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To Tracy





Introduction





A professional writer is an amateur who didn’t quit.


Richard Bach





Richard Bach’s quote, above, always makes me smile because I’ve seen the truth in it so many times. I’ve taught thousands of students through my years as a creative writing lecturer, and I’ve encountered hundreds of writers with ideas and abilities which, in my opinion, were far superior to many of those names that regularly top the commercial bestseller lists or achieve the literary acclaim of being shortlisted for prestigious awards. I’ve always believed, if those students had just had the tenacity to push that little bit harder, they could have achieved success as writers.


It will be noted that I’ve not limited my references here to short fiction. When discussing point of view, characters, plot and description, I thought it would be of more practical use to refer to texts that are relatively well known, regardless of whether they have become famous as short fiction, full-length fiction, comic book stories or feature films. This is not to suggest that there aren’t appropriate short stories that could have illustrated these points as effectively, or even better. It is simply to make this book accessible for the broadest range of readers.


I’ve also made liberal use of poetry to illustrate my points because I firmly believe that the short story is the fruit of the marriage between a novelist’s need for narrative and a poet’s tendency to brevity.




Our future depends on stories. As the world advances, literature has the ability to ground us—in our humanness, our imaginations, and our enlightenment.


Pawan Mishra





I’ve structured this book in the same way I structure the writing programmes I’ve written and taught through my career as an educator. We begin with ideas. We move on to point of view and perspective. Then we learn how to craft character, plot, description and dialogue. You’ll notice that these elements are the largest sections of this book. As writers we tend to focus on the importance of these cornerstones of writing, and for good reason. Any writer who is weak in one or more of these areas will encounter difficulty when conveying their story to an audience.


Finally, we look at the practicalities of writing, such as editing, marketing and becoming a professional writer. Each chapter builds on the foundations of the previous one. Equally, if you want to learn about a specific element of writing or practise a particular exercise, it’s easy for you to find areas of particular interest.


Although this book is intended as a guide for writing short stories, I’m reminded of the advice George Orwell gave at the end of his 1946 essay ‘Politics and the English Language’. After sharing a wealth of practical advice, which is still relevant today, Orwell’s final rule on the subject of producing good English was: ‘Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.’ I mention this because, if you’re writing a short story and one of the suggestions in this guide advises you to do something that will potentially spoil your work or hamper the story you were going to produce, ignore me and go with your gut instinct.


The author Tobias Wolffonce said, ‘There’s a joy in writing short stories, a wonderful sense of reward when you pull certain things off.’ It’s my hope that this book helps more writers to achieve that wonderful sense of reward.





1



Ideas


In an article for Psychology Today, Carolyn Kaufmann, PsyD, discussed the perennial question that is so often thrown at writers: where do you get your ideas from? This is a question that has been put to many writers and, nowadays, it is usually met with deprecatory humour. Novelist and lecturer Jenn Ashworth claims her ideas come from, ‘The ideas tree in my garden.’ Author Tim Lott’s answer is, ‘A god I don’t believe in.’ Writer, lecturer and blogger Zoe Lambert explains that ideas come ‘from experiences, from people, from my life’.


In the Psychology Today article, Kaufmann points out that the question isn’t really, ‘Where do you get your ideas from?’ It’s more along the lines of, ‘Where can I get ideas from?’ Helpfully, she goes on to explain that the production of ideas is a simple journey.




What you need to do [. . .] is become an active cultivator of ideas, and this requires two skills. First, you must learn how to recognize ideas. Second, you need to know how to develop them into material you can use.


Carolyn Kaufmann, PsyD





I mention all of this because this first chapter is written to help with the generation and harvesting of ideas. It is written with the intention of helping you to cultivate ideas and recognise their importance. The remainder of this book will help you develop those ideas into usable material.


