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Robin Dynes’ fi ve-part 
series on creating your 

personal Writer Code ends 
this month, with a check-list 
of the tools YOU need to 
build and sustain your 
writing career. But it’s not 
just a tick-box exercise. 
Writing covers a wide area 
and everyone wants different 
things from it, so the series 
has been all about the process of discovering your own 
needs rather than dictating what ‘a writer’ should do. 

The exercises have involved looking at your personal goals 
and beliefs, your work-life balance and support network, 
and your skills and training needs. Taking the time to really 
think about your writing situation and ambitions means 
you’ll be more focused and use precious time more wisely. 
So turn to page 14 and start checking whether you’ve got the 
right tools to crack your own writing code. 
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The latest in the world of books, the internet and publishing – written by you

newsFRONT
Gothic horror story wins 
book of the year

 ’ Debut author Andrew Michael 
Hurley has won the British Book 
Industry Awards Book of the Year 
with his gothic horror The Loney, 
after also winning the Costa 
First Novel prize in January. The 
book was originally published by 
independent Tartarus Press with 
a run of just 300 books before 
being sold to John Murray. Best 
children’s book was won by 
David Solomons’ My Brother is a 
Superhero, while the award for 
non-fi ction went to Norwegian 
Wood, a guide to chopping wood. 

NWA loses patrons

 ’ The year has already become 
notorious for the number of 
celebrities who have died and the 
National Association of Writers’ 
Groups (NAWG) has been hit 
by the death of one high-profi le 
supporter after another. 

Following the death of former 
Labour minister Dennis Healey 
last October, another famous 
patron Tony Warren, creator of 
Coronation Street, died in March. 
Then novelist and TV agony aunt 
Denise Robertson died at the 

end of that month. Robertson 
was a founder member of the 
NAWG and was its much-loved 
president for 21 years. 

NAWG chair Pam Fish said: 
‘Sad as this has all been to cope 
with, we are now entering a new 
era.’ Downton Abbey writer Julian 
Fellowes has agreed to take over 

as president and the group is 
busy recruiting more well-known 
literary names as patrons. 

‘The NAWG continues to 
grow,’ said Pam. For more 
information, see www.nawg.co.uk

Kids’ market up

 ’ Good news for writers of 
children’s books – that sector of 
the market has increased by seven 
per cent. Jaclyn Swope of Nielsen 
Book Research, speaking at the 
London Book Fair, gave the fi gure 
of 7.4 per cent growth in the fi rst 
quarter of 2016. This is despite 
an increase in the average price of 
children’s books, which has risen 
to £5.40. The big publishers still 
dominate this area, with Penguin 
Random House taking 30 per 
cent of the market, followed by 

HarperCollins Children’s Books 
with 16.3 per cent.

Cathy Bryant

Wellcome breakthrough

 ’ The Wellcome Book Prize, 
awarded each year for a book 
about medicine, health or illness, 
has gone to debut author Suzanne 
O’Sullivan for her non-fi ction 
book exploring psychosomatic 
illness, It’s All in Your Head. She 
wins £30,000. 

Announcing the award, chair 
of judges Joan Bakewell said: 
‘It is a truly impressive book, 
chosen for its many virtues. 
Suzanne O’Sullivan is a consultant 
neurologist and her fi rst-hand 
accounts of diagnosing her 
patients offer new insights into 
the relationship between the 

‘Bonkers’ school tests slammed by authors

 ’ The Society of Authors has joined the long list of critics that 
have been ridiculing new school English tests. Like a scene from 
Orwell’s 1984, the Government now insists that 11-year-olds 
must write in a certain way and also understand technical jargon 
like ‘fronted adverbials’ – a term that ministers themselves have 
struggled to explain. (What it means is that the Department for 
Education now insists that children should put adverbial phrases 
at the front of sentences because it is ‘better’, eg: ‘Every day, 
teachers see ministers interfering,’ rather than ‘Teachers see ministers 
interfering every day.’) Another arbitrary rule imposed by the 
DfE is that exclamation marks should only be used in sentences 
that begin with ‘so’ or ‘what’! The SoA called on the Government to ‘allow the current generation of 
schoolchildren in England to enjoy language, to be empowered by their skill in it, and not to become 
tangled in rules which have no application outside the narrow confi nes of a national test’. 

The chair of the SoA’s children’s writers group, author Nicola Morgan (who, rather confusingly, 
shares the same name as the under-fi re education minister) said the new ‘rules’ were ‘bonkers’. 

Skellig author David Almond, a former teacher, said that children instinctively know that ‘language 
is a fl uid, fl exible, beautiful thing’. He said: ‘Children learn how to talk, to sing, to converse by falling in 
love with language, by delighting in their own skills, by sharing and exploring those skills with others.’ 
Almond said that current Government policy ‘interferes with this process’. 

Earlier this year many parents boycotted new national grammar tests for seven-year-olds by keeping 
their children at home on the day. These protests come days after the Government was forced into yet 
another U-turn over controversial plans to force all schools to become academies. 

On becoming a poet

 ’ Why is it so hard to get poetry published? 
Why and how do successful new poets manage to 
break through? HappenStance Press has released 
How (not) to Get Your Poetry Published, a funny and 
practical guide to getting published in the UK, 
written by award-winning poet Helena Nelson. She shares her 
own story (and, yes, she too once got it wrong) and demystifi es 
what often appears to be an impossible system loaded on the 
side of those in the know. There are case studies illustrating what 
can go wrong, and simple strategies for getting it right, as well as 
writing exercises. See www.happenstancepress.com
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Send us your news 
and the best item 
each month wins a 
year’s subscription

 ’ We want short news items for 
these pages, either researched directly 
by you or sourced from press releases or 
publications and rewritten for us. In return 
you’ll get a byline and the best item each month wins a free 
subscription. This month’s winner is Ailish Delaney.

Items should be under 200 words – the snappier the better. 
You can attach a good quality photo and please make sure stories 
about events are submitted in time. Importantly, you must be able 
to prove your story is true and where you found it. Writers’ Forum 
may edit any items submitted and if a story is covered by more 
than one writer we’ll choose the best version. 

Please send items to news@writers-forum.com You can cover 
any topic that will be useful, interesting or amusing to 
writers. The subject should be big enough to appeal to a national/
global readership although local news might still inspire or 
entertain writers in other regions. Get writing and good luck!

body and the mind. The fact 
that society divides them into 
two medical disciplines – the 
physical and the mental – is 
being increasingly challenged. 
O’Sullivan’s book brings to light 
important examples of how the 
two inter-relate.’ Cathy Bryant

Bloggers required

 ’ Mslexia magazine is looking
for guest bloggers to take up
a three-month residency on its 
blog. Potential bloggers should 
be female, have a working 
knowledge of WordPress and 
have something interesting to say 
about the writing process, the 
publishing industry, the journey 
to publication or anything else 
writing-related. Applicants should 
submit a 100-word pitch plus a 
link to their own blog or other 
writing samples. The deadline for 
a residency covering this autumn 
is 11 July 2016. See https://
mslexia.co.uk/nonfi ction

Sally Jenkins

Robot author 

 ’ We’ve always relied on the 
superiority of computers for the 
complexities of mathematics but 
now it appears we can even get a 

helping hand with our fi ction. 
A short story co-written by 

artifi cial intelligence was deemed 
worthy to make it through the 
primary round of the Nikkei 
Shinichi Hoshi Literary Award. 
Hitoshi Matsubara and colleagues 
at Future University Hakodate 
in Japan fed the program the 
story’s initial set-up, characters 
and overall framework. With all 
this and some choice words and 
phrases from existing novels, the 
program generated the full text.

Given the level of human 
involvement – and that the story 
didn’t make it past the second 
round – we’re not at the point 
of scrapping homo sapiens’ 
involvement yet, but who knows 

what the future could bring.
Will this become a new tool 

for writers and editors or will we 
eventually be replaced in favour of 
whole novels written by machines 
at the click of a button?

Shane Davis

All-time baby names

 ’ John and Mary are defi nitely 
authentic names to use when 
writing historical novels. The 
website Ancestry.co.uk found that 
5.8 million Johns have been born 
in the UK and Ireland since 1530, 
together with 4.5 million Marys. 
Researchers have been studying 

more than 34 million christening 
and birth records up to 2005.

You would still be on track 
if you decided to call your 
characters William, Thomas, 
George, James, Robert, Charles, 
Henry, Joseph and David. Or 
your period heroines could be 
Elizabeth, Sarah, Margaret, Ann, 
Jane, Alice, Ellen, Annie and 
Florence.

Can this research be tested? 
Well, Emily Brontë used the 
name Joseph in Wuthering Heights, 
Charles featured in Erica James’s 
The Dandelion Years and Sarah 
and Maggie both appeared in The 
Mysteries of Glass by Sue Gee set 
in Victorian Herefordshire.

Jane Cox

H
ug

h 
Sc

ot
t i

s 
a 

W
hi

tb
re

ad
-w

in
ni

ng
 a

ut
ho

r. 
H

e 
w

rit
es

 a
nd

 il
lu

st
ra

te
s 

fo
r T

he
 P

ar
k 

Fr
ee

 P
re

ss ODD SPOT BY HUGH SCOTT

Memorial to poet with a troubled life

 ’ A statue of Northamptonshire poet John Clare has been 
installed in the courtyard of Northampton’s Guildhall to 
commemorate the life of the ‘Peasant Poet’.

Born in 1793, the son of an agricultural labourer, Clare’s lack 
of education was obvious in the absence of punctuation in his 
poems, but he vigorously opposed corrections by his publishers. 

His fi rst collection, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, 
was published in 1820 and was hugely successful. However, he 
struggled with depression, and in 1837 Clare was admitted to 
an asylum in Essex. Four years later he escaped and made his 
way back to Northampton on foot, searching for his childhood 
sweetheart, Mary Joyce. However, his mental health continued 
to decline and his family had him committed to an asylum later 
that year, where he lived until his death in 1864. Ailish Delaney

Derek had been so caught up in his writing, he 
couldn’t remember where he’d left the lawnmower. 

5Writers’FORUM #176

We want short news items for 
these pages, either researched directly 
by you or sourced from press releases or 
publications and rewritten for us. In return 

WF176JUN04news.indd   5 11/05/2016   15:04:56



www.writersbureau.com

Freepost RSSK-JZAC-JCJG

The Writers Bureau
Dept HB516
Manchester M3 1LE
Freephone 0800 856 2008

Why Not Be A Writer?
First-class home-study course gets you a flying start. Earn
while you learn. Expert tutors, personal guidance, help to sell
your writing and much more! It’s ideal for beginners.
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Rachael Dove  “I won the 2015 Flirty Fiction Prima
Magazine and Mills and Boon competition. The prize
was £500, a three page feature in the magazine and the
chance to work with Mills and Boon on my book. This
came out in April 2016.

“Also I have three stories in three anthologies with other
authors – we’ve raised almost £2,000 for cancer charities”

Katherine Kavanagh  “I have been publishing my
own niche website for circus critique. This work has led
to recognition in my field, with work offers ranging from
writing book reviews for scholarly journals to running
master classes for young people. I have had two paid
writing residencies at festivals this year and have been
employed to write tweets. Payments total £2575, plus
expenses for travel, tickets to events and payments in
kind in the form of review copy books.”

Please Quote
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How to Become a
Successful Writer!
by Marian Ashcroft

If you’ve ever fancied being a writer but
don’t know where to start – here’s the
answer. For the past twenty-seven years
The Writers Bureau has been running a
home-study Creative Writing course that
teaches ordinary people how to write, get
published and earn an extra income. 

‘Most people can be taught to write for
publication,’ claims Susie Busby, Head of
Britain’s largest writing college, ‘as long as
they want to write, are willing to learn and
put in the time and effort required. Our
students prove that. They come from all
walks of life and have very different
educational backgrounds. Yet, after studying
with us many will see their name in print for
the first time.’

The Creative Writing course offered by The
Writers Bureau covers all genres – articles,
short stories, novels, books, scripts etc. so
students get a chance to explore all types of
writing to find where their interests and
talents lie. 

Students also receive individual, personal
tuition from a professional writer who gives
guidance on style, technique and marketing.

‘The course gives a student confidence in
their work and the know-how to increase
their chances

of publication,’ explains Susie. ‘Unfortunately,
the untrained writer is more likely to have
their work returned to them, not because
they can’t write, but because they haven’t
followed the rules of the publishing world.
And that, in a large part, is what we teach –
how to make your work acceptable to those
who will pay for it.’

The college also provides a whole support
system to novice writers that includes their
tutors, their advisors, free resources and
chance to converse with other writing
students on their website.

The Writers Bureau is so confident in the
training and support it provides that they
give an amazing money back guarantee – if
a student doesn’t earn their fees back
through published writing by the end of
their course the college will refund them in
full. Plus, the course comes on 15-day trial
so you can see for yourself the quality of the
training on offer.

To find out more about how The Writers
Bureau can help you become a successful,
published writer contact them for a free
prospectus:

= 0800 856 2008
= www.writersbureau.com        
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AJT-Editing
Freelance Proofreader and Editor 

Professional, friendly and reliable services at 
competitive rates.

Clients include publishers, 
self-publishers and businesses. 

 Experience includes educational, fiction and 
non-fiction.

All projects considered. 
Please contact me to 

discuss your requirements.
 

Abi Truelove 
BA (Hons) English Literature

ajt.editing@gmail.com
  findaproofreader.com/ajt-editing
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Many of us make New Year’s 
resolutions – and a lot of them 
fall by the wayside before 
January is out. The vow Shelley 

Wilson made on New Year’s Eve 2012, 
however, led her to the top of the Amazon 
bestseller charts with her book How I 
Changed My Life in a Year.

Initially, Shelley’s resolutions weren’t 
related to writing. She wanted to lose 
weight, exercise more, adopt better habits 
and try new things. Rather than tackle 
them all in one go, her brainwave was to 
take on a different challenge every month 
for a year, with each broken down into a 
new project each week, such as declutter 
or ride on a zip-wire.

What’s more, she decided to keep herself 
motivated by blogging about her progress. 
After all, with all her friends and family 
watching online, how could she back out?

The effect was immediate, not just on her 
waistline, but on her writing.

‘I’ve wanted to write since I was seven 
years old,’ says Shelley. ‘But I was the 
ultimate procrastinator. I was forever 
going to write a book or going to write 
an article… then I’d get a page in and get 
distracted by something else. I’ve got so 
many notebooks full of story ideas that 
were never completed. 

‘When I started the blog it pushed me 
into a writing routine and I suddenly 
realised that I could make time to finish 
the posts. It was the first time I could say 
I’d completed a topic.’

Researching other blogs inspired her to 
write more frequently.

‘One of the first things I noticed was 
that other bloggers were posting every 
week, and getting comments, likes and 
interaction. I learned you need to be 
consistent, so people realise, “Oh, she 
posts on a Monday; I’ll pop over because 
I know there will be something for me to 
read.” So January’s challenge became four 
challenges in one month, because I had to 
post something each week.’

At the time, Shelley was running an 
holistic therapy business from home. The 
self-development nature of her blog fitted 
with her work, so she told her clients about 
it. From there, her audience grew through 
word of mouth.

‘A major motivator was getting 
comments from people I’ve never met,’ she 
says. ‘Usually when you write, you’re in 
your own little world, and it was amazing 
to realise I wasn’t just waffling on to 
myself, people were listening to me.

‘The feedback was amazing because 
people didn’t just say, “Nice post,” they’d 

Self-help author Shelley Wilson tells  
Douglas McPherson how she changed her life… 
with a little help from Writers’ Forum

Continued overleaf

▲
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comment on the challenges and say, “I 
hadn’t thought of doing it that way.” I 
realised I was hitting a nerve.’

Before starting her blog, Shelley had 
always wanted to write fantasy. 

‘It had never crossed my mind to write 
non-fi ction, even though I’m a huge 
non-fi ction reader. Self-help books have 
helped me to piece my life back together
so many times.’

Realising her blog was helping others 
in the same way, she wrote to the Get 
Started page of Writers’ Forum, asking how 
she might turn all the material she was 
gathering into a book. Our advice was
that many blogs, diaries and magazine 
columns have been turned into books 
with little additional work. Furthermore, 
Shelley’s blog had a built-in book structure: 
12 months/12 chapters.

‘That was a light-bulb moment; I’d never 
thought of it like that,’ says Shelley. ‘So 
I began to piece it together in book form 
rather than blog form.’

The main difference was that her blog 
used a lot of photos but her book has none. 

‘I had to add a lot more description, 
but I tell the readers they can go to the 
blog if they want to see the pictures of my 
attempts at knitting or riding a zip-wire!’ 

With her 12-month challenge complete, 
Shelley had a new task for the new year: 
publishing her book. From the beginning, 
she decided to self-publish.

‘The previous year had been all about 
pushing myself outside of my comfort 
zone, and self-publishing was something 
else that I hadn’t done before.’

Once again, Writers’ Forum played a 
part. Shelley had developed a Facebook 
friendship with agony aunt Della Galton, 
who introduced her to Peter Jones, author 
of How to do Everything and be Happy. 
Through his self-publishing company 
SoundHaven, Jones designed the cover and 
formatted Shelley’s book.

He also tweaked the original title from 
Change Your Life in a Year.

‘He said it’s quite autobiographical, so 
it might be better to call it How I Changed 
My Life in a Year, then it’s not giving a false 
sense that it’s a guidebook,’ Shelley says.

Initial sales were to her blog followers 
and holistic therapy clients. Before long, 
though, the book was selling through 
word of mouth, and once it became visible 
on Amazon’s bestseller charts, it began to 
promote itself. That Christmas it hit the
top of the women’s biography chart.

‘When it goes on the fi rst page, I see a 
huge spike in sales. Last year I got a bonus 
from Amazon when I sold 194 units in

Continued from previous page
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one day,’ she says. She is still consistently 
selling several hundred copies a month.

‘I read there had been a 50 per cent 
rise in sales of self-help books, and I can 
understand that, because there seems to be 
a growing need for them these days.’

Twitter and Facebook are Shelley’s main 
form of promotion. So what’s the secret of 
promoting a book on Twitter?

‘Don’t promote a book on Twitter,’ 
Shelley laughs. ‘That’s the best way. If I see 
somebody on Twitter whose every post is, 
“Buy my book,” I skim over them, and I 
know that means other people do that as 
well. But if somebody tweets about their 
blog post, I stop and read it.

‘So I rarely tweet about my book – unless 
I’m having a price promotion. The majority 
of my tweets are about my blog, and on the 
side panel of the blog are my book covers. 
So I think a lot of sales come from people 
who read a post that I’ve promoted on 
Twitter, then see the book at the side and 
click on it.’

Customer reviews are another sales 
driver on Amazon. Shelley’s book has 
more than a hundred.

‘The fi rst couple were from my friends, 
then they started to trickle in from people I 
didn’t know. That was interesting, because 
my friends know my sense of humour and 
I wasn’t sure how well it would translate to 
people who didn’t know me.

‘The best review I could ever have came 
from a lady who messaged me out of 
the blue and said, Thank you so much – I 
snort-laughed on the train reading your book!’

‘I’ve never sent the book off to be 
reviewed,’ Shelley adds, ‘but an online 
reviewer called Rosie Amber found the 
book on Twitter and wrote a review. 
Everything exploded around that, because 
she was a proper book reviewer.’

The success of How I Changed My Life… 
has since led Shelley to publish two how-to 
manuals, Wellbeing Workshop: Meditation 
and Wellbeing Workshop: Vision Boards, to 

accompany the classes she teaches. 
Shelley has also realised her original 

ambition to write fantasy. One of her 
original 12 resolutions was to write a novel 
for NaNoWriMo, the annual challenge 
to pen 50,000 words in November. The 
result was Guardians of the Dead, the fi rst 
of a young adult trilogy penned under the 
name SL Wilson, which she self-published 
through the US company Blue Harvest 
Creative. The second book in the series, 
Guardians of the Sky came out in January.

A follow-up to How I Changed My Life 
in a Year is in the works, based on a series 
of motivational workshops about goal-
setting, time management and facing your 
fears, which Shelley began teaching in the 
wake of the fi rst book’s publication.

‘It will be standalone but linked to the 
fi rst book,’ she says. ‘The fi rst one was how 
I changed my life, and the second will be 
how to keep that momentum going.’

Her top tip to writers? Turn off the TV 
and get on with it!

‘We’ve all got the same amount of hours 
in the day, and if you want something 
badly enough, you’ll make time,’ she says. 
‘I used to sit night after night watching 
Friends reruns and goodness knows what 
else, but when I started writing the blog I 
thought, “Why am I sitting watching stuff 
when I could be writing?”’

