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Introduction


On a warm summer day in 2007, I resigned from teaching in adult education. I loved my writing classes but not the growing mound of administrative paperwork. When one of the office staff revealed that none of this paperwork was ever read but was just filed to comply with regulations, I decided that enough was enough. I wanted to teach, not fill in forms, particularly those that asked me to rate a student’s learning on a scale of one to five.


There was just one problem. The students didn’t want to stop. They found a new place to meet and asked me to continue. And so Valley Writers – named after that first venue – was born. Every Monday evening, 12 of us crowded into a small room, to discuss fiction and how to write it. The room was a bit stuffy and we would often hear blood-curdling battle cries from the martial art session along the hall, but that didn’t matter. We were free to do whatever we wanted. In one memorable session intended to raise awareness of textures, we played blind man’s buff, but with a twist. Half the students acted as guides, leading their partners to touch different surfaces, including trees, walls and – according to one student but denied by her guide – ‘road kill’.


The sessions were fun. They were experimental, both for me and the students, who often did not know what next week would bring. One feature, however, remained inviolate. The five-minute exercise. In all my years of teaching, I’ve never come across a writer who disliked these short bursts of writing. That doesn’t mean that every exercise is equally helpful. Rather, it means that working quickly taps the unconscious in a way that often surprises the writers themselves. ‘I don’t know where that came from’ is a common response when the time is up. John Steinbeck once articulated the process well in an interview with the Paris Review.


Write freely and as rapidly as possible and throw the whole thing on paper. Never correct or rewrite until the whole thing is down. Rewrite in process is usually found to be an excuse for not going on. It also interferes with flow and rhythm which can only come from a kind of unconscious association with the material.


The five-minute exercise is not about producing a perfect piece of work – if indeed such a thing exists. It’s about inspiration, exploration, and – most important of all – freedom.


I had to leave Valley Writers behind when I moved to the Cotswolds. The sessions live on in the pages of this book, for which I’ve selected the best of our exercises. There are plenty of brand-new exercises, too, inspired by topical stories and fresh research. That’s the thing about writing. Our source material is like the sea: always there, but constantly changing. I’ve also included a new feature, Snippet Triggers, designed to show you how to develop stories from those quirky little anecdotes you find in newspapers, magazines and on the Internet. One of my own first successes was triggered by something I read in a newspaper and I know that other writers are similarly inspired.


This book is for you. I hope you will enjoy doing these exercises as much as I have enjoyed writing them. Dip in today.
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Scintillating Sentences


Have you ever felt you’d like to be a touch more poetic in your writing? Perhaps you recall certain poems from your childhood but are not sure what makes them so memorable. Or maybe you’re not interested in poetry at all but just want to tap into its rich use of language.


Well, for starters, take another look at the humble tongue twister. As children, we all fell about laughing as we tried to get to grips with She Sells Seashells by the Seashore or Peter Piper Picked a Peck of Pickled Pepper. But the tongue twister is just one example of a literary device called alliteration, the effect created when two or more words with the same initial sound are used close together. In poetry, William Blake’s Tyger, tyger, burning bright is a simple but classic example. Try replacing burning bright with another phrase. Tiger, tiger, flaming bright just doesn’t cut it. Neither does, Tiger, tiger, burning gold. It’s the repeated ‘b’ sound that works the magic.


Here are some other poetic examples to whet your appetite:


Fly o’er waste fens and windy fields.


Alfred Tennyson, Sir Galahad


Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,


Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;


Edgar Allan Poe, The Raven


And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.


Wilfrid Owen, Anthem for Doomed Youth


But let’s not get stuck on poetry. Alliteration is a versatile technique that works for many different types of writing. Ad agencies use it to create memorable slogans such as You’ll never put a better bit of butter on your knife. Copy-editors use it to create catchy headlines: Birthday girl Kate looks lovely in lace. Even government departments get in on the act. Remember Don’t drink and drive?


