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Introduction


BY MARSHA INGRAO





Story Chat began four years ago using the concept of a book club to begin an online chat program about short stories. It has grown into a vibrant international community of writers and readers, and many of our authors wanted to bring that experience to readers beyond the blog. 

Story Chat is not just a collection of stories—it is a conversation about stories.

Each piece invites reflection and discussion, and many include excerpts from the original Story Chat conversations that followed their publication online. You may already be part of a book club or a writers’ group, but have you ever considered discussing and studying short stories?

The stories in this book come from all parts of the world. The editors and I have tried to maintain the spelling and punctuation from the countries of origin, but we don’t nitpick over those details in our discussions, so we hope you won’t either. The book is divided into thematic categories: comedy, young drama, coming of age, search for identity and meaning, family drama, science fiction mixed with a little out-of-this-world Halloween horror, bookended with non-fiction tips to help all aspiring writers.

We included four comments from readers for each of the stories that were published as part of the online program. The stories with no Discussion Excerpts are unpublished stories written specifically for this book, and I’d love to hear what some of your Chat groups said about them. You can email me at alwayswrite01@gmail.com. 

You can also submit stories for next year’s Story Chat at that email address. Be sure to visit  on the . for submission guidelines. 

I want to thank all the authors, editors and publisher who have poured their lives into this project this year. Their commitment to their writing and to the in-depth discussions is characteristic of their passion and love for writing and reading. You will find their biographies and contact information at the end of the book. 

HUGH W. ROBERTS FROM WALES – COFOUNDER OF STORY CHAT

MARSHA INGRAO FROM THE UNITED STATES –STORY CHAT HOSTESS, EDITOR

DAN ANTION FROM THE UNITED STATES - EDITOR

DOUG JACQUIER FROM AUSTRALIA – EDITOR

GARY A. WILSON FROM THE UNITED STATES – EDITOR

DIANA PEACH FROM THE UNITED STATES 

SADJE FROM PAKISTAN

CATHY CADE FROM ENGLAND

SUZANNE VICKERY FROM NEW ZEALAND

ROBERTA AND MICHAEL CHEADLE FROM SOUTH AFRICA

YINGLAN ZHENG FROM THE UNITED STATES

MIRIAM HURDLE FROM THE UNITED STATES

AMANDA FORESTWOOD FROM AUSTRALIA

KAY CASTANEDA FROM MEXICO

TRENT MCDONALD FROM THE UNITED STATES

YVETTE PRIOR FROM THE UNITED STATES

PHILIP CUMBERLAND FROM ENGLAND

JANIS HEPPELL FROM THE UNITED STATES

GEOFF LE PARD FROM ENGLAND

COLEEN CHESEBRO FROM THE UNITED STATES








  
  
What Writers Say About Story Chat




Gary A. Wilson, Story Chat contributor 

“I enjoy delivering the kind of feedback I’d like to get on my work. I want readers who love what I write but aren’t shy about telling me how I could do better. I’d call sharing the love Stage 1 level of feedback. Stage 2 would then be when the reader asks questions about why I wrote [whatever] which allows me to rethink what my reasons were – or raises the idea that perhaps I could have been clearer or more entertaining. Stage 3 is where the real value lands. Each potential fix is like having a professional reader give you a punch-list of corrections that result in material improvements of both the story itself but also the writer who wants to be able to produce ever-better stories.”

Hugh W. Roberts, Story Chat cofounder 

“I enjoy answering the questions you leave at the end of these stories, Masha. I hope answering them helps the author. They are fun to answer, and your questions are brilliant and interesting. They make me think even further than I was when leaving the author a comment.

Fresh eyes on a story are great, but changing a story too much based on what feedback you receive can remove the story from its author. Of course, not all advice is good. I always go on ‘gut feelings’ when I read feedback.”

Miriam Hurdle, Story Chat contributor 

“This is my first year participating in Story Chat. Thank you for the warm welcome. I didn’t know how Story Chat worked even after I sent my piece to Marsha. This piece reads like a flash fiction rather than a complete story. The piece I submitted can be part of Chapter 9 in my novel or novella. Thankfully, the feedback I received would help me to polish this piece.”








  
  

How To Write Fantastic Stories That Will Impact Readers


By Hugh W. Roberts





Hello, fellow writers. Writing short stories and flash fiction can be challenging. Where do you find ideas for stories, come up with excellent endings and beginnings that will hook readers? And how do you keep readers engaged so they'll read the whole story? These are some of the questions I cover in this post. Join the discussion by leaving your thoughts about writing short stories and flash fiction. 

