Imaginative writing unit
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Imaginative writing



As a writer, you want your audience to hang on to your every word and to experience the scene exactly as you did. An effective description helps your reader feel the scene as well as picture it. However, you need to create a full impression of a person, place or thing by using key elements of description in your writing to make it come alive.

When writing a piece of imaginative writing there are certain techniques you can use. These are:

· Your purpose and audience

· Senses

· Similes

· Metaphors

· Personification

· Hyperbole

· Repetition

· Alliteration

· Onomatopoeia

· Vocabulary / word choice

· Sentence structure

· Punctuation

· Character

· Setting

· Openings

· Third person or first person narratives

· Monologue / dialogue

· Plot

· Complication or conflict

· Endings

· Genre markers

· Theme/Message

This unit will deal with each of these points in turn looking at how they can be effective, and getting you to attempt to use some of them in your own imaginative writing.

Purpose

When writing it is important to bear in mind the purpose of your story; that is to entertain your reader. When finished your piece of writing you need to think or ask yourself, ‘is it entertaining?’
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The Senses

Sight


In imaginative writing it is important to concentrate on conveying how things look so your readers can imagine them in their minds eye. You need to convey as forcefully as possible the look of what you are describing.

Including the colours of things you are describing can help this. Try to be imaginative when describing colours, e.g. red / maroon/ scarlet / crimson? Which is more effective? ‘Her lips were bright red’ or ‘Her lips were a lush deep crimson?’  

The more specific colours you use will help to make your writing more vivid.
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Hearing




Your imaginative writing will be richer if you capture the sounds involved in the scene, e.g. if you are describing a football match you could mention the roars of the fans in the stadium.  Think about using varied and interesting words to describe the sounds, e.g. chiming / booming / shrill.
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Smell



Your writing can be made more interesting and vivid by also mentioning the smell, e.g. ‘the tang of the seaside.’
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Taste and Touch





By including descriptions of the taste and touch will make your writing more appealing for your reader.
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TASK: Following is a passage from Skellig by David Almond. Underline all of the senses he mentions, you could use a different colour for each sense.

Something little and black scuttled across the floor. The door creaked and cracked for a moment before it was still. Dust poured through the torch beam. Something scratched and scratched in a corner. I tiptoed further in and felt spider webs breaking on my brow. Everything was packed in tight – ancient furniture, kitchen units, rolled up carpets, pipes and creates and planks. I kept ducking down under the hosepipes and ropes and kit bags that hung from the roof. More cobwebs snapped on my clothes and skin. The floor was broken and crumbly. I opened and cupboard an inch, shone the torch in and saw a million woodlice scattering away. I peered down into a great stone jar and saw the bones of some little animal that had died in there. Dead bluebottles were everywhere. There were ancient newspapers and magazines. I shone the torch onto one and saw it came from nearly fifty years ago. I moved so carefully. I was scared. I was scared every moment that the whole thing was going to collapse. There was dust clogging my throat and nose. I knew they’d be yelling for me soon and I knew I’d better get out. I leaned across a heap of tea chests and shone the torch into the space behind and that’s when I saw him.

I thought he was dead. He was sitting with his legs stretched out, and his head tipped back against the wall. He was covered in dust and webs like everything else and his face was thin and pale. Dead bluebottles were scattered on his hair and shoulders. I shone the torch on his white face and black suit.

Look at the atmosphere Almond creates by using his senses. He effectively creates a vivid picture in his reader’s minds.

The Senses and Setting

Describing the setting is important in imaginative writing. The setting is where and when the story takes place: where the plot occurs.

The setting can help you to create an atmosphere and mood. You need to think of descriptive words to help you build up your setting.
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Task: Can you think of anything you have read where the story uses setting to build an atmosphere? E.g. gothic castles and dark forests create a spooky atmosphere.
	Look at the images from the game ‘Myst’. Make notes under the headings below as you are going to describe the setting that you see, by appealing to the senses.
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	What I can see:
	What I can smell:
	What I can taste:

	
	
	

	What I can feel:
	What I can touch:
	What I can hear:

	
	
	


	Task: Write a highly descriptive opening paragraph of a story describing the landscape using the senses and a variety of vocabulary. 




