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Foreword

This book showcases some fine fiction by young writers. More important, though, it offers a workshop-style format that can help other developing writers improve their own story-writing skills. 

The only way to learn to write is by writing. But writing can be a lonely occupation and one for which meaningful feedback is in short supply. So you write and write and write. How do you know when your stories are working? How do you learn what you can do to make them better?

The most effective way for most writers to learn to improve their stories is to be part of a workshop. A workshop is a gathering in which writers share their work with one another, offering support and suggestions for revisions. But unless such a workshop has a knowledgeable leader, it can easily descend into an "I'll-like-your-story-if-you-like-mine" situation or, worse, into an experience of criticism without support. And then no one learns and grows.

What I am offering here is a workshop on paper. You can't, of course, bring your story to this book for a critique. What you can do, however, is participate in evaluating other writers' stories, even step into those stories and try your own revisions from time to time. Then you can take what you have learned back to your own work. 

The stories that are presented here were gathered over a period of two years. Most came through teachers who were working with my earlier book What's Your Story? A Young Person's Guide to Writing Fiction in their classrooms. Some came directly to me from young writers who had read What's Your Story? on their own and wanted to show me what they had done with it, or through contacts I have made at young authors' conferences and schools. A few others arrived through one of my adult students who wanted to share the work of gifted young writers.

I began this project with hundreds of manuscripts, grocery sacks full. I have ended with thirty. The stories you will find here were chosen because their authors did something especially well. They were also chosen because they gave me an opportunity to discuss some aspect of story writing for other developing writers to consider.

Probably none of these stories is yet ready for publication on its own merits. Fine writing, especially fiction writing, requires depth of life experience as well as talent. You will note that many of these writers were in elementary school when they wrote their stories. The talent is here. The life experience will come.

With the exception of standardizing spelling, punctuation, and paragraphing, correcting an occasional grammatical error, and cutting to meet space requirements, I have made no alterations in this work. Intruding an editor's hand would have been too easy, and I didn't want to lose the freshness of these young writers' voices.

I thank everyone who presented stories to me, students and teachers alike. I only wish I could have used more of what I was given. I also thank Kimberly Nightingale, teacher and writer, who helped in the process of reading and making the first round of manuscript selections. And, as always, I am grateful to my life partner, Ann Goddard, whose comments and support are invaluable through the gathering of every one of my books, and my editor, James Cross Giblin, who has been there from the beginning. 

Though I believe Our Stories: A Fiction Workshop for Young Authors can stand alone as an exploration of fiction-writing techniques, the discussions of craft this book presents are not intended to be complete. Rather, Our Stories is meant to be a companion to What's Your Story? A Young Person's Guide to Writing Fiction, which explores issues of craft more fully, and A Writer's Story: From Life to Fiction, which focuses on the role of inspiration in the writing of fiction.

I congratulate all whose stories appear here. I am certain we will hear more from some of these writers in the years to come. And I hope many more young authors will be helped to discover their own best stories through this workshopping process.

Write on!




CHAPTER 1

From the Beginning

Writing the opening lines of a story is a bit like starting to ski at the steepest part of a hill. You must have all your skills under control from the first instant. Balancing the demands of a strong beginning is a particularly difficult task for developing writers. I have often thought it a shame that we can't just begin our stories in the middle. Then we could return to deal with the problems presented by the beginning after the story is under control. 

Most writers, however, myself included, feel compelled to begin at the beginning. So let's face the difficulties of writing the opening lines of our stories straight on.

A strong beginning is essential. Without that, you will not lure readers into your story. And luring readers is every story's first task.

Your beginning must let readers know what kind of story to expect: a fairy tale, a romance, a ghost story, a realistic drama, or one of the many other possibilities.



The opening paragraphs of your story must also give your readers basic information: who is the story about, where is it set, when is it taking place, and what is the main character's problem? That last,  what is the problem?, is the most important piece of information. The problem provides the narrative hook that will capture readers and draw them into your story. Much of the rest of the necessary information can come along more slowly. If readers don't encounter some kind of problem very quickly, however, they are apt to quit reading. Most won't realize that a problem is what they are missing. They will simply decide that the story is "boring."

