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Sitting on the cliff shelf, legs dangling over the edge, I stare across the landscape. So much 

has changed. I can still see where the city had once stood tall, where the forest had met the 

mountain before seamlessly joining the ascent.  

I remember how I used to climb to this spot when I was younger: I’d leave home under the 

blue summer sky and wander through the woods before reaching the base. The incline 

wasn’t that steep, and hiking trails snaked through the boulders and shrubs towards the 

level surface of Table Mountain. My mother had always warned me to stick to the paths, and 

never climb a face of rock alone. Of course I broke this rule — that’s why rules are there — 

to see what happens when you break them — and I had never been more thankful that I had 

done. 

I had been winding up a less-used trail, when I suddenly had the urge to see what else the 

mountain had to offer me, to see what no other had seen. I glanced about, and upon 

confirming my solitude, I stepped onto the untouched earth before making my own trail, 

stacking rocks three-high so I could find my way back. I can still see where the birds of 

paradise had grown, my marker to turn right. Now, all that is left is a wasteland of ash and 

dust. 

I recall that it didn’t take long before boredom overcame my sense of adventure – there was 

very little here, just more plants and stones. Disheartened, I searched for somewhere to take 

a break before heading home. It was doing during this search that I chanced upon a face of 

rock jutting out from the cliff — well-hidden from other trails. 

Finally, this was what I’d been looking for!  

I ran to the wall and eagerly started my ascent. The climb wasn’t far, but it took nearly ten 

minutes to reach the top, establishing a safe path with sufficient hand holds. Like the top of 

Table Mountain, the shelf was smooth and flat — only a couple of metres wide — yet to my 

surprise a shallow cave lay behind it. Then I turned around, and gasped at the sight: I had 

never seen the land displayed in such a way — a sight I never would never forget. 

Below me, the soft plane of trees stretched away from the base of the mountain before 

being interrupted by small towns and villages, and then the sparkling ocean. It was stunning. 

I sat with my back against the cool cave wall, shadowed from the scorching South African 

sun, staring at the scenery before me. For nearly half an hour I gazed across the landscape 

before something happened. Table Mountain received its name not just because of its 

smooth surface, but by the way the clouds would settle atop it and tumble down its sides — 

like a table cloth.  
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As I sat there, staring out across the city that I once called home, the clouds descended on 

me and my small shelf. I was suddenly enveloped in a sheen of mist, water droplets clung to 

my skin. I crawled to the edge and looked down: a couple of metres below the mist simply 

evaporated and disappeared. I sat in amazement, shrouded in a cloud, hidden from the 

world by this wall of white. The cool air was refreshing from the heat of summer, and I lay 

there grinning wildly as the tablecloth consumed me. 

Several minutes later, the cascade ceased, and my shelf was revealed once more to the 

world. My hair soaked and t-shirt plastered to my skin, I made my descent and ensured I 

could find my shelf again. Even all these years later, the route is still etched into my brain. 

I refused to share my haven, and every weekend I would run through the woodland and up 

to my shelter. It didn’t matter what the weather was, I always made the trip — and each time 

my breath was always stolen. On one instance, when I had been sitting in this exact spot, a 

thunderstorm broke from nowhere and shook the earth. Of course, my young teenage self 

was terrified, and every fibre in my body told me to get down and run home — but then the 

lightning started. Under the gloomy skies, forks leapt from the clouds above the city, 

sparking the world in flashes of blue. I was awe-struck, and couldn’t help but watch as the 

mountain beneath my feet trembled.  

 

My visits gradually grew less and less frequent: the demands of life restricted my visits to a 

monthly routine. I remember, when I was twenty-two, I finally decided to share my secret 

with someone, the only person I ever did — Jessica. We’d been dating for nearly three years 

and, like the mountain, I knew she would always be there for me, forever taking my breath 

away. So I packed a picnic, and we set off, through the winding trees and up the well-

travelled routes, until I found my own trail. We followed the piles of rocks I had set all those 

years ago and, with my help, Jessica and I climbed to the top of my shelf.  