1.1 NOTEBOOKS


I once read advice that said, ‘Don’t bother collecting your ideas in notebooks. If you forget an idea, then it clearly wasn’t that good in the first place.’ It’s tempting to invest in this advice, because none of us wants to waste time on ideas that are no good. But I do think it’s prudent to carry and use a notebook. I’ve written down ideas that I would never have otherwise recalled after that moment of inspiration, and some of those have been subsequently developed into successful stories. Admittedly, I’ve also written down some ideas that looked like the ramblings of a maniac when I returned to them. But the only ones I’ve ever regretted are those I never committed to a notebook.


By notebook I’m referring to any small pad or device that is sufficiently portable to be always handy, and is capable of recording information such as notes, thoughts, snippets of overheard dialogue, ideas for scenes, foibles for characters, titles, opening lines, or anything else that, as a writer, you think might be pertinent to current or future projects.


Brightly coloured notebooks are always fun. My son bought me some rainbow-coloured notebooks, the covers of which bear the slogans ‘Boring Meeting Notes’ and ‘I don’t want to be at this meeting’, respectively. I make sure they are visible whenever I go to faculty meetings. However, I seldom use these notebooks to record ideas. Personally, my notebook of choice is the memo app that was preinstalled on my smartphone.* I’m sufficiently tethered to modern technology that my phone is always close to hand. It doesn’t need a stylus or pen so, as soon as I’ve unlocked it, I can start to save those all-important pieces of inspiration. It serves as a handy repository for all the ideas that come to me when my mind is distracted by the minutiae of day-to-day life. As a consequence, when I find myself with time to write but no ongoing project, I always have a folder filled with potential ideas that I can use as a starting point.




EXERCISE 1.1


If you don’t already have some form of notebook, find a convenient way of recording your ideas and jot them down. Whether it’s a cheap paper notebook, or an expensive leather-bound Moleskine journal, or something between those two extremes; whether it’s a smartphone, tablet, notepad or some other form of electronic device: make sure it’s fit for purpose and start recording all your ideas.





1.2 THE WHAT-IF QUESTION


Ideas don’t usually come to us as fully formed short stories that simply need to be squeezed from the head and smeared on to the page. More often than not, an idea is a kernel of curiosity that makes us realise we’re considering something that has piqued our interest and might intrigue a reader. As Neil Gaiman points out, ‘You get ideas from daydreaming. You get ideas from being bored. You get ideas all the time. The only difference between writers and other people is we notice when we’re doing it.’


I have writer-friends who get their inspiration during a variety of activities, including driving, being at the gym, doing household chores or walking the dog. These are all physical activities that require little in the way of cerebral investment, allowing each writer to ask those important questions that help shape our best ideas. And, as Stephen King observes: ‘The most interesting situations can usually be expressed as a What-if question.’


The ‘What-if question’ is a potential starting point for a wealth of compelling stories.




[image: Illustration] What if you found a suitcase containing a million pounds? What would you do?





My first thoughts on this one are that a dishonest character will want to keep the money, which could lay the foundations for an interesting story about heroes pursuing this villain and returning the money to its rightful owner. An honest character might desperately need the money, and temptation could lead them to consider dishonesty, suggesting a story that focuses on the importance of integrity.




[image: Illustration] What if you were given three wishes? What would you wish for?





The traditional options here are health, wealth and happiness. Thinking outside the box could lead to a story similar to W. W. Jacobs’ ‘The Monkey’s Paw’, where an old couple wish for money, and then seriously regret their wish.




[image: Illustration] What if you could change an event in history? What would it be, and why?





Countless stories have been written about characters interrupting the assassination of JFK. Even more have been written about characters going back in time to stop Hitler’s rise to power. And, of course, there is Ray Bradbury’s superb short story, ‘A Sound of Thunder’, which takes a future traveller on a safari holiday to the Late Cretaceous period, where he has the opportunity to hunt and kill a Tyrannosaurus Rex.




EXERCISE 1.2


Produce a list of twenty ‘What-if questions’. Keep the list in your notebook and refer to it whenever you’re feeling short of inspiration. Keep adding to the list, building more and more questions. Occasionally, it’s worth sharing an interesting ‘What-if question’ with a friend or colleague to see how they respond to the prompt.