Looking back over the past three years, 
Shelley says: ‘My blog and my book really 
have changed my life – it’s not just a title! 
I’m a great believer that thoughts become 
things and if you want something badly 
enough and action it, it can come about.’

Oh, and in case you’re wondering why 
we’re running this interview mid-year 
rather than in January, Shelley’s other 
big tip is that resolutions don’t have to be 
confi ned to the start of the year. 

‘You can start a new you at any time.’ 

• You can fi nd Shelley’s blog at 
www.myresolutionchallenge.blogspot.co.uk 
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Join adults of all ages, nationalities and backgrounds at the 
University of Cambridge International Summer Programmes.  

The Creative Writing programme (31 July - 13 August 2016)  
builds on Cambridge’s rich literary tradition and will help you  
develop your existing writing skills. Practice-based courses,  
taught by established authors, focus on the writing of fiction  
and non-fiction in a variety of genres and styles. Visiting novelists,  
poets and figures from the world of publishing will give plenary  
lectures and evening talks. We also offer a wide range of other  
open-access programmes including Literature (3 - 16 & 17 - 30 July) 
and Shakespeare (31 July - 13 August). 

To add to the experience you can choose to stay in a historic  
Cambridge College, share meals in magnificent dining halls,  
join excursions and enjoy all that Cambridge has to offer.

+44 (0)1223 760850        
intenq@ice.cam.ac.uk

www.ice.cam.ac.uk/intsummer

Study creative writing 
at Cambridge this summer

Institute of Continuing Education

WRITER’S RETREAT 
BY THE SEA

Spend an inspirational weekend learning the 
craft of picture book writing with published 
author Anita Loughrey.

To find out more about our retreats and courses:
Visit: www.grosvenorhousevents.co.uk

Call Frances on: 07802898332

HERNE BAY
KENT

Our next course is June 10-12,  2016  
and takes place in our beautiful Grade II listed 
Georgian house moments from the beach.

Non-tutored group writing retreats also available.

Screenwriti ng masterclass in 
Tuscany!

Join screenwriter Oliver Butcher and seven selected 
students at an exquisite 17th Century villa outside 

Lucca for one week: July 2nd - 9th or 9th - 16th 2016.
Studying a variety of fi lms and screenplays, you’ll learn 
from a Hollywood veteran what’s on screen and how 
it got there; how certain eff ects - arti sti c, emoti onal, 

visual, narrati ve - are achieved, and how you can 
import these lessons into your writi ng.

Course includes daily workshops and fully catered 
luxury accommodati on. Cost: £1,750.

Opti onal extras include ti ckets to the Lucca Summer 
festi val. For informati on contact Ben Gooder:

benhamg@gmail.com

Self-publishing services
Editing and proofreading
Book cover design
Paperbacks and ebooks
Wholesale distribution
Book marketing
Worldwide Amazon listing
Author websites and  
social media
One-to-one support

Discuss your next book with Publishing Director Helen Hart:
E: helen@silverwoodbooks.co.uk  T: +44 (0)117 910 5829

Professional Self-Publishing

www.silverwoodbooks.co.uk
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Writers CIRCLE
Your news and views, writing tips and funny stories

ERIC THE READ
I have a research tip 
for any readers who 
are writing biographies 
or books on recent 

historical events. I wanted to write 
the fi rst ever biography of fi lm 
star Eric Portman (1901-1969), 
who was born in my home 
town of Halifax. There was some 
information about his life online 
and interviews in old movie 
magazines, but there wasn’t 
enough for a book.

So I sent email letters to around 
200 newspapers and magazines, 
telling of my project and appealing 
for information from any readers 
who knew Portman or had any 
contact with him. Addresses were 
gained from The Writers’ and Artists’ 
Yearbook, Willings Press Guide and 
the website Yell.com. 

The response was brilliant! 
Fifty replies from relatives and 
friends, colleagues, neighbours, 
acquaintances and fans. Portman’s 
nephews, John and Mike, travelled 
up to meet me, bringing archive 
photos and private family 
documents, and even wrote a 
foreword for the book.

Many of his acquaintances 
wrote to me, from a lady who 
sold him a shirt and a tie in 1943, 
to a gentleman who worked as 
a gardener in two hotels when 
Portman was a guest there. I got 
his identifi cation card from WW2, 
and a letter he wrote to his family 
from Canada when he was fi lming 
there on location in 1941.

I got an email from director 
Bryan Forbes (who worked with 
Portman in two fi lms), and a phone 
call from actor Richard Briers, not 
long before he died, who got his 
break while appearing in a play 
with Portman. I even had help from 
two authors who’d tried to write 

books about the actor, but gave up 
when they couldn’t fi nd enough 
information about him.

In addition to providing me 
with enough information for the 
book, these original memories and 
unique documents also became 
a selling point when writing to 
potential publishers, and added 
to the back cover blurb. Our Eric 
(Sigma Press, 2013) didn’t sell 
massive numbers of copies, but 
got some decent customer 
reviews at Amazon. 

Readers can contact me via 
www.andyowensbooks.co.uk 

Andy Owens, 
Halifax, W Yorks

MY THANKS TO…
Thank you to ‘The Mentor’, Emily 
Cunningham, for her response to 
Sophie in issue #174. Sophie was 
insecure regarding the quality of 
her own writing when compared 
to that of her favourite authors.

In addition to Emily’s thoughtful 
advice, it is also important to 

remember that the stories that 
line our bookshelves are unlikely 
to ever be fi rst drafts. Many novels 
will have been revised several 
times before publication, often 
with the benefi t of guidance from 
an experienced editor.  

When I fi nd myself in need of 
a confi dence boost, I scan the 
acknowledgements section of 
whichever book I am currently 
reading. In my experience, very 
few writers achieve a publishable 
novel alone. 

Tommy James, 
Sheffi eld

BELOW PAR
Reader Norma Willloughby said 
she’s disheartened to see the 
same established writers’ names 
in magazines (Letters, #174). I 
recently read a short story by a 
writer in a mainstream women’s 
magazine whose name I had come 
across on several occasions in 
various publications. I thought 
that particular story was below 

standard for an established writer. 
I’m also an avid crime fi ction 

reader and when looking forward 
to reading a particular author’s 
latest book, have on a number of 
occasions been disappointed as the 
storyline has not lived up to their 
other books. It seems to be a case 
of once established, publication is 
virtually guaranteed, whatever the 
standard of writing. 

Alison Ord, Durham

Ed: I fi nd it reassuring that you don’t 
always have to be top of your game 
once established! But readers and 
editors will only forgive for so long… 

POSITIVE IMPACT
After reading The Mentor article 
(issue #172) about helping a writer 
struggling with low self-esteem, I 
decided to start a journal to try 
and tackle this problem, which I 
believe was brought about by my 
past negative experiences.

Although there was a lot of 
negativity in my journal when I 
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EXERCISE
Giving voice 

voice the reader will remember is 
that of the ‘I’ character. 

Helen Fielding demonstrates 
this in Bridget Jones’s Diary:

Thursday 3 August
8st 11, thigh circumference 18 

inches (honestly, what is bloody 
point), alcohol units 0, cigarettes 25 
(excellent, considering)

And this is from Catcher in the 
Rye by JD Salinger. The voice is 
that of a sarcastic teenager:

‘If you really want to hear about 
it, the fi rst thing you’ll probably want 
to know is where I was born, and 
what my lousy childhood was like, 
and how my parents were occupied 
and all before they had me, and all 
that David Copperfi eld kind of crap. 

Formal voice
In The Great Gatsby, F Scott The Great Gatsby, F Scott The Great Gatsby
Fitzgerald uses a very different 
voice. The story is narrated in 
the fi rst person by Nick, who is 
well educated, so the writing is 
more refl ective. This is from the 
scene where Nick fi rst glimpses 
Jay Gatsby:

The silhouette of a moving cat 
wavered across the moonlight, and, 
turning my head to watch it, I saw 
that I was not alone – fi fty feet 
away a fi gure had emerged from the 
shadow of my neighbour’s mansion 
and was standing with his hands 
in his pockets regarding the silver 

easier and you won’t be tempted 
to make them do something 
contradictory to their character 
in order to enhance the story. 

By that I mean the sort of thing 
that often happens in TV soaps. 
It might make a great storyline to 
have a well-loved character do 
something that’s completely alien 
to them, but the viewer is likely 
to shrug and lose interest because 
the plot has lost credibility.

Finding it diffi cult to decide 
whether to use fi rst or third 
person? Think about the tone of 
your story or novel – is it to be 
light-hearted with a happy-go-
lucky main character or a deadly 
serious thriller? What suits that 
type of story? 

If you’re not sure, try writing a 
couple of paragraphs or chapters 
in one mode. Instinct will tell 
you if the story is working and 
whether you are heading for the 
right ‘voice’. 

Don’t feel that you need to 
develop a voice immediately, 
especially if you’re new to writing. 
The more you write, the more 
you learn; you’ll be improving as 
you go. Unknowingly, you will be 
developing a voice – something 
over and above the technical side 
of the actual writing process. 

Keep writing! Remember that 
all writing is ‘grist to the mill’, to 
use a cliché. One day all those 
manuscripts – whether brilliant, 
so-so or mere exercises – will 

What is a writer’s 
‘voice’? It can be 
defi ned by the main 

character. If you write a story or 
novel from one character’s point 

author produces a series written 
from the detective’s point of view.

Author voice
Some writers say that voice is 
bigger than character; that it is 

your work will give you your
own style. 

So there are many defi nitions 
of voice and style. I tend to look 
at it like this: an author’s ‘style’

Barbara Dynes explains what author voice is and why you 
shouldn’t worry too much about it, then sets an exercise

A  Write a couple of paragraphs from 
each of the following characters’ point 
of view. Each person is alone with his/
her thoughts about their particular 
predicament. Ensure that the character’s 
personality comes across, giving each 
piece a particular voice.

An elderly man is furious with his neighbour who plays his music far too 
loud all day and most of the night, when the man is trying to sleep.

A mother has had a terrible row with her daughter who has now left 
home. She is trying to write a letter or email to the girl.

A teenager is angry and jealous of his/her younger brother or sister. The 
sibling is the parents’ favourite and always gets away with everything.

Completed /    /     My scene rating  /

B  Think about the last book or story you read.
Did it have an overall voice? Was the voice
an impression from a character or was it 
author-driven? Could the voice have come 
over stronger and would that have improved 
the story? Write down your thoughts.

 WRITING EXERCISE

tell who wrote the piece. We 
detect a certain quality which is 
unique to that one writer. Be it a 
humorous touch, a refl ective tone 
or whatever, there is a certain 
feel that helps us recognise the 
writer. It is a ‘voice’.

Many authors change voice 
for different books. Others 
write always in the same voice. 
Hemingway, for instance, was 
renowned for his short sentences 
and pithy writing. 

Raymond Chandler wrote in 
the fi rst person, from the point 
of view of his hard-boiled private 
investigator, Philip Marlowe. 
Marlowe’s personality and dry 
wit defi ned Chandler’s voice. This 
extract is from The Big Sleep: 

Neither of the two people in the 
room paid any attention to the way
I came in, although only one of them 
was dead.

Chatty voice
The ‘chatty’ voice gives the 
impression that the narrator is 
having a casual conversation with 
the reader. The author uses the 
fi rst person (‘I’) viewpoint. You 
have to forget yourself and move 
into that character’s mind, which 
is easier when you use the fi rst 
person. It stands to reason that 
if you choose this viewpoint your 
writing style has to match that 
‘I’ character because you are 
inside his or her mind all the way 

Don’t feel that you 
need to develop a voice 
immediately, especially if 

you’re new to writing

Author technique:
Finding your voice
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first started, I still found myself 
thinking positively. The act of 
writing in itself lifted a weight off 
my chest and truly proved to be 
therapeutic over the weeks. 

I intend to keep on writing in 
my journal in order to help myself 
get through difficult times and 
I suggest you also try this form 
of therapy. Thank you for such a 
helpful article which has made a 
positive impact on my life.

Nicolette Cassar White, 
Donabate, Co Dublin 

True voIce
Barbara Dynes’ article ‘Finding 
your voice’ (#175) reminded me 
of the time I sent a poem to an 
english poet living on the Isle of 
Bute who ran a critique service. 

The poem was about memories 
of a childhood in the poorer 
streets of Liverpool. I grew up 
in ill-fitting hand-me-downs, 
although I was a teenager before 
that bothered me. My poetic 
voice has often been full of the 
chill misery of leaking shoes on 
a cold northern winter morning. 
I’d recalled sleeping under old 
overcoats, seeing my pretty 
mother grow tired and miserable, 
hearing constant frustration and 
anger in sibling voices. My voice 
was already made – my english 
teacher read it in my essays – but 
folk wanted me to lighten up. 
A writer’s voice, a poet’s voice, 
changes with time, but mine has 
not softened much. 

The poet on Bute almost 
rewrote my poem, using softer, 
more wistful phrases. It was kind 
of him to see me that way, but it 
wasn’t me. The voice he used was 
certainly not mine. 

At 71, I am less bitter, more 
philosophical about the past, but a 
million miles from soft or wistful. I 

won’t go looking for a voice, I’ll let 
it grow and change, hoping for less 
raven and more lark in tone. 

Betty Norton,  
Bamber Bridge, Lancs

KIng roLo
I read ‘Finding your voice’ with 
some amusement. My ‘voice’, or 
at least one of them, is that of 
my dog, an ageing and delinquent 
border terrier called rolo.

It began innocently enough, 
writing articles for national dog 
mags with rolo as the subject, 
then in 2012 I had the idea of 
setting up his own ‘dog blog’ 
(www.rolotheborderterrier.
blogspot.com). I wanted to find 
out about blogging and this seemed 
a harmless way of trying it out. 

His blog started to attract a 
steady readership and led, via a 
chance conversation with the 
editor of a local magazine, to him 
gaining a monthly column, ‘It’s a 
Dog’s Life’, where he shares his 
views on his family, other dogs and 
the world in general. 

Around the same time, I 
discovered a Twitter group for 
Border Terrier owners called the 
#BTPosse, where you must tweet 
in as your dog. no problem there, 
then! @stockton_rolo currently 
has 824 followers, compared to my 
miserly 169 so it’s obvious which 
writerly voice is most popular! 

Finally, this May, rolo published 
his first book The Last Rolo, based 
on his musings on his blog. If early 
sales (from www.helenstockton.
co.uk) are anything to go by, this is 
going to be popular, too. 

So if your writer’s voice turns 
out to be less than conventional, 
go with it. You never know where 
it might take you! 

Helen Stockton,  
Mayfield, E Sussex

Oh dear, it looks like Robert Galbraith was having  
a bad writing day. Can you spot the 20 errors in  

this ‘first draft’ of Career of Evil?

£25 could you ruin a passage from a modern novel? Send your 
error-ridden First Draft (around 250 words), and the 20 

solutions, to firstdraft@writers-forum.com Please note that entries 
are accepted via email only. We pay £25 for the best published.

He had not managed to scrub off all her blood. A dark line like 

a parethesis lay under the middle finger nail of his left had. He set 

to digging it out, although he quite liked seeing it there: a memento 

of the previous days pleasures. After a minutes fruitless scraping, 

he put the bloody nail in his mouth and sucked. The ferous tang 

recalled the smell of the torrent that had splashed wildly onto the 

tiled floor, spattering the walls, drenching his jeans and turning 

the peach-coloured bath towels – fluffy, dry & neatly folded – into 

blood-soaked rags.

Colours seemed brighter this morning, the word a lovelier 

place. He felt serene and uplifted, as though he had absorbed her, 

as though her life had been tranfused into him. They belonged you 

to once you had killed them: it was a posession way beyond sex. 

Even to know how they looked at the moment of death was an 

intimacy way past anything two living body’s could experience.

With a frill of excitement he reflected that nobody knew what 

he had done, nor what he was planning to do next  He sucked his 

middle finger, happy and at peace, leaning up against the warm 

wall in the week April sunshine, his eyes on the house opposite.

It was not a smart house. Ordinary. A nicer place to live 

admittedly than the tiny flat where yesterday’s blood-stiffened 

clothing lay in blackbin bags, awaiting incineration, and where his 

knives lie gleaming, washed clean with Bleach, rammed up behind 

the u-bend under the kitchen sink.

Sent in by Patricia Lowther, from Durham, who wins £25

Corrections
1 parenthesis (spelling). 2 middle 
fingernail (one word). 3 of his left 
hand (wrong word). 4 previous 
day’s (missing apostrophe). 
5 minute’s (missing apostrophe). 
6 ferrous tang (spelling). 7 dry and 
neatly folded (not ampersand). 
8 the world a lovelier (wrong word). 
9 been transfused (spelling). 
10 belonged to you (words 

transposed). 11 it was a possession 
(spelling). 12 two living bodies 
(spelling). 13 with a thrill (wrong 
word). 14 next. He (full stop). 
15 weak April sunshine (wrong 
word). 16 live, admittedly, 
than (missing commas around 
parenthetical element). 17 black bin 
bags (three words). 18 knives lay 
(wrong tense). 19 with bleach (no 
capital). 20 the u-bend (capital).
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Just for fun 

A YeAr’S SuBScrIPTIon!
The writer of the prize letter each month will win  
a year’s subscription to the magazine. Please make 
sure that you include your full name and address in 
your email. Write to letters@writers-forum.com

WIn
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One of my friends 
is a clown. I don’t 
mean he jokes 
around a bit in the 

pub. He’s an actual clown – red 
nose, greasepaint, giant boots, 
the lot.

It was through him that I 
heard about Clown Gathering 
UK, a week of talks and 
workshops that was a shoo-in 
for a feature in The Stage.

It’s sometimes said 90 per 
cent of success is just showing 
up, but when it comes to 
selling articles, the key is 
showing up with an idea no 

one else has put forward. So 
this month we’ll look at fi nding 
and pitching those surefi re 
sellers.

Specialise
Your best chance of publication 
will always be with a specialist 
subject that you know more 
about than the next writer. 

We’re all experts in 
something, be it a subject 
you have professional or life 
experience of, or simply a 
hobby that you are passionate 
about. And whether you want 
to write about archaeology or 

Zumba dancing, you can bet 
there will be a continual stream 
of topical dates and events 
you can sell a feature on, from 
landmark anniversaries to new 
books, forthcoming television 
documentaries, interviews 
with (or obituaries of!) leading 
fi gures, and occasions when
your pet subject may be 
nationally newsworthy.

One of my specialities, 
for example, is circus. It’s a 
minority interest but in the past 
year I’ve sold 18 articles on 
the subject (that’s one or two 
every month) to titles ranging 

Douglas McPherson shows you how to fi nd ideas 
other writers won’t have spotted

GET STARTED
Nose for a story

12 Writers’FORUM #176

 FIRST STEPS

Finding unique 
ideas brings 
serious success

from the Daily Telegraph to 
Ireland’s Own. I write almost 
as frequently about the arcane 
world of 1950s rock ’n’ roll, so I 
would say it’s possible to write 
as prolifi cally about anything.

Contacts
Just by specialising, you will 
give yourself the advantage of 
hearing about upcoming events 
before more general writers – 
important when you need to 
pitch three months in advance 
to monthly mags to allow for 
production times.

You’ll fi nd ideas by reading 
specialist mags, trade papers 
and blogs, and by joining 
fan clubs and special interest 
Facebook groups. At festivals 
you’ll see posters and fl yers 
for other events. As you begin 
to write on a subject, you’ll 
encounter specialist PR fi rms 
who will supply you with story 
ideas you can sell on to editors.

You’ll also get to know 
people in the fi eld, such as my 
clown pal.

When he told me he was 
attending Clown Gathering 
UK – at that point about fi ve 
months away – just about the 
only people who knew about 
it were other clowns. So when 
I pitched a report on the event 
to The Stage, I was confi dent I 
was the only writer who would 
have done so.

That’s proof that when it
comes to selling articles, 
no speciality is too narrow. 
The Stage is a specialist title, 
being the trade paper of the 
theatrical profession, but 
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TAKE THE STEP
Lesson 1

Your best chance of 
selling an article is by 
pitching an idea no one 
else has submitted or 
by getting in fi rst with 
a story an editor’s 
regular writers have 
yet to pick up on.

Lesson 2

The way to fi nd such 
ideas is to specialise. 
Keep a close eye on 
specialist mags, trade 
papers and Facebook 
groups – and an ear 
out for inside gossip 
– to spot forthcoming 
events, books and 
anniversaries before 
they are widely 
publicised.