Just like I had been, she was stunned, her eyes wide in amazement. Of course, to me, the 

most beautiful sight was no longer around the shelf, but on it. I laid out a blanket, and 

together we ate as I told her stories about the things I had seen up here, like the time I’d 

seen a boomslang pluck a chameleon straight from the branches of a tamboti. 

Every now and then I would look up, just to check, to make sure the moment was right. 

When I saw the white mist dropping towards us, I pulled her to her feet and pretended to 

point at a boat on the horizon, asking if she could see it. I stepped away from her as she 

squinted towards the ocean, convinced that I was tricking her: she could read me like a book. 

Then the gentle waterfall was upon us. Shocked, she turned around, looking for me to ask 

what was going on. I still remember the expression on her face as she stood in front of me, 

looking down. I was on one knee, a small box held in my hand and an ear-to-ear grin on my 

face, as around us a veil of water droplets offered a moment of privacy. Hidden from the 

world, there was no one else – only Jessica and I. There, in the middle of a cloud — the table 

cloth — I asked her to marry me. She immediately said yes and jumped into my arms. I held 

her in a tight embrace, no longer seeing the world — only a screen of white. Yet at the same 

time, in that moment, I held everything I’d ever need.   

Since then, so much has changed… Now I am alone. Everything I ever needed I no longer 

have; the war has taken everything. I sit in solitude atop my shelf, staring out across the 

barren land: the trees have been replaced by craters and dusty brown earth, the cities and 

villages reduced to smudges of black on the decimated land. Nuclear warfare takes no 
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prisoners. All that remains is the ocean, the only constant after years of conflict, though even 

this looks a little less spectacular.  

I pull off my radiation helmet and set it beside me. Inhaling air thick with toxins, I stare at the 

sight that had once been so familiar to me, but now so alien. The landscape I had loved so 

much growing up was now deformed and scarred beyond healing. Lying on my back and 

staring upwards along the rough face of the mountain, I watch as the white mist creeps 

towards me, drifting down the cliff like a shy friend, unsure of how to greet a long lost 

companion. I take one long, final breath, before the clouds embrace me one last time.  

[1,336]  
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The man opposite me was middle-aged, perhaps younger than me. He wore the standard 
prison jumpsuit, with his hands clasped on the smooth steel table in front of him. Digging 
into his wrists, a pair of silver manacles glinted in the gloomy room. Although alone, we both 
knew that we were under scrupulous examination from behind the one-way mirror, being 
eavesdropped upon. I ignored the fact and feigned confidence — exactly as he did.  While 
my interviewee studied my every move, I produced a Dictaphone from the breast pocket of 
my jacket, and placed it on the table.  

“Are you ready, Mr Slater?” I asked. He was staring at his hands, eyes hidden beneath his 
brow. Raising his head, he sighed, and met my gaze for the first time since I’d walked in. He 
hesitated as his bright eyes searched my face – figuring out was sat in front of him. He held 
my stare for a moment, before shifting slightly, grimacing as the metal impressed his wrists, 
and then nodded: his composure was impressive. I pushed the record button on the 
Dictaphone and the trusted red LED started flashing.  

I cleared my throat quietly before beginning: “Mr Slater, do you understand why you are 
here?” 

“Yes,” he replied bluntly, his voice quiet and controlled. 

“Do you regret your actions which have led to your imprisonment here?” 

“No.”  

I scribbled a note down before continuing. “Do you understand that your actions were not 
only criminal, but also inhumane?” I held my pen poised, ready for his response. When none 
reply came, I glanced up at the convict, expecting to see some form of anger, remorse even. 
But this was different. Something inside him had snapped: his eyes had grown darker, his 
lips had tightened, his back straighter. I glanced at his wrists, now pale as they fought 
against the restraints.  

“Inhumane?” he whispered, spitting the word out with disgust. His dull eyes reconnected 
with mine. “Inhumanity comes from those who keep a dying man alive.” 

I could see something was wrong — his internal conflict was now at full scale — in the way 
he glared at the table, with his hands bunched into tight fists as they shook, trying to control 
his breathing.  

