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Introduction



Imagine writing a perfect short story. Not just a good story... a perfect one. It must be possible: the only thing the great short stories have in common is how close they come to perfection.


And though this might be overreaching, it’s true that short stories are judged by simple criteria; while there are hundreds of different ways a novel might succeed or fail, a story just has to be brilliant. Which, for its writers, is liberating and daunting and endlessly intriguing.


For example, how would you attempt to write something brilliant? How would you know if you had achieved it? Because they are so various, one amazing story is only a minute piece of the map; we would need an author to send back reports of their progress for us to follow them.


In maybe the earliest piece specifically on short story craft, Edgar Allan Poe wrote that: ‘the unity of effect or impression is a point of the greatest importance… without unity of impression, the deepest effects cannot be brought about.’1


Fifty years later, Robert Louis Stevenson went further: ‘I never use an effect when I can help it, unless it prepares the effects that are to follow… the body and end of a short story is bone of the bone and blood of the blood of the beginning.’2


Emboldened by the possibility of formal rules, the twentieth century saw a great deal of investigation into the short story, hale narratologists chasing it flapping across lawns, to later splay, pin and prod it in lecture halls. What is vital, they said, is its use of revelation, its use of tone, its mystery, its intensity, the presence of a debunking rhythm, an objective correlative, a narrative-matrix.


Some sought aphorisms to understand the short story as the younger cousin of the novel: where the novel is ____, the short story is _____, while others hoped to glimpse its essence within the short stories of the greats. On Raymond Carver’s wall was Chekhov’s ‘and suddenly everything became clear to him.’ But what about Carver’s own ‘it was like nothing else in my life up to now’? Or Alice Munro’s ‘something not startling until you think of trying to tell it’?3


Or, if there are family ties that connect all short story writing, perhaps they come from the nature of its readership.


There’s a maxim in publishing that nobody reads short stories. The truth is maybe more nuanced: nobody needing the solace of a novel reads short stories. Short story readers are emotionally eloquent enough not to need consolation from life in all its heart-aching richness. Perhaps something you could also say is true of short stories...


But stories cannot be reduced in any of these ways. Such is its meeting of content and form, maybe a story cannot be expressed in any other way than by itself.


Stories are also too exceptional for any of these generalisations. There is no single landmass all these different directions lead to. The realm of the short story is a perennial newfoundland. We can only know how each one is come to.


The aim of this book is to find out from a writer how they arrived at their story. What were their decisions, their tendencies, their inclinations? Navigating the dark seas of inspiration, this book hopes to understand what filled their sails, what becalmed them (a painted pen above a painted notebook), when did they turn, when did they press on. Understanding writers’ craft is less like a nautical map than learning to read the stars – it’s not important knowing the route if the purpose of the voyage is to get lost.


The stories in this anthology have nothing in common that I am aware of, except maybe all examples of the same vivacious diversity. Which is something I hoped to explore in the interviews; where some questions ask about individual choices the writer made, other questions – about openings, endings, inspiration, craft – I try to put to all authors.


Where the interviews in this book aim to find answers, the stories in this book merely ask questions – if short stories answered all the questions, we wouldn’t have the same need of them.


1 First published in his review of Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales in the April 1842 issue of Graham’s Magazine. Available to read in full on the Comma Press website.


2 Taken from his Vailima letters to Sidney Colvin 1890 – 1894. Available to read at Project Gutenberg.


3 This last from the title story from Munro’s collection Open Secrets – suggested by Professor Emerita in Short Fiction, Ailsa Cox.





The Crossing




by Chris Power


Descending from Hawkridge, Ann and Jim came to the River Barle and what was marked on their map as a ford. The path ran to the water’s edge and continued on the opposite bank some way downstream. The river wasn’t more than thirty feet wide at this point, and the tea-coloured water didn’t look deep, but it was impossible to go straight across and climb the opposite bank: a split-rail fence ran close to the water, with a barrier of alders and sedge crowded behind it. They needed to wade downstream to the continuation of the path. The river was moving rapidly, noisily sloshing over the jumbled rocks of its bed. Jim pointed out they were carrying everything they had brought with them for four days’ hiking, and they didn’t want to risk getting it soaked, did they? It was late September, and the first chill of autumn veined the air.