Homework

Focus on your work- 
or hobby-related 
interests to identify 
some major events 
three or four months 
from now that you 
could potentially 
cover for a specialist 
magazine, or to 
which you could tag 
a feature on the 
subject in a more 
general publication. 
The World Conker 
Championships in 
October, for example, 
could make a minority 
pastime of interest 
to a national paper – 
especially if you’re a 
player.

within the showbiz arena 
circus and clowning is an even 
smaller niche within which 
I had almost no freelance 
competitors.

Pitch it!
The most important aspect 
of pitching articles is sending 
them to the right person. It 
could be the overall editor, 
features ed or head of a 
particular section. So even 
though you may fi nd a list 
of names in the mag or on its 
website, it’s best to phone up 
and ask: ‘To who should I pitch 
an article about…?’ or ‘To who 
should I pitch an article for 
your Weekend slot?’

Armed with a name, begin 
your email informally:

Hi Alistair,

Then get straight to the point:

Would you like a report on 
Clown Gathering UK, a unique 
event that will see clowns from all 
over the UK and indeed the world 

gather for a week of talks and 
workshops at the Seagull Theatre 
in Lowestoft on 22–26 February.

Although there will be two 
evening shows for the public, 
Clown Gathering is mainly only 
open to clowns and therefore offers 
a rare chance to fi nd out what 
they get up to when it’s all clowns 
together for a week at the seaside.

Note that my fi rst paragraph 
includes the four basic facts of 
Who, What, Where and When. 
The ‘when’ is particularly 
important as most articles are 
topical and an editor needs to 
see where it might fi t into a 
forthcoming issue. 

Another key phrase is 
‘unique event’. The most 
saleable articles are one-off 
opportunities: The centenary 
of something, a singer’s fi rst 
album in 10 years… things an 
editor will only get one chance 
to feature.

The second par supplies 
more info and should generally 
highlight the relevance of a 

piece to that particular mag. 
In this example, The Stage is an 
industry paper aimed at people 
in the business, so the fact that 
Clown Gathering is for clowns 
rather than the public makes
it a perfect fi t. 

Credentials
I’ve written for The Stage in 
the past and the editor knows 
me, which highlights another 
reason to specialise: it’s much 
easier to get repeat business 
from a specialist title than it 
is to constantly approach new 
markets.

If I was approaching a 
new editor, I would sell my 
suitability for writing the 
piece with a fi nal paragraph 
summarising my specialist 
track record:

I have written about circus in 
the Times, Daily Telegraph and 
Guardian, and in my book Circus 
Mania. You can fi nd examples 
of my work on my blog www.
circusmania.blogspot.co.uk.

Note that if you don’t have 
any previously published 
pieces, starting a specialist 
blog will give you some expert 
status, as will mentioning any 
relevant personal experience, 
such as: I have been a clown for 
15 years.

In most cases, however, 
simply being fi rst in with a 
good, topical, specialist idea 
should be enough. A concise 
email will in itself demonstrate 
your knowledge and writing 
ability.

What you should never do 
is send an actual article. An 
editor won’t have time to read 
it and will often come up with 
a particular angle that they 
would like you to follow.

On this occasion, Alistair 
wanted 1200 words plus 
photographs for the Insight 
slot, and he wanted it by the 
Monday after the gathering.

Next month 
I’ll tell you how I put the piece 
together.

By specialising you give yourself
the advantage of hearing about 

events before more general writers

• Douglas 
McPherson’s 
non-fi ction book 
Circus Mania is 
now available 
in an Amazon 
Kindle edition.
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TRICKS OF THE TRADE
Douglas shares writing tips he’s learned through experience

#17 Time your pitches

In theory, an email is like a letter – it will sit in an editor’s inbox 
to be read at their convenience. In practice, it’s more like a phone 
call, and catching an ed at the right moment can make all the 
difference. It’s better, for example, to pitch during offi ce hours 
than send an email over the weekend and risk it being lost among 
Monday morning’s junk mail. Production cycles mean there are 
times of the day, week or month when your editor will be focused 
on getting the next issue to the printers and won’t have time to 
consider ideas for future editions. On other days, section editors 
will be actively gathering ideas for in-house meetings. One editor 
never responds to my emails except on Monday afternoons, when 
she’ll reply immediately. Getting to know such routines and timing 
your pitches appropriately can have a signifi cant effect on sales.

 ■ If you have a question about getting started as a writer, 
please email Douglas at gettingstarted@writers-forum.com
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 mOTIVATION

You are not just a writer. To succeed 
you have to be a project manager, 
marketing manager and office 

manager as well. You need to create plans 
and schedules, set goals, keep records and 
monitor the changing market, sales and 
industry trends. 

And all the usual personal career 
challenges still apply: juggling relationship, 
family and other commitments with your 
own wellbeing and ambition. It’s not easy, 
but that’s how it is. You need to accept this 
and learn to deal with it. It’s all part of the 
writing life. 

Most people don’t write regularly. Nor 
do they carry out their writing projects in 
a way that serves them well, keeps them 
motivated and enables them to learn from 
experience. They become despondent, 
struggle to find inspiration and give up 
under the stress and anxiety of dealing 
with it. Be an exception!

Robin Dynes shows  
how to determine your  
own writing DNA to  
help you become a 
motivated, skilled and 
successful author

Deal with stress and anxiety

If you don’t reduce stress, it builds up, 
making it harder for you to write and 
making you vulnerable to illness. Stress 
can be a reaction to anything – positive 
or negative – that makes a demand on 
you. It could be an editor emailing you 
saying he wants an article in three days 
time, a final demand for payment or a 
parent taken ill. 

It is vital to factor stress‑management 
strategies into your plans. This might 
include:

  ■ Making sure you have regular exercise
  ■ Reframing problems and thinking of 

them as opportunities
  ■ Eliminating unnecessary demands on 

your time and energy
  ■ Getting enough sleep
  ■ Ensuring you have time to relax
  ■ Doing relaxation exercises
  ■ Living a balanced life – you need to 

have a life apart from writing

Note down anything that is currently 
causing you stress or anxiety. Next, 
brainstorm ideas you could use to 

reduce the pressure. Would working extra 
time in the day job for a couple of weeks 
reduce monetary pressure? Could you take 
one or two days’ leave to ensure you meet the 
deadline given by an editor? Do you need to 
learn new strategies to help you manage your 
home situation? 

An element of stress is an everyday 
reality – so make plans to deal with it, 
whatever form it takes.

Use your inner coach 

Your inner coach is that voice in your 
head that influences what you do and 
how you feel. It keeps you motivated 
and on target by:

  ■ Paying attention to your hopes and 
dreams

  ■ Believing in you
  ■ Asking honest and constructive 

questions
  ■ Helping you to explore options 
  ■ Challenging unhelpful and 

destructive self‑talk
  ■ Acknowledging your achievements
  ■ Keeping you focused 

Your inner coach chooses which 
thoughts to listen to and which to 
ignore. They are the strategies that 
a real coach would use to stimulate 
your creativity, encourage use of 
your strengths and help you plan and 
achieve your writing goals. 
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Regularly review progress

Earlier in this series you created a 
five‑year plan. Reviewing your progress 
is critical to you staying motivated and 
on track. It will help you work out what 
is helping and what is hindering you. 
You can then plan to reduce or eliminate 
things that are not helping and do more 
of the things that do help. 

Think of reviews as ‘pit stops’ along the 
path to success, a way of refreshing your 
focus and motivation and launching you 
into the next phase of your journey. If 
you don’t monitor how well you’re doing, 
there is a greater chance you will become 
disillusioned and give up.  

Reviewing progress doesn’t have to be 
complicated or take a lot of time. If you 
are new to writing it may be helpful to 
do it monthly. As you gain experience, 
three‑, six‑, then 12‑monthly reviews will 
be enough. Think about:

  ■ Your successes. Keep a note of these 
in your diary. Include skills you have 
acquired, what you have learned, what 
you are doing now that you weren’t 
before. Include support or feedback, 

submissions, commissions and so on. 
Why has this progress happened?

  ■ What isn’t working well. What 
could you change or stop that would 
improve things? If you continue in the 
same way, you’ll likely get the same 
result. Consult other writers or others 
who are supporting you for ideas. 

  ■ What changes you need to make and 
how you will carry them out. Will 
you need additional resources, skills 
training or support? Can you conjure 
up a vision of what the period until 
the next writing review will look like? 

  ■ Whether your planned actions take 
you towards the writer image you 
originally created. Perhaps, because 
of opportunities that have arisen, this 
vision has changed. Make sure your 
actions and vision are in tune. 

Taking each of the four areas above one 
at a time, review your progress so far. 
Write your thoughts and conclusions 

in your notebook. 

If you find you have made little 
progress, you will need to assess why 
and put actions in place to get on track.

15Writers’forum #176

5: Your writing toolbox

Your writer code checklist

This series has been about creating 
your own writer code so you can 
become the writer you want to be. Your 
toolbox should now contain:

Your writer image – a picture of 
where you want to be
Awareness of what you are willing to 
do to achieve this vision
Knowledge of your strengths and 
skills to help you achieve your goal, 
and the skills you need to acquire
An established writing routine
A support team to encourage and 
motivate you
A long‑term plan and vision 
Achievable targets
Problem‑solving skills 
An ability to turn failure into success
 A knowledge of when and how to 
make concessions 
A capacity to take risks and re‑invent 
yourself
A list of steps to expand your pool of 
knowledge and experience
An awareness of stress and plans to 
deal with it
The ability to use your inner coach to 
support you 
A process in place to review your 
progress and keep you on track

Reflect on what you have learned 
from this series. Glance through the 
articles again and use your notebook 

to make a list of the learning you have 
implemented. This may vary, from working 
your way through all the ideas to taking 
on board one or two suggestions. 

You are now in possession of your 
writer code and a toolbox of skills to 
manage your journey on the path to 
success as a writer. Make good use of 
them – and good luck! 

Perhaps you have used this inner voice 
to override unhelpful characteristics that 
hold you back, such as dithering or being 
self‑critical. 

Typical things you may tell or ask 
yourself include:

  ■ ‘I can do this, one step at a time’
  ■ ‘Stop whingeing! If you want to succeed, 

keep to your writing schedule!’
  ■ ‘Who could I ask to give me feedback?’ 
  ■ ‘I didn’t get it right this time but I can learn 

from this rejection.’

Close your eyes and imagine you are 
sitting opposite a friend or a famous 
writer you admire who is coaching you. 

(You could place an empty chair in front of you 
and imagine this person is there.) Think about 
a goal you have set and are finding difficult. 

Now imagine having a conversation with 
this coach about your progress. What questions 
would they ask and how would you answer? 
What encouragement would they give? For 
example: ‘Well done! That was a big step, but 

you did it!’ ‘You’re making excuses. When are 
you going to do it?’ ‘Who could you ask for 
help with that?’ ‘What’s holding you back?’

After a few minutes open your eyes 
and write down anything useful from this 
conversation with your inner coach. 

This is a method you can use regularly 
to activate your inner coach, any time, 
anywhere. Use it when planning actions, 
problem solving, or when you are feeling 
indecisive or disappointed. It may feel 
awkward at first but with practice it will 
become automatic. 

WF176JUN14writercode.indd   15 11/05/2016   09:41:00



Confused about whether 
your story or novel should 
be in the third person or 

first? Sometimes when we get 
an idea, we instinctively know 
which point of view will suit it and 
could not conceive it in any other 
way. With other stories it can be 
debatable as to which viewpoint is 
better. I have often begun in one 
style and realised – sometimes 
more than halfway through – that 
it is not working. Changing from 
third to first person, or vice 
versa, puts it right.

In the hope of saving you 
time and energy, here are a few 
pointers about this – pointers 
that might help you decide 
whether third or first person is 

appropriate to your own story 
or novel. 

Third person: the pros
Telling your story in the third 
person, past tense, is the most 
natural – and the most popular – 
style. And it’s also, dare I suggest, 
the easiest form for new writers 
to use. It is how the majority of 
stories have been told from way 
back in time: ‘Once upon a time 
there was…’ 

For the novel, third person 
is far more flexible, in that you 
can change from one person’s 
viewpoint to another’s if it is 
necessary to the story, showing 
each individual’s emotions and 
thoughts on a situation. That 

second character will probably 
have a completely different angle 
on things.

Example:

Sitting on the edge of the bed, 
Jack watched Patsy pack her case. 
He was surprised at how calm 
he felt. This was it, then; she was 
leaving him. Yet he felt almost 
relieved.

Further on, the author needs 
to show Patsy’s feelings, so there 
is a change of viewpoint:

Patsy’s legs were weak. Only a 
few stairs left, yet they seemed to 
go on for ever as she dragged her 
case down. If only Jack had said 

There are no set rules about which viewpoint you should use. 
Here Barbara Dynes gives some tips and sets an exercise

VIEWPOINT 
First person or third?
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 Writing ExErcisE

something, shown some emotion! 
Didn’t he care? 

In the short story it is usually 
better and less confusing to stay 
in one viewpoint all the way 
through. In a novel, changing 
viewpoint can work well – but be 
warned! Whenever you change 
viewpoint there should always be 
a good reason. It must suit the 
story. Ask yourself why you are 
changing. 

In the third person, you can 
also slide into the omniscient 
viewpoint quite smoothly, ie tell 
the reader facts that might not be 
in your character’s thoughts.

Example:

The rain was coming down in 
sheets; people scurried along, heads 
bent and soaked through. Yet Patsy, 
staggering out on to the pavement, 
hardly noticed the weather. 

Third person gives you the 
advantage of ‘stretching’ your 
writing – you are not as limited as 
when writing in the first person. 
Yet you are never quite as close 
to the character, either.

When to use third
Third person is often better if 
you are planning a complicated 
novel containing one or more 
sub-plots, and a storyline that 
commands a change of viewpoint 
– or if it’s to be a thriller, needing 
lots of tension. 

A romantic novel, where it is 
crucial that the reader identifies 
with the heroine, is often better 
written in her viewpoint all the 
way through. A short story – if it 
is character-led, with a reflective 
tone and giving food for thought 
– should usually also work well in 
the third person. 
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EXERCISE
A change of view

First person: the pros
First person – writing from the 
‘I’ point of view – is completely 
different. You, the author, must 
become that character from the 
very beginning. So, personality, 
thoughts, actions and dialogue 
must be in character all the way 
through. There is no let-up. 

Novelists today often use ‘I’ 
yet still change character – the 
‘I’ in chapter one is Harry and in 
chapter four it is Sarah. There are 
no ‘rules’ and so long as it suits 
the story and is clear, why not? 
Of course, you (and the reader) 
have to get under the skin of 
another person each time. 

Sometimes the protagonist is 
not actually the narrator. The 
Sherlock Holmes stories are 
narrated by Dr Watson, yet it is 
Sherlock who comes across as 
the main character. 

When to use fi rst
First person can be fun to write. 
A character’s thoughts and 
dialogue may be witty and quirky, 
setting the tone. For example:

I needed a word with me mate, 
Steve. One to one, like. Falling for 
your best mate’s girl was not really 
on, was it? But then I thought, so 
what? He’d just have to get over it. 

This style can work especially 
well in the present tense and is 
quite popular. Example:

I need to talk to me mate, Steve. 
One to one, like. Falling for your 
best mate’s girl is not really on, is it? 
But, so what? He’ll just have to get 
over it. 

Use fi rst person for a light-
hearted short story or novel 
where the ‘I’ character is strong, 

perhaps for a novel which does 
not need a sub-plot, or in a short 
story when dealing with intimate, 
emotional content. 

First person: the cons
With fi rst person, you are 
restricted to that one point of 
view throughout. Everything must 
be seen through that person’s 
eyes. You can’t mention the 
weather unless your ‘I’ is viewing 
it or remarking on it. 

Yet some wonderful novels 
have been written entirely in fi rst 
person (in Rebecca by Daphne 
du Maurier we never even get 
to know the protagonist’s fi rst 
name). Again, a lot depends on 
the type and tone of the story.

Second person singular 
This is when the writer addresses 
the reader as ‘you’. Example:

You wonder, lying awake at night, 
how you are going to cope. Here you 
are, miles from home…

Second person singular is 
diffi cult to sustain, especially in a 
novel. This and other rare styles 
– such as fi rst person plural, 
using ‘we’ as the protagonists 
– are probably better left to 
experienced writers. 

Still unsure about third or fi rst 
person? Try experimenting. If 
you’re not happy with a story, 
changing from one to the other 
could make all the difference. 

A  Select a short story from a magazine you’d like 
to write for. Change the viewpoint in the fi rst 
couple of paragraphs. If the story is written 
in the third person, change it to fi rst or vice 
versa. Does it work in the new viewpoint? If 
not, why not? 

Notes

Completed /    /     My scene rating  /

B  Select one of the following situations and 
decide whether third or fi rst person would 
best suit the main character (the point of 
view character). Using that situation, write 
the opening paragraph of a short story. If 
you choose fi rst person, try writing the scene 
twice: fi rst in present tense, then in past tense. 

 ■  A row in a pub between two men. One accuses the other of 
knocking over his glass deliberately.

 ■  A girl sits contemplating her future. Her mother has just died 
and she has no other family.

 ■  An eccentric old lady turns up at an art exhibition giving her 
outlandish views of the art. The organisers try to eject her.

Notes

Completed /    /     My scene rating  /

FORUM
EXERCISE

FORUM
EXERCISEVIEWPOINT 

First person or third?
With third person you

are not as limited. Yet you 
are never quite as close
to the character either

Barbara Dynes’ latest 
book, Masterclasses 
in Creative Writing, 
is published by 
Constable & Robinson 
at £9.99
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If you want tips on dialogue, 
ask a scriptwriter. Speech is 

almost the only tool at their 
disposal, whether they’re 
developing a character, 
advancing the plot, establishing 
a mood or filling in backstory.

Dialogue is just as versatile 
in a short story or novel, and 
although we don’t have to 
use it for everything, there are 
plenty of reasons to employ it 
as much as possible. Especially 
when writing for the women’s 
magazine market, where stories 
tend to be dialogue-heavy. 
My Weekly’s Pocket Novels 
editor Maggie Swinburne, for 
example, has recommended a 
balance of 60 per cent dialogue 
to 40 per cent description.

Just converting a character’s 
inner thoughts to speech can 
make a passage far more zingy, 
probably because chatting is 
lively and active whereas when 
we’re alone with our thoughts 
we tend to be more still.

I prove that to myself 
regularly. Being a bit of a loner, 
it’s very easy for me to write 
characters who spend a lot 
of time alone and who tend 
to think things to themselves 
rather than saying them out 
loud, even in company.

So my first drafts tend to 
have little dialogue. They get 
me through the story and 
serve the purpose of helping 
me figure out what makes the 
characters tick. But they make 
stodgy, lifeless reading.

When I go back and turn 
those introspective passages 
into conversations (sometimes 
by introducing a new character 
for the heroine to talk to, and 
sometimes just by letting 
people blurt out their thoughts 
rather than keeping them to 

themselves) it invariably makes 
the characters come alive and is 
more entertaining reading.

Funnily enough, it can be 
effective to have a character 
speak out loud even when 
they’re alone.

‘What the hell?’ he exclaimed.

is livelier than 

What the hell? he thought.

On television, of course, 
everything has to be said out 
loud. That’s why so many TV 
detectives have sidekicks, so 
they can explain the plot to 
each other for the benefit of 
eavesdropping viewers. And 
it’s why soaps often revolve 
around cafés and pubs – places 
where people gather to talk.

Both of those techniques 
translate equally well to novels.

Exposition
People regularly state the 
obvious, so having a character 
say, ‘Blimey, it’s dark in here, I 
can’t see a thing!’ can save on 
description.

The danger is that it’s easy 
for characters to start saying 
things which the person they’re 
speaking would already know

To take an extreme example, 
a woman tells her husband: 

‘I’ve just been over to Rabbit 
Foot Farm to see our eldest son 
Raymond.’

Hubby would know who 
Raymond is and where he 
lives, so in real life she’d say:

‘I’ve just been to see Raymond.’

You’d have to find another 
way to establish Raymond’s 
relationship to the speakers, 
but maybe the context of the 
conversation would make that 
clear in due course.

When we overhear a snatch 
of conversation between 
two strangers on a bus, we 
get very limited information 
but can often work out what 
they’re talking about. It’s the 
same with fictional dialogue, 
and not learning everything 
immediately is part of what 
intrigues us to read on and find 
out more.  

Another pitfall is to have 
characters fall into question-
and-answer routines where, 
even if there’s a good reason 
for one person to be imparting 
the facts to the other, the 
scene can come across as 
an information dump. The 
conversation advances the plot 
but reduces the characters to 
mindless mouthpieces.

