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1975
“…Do you still write?” Emilia, her former dormmate, asked. They had bumped into each other by chance a week earlier and miraculously managed to catch up as planned.
“Not really,” she responded, taciturnly.
“Oh, but you were so good back then. I loved your stories!” She gushed. “I remember how everyone in class was always saying, ‘after you’. I always thought you’ll be a writer one day. Why did you stop?”
“You know how it is…” she replied, her answer vague. 
“I get you.” Emilia nodded in understanding. “Remember how I used to read a lot? But now, can you imagine? This whole year, I’ve read only one book! One!” Gertrude blinked in surprise. “I know! How the mighty have fallen.” 
Although understandable, she couldn’t relate. Reading became her lifeline after her writing dwindled.  Without books, she actually believed she would shrivel up and die.  
“As for my writing…I don’t know,” she admitted. “I have the ideas o but I don’t have the motivation to actually write anymore.”
“Well, if you ask me, if you’ve time to read, you definitely have time to write.” Emilia stated, authoritatively. “You really had a gift with words!  You shouldn’t give up. I really hope you get the motivation you need.”
“I pray so too.” 
 
∞

“I really think you should do this!” Emilia said excitedly, the next time they met. Gertrude looked at the proffered newspaper, The Mirror. Among the myriads of notices and advertisements, was an announcement for a literary contest. 
“Okay, I’ll think about it.” she replied, non-committal.  
“What’s wrong? Don’t you want the money, at least? I thought you could use it…” Although it sounded more like you definitely could use it, she had to agree. With her current teacher’s allowance, she definitely could.
 “You make it sound like it’s a done deal that I’ll win.”  she said blithely, ignoring the (hopefully) unintentional dig at her finances.
“Well, you’ll never know unless you try.” Emilia countered. “It was you who said you didn’t have the motivation to write. Isn’t this motivation enough? Just give it a try. Who knows, you might even win.”

∞

And try she did. She didn’t know where the inspiration came from. All she knew was that, one weekend, she found herself blissfully alone with a pen and a blank page in her new writing jotter. Before she knew it, hours later, it was written. 
Soon, other equally good stories joined the one she wanted to submit, until the book was almost two-thirds full.  
She was so excited that the next time she met Emilia, she shoved the book at her and demanded she read it immediately. Emilia had barely finished reading it when she asked, heart pounding, “How was it? Is it good?” Although what she really wanted to ask was, Am I as good a writer as I think I am? 
“Are you serious?” Emilia replied, incredulously. “I loved it!”
“Really?” Shocked but relieved. But she wanted – no, needed to hear more.
“Of course! It’s so good. Trudy, you can write sha! It was so relatable and real. And that plot twist??? I definitely didn’t see that coming. No, you definitely deserve first prize!” she raved. 
Like countless writers before her, Gertrude practically glowed with the validation. Positive reviews were like ambrosia to writers. 
 “Have you submitted it?” When she shook her head, Emilia asked, “What are you waiting for?”
“I’m using the school’s typewriter to type it out. I will as soon as I’m done.” 
“Well, you better. Just remember you owe me 5% of the money.”
“When exactly did we come to that agreement?” Gertrude asked laughing. 
“Oh, you’ve conveniently forgotten, eh? You better remember o!” Emilia responded, jovially. “But in all seriousness, you’re going to win this.”
Gertrude just nodded, clutching the book to her chest. Hoping that Emilia’s faith in her work wasn’t misplaced. 
 
∞

“What are you doing?” 
Gertrude startled and turned to see the new Mathematics teacher, peering down at what she was typing in the library.  
She immediately ripped out the sheet of paper and hid it behind her.
“Nothing,” she answered guiltily, like she was caught reading one of those Harlequin romance books her students loved. 
“Nothing, eh? Let me see.” He insisted, easily wrestling it out of her hands. Keeping it out of her reach, he gave it a quick perusal before turning to her. “Is this a story?” 
“Yes,” she admitted, when she couldn’t come up with a convincing lie. 
“You wrote this?” She nodded, strangely feeling juvenile for writing stories instead of doing ‘teacherly’ things. But he gave her an impressed look.   
“What is it about?” When she didn’t reply, he smirked and asked, “Is it about me?”  His voice taking a flirty lilt. 
Unlike his other male colleagues, Mr. George Arthur, (since they shared the same surname, was called Sir George by his students) was young, good looking and had an affable personality, making him a favorite with the female students. 
“No!” she said incredulously, snatching her paper from him and placing it back into the typewriter. “Why would I do that? You’re boring.” She added, offhandedly.
“Ajei,” he said clutching his chest in mock hurt, which made her smile. 
“Can I read it when you’re done?” he tried again. She felt a flutter in her stomach. That surprised her. She knew he liked to harmlessly flirt with teachers and students alike. And because of that she thought she would be immune to his flirtations. Clearly not. Apparently, showing any sort of interest in her writing was her weakness. 
When she hesitated, his carefree air was replaced by slight uncertainty. “I mean, I’m not much of a reader but I would like to read your book…if you don’t mind.”
In the end, she found herself relenting, “Ok, when I’m done.”
“Can’t wait.”