Ann was warmed now by a day’s walking, but she remembered how frigid it had been when they left Dulverton early that morning. They woke before dawn, clutching each other tightly in the warm centre of the bed. The storage heater they fiddled with the previous evening had proved utterly ineffective: everything beyond their bodies lay frozen. They had only met a few weeks before, and Ann giggled nervously when she slipped out of bed and trotted, naked in the blue half-light, to the bathroom. She had lifted her feet exaggeratedly high and yelped at the floor’s scathing coldness.


‘We can go around,’ she said, reading the map, ‘but it’s all the way back to that farmhouse.’


‘Where those dogs were?’


She nodded.


‘Miles back,’ Jim said. He started taking off his boots. ‘I’ll go in without my pack first. See how slippery it is.’ He stepped into the water, arms held out for balance. He sucked air through clenched teeth. ‘Freezing,’ he said.


Ann watched the river water wrinkle at his ankles, then his shins, then his knees. It darkened the folds of his trousers and pushed up to his thighs. He slipped, but recovered his balance.


‘I’m all right, I’m all right,’ he said hurriedly. He sounded irritated, Ann thought. She watched him stop to survey.


‘Looks like it gets deeper ahead,’ he said, turning; then he reeled backwards. His arms thrashed and his hands grasped the air as he went over. His hand found a rock in the water and he froze in position, one side of his torso submerged.


‘Oh!’ Ann cried.


Still frozen in place, he looked back at her. His eyes were wide with surprise. His position made Ann think of a breakdancer mid-move, and she smiled.


‘What’s funny?’ he said.


She laughed, thinking he wasn’t serious.


‘Your wounded pride.’


Back on the riverbank Jim took off his fleece and T-shirt and wrung them out.


Ann watched as he jumped up and down to warm himself, admiring the bullish curve of his chest. ‘I still think we can make it,’ he said. ‘Just need to be careful.’


She eyed the water dubiously. ‘You said it gets deeper. I’ll be in up to my waist at least.’


Rolling a cigarette, Jim shrugged agreement. He looked past her, back up the hill. ‘Maybe the cavalry’s arrived,’ he said.


Ann turned and saw a man and a woman wearing matching red fleeces and black canvas trousers moving fast, their walking poles striking the ground with every step.


They were called John and Christine, and Ann guessed they were around fifty. They had the ruddy look of people who spent every weekend exposed to the elements. Jim explained about the map and the ford.


‘Maps,’ John said, with happy derision.


‘We’re not sure about it,’ Ann said. ‘Don’t want our stuff getting drenched.’ She felt this was too flimsy a reason for people like Christine and John, and was irritated that she had been the one to voice Jim’s concern.


‘What do you think?’ Christine said to John.


‘I’m not going back up that hill,’ he said, grinning. ‘No chance.’


‘Well,’ Christine said, looking between Ann and Jim, ‘shall we all go together?’


‘Yes!’ Ann said with enthusiasm, masking the disappointment she felt that they wouldn’t be crossing the river alone: it would be a lesser achievement now. She reached for Jim’s arm. ‘Will you be all right? Your pack’s much heavier than mine.’


‘Course I will,’ said Jim, moving his arm away from her and adjusting the straps of his backpack, his eyes fixed on the ground. He jogged his pack up and down on his shoulders to straighten it.


They bagged their shoes and socks and rolled up their trouser legs. The mud of the riverbank was burningly cold against Ann’s feet. Christine and John went in, ploughing through the water at speed. Jim stepped into the water carefully. When he was about halfway across Ann followed him, the first shock of the cold leaving her frozen in place.


The water’s flow wasn’t strong enough to tug, but some of the stones on the riverbed were sharp, and others slick with moss. Ann felt her feet slide a little beneath her. It was like walking on seaweed. She waited as Jim tested his footing. ‘Bit tricky here,’ he muttered over his shoulder.


‘Move a little faster if you can, Jim,’ she said. ‘It’ll be harder when your feet get numb.’ She looked up at the grey sky. A bird call, a series of digital-sounding beeps, travelled over the water and received a reply from the opposite bank.


Up ahead, she saw Christine passing one of her poles back to Jim. John was on the far bank, fifteen feet down stream. ‘You want this?’ he called, holding a pole in the air.


‘Yes please!’ Ann said. John launched it into the air. To catch it she had to lean over so far that she almost fell. She yanked her body upright, willing herself to stay standing. Jim laughed; John and Christine clapped.


‘Nice catch,’ Jim said. Pleased with herself, Ann pumped the air with the pole. Now the crossing was simple. Beyond the river, in a field of close-cropped pasture, Ann and Jim took off their packs and sat on grass that seemed to radiate heat after the coldness of the water.