It was no use.  

His eyes flashed upwards, blazing in fury. Suddenly he started shouting, the anger tearing his 
body: “They made him suffer! He needed help, and all they did was inject pain — they made 
him give up!” He trembled, and buried his face into hands, the emotion ebbing just as 
rapidly as it had surged, “He just wanted to be free.”  

I sat in stunned silence. I could hear a gentle murmuring coming from the other side of the 
mirror. Opposite me, Slater was trembling in his seat, blood dripping from his wrists and 
staining the table as he regained control.  
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After a moment, he spoke: his voice quiet, and I strained to hear him, though I knew the 
recording still would.  

“I was sitting next to my father as he lay in the hospital bed. I had been telling him about a 
football game, when he cut me off.”  

His head hung. Mr Slater stared at the growing puddle on the table, before sighing and 
closing his eyes. “He said he couldn’t take it anymore. Every day he told me that it never 
ended, it was just a routine, and no matter how much he begged, they still medicated him. 
The pain was too much: his body ached as it fought to continue, and he just wanted it to 
stop. It wasn’t the cancer that was killing him, it was the pain.” His voice wobbled, and my 
interviewee took a breath before continuing. 

“I stared at the shadow of the man who had been my father, the man who had taught me 
how to ride a bike, who had taught me how to kick a football and who taught me that life 
goes on, no matter what the struggle. To see him like this wounded me; this wasn’t my 
father. He started groaning, then coughing. He vomited blood across the bed. I instantly got 
up to get a doctor, a nurse, anyone, but he grabbed my wrist, holding me back. I looked at 
him, his eyes no longer sparkling as they once had, his skin a pale white — his lips scarlet 
red.  

‘Please, son,’ he croaked, pleading. His cold grip weakened as his eyes flicked to the 
machines humming gently next to him, poisoning his blood. I paused, before giving in — I 
understood.” 

Mr Slater took a shaky breath and swallowed the lump in his throat before continuing: “I 
went to the plug and clicked the switch, before returning to my father’s side and taking his 
hand — it was so cold.” 

I stared at the man in front of me, a sad smile on his face as he relived the scene, one that 
would never leave him.  

“He had a smile on his face as he closed his eyes. His last words to me were, “Thank you.” I 
stayed by his side until his grip loosened and I could no longer hear his breathing. Then I 
pulled on my jacket, pressed the button to alert the nurse, and left.”  

The man before me between his hands. A drop of water fell to join the red before he looked 
up, blurry eyes staring straight at me.  

“So you see, Mr James —” his voice once again firm, controlled, strong —“ you may call me a 
criminal, you may even call me a murderer, but do not call me inhumane.”    

[2,268] 
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I lay on the grass, far from city lights 

Alone no longer, I could share the sights  

Unlike so many other lonely nights. 

 

Lying together on my favoured hill, 

The summer night’s air now starting to chill 

We waited for our scheduled, simple thrill. 

 

We stared up to the canvas, painted black; 

At the thousands of lights that twinkled back, 

Awaiting the foretold colour attack. 

 

Leaping across the sky, the first took flight: 

A brilliant ball of natural light; 

A majestic colour purer than white. 

 

Suddenly, the silent night sky was lit, 

And while the stars danced, we could only sit: 

The seam between heaven and earth now split. 

 

Cracking the cork, I made the moment ours. 

As the passing shower left streaking scars, 

I rose the glass to my lips: tasting stars. 
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He stood before the blaze, 
A smouldering cigarette between grinning teeth. 
He could hear wood cracking, 
And feel the heat upon his face 
 
Black smoke fled flames, 
Leaping from shattered windows into the night air.  
From the pavement he squinted in suit and tie, 
As the upper floor caught alight. 
  
Unlike the smoke, 
The resident could not run: 
Bound to the bed, 
By rope and chains. 
 

He’d smell it first. 

As the smoke slowly serenaded him, 

Deceitfully dancing towards the ceiling, 

He would realise his fate was sealed.  

