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Introduction

This is a new edition of my book Write Short Stories and Get Them Published, which was first published in 2011.

Like its predecessor, this edition is a practical introduction to short-story writing, aimed at newcomers to creative writing as well as people who are already writing in other genres and want to give short-story writing a try.

Like its predecessor, it stresses that the two most important things you have to know are these:

1    Short stories are short.

2    And they are stories.

If that strikes you as a dazzling glimpse of the obvious, stick around for the next 200-odd pages and see if you still think the same.

‘Short’ can mean anything from six words to around 10,000. ‘Story’ means that something has to happen.

Not too much, though. ‘The novel tends to tell us everything,’ wrote V.S. Pritchett in his introduction to the Oxford Book of Short Stories, ‘whereas the short story tells us only one thing, and that, intensely’. It is that quality of intensity, that focus on one thing, which makes a finely crafted short story such a joy and thrill to read – and such a challenge to write. How can we tell a tale which satisfies, even when it seems to be over almost as soon as it has begun? How can we find the ‘one thing’ which, paradoxically, seems to tell so much more?

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that writing short stories is merely a limbering-up exercise for the real business of the prose writer, which is writing novels. The short story is just as real: a form in its own right, it has its own demands, traditions, markets and rewards. It is thought to date back to the early days of oral storytelling, and now, in the twenty-first century, it is all over the Internet. Short stories are published in print books and ebooks. They are available in magazines and on websites, they are broadcast on the radio, adapted into films, performed in pubs and available on CDs and as podcasts. They may earn their authors prizes of up to £30,000 – or they may simply be shared among friends. They are written by established professional writers, by newcomers and by those in between. That includes you, the person reading this introduction.

Much of the material in this new edition has been updated. New information has been added to take account of new publications and changes in the worlds of publishing, writers’ technology and public appreciation of the short story form. The material is arranged somewhat differently from how it was in the previous edition, with icons drawing your attention to particular features. The icons are:
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Write. This speaks for itself. It is what you have come here to do.
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Snapshot. Shorter writing exercises.
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Workshop. A series of guided questions that will help you reflect on a piece of your writing (see below).
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Key quote. Words of wisdom from writers, editors, readers, reviewers, teachers and others in the know.
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Key idea. Something of special importance.
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Focus point. Advice to take forward.

As well as these new features, this book contains updated material about opportunities to publish short stories, online and in print. It has information about self-publishing and news of competitions and public short-story reading events which you can go to, and to which you can contribute. It refers you to published short stories, some of which are new, some already well-known. All of them show how the skills of short-story writing can work in practice in the hands of an expert or a talented newcomer.

It also contains a new exercise: the Workshop.

The workshop

This term, when used in the context of creative writing, usually refers to a gathering of writers at an early stage in their careers for mutual support and critical feedback. You may already belong to such a group. But the Workshops in this book are different: they don’t assume that you have other people available. They invite you to write a short story, or part of a short story, then put it to one side and move on. At a later point in the book you will be asked to go back to the previous piece and assess and revise it in the light of what you have learned in the meantime.

This not a substitute for joining a real workshop or writing class, when the time feels right for you to do that. The group may be based online, at a university or an adult education centre, or in your own living room. The most important feedback is the kind that comes from honest, sensitive strangers, and the marketplace. But you may not want to expose yourself and your work to those sorts of rigours just yet, and anyway there may be practical obstacles in the way. What you can do now is learn to be your own editor and critic.

How to use this book

Apart from the Workshops, for which you will need to write the pieces before you can refer back to them, you can use this book in whatever way you like. Read it from cover to cover, or dip in and out. Do the exercises in order, or start with your favourites.

But don’t neglect the ones that you don’t like the look of. They may be the ones that will teach you the most.


1
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Where do I begin?
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Where do I begin? you are probably wondering.

You begin right here, by writing a short story.

Did you gasp at that? Shudder with alarm? Were you not expecting to start writing so soon?

Perhaps you have other things you need to be doing – a floor to sweep, or curtains to take to the cleaners. Weren’t you supposed to be polishing the soup spoons today, filling in your tax return, changing the batteries in your toothbrush, painting the bathroom, or phoning the builder? Have you taken the dog for a walk, caught up with your emails, cleaned the car, repotted the geraniums, picked blackberries and made them into jam?
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Key idea






Isn’t it amazing how domesticated some of us become when the alternative is writing?
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Writing is a strange business. People long to do it, get hold of books on how to do it, complain about ‘not having time’ to do it – and then, when they do have time, they start remembering all the other things they have to do first.

The reason for this is partly fear: fear that we won’t be good enough. Fear that we may turn out to have nothing to say. Or too much – what if I am not a writer at all, but a sufferer from logorrhoea (excessive flow of frequently meaningless words)?