‘Where are you guys headed?’ Jim asked.


‘Nepal,’ John and Christine said, almost in unison. ‘In a few weeks, that is,’ John said. ‘Just Winsford for now.’


‘We’re getting our walking legs into shape,’ Christine said.


‘Nepal, fantastic!’ said Ann. She thought of how they had plunged into the water and saw them dropping, in matching outfits, into a crevasse.


The two couples set off in opposite directions. ‘Make sure you take those poles with you,’ Jim called after them, ‘they’re lifesavers.’


The walking that day had been all climbs and descents. It was a pleasure now to amble through flat pasture beside the chattering river. The clouds seemed to be thinning, and Ann felt warm after being immersed in the cold water. The strangled- sounding croaks of cock pheasants came from clumps of bilberry and heather edging the pasture. From time to time the birds’ plump copper bodies could be seen scurrying from one patch of cover to another.


‘Only a week till the shooting season starts,’ Jim said. ‘I didn’t know you shot,’ said Ann.


‘I don’t much,’ Jim said.


‘What do you shoot? Not animals, right?’


Jim paused and looked at her. ‘No,’ he said.


‘Would you shoot an animal?’


He looked away. ‘No,’ he said.


He was lying. She knew he was lying. Several times, in the weeks since she met him, Ann had thought Jim was telling her what she wanted to hear. Even before she agreed to this weekend away the trait had been irritating her. Now she regretted having come. She had wanted to sleep with him as soon as she saw him, leaning against the kitchen counter at a party in a big, dilapidated house in Chalk Farm. And she had slept with him, but now she wished she had left it at that.


The sky continued to lighten. Wisps of cloud blew across a moon-white sun. A walking trip had been Jim’s idea, and Ann had loved the thought of exploring a landscape, but she saw now that for him the pleasure lay in reaching a goal – twelve miles in a day, tick – while she was more interested in seeing things she might otherwise not. Earlier in the day, having established that Jim didn’t know the names of most trees and flowers, she had tried to teach him some as they walked – hazel, alder, balsam – but it soon became clear he wasn’t interested. Now she did it obstinately, pointing to a clump of clover-like leaves beside a kissing gate. ‘Wood sorrel,’ she said.


Jim barely looked where she had pointed. He pushed the gate open for her. Earlier in the day they had made an event of these gates, puckering their lips exaggeratedly. On a quiet woodland path just before the climb up to Hawkridge, their kiss had developed into something more serious as they passed through the gate – she was here anyway, she thought, and he was sexy even if he was annoying. Ann had backed against a tree, tugging Jim after her. She was gripping his erection through his trousers when she heard the clinking of camping gear, and they were still arranging themselves when a pair of older, silver-haired walkers strode past, packs swaying. Breezily they said hello, then fell laughing against each other after the strangers had passed. Now, angry at the lie, Ann still lifted her face as they passed through the gate but kept her mouth closed against the thrust of Jim’s tongue. She made a joke of it. ‘Wait till we’re in Withypool,’ she said, swatting his chest.


‘Ah, Withypool,’ Jim said with mock awe, ‘the Paris of Somerset.’


They continued moving upriver. The rushing water flashed blackly beside them. Jim was looking at something as they passed, and Ann turned to see a short metal ladder and a small cage affixed to the side of an oak.


‘For hunting?’ she said.


‘Guess so,’ he said.


Ann shook her head. Looking away, towards the water, she saw an uneven path of stepping stones running across the river. They stood from its surface like the vertebrae of a giant animal. ‘Look!’ she said. She reached into the thigh pocket of Jim’s combat trousers for the map. She spread the map on the ground and traced her finger across it. Withypool lay on the other side of a steep ridge. ‘If we cut across,’ she said, ‘we’ll avoid the climb completely.’


Jim crouched down beside the river, his back to Ann.


‘Jim, what d’you think? It knocks about a mile off. We could be in Withypool in less than half an hour.’


He still didn’t answer. Ann stood and walked over to him. The river was deeper here, and running fast. The large, irregularly shaped stones standing proud of the water were a mottled grey, their corners furred with dark green moss. The ones that sat lower in the flow were black and glossy like a killer whale’s skin.


An arrow of sun pierced the cloud and struck the running water, sending sparks skidding over its surface. It turned the foam fringing the stones gold, and for a moment the water became too brilliant to look at. It roared like a crowd in Ann’s ears. Jim stood.