How do you write a short story? Simple! You write it, yes? But it's more challenging than that.

Let's start with ideas. Where do you find ideas for short stories?

WRITING CHALLENGES

Unearthing an idea for a short story is akin to stumbling upon a hidden treasure. It's not just about the story but also about the exhilarating challenge of weaving that idea into something that captivates readers and leaves them yearning for more. 

Take the , a creative endeavour led by the talented blogger, author, and writer Charli Mills. At first, 99 words may seem daunting, but after embracing this challenge numerous times, I've witnessed a remarkable evolution in my storytelling. The result? Two short story collections, a competition win, and stories where every word carries weight and redundant words are a thing of the past (well, almost!).

Nobody wants stories with redundant words, sentences or paragraphs, do they? If words don't move a story along, get rid of them.

Another fruitful source of ideas for my stories is true-life experiences. These can be my own experiences or those of others, which I then weave into my stories. Sometimes, I stick to the facts as they happened, while other times, I mix in fictional elements to add drama and intrigue. 

But there's more to storytelling than just taking up a writing challenge and prompt.

START WITH A BLANK PAGE.

Some people say to open a blank page and write! Then, write more. Keep writing. It can be about anything, but keep writing. 

After taking up  to write a short story about , I recently learned how accurate that advice is. I sat at my computer, opened a blank page, and started writing about my dreams.

It wasn't long before I saw myself lying on a freshly cut lawn, daydreaming while looking up at the sky, making shapes out of clouds, something I often did as a child after my father mowed our garden lawn. My story was breaking.

Esther did not restrict me regarding how many words I could use to tell my story. I could use as many words as I wanted, and it was not long before I had a 368-word story about daydreaming.

After sleeping on the story, I returned to it the following day and edited it. Five days later, after numerous edits, I was happy with my 204-word story.

You might think that was it, but you'd be wrong.

THE FIRST DRAFT IS THE WEAKEST!

I once heard a best-selling author say that the first draft of any story is rubbish! Never publish it! Return to it the following day; I guarantee you will improve it. 

And he was right! When writing stories, never publish the first draft.

I shake my head in despair when I see bloggers publishing stories to a writing challenge within minutes of the post going live. These challenges usually give participants at least a week to respond, but some think it's a race to get their story out as quickly as possible. The result? Poor-quality stories that are often dull, full of mistakes, and disappointed readers. 

If you're serious about writing short stories, take your time. It's not a race.

Just as in blogging, storytelling is a marathon, not a sprint. I guarantee you'll improve that first draft of your story.

BEGINNINGS, MIDDLES AND ENDINGS

One of my most cherished sayings is, 'There's no such thing as an ending. It's just the place at which we leave a story.' While this may hold, the beginning and middle of a story are just as pivotal as an ending, offering a sense of fulfilment when crafted with precision.

When it comes to an ending, while some stories can reach what seems like a natural conclusion, others can leave you with an open ending.

An open ending is a narrative technique in which a story doesn't conclude in a traditional sense. Instead, it leaves some elements unresolved, inviting the reader to interpret or imagine the outcome. This can be a powerful way to engage readers and leave a lasting impression.

There's a fine line between a story with an ending that is too open, leaving the reader feeling unsatisfied or confused, and one where the reader can interpret or imagine how it ends, which can be a satisfying and engaging experience. Striking the right balance is critical.

While there's nothing wrong with publishing 'story snippets' or short excerpts from a larger story, it's essential to make it clear to your readers that what they're reading is part of a bigger narrative. This can help manage their expectations and make them feel satisfied and understood. Remember, transparency is vital to maintaining a positive reader experience.

I often use open endings in my stories and have been amazed by readers' reactions to how they believe the story ends. But what amazes me more than anything is how close most of those endings are to the ones I had in mind. That's probably down to the clues I leave throughout the story regarding how it ends.

I NEVER SAW THAT ENDING COMING.

My most beloved endings have always been those in stories, movies, or TV shows that have a twist at the end. They leave you amazed and wide-eyed because you never anticipated that ending. This element of surprise is what makes storytelling so thrilling.

How do I come up with twists in my stories? These often come to me first, so I have been known to write a story from its end to the point where I'm happy with its beginning — yes, writing a story from its ending to its beginning.

When writing the middle of your story, consider how you can strategically place clues or hints about the ending. These can be subtle details, character actions, or even dialogue that, upon reflection, foreshadow the story's conclusion. However, feel free to take the reader on a different path from their initial expectations. The element of surprise can be a powerful tool in storytelling.

