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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.
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Where do I begin?


[image: image]


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.
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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.
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What you need
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Back in the bad old days, when men were men and women put up with it, I once sat through a talk by a male writer who said that, if you wanted to write, what you needed most of all was a wife.


Uninhibited by the fact that more than half his audience were female and therefore more likely to be wives than to have them (this was in the days before same-sex marriage), he warmed to his theme, which was the desirability of keeping someone at home who would be a skivvy, a secretary, a cook, an editor, a stimulus-provider, a publicist, a host, a minder, a child-minder, an accountant, a cleaner, an indexer, a shoulder to cry on and a punch bag to punch. (He meant this last one metaphorically. At least, I hope he did.) If the wife could be a breadwinner too, so much the better.


And wouldn’t we all like to have those services available to us when we are trying to devote ourselves single-mindedly to our writing? Wouldn’t it be nice of us to offer those services to our loved ones? But not all the time, and not one-sidedly. This chapter looks at what writers need, and how we can meet those needs for ourselves, preferably without making unreasonable demands on others.
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Focus point










Being a writer doesn’t mean you have a right to be impossible to live with – or, at least, any more right than anybody else.
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Writers need to write


You probably know this already.


Writing makes you happy – or, if that is too strong a word, at least it gives you satisfaction. On the days when you don’t write, you don’t feel good. You feel as if you have wasted time, failed to justify your existence. You don’t feel mentally fit, you don’t feel like yourself.


That’s one of the reasons why I began this book with a writing exercise: I knew you would want one. I wanted to separate the real writers, i.e. people who really write, from people who only talk about it and make excuses. I knew that the real short-story writers would want to write a short story as soon as possible, and would appreciate an assignment. Before we go any further, here’s another one.



	

Workshop




	

Have another look at the ‘Yesterday I…’ story you wrote in the previous chapter. Read it aloud to yourself.


Was that easy to do, or did you find yourself stumbling over awkward sentences or words which, you realized on hearing them, were not quite what you meant? Correct them.


Were you interested in the story you had written, or were there too many boring bits? Delete them. Did you notice unintended repetitions, or unnecessarily complicated ways of saying simple things? Edit them.


The assignment was a tight one – one page of A4, with the first two words provided. Consider whether these restrictions were an aid to your creativity or whether they shackled it. If the latter, shake off the shackles and write the story exactly as you want to. If you are happier with the result the second time around, fine – stay with that version. But be aware of ways in which having an assignment, even a restrictive one, can act as a sort of warm-up exercise, getting you focused on your material and starting you on your way towards the later, freer version.







Writers need assignments


Some writers get up every day knowing exactly what they want to write, and how to write it. They probably aren’t the ones reading this book.


The rest of us need assignments. And I don’t just mean the sort of assignment that comes from an editor with a promise of publication and a fee, helpful though those can be in concentrating the mind. I’m talking about any writing task that has been set by someone else.


The fact that it has been set by someone else may make it restrictive, but, paradoxically, it can be very freeing. By eliminating alternatives, it eliminates distractions. Having a task concentrates the mind, and makes writers feel useful and connected. It helps get us started on those occasions when we sit down at the desk wanting and needing to write something, but we’re not sure what.
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Focus point










Fiction, being imaginary, is infinite in its scope. Infinity is all very well, but it is sometimes a bit too big to work with. An assignment cuts it down to size.
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You are reading this book because you want to write short stories and get them published, and you will find short-story ideas ideas throughout, as you will find them in other books listed at the back of this one.


You will also find them online:


www.open.ac.uk/Arts/creative-writing/tasters.shtml


www.writingexercises.co.uk/index.php


www.workingwritersclub.com/creative-writing-prompts


Other ideas can be found in magazines such as Writers’ Forum and MsLexia, where they may be themes for competitions. Even if the closing dates for the competitions have come and gone by the time you catch up with them, you can still draw inspiration from the prompts.
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Write










‘Skin’ was the theme of a competition run by a magazine a few years ago. Imagine a person who has a problem – serious or trivial – with their skin. They try to solve it. Write the story.
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Think of prompts, even out-of-date ones, as assignments. Give yourself a deadline and stick to it – even if there is no editor out there waiting eagerly for you to deliver your work. Yet.


Writers need space
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Virginia Woolf










‘A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.’
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To Virginia Woolf’s oft-quoted comment, later generations of writers of all genders can only respond with a heartfelt sigh of ‘I wish…’


If you live alone or have unused rooms, space and solitude will not be a problem. If your home is full but you have a friend with spare rooms, you might be able to rent or borrow one.


Small shops sometimes have empty rooms behind them or upstairs. The owners may have long-term plans for the rooms and so be reluctant to rent them out as living space; but if you explain that you are not planning to take up residence, only to set down your computer and books and spend a few hours a day writing, and if you sign whatever undertakings the owners require about being willing to move out at short notice, a deal may be struck.


If none of these is a possibility, you are either going to have to make do with cafés, pubs and libraries, or negotiate with your family or flatmates. Can everyone agree to keep out of a particular room for a set number of hours? Can the garden shed or garage be converted? Can that sofa be your writing sofa? Does anyone mind if you have rather a long bath?
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Snapshot










A student was living in a studio flat with her boyfriend, also an aspiring writer. There was only room for one desk, so they agreed on a shift system. While one of them was at the desk, the other lay very still on the bed, listening to music on headphones. At an agreed time, they swapped over. The last I heard, they were still together and still writing.
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The room of your own is as much symbolic as real. It is about mental space as well as physical space. It is about not phoning, playing games or social networking when you are supposed to be writing. It’s about not answering the door.