 
He might beg, 
He might even scream, 
But none would hear him 
As the smoke licked his lungs, lulling him to sleep. 
 
Maybe the flames could teach him, 
Not to mess with another man’s life, 
To stay away and not abuse  
Another man’s wife. 
 
She had been found mutilated;  
Her body charcoal-black.  
Thrown to the roadside and lit  
By a single match. 
 
The arsonist stood back, admiring his work,  
Smiling at his singed fingertips: 
In one hand he held an empty petrol can, 
The other, a lighter from his former flame. 
 
He sucked another cigarette: a toast to his wife, 
Snatched by drunken digits. 
He swore their love would never cease,  
A love so strong: it burnt another man to ash.  
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At first he started out on one, 

And like a lone kite held by none 

He would float up to the treetops; 

Before sailing back down: he drops… 

 

Soon growing bored, he moved to two; 

He flew up high, lying in dew. 

But he saw the birds in the sky 

And amongst them he dreamt to fly. 

 

Then came three, the clouds as his guide 

He’d dance in the wind, string untied. 

Liberated but still cautious,  

He’d land to a bird’s chorus. 

 

As time passed he sought only more; 

His heart not racing like before. 

So he sat still and watched the stars,  

Dreaming of running from Earth’s scars. 

 

Finally came ten, the string cut: 

He soared past the birds, eyes not shut, 

And like the smoke that left his lips 

He flew high to the heaven’s tips: 

 

Never to touch the Earth again. 
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Black and blue, 
Waves crash upon the pebble-strewn beach 
Basking beneath a star-lit canvas 
 
 

Black and blue, 

Glass splinters drown in a puddle of curaçao  

Surrounding an onyx encrusted ring 

 

Black and blue, 

Flashing lights cast long silhouettes of men in uniform 

Responding to a case of domestic disturbance 

 

Black and blue, 

The dark rings beneath the eyes of an innocent housewife 

Lying still and breathless on the cold stone floor 

 

Black and blue,  

The striped silk tie wrapped around the neck of a man 

Hovering inches above the carpet 

 

Black and blue, 

The shadows drawn by the wine-stained sofa 

Disguising the boy weeping in the corner 
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Some call it falling, 
I call it flying. 
A terrestrial creature now airborne 
I plummet from the heavens. 
 
The wind tears at my clothes, 
Ripping at my skin. 
Icy fingers rake through the fabric 
And scar my body. 
 
Air lashes passed my face, 
Pulling at my hair, 
Snatching the breath from my lips 
In a heart-racing descent. 
 
I tug at the cord on my shoulder 
Spraying the nylon cape above me 
Netting air like fish, 
And ending my freefall 
 
Like a whip. 
 
The sudden halt jerks my body. 
From a hundred miles an hour to twenty 
I am suspended in the air. 
 
The landscape basks in the sun below me: 
A blue smudge on the horizon, 
Rolling mounds of green beneath me, 
White capped peaks looming above one and all 
 
Sailing the clouds, I feel so small, 
A tiny object in an ocean of emptiness. 
 
The world is silent, 
As a gentle breeze guides me back to earth. 
 

[751] 

Total word count: 3,020 
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Commentary 

A Beautiful World 

Initially drafted from a writing prompt, the piece was originally set as an assignment, to think 

of a place of familiarity or fondness, and then destroy the concept. Coincidently, that same 

day I saw the film, The Book of Eli, and found that its locations provided the perfect model 

for a post-apocalyptic landscape. Having spent several years in South Africa, fewer places 

more idyllic came to mind, and the scene is imagined according to my memory of an 

orienteering expedition.  

The aim was to entertain, though workshopping led me to decide it could be used to 

highlight the potential effects of nuclear war. The book Lone Survivor uses descriptive 

imagery of Afghanistan, and the motif of rocks and dust is mimetic in both; this influenced 

some of the descriptive technique. 

The initial sentences are intentionally long to convey that, as the protagonist is wandering, 

so is the grammar. This feeds into the temporal structure of the text, because the principal 

diegetic layer is the narrator’s analepsis as he recalls the discovery of this “shelf”, a technique 

employed to make the experience more vivid and providing a greater contrast with the 

revelation.  