One of the best bits of feedback I get from readers is hearing, 'I didn't see that twist/ending coming.' I'm also thrilled when somebody tells me that one of my stories stayed with them for days.

MAKE THE FIRST WORDS COUNT!

The opening of a story is your first opportunity to hook your reader. It's where you set the tone, introduce your characters, and establish the conflict or tension driving your narrative. A strong opening can distinguish between a reader continuing to the next page or putting your story down, so make those first words count!

SUMMARISATION


	If you need help finding short story ideas, participating in writing challenges can be a great way to get started, especially when a prompt is provided.


	Try opening a blank page and writing about anything. Write rather than sit and think about what to write. Ideas will soon appear.


	The first draft of any story can be improved. Take time publishing it; return to it the following day to edit and refine it. Keep coming back to it until you're happy. 


	Nobody wants stories with redundant words, sentences or paragraphs. If words, sentences or paragraphs don't move a story along, eliminate them.


	The beginning of a story is just as important as the ending, so grab your reader's attention immediately with an engaging start that will keep them invested until the end.


	Ensure that the ending of your story reaches a natural conclusion or leaves it open for interpretation. If your story ends openly because it's part of a larger story, make it clear to the readers that what they're reading is part of a bigger narrative.





— Story Chat Discussion —


Discussion Questions


	Do you participate in writing challenges? If so, feel free to leave details in the comments section. 


	How else do you face a blank page?


	How do you build suspense to create a surprise ending?





From the Story Chat Community

Readers from the Story Chat community shared these reflections after the story first appeared online.

Hugh (author) 

“Many writers write fiction based on real-life experiences, Jo. I weave some of my life experiences into some of my stories; it’s always gratifying. But the most important part about writing is that it remains a fun experience we enjoy doing. When and if it becomes a chore, it’s time to sit back and rethink what and how we are doing it.” 

Dan 

“This is great advice, Hugh, although I’d expect nothing less after reading your other advice posts. I love your short stories. I’m often surprised by the ending, and I have, and have enjoyed reading your books. I never thought I could write short stories. I always felt that I needed a novel’s amount of room to work in. I started with a challenge, and then I started running a challenge (and felt I should participate). I participated in Story Chat to get some feedback, and I deeply appreciate the opportunity and the feedback I received. I don’t often write the ending first, but I almost always have the ending in mind before I start writing. I never publish the first draft, and I’d be embarrassed to say how many drafts I go through. One thing about redundant words, I would add or perhaps just make clear) that that should include things a reader can easily deduce. If I say my character Hugh is from London, I don’t need to mention later that he’s from England. I see that kind of reference a lot, and it always slows me down as I think ‘didn’t he/she already say that?’ Great post. Thanks for all the advice you offer through your blog and through posts like this. Marsha, thanks for adding this feature to Story Chat.”

Robbie 

“Hi Hugh, this is a great post. Your advice is thorough and useful. I was so interested in your comment that you write your endings first. I also do that, and I have always done it. I write the ending and then go to the beginning and write towards that ending. I even do this with assignments at work. I work out the end and go back to the beginning. Apparently, this is called ‘backwards thinking.’”

Kay 

“Hugh, your post is full of information that I will use for my writing. I agree that writers shouldn’t try to publish the first draft. I used to pause while writing to correct spelling errors and grammar mistakes. That slowed me down and made me lose track of my ideas. Now I keep writing and not even noticing mistakes. I will edit it after the story is finished. Something I noticed recently is how I leave out letters in a word. I go so fast when I’m in the “zone.” It’s a good thing I can read my own writing. I hand write in a notebook first, then type it on my computer. Next comes an unlimited number of versions until I’m satisfied. I feel held back if I write first on the computer. I have been working on a collection of short stories for several years. I have ideas for more stories and made an outline. It will likely be several more years until I’m finished. I’m slow in general, especially with writing. I always had writing problems. It took five years to complete my first novel. I have a second one in progress. It’s about a third done. I think it will take 2 years this time! It used to bother me how some writers churn out 10-12 books a year. I read a few as research. The writing is terrible, but the story is okay. Every sentence begins with “She” She woke up. She drove to the store. She stopped for coffee. Maybe their readers don’t notice or don’t care! Flash stories are very difficult. 🙂 Thanks for writing such a helpful post.”








  
  

The Rebellion


By Sadje





She had promised to write a story! 

A story good enough to invite input from her readers, to engage them in participating in the process through their helpful and insightful comments. 

But try as she would, none of the plots she thought of would garner such an interesting story. 

