran up the steps and I tried the door and knocked with the knocker. And when Aunt Judith unlocked the door I burst inside and just stood in the hallway listening, expecting to hear Mom coming down the stairs or Dad calling from the den. 

Just then Aunt Judith let a suitcase crash down on the floor behind me and sighed a huge sigh and said, "We're home." And Margaret laughed. And the most horrible feeling I've ever felt in my life came over me. I've never felt so utterly and completely lost. 

Home. I'm home. Why does that sound like a lie? 

I was born here in Fell's Church. I've always lived in this house, always. This is my same old bedroom, with the scorch mark on the floorboards where Caroline and I tried to sneak cigarettes in 5th grade and nearly choked ourselves. I can look out the window and see the big quince tree Matt and the guys climbed up to crash my birthday slumber party two years ago. This is my bed, my chair, my dresser. 

But right now everything looks strange to me, as if I don't belong here. It's me that's out of place. And the worst thing is that I feel there's somewhere I do belong, but I just can't find it. 

I was too tired yesterday to go to Orientation. Meredith picked up my schedule for me, but I didn't feel like talking to her on the phone. Aunt Judith told everyone who called that I had jet lag and was sleeping, but she watched me at dinner with a funny look on her face. 

I've got to see the crowd today, though. We're supposed to meet in the parking lot before school. Is that why I'm scared? Am I frightened of them? 

Jonathan Harker's Journal from Dracula
3 May. Bistritz.--Left Munich at 8:35 P.M., on 1st May, arriving at Vienna early next morning; should have arrived at 6:46, but train was an hour late. Buda-Pesth seems a wonderful place, from the glimpse which I got of it from the train and the little I could walk through the streets. I feared to go very far from the station, as we had arrived late and would start as near the correct time as possible. 

The impression I had was that we were leaving the West and entering the East; the most western of splendid bridges over the Danube, which is here of noble width and depth, took us among the traditions of Turkish rule. 

We left in pretty good time, and came after nightfall to Klausenburgh. Here I stopped for the night at the Hotel Royale. I had for dinner, or rather supper, a chicken done up some way with red pepper, which was very good but thirsty. (Mem. get recipe for Mina.) I asked the waiter, and he said it was called "paprika hendl," and that, as it was a national dish, I should be able to get it anywhere along the Carpathians. 

I found my smattering of German very useful here, indeed, I don't know how I should be able to get on without it. 

Having had some time at my disposal when in London, I had visited the British Museum, and made search among the books and maps in the library regarding Transylvania; it had struck me that some foreknowledge of the country could hardly fail to have some importance in dealing with a nobleman of that country. I find that the district he named is in the extreme east of the country, just on the borders of three states, Transylvania, Moldavia, and Bukovina, in the midst of the Carpathian mountains; one of the wildest and least known portions of Europe. 

I was not able to light on any map or work giving the exact locality of the Castle Dracula, as there are no maps of this country as yet to compare with our own Ordance Survey Maps; but I found that Bistritz, the post town named by Count Dracula, is a fairly well-known place. I shall enter here some of my notes, as they may refresh my memory when I talk over my travels with Mina. 

In the population of Transylvania there are four distinct nationalities: Saxons in the South, and mixed with them the Wallachs, who are the descendants of the Dacians; Magyars in the West, and Szekelys in the East and North. I am going among the latter, who claim to be descended from Attila and the Huns. This may be so, for when the Magyars conquered the country in the eleventh century they found the Huns settled in it. 

I read that every known superstition in the world is gathered into the horseshoe of the Carpathians, as if it were the centre of some sort of imaginative whirlpool; if so my stay may be very interesting. (Mem., I must ask the Count all about them.)
Travel Writing

Just Back: on Nepal's Sacred Peaks

Rachel Chambers wins this week's travel writing competition for her account of trekking in Nepal's Annapurna mountains. 
'The Gurung people revere the Annapurna range as sacred to the Goddess of Harvests - and it is easy to understand why' 

We leave Deurali village at 6am. The sky is ash-grey and the cook is sound asleep in the lodge’s cramped kitchen, curled snugly among his charcoaled pots and pans. There is snow in the wind, a bite in the air, and I splash my face sparingly with mountain water. 
Deepak, our guide, follows my ablutions with interest, a red yak’s wool hat pulled low over his ears. He has been up since five, eating Tibetan bread and gossiping with the porters, who trudge uphill in flip-flops and huddle to sleep in the bug-infested “dining room” while we, paying guests, rent mildewed blankets and wear our thermal underwear to bed. 

