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      Dear Writer

      Children are great inventors of stories – all that wonderful free-wheeling, imagination and adventure.

      Our family home was located on a very busy road, so my adventures were confined to the mind and were seldom acted out physically. Compare that to my partner who, between you and me, had perhaps too much physical freedom as a child to act out his imaginings, sometimes landing him in hospital.

      On hearing his tales of adventures, I envied that freedom, but I came to appreciate that the life behind my young forehead was vivid and marvellous. I went through a stage when I wanted to be a ‘tomboy’ (I blame George in the Famous Five series), but the best I could do was to climb out of my bedroom window at ground level and into the backyard. Once there, I’d enact some type of tomboyish behaviour, climb back in through the window. Adventure done.

      Later, I became obsessed with horses and imagined myself entering gymkhanas (usually held in the US or UK even though I live in Melbourne, Australia. Again, I blame the books I was reading!). My mother held a great fear of horses, which transferred itself to me, and so my contact with a real horse was very, very limited. When the central character in my favourite book fell from a horse and broke her arm, I went out in sympathy. I hid a makeshift bandage and sling in my school bag and slipped them on as I approached school. My story came undone when a family friend asked me what I had done. Knowing that our families were very likely to socialise at the weekend, I unravelled the sling and bandage and pointed to a freckle the size of a pin prick. As she contorted with laughter, I decided that I needed to keep my fertile imaginings to myself. That was, until much later, I began to write them down, to form worlds and people and scenarios. I could live in the world of my stories after all.

      Can you relate to any of this? I suspect that, if you’re drawn to writing, you have a vivid imagination.

      We are enthralled by stories – the real and the fictional – tales told around campfires, acted on stage, written down, filmed, painted, danced and sung. Why? Because we want to be entertained, to be inspired, to escape, to enter virtual worlds, to understand and to relate to others like and unlike ourselves.

      It’s said that there are only seven storylines. While that might be true, those seven have generated an incredible number of readable, viewable, listenable, playable stories because – and this is the significant point that I want you to remember – the creators have told them from their own perspectives, their own point of difference.

      If you have read or listened to ‘Vol 2: Finding Your Writer’s Voice’, you’ll be familiar with the following exercise. In that volume, the intention is to identify what has contributed, and is still contributing, to your perspective or ‘take’ on life and thus to understand how this has shaped your very individual writing voice. In this volume, you’re going to mine that gold to construct, shape and enrich the showing and telling of your story.

      I’ve provided an abbreviated version of that exercise here that asks questions for you to ponder. Take your time, but if any of the questions prompt unsettling or upsetting thoughts, move on gently.

      

      WRITING EXERCISE 1

      Pause, Think and Write after each of the questions.

      1. Are you literary, conversational, or colloquial in the way you write?

      Literary writing is precise and focuses on details. While it is a wonderful form of writing, I suggest that you don’t force this style if you’re not comfortable with it as it can lose a lot of its energy. If it’s not how you think and write, the reader will pick up on that.

      Conversational, or perhaps even colloquial, is your most ‘natural’ way of talking. Think of how you might tell a story to a friend. Because it is your most natural voice, you would relate a story with energy and ease, but there is often assumed knowledge between you and the listener. The problem with writing in this voice can be that the assumed knowledge is lost in translation, and you don’t have the benefit of your facial expressions and gesticulations to convey some of the messages to the reader. Keep this in mind if you write in this voice.

      What’s your most natural way of writing?

      2. Are you well read, or not well read?

      It’s important that you answer this honestly. There’s no right or wrong answer; no answer better than another. In ‘Volume 2: Finding Your Writer’s Voice’, I relate the story of how the supervisor for my PhD, Professor Peter Steele SJ, endorsed my own experience. When I confessed that I had not read the weighty tomes of literature that he often referred to because of the interruption to my own education, his response was a very gentle, ‘And in that, Amanda, you are lucky.’ To this day, I am still grateful to that simple comment that reassured me that my own path was significant in developing my writing voice.