1.3 WRITING PROMPTS


When I was a student, my creative writing teacher would start each session by writing a list of half a dozen words on the classroom board. The words always appeared random and unconnected, as though she had acquired them by blindly stabbing a pin into the open pages of a dictionary. The exercise she gave from this prompt was simple: we were expected to write a short narrative that included as many of those six words as possible.


Invariably, the majority of students in her class managed to produce serviceable fiction from these prompts, each narrative vastly different from the other. Looking back, we can see this exercise has underpinnings in Gestalt Psychology, as defined by Karl Koffa’s assertion that, ‘The whole is other than the sum of its parts.’ Just as our culture has described images in the constellations, naming each for the shape that can be perceived by joining the dots of faraway stars, so too can we find a narrative pathway that leads from one random word to another and then another and then another.




EXERCISE 1.3


Writing prompts can come from a range of areas. Images can inspire, which is why a trip to an art gallery is always worth considering. Music and rhythm can prompt ideas, as can tastes, flavours and tactile experiences. However, for this exercise, I want to focus on the importance of words. Using either a dictionary and a pin, or an online random-word generator, find six words and allow yourself ten minutes to try and compose a narrative that contains all of them.


It might be that you only get to include one or two of the words as your imagination starts to develop something new and original. The important thing with this exercise is to be open to the possibilities.





1.4 FREE WRITING


Free writing is a common exercise in the creative writing classroom. This is where a student writes continuously for a set length of time – ten, fifteen or twenty minutes – without worrying about spelling or grammar. The idea is that the page shouldn’t be separated from the pen, and the pen should never be still. The essential part of this exercise is that the writing is produced without any censorship or filters. The results are invariably raw, but they often contain a juxtaposition of ideas that can be the springboard for something much larger. The liberating effects of free writing can also help writers overcome those dreaded blocks of apathy or stifling self-criticism.


Free writing can also be adapted to include some of the earlier aspects mentioned here, so a person might decide to spend fifteen minutes free writing prompted by one of their What-if questions, or they might choose to do a free writing exercise inspired by one of the other writing prompts they have collected.




EXERCISE 1.4


Allow yourself ten minutes of free writing. Don’t stop to think about what is being put down on the paper. Don’t allow self-censorship to restrict your imagination: this is a writing exercise and the only person who is going to see this will be you. Write for ten minutes and then, slowly, go through the material you’ve created and see if anything you’ve written is worth developing into something larger.






1.5 DREAM JOURNALLING



In the interests of absolute honesty here, I’ll hold my hand up and admit that I seldom dream. Friends and family insist that it’s not that I don’t dream; I simply don’t remember my dreams. This position makes for an unwinnable argument and, technically, I suppose, there might be some truth in what they say. I do have the occasional dream, each one of which is made all the more remarkable to me because it seems like such an unusual experience. And I’ve read enough about the working patterns of writers to know that dreams can be a lucrative source of ideas. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde were both inspired by dreams.


Mary Shelley was eighteen years old and holidaying in Geneva with her husband, Percy Bysshe Shelley and their friend Lord Byron. The year was 1816, known subsequently as the year without a summer because of the eruption of Mount Tambora in 1815, the largest volcanic eruption recorded in history. Instead of them being able to enjoy the sun, inclement weather kept the Shelleys, Lord Byron and their companions indoors. To stave off boredom, they challenged one another to write ghost stories. Mary struggled for inspiration at first but, after her husband suggested a corpse might be animated, and mentioned that some experiments in galvanism had come close to making this fantasy a reality, she went on to experience what she later described as a vivid waking dream:




I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world.


Mary Shelley, Frankenstein





Robert Louis Stevenson was suffering from a severe bout of tuberculosis, which was being treated by medicinal cocaine, when he was struck by a particularly vivid fever dream that inspired the first few scenes of The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. This story was so disturbing for his wife, Fanny Stevenson, that she destroyed the first draft, forcing Robert to have to rewrite the thirty-thousand-word story.


Other stories have been inspired by dreams, including Stephen King’s Misery, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre and E. B. White’s Stuart Little. This is not to suggest that all great fiction comes to writers as they slumber, but it’s worth all of us keeping a dream journal close to hand in case our best ideas surface while we’re asleep.