Perhaps it is the very ordinariness of writing that inhibits you. At its most basic, it is a skill that most of us have – indeed, any adult who does not have it, is, quite rightly, recognized as being disadvantaged. Anyone can write, anywhere – what’s so special about you, you may be wondering, that you should start thinking of yourself as creative, that you should grab this time and space to start making up short stories and writing them down, in the hope that one day they will be published?

The answer is in the question: what is so special about you is that you have decided to do it. That makes you special – special enough to set your own priorities. We all have the same number of hours in our days, though not, of course, the same number of days in our lives. When you finally come to the end of yours, what do you want people saying about you – ‘What a wonderful person he was, his soup spoons sparkled’? ‘Hers was the best-exercised dog in the neighbourhood’? Or ‘S/he wrote some brilliant short stories – and got them published’?

When are you going to write those stories, if not now? You must have some time, or you wouldn’t have got this far with the opening pages of this book. In a moment, I am going to ask you to stop reading and start writing.
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Focus point






Some of your friends, on hearing that you won’t be coming out this evening because you are writing a short story, may try to dissuade you. They may be secretly envious of your single-mindedness. Other friends will be pleased that you are doing something that is important to you, even though it does not, at the moment, include them. You don’t need me to tell you which of these friends are real friends, and worth hanging on to.

[image: image]

Clear some space in your life. Cancel engagements. If anyone is making demands on you, say you are not available.

Go into a room and lock the door. Alternatively, head for the nearest café, library, pub or park bench – anywhere where you can be comfortable and free from interruptions. Take with you a pen and paper, or whatever piece of electronic writing kit you are at ease with.
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Write






What happened to you yesterday? Quite a few things, probably. Some were ordinary, part of your normal routine. Others were more surprising, unexpected, delightful, annoying, even dangerous. Choose one of them, and write about it.

Keep it small. You’re not writing your entire life story here – just about one particular thing that happened on one particular day. A problem that you solved, or failed to solve, or made worse. A desire that you satisfied, or didn’t. An attempt that was made to persuade you to do something that you didn’t want to do.
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Keep your story short. You can write longer ones later, but for now a single sheet of A4 is plenty. Don’t worry if your story seems humdrum and ordinary, or alternatively, if it is eye-poppingly scandalous, revealing something about you which you would prefer that other people didn’t know. You don’t have to show the story to anyone.
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Focus point






Never give in to pressure to reveal how much of your fiction is based on fact. Being a fiction writer doesn’t mean you have foregone your right to privacy. If people ask for more information than you want to give them, just say ‘It’s fiction’ and change the subject.
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On this occasion, aim to finish the story at a single sitting. Don’t worry if your language doesn’t seem literary enough, formal enough. It’s fine to write the story as you might tell it to a friend: if your language is good enough for them, it’s good enough to go on the page. You can tidy it up later. For now, your priority is to get the story written.


	Yesterday I got a phone call from a market research organization. Would I mind taking part in a customer satisfaction survey about my bank?

Mind? I thought. Mind? I’ve spent half my life trying to get through to my bank to ask them what has happened to my cash ISA. I’ve spent a quarter of my life on hold, listening to a silly tune. My bank won’t talk to me, but they’re employing someone – paying someone – to ring me up and ask me what I think of them.

‘Just a few questions,’ the market research woman coaxed.

‘Bring ’em on,’ I replied.

‘Well, it won’t be me personally,’ she said.

‘You mean you’re going to put me through to the manager? At last!’

‘It’s an automated survey,’ she explained. ‘You answer it on your telephone keypad.’

‘The story of my lost ISA would be wasted on a telephone keypad. Let me tell you, Five months ago—’

‘Thanks for taking part in our survey,’ the woman interrupted. And the next thing I knew, I was listening to a recording which wanted to know whether I was extremely satisfied, quite satisfied, neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, a bit dissatisfied or extremely dissatisfied with the layout of the furniture in the public areas of my local branch. I hung up.




It’s not finely tuned or highly polished or earth-shattering. It won’t win a prize or bring about a reform of the Financial Services Act, and it certainly won’t locate the narrator’s cash ISA. It’s just a quickly written account of something that happened yesterday, a tale which allows the narrator to let off some steam at the same time as drawing your attention to the fact that short stories are all around you, each of them with a beginning (the phone call), a middle (the conversation), some back-story (the lost ISA) and an end (the narrator hangs up).

Here’s another example.


	Yesterday I saw him in the street. At first I didn’t recognize him, probably because he was fully clothed. Normally when I see him, he is stark naked, except for his underpants.

I glimpse him through the window of his ground-floor flat when I walk past on my way home from my evening class. I don’t deliberately stare, but it’s hard not to look when his kitchen is all lit up and there he is, an old, bald, semi-naked guy, cooking in a frying pan at eleven o’clock at night.

He cooks egg, bacon, sausages, fried bread, the works. He’s quite seriously overweight, which is hardly surprising if that is his idea of a late-night snack. His belly bulges over his Y-fronts, dangerously exposed to the spitting fat. I feel sorry for him. At least, I used to, until yesterday when I saw him in the street, holding hands with a woman. I won’t say she was a beautiful woman, she was quite ordinary really, about his age, scruffy like him, with grey hair. But you could see from the way they held hands that they adored each other.