Task: As a class write a word bank that we can all use in our imaginative writing. Think of words to describe characters, the senses, colours, the weather, and feelings. 

 Use a thesaurus to help you.

Figurative Language

When a writer creates pictures through words they are making images. Images are crucial in descriptive writing. Using figurative language makes written images. Figurative language includes the following:

Simile – What is a simile?
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A comparison using ‘like’ or ‘as.’ 

Example – the prisoner ran for safety as a fox runs when perused by hounds.

The prisoner and fox are very different, but they have one thing in common, their eagerness to escape pursuit. By using this simile, the reader feels their sense of urgency.

Example- An old woman’s complexion like a dried up waterbed.

The reader can imagine the deep cracks and wrinkles that criss-cross the old lady’s face.

Can you think of any more examples? Try and think of new, interesting rather than clichéd similes.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Metaphor- what is it?

A metaphor is like a simile but instead of saying one thing is like another, it says one thing actually is another. In other words it makes a direct comparison, e.g. children of the night.

Can you think of any more examples?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

[image: image14.wmf]Personification – what is it? 

Personification is when you give inanimate objects or ideas 

human qualities, e.g. the sun smiled happily down on us, or 
the wind moaned through the trees.

Can you think of any more examples?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Hyperbole – what is it? 

Hyperbole is exaggeration. It is very effective for emphasis, e.g. without a single speck of colour about him.
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Task: copy and complete the table identifying the figures of speech with letters:

· S for simile

· M for metaphor

· P for personification

· H for hyperbole

1. The speech was without a doubt the funniest thing ever.
2. [image: image16.jpg]
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Long quivering shadows were on the walls 

3. This place was as cold as ice

4. [image: image18.jpg]


A table was spread with every possible food I could think of
5. [image: image19.jpg]


The music was divine 

6. [image: image20.jpg]-



The chair groaned from the weight 

7. [image: image21.jpg]


The city hummed and sang with noise 

[image: image22.emf]Task:  The following paragraph comes from The House on the Hill by Eileen Dunlop. With a partner, try and find the examples of figurative language she uses, say what it’s called, and explain what it makes you think of. 

The first one has been done for you.

Now it was November. Fireworks had their season, wet yellow leaves lay like skin on the pavements of Knightshill, and glistening black trees were everywhere adrip. Each afternoon, fawnish fog slipped up the river, blanketing the low lying parts of the city, and coiling lazily upwards into Wysteria Avenue. The old gothic mansions took on the appearance of castles in a ghost story, with their pointed roofs and ornamental turrets wrapped in gauzy scarves of mist. In the garden of The Mount, every tree wept sadly. 

Image:

‘Leaves lay like skin on the pavements’


Technique:

Simile


Explanation

Leaves are clinging so tightly to the pavement they make a skin like the one that covers a person’s bones.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Repetition

Writers use repetition frequently in a story to catch the reader’s attention.
Alliteration- what is it?

Alliteration is when a writer repeats a consonant sound.

Example – dropped and danced / glittering gold

Can you think of any more examples?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Onomatopoeia – what is it?

Where the sound of a word suggests its meaning.

Example – wisp / glint / sizzled

Can you think of any more examples?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Task: You have now learned how writers use figurative language to make their writing more appealing and vivid.

Look at the following example that was written by an S3 student. Underline and label all of the examples of figurative language. You should consider – simile, metaphor, personification, hyperbole, repetition, alliteration and onomatopoeia.

The Church Fire

A dark wisp of smoke curled itself around the weathervane like a boa constrictor. It slowly thickened then out of the steeple could be seen a glint of orange and red, like the eye of a daemon. The flames licked around the roof tiles, leaving burning kisses that sizzled.

A huge serpent slid from window to window. The stained glass saints screeched as they were burnt in hell. Light crisp petals of heat dropped and danced over the crimson alter curtains, leaving their steaming footprints. A veil of black gauze sipped through the cracks in the brickwork like perspiration.

The fire engines blasted from all directions – too late, too late, too late.