So what’s the secret of 
writing the kind of dialogue 
that speeds the story along, 
brings the characters to life and 
also sounds realistic?

Conflicting interests
The most useful book I’ve 
ever read about writing 

fiction is The Writer’s Tale by 
Dr Who scriptwriter Russell 
T Davies. Structured as an 
email conversation between 
Davies and journalist Benjamin 
Cooke, the book charts the 
nuts and bolts construction of 
a couple of scripts from start to 
finish, with Davies answering 
questions about his techniques 
along the way.

I’d written hardly any fiction 
when I read it and, although 
I’ve no ambition to write for 
television, the book had a huge 
impact on my subsequent 
success as a womag writer.

One gem that stood out 
above all else was Russell’s 
theory that dialogue is two 
monologues clashing, and that 
the opposite of talking isn’t 
listening, but waiting.

In other words, in most 
conversations we don’t listen 
meaningfully to what the 
other person is saying. We are 
just waiting for them to stop 
speaking so we can put our 
own point across!

That’s why the sort of Q&A 
conversations I mentioned 
above sound artificial. It’s 
like the characters are 
cooperating to serve the story. 
Realistic characters shouldn’t 
be acting as if they’re aware 
that they’re in a story. The 
story should arise from the 
conflict between individuals 
single-mindedly pursing 
their own agenda – and their 
conversations should be mini 
versions of that.

I tried to keep that in mind 
with my first pocket novel, 
Closer!, and endeavoured to 
bring the characters to life by 
having them each so wrapped 
up in their own goals that they 
frequently ignore each other’s 

Douglas McPherson talks dialogue, using the example  
of his My Weekly pocket novel, Closer!

It’s helpful to be clear why  
each character is there, and that 
should never be so they can tell  
the reader what’s happening

InsIdesTORY
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comments or questions.
In the following scene, 

for example, Jess arrives for 
work on Monday morning to 
fi nd salesman Carl in charge 
instead of her boss Jared, her 
secret love interest. Jess wants 
to know what happened to 
Jared after a dramatic scene 
the previous Friday, but 
Carl couldn’t care less about 
Jared. He’s only interested in 
being boss for a day, and the 
opportunity to tease Jess.

‘Where’s Jared?’ she asked.

In plot-serving Q&A 
dialogue, he would tell her. 
But as he’s unaware of being 
in a story, Carl ignores the 
question…

Carl made a pantomime of 
consulting his watch. ‘And 
what time do you call this, Miss 
Watkins?’

Jess isn’t in the mood for his 
teasing, and brushes aside his 
pretensions to authority with 
a curt: 

‘Time someone told you you’re 

not remotely funny.’

Her thoughts, meanwhile, 
remain on Jared – almost as if 
Carl isn’t present:

Jared had been right about that 
cheap suit. She felt a lot more 
comfortable in her more usual 
clothes.

Carl, however, isn’t defl ected 
from playing boss:

As she hung up her coat, Carl 
feigned even greater horror. ‘Jeans, 
Miss Watkins?’

‘Give it up,’ said Jess, as she 
opened the window.

By going to the window, 
she’s showing minimal interest 
in Carl’s words, and returns 
quickly to her own agenda: 

‘Jared said I could wear them. 
Where is he, anyway?’

Even after Carl concedes that 
Jared has gone to head offi ce, 
he continues to frustrate Jess’s 
desire to know more:

‘Is it about Lana’s dispute?’

Carl shrugged. ‘Who knows, 
who cares? But I do know he left 
me in charge, so you can wait on 
me for a change. Tea with milk, no 
sugar, since you ask. Hurry now, 
boss is waiting.

Continuing in this way, it 
takes Jess – and us – several 
pages to learn what has 
happened to Jared, which is 
that his wife has thrown him 
out and that Carl has put him 
up over the weekend. 

But imagine what a dull 
info dump it would be if Carl 
had simply listened to Jess’s 
questions and answered 
them. We’d learn what was 
happening in the plot, but we 
wouldn’t learn much about 
the characters, because by 
cooperating to tell the story, 
they wouldn’t be acting like 
individuals.

By keeping them at cross-
purposes – two monologues 
clashing, as Davies puts it – we 
still fi nd out what’s happening 
(eventually) but we also see 
what sort of people they are. 
They feel more real because 
they’re pursuing their personal 
interests, rather than the 
demands of an overarching 
story that they should be 
unaware of, and we get more 
entertainment as a result. 

Balance
Of course, not all conversations 
can consist of one character 
obstructing another or we’d 
be going around in circles for 
ever. Every scene should move 
the story forward in some way, 
and characters often have to 
get their point across a lot more 
concisely than we do in reality.

The shorter the story, the less 
room there is to deviate from 

the main thrust of the plot.
In any piece of dialogue, 

however, I’ve found it’s helpful 
to be clear in my own mind 
why each character is there, 
and that reason should never 
be, ‘So we can sit down and tell 
the reader what’s happening.’

In another scene from Closer!, 
for example, Jess is trying 
to express her sympathy for 
Jared’s marital problems – and 
to encourage some emotional 
intimacy between them. But 
Jared is trying to get on with 
his work and doesn’t want to 
talk about his private life at all.

Once you know each 
character’s agenda, try to get 
inside their head and write 
the line they want to say in 
that moment, not what you 
as the author would like 
them to say in the interests of 
pushing the story along. If that 
means they sometimes ignore, 
misunderstand or annoy the 
other person, then those are 
the lines that will bring them 
to life. 

The fi rst women’s mag story
I ever sold played out as a 
conversation between a girl 
who wanted to talk about 
the possibility of life on other 
planets, and her boyfriend who 
was continually trying to steer 
the conversation toward more, 
er… down-to-earth topics.

They had very different 
agendas, and it made for some 
sparkling dialogue!

Next month
How to write a winning serial 
for The People’s Friend

• Closer! by Julia Douglas (Douglas’s 
pen name) is available to borrow 
from libraries
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What is Futuristic YA? 

Teri Terry: I’d describe it as stories set
in the future which ask a ‘what if’ question 
– what would the implications be if a 
particular aspect of how society is set up or 
run, or the technology behind it, changed 
in a specifi c way?
Alex Woolf: It’s speculative fi ction set 
in the future and aimed at young adults. 
It can be utopian or dystopian – these 
days, usually the latter. It can be set in a 
recognisable world just a few years hence, 
or project us forward thousands of years. 
The protagonists are usually teenagers. 

Why did you choose this genre? 

Alex: I’ve always loved science fi ction. As 
a boy I devoured writers like Isaac Asimov, 
Arthur C Clarke and John Wyndham 
and I had the complete collection of Dr 
Who novelisations. Futuristic fi ction is 
wonderful because we can create the kind 

of future we want. We have the freedom 
to imagine new technologies, yet we’re 
bounded by the laws of physics – which 
makes it superior to the fantasy genre in 
my view. We can imagine how human 
beings would adapt, or not.
Sara Grant: I didn’t choose the genre; 
I found an issue and characters that 
interested me and let the story evolve. 
Having moved to London from Indiana I 

was immersed in immigration paperwork 
and it got me thinking – what if a country 
closed its borders to people and ideas?

I love the freedom I can afford my 
teen protagonist. Teenagers can save the 
world! Dystopian stories offer escape 
from everyday life. Writers can rid teen 
protagonists of pesky parents, mobile 
phones and the internet. A story void of 
competent parents and effi cient technology 
allows for greater adventure and risks. 

Is it all doom and gloom?

Teri: By defi nition dystopian novels 
involve dark future worlds, but many 
also have a hero or heroine who survives 
unbelievable odds and tries to change 
their world for the better. Even if they 
don’t always succeed, what could be more 
hopeful than this?
Alex: Usually, I’m afraid it is. Writers
need to create confl ict, to make our 
heroes suffer and face life-threatening 

Phil Barrington talks to three writers of futuristic/dystopian Young Adult novels

I don’t read
futuristic fi ction purely 
for the thrills. I want
a new way of looking 

at the world

Teri Terry Alex Woolf Sara Grant

Futuristic Young Adult
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challenges so that readers are gripped by 
the story. One way to do that is to create a 
nightmarish future that they are forced to 
somehow survive. 

If the future we imagine is too rosy, 
it’s hard to make it dramatic. That’s why 
Milton’s Paradise Lost (which describes 
Hell) was a bestseller, and his sequel, 
Paradise Regained (which describes Heaven) 
was not. But don’t overdo the dystopian 
aspect. Readers like to be inspired, and 
sometimes comforted, as well as terrifi ed. 
They like to be awed by science and 
technology not just warned of its dangers. 
Sara: The situations may be dark and 
dismal but most futuristic books for teens 
end with hope for the future. The focus 
isn’t on the darkness but on the light one 
person can shine on a dark place. 

Margaret Mead said it best: ‘A small 
group of thoughtful people could change 
the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that 
ever has.’ I’m an optimist. I believe in the 
fundamental good in people. My books 
offered me the opportunity to create true 
heroes who conquer evil and give hope. 

What elements are needed?

Alex: First of all, a fantastic set-up. I 
always think of Philip Reeves’ Mortal 
Engines with its mobile predator cities, 
or Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games with 
its post-apocalyptic world of fi ght-to-
the-death competitions. Both of these 
are brilliant set-ups. You also need 
strong characters – not superheroes, but 
recognisably human characters who 
somehow fi nd it within themselves to win 
through in the end. 

The fi nal and perhaps most important 
element is ideas. I don’t read futuristic 
fi ction purely for the thrills. I want 
something thought-provoking, inspiring 
even – a new way of looking at the world. 
It’s a cliché that futuristic writers are really 
writing about their own times, but it’s true 

when you think about it. One only has to 
watch old Star Trek episodes from the 1960s 
to see the concerns of that decade refl ected. 
I like to read futuristic fi ction that looks 
at its own time in an original way. Scott 
Westerfeld’s Uglies is a brilliant dissection 
of our cultural obsession with appearance.

How do you deal with technology 
when it gets outdated so quickly?

Teri: I try to reach beyond what is possible 
now but might be on a wishlist if you 
could do anything. Our current computer 
technology would have seemed like magic 
not many generations back. If we could 
jump a hundred years in the future who 
knows what we might fi nd? 

In Mind Games, characters can plug into 
virtual worlds that replace sensory reality 
completely. But what are the implications 
of virtual being so much more appealing 
than reality? 
Alex: I read loads of articles by scientists 
on all sorts of subjects, usually beginning 
with the words, ‘The future of…’ It could be 
food, lighting, transport, communication 
– I want to know the very latest thinking 
on what was out there that might be 
cheaper, more convenient or simply better 
at giving us the things we need. It doesn’t 
matter that these ideas are currently 
impractical or might never see the light of 
day. What matters is that the best brains 
are thinking about these as potential 
future technologies. I’m sure a lot of my 
descriptions of future technologies will 
look daft in 50 or even 20 years’ time. You 
can forgive writers these minor oversights 
as long as they are telling a great story. 
Sara: It’s tempting to write a lot of ‘look at 
me’ passages where you share all the weird 
and wonderful things you’ve imagined, 
but the world you’ve created must serve 
the story. You must give your readers 
enough detail to navigate the world but not 
so much that it detracts from the story. 

What about the language? 

Alex: This is one of the most enjoyable 
aspects of writing futuristic YA. You can 
invent your own slang and curse words. 
Slang is a perennial problem for all YA 
writers. First, it goes out of date so quickly. 
Second, if you write the way young 
people actually speak, you run the risk of 
offending parents, teachers and librarians. 
With futuristic YA you can avoid both 
these pitfalls because you can make the 
words up – and there’s nothing quite as 
much fun as that.
Sara: Half Lives plays with language. It’s 
two tales tangled together. One is set pre 
and the other post an apocalyptic event. I 
had a lot of fun playing with phrases we 
use today and demonstrating how they 
might be interpreted in the future. For 
example, ‘just saying’ in the future is what 
my characters call their religion’s scripture, 
also ‘whatever’ means ‘amen’. I also made 
the name of the mean boyfriend in the 
present be a swear word in the future. So if 
someone calls you a ‘real Tristan’ you can 
guess the translation. 

Any top tips?

Teri: Write the story you’d love to read 
yourself. If you try to constrain your 
imagination to what you think is expected, 
your writing and your connection with 
it will suffer. None of us – without a time 
machine – knows what the next big thing 
will be. If you try to write for the market, 
by the time your book is fi nished and 
submitted, the market will have moved on.
Sara: Build your world. Really inhabit it. 
Draw maps. Write the history. The more 
you know about your world and why it is 
the way it is, the more likely readers will 
believe in your vision. But don’t let the 
setting overpower your characters and 
plot. An amazing setting isn’t satisfying in 
and of itself. 

WF176JUN20htbi.indd   21 11/05/2016   09:43:48



Master of Fine Arts / MA  
Creative Writing
Join the most successful Creative Writing course in the UK and 
complete a full-length book under the guidance of established 
writers directed by Poet Laureate Carol Ann Duffy.

MA  
English Studies
with specialist pathways available in Contemporary Literature, Film 
& Theory and The Gothic.

•
 

Online distance learning available for MFA / MA Creative 
Writing.

•
 

 

A range of English short courses are also recruiting now.

Visit our Postgraduate Fair on Wednesday 7 September.

Find out more: mmu.ac.uk/english/postgrad

Or email: postgradenglish@mmu.ac.uk

The University for 
World-Class Professionals

WF176-22.indd   22 11/05/2016   11:00:01



Getting visitors to your 
blog, and measuring 
them, is the subject of 

this month’s instalment.
If your blog features a recipe 

for shepherd’s pie, say, you 
understandably want that to be 
near the top of the results when 
somebody types ‘shepherd’s pie 
recipe’ into Google. 

One of the most basic 
misunderstandings of those 
new to online writing is to 
believe this kind of thing 
happens automatically, perhaps 
because of the magnificent 
quality of their work. 

Nope. When you think about 
it fully, the sheer volume of 
content online means that could 
never be a realistic proposition. 
That’s why SEO is necessary. 

SEO 

Search engine optimisation, or 
SEO, is the arcane practice of 
following rules to ensure that 
what you write gets a good 
position in search results – that 
is, within the first few results 
for a given search phrase. Few 
people click beyond the first 
few Google results. Research 
proves this, as does anecdotal 
evidence (do you ever click 
beyond this?). 

A massive SEO industry 
exists, full of firms who, after 
you give them money, will 
get your page to near the top 

of Google’s search results. 
Many of them use forbidden 
tactics, however. They cheat. 
And Google’s pretty good at 
spotting the tricks. Because it’s 
your website employing them, 
it’s your website that will suffer 
– usually by being demoted in 
Google’s search results.

Google is both judge and 
jury in a kangaroo court that’s 
largely automated and so is 
essentially impossible to 
appeal against.

Legitimate

So, what are ‘legal’ SEO 
techniques? Easily the most 
important is to encourage 
other sites to link to you. 
So-called organic links of this 
kind are what Google uses 
to judge whether your site 
can be trusted. Examples of 
organic links are if another 
blog mentions your posting or 
adds you to a list of sites they 
recommend. 

This is why using social 
media like Twitter and 
Facebook is helpful, because it 
gets your content out into the 
world so people can discover 
it. If they discover it, then they 
might link to it. 

The second big SEO trick is 
to ensure you mention clearly 
what you’re talking about. This 
might sound obvious but it’s an 
art in itself. For example, in a 

blog posting about shepherd’s 
pie, do not use a headline like, 
‘A wonderful recipe for those 
winter nights!’ Instead, use an 
obvious, clear headline that 
emphasises why people will 
want this particular recipe: 
‘Shepherd’s pie recipe under 
200 calories’. 

Give Google a clue as to 
why this piece is useful, and 
keep it short because Google’s 
computers have to be able to 
split it into constituent pieces, 
and they’re not as intelligent 
as a human (at least not at the 
present time). 

SEO can extend even to 
sub-headings within your 
piece: one blog I wrote for 
was run by an international 
publisher and they insisted on 
starting each header with the 
title of the blog. So, a headline 
for a recipe post might be: 
‘Shepherd’s pie recipe under 
200 calories: Mixing the 
ingredients’.

Personally, this seems to 
me the kind of thing readers 
might find irksome, but it does 
appear to work. 

Google tries to help content 
creators with its Search 
Console website (https://www.
google.com/webmasters/tools), 
where you can register your 
site(s) so that Google knows 
about it and will include all of 
it in its ‘crawls’ (also known 
as indexing – the process 

by which Google constantly 
‘spiders’ the web to try and 
find stuff). Other web search 
engines have their own 
search consoles, for example 
Microsoft Bing (www.bing.
com/toolbox/webmaster), 
but arguably these aren’t as 
important because Google is 
effectively a monopoly. 

Analytics

Once you get the visitors via 
SEO, the theory goes, you’ll 
need some way to measure 
them. This is what the field of 
analytics offers. 

Aside from scratching your 
own itches – knowing which 
blog postings you write are 
popular, for example – you 
can present the analytics data 
to potential advertisers or 
sponsors. 

Analytics isn’t just about 
counting, however. You can 
measure the quality of your 
visitors, such as where they 
live. It might sound offensive 
to suggest, but visitors from 
the affluent US are considered 
more valuable than those from 
a third-world country. 

Some analytics services even 
claim to offer demographic 
data such as gender and 
employment. The data is built 
up by tracking users based 

Keir Thomas explains how to get people 
to your blog and find out more about them

Technophobia
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on what sites they visit, so 
is at best a guess rather than 
defi nitive. 

As with online advertising, 
there are many analytics fi rms 
out there happy to include 
your site’s data, but there’s one 
big player who represents the 
industry standard and is free 
of charge to use for the basic 
toolkit. 

Yup, Google again (https://
analytics.google.com). You’ll 
struggle to fi nd a commercially 
oriented website that doesn’t 
include Google Analytics 
tracking code – although sites 
often feature several different 
types of analytics. 

The dark side

As a content creator, to use 
analytics is to join the internet’s 
dark side, because you are 
helping Google to track the 
progress of people as they 
browse. Many people have
very strong objections to this, 
but there’s (currently at least) 
no other way of getting this 
invaluable data. 

Once you’ve signed up at 
the link above, you’ll be given 
a chunk of JavaScript HTML 
code that you simply copy and 
then paste somewhere in your 
blog’s template. You can then 
forget about. 

Alternatively, if you’re 
blogging via WordPress you 
can use a plugin such as 
MonsterInsights (https://goo.
gl/0c3xoe), in which case you 
simply provide it with the 
chunk of code from Analytics 

and it takes care of the rest. 
The code will take around 

24 hours to start working 
properly, at which point you 
can view the data at the
Google Analytics website 
mentioned earlier. Clicking 
‘Audience > Overview’ shows 
you the fi gures on a day-by-
day basis, while ‘Real Time > 
Overview’ shows the visitors 
at your site at the current time. 
This particular tool can be 
addictive, however, so use it 
with caution! 

Important data

Advertisers are most interested 
in two things: your page 
impressions/views, which is 
simply the number of pages on 
your website that have been 
viewed by visitors (therefore, 
the number of times an advert 
is shown); and the unique 
users fi gure, which counts the 
actual number of individuals 
visiting your website. The latter 
will always be lower than the 
former because you’ll not only 
have returning readers but 
they’ll also likely read more 
than one page at each visit. 

Analytics has a serious 
problem, which is that around 
40 per cent of desktop users 
block tracking code. This is 
done via those ubiquitous 
ad-blocking plugins people use 
with their browsers (admit it – 
you use one, don’t you?). 

Essentially, this not only 
means these people are 
invisible – they simply won’t 
be counted in your visitor 

numbers – but they’re also 
blocking your adverts, so 
therefore stealing your content, 
based on the unspoken deal 
that your site is supported 
by advertising (the same 
agreement that’s been in place 
with TV and magazines/
newspapers for around a 
hundred years). 

The chink of light at the end 
of the tunnel is that mobile 
phones and tablets not only 
make up the bulk of people 
online nowadays – around 
60–70 per cent – but the use 
of ad-blocking and tracker 
blocking software is limited 
to around three per cent of 
them. The recent iPhone/iPad 
update introduced the ability 
to block ads and tracking code, 
leading many to prophesise 
an advertising apocalypse, but 
this doesn’t appear to have 
happened (yet). 

Tips

I run a computing blog at 
http://mackungfu.org and 
have been trying hard over the 
last six months to build visitor 
numbers. It’s a Sisyphean task, 
but here are some things I’ve 
learned. Alas, I haven’t the 
space here to explain each in 
detail, so you’ll need to do 
some homework. 

