must really want her out of his life.

This was not part of her belongings,

but he had put it in the box for her to
take away, no doubt wanting her to take
away all his memories of it at the same
time. She had bought him this Scrabble
game as a gift, on their prst Christmas
together when they had only just moved
into this house. He used to own an old
Scrabble set from when he was a boy;
the board had fallen to pieces, and it had
been difpcult to make out the letters on
some of the tiles where they had been
rubbed out over the years. Even so,

that game had brought them together,
literally. It had been something they
both enjoyed and they played many
games on that old set of Scrabble while
they were dating. He had proposed

to her after a game of Scrabble. When
collecting together the tiles at the end of
the game he had spelt out on the board:
‘WILL YOU

MARRY M E. She had then looked
for the Y’ ‘E” and ‘S’ tiles to spell out
her reply. Vanessa recalled how much
in love they had been back then. Since
then of course, they had had many an
argument over a game of Scrabble.

She opened the lid of the box and took
out the board, placing it on top of the
box of her belongings. She sighed. If
only he would talk to her, maybe they
could sort things out? It just seemed so
wrong to end it when they could have
the chance of a new start. But it seemed
that he could hardly bear to look at her.

Perhaps she only had herself to blame
for the way things had turned out? She
had told him that she didn’t love him
anymore, in the heat of the moment
during an argument about whose turn
it was to take out the rubbish. Their
arguments were always based on trivial
matters like who was supposed to feed
the cat, or why
he couldn’t

brilliant ending to her story.

Along the way, her story has the classic ingredients
of a love story. It focuses on the relationship between a
boy (cold, distant Pete) and girl (emotionally distraught

Vanessa) as all good love stories do.

But this time, the couple are not able to overcome the
misunderstanding between them, and Vanessa’s last
attempt to get through to Pete literally falls to the ground
when the message formed by the Scrabble tiles collapses.

Maria starts her story with an excellent prst line; anyone
reading that line would wonder why Vanessa no longer
lived there, and indeed what she was doing there. Having
drawn her readers in, Maria has a certain amount of back-

story to pll in.

In telling the back story, Maria makes it all come alive

®

watch the news because she wanted to
watch Desperate Housewives.

She hadn’t even meant it: ‘I don’t
think I love you anymore!” she had said,
and then as soon as she had said it she
had wished she could take back the
words. But it was too late, he had taken
them to heart. Every day he would bring
it up, and she would try to say that she
didn’t mean it, but
he wouldn’t listen.

A few months
ago he had said that
he thought it was
time they started a
family, but she had
just been offered a
better position at
work, and so she had
said that they had plenty of time to have
kids later on. He had taken this to mean
that she must have meant it when she
said she didn’t love him. The arguments
got progressively worse and soon they
were sleeping in separate beds. Then last
month he had pled for divorce. Now,
here she was, collecting three small boxes
of what was left from the debris of her
marriage.

She felt like walking out and leaving it
all here. She didn’t really need any of this
stuff, and there were so many memories
attached to everything in the boxes.

Pete’s voice startled her when he
said, ‘Would you like a cup of tea while
you’re here?’

She turned around and saw him
standing at the living room door. She
wondered how long he had been there.
She still thought he was handsome, and
she knew if she had only just met him
today, she would have fallen in love
with him again. He still made her feel
the way he had always made her feel,
like a teenager, even after everything...

‘Tea would be nice, and perhaps we
could talk?’

Judging critique by Richard Bell

The brief for this short story
competition was simply that a
Scrabble game should play an
important part. And Maria Savva
has met that brief perfectly; her game of Scrabble makes a

‘Er... | think we’ll leave the talking to
the lawyers.” He turned around to walk

away.
‘Pete, stop!”
He stopped.
‘Turn around, please. We have to talk.’
He turned to face her. ‘I'll make you a

cup of tea, but I’'m not talking about any
of this. Anything you have to say can be

said in writing!’

He seemed angry.

She shuddered.

She heard him walking back towards
the kitchen.

She looked at the boxes on the coffee
table in front of her. She depnitely
didn’t want any of this stuff now. It
all reminded her of him. Too much.
Everything was stained with his imprint.

She picked up the Scrabble tiles in their
green felt bag and was about to throw
them against the wall, but then a thought
struck her: “Anything you have to say
can be said in writing” he had said.

Fine, she thought, if that’s the way
you want to play it. She emptied the
Scrabble tiles out onto the board and
found the letters she needed. Then she
spelt it out for him in black and white: |
AM HAVING YOUR BABY.

She stormed out of the house,
slamming the front door behind her.
This action caused the yoors of the old
house to vibrate, so that the Scrabble
Board slid off the top of the box where it
had been lying precariously, and the tiles
fell onto the yoor... I

by relating it to the explanation of Vanessa’a predicament:
Vanessa felt that someone ‘had taken over her life’ in
Maria’s memorable phrase. From there, the story is well
paced right up to its excellent double-twist at the end.

‘In the original draft,” says Maria, ‘I didn’t have the
paragraph at the end where the Scrabble pieces fell on
the yoor; | was just going to leave it open-ended so that
the reader would then be left to wonder what happened
when Pete found the message on the Scrabble board. But
| thought that the pnal paragraph would be more of an
unexpected twist and | preferred that.

‘What | usually do when | am intending to write a story
for this type of competition where the subject matter
is given to me, is that | take a few days to think about
different possible scenarios and then when | feel | have an
idea for a story | just start writing and see what happens.

‘Whenever | see the competition details each month in
Writers’ News I’'m always convinced that I’ll never be able
to think of a story, but | pnd that if I think about it for a
few days, | can usually come up with something.’
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