As we ascend, the sky brightens and on the frozen summit of Machapuchare, the fishtail mountain, we catch a minnow glint of sunshine, a momentary gleam that spreads and deepens until the whole ridge basks in a rich autumnal glow. The Gurung people, native to this region, revere the Annapurna range as sacred to the Goddess of Harvests, and in the bountiful morning light it is easy to understand why. 

This high up, the air seems thinner, more refined, and I can’t help but feel that my occasional breathlessness is due more to wonder than mountain sickness – for who would not feel lightheaded in the presence of such majesty? 

As we climb, the gorge widens and we cross the swirling melt water on a creaky metal bridge that has been shored up with stone slabs. 

“One month ago, there is avalanche,” Deepak confides. He points out the old path – a well-marked trail that collapses suddenly into a chaos of slipped earth and rock. It is not an encouraging sight. 

Looking around, I feel that the overhanging cliffs could loosen their grip at any moment, sighing and slackening and swallowing us into oblivion. By the time we reach Machapuchare Base Camp, we are gasping for a cup of tea. 

The sun has grown warm and the mountains look pageant-gay as they line up against the cobalt sky. On such a day, it is easy to forget that Annapurna has a fatality rate four times higher than that of Everest. 

We reach Annapurna Base Camp at 1.30pm and picnic beneath a cirque of heavenly peaks. Tibetan prayer flags ripple, strung across the many memorials to climbers and mountaineers who have perished on their pilgrimage to Annapurna. 

Above our heads, the summit glistens like a knife blade or a sheaf of freshly cut wheat, its hewn features changing with every shift of light. 

As I kneel to take a photograph, I am struck afresh by the dangerous allure of such a landmark and, although I feel satisfied to end my own journey here, I can fully appreciate the sacrifices that one might make in the name of such ferocious beauty. 

“Ree-chel!” Deepak stands in the distance, waving his red hat. “You wan’ masala tea?” 

“Yes, please,” I shout, and stroll downhill to base camp and a biscuit. 