First, ensure you make use 
of all social media to tell the 
world when you make a new 
posting. Those in the know 
say the most important social 
media right now are Twitter, 
Facebook and Google+, but 

this can and will change as 
time goes on. (Note that few 
people use Google+, but Google 
considers it important, and, as 
mentioned, Google is the god 
of this world.) Sites like http://
dlvr.it or If That Then This 
(https://ifttt.com) can automate 
the posting to social media 
based on your blog’s RSS feed. 

Second, there are many sites 
that offer to scan your blog 
for SEO issues. These might 
be selling something but the 
basic service is free. Make use 
of them, and try to fi x what 
they report. Even the strangest 
things, such as not including a 
text description in your images 
and links (that is, an ‘alt’ tag), 
can affect your position in 
search results. 

Finally, focus on mobile 
visitors. For reasons explained 
above, they’re all that really 
matters. In other words, make 
sure your site both looks good 
and functions optimally on 
phones and, to a lesser extent, 
tablets. Test on Android and 
iPhone. When attempting to 
build visitor numbers, focus 
only on mobile devices. From a 
browsing or shopping point of 
view, the desktop is dead. 

Writers’FORUM #176

Send your computing questions to tech@writers-forum.com
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Glossary

SEO Search engine optimisation. Confi guring your website or 
blog so that Google and other search engines fi nd it and its 
content more easily and push it higher up in the search results. 

Indexing The automatic trawling of internet sites by software 
in order to create an index of what information is available and 
where, as used by search engines. The use of such automatic 
software, or ‘bots’, is also called spidering or web crawling. 

Analytics The presentation and analysis of information about 
visitors to your website or blog, eg number of visitors, how 
long they browsed, which link they came from and went to. 

• Keir Thomas 
has been 
writing about 
computing 
professionally 
since 1996. To see his latest 
professional blogging effort, visit 
www.mackungfu.org. His home 
page is http://keirthomas.com

You need to drive readers to your blog using web tools and tricks
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THE MAGAZINE SCENE

 FREELANCE MARKETS

Adam Carpenter gives a round-up of launches, trends and other magazine news

Long, expert reads for fi ne art magazine 
The Burlington Magazine is the world’s leading monthly title devoted 
to fi ne and decorative arts. If you have a strong expertise in this 
area, then article submissions are welcome. Here are a few pointers.

 ■ If you’re writing about a specifi c work of art you will need to 
collaborate with a museum, gallery or artist and photographer to 
gather the necessary permissions. There are detailed guidelines on 
the website on how to submit and annotate illustrations and photos 
to accompany your article, as well as footnotes you should provide.

 ■ Alternatively you could have an idea for a broader theme rather 
than a specifi c work or artist. There is a very useful index of themes 
at burlingtonindex.wordpress.com. It is worth going through it in 
detail for inspiration but also to make sure you do not invest time in 
a topic that has already been covered.

 ■ Wordcounts are high – between 2500 and 5000 – but every 
word should still count. This isn’t an excuse to waffl e. Consider 
the words of Nicholas Penny, director of the National Gallery: ‘Art 
historians will still be reading and consulting this month’s Burlington 
Magazine 50 and even 100 years from now.’

Recent articles: Visible and invisible: Jacques Stella in Melbourne; 
Jean-Louis Lemoyne’s bust of King Louis XIV rediscovered; Public 
controversies in eighteenth-century painting restoration

Visit:  www.burlington.co.uk

Thoughtful ideas for Muslim women’s mag
Sisters magazine is a vibrant glossy for Muslim women and has a vast 
array of sections to inspire ideas for you to pitch. We spoke to web 
content editor Brooke Benoit to fi nd out more.

 ■ The aim of Sisters is to empower Muslim women and it seeks to 
engage readers spiritually, emotionally and intellectually. This doesn’t 
mean being preachy: adopt a down-to-earth personal tone that is 
either sincere or humorous. ‘Reading the About page and content is 
the best place to start as a potential contributor,’ says Brooke.

 ■ Many sections are the same as in other women’s glossies, but 
identify the Islamic angle. Brooke adds: ‘General articles on health 
or wellbeing, family or community affairs should be well thought 
through, backed up by research and strengthened by expert quotes.’

 ■ They are not looking for religious lessons, political or news-driven 
articles, partisan or divisive pieces, or fi lm/music reviews.

Fees: ‘The fee is based on the length of the article. The amount is 
not a fortune but you will also receive a complementary copy.’

Recent coverlines: Meet the Green Muslims; R.E.S.P.E.C.T. – are 
you giving it?; Depression – what does Islam say?

Email:  submissions@sisters-magazine.com

MARKET NEWS
After 63 years as a newspaper, fi shing bible Angling Times has 
evolved into a magazine. The vast array of expert columnists 

throughout means there is limited opportunity for newcomers to 
pitch and write full features. However, if fi shing is your area of 
expertise, a good way in might be to contribute catch reports. For 
more information, visit www.gofi shing.co.uk/Angling-Times

Love makes the world go round and that is certainly the case 
at Country Living magazine, which has just launched a dating 

website – Country Loving – to help bring like-minded country 
lovers together. This is in the wake of the title’s successful ‘Farmer 
Wants A Wife’ campaign back in 1999, which led to 18 marriages, 
20 babies and a spin-off ITV show! Editor-in-chief Suzy Smith says: 
‘A dating site focusing on fi nding a partner with a love of the 
countryside seemed like the perfect brand extension and a great 
opportunity to grow our community.’

This is a good illustration of the power – and monetary value – of 
a brilliant idea to any publication. Think how a real-life story you 
are pitching could go that extra mile, love and relationships always 
being a key theme, but not the only one. 

Writing about art

26 Writers’FORUM #176

WF176JUN26freelancemarket.indd   26 11/05/2016   09:46:05



INSIDE VIEW
Architecture magazines

The Architects’ Journal 
and The Architectural 
Review are the defi nitive 
resource for the 
industry but which title 
should you pitch your 
idea to? Editor-in-chief 
of both titles, Christine 
Murray, gives an insight 
into the difference… 

 ■ The Architects’ Journal (AJ) 
is published fortnightly and 
covers fi ve main areas: industry 
news, building studies, business 
intelligence, cultural analysis 
and expert opinion. The aim 
is to provide UK architects 
with up-to-date technical and 
creative intelligence through 
the news coverage and also a 
detailed analysis of recently 
completed buildings. Christine 
adds: ‘The news agenda also 
campaigns on issues such 
as fairness in procurement, 
exposing the debacle 
surrounding the Garden Bridge.’

 ■ Meanwhile The Architectural 
Review (AR) is published monthly and focuses on the longer term 
implications of the industry and provides ‘thought leadership’ 
to its global audience. Christine explains: ‘Many buildings 
commissioned today will complete in a decade, so we ask the 
big questions: how is society changing and how must our cities 
and shelters adapt?’ There is even more space for beautiful 
photography, leading Christine to describe the magazine as ‘the 
National Geographic of architecture’.

 ■ To sum up in a sentence, Christine says: ‘The AJ supports and 
informs, while the AR challenges and provokes.’

Visit: architectsjournal.co.uk and architectural-review.com

A PAIN IN THE Q&A

If there are two things I like, it’s an anniversary and a tight 
deadline. If you can’t sell a feature on a landmark birthday of 
something, you’ll never sell it at all. As for tight deadlines, well, 

telling a PR that you have to write the piece by the end of the 
week has a wonderful way of jump-starting them into action and 
ensuring they set up an interview same day or next, as opposed to 
the weeks that can drag by when there’s no rush.

At least, that’s the way it normally works. But when I noticed 
a certain company was 30 years old this year and that we had a 
once-in-a-decade opportunity to interview the man who founded 
it, it seemed nobody had told Mr Tycoon the drill.

I emailed his PR company on the Monday, expecting a warm 
welcome, and heard nothing. I sent a reminder on Tuesday and, 
on Wednesday, got an email from the man himself.

I have thought long and hard about your proposal, he began, and I 
would really like to do the interview, but only as long as it’s properly 
researched. I therefore insist you fi rst do background interviews with… 
Brace yourself readers… Mr Blah Blah, who co-founded the company; 
Mrs So and So who was my wife at the time; my sister Whatsername 
who ran the accounts for many years… He went on to name no less 
than nine interviewees, stopping just short of his cleaner and the 
factory cat before concluding: I also want copy approval before the 
piece goes to press.

Once I’d stopped laughing, I emailed to tactfully explain that 
while I’d love to speak to all those people if I were writing a book, 
we were actually looking at a 1000-word article I now had only 
two days to write. Couldn’t we just have a half-hour chat on the 
phone, as I’d done with one of his competitors for a similar piece 
last week?

I got no response, so I asked the PR if she could explain to Mr 
Bossy Boots how hard it would normally be to get the sort of 
national coverage that in this instance I was offering on a plate. 
Again, no response. So on Thursday afternoon I called the Big 
Chief on his mobile in a last-ditch attempt to talk him into doing 
the interview there and then.

‘No!’ he insisted. ‘But why?’ I asked. ‘Because there’s only one 
chance to do a 30th anniversary interview and I’m not going to 
throw it away by not doing it properly!’

He then cut off the call in a huff and threw away the only chance 
for his interview to happen at all.
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FLASH COMP RESULTS
The latest challenge was to write a light story using the Fiction Square

£100 winner
Malefi ce by Gary Dring, Birmingham

We’re out for the evening! Just me and the girls: Julie, 
Denise, Sue and Griselda. Grizzy – as we call her – is 
a witch, but we don’t really talk about it, although she 

did once cast a spell for my IBS. She used an eyelash, a dead bee 
and some dried fennel. I’ve not had a gurgle since.

It’s Denise’s 50th and it was someone’s idea to go ice-skating, 
but I’ve no idea why because none of us can skate. Denise is 
terrifi ed by the thought of it. Her sister told her about a woman 
who fell over on the ice and had her fi ngers chopped off by a 
skating toddler. So she’s borrowed some chainmail gloves off 
Sue’s husband, who’s a butcher. She feels a lot safer but she reeks 
of pork.

Grizzy decides she’s not in the mood for skating. It’s no wonder. 
She lost her cat last week to diabetes, so she just sits with her 
broomstick propped up on the foldaway seating, eating wine gums. 
Poor love. Nobody has much time for her. She adored that cat.

Anyway, after tottering around on the rink for an hour (most 
of us manage one circuit), Julie brings over a cake large enough to 
feed the entire cast of Disney on Ice.

We sing Happy Birthday to Denise and she blows out the candles.
‘What did you wish for?’ I ask.
‘I wished I could skate!’ replies Denise. We all laugh and devour 

the cake.
‘Are you going back on the ice, Jules?’ asks Sue. ‘I don’t think I 

am.’
Julie replies that she isn’t. My thighs are killing me so I refuse 

too. Grizzy offers Denise some tea from her fl ask and says she’s 
also staying put, which leaves a disappointed Denise facing the 
ice alone.

‘Come on, Sue – I can’t give up yet!’ she says, knocking back the 
tea and handing the cup back to Grizzy.

‘Go on, then!’ says Sue, who’s soon staggering down the steps to 
the rink with Denise clamped to her arm.

When they step on to the ice, Denise lets go of Sue and glides 
away into the middle of the rink with as much control as a ship 
launching down a slipway. But then, as Sue is about to retrieve 
her, something astonishing happens: Denise turns, performs a 
pirouette and glides off into the crowd of skaters like a majestic 
swan.

‘Oh my god!’ yells Julie. ‘She’s Jayne bloody Torvill! How did 
that happen?’

Denise follows this with a series of pivots, spins and an 
impressive fan spiral. Onlookers applaud. We cheer. It’s a miracle!

I sit down next to Grizzy, who’s reading a copy of Bella.
‘What was in that tea you gave, Denise?’ I ask.
Grizzy looks up and grins.
‘You could say it was iced tea,’ she says, and winks.
At that moment, all hell breaks loose on the ice. There are 

screams.
‘Oh dear!’ says Grizzy, continuing to read. ‘I hope she was 

wearing the gloves.’
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• Gary says: ‘I write mainly comedy and the idea of a witch at an ice rink 
seem to present some interesting comic possibilities. In my mind, the 
characters are out on a work ‘do’. There’s always someone who feels obliged 
to go along, even though it’s not their usual scene. I fi gured that the witch 
would sit it out, but might perhaps still have her own kind of fun…

Editor’s comments

The most successful stories used the Fiction Square elements but 
concentrated on the story and wove them in at the right time and in 
the right amount. Less successful attempts tended to shoehorn the 
elements in as quickly as possible, or ticked them off one by one, with 
each getting its own section that didn’t really relate to any other. One 
or two entries were defi ned as ‘zany’ by their authors, but these were 
mainly an excuse to use the random mix of elements without really 
trying to tie them all together. Writing is not just putting words on 
paper, any more than art is throwing paint at a canvas, however prettily.

I like the way that Gary is so relaxed with the elements he rolled. He 
treats a witch on a works outing in an amusingly matter-of-fact way. 
It’s just another of life’s quirks, like Denise borrowing chainmail gloves 
to stop her fi ngers being sliced off. The talkative skater, oversized cake 
and even ‘suffering a loss’ elements are all there, but they seem like 
they belong and are introduced in a natural way. The cake isn’t simply 
‘oversized’, it’s ‘large enough to feed the entire cast of Disney on Ice’, 
thus weaving it in with the skating elements. 

I like the punning title, too, ‘malefi ce’ meaning evil-doing through 
supernatural means. The story could quite easily have been given a 
stronger theme – of revenge – if Denise had somehow slighted the 
witch or contributed to the death of her cat, rather than Grizzy just 
being reluctant to be there. But it was a light, entertaining read. 

I shortlisted three others. Frozen Assets by Elaine Ramsay is about 
a skater whose husband has left after years of trying for a baby, then 
perhaps fi nding love at an ice rink. Dreams and Realities by Mairibeth 
MacMillan is about two men who retrieve a time capsule they’d buried 
as boys, which they feel has trapped them in unfulfi lled lives. 

Sally Zigmond’s Piece of Cake is a heartwarming WW2 story about 
an evacuee being taken in by an initially reluctant woman who has lost 
a son. I like the way Sally plays with the hair salon setting. The boy is 

Ist & 2nd roll
Characters

3rd & 4th roll
Traits

5th roll
Confl ict

6th roll
Location

7th roll
Object

Widow Humble War Ice rink Flowers

Soldier Gentle Feeling 
trapped Laboratory Compass

Bus driver Talkative Suffering 
a loss London Eye Sealed 

envelope

Witch Reluctant Jealousy Hair salon Time capsule

Skater Self-righteous Redundancy Cave Oversized 
cake

Child Foolish Financial 
ruin Rainforest Water gun
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looking for the barber’s but finds Mrs Barber, and she’s not a hairdresser 
because she only has embroidery scissors. A nice, subtle touch. 

Runner-up
Piece of Cake by Sally Zigmond, Pickering, N Yorks

It’s a bright summer’s day. You wouldn’t know there was a war 
on except at night when I hear bombers flying overhead. My 
Eric’s last flight was just before Christmas. He’d been due some 

leave so I saved coupons and baked a massive cake. Only he never 
came back. He’d even got a place at Oxford to study biology after 
it was over. Adolf had other ideas.

I’m almost nodding off when the door opens and two wide eyes 
peer in the gap. ‘Giz us a hair cut. I’ve got money.’ He waves a 
glittering coin then starts chattering away about bomb craters, GIs 
and sleeping down the tube.

His accent and general grubbiness indicate he’s one of our new 
evacuees. His constant chatting reveals his nervousness, poor 
lamb. ‘I was on this train then this posh lady sez I’m infested with 
nits.’ He dashes a tear away.

I like little boys, however grubby. Aged ten or so, Eric loved 
nothing better than sloshing about in mud collecting frogs and 
newts. ‘Come in. I’ll do it for nothing.’

‘Really? You’re nicer than that posh lady.’
‘Mrs Ascot-Featherstone?’
He shrugs. ‘Sergeant Major, more like.’
I smile. He’s a sharp lad, nits or no nits. ‘Want some cake?’ I’ve 

never known a boy refuse cake. Eric never did. 
I quickly turn away.
When I come back in the lad is gazing at the precious 

mementoes I’ve arranged around the room. Photos of course; 
Eric’s set of Hornby Dublo and his fishing net. In pride of place 
stands the microscope he saved up for.

‘What’s your name?’
‘Alf.’
‘Would you like to have a go?’
‘Not ’alf.’
‘We need something very small to examine.’
We both look blank until I have another thought. I pick up my 

embroidery scissors and snip a lock of his hair. ‘Ouch! Wotcha 
doing?’

‘Got one! Look.’ 
The boy stands on his toes, his oversized shoes flapping. ‘It’s a 

monster!’ he cries in delight. ‘Look at its furry legs wriggling! Wot 
iz it?

‘One of your nits.’
Alf recoils then, to my surprise, bursts into hot tears. I can’t help it. 

I pick him up. He clings to me like a baby. I don’t want to let him go.
Half an hour later, I’m talking to Mrs AF.
‘But you refused to take any,’ she says. ‘You said you couldn’t 

possibly.’
‘That was before I met this bright young man.’ She lifts her brows 

as high as her perceived social status, as the shaven-headed lad 
tucks greedily and messily into a big slice of my Christmas cake.

‘Bright? He’s illiterate,’ she says, not caring that Alf can hear. 
‘The barber’s sign next door is big and bold.’

‘Mrs B cut me ’air for nuffink. ‘She’s like me Nan who feeds me 
when mam’s in the pub.’

Mrs AF shakes her head and marches out.
‘More cake?’
Alf nods and laughs. I know my Eric is smiling, too: Flight 

Lieutenant Eric Barber.

our monthly competition for short short 
writing has a £100 prize for one winner, 
and a number of runners-up may also be 

published, depending upon the nature of the contest 
and available space. 

The flash competition is FREE for suBscriBers 
(single entry only). for non-subscribers (or extra 
subscriber entries) the entry fee is £5, which you can 
purchase by following the link on the Writers’ Forum 
website (www.writers-forum.com). entry is strictly  
by email only. 

Writers’ Forum wants to encourage you to write, so: 

 ■  We will have a theme/task each time so that new 
writing has to be produced.

 ■  There will be a tight deadline so that results can be 
published quickly and entrants can’t dither! 

The judge’s decision is final and no correspondence over results 
will be entered into. By entering, entrants agree to these rules 
and for their entries to be published in Writers’ Forum. 

ComP 21:  
CAR CHASE 
Deadline: 12 noon 
GmT on 31 may 2016

Editor’s assignment: comedian eddie izzard pointed 
out that you never get car chases in books because they 
are too hard to write. see if you can prove him wrong by 
writing a THriLLiNG car chase in up to 400 words. Give 
it a conclusion but you can think of the scene as part of a 
novel and give the reader glimpses of that imagined book. 

How to enter 

1 Paste your entry into the body of a new email followed 
by your wordcount, full name and postal address. 
Give your purchase order number or state if you’re a 
subscriber to check against our database. Add a brief 
couple of lines about what inspired your approach. 

2 in the email’s subject line box, write flash comp 21: 
followed by an interesting title for your scene. 

3 send your email to flashcomp@writers-forum.com 

The results will be published next issue!

Writers’forum

fLASH ComP
enter our monthly quick writing  
contest with a £100 first prize

HoW To ENTEr 
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Got a question – or advice for one of these readers? Email help@writers-forum.com

Q PRIZE LETTER When writing 
stories for children, is it OK to 

include characters like the Tooth Fairy, 
Easter Bunny or Father Christmas and his 
reindeer or will it infringe copyright?

Jeff Drummond, Wirral

A Generic characters that have long 
been part of folklore, such as Father 

Christmas, the Easter Bunny, Jack Frost 
and the Tooth Fairy, are fi ne, but be very 
careful if you are using characters that 
aren’t so old. For instance, Santa’s reindeer 
(Dasher and Dancer and so on) were fi rst 
named by Clement C Moore in the famous 
1823 poem which begins: ‘’Twas the night 
before Christmas.’ Currently, copyright lasts 
for 70 years after death and Moore died in 
1863. But Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer 
was created for a department store advert 
in 1939 and the writer, Robert L May, only 
died in 1976. Usage still has to be licensed. 

In fact, the Society of Authors recommend 
that writers contact them on a case-by-case 
basis because it’s a very grey area and you 
can easily get it wrong. They told me never 
to assume a character is out of copyright 
based solely on the lifetime of the author 
who created it. There may, for example, 
have been more than one creator. 

Also the laws on copyright vary 
depending on which country you are 
publishing in. And any character that is a 
trademark or part of a brand name is out 
of bounds. Always proceed with caution 
when using pre-existing characters.

