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Introduction

Welcome to the Two-Week Short Story! Together over the next two weeks, we're going to write a short story. Well, you're going to write it, and I'm going to do my best to guide you through the process.

The first time you read this ebook, I’d like you to treat it as a course, which is how these materials started life. Lessons were delivered every other day for two weeks, and students would read and act on the lessons as they arrived. You’ll get more out of the ebook if you employ the same strategy: read a chapter at a time, follow the instructions, and then move on to the next chapter in a day or two.

Two weeks might not sound like a very long time in which to write your story. You might have partially-finished works that have been sitting and stagnating for much longer than that, or stories you've been slaving over for months without ever getting to the end. We all have other demands on our time, and all too often "writing time" falls to the bottom of the list. So you're probably asking, "how am I going to do this?"

We're going to use some strategies to write this story that will hopefully make the process easier, faster, and if we're lucky, more fun for you, the writer. We're also going to talk about avoiding things that might make you get stuck or slow your progress.

To get the most out of this course, I'm going to suggest that you not browse the chapters while at work, or while you're multi-tasking other things, or in two-minute chunks scattered through the day. I'm assuming that if you want to write a complete short story draft in two weeks, you already know you're going to have to put some time on it. For the first few chapters at least, set aside a time to work on the course, read the chapter first and then follow any instructions.

You're not going to have a completely finished and polished story at the end of this course, but you should have a solid, well-constructed first draft. The biggest thing to remember is: don't take your writing too seriously, especially in this first draft stage. It's better to write an awful first draft than to never finish the story at all. Everything can be changed and improved later, but you need that raw material to work with. So let's find out how we're going to get it.

If you want to follow the schedule originally envisioned for this method as a two-week email course, your reading should break down something like this:

Chapter One - Day One

Chapter Two - Day Three

Chapter Three - Day Five

Chapter Four - Day Seven

Chapter Five - Day Nine

Chapter Six - Day Eleven

Chapter Seven - Day Thirteen/Fourteen

Chapter Eight - When you write “The End”


Chapter One - Light A Fire

Tools

For this chapter/lesson, all you need are some note-making tools. I strongly suggest pen/pencil and paper or index cards, but if you're more comfortable making notes on the computer, go with what works for you. At the end of this chapter, you’ll find a worksheet you might find helpful in thinking about the shape of the story you’re going to write.

Story Ideas 101

I was going to make the assumption that if you're taking this course, you already have an idea for a short story you want to write, but I don't think I should do that. I think we'll start with the topic of ideas. That way, if you need an idea, this will help you find one, and if you have an idea, you'll find some help to evaluate it.

The question of where to get ideas is one writers are asked often--and it's the one least easily answered. It's probably fair to say that everything that happens around you or to you is a potential story idea, but how do those ideas turn into stories?

Writing stories is very much like any other creative process. Creativity is messy. We start out with a bunch of raw materials, and somehow we find a way to combine them into a coherent, whole, end product. Start with pigment, water, paper, brushes, mess them around for a while and you end up with a painting. Start with flour, eggs, sugar, a few other things, mix them up and you'll get a cake, or maybe a pie. Stories are like that. To start, you have a few things to work with:


	
bits of unrelated fact



	
people you know or have observed



	
your own experiences and emotions



	
other media (being careful to develop one's own original story)



	
conversations and overheard or misheard utterances



	
news stories and articles



	
events in other people's lives



	
dreams and visions



	
pictures, art, other visuals



	
your sense of what makes a "good" story



	
your imagination





Right now it's pretty messy. What you need to do to get started is dip into that mix, and extract some bits:


	
some people to be your characters



	
some events that will affect the people



	
a vision of the kind of story you want to tell





Pull out those note-making tools and start writing things down, right now, right away. This is one of those strategies I mentioned earlier. You probably aren't going to know much at this point, but that's all right. You don't need character names or other details, but if you have any inklings about the story at all, write them down. The gender or age of a character, the basic backdrop of the story, the time period, anything. If you don't have any inklings about the story, jot down words, doodle pictures, write stream-of-consciousness about trying to come up with ideas. Eventually you'll have something.

Do not discard ideas because you think they’ve been done before or are not original. There are very few original ideas. What you will bring to the story; your ideas and perspectives, your mix of characters, your writer’s voice – will make your story fresh and original.

If you're having trouble at this point, you may need a jumpstart beyond what you'll find in this course. To that end I have a few suggestions:

1. Visit some online idea generators like The Seventh Sanctum (http://www.seventhsanctum.com/), Hatch's Plot Bank (http://www.angelfire.com/nc/tcrpress/plotbank.html), the Random Logline Generator (http://www.lifeformz.com/cgi-bin/idea/idea.fcgi), or others you’ll find with a quick search. Any of these can strike the spark you need.

2. Read submission calls for themed anthologies (at market sites like Ralan.com).

3. Run an internet search on “where to find ideas for stories” (add your favorite genre to the search to get more specific results)

Continue to scribble notes as you explore any of these sources. At some point in your note-making, whether on your own or assisted by prompts, you'll come up with something you can use to light a creative fire. Maybe all you have is something like this:

A boy finds something valuable and he doesn't know what to do with it.

or

A psychologist predicts that within 20 years people will be able to marry robots.

or

An unhappy woman makes a bad decision.

Any of these is the barest spark of a story idea, but it gives you a place to start. The first one, about the boy finding something valuable, was the spark for my story, “The Ambassador’s Staff,” which you can read at my website. It doesn’t take much to start a story brewing.

Once you've written down everything you can think of, read it over and start asking questions. Like, "what is the valuable thing the boy found?" or "why is the woman unhappy?" Write down all the possible answers you come up with. Keep asking questions. Keep making notes. Write everything down, even if it doesn't make sense or seems silly or pointless. You're not trying to find the structure of a story yet. You're opening the floodgates to see what's going to come out. You’re giving your brain permission to explore ideas and make connections. You might spend minutes or hours at this. And that's all you're going to be doing for this chapter’s lesson.

"What?" you're asking, alarmed. "I'm trying to write this story in only two weeks and we're not even going to start writing it yet?"

That's right. We're still deep in the messy stuff, and we need to play around with that mess for a while to see what we might be able to make out of it.

Once you've written down everything you think you have for this session, go to the worksheet that follows the end of this chapter. Spend some time jotting down ideas that answer the questions it poses, and fill in everything you can. Don’t just muse on possibilities--write them down, or type them into a computer file. Remember that this is not set in stone. You can make changes any time, go through the sheet again and fill it all in differently later if you want. But we want to start discovering some basic structures for the story you’re going to write.
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