Narrative
Hit and Run

Nigel grabs his glass, and stares into the sun filled room, like a seaman searching for land. Not for the first time in a couple of years he’s scowling deeply. Their oscillating relationship had begun in this sunlit space. Thinking back, he loses count of the times since then they have tried to draw a line; to move on; to get on with their lives. 
The light now is exactly as that day two years before; low autumn rays splaying fans across the carpet. The quiet too is the same. He notices usually hidden sounds - heating thermostat ticking; water pumping to radiators; wall clock scratching. They had kissed in this light; made love in this quiet; caressed each other’s goose bumps. Afterwards, they had stared for ages at the slanting sunlight stretched tight across their strewn clothing. 
Gazing now at the carpet pattern that had framed their entwined bodies, Nigel feels again the sense of loss, like a stiletto between the ribs. He has to be with Nicky again, he thinks; and this time for good.
He turns back to his PC screen and feels another rush of adrenalin. How Nicky will react after all this time is uncertain. But Nigel is sure it will have an impact; he knows the buttons to press too well. He taps out the last few lines and attaches it to an email. Please see attached. We need to talk. Don’t reply to this email, I will ring or text x. Then, with a flurry of adept mouse-clicks he obliterates any record his proposition. 
Leaning backwards in the chair Nigel knocks back his whisky, sucking every last drop of the smoky Laphroaig through the ice. He thinks of Celia. Of ten years spent furnishing their house; of buying art he couldn’t afford; of dinner parties with ‘influential’ people. Not for much longer, he thinks. Soon he will be free.
He pushes himself upright and strides out of the study, leather soles breaking the silence like a slow hand-clap. Four slender fingers and a silver-ringed thumb drag back through his dark, still thick hair, then ruffle the front and pull a couple of wisps between his full, arched eyebrows. He glides past limited edition prints, down the polished pine hall to the kitchen. As he pours more whisky, Nigel smiles faintly. Celia hates the smell of this stuff, she calls it creosote.
He glances at his watch; Celia will soon be leaving the office for her usual walk home. Sliding out his mobile he dabs a text message: Pls b at our spot in 1 hr x. He presses Send, deletes the message from Sent Items, then slings back the Laphroaig and heads for the front door, grabbing his car keys on the way out.
Nicky stares at the flat-screen monitor. It had taken a while to drum up the courage to open Nigel’s email. The first thought had been: I wonder how long since the particular pixels that spell out Nigel’s name have lined themselves up on this monitor? Six months? Since then, life has been like crawling out of a deep pit. Inch by agonising inch. Drinking and smoking too much; and spending more time than is healthy with the wrong men. Nicky has at times been too close to cracking up for comfort.
But it has been a recovery of sorts, and the sunny uplands of a half normal life are now in sight. At least until now.
The last two years play back like a slide-show. Nigel is basically a nice guy. He’s good-looking (those grey eyes!). But every time they got back together it had seemed to be more because he needed the buzz of the relationship than the love or even the sex. In the end Nicky had felt like another of Nigel’s extreme sports. Got to get back out on the slopes. Got to go diving. Got to get back with Nicky. Eventually, the emotional cost of being with Nigel rose above Nicky’s ability to pay.
Focusing on the bad times has helped the rehabilitation. An affair with a married man had seemed exciting at first. The reality was very different - like a continuous shuttle flight from London to Newcastle struggling out of oppressive gloom for a snatched glimpse of sun and deep blue sky, before sliding inexorably back beneath impenetrable cloud cover. And every descent had taken Nicky lower than the last.
But Nigel’s letter is clever. It brings back the best times. Those business lunches when they’d first met; the laughs; that first meeting at his house; his study carpet. Reading it through again, as on many previous occasions, ‘maybe this time’ thoughts begin to surface. There’s something different in Nigel’s tone, with fewer get-out clauses than in the past. And a promise to ‘finally deal with the Celia issue’. 
The day dream is splintered by the Nokia on the desk. After reading the text, Nicky rings through to his secretary. ‘Deirdre I have some really heavy writing to get finished. Can you make sure I’m not disturbed for a couple of hours?’. 
So, once again a summons from Nigel trumps everything else. The usual spot it is then; a pitch-dark lay-by in the woods. How fitting.
Nicky gets together a few things, pulls on some gloves and slips out through a connecting door into Simon the architect’s office. Simon won’t be back until late; the keys to his 4X4 are on the desk, Nicky hesitates briefly then picks them up and drops them into his pocket.
Celia steps out of her office and sniffs deeply at the cool, clean air. It’s getting dark at ground level, but the sky to the west still offers defiant rays of late sun. She relishes the walk home along the winding lanes that criss-cross the wooded slopes above town. 
This evening though she is especially buoyant as she trudges down the hill. She has come to a decision: to leave Nigel. She even says it out loud a couple of times, just to make it feel more real: ‘I am leaving Nigel!’
Celia wonders to herself why this realisation has taken so long to materialise. She tries to isolate the moment she knew it was over. They had met at university. They had become attached. That was it! They became an item out of habit, out of lethargy about doing anything different. Just before they got married she had come across a guy from university she’d always fancied. There was a brief fling, but by then ‘Celia and Nigel’ had an unstoppable momentum and inevitably they’d tied the knot.
She isn’t angry or bitter. Nigel’s a nice guy. He has just never connected with her as a person. Celia stops walking for a moment to take in this stark and now blindingly obvious realisation. Shaking her head she pulls out her trusty torch and snaps it on before striding ahead.
He is unbelievably selfish, she thinks. Skiing trips on his own; diving in Cornwall; that ill-afforded car – she called it his MenoPorshe. She realises there is no single moment to identify. Like the furring of a kettle, the conviction that it is all going nowhere has accumulated slowly.
Recently she’d met again with ‘brief fling’ guy. He had got hold of her email address from somewhere. A couple of times they met for drinks. They spent an afternoon reminiscing in a hotel room. She has no illusions about where that’s all going, but it seems to open a doorway into another life that will slam shut in front of her if she hesitates.
These thoughts convect round her head as her shadow ahead darkens and stretches out in approaching headlights. She edges into the side of the road. Better safe than sorry, she thinks.
A car bursts round the bend; the two part harmony of rubber and tarmac building to a crescendo. White lines stream in like tracer fire as a lone pedestrian standing in a lay-by comes into view. 
At the point of impact both femurs are shattered by the front bumper. Milliseconds later the bonnet thrusts shards of rib through liver, lung and major vessels. Finally the windscreen slaps the bones of the skull deep into previously thinking brain tissue.
Simon the architect’s 4x4 roars away from the lay-by. The driver is sobbing uncontrollably, but his relief is washing in like a rip tide. The obstruction to his future happiness has been removed; he will not be descending again into that deep pit. Nicky wipes his eyes and heads back towards the office. When he has parked up he will dump his gloves in a waste bin, just in case. Then he’ll re-enter through Simon’s room to emerge from his own office and wish Deidre good night before heading home.
Celia turns into her drive and strides, full of anticipation, up to her front door. In the lay-by, two grey eyes stare unseeing into the darkening sky as the nails of four slender fingers and a silver-ringed thumb turn a deathly blue.