∞

She on the other hand, did not have that luxury. After submitting the story, she waited. 
And waited.
And waited some more.
As she did, she spent her time regularly checking the school’s post office box and judiciously flipping through the pages of the newspaper trying to find any word about the winners, too distracted to write more. 
Two months later, she was thus pre-occupied when George came into the common room. She noticed him make a beeline towards her. It wasn’t unexpected; they had gotten closer over the past few weeks.  Enough that she had even given him the book.
As usual, she flipped through the newspaper until she found it. Finally, after a whole month, the moment of truth was here and…
Margaret Odame had won the first prize. Whoever that was. And there were other names listed as winners. But no Gertrude Arthur. 
…She hadn’t won. 
Her heart sank at the realization. She had written her best work and yet it was still not enough. The sting of rejection was excruciating; someone could just read something you put your all in and say, ‘No, not good enough.’ 
“How is my favorite teacher doing?” George asked when he got to her. When he saw the look on her face, his voice turned concerned, “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she answered automatically, wiping her eyes. Annoyed with herself, she left the common room, afraid of further embarrassing herself over not winning a writing contest.  
“Are you sure? You’re crying.” George, who had followed her, asked once outside, worry etched all over his face. 
“I said I’m fine!”, she snapped, causing him to recoil. At his reaction, she tempered her tone of voice, “What do you want?” 
“I’m just worried…” he answered, placatingly.  
“Why?” she demanded, anger replacing the initial hurt of rejection. 
“Huh?”
“Why are you worried?”
He looked at her with genuine confusion. “I-Because w-we’re friends! I like you, Trudy.” 
His confession (was it a confession?) surprised her but not enough to quell the fire of negative emotions raging inside her. 
“Oh really?” she intoned snidely. “When did we become friends? Just because someone is nice to you doesn’t mean you become friends or they like you.” 
She knew she was being hurtful, but she couldn’t stop. She needed to let go of the hurt in her even if it meant hurting someone else.
“Or you just assumed that I’ll fall all over you with the least attention, eh? Well, I’m sorry that all your efforts have been in vain. I’m not going to sleep with you!”
“What?!” he visibly flinched. But before he could say anything, she turned to walk away. However, after taking a few steps, she pivoted. 
“Where’s my book?” she demanded. 
“Huh?” he replied stupidly, befuddled by the abrupt change in subject.
“The book of stories I gave you. Where is it?” she reiterated. 
He sheepishly looked away. “I haven’t finished reading it-” 
“It doesn’t matter, just give me my jotter.”, she interrupted impatiently, hand outstretched.
“I don’t have it with me.”
“Well, it’s not likely you will ever finish it so bring it tomorrow,” she spat, turning around. 
“Trudy, I meant… I don’t know where it is. I’ve been looking for it but think I’ve lost it.” he confessed to her back. She stopped walking.
His words destroyed her. Everything she had ever written; all her stories were gone. She was left with nothing. 
“I’m sorry, but I thought- don’t you have another copy?” 
His voice was filled with remorse but she couldn’t bring herself to care at that moment. With tears streaming down her face, she finally walked away.

∞

Something inside her died that day; her passion to write along with her dream of becoming an author one day. She accepted her new reality; she was never going to be a writer. She was never going to be anything other than Madam Getty; a boring secondary school teacher. And just like any of the run-of-the-mill English teachers in the country, she was destined to teach others, who will in time manage to live out their dreams. Her only consolation will be to claim she contributed to their success by her tutelage.     
After mourning the demise of her potential career as an author and having the time to reflect on her actions, she apologized to George. To her surprise, he accepted her apology without any fuss and even reciprocated the sentiment.
“They’re just stories,” she said, brushing it off. “They’re not important.” 
“Don’t say that. Not if it’s something you love,” he said, fiercely. After a moment, he continued. “And I think you shouldn’t stop writing. I even got you this… to start again.” 
He pulled something out of his bag and handed it to her; it was a new jotter. “I’ll read them this time. And I promise I won’t lose it again.” 
It was a nice gesture. Touching and sweet. But she didn’t know what to say to that, so instead she hugged him, mumbling a thank you into his shoulder as an afterthought. 
“Just promise me that you’ll keep writing.” She heard him whisper back.  
She hesitated before nodding. But deep inside, she knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. She losing the competition and her stories was probably God’s way of telling her that it wasn’t meant to be. And even if it was, she couldn’t bring herself to write again, knowing that there was a risk of her words being ignored, rejected or worse, taken from her. 