Both her imagination and her words were in a rebellion. 

“Please,” she begs them, “can’t you just cooperate for this once?”

There was a denial from their leader- the starter of the story, every story: Once upon a time! That phrase just was not willing to lend itself to her story. 

“But why do you behave this way?” Was her desperate query.

“I think you know”, was the reply. “You aren’t thinking straight, and your plots are weak and lack the flair a good story should have,” said her rebellious words.

“I’m trying,” she cried desperately.

“The time is running out and I have to have a great story written and submitted within a couple of weeks! Can you not help me here?”

“Dear author, (if you think that you are one), do come up with an idea that would wow us. The flimflam you are trying to write is just making me yawn with boredom.”

“I think I know where you are going wrong,” said one of the lead phrases- In the beginning- “You want to avoid failure and think that if the story is not liked and appreciated by everyone, they will think less of you!”

“There is nothing sadder than giving up a dream because of the fear of falling,” chimed in the master wordsmith, the lexicon, who was lounging at the writing table listening to this heated argument. 

She, in desperation, picked up one of the discarded plots and looked at it closely, but no…. It didn’t have the charm or allure a good story has. The other one that was tossed to one side was unexciting and cumbersome as well. 

Despair darkened her mind…. 

“Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t you write a story about writing a story?” This was the discarded plot, which had straightened itself and spoke with a bit of impish humor. 

Now, this seemed a good idea, she thought. She was conscious of her limitations and knew that writing long, plot-based stories was not her forte, but this idea was actually clever. It might just work, she thought with a glimmer of hope. 

She took out her pen and started scribbling on the writing pad. The story started to take form and in a little while she had written quite a bit of what she had just experienced. Her arguments with her tools of writing- the words, the phrases, her lackadaisical imagination, and the plots that she had created previously, all got an honorable mention in this new story. She even wrote of the nights she would wake up from deep sleep and start to worry about the story which was still unwritten. 

Bit by bit, this unusual story started to take shape, and soon she hit the minimal limit of 500 words, which she hoped would be enough for this story to get accepted, as she had run out of any more ideas. 

She carefully edited her story, attached it to the email, and sent it on, hoping that it was going to be published. 

I’m not cut out to be a story writer, she thought to herself. In the future, she had better refrain from accepting such challenges and stick to writing short poems, which she was getting better at!

— Story Chat Discussion —


Discussion Questions


	How do you handle important deadlines?


	What is the key moment in the story, the scene which brings illumination or an “ah-ha” moment?


	Does the story remind you of any memorable ones you've read or movies you've seen?


	What do you do when you have the protagonist's problem?





From the Story Chat Community

Readers from the Story Chat community shared these reflections after the story first appeared online.

Janis 

"Excellent! I think you have captured what so many of us go through as we are crafting a story… or just trying desperately to come up with an idea for one. Sometimes, if we can just quiet those rebellious (and, often negative) words in our head, it will open up space for inspiration to arrive and settle in."

Marilyn 

"I could have written that, or at least something very similar. Wanting to be a great novelist and being one don’t always come together. But show me a writer or blogger who hasn’t written about not writing or not writing well enough or not finding an interesting storyline. We all do it and sometimes it becomes a surprisingly interesting subject I think because we are all looking for that special post or short story or novel. Not finding a comfortable place to work in a particular “style” is not writer’s block. No writer masters every format. We are good at what we are good at and there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s better to know where your strengths are and focus on them … even though I still sometimes yearn for great authorship."

Sadje (author) 

"Thanks, Marylin for your valuable feedback. I agree that this is a story we all can/ or have written. It’s not the lack of ideas that drives us to write such a story, but a lack of how to work the idea into a cohesive plot. (if that makes sense)"

Suzette 

"What an amazing idea to dialog with a writer/story! Brilliant approach to challenge the “head honcho” of storytelling “Once upon a time” being his name…Brilliant really. This is how stories are born…they are born naturally from a known (lived) experience…right”








  
  

Bird-Brain


By Cathy Cade





The doorbell rings. I fix a smile and open the door to my neighbour. ‘Hi, Pol. How was your break?’ 

‘Brilliant! Swam with dolphins. The fish – fantastic colours – and the birds. How’s my Peter? Did Peter Piper miss his mummy?’

She flies to the birdcage, alight with expectation. The blue budgie bobs up and down in front of its mirror. Polly adopts her who’s-a-pretty-boy-then voice.

‘Who’s a pretty boy, then?’

Blue Peter is silent.