One of my adult writing students once came up with an opening line I have always remembered. "There were three people in the church, but only two of them had guns." That catches your attention, doesn't it? The hook is certainly there, though there is a great deal we don't yet know. The task of the writer, then, would be to follow up this strong opening with an equally strong story.

Strong opening lines are not difficult to come up with. The challenge is to move smoothly from those opening lines into your story. Take note of the way this untitled story, written by a young writer, begins:





I was running. As fast as I could, I was running from them. My parents. How could they do this to me? They took everything—my friends, school, parties, shopping, boys—they took it away.

My name is SaraAnn Larson. I'm fifteen and I just got my driver's permit. It was around the same time when the PROBLEM started.

Having parents who are artists and writers is bad enough, but having parents who suddenly decide we should buy a farm, move out to the country and start homeschooling is awful. 

Like I said, the problem started a couple of months ago. My parents were acting real weird, asking my ten-year-old sister and me what we thought of farms and the country and homeschool. I thought homeschool was okay—I had had a couple of friends leave school to start it—but not for me. I'm too outgoing, friendly, social to start staying home and doing my work there. So you can imagine the shock I felt when two weeks ago my parents informed me that they had bought a farm complete with three horses, two cows, four pigs, and dozens of chickens.

They had expected me to be happy because I had once remarked how much fun it would be to stay on a farm—for a vacation, NOT to live—and needless to say I was not thrilled. I had burst into tears. Naturally, a fight burst out soon afterwards. I couldn't believe what they had done. They couldn't believe I was acting so childish. They were taking away everything, turning me into a prisoner. My parents' reasons for it were dull, boring, and they did not change my mind. They said it would be fun, educational, and I would meet new people.

"Where?" I had shouted. They never answered that one.

The next day at cheerleading practice, I loaded up on my friends' sympathy, but that didn't help much.

I had tried everything in my power to stay, even locking myself in the bathroom on moving day, but nothing worked. They just took a coat hanger and picked the lock. I wish they were criminals. Then we would have had a chance to stay in the city.

I would rather walk on a hard concrete sidewalk than a dirt road. I would rather look at skyscrapers than trees. I would rather live anywhere than nowhere, which was where I was living now. 

My sister, Marie, was crazy about moving. She told everyone, including strangers.

I can see my parents' views, sort of. New York had too much crime, pollution, and people to feel comfortable—to them, anyway. That's the problem with artists. They need a lot of space.

The farmhouse was okay. Large and airy, it was better than any apartment we have ever lived in.

My parents gave me a choice of the bedrooms first. They probably thought that would make me feel better. I took the room that my parents had said earlier would make a great studio. But I still hadn't wanted to move.

So that's why I was running. Running anywhere. Running away. At least I knew I wouldn't get kidnapped or murdered out here. Our neighbors probably didn't even know what the word murder meant....

Brooke Roberts

Grade 8

Homeschool

St. Paul, Minnesota





Brooke's instinct in opening her story with the character's problem right up front is a very good one. We not only understand SaraAnn's problem, but we are immediately involved in her struggle as she sets out to solve it. Few fifteen-year-old girls would feel happy about such a total change in lifestyle, especially when given no control over the decisions being made. And running away is serious action that demands a reader's attention.

Brooke shows that she has a good understanding of her characters. The description of the parents "acting weird," asking SaraAnn and her sister "what we thought of farms and the country and homeschool," rings true. I can imagine her parents leading up to the topic of moving in exactly such a way. The idea of the younger sister being so crazy about the idea that "she told everyone, including strangers" reveals a lot about the sister, too. And when SaraAnn, given the choice of bedrooms, chooses the room she knew her parents wanted as a studio, I can feel the tension in that family, can feel SaraAnn's anger, and can even guess at her parents' frustration. 

There is a problem here, however. Despite the very active beginning with SaraAnn running away, the story movement stops completely in the second paragraph. The narrator interrupts her own story to explain the situation, and during the explanation, readers are distanced from the opening action. In fact, I think many will be surprised to find SaraAnn still running after nearly two pages of explanation.

I asked Brooke if she would consider rewriting her story's opening for me. I suggested that she start, this time, with an argument between SaraAnn and her parents. She could reveal her main character's problem that way without so much explanation. This was the new opening she wrote.