To deepen description further, simile and metaphor are employed, so that the reader can 

relate this experience to something they might have witnessed. Personification is also used, 

such as, “forks leapt”, “the mountain beneath my feet trembled” and “the clouds embraced 

me…” I wanted the reader to love this landscape, and then experience its desolation — 

making the piece’s structure more powerful. 

Workshopping also convinced me the ending needed more foreshadowing, as the climactic 

paragraph was very sudden and jarring, so hints were inserted to show that the landscape is 

not as it once was: “Little remains now…” 

I also decided to exploit the connotations of colour, especially of white and its associations 

with marriage and innocence. When the protagonist is proposing, words like “veil” are used, 

as well as “wall of white” to show this semantic link.  

Inhumane 

Assisted suicide, no matter the circumstances, is a criminal offence, and prior to writing 

Inhumane, the topic and legality of euthanasia had been discussed at a family meal. 

Following the conversation, the idea blossomed and I took to exploring the topic through a 

piece of creative fiction.  

The overall aim was to encourage the reader to reflect on euthanasia, and consider their 

views on it, but it also challenges the notion that everyone in prison deserves to be there. 

The setting is based on a sequence in the Michael Caine film Harry Brown (2009). In the 

relevant scene, the interrogation room is gloomy, with only a steel table and two police 

officers present. This was emulated because it gave a realistic impression of how a real 

prison interview might be conducted; but the mirror was added to introduce a sense of 

unease and distrust.  

Another piece of inspiration came from a statement by Simon Armitage: “Only once we 

understand why someone committed a crime, can humaneness come out.” As Armitage was 
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an ex-probation officer, I took the statement as authentic, and allowed it to inform the 

theme. 

Throughout there are examples of ‘the power of three’, to emphasize and insinuate certain 
aspects into the reader’s consciousness, such as “his eyes had grown darker, his lips had 
tightened, his back straighter.” Here I use three pieces of information to highlight Slater’s 
internal is conflict. More elaborate tricolons are also used to fix the imagery, as exemplified 
by “Then I pulled my jacket on, pressed the button to alert the nurse, and left.” This was well 
accepted among the workshopping group, who stated that it “paints the scene well”.  

A regular feature is the use of alliteration and sibilance. Initially this arose spontaneously, but 

after being noted by my peers, I found that it could be used to create certain effects, such as 

in the initial paragraph, where the hard ‘g’ sound is used to insinuate a certain sense of 

discomfort to the description: “glinted in the gloomy room…” This is later contrasted with a 

plosive alliterative ‘f’ sound, utilised to reflect the relaxed appearance that the duo are 

attempting to feign. Sibilance is later used in the form of “I sat in stunned silence”, to create 

a sinister, “hissing” atmosphere that signifies a change in tone, foreshadowing that more is 

to emerge from Slater’s outburst.  

The prose features a dual diegesis in the form of the interviewer’s perspective and a homo-

diegetic voice. This intra-diegetic narrator (Slater) is used tell an anecdote, while the 

audience receives it from a third-person focal point (the narrator’s). When workshopped, 

some thought that it would be worth reminding the reader of this, but only after the main 

body of the anecdote is shared; otherwise it was felt that it would seem pervasive and 

interrupt the flow. I was also advised that the piece should be extended, to include details 

about the expression of emotion that was lacking in the early drafts.  

 

Commentary: Poetry 

Having never previously written poetry, I wanted to explore the many different forms of the 

mode, writing both structured pieces and free verse. The following is a gloss on some of  the 

work, and how techniques were used to capture various styles. 

The Arsonist  

This poem was written to challenge the stereotypes underpinning the crime of arson, re-

creating the arsonist as a middle aged man who wears a suit and is of potential affluence 

and wealth. Originally a piece of prose (attached), the text was edited before the decision 

was made that it would be more effective and powerful as a poem — one that the workshop 

agreed with. A scene from My Sister’s Keeper inspired the poem, though instead of 

abandoned sheds the poem has a more nefarious tone. A considerable amount of 

alliteration and sibilance is used primarily to make sinister connotations out of the 

personified smoke, though it aids the fluidity and makes the piece acoustically pleasing.  