Dream journalling is relatively simple and involves a three-step process:


1. Go to sleep and dream.


2. Wake up and record your dream.


3. Periodically review your dream journal.


Keep your dream journal close to your bed. If it’s close to hand, you can start writing in it when you first wake. As the day begins, as you start to move around after waking up, you lose the ability to remember what you were dreaming about. Consequently, it’s important your dream journal is nearby so you can quickly record your dreams.


Be detailed. Note everything that you remember from your dream, including location, characters, time period, sounds, objects and colours. Be sure to note how you’re feeling emotionally and any other sensations that you experience. If it helps to draw pictures or diagrams, do it. The more detail that you’re able to recall from your dreams, the more material you’ll have for your writing.


Keep your dream journal safe and away from prying eyes and return to it regularly when you’re looking for guidance or inspiration. There’s no guarantee that a dream journal will have all (or any) of the answers. But it might be the starting point for your personal Frankenstein, Dr Jekyll or Jane Eyre.




EXERCISE 1.5


Begin a dream journal. Even if, like me, you have difficulty recalling your dreams, or don’t believe you do dream, make sure you have pen and paper close to hand for when you wake. As with all exercises, start slowly. Simply try to spend the first two to five minutes on waking, recording everything you can recall from your dreams. Return to the dream journal at least once a week to see if there is an idea in those pages that you would want to explore more fully.


If you find this is an effective way to prompt your imagination, continue doing it and spend as much time after waking as is needed to collect every detail from your dream.





1.6 PROUST’S QUESTIONNAIRE


The following questionnaire is most commonly associated with the French novelist, Marcel Proust (1871–1922). Proust first completed the questionnaire in 1886 when the list was presented to him by a childhood friend, Antoinette Faure, in the form of a confession album. The confession album was a popular pastime among the literate classes of the Victorian era, and the album, once completed by friends and associates, would reveal the tastes and aspirations of each person who had answered the album’s repeated questions. Proust completed a second of these questionnaires in 1890 and a cursory glance at a couple of his answers gives us an indication of his sensitive personality.


What is your favourite occupation? Loving.


Where would you most like to live? A country [. . .] where tenderness would always be reciprocated.


Appropriations of this list of questions have been used by TV interviewers, such as Bernard Pivot and James Lipton, and variations on this list have appeared in numerous places, including its presence as a regular feature on the back pages of Vanity Fair. Most importantly for this chapter, the questions have been used by countless writers as a way to generate ideas for original fiction and to find out more about the characters appearing in those fictions.




EXERCISE 1.6


The approach is simple: read through the questions and consider the answers you would give. Do any of your responses suggest a story? Read through the list and respond from the perspective of a character you’re writing. Again, do any of the responses suggest a story? Finally, have a friend read through the list and then consider their responses. Are any of their replies surprising? Do any of the responses suggest an idea you can use for a story? Could any of the responses be developed into a narrative?


Proust’s Questionnaire


What is your idea of perfect happiness?


What is your greatest fear?


What is the trait you most deplore in yourself?


What is the trait you most deplore in others?


Which living person do you most admire?


What is your greatest extravagance?


What is your current state of mind?


What do you consider the most overrated virtue?


On what occasion do you lie?


What do you most dislike about your appearance?


Which living person do you most despise?


What is the quality you most like in a man?


What is the quality you most like in a woman?


Which words or phrases do you most overuse?


What or who is the greatest love of your life?


When and where were you happiest?


Which talent would you most like to have?


If you could change one thing about yourself, what would it be?


What do you consider your greatest achievement?


If you were to die and come back as a person or a thing, what would it be?


Where would you most like to live?


What is your most treasured possession?


What do you regard as the lowest depth of misery?


What is your favourite occupation?


What is your most marked characteristic?


What do you most value in your friends?


Who are your favourite writers?


Who is your hero of fiction?


Which historical figure do you most identify with?


Who are your heroes in real life?


What are your favourite names?


What is it that you most dislike?