A yellow force field emerged around the Holy sanctuary, engulfing all in sight into its furnace heart. Burning, burning, burning, eating, biting, digesting.

A white heat spread around. After a long time the remains of the barbeque could be seen. The holy chalices, pews and candlesticks, like remains of a Roman funeral pyre.

One beam was left standing like a solitary obelisk among its charred companions. The crusty earth steamed. Withered dry shrubbery lay struned on the parched ground.

Smoggy black gravestones lay in their rows like decaying teeth. The once neat green pastures were now scorched battlefields. The glittering gold contents of the pompous stone building were now dull frazzled pieces of worthless metal. An old man in a white collar sat digging up the embers to salvage his life.

The fire was out!

Vocabulary / Word Choice

To make your imaginative writing more appealing, it is important to use fresh, vivid and exciting words to help express your meaning, for example, instead of using ‘smile’ you could use ‘smirk’ or ‘grin.’

Look at the difference:

‘The girl walked down the road’



or






‘The girl skipped down the road.’

Which example sounds better?

The second example conveys more about her mood and the atmosphere of the story.


Task: The following gives a list of ten subjects who might ‘walk’ down a road. Along side them are ten synonyms for walked. Match the most appropriate verb with each subject.

1. The cripple 

sauntered

2. The drunk


shuffled

3. The lame boy

staggered

4. The fierce dog

strolled

5. The youth 

marched

6. The tramp 

stalked

7. The army cadets
 
strode

8. The hiker


lurched

9. The tourist

limped

10. The ghost

drifted

Task:  when you describe the size of something, you will probably call it ‘big’ or ‘small.’ However, you could use other adjectives with a similar meaning to make your writing more interesting; there is a wide range of adjectives denoting size. 

Compile a list of these adjectives. You should be able to think of about 25 words quite easily.


Big
Small





Task: Here are some examples of dull, tired writing taken from students. Rewrite the sentences using expressive, exciting vocabulary.  

· The high mountain was covered by big forests

· The small village had a lot of old ruins for people to see.

· We saw the Changing of the Guard with their red coats and black hats.

· In winter the snow falls from the sky and lies on the ground.

· They live in a large house among green fields and fruit orchards.

Sentence Structure

Stories can become boring by writers using a repetitive, pedestrian style in relation to their sentence structures. Try to vary your sentence structure using short and long sentences. If you use long sentences all the time they can create a sense of continuity and flow, but they can also become monotonous. Try short sentences for emphasis, e.g.

I ran. I ran for all I was worth! Sometimes I stumbled over tree roots. Branches slashed my face. Something was rapidly hunting me down. Twigs and branches snapped in desperate rushing behind me. A savage, wolf-like howl tore the air. Something clasped my leg! ‘ Help me!’ I screamed, as I gasped for breath.

You can even vary the lengths of your paragraphs. A single sentence paragraph really stands out.


Task: Write a paragraph where you vary the sentence structure to achieve a particular effect.

Punctuation

Punctuation can be used to let your reader know how the characters are feeling.

For example:

· ! 
Exclamation marks help to express anger, joy and surprise.

· ? 
Question marks can be used to ask rhetorical questions                    where no direct reply is expected, e.g. ‘Who could that be?’

· - 
Dashes can indicate a hesitation or change in thought.

· () 
Brackets can be used when your character has something extra to add in, like a thought process.

· … 
Three dots can be used to let sentences trail off, or to create suspense.


Character
Try to only have one or two main characters in your writing.

Your reader can tell a lot about a character from their actions, what they think, their appearance, what they say, what others say about them, their relationships with others, their interests / pet hates etc. Writers often suggest rather than tell their readers directly. Suggesting can be a more interesting way of telling a story than telling it outright.

For example:

Mr Henderson stormed in – a blustering bully of a man who ruled by the lash.

‘Class Stand!’ he bellowed.


Task: What can you tell already about Mr Henderson?

The following extract is from Roald Dahl’s Matilda.