Kite 

Although open to different perceptions, the poem was written as a tribute to a friend who 

died from a drug overdose. The idea for the extended metaphor emerged from the cliché 

‘high as a kite’, with the height relating to the quantity. The idea of returning to land recurs 

throughout until the overdose, and then he can’t return. There was some contention about 

the use of “he flew up high, lying in dew”, with group members criticizing it for being 
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contradictory; once explained, however, that he was getting high while lying in dew, they 

agreed that it was appropriate.  

 

Black and Blue 

In the AQA Psychology course, there is a unit on Aggression, which details why such emotion 

is used. I decided that alcohol has a key role to play in most cases of uxoricide, and from this 

emerged the idea to write a poem highlighting the effects of alcohol on a family unit, and 

how, in a drunken rage, even the most loving family can be torn apart. Whilst looking for 

different styles to mimic, I read Shakespeare’s Sonnet No. 66, containing a substantial 

amount of anaphora. This influenced the use of anaphora, which not only fixes the idea or 

moment (its usual effect), but here emphasizes the use of colour in the poem, as both ‘black 

and blue’, although alliterative, connote particular themes:  blue with depression and black 

with death — as well as the more cliché reference to bruises. The colour of wine was 

introduced to contrast with this, and also produce the connotation of blood. 

Tasting stars  

The main influence for this poem came from a statement by the creator of Champagne—

Dom Perignon: “Come quick, I am tasting the stars!” This, accompanied by the poem, 

“World” by Carol Ann Duffy, triggered an image from a family holiday where we rowed 

down, and camped by, the Orange River; we slept under an open sky, and one night I 

watched a shower of shooting stars—the provenance of the imagery. The aim of the poem is 

to entertain, and rhyming triplets aid this, as the rhyme scheme provides comfort to the 

reader, as many nursery rhymes feature this for auditory satisfaction. This poem was 

submitted to, and longlisted in, the Tower Poetry competition (for what it’s worth). 

Freefall 

The inspiration informing this poem emerged from watching a friend skydive.  The 

experience, and words he used, set in motion the ideas for a poem—one that might 

epitomise the experience. The initial stanzas are drawn from his description, but the later 

ones were gathered from the perspective of the ground. A free verse form was chosen, as it 

allowed the expression of the jerkiness that would be experienced during the actual 

“free”fall, mimeticized by breaking up the stanzas into shorter ones. When workshopped the 

“whip” simile was criticized, because several thought that the diction was too harsh; but this 

was the best word to describe it, and therefore outlived much deliberation.  

A consistent theme throughout the poetry was the expression of wonder, indulging in 

experiences that might be unfamiliar to the reader, and to share with them a thrill which few 

experience. These two themes are also present in both Inhumane (thrill) and A Beautiful 
World (wonder). Much of the poetry reflects my thoughts at the time, and I would often see 

scenarios in my mind’s eye, and imagine what it would be like to experience them.  

 [1,559] 
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Tasting stars 

I lay on the grass, far from city lights 

Alone no longer, I could share the sights 

Unlike so many other lonely nights. 

 

Lying together upon my favoured hill, 

The summer night’s air now starting to chill 

We waited for our scheduled, simple thrill. 

 

We stared up at the canvas, painted black; 

I smiled at the thousand lights, twinkling back 

Waiting for the foretold colour attack. 

 

Leaping across the sky, the first took flight: 

A brilliant ball of natural light; 

A majestic colour purer than white. 

 

Suddenly, the silent night sky was lit, 

And while the stars danced, we could only sit, 

The seam between heaven and earth now split. 

 

I cracked the cork, making the moment ours. 

