Short Story Study

Reciprocal Teaching Strategies: Keep calm and…..

Predict: Before you read, make a prediction based on the title. What will this story be about?
Clarify: Write out any unfamiliar words. Use learned strategies to define them then check definition.
Question: What unanswered questions does the story leave you with? What questions would you ask the author (James Heath aged 16 in around 2000)  
Summarize: Sum up the plot in one sentence.
“Running Scared” by James Heath
It started out O.K. Things usually do. It’s not often you sit down and plan a good catastrophe, a bit of drama to liven up the day’s proceedings. Weekly planners don’t have a space marked ‘disaster’ but that’s what it was, in the full sense of the world, a tragedy. A mistake? But who could predict something like that, who’d have thought it? A few mates organizing a bit of a party, and it was organized. Highly efficient, effective, everyone had a great time… well until the end that is, until the end.

The day was much like any other. It rained in the morning as had been the custom, postponing any thoughts of visiting the beach. Once the sun had surfaced from its overcast concealment we met the usual crowd, those that never see the rain but are awoken by the afterglow. They wear sunglasses and clutch their Berocca like precious gems. Pearls of wisdom? These people mainly stay on the sand, only venturing into the surf occasionally to ‘cool off’. More water’s probably what they need. They were invited to the party of course. Practically everybody was. It’s strange the facts that cling to an intoxicated brain. The location of tomorrow night’s party is always one. We spent ages in the surf that day, not a care manifesting itself in our languid minds. We had no reason to be worried; it was just another party.

We started to prepare pretty early, too early really; there wasn’t much to arrange. We swept out the garage and set up the chairs, resting occasionally on the balcony, catching the sun in its afternoon mellowness. These are some of the most vivid memories I have of Adam -  these last experiences frozen in time like a skipping CD. And of course the image, the final image. His body unmoving, the spark extinguished. His face contorted so unnaturally into shapes I’d never seen and hope to never see again. I try to push this picture out, to focus instead on that hour or two spent cleaning the garage. And the time before of course, but, even now, that’s fading. The couple of tables we had we arranged as casually as we could. It couldn’t look overly organized; an orderly chaotic feel was the aim. We didn’t want to confess to the effort we’d made, especially if it was a flop. Failure however, was unimaginable. So many people had said they were coming and besides we’d borrowed Tony’s grandmother’s lamp for mood lighting. The only concern we had was whether people would bring enough grog. A wise man once said, “The only thing worse than a dry party is a moist one.” At least, I thought he was wise at the time.

And then, for one brief epoch everything was perfect; it was easily the greatest party of the week, the month even. Everyone was there; the stereo was pumping, the dance floor going off. An amber haze descended, much like the rose coloured hazes of earlier times. I guess that’s when I knew something was wrong. Everything was too perfect, everybody too happy. An overindulgence of enjoyment - there had to be a price.

They arrived about eleven - thirty, maybe even midnight, but that seems excessively clichéd. I don’t want to paint us as the heroes, gallant white knights defending ourselves from the darkness. We were the problem to begin with, and we’re the ones so good at keeping it in motion. And every year on the twenty-sixth we celebrate invasion day and smile like schoolboys, proud as those fathers on the sideline whose son has just hit a six. And then we wonder what the problem is, and hope it goes away.
All they wanted was a bit of fun. Or maybe it cut deeper. What they wanted was acceptance, or justice or revenge. Two hundred years of animosity can’t lead to much else. Or maybe it was just the amber glow. Greeny went out first, I think. You should never try to reason with a drunk guy, that’s what the police said afterwards. Could that piece of night-discovered wisdom have helped him at the time? He copped the first punch anyway, and gained the battle scars to prove it. 

After that the bottles started coming. We tried to close the garage doors and make a haven. All we achieved was a sea of broken glass, choking the cement. A couple of the girls received blows to the legs, glass cutting into slender flesh, staining estimably preened skirts and then Adam ran out. I’m not sure as to why he launched himself so casually into the fray - surely not to land a retaliating punch and retain some sense of manly pride. Perhaps it was just to bring peace to the battle torn situation. I wish I could ask him now.

I can see the punch from all angles, like a run-out chance replayed over and over. At the time I only had one view; my mind has invented the rest. I hate my mind for this. I am the third umpire: I see replay after replay, projected on the inside of my eyes. And still I cannot decide - out or safe? The replays will be endless. It didn’t seem like that hard a punch, although I heard the crack. That sound transcends all others and flashes in my ears like the glorious light of a welding rod. And then the gentle fall to meet the earth: peaceful floating, but a dead weight nonetheless. I wasn’t quick enough to catch him. If only time had lent me a moment to clutch his head before it pounded into concrete. The seconds I’d give to Adam - if that sort of thing were allowed - the hours, the days and lifetimes I’d exchange. But time is a cruel master, we are merely servants. That split second when I could have saved him slipped away in the vanishing ether. That’s the moment I wake up from my nightmares - that twinkling in time when his life was in my hands.

As his head thudded into cement, I made it to the grass beside him. I knelt down, but knew then that he was beyond help or hope, at least in this world. The guy who punched him knew as well. All I caught was a glimmer in his eyes, but that’s all I needed. It wasn’t just fear or horror; those descriptions are so insipid. It was more like his entire soul had been wrenched open and any happiness replaced by dread. I saw the guilt; his eyes were sodden with the pain of it. I saw his heart exposed, its contents smeared with this atrocity. And then he turned and ran for all the world, as if everything evil that ever was and ever is to come was at his heels. He ran and never glanced back, not because he had a clear direction, but for the terror of what was behind. He ran like there’d be no end to his running in an infinite flight, not just from the world, but from himself.

Questions and activities
1. Draw up the table below in your English workbook. Define the following literary terms using an online dictionary then find an example of each in the story:

	Term
	historical allusion
	foreshadowing
	motif 
	symbol
	simile

	Definition
	
	
	
	
	

	Example
	
	
	
	
	


2. What is your reading of the story? How do you interpret the highlighted section? How do these words enhance the meaning of the story, making it more than merely a story about an alcohol fuelled fight at a party? Write a theme statement. 

3. Write an essay in response to the short narrative. 