There was an aura of menace about her, even at a distance, and when she came up close you could almost feel the dangerous heat radiating from her as a red hot rod of metal. When she marched – Miss Trunchbull never walked, she always marched like a storm-trooper with long strides and arms aswinging – when she marched along a corridor you could actually hear her snorting as she went, and if a group of children happened to be in her path, she ploughed right on through them like a tank, with small people bouncing off to her left and right.

Task: What do you think? Are we meant to like Miss Trunchbull? Have a discussion with your partner about this. Remember to have evidence for your viewpoint.

Task: You now need to think about how Roald Dahl managed to give us this impression of Miss Trunchbull? Highlight the words and phrases that Dahl used to give this impression.

Task: Pick out two phrases that you think give the best picture of Miss Trunchbull being scary. Compare these with your partners and discuss why you picked the ones you did.

Task: Write a paragraph introducing a character by using suggestion.  

When finished, give it to your partner. Can you partner infer what kind of person they might be? 

Openings

The opening of your story is very important as it gives the reader information about what to expect later. 

The opening must get the reader’s attention. It can give information about where and when (setting) the story is set, who is telling the story, who the main characters are, and what kind of story it is going to be.

When you are writing your own stories, it is a good idea to think carefully about different ways of starting the story.

Your story can even begin in the middle of a crisis, or at the end.

Some examples of openings.

A.

I don’t think my mum’s fit to be a parent, really I don’t. Every morning it is the same, every single morning. I’m standing by the door with my coat on, ready to go. School starts at nine and it’s already eight-forty or even later, and she’s not ready. She’s not even nearly ready. Sometimes she isn’t even dressed.

B.

It was silent and dark and the children were afraid. They huddled together, their backs to an outcrop of rock. Far below them, in the bed of the gully, a little stream flowed inland – soon to peter out in the vastness of the Australian desert. Above them the walls of the gully climbed smoothly to a motionless sky.

C.

Great drops of rain burst in the shape of fried eggs and streamed messily down the tall windows that ran the length of the school gym hall.

Jerry sat on a pile of spongy gym mats, thinking what an unwatery sound it was as the rain cresendoed to full battering pitch.

D.

‘All right,’ said Nicholas. ‘You’re fed up. So am I. But we’re better off here than at home.’

‘It wouldn’t be as cold as this,’ said David.

‘That’s what you say. Remember how it was the last time we moved? Newspapers on the floor, and everyone sitting on packing cases. No thanks!’

Task: What do we learn in each opening about:

· The place?

· The time of day?

· The weather?

· The feelings of the character(s)?

· Anything else you might think is important.


Task: Work with a partner.

Three of the openings are third person narratives and one is told in the first person.  Find them.

Third person - _________________________________
First person- __________________________________

Third Person

Where the speaker or writer is referring to others using words like she, her, he, him, it, they, them etc.

First Person

Where the speaker or writer is referring to her or himself using words like I, me, mine etc.

You need to think of the best voice to tell your story. If you want to tell a story from one person’s point of view use a first person narrative. Using the first person can help give the story a greater sense of reality and help the reader really understand what is happening and what the character is thinking or feeling.

If you choose a first person narrative its important to get the voice right. You might want to try out a Scots voice if that’s how the person speaks. The voice also helps to show the type of person that is speaking.

Sometimes though, the story doesn’t make sense if only one person tells it – maybe you want to show different points of view or perhaps one person couldn’t know the whole story. Then a third person voice is needed.


Task: 

· Re-write opening A in the third person. (The main character’s name is Minna)

· Re-write opening D without using dialogue.



Task: Which of the openings use:

· Monologue_________________

· Dialogue___________________

· Description_________________


Dialogue


Task:  Take two minutes to discuss with your partner how dialogue is set out. Are you sure you know how to do this correctly?

Look at the use of commas in the following sentence:


Elaine was curious and asked, ‘Where did you get to?’


‘The shopping centre,’ John replied.

Direct speech must be separated from the rest of the writing by a punctuation mark (the comma.)

Use inverted commas for words spoken ‘……’

Remember, to use a capital letter when beginning direct speech.

Each time you introduce a new speaker, begin and new line and indent.


Task: When using dialogue, most people just use the word ‘said.’ In your pairs think of as many alternative ways of doing this, e.g. muttered, stammered….