As the passing shower left streaking scars, 

I rose the glass to my lips: tasting stars. 
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The arsonist 

Karma is an interesting concept, yet what many fail to believe is that it is under human control. The 

night had a chill to it, though the blaze ahead of me banished the cold. I stood on the pavement, a 

smouldering cigarette between my grinning teeth as I watched my handiwork. I’d done a pretty good 

job really: the garage had extra petrol in it so I didn’t hold back. I had left the sofa sodden, the dining 

room doused and the stairwell slick. I didn’t bother with the upstairs; I simply left the windows open 

and let the air circulate, drawing the flames up. This way, there was no swift end. 

He’d probably smell the smoke first, then it would slink in through the doorway, black clouds slowly 

serenading him as it danced up towards the ceiling. It would fill his lungs and as he choked on 

poisoned oxygen the fire would saunter in. Now he would be scared; he might beg, if I was lucky I 

might even hear him scream. He’d then fall unconscious, and the element would have its way with 

him – just like he did with my wife. 

And just like my wife, he couldn’t run - I’d made certain of that. Right now, he was chained to the 

bed, dressed in a thin layer of petrol. I watched as the smoke ran from the flames, leaping out of the 

windows into the dark night air; even the smoke was scared of its creator.  

I put the petrol can down next to me and withdrew another cigarette from my suit pocket, a toast to 

my wife. She’d been found on the side of a road in the early hours of the morning, her skin charcoal-

black; her body mutilated and violated, she’d been cast into the dirt, the matches that had ignited 

my burning angel lay in the dew soaked grass.  

Those who believe they control the world are the least in control, because when the world wants 

revenge, it will watch them burn. The police might have turned a blind eye, but from the embers of 

an ignited heart, the strongest fire can only grow. For only those foolish enough to play with fire will 

inevitably turn into ash. 
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A beautiful world 

I sat on the cliff shelf, my legs hanging over the edge as I stared out across the landscape. So much 

had changed. I remembered how I used to climb up to this spot when I was younger, I’d leave off 

from home under the blue summer sky and wander through the woods before coming to the base of 

the mountain. The cliff face wasn’t usually that steep and there were hiking trails that snaked 

through the boulders and shrubs towards the level surface of Table Mountain. My mother had 

always told me to stick to the trails, and never climb a face of rock alone. Of course I broke this rule, 

that’s why rules are there, to see what happens if you break them. I had been winding up a less-used 

trail, when I suddenly had the urge to see what else the mountain had to offer me, to see what no 

other had seen. I looked around, and seeing that no one was around, I left the path onto the 

untouched earth and made my own trail, leaving behind rocks stacked three-high so I could find my 

way back. 

After a while, I grew bored – there wasn’t anything here, it was just more of the same thing, so I 

decided to look for somewhere to take a break before heading home. Disappointed, I looked around, 

and saw a face of rock jutting out. It was a short walk away, but well hidden from all of the other 

trails – finally, this is what I’d been looking for! I ran to the base of the wall, and started my ascent. 

The climb wasn’t far, but it took nearly ten minutes to reach the top, trying to find a safe path with a 

sufficient hand hold. Like to top of Table Mountain, the shelf was smooth and flat, only a couple of 

metres wide, but to my surprise behind it was a shallow cave. Then I turned around, and gasped at 

the sight: I had never seen the land displayed in such a way. 

Below me was the soft plane of trees that stretched away from the base of the mountain, before 

being interrupted by small towns and villages, and then the ocean. It was stunning. I sat with my 

back against the cave wall, shadowed from the scorching South African sun, staring at the scenery 

before me. I sat there for nearly half an hour just staring, before something new happened. Table 

Mountain received its name not just because of its smooth surface, but by the way the clouds would 

settle atop it and tumble down its sides – just like a table cloth. As I sat there, staring out across the 

surroundings, the clouds descended on top of me and my small shelf. I was suddenly enveloped in a 

sheen of mist, water droplets clung to my skin. I crawled to the edge of the shelf and looked down – 

a couple of metres below, the cloud simply evaporated and disappeared. I sat there in amazement. I 

was shrouded in a cloud, hidden from the world by the table cloth. The cool air was refreshing from 

the heat of summer and I sat there grinning wildly at this incredible phenomenon.  