Q I know we are advised to write for 
a market but I fi nd it increasingly 

diffi cult as magazines seem to be all 
specialist, or titles like OK! where you 
have to know a celeb. There do not seem 
to be any general interest titles. I have 
several articles that need a good home, 
including one on the antiques expert 
David Barby who I interviewed on a 
cruise shortly before his death, one on 
the inventor Nikola Tesla, after a trip to 

Zagreb, and one on the world’s tallest 
man, after a visit to Illinois.

Mary Derriman, Essex
 

AMary, I think you are working the 
wrong way round. If you are in the 

business of selling features, you must look 
at the market and match ideas to suitable 
magazines. Then you should pitch your 
idea and get the go-ahead before writing 
the article. You will almost certainly need 
to tweak your ideas to fi t. The editor may 
well have a view as to how it should be 
angled, and will give you a wordcount, 
which will also affect its shape. All 
professional freelances (those that make 
a serious living at it) work like this, so 
editors should be willing to advise. It saves 
you wasting their time, and your own, 
with unwanted work. 

A look in any decent newsagent’s will 
show there are still many general interest 
titles around. Have you seen The Oldie, for 
example? The county magazines, such as 
Essex Life, are also good for people/subjects 
in their areas. Many magazines have slots 
that welcome features in a certain format. 
But don’t dismiss specialist titles: they are 
the largest market for articles and there is 
usually a niche for most subjects. 

Do remember that it’s best to pitch ideas 
that are timely – that are new or tied to an 
upcoming anniversary or event. David 
Barby died in 2012, so it’s going to be 
diffi cult to place an interview, I’m afraid. 
But relevant quotes can still be used in 
a piece on antiques – or cruises! Think 
laterally. But it will serve you better if you 
fi nd the markets fi rst, and then aim your 
ideas for features at them. 

Q My cousin, sister and I have put 
together a humorous story about 

a made-up village. We have included 
shops, businesses, even a weekly news 
bulletin advertising local businesses and 
community interests – too much to mention 
in this short query. We have also attributed 

faces to our characters from photos taken 
from the internet. We would like to publish 
the story if possible, but don’t think we 
could use the images for copyright reasons. 
Can we use photos of family members 
(morphed, of course – we aren’t as odd as 
the ones we’ve been using!) or is there any 
way we can use images from the internet 
without incurring any penalties?

Janice Mitchell, via email

A You’re correct, Janice. You can’t use 
pictures of people without their 

permission, without the risk of being 
sued – quite understandably.

There are one or two ways round this. 
You can buy images relatively cheaply 
from websites that exist for the purpose, 
such as www.thinkstockphotos.co.uk or 
www.shutterstock.com. The price you 
pay will vary depending on what you’re 
going to do with the photograph. A one-
off use is usually cheaper than using the 
image several times. Check the small print. 
(Incidentally, these websites are great for 
book cover images too.)

Alternatively, you can use pictures of your 
family – or anyone else – as long as you have 
their permission to publish in the context in 
which you want to publish. You also need 
the permission of the person who owns the 
copyright of the photo: this is usually the 
person who took it. Therefore the easiest 
and cheapest way is to take your own 
photographs.

Is it possible to get friends/family to dress 
up for their parts? Maybe they could be 
more than one character. You can do a lot in 
Photoshop with the photos you take. Could 
be fun!

Need advice on writing and publishing? Novelist 
and short story writer Della Galton can help 

Can I use generic characters in my stories?

30 Writers’FORUM #176

 ADVICE PAGE

Win Della’s book! 
Each month the best question 
or most helpful letter wins 
a copy of Della’s book The 
Short Story Writer’s Toolshed, 
available from Amazon in 
paperback and Kindle formats. 
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E
arlier this year I realised that the 
number of short stories I had ‘under 
consideration’ had shrunk drastically. 
Good news in a way, because it meant

I was selling, but bad news because I’d almost 
run out of stories to submit.

It wasn’t that I’d had editors queuing up to 
buy my stories (I wish!) but because I’d been 

working on a couple of larger projects and
had neglected my short story output. As 
much as I enjoy longer projects, I still love 
short story writing so I set myself a challenge 
to get back into it. My goal was to complete 
the fi rst drafts of 10 stories in just 10 weeks.

For the fi rst six stories I used writing 
prompts. Regular readers of this column 
will know that my go-to source for writing 
prompts is a now very dog-eared copy of
A Writer’s Book of Days by Judy Reeves (New 
World Library). It was fi rst published in 
1999, revised in 2010 and is still in print. It’s a 
treasure trove of a book, with a prompt for 
each day of the year. I’ve lost count of the 
number of stories I’ve written using this. 

I don’t allow myself to pick and choose 
but take the prompt for the current day. The 
fi rst prompt in my 10-story challenge was: 
‘Use your wishes wisely’, which resulted in a 

2500-word relationship story. That story is 
still under consideration – some magazines 
take longer than others to make a decision 
– so I don’t want to jinx it by discussing it. 
You can be sure that as soon as I start talking 
about what I think is a good story, a fi ction 
editor will at that same moment be sending 
me a ‘Sorry, but this is not for us… well worn 
theme… predictable…’ email!

In week two of my challenge, the prompt 
was: ‘When you want something you can’t 
have’. I had more luck with this – a gratifyingly 
quick acceptance – so I have reproduced 
parts of my notebook showing the birth of my 
story. It’s not great prose. I’m thinking aloud at 
the time, or, in this instance, thinking straight 
on to my laptop. But it will give you a fl avour 
of how my mind ‘works’.

Week 2
OK, this is the second story in my ‘story a week’ 

push. This time the prompt is ‘when you want 
something you can’t have’. 

Hmm. big one, that. My fi rst thought is of 
a child looking in a shop window. or a lighted 
window, a family. why can’t he have that? where 
are his parents.

He’s the son of a single mother and he is 
watching a family scene. he wants a Dad. he 

doesn’t remember his own dad. The child’s name 
is Charlie. and all he wants is a dad. I am going 
to have to be very careful here because it could 
descend into sentimentality!

Charlie is not very good at football and his 
friend Ben is. Ben tells him it’s because his dad 
spends a lot of time coaching him. so Charlie 
decides he is going to get himself a dad.

he asks his mum if he has a dad and she says 
yes… and no. Yes, he did. But no, he wasn’t here 
any more. where is he? Mum gets a bit teary and 
says… don’t you remember? I told you, Daddy’s 
gone to heaven. 

Charlie thinks a bit. Like Daniel’s dad? He’s a 
solider and he’s gone to… I can’t remember now 
but Mrs Golledge found it on the map and has
put a fl ag it to show where he is. Charlie wants a 
fl ag too. So where on the map is Heaven?

So this is the thing. How do you explain to a 
child about Heaven?

Next day, Grandma comes to collect him from 
school, like she always does on a Tuesday and 
they come home, sit down and she makes herself 
a cup of tea, puts her feet up and says: ‘That’s 
better, Charlie. This is heaven.’ 

‘what?’ Charlie is confused. So is my daddy 
here? 

Grandma looks as if she’s about to cry and this 
makes Charlie sad. and she says that she didn’t 
really mean that this was heaven. It was just what 
grown-ups call a fi gure of speech.

…
By the time I’d got this far in my notebook, 

Charlie had really come alive and the story 
was almost telling itself – with a bit of help 
from my six-year-old grandson who told me 
about heaven being up above the sky. 

This then led us on to the topic of 
astronauts and the International Space 
Station… and that was it: perfect. I had my 
story – and little Charlie had a fl ag on the map 
to show where his Daddy was. Looking for 
Heaven was bought by Woman’s Weekly and 
was a total joy to write.

So did I reach my ‘Ten fi rst drafts in ten 
weeks’? I’m happy to say I did, although at the 
time of writing none of the others has sold 
quite as quickly as Looking for Heaven. I’m still 
hoping. I’d be in heaven if they did!

I hope you found the peek into my 
notebook useful. As always you can write to 
me at ideastore@writers-forum.com

THE WRITERS’

Paula Williams sets out on a Ten Stories in Ten Weeks challenge
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INSPIRATION 

Ist & 2nd roll
Characters

3rd & 4th roll
Traits

5th roll
Confl ict

6th roll
Location

7th roll
Object

Soldier Selfi sh Bereavement School Puzzle piece

Teacher Immature
Wanting what 
you can’t have 

Closed 
motorway

Parcel

Child Inquisitive Moving on
Wrong side 

of town
Piano

Widow/er Fearful Jealousy
Antiques 
market

Mouldy 
bread

Astronaut Sentimental
End of 
an era

International 
Space Station

Flag

Cardiologist Lonely
Secrets 
and lies

Car wash Bell

FICTIONSQUARE
Roll a dice to fi nd all the ingredients for your next story
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the Hilary Johnson
Authors’ Advisory Service

A proven reading/criticism service for
 new and published writers

Professional appraisals of novels, short stories,
children’s books, full-length non-fi ction,

SF/Fantasy, radio/TV/fi lm scripts and poetry.
Also copy-editing and ‘tidying’ of typescripts

for those intending to self-publish.

Our objective is to help writers achieve publication
and in this we have an outstanding record of success.

‘� e  insightful and pertinent advice of Hilary and her 
team gives the new writer the best possible chance in 

an increasingly diffi  cult market.’
Katie Fforde

I am a scout for a leading literary agency

Visit my website or call for details
Tel: 01553 676611

e-mail: hilary@hilaryjohnson.com
Website: www.hilaryjohnson.com

Within this new work of fi cti on,
the drama quickly unfolds; a complex web of lies forces 
the hero to look directly into the eyes of evil and accept 

the fact that bad things happen to good people.

htt p://macoshea.tateauthor.com

Available now from any major bookstore or online at 
www.amazon.co.uk
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by Hugh ScottTales of my GURU

The early adventures 
of me and my Guru are 
published in a super-
beautiful hardback, Likely 
Stories, published by How 
To Books for less than a 
tenner – that’s the price of 
fi ve coffees. Treat yourself.

The early adventures 
of me and my Guru are 
published in a super-
beautiful hardback, 
Stories
To Books for less than a 
tenner – that’s the price of 
fi ve coffees. Treat yourself.

It was springtime in the Lake District 
and I was wandering lonely as a cloud 
and kicking some daffodils because I 
was fed up. I was fed up because that 

bane of my writers’ group, Jim Grunt, 
the chump who attended the group like 
a splinter sticks in your thumb, had 
arrived at our last meeting amid pals 
as intellectually numb and generally 
recusant as himself, and burdened me 
with a simple but irrefragable question: 
‘What is a good fi rst sentence for a story?’

And they had handed me a bundle of 
their efforts, urging an answer on my 
return from holiday.

I mean to say.
I don’t know if you know what 

irrefragable means, but I picked it up 
recently and thought I should try it. It 
means unanswerable. And Jim Grunt’s 
question was unanswerable because all the 
fi rst sentences folded in my pocket were 
different from each other, and no matter 
how vigorously I stirred my brain I could 
see no common factor that would let me 
say this is wrong and that is right. And 
besides, I was on holiday trying not to 
think about writing: hence the kicking of 
the daffodils.

I sat at the edge of the lake, watching a 
small boat scooting towards me, its oars 
like beetle’s legs, and a head twisting 
round at me with its little voice whizzing 
among the fells. 

‘I’ll help!’ it called, and I scowled and 
smiled, for this had to be my Guru, a 
writing phenomenon who really did help 
with my amateur writing, but usually 
when I couldn’t be bothered.

I yelled at him about Jim Grunt; then 
the prow ground into the sand, and my 
Guru stepped ashore carrying a basket of 
sandwiches, cakes and beer. 

‘Let me see those fi rst sentences,’ he
said, so I handed them over and he fl ung 
them into the water. I was surprised at
this unkindness.

‘You’re on holiday,’ explained my Guru. 
‘Grunt and his pals are not kids, and
you’re not their teacher marking their 
homework. Open the beer. Two pounds 
forty a bottle. Try a sandwich. Four 
pounds twenty. Pay at the sandwich bar 
later. Tell these people –’

‘Who?’ I cried, thinking I had to tell 
someone something at the sandwich bar.

‘Jim Grunt’s lot.’
‘Oh. ‘
‘The fi rst sentence,’ declared my Guru, 

levering the top off a bottle, ‘is the start of 
your story.’ He stared at me as if he had 
said something special. ‘Cheers.’

I opened a bottle. ‘Cheers.’ I didn’t know 
what he meant.

‘Therefore,’ said my Guru, ‘the fi rst 
sentence is the foundation of your story. 
The fi rst step of the reader’s journey. The 
starting block that the reader’s foot is 
pressed against. The “You Are Here” on 
the treasure map.’

‘Ri-ight.’ I still didn’t know what he 
meant.

‘If a fi rst sentence is vague – because the 
writer isn’t sure where the story is going 
– then it is not the foundation, or the fi rst 
step, or the –’

‘Or the starting block!’ I cried in 
pretended delight; I really did not want 
to be bothered – though I was beginning 
to understand. ‘Is that everything? Thank 
you for your help! Shouldn’t your boat be 
back –?’

‘Please,’ said my Guru patiently. ‘Drink 
your beer. You need more than that to tell 
Jim Grunt.’

I supposed I did. I bit a sandwich at four 
pounds twenty. Canada geese paddled 
into view on the lake.

‘So,’ said my Guru, ‘instead of a vague 
fi rst sentence, you need a sharp fi rst 
sentence. A sentence that points the way 
into the story. A sentence that pulls the 
reader into the second sentence because 
he needs to know exactly what the fi rst 

sentence is telling him.’
‘Give me an example.’ A fi sherman cast 

his line far out into the water.
‘No,’ sighed my Guru, swallowing a 

sandwich, starting on his second beer and 
prodding a cake as if he could taste it with 
his fi nger. ‘That would be an endless game. 
Make a note. A fi rst sentence should do 
at least one of several things. It should be 
interesting, as opposed to waffl ing until 
the writer dares to start the story. It should 
be entertaining. That is, the words should 
be jigsawed together into an intriguing 
pattern. It should hint at the mood of the 
story, and it should contain the fi rst step 
of the reader’s journey, even if that step is 
only the devastating weather, or the look 
on someone’s face, or the presence of an 
object in the wrong place.

‘Your fi rst sentence,’ continued my Guru 
with his gaze on the lake, ‘should be cool, 
or cosy or stifl ing…’

The fi sherman cast again, his fl y 
dimpling the water. The geese waddled 
ashore and tugged at the grass.

‘Your fi rst sentence cannot…’ He idly 
shoved an iced bun into his mouth. ‘… be 
all of those things; but it should be two or 
three; or at least one, and that is, it should 
be interesting.’

He stepped into the boat and rowed 
away as if he was hypnotised. And I was 
hypnotised, for the fells gathered round, 
and the lake mumbled against the shore 
like a lover’s lips on a loved one’s cheek; 
and Jim Grunt drifted into the empty past, 
and I sat, overwhelmed with peace and 
beauty and thankfulness.

Use it or lose it
‘Recusant’ is an adjective or noun. I have used 
it as an adjective. It refers to someone who 
refuses to submit to authority. What I’d call a 
carping pain in the neck whose only purpose 
is to make trouble. You know who I mean. 

The mentor shares four things that makes a good fi rst sentence

33Writers’FORUM #176

LIKELY STORIES 
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fictioncompetition

If it’s a heart, we’ll eat Caleb’s square of chocolate, but only if it’s a 
heart,’ I tell Marty. His face looks serious. He wants the chocolate 
but knows what Caleb will do. Caleb has a combustible heart and 
hard fists. The card decides all. I flip: seven of diamonds.
Marty sighs. ‘I really woulda eaten it.’
I smile. He would have, but chocolate you’d get a beating for is 

not flavoursome chocolate. Besides I’m no fan of dairy goods. ‘I 
know, Marty,’ I whisper, placing the card back in its pack. 

‘Delores, wanna make card families?’
‘Maybe later.’ I gaze out to the glutinous stream which flows 

behind our trailer. Correction, it sludges. It’s so choked up with 
gunk it barely moves. No fish live in that stream, except fish that 
have decided swimming and meandering is no longer for them.

Marty squints up. ‘You wanna read me?’ 
He knows I have a yearning for learning. Not only to build brains, 

not only to fill my time with wholesome activity, but also to walk 
among the clean and the looked-after. Momma and Pa won’t let 
me go to school. While Kayleen and Caleb trudge off each morning 
I do not, even though I am of age. I am too ornery. No amount of 
begging will dissuade Momma. She’s scared I’ll draw attention to 
myself and get the Department of Social Services involved. And 
then I will be taken away, which is an idea I like, but right behind 
it is another idea: I will be taken away from Marty. This I do not 
like. Marty is no angel, no golden baby, but his adoration of me is 
enough that I daily gloss over his waywardness.

‘Delores!’
The creature has awoken and is calling me.
‘Here, Momma.’ I take Marty’s hand and hurry to the front of the 

trailer so Momma can see us as she staggers down the three steps 
leading to the grit ground she likes to call our yard. 

‘One of these days I will break my freaking neck,’ she hisses. 
‘Think I just done something to my ankle. Hell.’ She shakes her 
ginger/black-root combo and stares my way. ‘Are you playing 
those goddam cards again?’ She punches my hand and the cards 
arc upwards; faces, numbers, red and black, spinning in the light 
before raining down over Marty’s head. Then she coughs all over 

my head, bestowing on me a germ-laden veil. 
I step back and swallow over the urge to tell her that as cards are 

the only play thing I have then it’s likely I’ll be occupying myself 
with them at some stage of the day. But silence is the safest way 
to deal with Momma, except when she needs to know where her 
misplaced liquor is.

‘You’re meant to be watching Marty,’ she says.
You’re meant to be watching Marty, I repeat back in my head, 

knowing that Momma’s sense of caring after us is pretty casual. 
She knows our names, she may know our ages. Birthdays, no.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she sniffs. ‘Gotta get my beauty sleep 
if I wanna stay a stunner.’ And when she cackles I don’t know if it’s 
from irony or idiocy. Momma is a stunner only in the capacity of 
knocking out men with her odious underarm and under-carriage 
stench.

Later, when Kayleen and Caleb return home and I’m fixing 
dinner, I overhear Caleb tell Momma about a new kid. The ladle 
stills and my ears rise, ripe for information, but Pa, with perfect 

First Prize £300

Off-grid Kid
Sharon Boyle

Congratulations to this month’s winners, Sharon Boyle, Pat Phillips and Verity Partington.  
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Continued overleaf  

WF176JUN37storycomp.indd   37 11/05/2016   10:08:07



38 Writers’forum #176

 Story Comp

ill‑timing, stomps into the trailer and smothers all talk.
‘Hamburgers. Smells good.’ Pa speaks in short sentences – he’s 

that lazy. His ass takes up more than his fair share of bench as he 
shuffles it in at the table. He holds the spoon with knuckles aimed 
to the ceiling and dips his head so his bottom lip is level with the 
plate rim. This means he can experience the everlasting-gravy way 
of eating: dribbling almost as much gravy out as he suckers in. He 
does not possess a toothbrush but he does possess foul breath and 
copper‑coloured teeth. 

After supper I mooch outside the trailer, the stink of the stream 
more bearable than the stewing, grease reek that reigns inside. I 
pretend to read the book Kayleen brought back from school. 

‘A girl, huh?’ I hear Momma croon through a window in what 
she likes to call our parlour. She has a tease in her voice. ‘You sweet 
on her?’

‘Nah, I just thought, you know.’ Caleb leaves his meaning 
hanging. 

‘I sure do know,’ says Momma. ‘Why don’t you bring her back?’
Why? Because no one should have to endure this cesspit of a hell-

hole with its five star filth. Once upon a time a girl called Amy 
came and she was disgusted by the squalor and said so and she 
disappeared.

‘I’ll ask her.’
My heart slips, nudging my stomach into queasiness. Don’t bring 

her back, I think. Caleb, you know what happens.

***

The girl comes two days later. Pa has dressed for the occasion 
which means a quick route in the Dirty Bag for his least stained 
shirt. I watch as she gawps at our abode consisting of one tarnished 
silver trailer, parked as if abandoned, and surrounded by debris 
from months of our rubbish tipping. 

She sees me on the ground, legs splayed in a V shape and playing 
with the cards Kayleen stole from the general store in town. I am 
slotting the cards into their family groupings. Marty and I speak 
for the face cards, pretending they are cousins and today we are 
hosting a wedding. No guesses who the two jokers are. I don’t say 
hey to the girl, or even nod my head. I will not make her welcome.