The Scapegoat

The two girls waited for the coast to clear. Sarah sat on the closed toilet seat and cuddled her stockinged knees to her chest. Through the dark hair that fell about her face she could see Kay propped against the cubicle door, arms crossed and head slightly inclined. Sarah knew she was listening for signs that the corridors were empty. For the last few moments or so, nobody had walked past; all Sarah could hear was the rattling of the pipes and the rhythmic dripping of a tap. Soon it would be time to go.

Sarah's mouth felt dry. She felt the need to say something to dispel the tension. 'What if we get caught?'

'We won't,' Kay replied. She nibbled the nail on her right index finger, a sure sign that she was deep in thought. 'When the time comes just keep close. You'll be fine.'

The knot of tension in Sarah's stomach twisted again and she rubbed clammy palms together. Kay, as usual, looked unruffled. Her school uniform was impeccable, her blonde hair pulled up into a neat ponytail. Kay was always so self-possessed: she seemed to know everything, and always made even the riskiest of pranks appealing. Sarah, small, dark and slightly plump, had never been part of the popular crowd, so it was flattering when Kay asked her to be involved in her schemes. She had let Kay copy her homework, raided the store cupboard for her, even graffitied one of the school climbing frames in return for an approving smile. None of it had bothered her overmuch. If Kay was the ringleader, then everything was all right. It was Kay, after all.

Disloyal as it seemed, Sarah couldn't help having her doubts this time. Yes, assemblies were dull; and yes, it was true few teachers bothered to check that all their pupils came in and out of the great hall. The two of them would likely have up to an hour to roam the streets, fill their satchels with sherbert fountains, ice creams and Sweet Seventeen magazines, then slip back unnoticed into the school grounds. Kay had made it sound like so much fun. Faced with the reality of it, however, Sarah was starting to feel that skiving off school was going too far.

Sarah wriggled her toes in her scuffed black shoes and stared up at the cracks in the white ceiling. School bathrooms were always the same: bleak and characterless, they reeked of disinfectant and cheap toilet paper. 'Maybe this isn't such a good idea...'

'You can go back and explain to Mrs Davis if you like,' Kay said, without looking up. That effectively put the end to Sarah's protests. Rumour whispered that the deputy head teacher once assigned a pupil detention for six hours for putting bubblegum on the seat of her chair. Nobody crossed Mrs Davis, and no-one went to speak to her unless they absolutely had to.

The noise from outside had completely died away now. It had been a while since Sarah had heard any talking, shrieking, laughing, or shuffling of feet from the hallway. Kay tipped her head to one side and set her lips together in a satisfied smile. 'I think it's time. Are you ready?'

'Yes,' Sarah lied.

'Then follow me. Remember: keep close.'

They slipped out of the bathroom into the broad, high-ceilinged corridor. Kay moved with sinuous grace; her rubber-soled shoes hardly made a sound. Sarah felt clumsy in comparison, but followed as surreptitiously as she could manage. She felt as though every step she made echoed off the walls, and she was sure they could be heard as far away as the assembly hall. Kay clearly throve on the danger. As they neared the back door she spun round on her toes and put a long finger to her mouth, brown eyes dancing. Sarah did not need to be told to be quiet, but she wished her heart had taken heed of the warning. It seemed to thump louder and louder every second.