∞∞∞

2021
“…And that’s how I met your mother.” she heard her husband say. He and her son thought she was asleep but she had woken up in the middle of their conversation. She was just too weak to move in any capacity. She now understood why the doctors were reluctant to discharge her just yet despite recently testing negative for COVID-19. This God-forsaken illness had taken a toll on her.    
“Wow…” her son, Kobby, said in awe. “So, Ma never wrote again?”
She heard George sigh. “Not that I know of. And a part of me has always felt guilty about it.” 
She wanted to tell him it wasn’t exactly his fault. The decision to not pursue writing was wholly hers. And even after all those years, she didn’t have much regret. She was content with him and the life they had built together.
“I wish I could read her stories.” Kobby mused. “You know I don’t like reading but now, I’m a little curious. I never knew this side of Ma.”
Like father, like son, she mused, fondly. She had never told her children because none of them had ‘inherited’ her love for literature. They all took after their father; to numbers and formulas instead of words despite her buying them books and encouraging them to read.
“Actually, I found that book recently.” Gertrude jerked in surprise at that utterance. But the movement was imperceptible and thus went unnoticed by the duo. “I stumbled across it when we were moving out of the old house. It was hidden in between one of my old Mathematics books. I was so excited that I read all her stories right there and then.” 
“They were so… good.” He continued, reverently.  “It’s a shame she stopped writing. She would have been an excellent author.” 
A hushed silence ensued. She felt a thrill on hearing the news. But it has been years, what would she do with it? Read it to her grandchildren, she supposed. Maybe they can be used to make readers, or even writers, of some of her progeny. 
Her reverie was broken when she felt a presence by her side; a nurse administering her medications. After she left, Kobby broke the silence. 
“Dad, I have an idea -” but before she could hear what it was, she was lured into oblivion by whatever the nurse had given her, making her forget everything she heard.

∞∞∞
2022
“…Happy birthday to you! Hip, hip, hurray!”
Her husband, children and Khadijah, were some of the familiar faces she knew among the many party guests. It was the first time seeing all of them together, in one place, since the lockdown. It was a 2-in-1 party, they were celebrating her birthday and wedding anniversary.  
After the cake cutting, all eyes turned to her as her husband shifted to her with a small wrapped package in hand. He unwrapped it to reveal a book. 
“Your book?” she croaked, looking at Khadijah expectantly. But her former-student-now-writer shook her head with red-rimmed eyes.
“No, Mrs. Arthur. Just look at the cover.”
She did; it had a minimalistic design, allowing the title to stand out...  
LOST AND FOUND; Tales from a Beloved Teacher. 
The title was intriguing. And she wondered, if it wasn’t Khadijah’s, whose was it?
Bringing the book closer to face, she squinted through her glasses at the name at the bottom of the cover. 
“Trudy?” She heard George’s voice as she clasped a hand over her open mouth in shock. She looked at his teary eyes and back down at the author’s name again, wondering if she was mistaken. But it was still there. Unambiguously. 
Gertrude Arthur.  
“Dad found all your old stories and with the help of Khadijah, we all contributed to get them published. Congratulations, Ma! You’re an author now.” Kobby explained. 
Right on cue, she started to cry. She hadn’t known how much she still yearned for it until it was in her hand. A dream personified.  
She tried to tell them so but found she couldn’t. The words were there, but her mouth couldn’t bring them out. Rather, she felt it pull down to the side. She tried to lift her left hand to close it but she felt a resistance.
Like déjà vu, she saw the panicked look on their faces. Gone were the teary but happy look on their faces. It was now replaced with one of fear and horror. 
She wanted to tell them not to worry, that she no longer had any regrets. However, no words came out. Just gurgling sounds. But deep inside, she wasn’t bothered that she couldn’t say it.
Because, before, her story was unread, rejected and even lost; every word seemingly unwritten. But as everything faded to black, she knew that now, her story was without a doubt finally…written. 

THE END.

						



 