It is also about comfort. Don’t feel you have to suffer for your art. If you’ve got a special chair, sit on it. If you’ve got a favourite picture, stick it on the wall. If you’re cold, turn the heating up, fill a hot water bottle or put a blanket over your knees. If music helps, play it. Try not to smoke or drink yourself to death, or OD on the chocolate digestives – but, within reason, allow yourself the treats and comforts that help get you to your workplace and keep you there.


Writers need time


When you are a serious writer – and by ‘serious’ I mean committed to it, even if you are not yet published – one of the banes of your life is people who say, ’I could write, but I never have time.’


What they mean is, they want the fun bits of being a writer (seeing their stories in print, sipping wine at launch parties, googling themselves and finding yet another adulatory review) but they don’t want to put in the hours.
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Key idea










Finding the time is part of the job.
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How do you find the time to write?


Make a list of the things you do find time for, and consider ways to cut down.


•  Sleeping. How many hours per night do you sleep? Could you manage on less? Try getting up earlier to write. Or stay up and write when everyone else in your home has gone to bed. Everyone’s rhythms of sleepiness, alertness and creativity are different, so try different schedules to find what works best for you.


•  Earning your living. You may have to do this, but can you do less of it? If your job consumes too much of your time, can you cut back your hours? Do less overtime? Or change to another job, one which makes fewer demands? Any of these choices may involve a drop in income. Only you can decide what financial sacrifices you are willing and able to make, and can expect your dependents to make, in order that you will have time to write. Beware of giving up employment altogether, even if you are financially able to do so: your job keeps you in touch with the day-to-day lives and adventures of your fellow humans in a way that you might miss if you lost it. There’s no point in being a full-time writer if you have nothing to write about.


•  Looking after your home – housework, DIY, etc. On this I can only quote the wise words of Quentin Crisp.
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Quentin Crisp










‘There is no need to do any housework at all. After the first four years the dirt doesn’t get any worse.’
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•  Looking after people. Can you cut down on this? It depends who you are looking after. You have to keep yourself fed, watered, as well groomed as your lifestyle and social circumstances require, and in as good a state of health as you can manage. You have to do the same for people who are your responsibility and who can’t do it for themselves. But what about people in your household who are perfectly capable of looking after themselves? I’m not naming any names here, but why are you wasting valuable writing time running round after them – unless it’s part of a deal in which, on alternate days, they run round after you?


•  Hobbies, sports, cultural, religious and political activities, socializing. Can you cut down on these? You don’t have to give them up entirely – indeed, it’s probably better not to, because, like employment, they give you ideas and stimulation, they are part of who you are, they are the place where you are writing from. But if you are going to meetings once a week, consider cutting back to once a month. If you are getting together with friends every Friday, change that to every other Friday.
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Focus point










If you really don’t feel you can cut back on any of your activities in order to make time for writing, fine; what you’re saying is that, for you, writing is not important enough to prioritize. It’s good to be honest with yourself about this. There’s no law that says you have to be a writer, and you will probably be happier if you concentrate on things that are more important to you.
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Writers need the Internet


I say this in full awareness of the many crimes against writing of which the Internet stands accused. It is responsible, we have been told, for:


•  the near-disappearance of proper grammar and correct spelling


•  the difficulty of devising plots based on the idea that somebody needs an important piece of information but can’t find it. These days, everyone knows everything, or can easily find out.


•  the decline of independent bookselling


•  the narrowing of writers’ horizons and social lives. (Because we no longer need to leave our homes to do research, it is argued, we miss out on all the adventures we might have enjoyed en route to the library.)


•  the disappearance of markets for our writing, as people who might once have been our readers discover, via texting, emailing, tweeting and other social networking, that they would rather spend their leisure time exchanging messages with their friends than reading stories made up by strangers.


•  making self-publishing too easy, thus removing the incentive to produce work of the sort of quality that will induce someone else to invest in it


•  the reluctance of people who can help themselves to good fiction for free online to pay for it and so contribute to writers’ livelihoods.


There is truth in all of these allegations, but they don’t add up to a case against writers having access to the Internet when we need it. And we do need it, at least for:


•  basic research (though we may still need to visit specialist libraries, or pretend we do, if we are hoping to enjoy a brief encounter on the way)


•  email. Many publishers, magazines and competitions will only accept writers’ work by this means


•  exploring new forms of fiction. (Go to https://twitter.com/veryshortstory for examples of tweets that are short stories in themselves.)


•  marketing our work. Even if your ultimate aim is to publish your stories in print media, short-story websites (which you can find listed at the Book Trust’s website at www.booktrust.org.uk) may provide an opportunity to find an audience in the meantime. They may also give you the chance to catch the eyes of editors and agents. The same applies if you choose to showcase your stories on your own website or blog.


•  news. Writers’ organizations offer tips about events, opportunities and writing itself. They come and go, so it is impossible to provide a complete, up-to-date list; but you could start with www.writewords.org.uk or www.writershub.co.uk. Besides being useful in themselves, these sites will keep you up to date with other online writing-related activities. And don’t neglect you favourite living writers, many of whom will have websites, blogs, Facebook pages, Twitter accounts and other ways of staying in touch with their readers.


•  reading and learning. Many of the stories and articles recommended in this book are available online – or at least they are at the time of writing this. No guarantee can be offered that they will still be there by the time you read these words, but even if they have been removed, others will have taken their place.
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