For a moment it looked like they were going to make it. Sarah could almost feel the doorhandle in her hand. She could taste the freedom on the breeze, and she was already starting to look forward to the ice cream she would buy at the corner shop when someone gripped her, hard, by the shoulder. 'What do you think you're doing?'

Sarah knew the voice well, and as usual the sound of it turned her knees to water. She had neither need nor inclination to turn round to face the long-boned face with the glasses and short, curly iron hair. Mrs. Davis. Kay whipped round and made a small, frustrated noise. 

'What are you doing?' Mrs. Davis repeated, her fury echoing in every long vowel of her Welsh accent. 'Where do you think you're going? Why are you not with your class?'

'Please, Mrs Davis, we just came from the bathroom,' Sarah stammered. 'We were on our way to assembly, honestly we were--'

It didn't sound convincing, even to her own ears. The assembly hall was on the other side of the building. Sarah could hear Mrs Davis's breathing quicken as though in preparation for a tirade. She closed her eyes painfully, ready to let it all wash over her, when she heard Kay's soft voice interrupt.

'I'm so sorry, Mrs Davis, but this is all my fault.'

The relief flooded Sarah's body. Of course: how could she have been so stupid? She had forgotten that she and Kay were in this together. Kay had such a wonderful way with words. She could explain away anything. Surely once she had apologised to Mrs Davis everything would be all right. They would not get away without punishment, but with any luck coming clean would ensure it would be mild.

'It's all my fault,' Kay said, her hands clasped together, chewing on her bottom lip in a preoccupied manner. 'I could have stopped her but I wasn't able to persuade her. I knew it wasn't a good idea but I thought the best thing to do would be to go with her and make sure she came to no harm. It wasn't great thinking, I see that, and I'm sorry. Really, I am.'

She turned her brown eyes to Sarah and they were empty of anything save heartfelt pity. It was as though her best friend had been suddenly replaced by a stranger. Sarah had frozen in shock at Kay's words. At first she had not been able to believe what she was hearing; her second thought was that Mrs Davis would not believe it, either. To her dismay, however, she felt the deputy head's fingers tighten their grip round her shoulder. 'Is that so?'

'It's not true,' Sarah blurted, but Kay's natural ability to lie fluidly had carried the day. The anger in Mrs Davis's next words chilled her.

'I think Mrs Armstrong will be the judge of that! Kay, go back to your class. Sarah, you come with me. I had expected better of you.'

Sarah lost sight of Kay at the corner of the corridor as Mrs Davis marched her to the headmistress's office, like a tall grey-haired prison guard. Kay still stood with her hands gripped together in her skirts, the expression of terrified pity firmly soldered to her face, playing her part to the last.