‘Well?’ Ann said, shrugging. ‘Man or mouse?’


Jim smiled at her and looked away. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Let’s stick to the plan.’


‘Really?’ said Ann. She kept her voice light, but disappointment yawned in her. ‘Could be fun?’ she said.


‘Yeah.’ Jim sounded unconvinced. ‘I think we had our fun for the day back there. It looks easy, I know, but the water’s deeper here. One slip and it’s goodbye dry gear. Tomorrow’d be a joke in wet clothes.’ He picked up the map and folded it away as he started walking, then turned around and took a few steps backwards. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘Guinness on me when we get there.’


Ann forced a smile and gave him a thumbs up. She looked from one stepping stone to the next, to a cluster of white flowers nodding just above the water on the far bank. Seventeen stones. She threw a handful of plucked grass into the current and watched as the blades were snatched rapidly away.


Jim was already a good distance ahead, ascending the ridge; above him a group of sheep moved away at his approach. Keep going, you arsehole, Ann thought. She climbed after him. She wanted to be on her own, but didn’t know how Jim would react if she crossed the river without him. She couldn’t be bothered dealing with his anger, or worse, his sulking. At the top of the field, she turned just as the sun broke out again. The river ran white with light. She saw herself halfway across it, jumping from stone to stone towards the bright, empty fields beyond.


The path climbed into a wood. Ann stepped up old stone steps with risers more than a foot tall. Rivulets streaked the steep hillside. Some of them held no more than a trickle, while in others the water gushed down to join the river that now lay far below. Ann couldn’t see Jim, but she could smell his acrid tobacco smoke on the air. She swatted the air and rubbed her eyes. She felt tired, and angry with herself for being here at all. Why did she always prolong things when she knew they weren’t going to work? She fought an urge to stop walking and lie down beside the path. She passed another field of sheep, their coats marked with sprays of blue dye. Most of them were shambling away from the fence: Jim’s living wake. Only one sheep stood its ground, a black-faced animal that held Ann’s gaze as she passed, its jaw working on a hank of grass. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Sheep,’ she called, saluting the way her mum had taught her to greet magpies. The sheep blinked, and its tail flickered from side to side as it pushed a sequence of turds onto the ground behind it.


Ann found Jim further uphill, idly whacking a bush with a stick. The climb became a descent, and before long they stepped off the earth track onto the tarmac of the Withypool road. Ferns covered the high banks on either side, and branches of oak and beech joined to form a tunnel. Soon they were passing stone cottages and barns, the only signs of life the threads of smoke rising from chimneys.


They had booked a room at the Willow Tree, whose custard- yellow walls and blue windows reminded Ann of a witch’s gingerbread house. She eased herself gratefully onto the bench of a trestle table that stood on a flagstone terrace above the road. The only other people drinking outdoors were a man and woman with a pair of velvet brown pointers lying at their feet. The dogs stayed down, but their eyes rebounded from Jim to Ann to their owners. The owners nodded hello, and continued their conversation in low voices.


‘Drink?’ Jim said.


‘Oh god yes,’ said Ann, smiling. ‘Guinness. Pint please.’ Jim went inside the pub. Ann took off her boots and stretched her legs. They had walked more than ten miles of hilly ground that day, and now she was sitting down she felt like she might never stand up. Her legs were packed with wet sand. The dogs regarded her, their sides swelling and shrinking in unison. Looking up from them, she found the man staring at her. The woman, her back to Ann, was hunting through her bag for something. The man took a sip from his pint, his eyes never leaving Ann’s. She knew what that look wanted. He was rangy, strong-looking in brown Barbour and muddy jeans. His sharp jaw was mossed with a couple of days’ growth of beard, his eyes were dark, unblinking. Then the woman produced a lighter from her bag, and the man turned towards her and pushed a pack of cigarettes across the table.


Jim returned with two black pints. The stout was cold and thick and Ann drank deeply, the beer’s creamy head forming a moustache that spread from her nostrils to her cheeks. Jim laughed, then tipped his glass so far back that he coated his nose, and rivulets brown as river water streaked across his cheeks to his ears. Now Ann laughed. The dog owners looked on in silence. Screw yourselves, Ann thought, thinking she might as well enjoy herself even as it all collapsed. She raised her pint in another toast. They clashed glasses and gulped down the cold, black beer.
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From the window of their low-ceilinged room at the top of the inn Ann saw the purple and brown heights of Exmoor rising in the distance, beyond ranks of beech, oak and birch. She was wearing a towel and kneeling on the worn cushions of a bench seat. The bedside lamps threw out a bronze light. From the bathroom came the sound of running water.


