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			Introduction

			On Ease and Unease in the Short Story

			By Paul March-Russell

			I’m assuming that, if you’re reading this book, you’re thinking about writing short stories.

			Good! 

			I mean, why wouldn’t you want to write short stories?

			After all, they’re short. So, they’re kind of easy to write. You can fit them in whilst working on your ‘proper’ book, the Great English Novel.

			But… if you want to write a good short story, then it’s not so easy.

			Because, unlike many Great English Novels where the author can get away with something that doesn’t add up (just how did that solitary footprint appear in the sand in Robinson Crusoe?), one false step in a short story and the whole edifice is likely to fall apart.

			This is especially true of endings. 

			There are many good, even great, novels that have strong openings and weak endings. 

			Charles Dickens’s Bleak House, for example, has one of the most memorable openings in English fiction – his kaleidoscopic, labyrinthine, surreal description of smog-ridden London. 

			We don’t really remember the ending though, which ends bizarrely in mid-sentence (‘even if supposing –’), as if after 900 pages, Dickens was exhausted by the sheer effort. 

			But that’s okay, there’s so much in-between, we don’t really need a great ending even when Dickens’s narrative is characterised, somewhat oddly, by a series of set-pieces – Krook’s self-combustion, for instance – that resemble, as Katherine Mansfield later remarked of Dorothy Richardson’s episodic novels, ‘a nest of short stories’.

			On the other hand, if Bleak House were nine rather than 900 pages, then the author might be handwaving desperately at some anachronistic term like ‘metafiction’ to justify themselves. 

			Here, though, is a great ending to a great short story by Chekhov:

			‘Stop it, my love,’ he said. ‘You’ve done enough crying now… Let’s talk now, let’s see what we can come up with.’

			Then they spent a long time conferring and talking about how they could extricate themselves from the need to hide and deceive, from having to live in different towns and not see each other for long stretches. How could they free themselves from these unbearable bonds?

			‘How are we going to do it? How?’ he asked, holding his head in his hands. ‘How?’ 

			And it seemed that in a little while a solution would be found, and then a new, wonderful life would begin, but it was clear to both of them that the end was still a long way off and that the most complex and difficult part was only just beginning.

			It was said of Anton Chekhov that he removed the starts and ends from his stories, leaving only the middle, a so-called ‘slice of life’. What he does in the ending to ‘The Lady with the Little Dog’ (1899) is more artfully subtle than that. He strands his star-crossed lovers at a crossroads; between the end of the start to their adulterous affair and the beginning of what a different author, say Leo Tolstoy, would regard as the main drama and take another 800 pages to write.

			But for Chekhov, the twists and turns, intrigues and deceptions, and final tragedy that make up Anna Karenina, were not the point of interest. For him, it was what comes before – the fateful declaration of love – when everything appears most possible and most arduous. That moment, when his characters are most dependent upon one another; open, committed, aware of all they might gain and all they will lose, is also when they are most in touch with the intensity of life: ‘that continual vanishing away’, to quote Walter Pater, ‘that strange perpetual weaving and unweaving of ourselves’. 

			Short story criticism tends to deaden what is so vital in a writer like Chekhov. We’ll take from Edgar Allan Poe, another author who knew the importance of endings, phrases like ‘single effect’ and ‘unity of impression’. We’ll purloin the ‘epiphany’ from James Joyce. Snatch the ‘glimpse’ from V.S. Pritchett (by way of Raymond Carver). Obsess over the hermeneutics of close reading and narrative closure; what the critic Susan Lohafer calls ‘storyness’. More recent scholars have approached the short story from an anthropological perspective, in terms of ‘liminality’ (or ‘rites of passage’). Yet, instead of leaving the short story suspended on the threshold between one state and another, we could consider Victor Turner’s more dynamic process of the ‘liminoid’, consisting of experiences that are ‘plural, fragmentary and experimental’. That’s precisely what Chekhov’s characters are doing at the end of his story: turning over the manifold possibilities; speculating on future pathways; playing with what might be – and dreading the alternatives. 

			A great short story begins with and proceeds towards its ending, but it knows that the end is nothing but a ‘prelude’ (to again quote Mansfield) to something always larger, stranger, richer, more expansive than itself. Short stories, in their very fragmentariness, are always about life. 

			A good short story is never easy to write. Neither is it easy to read.

			Or put another way, to quote Susan Sontag, ‘In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.’