‘Delores does not attend school, for she is a special child,’ whis‑
pers Momma in her best church‑voice, pointing her lips in my 
direction. She has caught the girl, Lucinda, watching me with 
knocking eyebrows. ‘She has Asparagus.’ 

Over supper Lucinda is polite which Momma and Pa like. But 
I know she is not being polite from manners. Lucinda is scared. 
She has not seen poverty like ours before nor has she seen it so 
unashamedly paraded. There are two bedrooms and six of us – 
where, she must be thinking, do they sleep? She is now looking at 
Caleb with moon-wide eyes as if asking, You really come from this? 
As soon as she is finished she will make her excuses. 

And that’s exactly what she does, but Pa shrugs it off and 
suggests a game of Happy Families with the good pack of cards we 
use for convivial use. Momma says there is still ice‑cream to eat. I 
am glad when Lucinda says, ‘No, really, I need to get going. I am 
expected.’ She uses a voice that trembles off at the end. She stands 
and Caleb immediately stands too.

‘I’ll walk you.’
‘There’s no need, Caleb.’
She seems real nice and I wish I could talk to her on her own, to see 

if what I’ve learned from library books and from doing Kayleen’s 
homework has kept me well-schooled. But my guess, and hope, is 
that I won’t see her again. Caleb insists on accompanying her. She 

leaves, muttering a short thanks for the meal, mam.
‘She don’t like us,’ announces Kayleen when Lucinda is out of 

earshot.
‘We take a bit of getting used to, that’s all.’ Momma removes ice-

cream from the tiny freezer. 
There is a story why my taste buds have been vaccinated against 

dairy products. It’s no fairy-tale and not one I would tell Marty 
of an evening. It all began when I was returning home from a 
friend’s, licking an ice-cream with full-gusto concentration when 
a car stopped and out popped Caleb, looking handsome if some‑
what soiled. Most folks thought him a filthy gypsy-type and 
although he stunk something awful and fought the other kids, 
including the girls, he was always decent to me. We said hey to 
one another and he grinned and asked, You like ice‑cream? I said, 
I sure do. He asked if I would like a ride home since his pa was 
passing that ways anyway and I thought, how nice is that, he is 
not a gypsy after all, although when I clapped eyes on his pa my 
doubts surged upwards. It was a mystery how Caleb the Handsome 
could have such a porcine looking father. It was also a mystery how 
the pig-man had gotten his enormous gut behind the wheel. That 
must have been a morning’s work right there. Still, I got in, going 
gung-ho with my tongue, despite Caleb’s pa smiling in a way that 
made me grimace and not feel grateful. Off we drove – speeding up 
as we passed my home. When I glimpsed my mom at the kitchen 
window I screamed full tilt and that’s when Caleb turned nasty and 
whacked me. He’s been nasty ever since, saying there’s no point in 
squalling over past lives whenever I try to ask why he done such 
a terrible thing. Anyways, that’s why I don’t like ice-cream, or 
anything else that requires licking. 

I do the washing up while the others slurp and while I’m rubbing 
the plates I remember my other family – my original and true 
family. The cards help keep them clear in my head. They are the 
heart family; the king, queen and jack equal Mom, Dad, and Rusty. 
Rusty was three and proud of it. He’ll be ten now. 

Caleb returns and refuses the ice-cream that Momma has left 
for him. It’s turned soup anyway and Momma lets Marty have it 
except Pa wades in with his quivering gut and announces that as 
he’s head of the family he should get first choice and then he drinks 
it right in front of Marty’s teary eyes. I am drying a knife at the time 
and it doesn’t take a whole lot of imagination to guess at what I’m 
itching to do. Right through his flabby back skin and piercing the 
walnut he has for a heart. That’s what I guess it looks like: small, 
shrivelled and bone dry; something you’d crack your teeth on if 
you chanced a bite.

‘No ice-cream? And what’s up with your face?’ Momma asks 
Caleb whose chin is merging with his chest.

‘She tried to be polite ’bout the fact she thinks we’re trash. Said 
she don’t want to be friends no more.’ 

‘Well, that Miss High and Mighty has no right to cast upon 
herself such airs and disgraces.’ Momma hates snobbery, except 
when she’s talking about coloured folks and then its white snobby 
supremacy all the way. She turns to Pa with her chin lifted. ‘Do you 
think we oughta…?’

Pa rubs his nose. ‘It’ll mean another move.’ 
Kayleen frowns. ‘We don’t have room,’ and is rewarded with a 

hard slap. 
‘Button your mouth! We are a family and families grow,’ Pa yells.
Although Kayleen is Momma and Pa’s favourite child, but not 

natural child – we are all unnatural – she does not escape the beat‑
ings. I think they like her best ’cos her rounded pulpiness is like 
Momma’s and her laziness is pure Pa. Perhaps she thinks she will 
be dethroned as favourite if Lucinda joins us. I do not want to 
think of accommodating another screaming sibling; the memory 
of Marty still haunts me. It was weeks before he spoke to anyone. 

Off-Grid Kid continued
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I sit by the stream with the cards, concentrating on the heart 
family and trying to stop the disintegration of them into fuzzy 
patchwork fragments. They are living happily, but not as happily 
as if I was with them. Perhaps they cast round of a lonely moment 
and think about Amy, a fi ne girl who had her own toothbrush, 
wore sandals in the summer and proper boots in the winter and 
lived by a stream that fl owed clean and clear. And then the other 
thought: the one that hangs around, popping to the front of my 
mind like a cuckoo winging out the shutters of a clock to announce: 
it’s escape o’clock. 

***

It’s been decided the next morning: Lucinda is too old and too 
prissy to fi t seamlessly into our tight unit. She would apparently 
unpick the loving family fabric that Momma and Pa have worked 
hard to knit together. I thank the patron saint of lucky escapes and 
am still sighing with relief when I see Kayleen and Caleb leaving 
for school. 

I chance a question and ask Caleb, ‘Will you stop fi shing for kids? 
For a while anyhow?’ I tense for the backhander that is surely to be 
delivered. 

But Caleb says nothing, just looks me up and down, mostly 
down, before smiling queerly. ‘Maybe I don’t need a girl if I’ve got 
you.’ He is staring at me the way Pa does when he’s been busy with 
Jack Daniels.

I could not bear for the two of them to be going at me. And 
Momma with her drinking is no protection – getting too high to see 
what’s going on, laughing and thinking Pa’s hugs are just family-
friendly. She gets so she can’t tell one of her stolen children from the 
other and calls us the wrong names. Once she called me May-Belle 
and I would have skimmed over this were it not for Kayleen and 
Caleb jerking their eyes at one another.

‘Who’s May-Belle?’ I had asked.
Momma thumped back on her pillow and raised her hands in 

a God Almighty! way. ‘May-Belle was an angel. An angel who 
walked among us.’ Her voice cricked. ‘And the only one I loved.’ 

I had a hot feeling that May-Belle might have been Momma’s real 
daughter and later that day I cornered Kayleen. 

‘She died,’ Kayleen sighed.
‘How?’
‘Caught something awful and faded away. They didn’t have the 

money for hospital. She was only fi ve.’
I did not pity May-Belle in her child crypt. I was envious. She was 

freed from beatings and being part of a family reputation so bad 
that folks crossed themselves and crossed the street to avoid us. 

***

Caleb’s creepy words hang around me all morning. My world is 
black enough. And now it’s getting blacker. So black that all chinks 
of light are being put out one by one till all that will be left is coffi n-
darkness. The cards will decide. I will leave – but only if it’s a heart.

I’m sitting by Sludge Stream, watching its fi lthy froth fl oat past 
and shuffl ing the cards. Momma and Pa are getting trashed on 
booze and Marty is making mud pies. 

‘Marty,’ I whisper. ‘Let’s play Card Decides All.’
His eyes gleam and he crouches in. ‘What they deciding?’
‘Whether we’re leaving or not.’
Uh oh, the twangy lip is out. It’s going to be a struggle to get him 

out of here. He was only three when lifted from a polished buggy 
outside a store for the well-heeled on a daffodil-sunny day. And as 

Continued overleaf  
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it was me that done the lifting, I am wholly responsible for him. 
But he nods. ‘OK. But only if it’s a heart.’ 

***

I place a joker each in Momma and Pa’s hands. They have drunk 
themselves senseless and are lying tangled in bed. It is easy to put 
on the gas and close the door without them stirring. I don’t even 
need to lock them in. 

Soon the trailer will be aflame. It will roar and spark and be one 
hundred per cent bacteria free – at last. What will Kayleen and 
Caleb do? I think Kayleen will love any family she is placed with, 
like a dog desperately seeking attention. I think it’s too late for 
Caleb. 

‘Where we going?’ asks Marty, his eyes wide. 
‘To where the waters flow clean and clear.’

‘The swimming pool?’
‘Cleaner and clearer ’n that.’ I offer my hand.
He hesitates and I wish he’d hurry before the only home he remem-

bers goes kaboom. Finally, he squints out a smile and takes a hold. 
And as we walk along the highway, me refusing to thumb a ride 

for I know where a stranger’s car can go, I turn and see smoke 
coughing up in the distance and holler, ‘Goodbye club family!’ 

Marty echoes my laugh and dances around when I throw up 
my pack of cards so that they arc and billow and dip like ticker-
tape above us. And then, with perfect timing, in the background, a 
certain tarnished trailer blows. 

 About the author Sharon is thrilled to win first prize. 
When not procrastinating or cruising the web, she spends her 
spare time writing short stories, a few of which have been 
published. She awaits the day she can give up her part-time job 

and concentrate on writing full time (with no procrastinating involved).
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mystic Mary flicks the tarot cards with crimson fingernails. 
She is not quite smiling but almost, the dark eyes slyly 
appraising me, under lowered lids. ‘Why do you think 
you came here?’

‘No idea.’ I’m lying of course. It doesn’t do to give away too 
many clues.

I don’t even say that I was drawn to the tent, as I am always 
drawn to fortune tellers, palmists, psychics, spiritualists, shamans; 
anyone in fact who might have a clue as to what’s on the other 
side – ‘beyond the veil’. Not that I know any shamans but if I did I 
would definitely be drawn to them. It’s a family tradition. 

Mystic Mary fans out the tarot cards. I try not to look cynical.
It was Auntie Jean who started on this psychic game, roping in 

the rest of us. First my mother, then, when we were big enough, me 
and my cousin Sharon – that’s Auntie Jean’s daughter, two weeks 
older than me. I don’t know why, though, because all of the above 
– fortune tellers and the like, can be a Big Disappointment, in my 
experience. 

Two small examples: first – the so-called clairvoyant who didn’t 
turn up because she managed to get lost on the way to see our 
assembled group, all nervously poised to cross her palm with 
silver. Where was her inner GPS system? Her spirit guide pointing 
spectrally to the signs in the road – take the Middleton turn-off you 
dozy woman! 

The second – well, we got lost that time, somewhere over Glossop 
way. This one had come highly recommended via Mum’s hair-
dresser, so of course we had to make the trek to see this marvel 
with her ‘amazing’ predictions. Eventually, after driving around 
for ages in the gloom, with the windows steaming up because the 
heater didn’t work and fog swirling down from the hills, we found 
a phone box to ring up to say where we were. It was in the early 
days of mobiles when they looked like half a brick and, in any case, 
none of us had one. 

Highly Recommended of Glossop answered the phone. ‘Too late 
now,’ she said. ‘I’m going to bed. I thought you weren’t coming.’ 

What! Why didn’t she know we were on our way? It doesn’t fill 
you with confidence, does it? Sharon and I used to give them scores, 
like on the ice-skating: Technical Expertise and Artistic Impression. 
I think we gave Glossop a minus five. 

Mystic M glances at me as she picks up a card, creating suspense 
before she turns it over. I put my interested face on. 

After all, it might be entertaining. The most fun ones always 
were the fortune tellers on the pier during Blackpool Illuminations. 
That was one of our favourite trips: funfair if it wasn’t raining, 
chips in a café, then the amusements and the fortune teller, 
preceded by a ride on a tram. The best trams were made up like 
floats to resemble a spaceship or a dragon, decorated with strings 
of hundreds of light-bulbs instead of flowers, but you couldn’t 
always get on those. 

Anyway, this year, with Auntie Jean gone and my mother 
currently on the other side of the world visiting cousin Sharon in 
Sydney, I was reviving the tradition on my own. Without the funfair 
and the amusements, obviously. You would feel a fool there on 
your own. And the only fortune teller I could find on the pier was 
multi-tasking Mystic Mary; Psychic! Medium! Palm Readings! Tarot 
Cards! The gaudy sign outside the tent challenged: Dare to see what 
your past reveals! Dare to see what fate has in store! OK, I thought. I’ll 
see what she has to say about my Personal Phenomena, following 
me about. Whether she could see them as well. My Visitors. 

Mystic M turns over the first card. The World. I see she’s doing 
the major arcana – the ‘life stages’ deck. Always better for drama. 
But she doesn’t say anything, just picks up another card. Probably 
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the Hanged Man will be next. They do that to get a reaction. That 
won’t let her see my Visitors though.

Most of the time, to be fair, they just come and sit on the sofa. 
Usually it’s relatives but, occasionally, recently passed acquaint-
ances or even strangers appear, seeming to hang about as if they’re 
not quite sure where they’re going yet. They don’t pay me much 
attention. They’re just there sometimes, sometimes not. It can be 
quite nice when you see the old rellies, all young again, like in their 
wartime photographs or whatever. Now and then it’s like a party, 
especially if there’s someone in the family due to go. I work on 
the principle that the Visitors are just waiting to help those passing 
over. Into the next phase, as it were. It’s not scary, not like having 
the Grim Reaper turn up or anything. And last year, when Mum 
was at death’s door with pleurisy, they only lingered till she was 
back on her feet and then it was pretty quiet for a while. 

But now they’re back. I thought I’d better check if all was well on 
the Sydney front. Mum is getting on a bit and has that weak chest, 
after all. 

She was by the pool with a strawberry daiquiri, apparently, when 
I rang. I told Sharon not to disturb her. I’d ring her on Sunday as 
usual.

‘Are you all right?’ Sharon said. ‘You sound funny.’ She’s getting 
an Aussie accent.

‘Never better,’ I said. ‘And don’t get too twisted with envy 
because I’m off to sunny Blackpool for a wild weekend at the 
Illuminations.’

‘Oh God, Tina. Nostalgia! You’re regressing,’ she said. But I could 
hear the glasses clinking. She had people there, she said. Going to 
have a bit of a barbie.

The fortune teller stares at me for a minute. I look around the tent. 
The rain outside spatters as the wind fl ings against the roof. Inside, 
it’s all a bit the worse for wear, with that end of season griminess 
behind the red light-bulbs. There’s a smell of mildew and a hint 
of paraffi n from the heater. At least someone has polished up the 
crystal ball sitting between us. It refl ects the silver spangles tinkling 
around Mystic Mary’s headscarf. 

She turns over the Hanged Man. I knew it! She glances up to see 
my reaction but I know this game and the card is not as sinister as 
it looks. The rubies on her fi ngers glow in the dim light. The lamp 
shades vibrate as a wave shudders against the pylons of the pier. 

‘So you see phantoms?’ 
‘Did I say that?’ 
I certainly did not say that and that’s not what the Hanged Man 

means either. Her nearly smile is getting annoying. This woman 
who makes her living in a tent on a pier is actually patronising me. 
Well, I suppose I asked for it. And the cost has gone up. The palm-
crossing silver is now in that little strip near the Queen’s face on a 
fi ver. I’m surprised you don’t get a badge to put in your lapel when 
you hand it over. It would say Gullible on it. Or Mug, if it was a very 
small badge.

‘Do you mean phantoms like on the ghost train?’
‘I think you know what I mean, don’t you?’
Ah-ha. Here it comes. Just like those psychics on the telly, making 

general statements that could apply to anyone and people fooling 
themselves that their loved ones have come with a message for 
them. Well, it’s not like that for those who do get visited, as it 
happens. Most of the time we’re blocking off our psychic powers 
and trying to get on with watching Hollyoaks. 

Mystic M puts down another card: the Tower. That means bad 
news, calamity. Is she trying to frighten me? But she coughs and 
sweeps up the cards as if she hasn’t noticed and has given up on 
them. She looks around the tent as if she might be able to see some-

Continued overleaf  

Want to see YOUR story published?

Three great prizes every issue
1st £300 2nd £150 3rd £100

All types of story are welcome, be it crime, comedy, history, 
romance, horror, sci-fi … but THEY MUST BE ENTERTAINING/
RIVETING NOT UNREMITTINGLY BLEAK. Don’t rely on 
subjects like death, abuse etc to add cheap emotion. Stories 
must work harder to engage readers. 
● Entries MUST be between 1000 and 3000 words.
●  Documents must be on plain A4 paper with double line 

spacing and good margin widths. No handwritten entries.
●  On the title page give your name, address, phone number, 

email, story title and wordcount.
●   Entry fee is £6 or just £3 for subscribers. Cheques (sterling 

only) should be made payable to ‘Select Publisher Services’ 
or fi ll in your card details below.

●   If your entry is placed you will be notifi ed and asked to email a 
Word-compatible fi le of your story plus a brief bio and photo.

How to enter
Enter at www.writers-forum.com or post this coupon 
(photocopies accepted) with your payment and manuscript to:

Writers’ Forum Story Contest 
PO Box 6337, Bournemouth BH1 9EH

By entering, authors agree for the story to appear in Writers’ Forum and 
possible future anthologies. Entries must be in English. There is a rolling 
deadline – entries arriving too late for one contest go into the next.

Name  

Address

                                                       Postcode 

Email address

Phone number

Story title

Length                          words

  I declare the story has not previously been published or 
broadcast and that it is my own work

ENTRY FEE:  £6 (non-subscriber)  £3 (subscriber)
Subscribe below and take advantage of our special entry fees 
– you can also subscribe online at www.writers-forum.com

OPTIONAL: Please enrol me for an annual subscription
 £38 UK  £49 Europe  £56 Rest of world

FEEDBACK:  I would like a story critique from the judges and 
include a large stamped addressed envelope plus the fee of £5

TOTAL amount payable £

  I enclose a cheque  My credit-card details are below

Visa/Mastercard/Maestro (delete)  Total £

Card no

Expiry date                          Valid from (if shown)

Issue no (if shown)                Security no (last 3 digits) 

Signature

  I am happy for my story to be considered for a free fi ction 
workshop and to be featured in Writers’ Forum (optional)

Writers FORUM

WF176JUN37storycomp.indd   41 11/05/2016   10:08:28



thing other than the stripes on the red and green canvas and I get 
my hopes up a bit. There’s another crystal ball on a shelf behind 
her, like a Caithness paperweight. Harry Potter, eat your heart 
out. Then she takes my hand in hers and I try not to laugh. Her 
fingers are cold. She traces the lines on my palm and lingers on the 
lifeline. My arms goose-bump. ‘There is someone significant here 
whose name begins with…’ She pauses and peers closer as if she’s 
wearing the wrong glasses. I have to admit to holding my breath 
for a second or two. ‘…D.’ 

I have a think. ‘No, sorry. Can’t think of a D.’ Bizarrely, I’m disap-
pointed. It’s not as if my expectations were that high when I came 
in but… you keep hoping, you know? 

‘A man. If he is not significant now, he will be. He will be very 
significant in your life.’ She frowns.

‘Don’t tell me. It’s a tall dark handsome stranger. And I’ll be 
going on a journey across the sea.’ Honestly!

‘There is a ship.’ But she looks confused now, the smile is 
wavering. 

It won’t be Australia, then. If I could afford it I’d be going 
Emirates with a stopover in Dubai, thank you very much. And I 
haven’t exactly got a cruise to the Caribbean lined up either. What 
a complete flop. If she was even remotely psychic she’d be able to 
see the gathering of the clans in here. 

Though I don’t actually see them as separate beings myself. 
They’re more in my mind’s eye, if you know what I mean, like 
when you close your eyes and picture someone, but these come 
unbidden. Dad and Uncle Phil are regulars, and now Auntie Jean, 
but there’s been more and more recently. I bargain with them in my 
head. ‘If you’ve come to get someone it can’t be Mum. Not yet,’ I’ll 
say. I’m like Caesar. I rack my brains for the most decrepit in the 
family and then give them the old gladiatorial thumbs down. ‘I 
might just be able to spare Great Uncle Walter.’ 

Not that it matters what I do actually. I would never have let 
Auntie Jean go if I had any say in the matter. Funny thing with 
that. She said she kept dreaming about the old days, when she and 
Uncle Phil were courting. My usual Visitors’ party carried on for 
about a week and then she passed, quite suddenly, in her sleep. 
It was at the end of August, just before she turned seventy-five. 
Two weeks later, I saw her back with Uncle Phil, arm-in-arm. They 
looked young and happy, dressed up as if they were going dancing. 
I like to think they were celebrating that birthday she missed.