Alliteration is also a favourite with great orators. In 47 BCE, Julius Caesar shouted ‘Veni, vidi, vici’ after his overthrow of a rebellious king. In 1961, John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address urged the American people to ‘Let us go forth to lead the land we love.’ More recently, Barack Obama told an awed audience that ‘Our campaign was not hatched in the halls of Washington – it began in the backyards of Des Moines and the living rooms of Concord and the front porches of Charleston’.


For straightforward prose, the trick is not to overdo it or the impact will be lost. Amely Greeven writes about fashion, preventive health care and the mind–body–spirit balance. See how she uses alliteration to highlight the moment she decided to leave her life in the city and move to a log cabin in Jackson Hole, Wyoming:


For a second, sparkly city things danced like sugarplums in my head: salsa music on street corners, lofts with poured-concrete floors, kisses in cabs after cocktails. But I was pretty sure I couldn’t sacrifice the aliveness I felt for that familiar lifestyle.


That first sentence is a goody-bag of alliteration which helps to create a lyrical quality. Note how the soft ‘s’ sounds at the beginning contrast with the harder ‘c’ sounds at the end. In the second sentence, by contrast, it’s far less obvious. The result is a piece that tweaks the senses but doesn’t overwhelm.


Consider using alliteration whenever you want to enhance sensory impact or elicit emotion. This is particularly useful when you want to set a scene without overloading the reader with descriptive detail:


Skeletal birch trees rise from the snow-covered ground against a backdrop of cloud-heavy skies and white mountains.


That sentence is from the introductory paragraph of an article by Alice Westgate in Homes and Gardens magazine. The rest of the piece is quite factual, describing how a couple built their own ski lodge in Sweden. The author’s careful use of alliteration sets the scene beautifully and gives the opening an emotive quality it might otherwise lack.




THE EXERCISE





To help stimulate alliterative thinking, construct sentences in which most of the words start with the same initial sound. Remember that it’s the sound that counts, not the letter. A soft ‘c’ – as in city – sounds like ‘s’ whereas a hard ‘c’ – as in cat – sounds like ‘k’.


Have fun with your sentences and don’t worry if they don’t make great sense. Start with short ones until you’ve got the hang of it. You can then move on to longer more elaborate ones, even a complete poem if you like. Feel free to experiment, maybe using a different sound for each line or mixing two sounds in the same line as Tennyson does in Sir Galahad. Warning: this is addictive!


Here are some examples to get you started.


♦   Daisy dries dinner dishes in the doorway to the dismal dining room.


♦   The boisterous boy bounces into the Bertinet Bakery to buy a baguette.


♦   The lonely llama lollops through the lilacs and into the library to look for liquorice.


♦   Katie craved a cup of coffee in Karachi but could not catch a cab.


♦   Six smiling sailors swaggered down the street, sucking spearmint syrup through sticky silver straws.


♦   The crazy cat cartwheeled over the caramel cupcake before crashing into the corner cupboard.
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Snippet Trigger – Who Did That?


I love those quirky little stories that appear in the snippets section of newspapers and the tale end of regional broadcasts. My own magazine fiction was often inspired by reading such pieces and I’m not alone. When best-selling novelist Wendy Holden was asked where she gets her ideas, she replied: ‘Everywhere. But a lot come from newspapers.’ Throughout this book, I’ve included a few of these snippet triggers. They need little introduction except the facts. Here’s one to get you thinking.


A Qantas Boeing 767 aircraft was flying from Darwin to Brisbane when passengers complained about fumes in the cabin. The pilot, following standard procedure, aborted the flight and brought the plane down in Mount Isa. Unfortunately, Mount Isa is 1,500 miles from Brisbane and has no stairs suitable for disembarking such a large plane. The passengers had to be taken off by forklift – five at a time. It took two hours, after which the journey continued on another plane but without the luggage, which was still on the first plane. OMG, as they say on Twitter. The fumes were eventually traced to a dirty nappy stuffed down the aircraft’s loo.