			Short stories are fun. They’re playful, inventive, crazy, imaginative, moving, and tragic. Most of all, they’re sensual. They delight in the condensation of language, the distillation of meaning, the power of effect. It’s no coincidence that several of the writers here liken the short story to poetry or that several poets have also been short storywriters (think of Helen Dunmore, Jackie Kay or D.H. Lawrence). 

			Lastly, it’s been suggested that short stories are the ideal medium for an accelerating culture; a bite-size form that mimics the fleetingness of experience and can be consumed between larger literary feasts. 

			This misses the point on both accounts.

			First, there is nothing ‘bite-size’ about a good short story. If written well, and here (as A.L. Kennedy observes) the consistency in point of view is absolutely crucial, it will transport the reader to unfolding realities, not the shallows of mere experience, but how life fragments and multiplies around us. 

			Second, a good short story is not easily consumable. It may be nuggety, sticky, cling to the throat, cause us to choke or gasp with astonishment. We might want to roll it around our tongue, taste its flavours, savour its delicacies. The memory of its fragrance may linger, reappear in our dreams, intertwine with the fabric of our own experiences. 

			Whatever a ‘good’ short story is, it is never easy. 

			So, write! 
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			A note from the Editor

			The perfecting of one’s craft is a lifelong pursuit, and the path to literary greatness can be confusing, lonely and, sometimes, costly. Whilst I enjoy a writing workshop and the idea of a writing retreat, I find that books are often my greatest mentors, at a fraction of the cost. ‘A mentor in a book’ is what I hope we have created for you here, as you begin to reflect upon the short story, in its many forms.

			As the editor of this collection, one of the most fascinating threads I noticed among our contributors is how often short story writers speak not just about what to include, but what to cut. Both Paul March-Russell and Farhana Shaikh offer insights into the necessity of trimming away beginnings and endings. Paul reminds us of Chekhov’s genius in removing the edges of narrative, leaving the potent “middle”, a suspended moment that hints at lives continuing beyond the page. Farhana, in her call for precision and poetic vision, advocates a similar paring down: fiction, she argues, thrives when it sheds excess and holds only what pulses with meaning.

			Yet when it comes to endings, our writers diverge in intriguing ways. Both Farhana and Daisy Johnson agree that a story’s end should mean something has changed – not just for the characters, but often for the reader too. Daisy likens a good short story to a tunnel of anticipation, where revelation transforms what came before. Meanwhile, SJ Bradley argues that a story doesn’t need such transformations. For her, a single charged moment is enough – a flash, a crackle of insight or experience. In her view, stories can be untethered from traditional arcs, and hold meaning in fragments.

			It is this creative tension – between meaning and moment, structure and subversion – that gives short fiction its vital energy. Across these essays, I hope you find encouragement to experiment: to pare back or lean in, to slice off the beginning and trust the middle, or to let the story stop, abruptly, as if caught in mid-breath.

			- Isabelle Kenyon, Editor

			Managing Director of Fly on the Wall Press

		

	
		
			Precision, Power, and the Short Form 
By Sascha Akhtar

			come windless invader
i am a carnival of
stars a poem of blood.

			- Sonia Sanchez, Like the Singing Coming Off of Drums

			Storytelling is an essential human act. It begins when we begin, as speaking, thinking, expressing beings. Like a seed planted in soil, we grow stories like leaves, branches, flowers and, as we intertwine, we form a forest of meaning through which we understand the world. Yet, if you find yourself here, reading this, it is apparent that your desire to tell stories is like a fire that won’t burn out. You need to tell stories more than anything else. A story may have changed your life, because this is what a great story can do. It acts on you. It affects your psychology. It has the power to reach deep within you and re-arrange your inner space, to re-align and enact an exponential shift. Those stories are why I am here too. 

			Fiction, to me, is the subtlest of all arts. In an age of noise and distraction, its quiet power becomes even more essential. Fiction acts quietly. We engage with fiction in silence, in a kind of vacuum that we assign for ourselves. The act of reading anything that requires attention feels today like an act of self-preservation. As for those of us compelled to write these fictions, well, all of those things apply, perhaps doubly so. 

			Recently, I re-read tomes of fiction that were printed over 600 to 800 pages, in very small font. One of these The Sea, The Sea (Iris Murdoch) has endless descriptions of landscape and indeed ‘The Sea’ in question. I am fortunate that my attention-span (with dogged self-restraint) has not yet been shattered. I read the whole 600 pages and I realised that I felt exactly the same way about it as I had done 35 years ago, when I first read it. 
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