‘I think he missed you,’ I say. ‘He’s been quiet all week.’

It’s been blissfully quiet, in fact, ever since he escaped from his cage… but I don’t mention that. Or the panic – his and mine – when our cat, Moggie, climbed the curtains to reach his perch on the curtain rail.

Polly tries again. ‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers?’

I hold my breath.

‘Pick-a-pecker, pick-a-pecker.’

Polly cocks her head on one side. ‘He’s never said that before.’

‘He’s pleased to see you,’ I say. ‘Wants to impress.’

‘Peter-pecker, peter-pecker.’

Puzzlement clouds Polly’s dark eyes. ‘He sounds different.’

How can it sound different, for heaven’s sake? It sounds like a flaming budgie.

‘Maybe it – he’s out of practice after a week off.’

But the damn thing’s getting in its stride now. ‘Pity-boy, pity-boy,’ it squawks.

‘They say pets get to look like their owners,’ I babble. ‘Perhaps they sound like them too – their keepers, like.’

Or should that be owners looking like their pets? I reassess Polly’s flattened hairstyle and aquiline nose as she bobs up and down viewing her budgerigar from all angles.

‘Well, he certainly seems chirpy,’ she says, handing me an Easter Egg and a carrier from the duty-free shop.

Feeling guilty and not out of the woods yet, I protest, ‘Oh no… really.’ 

She concedes. ‘We wouldn’t have enjoyed ourselves if we hadn’t known Peter was well looked after.’

‘Bollocks,’ says Peter.

Polly’s eyebrows rise.

I cringe inside, reliving that dreadful morning when I noticed, too late, the open window behind the curtains.

I left the baited cage open in the garden, on top of the rabbit hutch. It fed only sparrows and squirrels until a shower turned it into a bird bath.

My weekend was spent searching for a bird the right shade of blue with the same markings as Pol’s photos. I even thought to verify its gender, visited by visions of it laying an egg once Polly got it home.

And don’t get me started on the hours I spent teaching it, ‘Who’s a pretty boy?’ and ‘Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers’.

‘I must go,’ says Polly, lifting the cage. ‘I daren’t leave Rob to unpack; I’ll never find anything.’

I open the front door for her. On the doorstep, she turns. ‘You must come and see our holiday videos.’

Dropping out of the sky, a ragged blue budgie lands on the cage she’s holding.

‘Peter Piper pickled peppers.’

— Story Chat Discussion —


Discussion Questions


	What emotions did you feel as you read the story?


	Does the story remind you of any other memorable ones you've read?


	If you had a chance to ask one of the characters a question, what would it be?


	If a priest, minister, or rabbi were to look at the actions of the pet sitter what do you think the priest, minister, or rabbi would say about them? 












  
  

The Parallel Universe of Memphis


By Doug Jacquier





I am an Australian visiting the universe of America. I have rented a car to drive from Washington, DC, to Austin, Texas, just so I can imagine myself in every American road movie ever made. 

I leave the rental garage and drive into a surreal world where people drive on the wrong side of the road. I discover a new level of terror as I navigate out of the city onto the freeway, where at least there is an expanse of distance between each direction, and I get used to the inside and outside lanes being counterintuitive. I overtake another vehicle, return to the correct lane and slap the dashboard to celebrate my graduation from newbie school.

Later, the fuel gauge starts to flash me a warning. I negotiate my way off the freeway into a small town that personifies my vision of rural America and find a ‘gas’ station. There is no fuel cap lever in the car, and the cap has no key. I sidle into the gas station office with a ‘moron’ sign flashing over my head and ask the woman at the counter for assistance. She points out that some modern cars have fuel caps that you simply push, and they open. She is very kind when I go into pay and says, ‘Honey, it happens all the time’. I very much doubt it, but her smile is sincere.

I stop for lunch at a truck stop. I study the menu, and a woman with dyed blonde hair and a distinct shortage of teeth asks me what I’ll have. I give her my order, and she looks at me as though I’m speaking Swahili. She says, ‘Honey, just point at the pictures, and I’ll bring it right over.’

In the evening, I book into a motel and ask the manager for a recommendation for a place to eat. He gives me directions to a family-owned restaurant downtown, and he’s on the money for my tastes. The waitress manages to cope with my Australian accent, and we have a friendly conversation about how she’d love to visit my country one day. 

In the booth across the aisle from me, a young boy, there with his parents, has been paying very close attention. Between courses, he slips over opposite me. His mother, embarrassed, says, ‘Bobby, leave the gentleman alone’ but I indicate all is fine. 