What is your greatest regret?


How would you like to die?


What is your motto?





1.7 THE IDEA STONE


One of the things I often do during the first week of a creative writing course is introduce students to my idea stone. This stone, more correctly described as a large pebble, is an unremarkable piece of beige rock. The surface is lined with various striations that indicate it has a history far more substantial than can be summed up in this short paragraph. The exercise begins when I hand the idea stone around the classroom. As it goes from one pair of hands to another, I recite outlines for potential plots where the stone could be integral to the story. Below are twenty-one vague story ideas to come from the single idea stone.




1. The stone is a superstitious businessman’s lucky touchstone. He touches it before each important business decision. However, one day, the stone goes missing . . .


2. The stone is a murder weapon. It is the convenient rock picked up in the heat of the moment, and used to brutally end a life.


3. It is a keepsake. The stone is the reminder of a perfect day on the beach. Each time the owner of the idea stone picks it up, they can remember every glorious moment of that special day.


4. The stone is the obstacle that stops a hero from winning a race.


5. It is a pet rock from the 1970s and has been the sole companion to a very lonely individual.


6. The stone is a cure for hiccups.*


7. This stone is the must-have centrepiece for an ornamental rock garden.


8. It is the philosopher’s stone, the legendary stone of the alchemists capable of turning base metals into gold.


9. This is the stone used to break a window in a smash-and-grab robbery.


10. The stone is an impromptu memento between illicit lovers.


11. This is the ‘natural-world’ paperweight sitting on the desk of an otherwise technology-obsessed central character.


12. This stone is the reason for a character selling their car.*


13. This is a haunted or cursed stone. Whoever holds this stone and says ‘Bloody Mary’ three times is doomed . . .


14. The stone is the power source for an alien culture. If it’s a hostile culture, our hero must stop the aliens from taking it. If it’s a friendly culture, our hero must help them return to their home planet.


15. The stone is a gift from a small child to a parent.


16. The stone is the one-pound weight/ballast in a ‘Real Hustle’-type scam.†


17. This is the stone that a wrongly imprisoned hero uses to help make his escape.


18. It is the grave marker for a child’s pet.


19. It’s not a stone; it’s an alien egg.


20. It’s the stone a survivalist needs to strike against their flint in order to make an all-important fire.


21. It’s not a stone. It’s the resource a creative writing lecturer uses to explain how easy it is to generate story ideas.





Any of the above ideas could be used by a different writer and each would produce a strikingly different story.




EXERCISE 1.7


Produce three more story outlines where the idea stone is a central part of the story.


Now, find your own idea stone. This does not necessarily have to be a rock or a pebble. Six of the short stories in my PhD thesis were based around the idea of a pen being important to central characters. In one of the stories, the pen is possessed by an evil spirit; in another, the pen houses surprising technology; in a third, it is the plot device that brings a romantic couple closer together.


I was inspired to have this motif running through the stories because of a comic I’d read as child. The Gun was an illustrated series in Warlord comics, where the same gun was passed from the hands of one character to another, each issue telling a different story.


Find your own ‘idea stone’ and begin to produce a list of potential story ideas that can be developed from that single prop.





1.8 ALPHABETICAL SENTENCES


One way to create new and unusual ideas is to write a sentence where each subsequent word begins with the next letter of the alphabet. For instance:




‘All big children,’ Donald explains, ‘find great happiness in jumpsuits. Kids like making new outfits popular.’


Quentin recoiled, surprised this uncommon view was . . .





Admittedly, this makes little sense. But it’s already inspiring me to think about the importance of clothes within the fiction I create. My mind is currently torn between ideas of researching sumptuary laws,* and a discussion I had with a student who claimed he was the victim of ‘tracksuit racism’. Perhaps my thoughts might find a way of combining these two ideas.


For those who find it too easy to compile a sentence in alphabetical order, try to continue the sentence (or sentences) by returning to the start of the alphabet and continuing.