My immediate thought was: Did the nappy-stuffer own up? And my second: How awful to be responsible for wasting so many people’s time, costing the airline goodness knows how much money, and being – well, a bit stupid. But then, haven’t we all done silly things in our time? Haven’t we all wished we’d thought about the consequences before, instead of after, the effect?


Sometimes, it’s not even lack of thought but too much thought. For example, I like to switch off wall-sockets when I’m not using them. I once switched off what I thought was the kettle in someone else’s house. It was the freezer. Similarly, the manager of my favourite local pub once thought it would be a good idea to recycle the Christmas tree on the pub’s lovely open fire. Unfortunately, he didn’t know his trees. This one was a Norwegian Spruce, which sparks badly and burns very hot. Within minutes the chimney was ablaze. The fire brigade arrived just in time to stop the flames shooting sideways under the ancient upstairs floorboards and burning down the building.


Fiction thrives on this kind of domino effect. To take just one example, in the film Meet the Parents, Greg is hoping to impress his fiancée’s parents during his first visit to their home. Desperate for a smoke but knowing that his future father-in-law disapproves, he slips out onto the roof to light up. When the family cat appears, Greg drops the cigarette, which promptly rolls into the gutter and ignites some dry leaves. As Greg frantically tries to stamp out the flames, the gutter snaps and tears into a power line, which also ignites, sending a path of flame across the lawn into a collection of garden furniture and a beautiful gazebo that’s been hand-carved from a single piece of wood as a wedding present for Greg’s girlfriend’s sister.


It’s one of the funniest scenes in the film, mainly because it’s the kind of awful thing that could happen to anyone and we’re just glad it’s not us. Greg, of course, instinctively does a runner like a naughty child, and that, in turn, takes us back to childhood and our own misdemeanours.


Which brings me back to my first thought about the Qantas incident. Did the person who put the nappy down the loo own up? It’s a tough call. It’s one thing to know you’ve been silly but when everyone else knows it, too, you feel a fool. But if you don’t own up and you’re found out, that’s even worse. Now you’re not just a fool but a coward, too. This is a topic well worth exploring. Try the following exercise.




THE EXERCISE





Do a five-minute freewrite using ‘Owning up’ as your trigger. Remember that with freewriting it’s best if you don’t think too hard about the topic. Just start writing without worrying about shape, structure, or even grammar.
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The Nostalgic Tastebud


Waitrose Kitchen1 magazine once invited several authors to talk about the family stories evoked by cooking and the power of shared family recipes to link the generations. The memories were fascinating. For Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Matt McAllester, oeufs en cocotte, served in ‘little brown cauldron things’, always remind him of his mother, a lifelong fan of Elizabeth David. When his mother died, he had been ‘pole-axed by grief and needed a coping mechanism; cooking some of her favourite recipes seemed to be it’.


For Miranda Gardiner, a keen cook since the age of five, a recipe for flapjack brought her closer to her father. It even led to a book, Teaching Dad to Cook Flapjack: ‘Dad wanted something sweet to go with his afternoon cup of tea, and Mum used to make flapjack a lot.’ It was, she says, a good recipe to teach him over the phone as he didn’t have to use scales. All the ingredients could be measured in cups.


Even if we’re not cooks ourselves, we all remember certain tastes and flavours of the past. Those memories act as triggers for our personal stories. For example, my husband has vivid memories of his grandmother serving Libby’s sliced tinned peaches as a weekend treat. Similarly, I recall being taught to toast marshmallows by an American girl whose family had relocated to Dublin where I was at school. She was from Minnesota, an impossibly glamorous and faraway place where the houses had yards instead of gardens and children were allowed to chew gum without being slapped.