Idol

It was the first time she’d had doubts about the plan. Since the day Eve and her met, Charlotte had decided to trust her, and just like she always did she’d followed her almost blindly into the mess they had put themselves in. Still, she had to admit it didn’t seem such a bad idea at first; it was an escapade, an adventure, a master plan to change their lives. And to be honest, at least to that purpose, it had worked.
She could hardly remember living with her mother three months before. Her mother’s life consisted in a chain of relationships with abusive men, drinking and the challenge to hold a job longer than a week. All that required a lot of time, so Charlotte was left to take care of herself, and she had easily learnt how to. She would wake up late in the afternoon, walk around the city aimlessly until dark and then meet her friends at The Hole. The Hole was a club were rock bands played almost every day and her so-called friends were those who like her, spent night after night there. Trite conversations, struggling to talk over the deafening sound of the loudspeakers, lustful glances through the smoke that filled the place, ending in alcohol-fuelled declarations of never-ending friendship and love.
She had met Eve there. She remembered the exact date because she had been waiting for that night to come for so long. The 10th of May her favourite band, Dementia, was playing at The Hole. She had been a fan since she was 13, when they’d first started playing four years ago and that would be the seventh time she’d seen them live. She was there early to be right in front, were she could get a good view of Rick, the lead singer. If Charlotte admitted there was such thing as the man of her dreams, it would definitely be him. Rick filled her thoughts, her dreams and her fantasies just like his pictures filled every space on her bedroom walls. He was tall, dark and very thin. A lifestyle of touring and taking every drug available was the explanation for his thinness and the shine in his eyes. It was also the reason why, after a hit single and a published album, the band was playing in such a small venue as The Hole. After continuous scandals on the tabloids, fights between band members and three years without any new material, everyone seemed to think they had lost it. Except Charlotte, of course.
Eve turned out to be as obsessed as her. They had met in the front row of the audience and spent the rest of the night commenting on just how great Dementia was, the best band ever, talking about how much every song meant, longing for Rick to look at them, to just notice them for a second. And that was how it all began.
They had started hanging out together after that night and one rainy afternoon as they walked around a supermarket to kill time Eve had told her about the plan. She had come up with an idea to kidnap Rick. It sounded crazy but she was convinced no one would take care of him like they would. It wasn’t your typical kidnapping and asking for a ransom, they would only hold him back until he was better, off drugs and writing new songs again. They would be helping him, there was nothing wrong about it and he would most surely thank them for it in the end. The more they talked about it, the more it seemed the best idea ever, and the girls hugged, happy to share such a great purpose. Shoppers walking by looked at them, intrigued by the two weird teenagers who were hugging each other so excitedly next to the milk cartons.
It was clear that weren’t going to do it by force. Both of them were small and thin and looked much younger than their age. Charlotte always wore a torn ballerina skirt and military boots which made her seem innocent yet mildly threatening and although Eve was much more womanly, she disguised her curves under layers of strictly black clothing. They would have to use their minds, and in the end, it turned out to be much easier than it seemed.
They pretended to be preparing an article about the band and contacted him for an interview. They asked him over to Eve’s apartment, which they had properly disguised as some sort of magazine headquarters, and after asking him about the long-awaited new album, Charlotte pointed a gun at him. It was a heavy old-fashioned gun her mother kept in the top drawer of her dresser. She never noticed Charlotte had taken it, nor could she imagine how natural it had felt for her daughter to point a gun at someone. It had really been as simple as that.
The first few days had been the hardest, getting used to Eve’s apartment, the room they had prepared to keep him in, taking turns to keep an eye on Rick. He was too resigned or too doped out to fight back at all, and they almost forgot he was meant to be their prisoner. He was probably glad to have an excuse to get away from all the troubles he was going through with the band. No one found him missing either, they were all used to him disappearing and leaving them stranded mid-tour.
After a few weeks he started to open up to them. He would tell them anything that went through his mind, and the girls would listen with their eyes wide open, like little children listen to storytellers. He had definitely lacked someone to talk to, and to be honest, these girls had paid more attention and cared more about him than anyone had in those last few years. Fame, although if it was only temporary and brief, had left him with a bittersweet feeling of loneliness and isolation under the spotlight, even while he was being surrounded by crowds.
Charlotte and Eve soon forgot that the plan had to end somehow and started spiralling down into an emotional well, trying to capture his attention with every word and every gesture. To please him, to feel approved by the person they had idolised and who in their eyes had turned out to be even more perfect that they could have imagined. It started turning into a permanent competition for his affection, to be the one who cared most, his favourite captor. Love or obsession is something hard to measure, but only one of them could win at that game.
And it turned out to be Eve. Charlotte would wake up after it was her turn to rest and find Rick in the other’s arms. Laughing, at their own jokes, in their own universe into which she was never invited. Once more, Charlotte was the one left out. But this time it hurt more than it had ever hurt before. She had believed he was the only one who could ever understand her. Every interview she’d read or heard, every newspaper clipping about him she had cut out and kept sacredly, had made her sure he had to be her soul mate. And those days with him, all those hours watching him, feeding him, feeling him so close, had only convinced her that she had always been right. Seeing him being taken by someone else in front of her eyes felt like a sharp pain in her chest, which travelled all through her body leaving her helpless and numb.
The situation got worse with time. Eve and Rick would act as if she wasn’t there at all. They would even sleep together while Charlotte, when it was time for her watch, had to sit awake looking at them. Their heads so close together, dreaming of worlds she wasn’t a part of, their deep rhythmic breathing drilling into her brain. Only then had Charlotte started to have doubts about the plan. She had been too naive not to realise before. Eve had used her and betrayed her in the worst way possible. And he had lost him forever.
Charlotte considered leaving, going back to her mother’s, to feeling miserable and forgotten, but it would be different. Until then, she had always had the comfort that he could be hers one day, that he would finally know they were meant for each other. There was no hope for her now and deep inside her, despair had started to take over. Jealousy is a blinding emotion; it leads us to things we would have never admitted to be capable of.
The gun felt cold and much heavier than the first time. A small ray of moonlight came in through a window and made the barrel glitter as she crossed the corridor into the room where they slept soundly holding each other. If she couldn’t have him, if they weren’t meant to be together, no one else should. Charlotte fired the gun twice and didn’t miss once. As blood trickled to the floor, still warm and bright red, she looked at the smile still on his face. The same smile he had on all the pictures in the posters she had daydreamed about. Thinking about it, she rested the gun on her temple and fired the last shot. She knew that she would never be alone anymore, that now he would never leave her.