Jim leaned out of the bathroom door, eyebrows arched. ‘I think we can both fit in that tub, you know.’


‘Sounds good to me,’ Ann said. ‘You get in, I’ll be there in a second.’


She heard a gasp of pleasure and pain as Jim eased himself into the hot water. Ann fetched her phone to take a picture of the twilight view. The grey sky and green trees – not a trace of autumn visible yet – blended in a vividness she knew a photograph wouldn’t capture, but she tried anyway. She viewed the image: useless. Better just to look at it, she thought.


Jim called her name. He was lying back in the bath. She motioned for him to lean forward and she took off her towel, placed it on the tiled shelf at the end of the bath and sat on it. She held Jim’s shoulders and moved him back so that he lay between her knees. His body was broad, and she needed to widely splay her legs to make room for him. She felt the surface of the hot water as a tightness around her shins. She leaned down, scooped up some water and poured it slowly over Jim’s scalp. Slicked to his skull, his hair glistened like wet stone.


The day was ending and the bathroom, lit only by a skylight, was dim. In the near-dark Ann leaned Jim’s body forward and washed his back. His pale skin shone faintly in the darkness. He murmured her name, his face close to the water. He reached an arm forward and turned the tap, adding hot water to the cooling bath. Ann’s hands, coated in soap foam, worked their way from his neck down to his kidneys. She ran the sides of her thumbs up over the ridges of his spine. She noticed a chain of moles, flush with his skin, running along his shoulder blades. She put her hands in the water and cleared his back of soap. He started to lean back but she pushed him forward again. He rested his face on his knees. He said something she couldn’t make out. She put her finger on the leftmost mole and walked her hand across them, left to right and right to left. ‘You’re marked,’ she said. She waited for a reply, but all she heard was the deep, oblivious breath of a man asleep.


‘Do you think we’d have made it across?’ Ann asked at dinner in the pub dining room.


‘Across what?’ Jim said, around a mouthful of steak.


‘The stepping stones.’


‘Oh. Yeah. Sure. Why?’


‘I don’t know. You seemed... scared?’


‘Scared?’ Jim’s cutlery clattered against his plate. A couple at the table beside them turned at the sound. ‘Are you serious? Course I wasn’t scared. A bit cautious, maybe, that’s all.’


‘My mistake.’


‘Listen,’ Jim said, straightening in his seat, ‘wet gear is no joke–’


Ann started to smile. ‘What’s funny?’ he said. She only shrugged, as if to say it wasn’t important.


After dinner she suggested a walk, but Jim said he was tired and they had an early start in the morning. ‘Bit too dark and scary out there for me, anyway,’ he added, which she had to give him credit for. She thought about going out on her own, but found she was too tired, after all. Back in the room they undressed, put on robes that had been left out for them, and lay on the bed watching TV. Ann felt restless. She was bored by what they were watching, and rolled on her back to stare at the beams in the ceiling, listening to the film Jim was so absorbed in. It was about a series of bank robberies, each more elaborate and violent than the last. When it ended Jim said he was going to sleep. Ann asked if he minded her light being on. ‘No,’ he said, but instead of turning away put his arms around her and gathered her towards him. She opened her mouth to his kiss. One last time, she thought. Why not? His hand moved inside her robe. His thumb began circling the nipple. She drew him down on top of her. She closed her eyes and saw him striding away from her up the ridge, away from the river. He entered her and she felt a lump at her throat that she let out in a low moan. The river ran fast past the stepping stones, another world away. He pulled out of her, his quick breath hot against her cheek. She gripped him and squeezed, feeling the semen surge across her belly. He rolled off her and reached down with his hand and fumbled at her until she pushed his hand away. ‘Sleep,’ she said. He murmured something and again moved his hand towards her, but she pushed it back again. She reached up and switched off the light. She lay in the dark listening to the sound – so faint – of purling water. She started to touch herself and pushed herself back against the mattress. She was crossing the room, opening the door. The stairs creaked. The boot room was cold. She climbed away from the village, up past the rivulets’ trickle and wash, past silent trees and sleeping sheep, and emerged at the top of the ridge above the river. Moonlight frosted the fields and scorched the water silver. Descending, the water’s noise grew. The moon lay on the river in a serrated white line, stretching and gathering with the water’s movement.
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