Several minutes later, the tumbling of water stopped, and my shelf was revealed once more to the 

world – no longer disguised. My hair soaked and clothes sticking to my skin, I then made my descent 

and made sure I could find it again.  

I never told anyone about it, but every weekend I would run through the woodland and up the 

mountain to my shelter. It didn’t matter what the weather was – it was always incredible. I recall 

one instance where I had been sitting there and a thunder storm shook the earth. Of course I was 

terrified and the adrenalin pumping through my veins told me I should get down, but then the 

lightening started. Under the gloomy skies, forks leapt from the clouds above the city, lighting up the 

world in a flash of blue. I was awe-struck and couldn’t help but stand and watch as the mountain 

beneath my feet trembled.  

My visits gradually grew less and less frequent: the demands of life restricting me to visiting perhaps 

once a month. I remember, when I was 22, I decided to share my secret with someone – Jessica. 

We’d been dating for nearly three years, and I knew she was the one. So I packed a picnic for us, and 
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we set off. Through the winding trees and up the well-travelled routes until I found my own trail. We 

followed the piles of rocks I had set all those years ago, and with my help, Jessica and I climbed to 

the top of my shelf. Like I had been – she was stunned, her eyes wide in amazement. Of course, to 

me, the most beautiful sight was no longer around the shelf, but on it. I laid out a blanket and 

together we ate as I told her stories about the things I had seen up here. Every now and then I would 

look up, just to check, to make sure the moment was right. When I saw the white mists dropping 

towards us, I pulled her to her feet and pretended to point at a boat on the horizon, asking if she 

could see it. I then took a step away from her, as she squinted and was convinced I was tricking her – 

she could read me like a book. Then came the gentle waterfall. Shocked, she turned around, looking 

for me to ask what was going on. I still remember the look on her face as she stood in front of me, 

looking down. I was on one knee, a small box held in my hand and an ear-to-ear grin on my face, as 

around us a veil of water droplets surrounded us. Hidden from the world, it was just Jessica and I. 

There, in the middle of a cloud - a table cloth - I asked Jessica to marry me. She immediately said yes 

and jumped into my arms. I held her in a tight embrace, I could no longer see the world, only a 

screen of white visible, but at the same time I held the entire world in my arms.   

Of course since then so much has changed. Now I am alone. The world no longer what it used to be. 

I sat in solitude atop my shelf, staring out across the barren land. The trees were replaced by craters 

and dusty brown earth. The cities and villages were destroyed; nuclear warfare held no prisoners. All 

that remained was the ocean, the only constant that remained after years of war, though even this 

looked a little less spectacular.  

I pulled off my radiation-protective helmet and set it down beside me. I inhaled air thick with toxins 

and set my eyes upon the landscape I had loved so much growing up, before lying on my back and 

staring upwards, along the face of the mountain. I watched as the white clouds slowly crept towards 

me, drifting down the cliff, before enveloping me in this world of white. I took one long, final breath, 

before the clouds consumed me, and the radiation killed me.  
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Wonder - a feeling of amazement and admiration, caused by something beautiful, 

remarkable, or unfamiliar. 

Skydiving 

Some call it falling 

I call it flying 

A terrestrial creature now airborne 

I plummet from the heavens 

 

The wind tears at my clothes, 

Ripping at my skin 

Icy fingers rake through the fabric 

And scar my body 

 

Air whips passed my face 

Pulling at my hair; 

Snatching the breath from my lips 

In a breathless descent  

 

I tug at the cord on my shoulder 

Spraying the nylon cape above me 

Netting air like fish 

Ending my freefall 

 

Like a whip 

The sudden halt jerks my body 

From a hundred miles an hour to twenty 

I am suspended in the air  

 

The landscape basks in the sun below me: 

A blue smudge on the horizon, 

Rolling mounds of green beneath me, 

White capped peaks looming above one and all 

 

Sailing the clouds, I feel so small 

A tiny object in an ocean of emptiness 

The world is silent  

As a gentle breeze guides me back to earth 
 