He glanced at me as if he thought he might recognize me but he was not sure where from. And then he turned away, as if he didn’t really care – he was much more interested in his companion than in a random stranger walking by. And it dawned on me that maybe his midnight cook-ups weren’t comfort food at all; the only comfort he needed, he was getting from her. The food was a post-sex snack. And the look he had given me was indeed one of recognition, recognition of the woman who walks past his window late at night, always on her own, while he is warm and snug inside preparing love-food for himself and his darling, to replenish their energy before they get back to whatever they have been doing, while I hurry home alone through the darkness.

Now it’s your turn. Begin with the words ‘Yesterday I…’ and off you go.
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Walt Disney






‘The only way to get started is to quit talking and begin doing.’
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When the narrator of your story has dealt with his or her dilemma, conflict, desire or predicament, and resolved it – or when they have realized that it cannot be resolved – stop writing and pat yourself on the back. You have written a story. Well done.

And before you dismiss me as an insincere flatterer – I can’t see what you have written, so how can I have a valid opinion on whether it is well done or not? – let’s have a look at what writing that story has taught you:

•  The only way to write is to write. To put it another way – and at the risk of sounding like an advertisement for trainers – just do it.

•  Use the first person, at least to start with. Not all stories have to be narrated by ‘I’ – we’ll be exploring alternatives elsewhere in this book. But writing as ‘I’ (whether or not that ‘I’ is really you, and whether or not the story is true) comes naturally to most of us, echoing the way we speak. If you write as ‘I’, you won’t be tempted to go wandering off into other people’s minds: you know that you can’t know what someone else is thinking. You also know that you can’t give first-hand accounts of events at which you were not present, so you won’t be tempted to try that either. Using ‘I’ means keeping things nice and simple, which is what you need if you are a beginner riddled with uncertainty and looking for the slightest excuse to get back to polishing those soup spoons.

•  Use the past tense. Again, it is not the only way, but it is a good way to start. By beginning your story with the word ‘yesterday’, you commit yourself to describing events that have already happened, rather than those which are happening now. This makes for simplicity. Simplicity is not the same as ease, but it should add to your confidence that you can write short stories.

•  How to end a story Some new writers fear that once they start writing, they won’t be able to stop. What if you can’t find an ending to your story? What if it goes on and on and on? What if it turns into a novel? A short story turning into a novel isn’t the end of the world, but if you don’t want that to happen to your story, make sure that you stay focused on one person, one situation of difficulty or uncertainty. Let that person struggle to resolve the difficulty or else discover that it isn’t going to be resolved. At the end of my first example, both of my characters are frustrated – the market researcher hasn’t got her answers, and the narrator is no closer to tracking down her lost ISA. But it is the end of the conversation, and so the end of the story. At the end of the second example, the narrator realizes that the somewhat-patronizing pity she has been feeling for the man might be more appropriately directed towards herself.
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Focus point






To keep your stories short and tight, limit your time and space. Take a single page of A4, write the title (or provisional working title) of your story at the top, and write ‘THE END’ at the bottom. Then start at the top and write the story. Be aware at all times of how close you are to the end. Allow yourself a fixed period of time – say 15 minutes – and set an alarm clock or stopwatch to that time. Decide that when the time runs out the story must end. These mental disciplines may make for some overly abrupt endings, but they will get you into the habit of writing stories that are short.
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Now that you have written a short story about something that happened yesterday, save it. Make backup copies on paper, on a memory stick or as an email attachment sent to yourself. You should do this routinely with all your stories, as you would with any other important, irreplaceable document, and you should keep the backups separate from the original.

We will return to your ‘Yesterday I…’ story later. For now, if you think you’ve done enough short-story writing for one day, it’s fine to go off and join your friends in the pub. Or stay at home and polish those soup spoons till they dazzle.

	
Where to next?




This chapter aimed to get you started by urging you to stop procrastinating and write a short story. The one you wrote probably wasn’t the best you will ever write, but that doesn’t matter now; the important thing is that you wrote it.

You will be looking for ways to change and improve it. Other changes you will be looking for will be changes in your life, changes that will help you on your way to becoming the writer you want to be. We will look at those in the next chapter.

OPS/images/common4.jpg





OPS/images/common5.jpg





OPS/images/common2.jpg





OPS/images/line.jpg





OPS/images/common6.jpg





OPS/images/P003-001.jpg
Teach
Yourself





OPS/images/common.jpg





OPS/images/common1.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Teach’
Yourself

RITE
SHORT

STORIES

and get them published

Revised
and updated

® Get started with all the guidance you need with new

o Includes practical help to build
your confidence

material by
the author

© Be inspired and generate ideas

ZOE FAIRBAIRNS