Plot

Every story has to have a plot. A plot has three stages: beginning, middle and end. As you now know, the beginning is where you set the scene and introduce the key characters, the middle section builds up the story line, and the end is where matters are, or are not, resolved. 

When planning your plot/ story ask yourself:

What will happen? How will the characters and events develop?  What will be the high point?

Conflict or Complication

The plot of a story usually starts off with a character (or characters) in a certain situation. Something has to happen to create a crisis or conflict of some kind.  Your character may need a catalyst to allow this conflict to take place. These conflicts are the ‘high points’ of the story. They may be exciting, frightening, mysterious etc and they will make the reader want to read on to find out what happens.

Instead of conflicts in a story you can have complications. Complications are like crisis but they’re not usually as frightening or as dangerous for the characters. A complication is the part of the story where things do not go smoothly, either because

· Something unexpected happens

· Some part of a course of action has not been considered.

Task: Write the ‘complication’ part of a story that involves a group of characters in a situation where they have:

· To achieve something by working together

· Not thought through he situation carefully enough

Endings

Endings are even more important, in some ways, than beginnings. There’s nothing worse than coming to the closing part of a story you’ve been enjoying and feeling disappointed with the ending. You need to decide on an ending when planning your story.

Writers try to make sure that readers cannot guess their endings. Even if everything turns out fine in the end, a writer often disguises this to keep the reader guessing.

The ending of your piece of writing can be a decisive conclusion, an unexpected turn of events or an open one that will leave your reader questioning (a cliff hanger). You can finish your story with a twist in the ending – something unexpected that leaves us shocked or surprised.

Look at the following examples below taken from War Game. 

Each example shows a variation on the ending. Look at how the

different endings can affect the reader’s thoughts and 

questions.

A

It was terrific to be no longer an army of moles, but up and running on top of the ground that had threatened to entomb them for so long.

The reader feels optimistic. The story ends happily.

B

The officers were alarmed at what had happened. If such friendly relations continue, how could they get the men to fight again?

The reader is disturbed. Will the officers stop them being so friendly? Will the men refuse to fight? A happy ending seems less certain.

C

Then a message was thrown over from the German side. A very important general was due to visit their section at 3.15 that afternoon and he wanted to see some action. The Germans would therefore start firing at 3.00 and the Tommies should please keep their heads down.

The reader feels a sense of relief; the Germans are continuing the friendly relationship. The story ends with optimism; if they both warn each other, no one will be killed and it will end happily.

D

At dawn a few days later, the Germans mounted a full-scale attack. The friendly Germans had been withdrawn and replaced by fresh troops. They were met by rapid and deadly fire.

The reader realised the situation has worsened; the changes of a happy ending are very slim.

E

Suddenly they all seemed to be tackled at once. The whole line went down and Will found himself in a shell hole staring at the sky. Then everything went black.

The reader feels hopeless; is any one still alive? In the ending it seems certain that Will is dead.

E is an example of a cliffhanger ending. The reader asks: Is Will dead? If he is still alive and will he be rescued? Will he be captured?

Task: Write a short story with an ending of your choice. Base it on one of the three titles below:

· It Wouldn’t Have Happened If…

· The Accident.

· All In a Day’s Work.

GENRE MARKERS
At Higher, the SQA expect you to be able to use conventions of the genre in which you are writing. This sounds complicated but is actually quite straightforward. This means that if you are writing a science fiction story, you should include a number of typical elements that a reader would expect to see in a science fiction story e.g. spaceships, robots etc.
Make a list of 2 genre conventions for each of the genres below

Western

Science-Fiction

Fantasy 

Horror

Before you begin writing your own folio piece, remember to select a genre and research some of the markers/conventions that you could include or subvert!

THEME/MESSAGE

A good story always has a message that the reader can take away and learn from. This could be a simple lesson for the reader about their life or it could explore a global, philosophical area.

Think of a story you have read (or a film you have watched). What was the writer’s message?

Remember to think of a message or theme to explore before you start writing as this could inspire the other elements you need to include to succeed!