A boy child, Derek, encountered fossilised golden hadrosauruses in Jane’s kitchen. Like many nerds, only practising quantitative rational study, to unequivocally verify wild xenolithic (yellowing) zoological anomalies, brainy clever-clogs Derek expected fame . . .





Again, I have no idea where this might be going, or where it came from. However, the idea of writing something about palaeontology and the excavation (or reanimation, or revisitation) of dinosaurs is now exciting me. The idea of excavating a dinosaur’s fossilised remains from a kitchen also strikes me as something whimsical and potentially workable in a piece of fiction.


A variation on this exercise is to take any single letter of the alphabet and see how long you can continue to write a sentence that makes some level of sense.


The Austrian-American author Walter Abish used this form of constrained-writing exercise to produce the novel Alphabetical Africa. The conceit behind Abish’s novel is that the first chapter contains only words beginning with the letter ‘a’. The second chapter contains only words beginning with ‘a’ or ‘b’ and this trend continues through the first twenty-six chapters of the novel. In the second half of the novel (there are fifty-two chapters in total), words beginning with the letter ‘z’ disappear in Chapter 27, and there are no words beginning with the letter ‘y’ in Chapter 28, etc.


To illustrate this with my own writing, below is an alliterative sentence that I’ve begun with the letter ‘m’.




Mondays make most men (mainly manly, muscular, machomen) miserable. Maybe Monday-morning mating might make more men merry? Mayhap midday martinis might make Mondays more manageable? Meh! Most Mondays might maintain misery, making millions melancholic.





This might not help with the creation of short fiction, but it’s got me thinking that I could produce a piece of poetry that uses excessive alliteration for comic effect. The repetition of that ‘m’ sound is so obvious when this is read aloud, it comes close to making the whole piece unintelligible.


There’s also something very relatable about miserable Monday mornings. Perhaps, as a way of introducing a character in a piece of fiction, I might introduce him or her trying to put on a brave face and cope with the Monday morning blues. Conversely, I might write a story where the villain is someone who smiles and acts obscenely cheerfully on Monday mornings.




EXERCISE 1.8


Write an alphabetical sentence. Go on for as long as possible (keeping in mind that the letters X, Y and Z don’t make this exercise easy). If the challenge is not too demanding, work backwards once you’ve completed a sentence.


Alternatively, select a letter of the alphabet at random and see how long you can continue a sentence (or string of sentences) using only words that begin with that letter.


Exercises such as these can sometimes yield fresh and surprising concepts or descriptions. Whatever ideas they inspire, make sure you record them in your notebook so that they can be utilised later.





1.9 IDEAS – SUMMARY


The exercises in this chapter, and throughout this book, are written to help inspire creativity. Getting into the habit of regularly participating in writing exercises is useful for any writer, regardless of where they are on their career path.


We know that no one is going to run a marathon successfully without doing an appropriate warm-up routine to ensure their muscles are sufficiently flexible. Formula One drivers take their vehicles around a reconnaissance lap prior to the beginning of a race. At the theatre, we hear an orchestra tuning up while musicians refamiliarise themselves with their instruments. Singers go through scales prior to stepping onstage for a big performance. Actors do a range of exercises to ensure they are able to project their voices. And yet, there are many writers who dismiss writing exercises as a waste of time and effort.


Personally, as a minimum warm-up exercise, I try to compose a single haiku each morning before I start to write. The deceptive simplicity of the haiku, a three-line poem interpreted in our culture as consisting of five syllables on the first line, seven syllables on the second and five syllables on the third, makes it a useful way to limber up writing muscles. To write a haiku you need to consider imagery, brevity of expression and specificity of description, all while being restricted to a very parsimonious syllable count.


As the previous pages have shown, ideas are not a limited resource. Ideas are all around us, waiting for us to develop them into our own fiction. Using your notebook, your list of prompts and regular writing exercises, get into the habit of generating new and original ideas on a daily basis.