L. P. Hartley was right – the past is indeed a foreign country. But the past can shape the future in surprising ways. My passion for toasted marshmallows led to an interest in American culture and, in particular, American Western films. We didn’t have academic Film Studies courses when I was 18, but when they eventually arrived I was first in the queue.


Now it’s your turn. Try the following exercise.




THE EXERCISE





Make a list of your own tastes and flavours of the past. If you have shared family recipes, that’s great. If not, don’t worry. Just think about the edible things that have special meaning for you because of the people you were close to at the time. When you’ve done that, choose one memory to explore in more detail and write for five minutes.


Note: For another exercise involving food, try Exercise 25 in ‘We Are What We Eat’.





_________________
1   ‘Nostalgia on a Plate’, Waitrose Kitchen, June 2010, pp. 52–8.




[image: image]


Breaking the Link


I’ll let you into a secret. I’ve always hated working out: all those repetitions, all that stretching, all that trying to do better than I did on my last visit. But when it’s over, I have to admit I feel more flexible. For writers, mental stretching is even more important and there are many exercises to help us achieve this. Creative searches are good because they encourage free association. However, some writers still need a nudge to go beyond the obvious. I once set ‘potato’ as a trigger word in a writers’ workshop. While most students came up with a range of satellite connections, one student’s page was completely filled with the names of different varieties of potato. That might be fine as a memory test but it’s not much help if you’re looking for ideas.


Of course, it happens to the best of us. The brain excels at finding connections and linking things together. Sometimes, we want it to do precisely that. Other times, we want it to jump outside the box, to hop from one category of ideas to another, to look for new twists and fresh directions. We can encourage it to do this by disrupting its normal thought patterns. In the following exercise, you will be asking your brain to do the opposite of what it wants to do. That isn’t easy but it can be liberating when you get the hang of it. See how you go.




THE EXERCISE





Write a single sentence. Any old sentence will do but here’s one to start you off: It was a dark and stormy night. You’ve probably heard that before. It’s the famous opener to Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s novel Paul Clifford. Your task is to follow up with another sentence and then another until your five minutes are over. Now, here comes the tricky bit. Each sentence must have nothing to do with the one preceding it. To resist your brain’s natural tendency to establish continuity, try to change your frame of mind in between sentences. Actively break the link and start afresh. Incidentally, this is a fun exercise to do if you belong to a group.


If you find it hard writing whole sentences, do the same thing with single words. For example, take ‘balloon’ and go from there.


 




[image: image]


Illuminating Objects


What’s the connection between home-made raspberry jam, a cocktail shaker, a dog’s lead and a baby’s bib? According to a well-known kitchen company, they are all answers to the question: ‘What object best sums up what happens in your kitchen?’ In its marketing literature, the company explains that the chosen items help its designers to understand the customers and what they want from their new kitchen.


It’s a clever idea but it’s not just for kitchens. In fiction, there’s a long tradition of using objects to symbolise aspects of a character or the character’s world. Where would Cinderella be without her glass slipper, Mary Poppins without her carpetbag, King Arthur without Excalibur? Similarly, most of us are familiar with Doctor Who’s multifunctional sonic screwdriver, Harry Potter’s wand, and Sherlock Holmes’s violin, which symbolises the dreamy side of the rational detective.


One of the most popular objects for illuminating character is the car. For example, Ian Fleming’s choice of an Aston Martin for James Bond reflects 007’s status as a top-secret agent, his love of luxury and his phallic power. As Andrew Taylor points out in his article ‘Character Driven: Cars in literature’,2 Bond would have struggled to maintain his debonair swagger if he had had to make do with a Morris Minor: ‘In contrast, the 1960 Jaguar driven by Inspector Morse and Inspector Rebus’s old Saab suggest that neither has as many notches on the bedpost as 007.’


But cars are not just for genre fiction. In The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald uses them to point up the wealth and extravagance of Jay Gatsby. Gatsby owns several, including a cream-coloured Rolls-Royce – with a labyrinth of wind-shields that mirrored a dozen suns – which he uses to ferry his guests to and from the city at weekends.