Some messages/themes:

1. Beauty

2. Loyalty

3. Justice

4. Power is a corrupting force

5. Traditions can be dangerous

6. Technology is something to be wary of

End Task:

Write an imaginative story bearing in mind all that you have learned so far.

You can either write a whole story or you

 can do an opening chapter which has lots of

 description and gives a sense of how the story will continue. 

 SOME VERY BASIC PLOT OUTLINES
A character or characters must complete a quest

Characters become caught up in a family feud

A character faces a conflict of loyalty between friends
A character wants revenge on someone

A weak character defeats a strong character

A character makes a mistake and has to sort it out

A character has a secret

Mistaken identity – a character is not who another character thought

Transformation – a character goes through a huge change
Planning Your Story – 2

Now that you’ve decided what the outline plot of your story is, who the main characters are and where it is set, draw a grid like the one below to help you plan your story.  The completed grid on the next page will give you some help and advice about what to put where.

	Theme:
	Setting
	Characters
	Plot

	Beginning
	
	
	

	Middle
	
	
	

	End
	
	
	


Planning Your Story

The grid below suggests where in your story you should introduce and develop different important details in your story.

	Theme:
	Setting
	Characters
	Plot

	Beginning
	You should say where your story takes place and describe it quite early on. Try to pick a setting that will fit your plot and will create a good atmosphere.

	Your main characters should be introduced near the start. Try to write good physical descriptions and reveal a bit about their personalities through speech.
	You should make the situation the characters are in clear early on. The problem, fight or challenge at the root of the plot should be mentioned near the beginning.    

	Middle
	If your characters have to travel anywhere, make sure you describe any new places they go. Describe the setting more to show how it affects the characters. You can also describe the weather.
	As the plot develops or the characters move around, new characters may come in. Describe them. You should also try to show more about your main characters’ personalities as we get to know them better.
	Show how the characters begin to deal with the problems or challenges they are facing. Describe any new problems that come up. A plot often reaches a climax – the most exciting bit. 

	End
	Do the characters end up back where they started? Has it changed in any way or does it seem different to them? (safer or better, or worse?)
	Explain what happens to the characters – do they all survive? Are there villains who meet a sticky end? Do the main characters have a happy ending?
	Show how the characters’ problems are sorted out. Try to tie up any ‘loose ends’ from the story. Try to end with a memorable final sentence. 