I was running. As fast as I could, I was running. From my parents. How could they do this to me? They took away everything—my friends, school, parties, shopping—they took it away. So that's why I was running.

Everything started to go wrong last month when my mom and dad decided that the stress of city life was affecting their artistic abilities. So they bought a small farm in the middle of nowhere (the closest neighbors are a mile away), complete with four pigs, three horses, two cows, and dozens of chickens. 

Yesterday was the day we moved.

I woke up this morning in an awful mood. Thumping down the stairs and into the large, fifties-style kitchen, I found my mom dancing around the kitchen, singing along with the radio and making waffles.

Mom stopped dancing when I stepped into the room.

"Good morning," she said, turning off the music.

"It is not a good morning, and why are you so perky?" I grumbled.

"You watch your mouth, young lady! And I'm perky because it's so refreshing waking up in the morning to see the sun rise and hear the birds sing. It's wonderful. And," she added, "if you had woken up earlier, you would have seen it too. It's almost eleven."

"I hate it here," I said loudly.

"Oh, now stop that. It's the best for everyone. Make the best of it. Oh, and if you go into the woods today remember to stay on the paths. There's over twenty square miles out there, and we don't want you to get lost."

"The only place I'm going is home," I told her.

"Morning," my father said, striding in and grabbing an apple off the kitchen table. He was followed by my nine-year-old sister, Lisa.

"Going out to feed the chickens, Mom!" she yelled as she ran through the kitchen and out the back door.

"Where's the waffle maker?" Mom asked Dad, giving him a kiss.


"In a box somewhere," he replied, turning to give me a hug. He stopped when he noticed my scowling face. 

"What's wrong?" he asked, looking from me to Mom and back again.

"I do not want to stay here. I hate it here," I told him.

"SaraAnn, just think of it! I can work on my writing without city noise and Mom can work on her paintings wherever she wants."

I was getting angry. "Everything is for you! You, you, you!"...





And the argument continues, escalating until, finally, with no other solution in sight, SaraAnn decides to run away.

This draft could still use further work, but Brooke is on the right track. Notice how much information we get through the argument between SaraAnn and her parents. We find out that the family has just moved, that SaraAnn hates the farm they have moved to, that her parents and younger sister are happy with it, that her father is a writer and her mother an artist. We even get a hint about the difficulties SaraAnn will face if she does decide to run away when her mother warns her against getting lost. And if I had given you more of the argument, there would have been more important discoveries, all of which come through the angry confrontation between SaraAnn and her parents.

Because Brooke obviously loved her original opening—"I was running. As fast as I could, I was running"—she has held on to that, although she was willing to make other substantial changes. I would suggest, though, that her opening paragraph presents the same difficulty it did in her first draft. Too much takes place before we get back to SaraAnn's decision to run away. If I were to work with Brooke further on this story, I would recommend that, in the next draft, she drop the opening paragraph entirely. 

The most difficult task every writer faces is having to cut words we love. However, letting go of lines and paragraphs and pages that don't work is always the best way to serve our stories. This story would be stronger if the running away appeared in its natural order and the story opened with what is now the second paragraph.

If Brooke's story began with "Everything started to go wrong last month when my mom and dad decided that the stress of city life was affecting their artistic abilities," we would be introduced quickly to the story problem. But that opening doesn't feel as strong as the running away, does it? That is because it is explanation, not action.

What if the story opened instead with "I woke up this morning in an awful mood"? In the next sentence the story moves into action and in the next paragraph into dialogue, strong dialogue in which the story's conflict is laid out. Without any of the previous explanation, the argument would need to be played out carefully to reveal very clearly what SaraAnn is unhappy about, but that wouldn't be difficult to do. The reader could then move forward without interruption to the moment when the main character decides to run away.

Another story, also untitled, opens with a more old-fashioned format. Behind this story is a traditional storyteller who, though never identified, is speaking directly to us. It begins like this:



Prologue

An old couple woke one morning to find a tiny bundle wrapped in a beautiful scarf on their doorstep. They took the baby girl in and named her Laraya. The girl grew to be a strong, cheerful person with black hair and surprising blue eyes staring out of her tan face. She wore the scarf she had been found in and often thought of her mysterious arrival, for her foster parents had kept nothing from her. 