 


______________


* I know I’m not alone in being prone to the common writer’s affliction of having brilliant ideas just as I’m falling asleep. Too many times I’ve dropped off, assuring myself I’ll remember an idea in the morning, only to wake the next day with no recollection of what had been on my mind, but fixed with the unshakable knowledge that it had been a very good idea. One night, frustrated by the way this kept happening to me, I was struck by what I thought was a genius idea and I made a concentrated effort to drag my sleepy carcass out of bed so I could find pen and paper and commit my idea to print before falling asleep. The next morning, when I woke up and looked at the paper, I couldn’t read what I’d written because tiredness and sloppy handwriting had conspired against me to transform my notes into illegible scribble. Consequently, from that day onwards, I’ve made sure my notes are typewritten on my mobile phone.


* I once had the misfortune to suffer from a bout of hiccups that lasted for almost a fortnight. It was a miserable couple of weeks. After the first day, my chest ached as though I’d been punched by a bodybuilder. I wasn’t able to hold a conversation with anyone because each sentence was interrupted by my body making another involuntary hiccup. Worse still, it was unbearable for my wife, who had to put up with me in bed, hiccupping throughout the night.


Consequently, for the whole of that fortnight we attempted any and every hiccup cure we could find, including drinking from the wrong side of a glass of water, swallowing a tablespoon of vinegar, and stitching a stone into the back of my pyjamas. Eventually, it was the vinegar that worked.


I take some solace from the fact that my bout of hiccups was not so terrible compared to the longest attack ever recorded: an unfortunate Iowan named Charles Osbourne who started hiccupping in 1922 and didn’t stop until his death in 1990.


* This idea was partially inspired by my late father, who took his car to the garage several times because it was making an irritating knocking sound each time he braked. The mechanics repeatedly went over the car, examining the brakes, checking the suspension, and approaching fault-finding in a methodical, but ultimately unsuccessful, fashion. It was only after he had sold the car that the new owner approached him and gave him a jar of home-made pickled onions that had been stored under the passenger seat. The new owner explained that, every time he put the brakes on, the jar of pickled onions rolled forward beneath the seat and made an irritating knocking noise.


† I probably need to explain this one in a little more detail. There is a con trick used around holiday periods where unscrupulous practitioners set up a stall in busy malls and precincts and offer an attractive gift-wrapping service. Unsuspecting shoppers, armed with freshly purchased Christmas presents, hand over their purchases for the con artists to wrap. The con artist then takes the purchased good into their ‘wrapping area’, removes the expensive item from the box and replaces it with ballast of a similar weight (such as a large rock). The box, with its worthless contents, is then wrapped and returned to the shopper. The shopper is unlikely to discover the crime until it’s far too late for the criminal to be apprehended.


* Sumptuary laws are laws that are in place to help regulate consumption. In medieval England they were used to dictate the colour and type of clothing that a person could wear. The idea behind this was to help reduce spending on imported textiles but it also helped to ensure that no one in those rigid societies ever dressed above their station.





2



Point of View


The writer Marcy Kennedy observes, ‘Point of view isn’t merely another craft of writing technique. Point of view is the foundation upon which great fiction rests.’


Well-considered point of view allows the reader’s experience to be more immersive: it can be used to develop character; it can help to move plot forward; and it allows writers to adhere to the first commandment of all creative writing courses: show, don’t tell. This chapter is going to look at different types of point of view, illustrating each one with relevant examples.


Before we dip into the details, it should be acknowledged that the traditional rules about point of view tell us we should never lapse into the unforgivable sin of head-hopping – the error of shifting from the narrative perspective of one character to another, without letting the reader know why or how this has happened. I fully endorse this veto on head-hopping, although I’m aware that head-hopping often reflects poor editing as well as poor writing. Usually, if we make the mistake of shifting from one perspective to another, surprising our reader with a shift of narrative point of view, the lapse occurs because we were writing at white-hot speed and put down ideas that were overlooked during the process of revision. There will be more about addressing errors like this in Chapter 8: ‘Editing’. For the moment, it is enough to be aware that your point of view needs to have consistency. In other words, stick to telling your story from the perspective of a single character. The only exceptions to this rule (and these are exceptions that do prove the rule) are first-person multiple and third-person multiple. These exceptions will be discussed later in this chapter under their respective headings.
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