EXEMPLAR
The Dark Box
It was a Friday evening as I sat in my chair in my living room, preparing my sermons for the weekend masses, my drifting thoughts accompanied by the constant pounding of the rain against the window panes. So fierce and heavy it slammed against the glass, it was almost as though it wished to gain access inside in order to attack me. Had I displeased it? While the rain's fury grew, I allowed myself a moment to reflect on my duties for the near future. There was always a constant stream of people presenting themselves to me when their life was in turmoil with one thing or another; if they weren't coming to me, I was going to them. And of course, the unsaintly aspect of clergy life; administration, and Good Lord, how there was administration to be done. A baffling amount for a parish on a forsaken island off the coast of Ireland, where the inhabitants could more or less be counted by hand. In recent months it had become an almost unmanageable amount as the Church, the only one on the island, was scheduled to close for repairs in the next few days for eighteen months. I closed my eyes. I needed a break from my life, just for a moment. I rested my head against the back of the chair and felt the worn material rub against my hair. I had been a priest for twenty-two years; about twenty years too long in my opinion. 
 While I edged closer towards sleep, there came a sudden knocking, loud and clear upon my front door. My eyes opened of their own accord. I had no real desire to answer the door, but ignoring it didn't seem like an option. Heaving myself - almost staggering to my feet - I made my way to the front door and whoever, or whatever, was waiting for me there. Entering the hallway, I could see the thick, strobing lines of the rain through the glass in the door  and the light from the lighthouse a distance away shone through, illuminating the hall ever so slightly. It was dark inside, there were no lights on. I never turned on the lights unless there was something I wanted to see. The darkness hid the things I didn't. Between the front door and where I stood there was a mirror, hung upon the wall. Reaching the front door required me to pass it. It did not, however, require me to look in it, but I did so anyway. What met my gaze was the image of a tired, unhappy looking man in his late forties. His hair retained scant remnants of black at the nape of his neck, fading to grey towards his crown and forehead, with eventual streaks of white around his temples. His eyes were devoid of all life. Indeed, they looked as though they had seen the world, and hadn't much cared for it. The only light about him was the white square at the front of his neck, which contrasted so heavily with the darkness that surrounded him in his clothing, manner and every other aspect you could think of. If my view had been a portrait in a gallery, I would have recommended that they remove it immediately. 
Turning away from the reflection, an easy thing to do, I made the final few steps to the front door and opened it. Even in the pitch black and torrential rain I could see immediately that there was no one there. I wasn't as surprised as you would have thought, for I genuinely could not think who would be at my door at nine o clock on a Friday night. However, while no-one was at my door currently, someone had been there and whoever they were had left an envelope on the doorstep. These were all odd occurrences, I realised, and yet my only question so far was why this mysterious visitor couldn't have put the envelope through the letterbox. Nevertheless, I bent down to retrieve the envelope. Taking it, I retreated back to the living room, anxious to return to the comfort and familiarity it offered. As I tore open the envelope I noticed it was completely unmarked, with no name to speak of. Turning it upside down, I gently shook it and watched as a small scrap of paper fell out and onto my lap, it's whiteness almost shining against the black of my trousers. I picked it up and read the following words; "Fr 'O' Hagan, I will be at the confessional tomorrow morning at ten 'o' clock. Please, be there as well. Do not let me down Father. David McGraw."
 And that is how I found myself in my side of the confessional at ten o clock the following morning, waiting to hear David's confession. His eleventh in six weeks. The man was troubled, about that there was no doubt. But to simply say he was troubled, would be as if to say the Pacific Ocean is merely a small body of water, and that I had just a few minor grievances about the way my life had turned out. I looked at my watch. Ten past ten. I wished he would hurry up. I hated the confessional. More than anything. From my earliest years that box filled me with dread. Even now, over thirty years later, I could still remember clear as day shaking as I awaited my turn. The confined space combined with the formidable nature of the figure made me feel as though I was never going to get out, and the relief when that beast would finally give me my penance for all the sins a seven year old could commit and I would yank open the door as fast as I could and tumble out into the light was immense. 
In my daydreaming I had failed to notice that David had joined me on the other side. Looking through the mesh I could see him trembling. It was a truly pathetic sight. Watching him, his hands clasped together and head bowed, shaking, I saw myself over three decades ago. And now here I was, on the other side. A memory appeared in my mind, of a time long ago, two years into my training at seminary. The priest of a parish where I was assisting took me aside and told me, "If someone comes to your door and you can't be happy to see them, don't insult them by listening." At the time I took the message on board with gusto. I was not quite twenty years old and full of excitement and hope at becoming a part of the most sacred vocation. I truly wanted to help people then. Now I couldn't remember the last time I'd been happy to see someone. Everyone caused me sadness for some reason or other. Young children filled me with regret at the blessing I would never know. Couples filled me with longing and confusion at something I didn't understand. Parents filled me with grief at the love I had never known.
Sitting there in the dark, all of sudden I became aware of a wetness on my eyes and I realised that for the first time since I could remember, I was crying. The Church's directive on priestly formation begins with a quotation from the Old Testament; "I will give you shepherds after my own heart". I had given my life to Christ. What had he given to me?
I could hear David beginning to stumble out the words of the Act of Contrition.
"David, I'm terribly sorry to interrupt, but could you give me just one moment?"
"Of-f-f course, F-f-f-father."
I stepped out of the confessional, shutting the door behind me. Taking a step towards David's door, I felt along my trouser pockets for my keys. Fishing them out, I found the one I was looking for and slipped it into the lock, evoking an immediate response from David inside. 
"F-F-F-Father? W-W-W-What are you doing?"
"I'm sorry, David," I said, turning the key. "But unlike the Lord, I have my limit."
I exited the Church to the sound of David shouting and banging on the door. But when the builders moved in a week later, it was silent.
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