When Laraya was seven they died, and she was forced to wander in the streets, finding food however she could. She soon forgot her grief over the dead and was occupied with keeping herself alive. Another child might have died when faced with such a situation, but Laraya had a good character and was determined to live, besides. She soon joined a group of children like herself and learned from them, and they learned from her. And so Laraya grew up in the marketplace, laughing and skipping ... and stealing just like any other child. This story opens six years after she was left without a home or guardian....



Chapter One

It was a busy day in the marketplace. The merchants were out with a vengeance, vying with each other to praise their wares the best. The streets were crowded with people, from slaves and beggars and pickpockets in their dirty, off-white clothes to the nobles carried on silk-hung litters with guards and servants surrounding them.

A group of children sat huddled in a corner discussing what they were going to do that day. No one noticed them. Indeed, if they had, they would have said that they were up to no good. This was true. But they did have to eat, and "no good" was how they did it. Voices began to be discernible from the rest of the group. 

"Hey, do you know what? There's a..."

"Shut up! I want to talk. There's..."

"Did you see?"

"I saw..."

"Guess what!"

"BE QUIET!" a voice roared. "Can't you tell a simple thing? Anyway, there's a great group on its way. They're not too fancy so that there are a lot of guards, but rich enough to get plenty. I think I'll try that stern-faced guy over there, toward the back. Now Koran, you're not that good, so why don't you try that lady over there. As for you..."

Pretty soon everybody was ready.

The children darted in at intervals, slipped a light hand into a pocket or purse, and were away. There was a bright flicker of color as their leader, Laraya, began to move. She was the best of them all and often chose people who looked hard. Suddenly her watchers caught their breath. Laraya's face turned pale as the man's strong hand clamped down on her wrist. Only once before had this happened. That time she had tricked the man into letting go of her. She knew that this man would not be tricked.

Behind her her band was aghast. The penalty for being caught stealing was being a slave for the person you stole from. And that man looked like one mean master.

Alder Brannin

Grade 6

Woodbury School

Shaker Heights, Ohio






Would you go on reading? I would. I want very much to learn what will happen to Laraya. 

This story, too, opens with explanation, with a summation of the main character's history, a technique not often used in modern stories. The key here, however, is the word modern. Alder is not writing a modern story. She has chosen to use a more old-fashioned technique to fit her old-fashioned story, that of the invisible, omniscient (all-knowing) storyteller behind the story. If this were a modern story—one of a girl having to give up malls for a farm, for instance—such a technique would not serve the writer well. We readers might even grow impatient with it. This story has a folk quality, however, and is clearly set in a past that fits the folk nature of the telling. Thus, the summing up of the opening prologue seems more acceptable.

The hazard remains, though, that some readers might skip over the prologue, impatient to begin the story. So even in this case, the author might want to consider working Laraya's background into the story as it moves along instead of opening with a summation. We would need little or no background in this opening scene to keep us involved in the situation. All of that can come later. What we need to know here is that the main character, Laraya, is in charge of this group of children who are thieves, which we learn quickly.

Alder has done a number of things very well in these opening pages. She has chosen good details. Notice the description of Laraya and the appealing information that she was found wrapped in a beautiful scarf which she continued to wear. Then there are the dirty, off-white clothes of the slaves and beggars and pickpockets and "the bright flicker of color" as Laraya begins to move into the crowd. I especially liked the irony of the line "And so Laraya grew up in the marketplace, laughing and skipping ... and stealing just like any other child." And the final line of Chapter 1—"And that man looked like one mean master"—would compel any reader to turn the page. 

Let's look at a story that uses more modern techniques, opening with action and no explanations at all.



Daddy's Little Girl

"Daddy, no!" I screamed, trying to back away from him. "Daddy, you're hurting me!"

I looked around the room trying to find an escape route. There was only one exit, and it was on the other side of the room. I had two plans of action: I could break free of my father and try to avoid the couch and love seat as I ran to the door. Or I could scream and hope the neighbors heard me. With my luck the neighbors wouldn't even be home.

I opened my mouth to scream but no sound was heard. I was trapped. There was no way of escaping my father.