Sometimes, the meaning of the object is a touch more subtle. In Brideshead Revisited, for example, what are we to make of Sebastian Flyte’s teddy bear? Is it just an affectation? According to John Mortimer, who adapted the book for television in the 1980s, the bear symbolises Sebastian’s failure to grow up. Given that teddy bears are such an intrinsic element of most people’s childhoods, Waugh’s choice was perfect.


In your own writing, not only can objects help you to convey your characters to readers, but they can also help you develop a character from scratch and even give you ideas for possible plotlines. Try the exercise.




THE EXERCISE





♦   Choose an object that says something about you. When we did this exercise in a writing class, the results were fascinating. One student who’d just had a new baby chose Wet Wipes, someone else chose a watch, and another an onion, which she said signified the many layers of her personality.


♦   Choose three or more objects that represent something meaningful about a new character or one that you’ve already created. The idea here is that by thinking about the character, imagining the significance of the chosen objects, you will deepen your own understanding of the character’s world.


♦   Pick one or two of the following objects and create a brief character sketch based on the object(s).






	Car (choose the model)


	Map


	Iron gate







	Patchwork quilt


	Wooden box


	Restaurant menu







	Bunch of keys


	Lipstick


	Diary







	Mirror


	Pack of cards


	Briefcase








 





_________________
2   Available on the website drive.com.au
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Walking in the Rain


While browsing in a National Trust gift shop, a small book entitled Simple Pleasures caught my eye. I needed a present for my mother so I had a quick leaf through the pages. I’m not sure what I expected, perhaps something along the lines of ‘Make your own ear muffs from grass clippings’. Instead, I found gold: nearly 60 entries by such well-known writers as Sebastian Faulks, Carol Ann Duffy and Alain de Botton.


The premise of the book is that while many of us search for happiness in the big things of life it’s the little things that sustain us and keep us going from day to day. The book is a celebration of things that do not require a lottery win to make life pleasurable; things like the sound of owls, the taste of bread and cheese, the feel of rain during an urban run.


What links many of the examples is the natural world, and our primeval connection to it. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors knew nothing of computers or smartphones or any of the gadgets on which our modern world depends. What they had was their five senses and a deep understanding of the landscape around them – the soil, the forest, the rivers and streams.


Of course, it would be a brave – and foolish – soul who wanted to exchange the benefits of 21st-century society for the uncertainty of life as a hunter-gatherer. However, the recent recession and its accompanying austerity have led many in search of a more authentic way of living. Rural crafts like willow-weaving, hedgelaying and basket-making are enjoying a revival. Sewing is popular once more and vintage clothing in charity shops is being snapped up for recycling. And then, there’s gardening. Monty Don turned to gardening when his costume jewellery business collapsed during the 1980s economic crisis. ‘If you are angry or troubled,’ he says, ‘nothing provides the same solace as nurturing the soil.’


He’s not alone in this opinion. A national charity, THRIVE, aims to create change in the lives of disabled and disadvantaged people through gardening. One of its supporters, the author Sally Brampton, who was once so depressed she tried to commit suicide, explains: ‘Gardening keeps you connected into the seasons and keeps you connected into life itself. I think that’s really important if you suffer from any kind of mood disorder, to have that kind of optimism, to know that there is always a future.’


A future. That’s one of the characteristics of the natural world. Like the old gunslingers in American Westerns, nature never gives up. Even in the urban jungle, rain seeps through cracks in the paving, weeds sprout through the cracks and the sun always rises to nurture new growth.


Of course, not everyone shares this rosy-eyed view. If you’re a farmer whose crops have been ruined by months of rain, if your roof has blown off during high winds, if your town has been flooded and you’ve had to manage without electricity or other basic amenities, you probably think that nature should take a running jump.
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