Descriptive

A Friendly Clown

On one corner of my dresser sits a smiling toy clown on a tiny unicycle--a gift I received last Christmas from a close friend. The clown's short yellow hair, made of yarn, covers its ears but is parted above the eyes. The blue eyes are outlined in black with thin, dark lashes flowing from the brows. It has cherry-red cheeks, nose, and lips, and its broad grin disappears into the wide, white ruffle around its neck. The clown wears a fluffy, two-tone nylon costume. The left side of the outfit is light blue, and the right side is red. The two colours merge in a dark line that runs down the centre of the small outfit. Surrounding its ankles and disguising its long black shoes are big pink bows. The white spokes on the wheels of the unicycle gather in the centre and expand to the black tire so that the wheel somewhat resembles the inner half of a grapefruit. The clown and unicycle together stand about a foot high. As a cherished gift from my good friend Tran, this colourful figure greets me with a smile every time I enter my room.

The Blond Guitar

My most valuable possession is an old, slightly warped blond guitar--the first instrument I taught myself how to play. It's nothing fancy, just a Madeira folk guitar, all scuffed and scratched and finger-printed. At the top is a bramble of copper-wound strings, each one hooked through the eye of a silver tuning key. The strings are stretched down a long, slim neck, its frets tarnished, the wood worn by years of fingers pressing chords and picking notes. The body of the Madeira is shaped like an enormous yellow pear, one that was slightly damaged in shipping. The blond wood has been chipped and gouged to grey, particularly where the pick guard fell off years ago. No, it's not a beautiful instrument, but it still lets me make music, and for that I will always treasure it.

Gregory

Gregory is my beautiful grey Persian cat. He walks with pride and grace, performing a dance of disdain as he slowly lifts and lowers each paw with the delicacy of a ballet dancer. His pride, however, does not extend to his appearance, for he spends most of his time indoors watching television and growing fat. He enjoys TV commercials, especially those for Meow Mix and 9 Lives. His familiarity with cat food commercials has led him to reject generic brands of cat food in favour of only the most expensive brands. Gregory is as finicky about visitors as he is about what he eats, befriending some and repelling others. He may snuggle up against your ankle, begging to be petted, or he may imitate a skunk and stain your favourite trousers. Gregory does not do this to establish his territory, as many cat experts think, but to humiliate me because he is jealous of my friends. After my guests have fled, I look at the old fleabag snoozing and smiling to himself in front of the television set, and I have to forgive him for his obnoxious, but endearing, habits.

The Magic Metal Tube

Once in a long while, four times so far for me, my mother brings out the metal tube that holds her medical diploma. On the tube are gold circles crossed with seven red lines each--"joy" ideographs in abstract. There are also little flowers that look like gears for a gold machine. According to the scraps of labels with Chinese and American addresses, stamps, and postmarks, the family airmailed the can from Hong Kong in 1950. It got crushed in the middle, and whoever tried to peel the labels off stopped because the red and gold paint come off too, leaving silver scratches that rust. Somebody tried to pry the end off before discovering that the tube falls apart. When I open it, the smell of China flies out, a thousand-year-old bat flying heavy-headed out of the Chinese caverns where bats are as white as dust, a smell that comes from long ago, far back in the brain.