"Please, Daddy! Let me go! I don't like this!" I pleaded, not knowing what he was going to do to me.

Amy Jackson

Grade 11

North Baltimore High School

North Baltimore, Ohio





We are drawn instantly into the main character's problem, aren't we? Our interest is captured even before we fully understand what that problem is. As the story moves on, Amy will need to give us more information, of course. Not just about what is going on in this particular moment, but also about the history that lies behind it. We will need to be able to understand both characters and the significance of what is happening between them. 

"Daddy's Little Girl" is a contemporary story using modern storytelling techniques and using them very well. We are clearly inside the point of view of the main character, not seeing the world through an omniscient storyteller. And the story starts with action that reveals the story problem, not with explanation.

To return to Alder's story about Laraya, even though it is set in the past, the author could have told it in the same contemporary style both Amy and Brooke used. Alder's story works well as she has presented it. Still, rewriting the first chapter of her story using the more modern technique could be an interesting exercise.

Start off with Laraya, inside her. Look out at the market and at the other children through her eyes. How is she feeling? Is she hungry? Is she simply restless and wanting action? Is she worried about the other children? Who, specifically? Or is there someone in her group of young thieves she needs to prove herself to so that she can remain the leader? Because at this point we know Laraya only from the outside, the possibilities are nearly endless. Find Laraya's motive inside yourself. What reason for approaching these particular travelers feels right to you?

Once you decide upon Laraya's motive, begin writing just as the group of well-to-do people enters the square, and let us experience all that happens through Laraya. Let her look and hear and taste and touch. Climb inside her skin when the man she is trying to rob grabs her wrist. Record not only what she says to the other children but her thoughts and feelings as well. If you can become Laraya in the midst of such strong opening action, you will bring your readers right along with you. 

We will have no choice but to go on reading.

What you will be doing in reworking this story opening is learning how to start your own stories off in the strongest way. At the same time, you will be practicing other important techniques. In just a few paragraphs, you will be learning to develop character, to move inside your main character's point of view, and to reveal your story through action. We will work with all of these techniques in the chapters to come.

Let's begin with action. Show, don't tell.




CHAPTER 2

Show, Don't Tell

"Tell me a story," we begged our mother or father when we were very young. And we all have a strong response to that remembered voice, weaving a tale. "Once upon a time" does more than signal the beginning of a story. It says, "All is well. I am here. You are cared for." 

As we grow older, though, and turn to reading stories ourselves, our demands begin to change. We want our stories to be more than a form of comfort, a soothing lullaby sung by a familiar voice. We begin to demand to live our stories, to be challenged and excited and stretched. We learn to enjoy even fiction that frightens us or makes us feel sad. In fact, many of us seek out tales precisely for the tears they bring or the chill they send down the spine.

As a writer, though, it is much easier simply to tell your story than it is to draw your readers in so they can live the story events with and through your main character. Most beginning fiction writers, both young people and adults, have to work long and hard to learn the techniques that will make their stories come alive on the page.


When we dealt with beginnings in the last chapter, we also began to deal with the issue of telling. How easy it is to start a story by simply telling readers what they will need to know. It is easier to continue a story that way, too. But a story that is told is rarely as effective for readers as one that is shown or acted out. 

Let's explore the issue further by examining another story by a young writer.


The Air Pie

There once was a boy named Jonathan and a little girl named Abby. They were brother and sister, and they lived on a small farm with their mother and father. Their farm was a lovely place to live. They had a small white house with green shutters. An old cow lived in the barn, and a dapple-gray horse stayed close to his favorite spot under a green apple tree. They had a dog and three cats that kept mice out of the barn. Six chickens pecked in the yard while one duck swam on the pond.

Jonathan was three years older than Abby, and Abby loved Jonathan very much. Everyone had chores to do, and everything went along very well until Jonathan had a problem. He did not like "wommin's" work. Jonathan decided he could get by without doing his share of the "wommin's" chores.

One day he was weeding the garden with his sister. Now if there was anything Jonathan hated, it was to weed the garden. That was definitely "wommin's" work! He was ten years old, and he was a "man." This particular day Jonathan decided that there was no way, no chance, no how he was going to do any more weeding, so he quit.


When Dad came out that evening to check
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