      3. How have the following shaped your view of life? Take your time here.

      
        	Your upbringing (parents/guardians/siblings/only child)

        	Your education – good, bad or indifferent

        	What you’ve read

      

      How has reading shaped your life? Can you remember a particular book that got you through a bad time? Or changed/influenced your view of life? Or set you on the writing path?

      
        	A mentor in your life

      

      Has there been someone you have admired who has guided you in some way? If so, what have you taken from this relationship?

      4. Here’s a big one:

      
        	Your life experience - good and bad

      

      Take care here. If you’d rather not revisit bad experiences, please don’t; it’s your call. But if comfort can be had, know that they contribute to your point of difference, and that’s what we’re looking for.

      Are there other factors that have contributed to your perspective?

      Consider your responses to these and what have shaped you. Take a moment to read and think about your responses.

      In my writing classes, and in these volumes of the Write This Way series, I introduce ‘spontaneous’ writing exercises with just a few words, the idea being that students/readers/listeners continue the words in any way they like for ten minutes. Although I haven’t read or heard all of the responses to these exercises, I know that no two responses will be the same, despite the common introductory words.

      What would your response to the lead-in words be? Try it now. Continue the following words for 5 minutes in any way you like:

      ‘Shards of glass…’

      Pause, Think and Write (5 minutes)

      Remember, that what makes you – you, is significant for the way that you write. Hold on to this as we move forward.

      Ready? Let’s go!
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            PLOT AND STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Plot is no more than footprints left in the snow after your characters have run by on their way to incredible destinations.

        Ray Bradbury, Zen in the Art of Writing
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      In Writing Exercise 1, you exercised your writer’s voice. Do you think anyone else who continued those words would have written the same as you? Same genre perhaps, same tone perhaps, but not the same as you. You are unique. That said, no matter what the genre, the tone, the style, or the content and meaning of a story, it will relate to the human condition in some way. Even if you are creating a world unlike our own, for example in fantasy and science fiction, in order for a human reader to understand it, it needs to be relatable or believable in some way.

      Some examples of human desires are for love, money, power, revenge, survival, glory and self-awareness. These are played out in stories of: overcoming a ‘monster’ (internal or external); a quest; voyage and return; rags to riches or riches to rages; comedy; tragedy; and rebirth. This means that we can take our cues from what’s going on around us, and, no matter what genre you’re writing, we can then embellish, create new worlds and scenarios in which to position our characters.

      

      WRITING EXERCISE 2

      Think of two very different stories (ideally different genres) that you have enjoyed. Can you identify any of these themes in each of them?

      As a result of his work in comparative mythology and the theory of the monomyth (one myth – all mythic narratives are variations of a single great story), Joseph Campbell coined the term ‘the Hero’s Journey’. The template of this journey, which, in its most basic form maps the stages of a hero who goes on an adventure to gain a ‘treasure’, faces obstacles and a crisis, succeeds and brings the treasure home, is one that is recognised in many great myths, literature and films (think Star Wars!).

      Some writers become a little deflated when they recognise that their story may have been told before. Okay, the storyline might match one or more of the above, but remember, it’s the author’s point of difference that turns it into something original, and this is an important point to remember as we move along in this section – it’s the conflicts that arise that make a story interesting.

      Before we immerse into conflict (I know, I know … sounds awful doesn’t it!), let’s distinguish between the terms: ‘story’ and ‘plot’.

      STORY

      If someone asked you to give an overview of what your fictional piece is about, you’d tell them the STORY – the entirety of what happens to your characters who inhabit the world you have created. The who, the what and the where. Put simply, story is a series of events recorded in their chronological order.

      PLOT

      Now if that same person asked you more – the why, or how, or when (sounds like they might be invested in it, doesn’t it), and you told them the series of events that were necessary for that story to unfold, and how the story is delivered, then you are telling them the PLOT. Put simply, a plot is a series of events deliberately arranged to reveal their dramatic, thematic, and emotional significance.

      E.M. Forster put it like this: The king died then the queen died. Story. The king died then the queen died of grief. Plot.
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