A gust of sea air smelling of ozone and fish and chips blows 
under the tent flap and I shiver. Mystic Mary pulls her shawl 
around her at the sudden chill. Come on, love, I think. They’re not 
actual ghosts, there’s none of that cold patch, dark shadow busi-
ness going on with this lot. But she stands up suddenly, looking 
uneasy, staring at one wall of the tent until it starts to freak me out. 

‘What is it?’
‘There are people here with you,’ she says. ‘You have to go.’
‘Not much for a fiver, is it?’ I say, blustering a bit because she is 

making me feel pretty unnerved, frankly. I mean, I might be able to 
see the good ones, but what if she can see the other kind. 

‘I’ve got People with me and there’ll be a Ship and a Significant 
D?’ I say, sarky like, but really just delaying going out into the dark 
and the jangle of the slot machines and the walk along the treach-
erous planks with the waves bashing and shushing underneath. I 
don’t like the pier.

‘I can’t tell you any more.’ 
Her eyes are dark and hooded. I can’t see her expression. I 

wonder if this is part of the act or genuine. She can definitely have 
points for Artistic Impression. Maybe she has a minder telling her 
the time is up through an ear-piece. I don’t want to leave the tent 

but I pick my coat up. She’s still standing. I say ‘Cheers,’ although I 
don’t feel like being polite. I feel cheated and spooked, to be honest.

Outside, the arcades are closing and the wind is whipping 
the canopies. The shuttered ice-cream kiosks rattle and clatter. 
The bright main drag seems a long way away and the dark pier 
stretches in front of me. Behind me the tent lights go out. I have a 
sudden feeling of panic. What if they lock the exit gate? Everything 
behind now is dark and looming. The sea booms and thuds against 
the pylons and flurries of rain smack against the backs of my legs. 
Ahead in the distance I can see a bright light. Dazzling. Like in 
those films you used to see about Saint Bernadette or the Children 
of Fatima. A plastic carrier bag caught in the wind flaps up into my 
face and I start to run as if I’m being chased, my heart thumping. 
The childish terror of falling through the cracks between the pier 
planks makes me leap erratically to keep my footing. I have to run, 
I think, run towards the light.

***

I could laugh now, at the stupidity of it all. That dazzling light? 
It was the Blackpool Illuminations prize-winning pièce-de-résist-
ance: a tram, done up like the Titanic. I don’t know what the maths 
is regarding the velocity of a tram travelling at whatever miles 
an hour and an erratic runner smacking into it at human running 
equivalent but I can tell you it’s not a winning contest for the 
human. Not a fair fight.

But, it seems, you really do hover above at the moment of crisis: 
the out-of-the-body thing. I see shocked people leaning over the 
Titanic sides, staring at that poor crumpled figure below. What on 
earth possessed me to wear orange socks? Out-of-the-body me is 
still attached to the figure by a long thread of light. It seems to be 
emanating from somewhere near the breast bone. There’s no pain 
as yet. I feel almost giddy. 

Auntie Jean is here, and the others, no more solid than before. 
Just keeping me company. Waiting. No pressure. 

A paramedic jumps out of the ambulance. Two. The woman is 
checking me for vital signs but the man takes my hands in his. ‘Can 
you hear me?’ he says. ‘Can you tell me your name, love? Don’t try 
to move.’ He unwraps an oxygen mask. ‘We’re going to look after 
you, OK? I’m David.’ 

Ah. I increase Mystic Mary’s score a notch. I’m not allowing her 
the Titanic, on principle.

‘Hello, David,’ I want to say. ‘Significant D.’ 
He looks ginger if anything, rather than dark and handsome, but 

the colour is leaching out of everything. He could even be grey. The 
crumpled figure shivers but makes no sound. The frail thread of 
light flickers.

The other paramedic applies the oxygen mask and holds up 
a syringe, puts a blanket over the figure on the ground. There’s 
another ambulance now and a stretcher and some kind of thing 
to keep the spine straight, I think. Unimpeded by the blanket, the 
thread of light dims then brightens, steadying as David takes my 
hands again in his.

‘Hold on,’ he shouts, above the noise of the crowd and the wind 
and the sirens and the judder of a police car driving across the tram 
tracks. ‘Don’t be frightened, love. Stay with me. I’ve got you. Don’t 
let go… It’s David. ‘

 About the author Pat lives in Manchester. A long-held desire 
to write spurred her to embark on a Writing MA. Encouraged by 
fellow Sheffield Hallam ‘Quills’ and Rammy Writers, she has had 
some stories published and is delighted with this comp success.
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I can hear the wind howling under the door as I hurry around the 
little shop, carrying out the familiar closing-time routine. There’s 
a comfort to everything getting put back in its place, something I 
find soothing at this time of year, when I’m working in lamplight 

from the early afternoon and snow keeps customers away.
I’m just about to hook my pinny on the peg behind the counter 

when the bell above the door clangs.
‘Sorry,’ I say, without looking up. ‘We’re closed.’
‘This won’t take a minute, Mrs White,’ says a familiar voice.
I stop in my tracks, then turn to face him. ‘Afternoon, Constable. 

Forgive me, I hadn’t realised it was you.’
‘No trouble,’ he says, taking his hat off and dusting the snow 

from its peak. ‘I know it’s late in the day, but I wondered if I could 
ask you to put this notice in your window? We’re requesting that 
all the local shopkeepers do the same.’

He hands over a piece of paper that details information about a 
local mill owner who’s missing. This isn’t news to me, nor will it 
be to anyone else in Milton. Thomas Egerton hasn’t been seen since 
last summer, but the poster urges its readers to volunteer any new 
information on the matter.

I put a helpful smile on my face and look up.
‘Of course. I’ll put it up now.’
I hope he’ll leave, but instead he watches while I gather tacks and 

a stepladder and clamber into the window.
‘I don’t suppose you’ve heard anything that might be of interest 

to our inquiries?’
‘Nothing, Constable.’
He sighs. ‘I keep hoping someone who might be hiding something 

from us will slip up one day. Discuss Mr Egerton’s whereabouts in 
one of the shops or pubs, that sort of thing.’

‘Well, if they have been letting their tongues run away with them, 
they haven’t been doing it in here,’ I say, climbing back down from 
the ladder and picking up my thick shawl.

‘I can perhaps live in hope of being that lucky,’ he says absently, 
running his fingers over the box of tacks on the counter and then 
inspecting a thick pillar candle from a modest display near the 
door. ‘I say, Mrs White, where’s your daughter lately? I haven’t 
seen her giving you a hand around the shop for such a long time.’

A cold finger eases its way down my spine at the policeman 
mentioning my daughter and Thomas Egerton in the same 
sentence, lest he should connect the two. All my hard work would 
be for nothing.

‘Joan has gone to stay with my sister in London for a while. Poor 
Betty is terribly ill and Joan volunteered to take care of her while 
I keep the shop afloat,’ I explain, trying to keep my voice steady.

‘How very noble of her. Such a pleasant girl, is Joan. Anyway, I’ll 
let you close up, Mrs White. Good evening to you.’

When he’s gone, I breathe out heavily and rest against the 
counter for a moment. Once I have regained my composure, I look 
again at the poster in my window, its letters now reversed. I have 
been trying not to think of that name for such a long time that it 
is a surprise to see it here now, in my most familiar surroundings. 

It makes me remember the first day I heard it, when I caught him 
together with my daughter in our smithy, his hands all over her. 
And him a ‘gentleman’ too.

I challenged him, asked him outright if he intended to make an 

honest woman of my Joan. All he could do was look at his well-shod 
feet. I thought as much.

Of course, I sent him on his way and warned her to be careful, 
but I knew she was still meeting him.

I didn’t get chance to warn her again, though. Next time I saw 
him, he was lying in the pantry with his skull cracked open and his 
blood puddling around our Joan’s shoes.

She was standing over him with the iron still in her hand, 
screaming and hysterical. She was pregnant. When she told him, 
she expected him to marry her and carry her off into the sunset on 
a white horse. Instead, he’d told her to get rid of it or he’d ruin her 
name – he was betrothed to a titled lady, for God’s sake.

I helped her clean up the blood and we threw the body down an 
old well, then covered it with a sack of lime I smuggled from the 
shop. I had to rearrange things a bit to cover up the gap on the shop 
floor and the drag marks I made in the dead of night, but looking at 
it now, I think I did a fair enough job.

I finish locking up the shop and head out into the snow, the 
slush on the road wetting the bottom of my skirt and petticoat. On 
the way back home, I call at the bakery and pick up the loaf they 
save me each day from the morning’s delivery, wrapping it up in a 
handkerchief that I slip into my shawl pocket.

At the smithy, I cook up a mutton broth and ladle half into a 
bowl that I slip into the range to keep warm. The rest I pour into 
a chipped mug with deep handles and carry across to the stables.

There’s a scurrying sound and I just glimpse a candle being 
hurriedly extinguished behind a row of saddles.

‘Don’t worry, lass. It’s only me,’ I call.
I see Joan get awkwardly to her feet from a pile of hessian sacks 

filled with straw. She pulls her thick tartan blanket around her 
shoulders and tucks her blouse as far as it will go around her swollen 
abdomen. Looking at the taut skin, I know it won’t be long now. I 
just need to keep her away from prying eyes for a few more weeks.

Once her figure has reduced again and the baby has gone to the 
childless couple I found in the next parish, Joan can come home. 
She’s accepted this is the only way, even if she knows how hard it 
will be, being parted from her child.

She smiles at me and grasps the mug. My heart fills with guilt 
at keeping her in here in the cold, but I won’t let anyone find out 
where she really is. I won’t let her life be ruined. One day, she can 
find a good man and start a family the right way.

I know all too well the fear of losing everything because of one 
stupid mistake. When I was a much younger woman and Joan was 
just a baby, I too fell for the glib tongue of someone who promised 
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me warmth and adulation. He was a traveller, though, and he had 
disappeared before the bed was even cold.

My Isaac knew as soon as he got home, knew from the tears that 
stained my face what I had done. He beat me, but it wasn’t enough. 
When he had finished, he swore he would tell the whole village 
what I really was.

I couldn’t let that happen, and that night my Isaac had an acci-
dent. He fell down the stone steps of the mounting platform and 
broke his neck. I covered my bruises and wept and the vicar and 
undertaker consoled me for my tragic loss. Me and Joan got on 
with our lives and damned if I’m going to let anything else threaten 
her future. Her saving grace is that only me, her and Thomas knew 
what was going on, and we can be sure that all three of us are going 
to keep quiet about it.

Back at the shop the next afternoon, I’m just about to start closing 
up again when the door opens and in comes Constable Perkins.

‘Goodness, twice in two days?’ I smile, hoping it doesn’t look as 
much like a grimace as it feels.

He laughs good-naturedly and I note with relief there’s no trace 
of suspicion in his expression.

‘Just a social call today, Mrs White. I’m afraid I broke the station’s 
best paraffin lamp this afternoon and I am dutifully here to 
replace it.’

I find him a nice new one, wrap it up carefully and knock him a 
little off the price. I hope he never discovers the truth about what 
I’ve done. Constable Perkins is a good man and he treats me with 
the same respect he does all the male shopkeepers around here. 
I couldn’t stand to see the contempt and disgust in his eyes if he 
knew.

‘I don’t know, Mrs White,’ he says, startling me. ‘Dark, bleak 
nights like this, I wonder if we’ll ever find out what happened to 
Mr Egerton. I’ve been getting quite maudlin on this whole thing.’

I say nothing. Safer to let him continue.
‘I sometimes think he perhaps left this place of his own accord, 

started a new life somewhere. We could be looking for him and all 
the while, for whatever reason, he wants to be lost.’

‘Well,’ I say carefully and as casually as I can. ‘You never know 
what secrets people keep.’

‘Aye, happen you don’t.’ He picks up his lamp, replaces his hat 
and tips it towards me. ‘Goodnight, Eliza.’

‘Goodnight, Constable.’

 About the author Verity lives in Chapel-en-le-frith, 
Derbyshire, with her husband Jason and baby daughter Adilyn. 
She is currently working on a novel, which might eventually get 
finished when she stops being sidetracked by shiny new ideas.

Sometimes we are lucky 
enough to receive a 
well-told story with 

sufficient content to be 
worthy of a novel. Sharon 
Boyle’s Off-grid Kid falls into 
that category. To get so much 
content into fewer than 3000 
words is incredibly difficult, 
but Sharon achieves this with 
seeming ease.

The narrator’s voice is 
compelling, pragmatic and 
heartbreakingly vulnerable. 
Some of her observations 
stayed with me long after I’d 
finished the story: chocolate 
you’d get a beating for is not 
flavoursome chocolate. 

Sharon uses the narrator 
to drip-feed information that 
is often misleading, but this 
misdirection is only apparent 
once we know the full story 
behind this mismatched 
family on the edge of town.

Barred from attending 
school because she might 
draw attention to herself 
and get the Department of 
Social Services involved, 
Delores likes the idea of being 
removed from her family, but 
doesn’t want to be separated 
from her youngest brother. 
The truth of that particular 
relationship, when it came, 
took my breath away. This is 
because Sharon has skilfully 
painted an entirely different 
scenario for the reader to 
accept, which means the 
truth is far more shocking 
than if it had been spelled out 
from the beginning.

I like the way we see the 
parents through Delores’ 
eyes:

Pa speaks in short sentences 
– he’s that lazy. His ass takes 
up more than his fair share of 
bench as he shuffles it in at the 
table. He holds the spoon with 
knuckles aimed to the ceiling and 
dips his head so his bottom lip 
is level with the plate rim. This 
means he can experience the 
everlasting-gravy way of eating: 
dribbling almost as much gravy 
out as he suckers in. He does not 
possess a toothbrush but he does 
possess foul breath and copper-
coloured teeth.

Not only could I see this 
revolting man, I could almost 
smell his breath!

The tension builds when 
we discover the older brother 
is going to bring a girl 
home and Sharon adds to 
the feeling of unease even 
without letting us in on why 
Delores is on edge.

Don’t bring her back, I think, 
Caleb, you know what happens.

The reveal that Delores 
was kidnapped seven years 
earlier explains why she is 
so concerned about the fate 
of Caleb’s new friend. As 
Pa says: ‘We are a family and 
families grow.’ Delores herself 
had been forced to steal 
Marty from his buggy when 
he was only three.

Usually when a story 
ends with a murder I lose 
sympathy for the character 
who felt that was the only 
way out. In this case, I’d have 
lit the match myself and 
cheered as the trailer went up 
in flames. This is a powerfully 
told story with credible 
characters – a worthy winner.

The second-placed story, 
Lifeline by Pat Phillips, 
is far more light-hearted 

in tone but still peopled with 
wonderful characters – some 
of whom are long departed. 
This is a quirky tale with 
some excellent dialogue.

The first person narrative 
works well with this story 
because it allows us in on the 
amusing asides Tina spouts 
in her head. The females 
in the family, addicted to 
fortune tellers, psychics and 
anyone who might clue them 
in on what’s ‘beyond the veil’, 
have visited many charlatans 
over the years. However, Tina 
herself is often visited by the 
shades of family members, 
usually just before someone 
is about to join them. In fact, 
it is the recent visits of family 
past that has sent Tina to 
Mystic Mary.

OK, I thought, I’ll see what 
she has to say about my Personal 

The Secrets We Keep continued

 STory Comp

Highly commended
There were six shortlisted entries this month: 

The Symmetry of Cranes by Ceri Lowe-Petraske
A Film Buff’s Guide to Finding a Man by Susan Burge
MMU by Shaun Gardiner, 
A Sunbeam Signs In by Margaret Edwards
Italian Plastic Bags by Francesca Ortona
Two Fat Worms by Douglas Hill
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Phenomena following me about. 
Whether she could see them as 
well. My Visitors.

Rather than try to convince 
readers of the phantoms’ 
presence by embroidering the 
experience, Pat cleverly plays it 
down, which means it becomes 
far more real.

Most of the time we’re blocking 
off our psychic powers and trying 
to get on with watching Hollyoaks.

Tina knows when her visitors 
arrive there is likely to be a 
death in the family.

I bargain with them in my head. 
‘If you’ve come to get someone, it 
can’t be Mum,’ I’ll say. I’m like 

Caesar. I rack my brains for the 
most decrepit in the family and 
then give them the gladiatorial 
thumbs down. ‘I might just be able 
to spare Great Uncle Walter.’

I believed in Tina’s visitors 
and I believed in Mystic Mary’s 
ability to see more than Tina 
was prepared to accept. This 
is a well-planned story, with 
clues (such as the trams lit up to 
resemble spaceships, dragons and 
the Titanic) being planted in 
such a way that we don’t take 
notice until something happens 
and they are revealed as plot 
points.

The story left me smiling
and hoping Tina and her 
signifi cant D get to know each 
other better.

Death seems to be a 
common thread this 
month and The Secrets 

We Keep by Verity Partington is 
no exception.

We know from the outset 
the narrator, Eliza, is somehow 
involved in the disappearance 
of Thomas Egerton, but are 
led to believe she murdered 
him. The discovery of the true 
murderer, and the reason for
it, puts us fi rmly on Eliza’s
side. I lost some sympathy 
when she admits to killing her 
husband and disposing of his 
body, but understood her need 
to protect herself and her child 
from harm.

Verity plays with the readers’ 
emotions by bringing the 
constable back to the shop.

‘Goodness, twice in two days?’ 
I smile, hoping it doesn’t look as 
much like a grimace as it feels.

Just as Eliza is relaxing and 
feeling she has averted any 
suspicion the constable might 

have harboured, he again raises 
the subject of the missing man.

‘I don’t know, Mrs White,’ he 
says, startling me. ‘Dark, bleak 
nights like this, I wonder if we’ll 
ever fi nd out what happened to 
Mr Egerton. I’ve been getting quite 
maudlin on this whole thing.’

I like the touch of ambiguity 
in the ending when he switches 
from calling her Mrs White to 
the far more informal (for the 
times) Eliza. Does he guess 
her involvement? Is he telling 
her he knows and is prepared 
to keep quiet? These two 
questions nagged long after I’d 
fi nished reading – a sure sign 
that the characters and their 
story had come to life for me.

Using internal dialogue
All three of this month’s stories make good use of internal 
dialogue. Used judiciously, this is an excellent tool. Here are
fi ve good reasons to use it in your stories.

 ■ In real life we never stop thinking. Internal dialogue allows 
readers to experience the protagonist’s shock, horror, fear, joy, 
panic and other emotions, while keeping these secret from the 
other characters.

 ■ It is easier to care about characters who share their thoughts. 
We can understand their actions.

 ■ It’s a good tool to use to speed up or slow down the pace of 
a story. Internal dialogue can create anticipation or ease tension.

 ■ Internal dialogue reveals motivations hidden from the 
other characters. It lets the reader see from the point-of-view 
character’s perspective.

 ■ It can bring in backstory that would be clunky in narrative. 
An event in the story could trigger a memory that would not 
necessarily be shared with the other characters but is essential 
for the reader to know about.

Competition round-up
Packing a lot in
Lorraine Mace explains why she chose this month’s winners

Lorraine is co-author 
of The Writer’s ABC 
Checklist (Accent 
Press) and author of 
children’s novel Vlad 
the Inhaler (LRP)
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Sometimes a story just 
needs a few tweaks to 
take it to the next level. 

At other times, more is needed 
to make it work because the 
opening and the ending don’t 
do justice to the central part 
of the story. I feel that Shimmer 
by Martin R. Jones falls into 
the second category, but it has 
such a strong storyline that 
it is worth the effort of a few 
rewrites.

Shimmer opens with the 
unearthing of a mirror that 
once belonged to Stalin. The 
finder, Kaganovich (who 
presumably knew where to 
look because he goes straight 
to the hiding place) takes the 
artefact to a man to whom he 
has previously sold cultural 
treasures that should really 
remain in Russia. The buyer, 
Smith, is convinced the 
mirror is genuine because 
of an accompanying press 
clipping showing the frame on 
Stalin’s desk, but he wants to 
authenticate it before purchase. 
Smith keeps the mirror and 
Kaganovich holds on to the 
photograph.

It isn’t long before the mirror 
begins to haunt Smith and he 
has nightmares from which 
he wakes feeling fearful. The 
second bed in his room is 
rumpled as if someone has 
slept there, but he is alone in 
the room. Not really a drinker, 
he feels the urge to down far 
more alcohol than usual.

When he takes the mirror 
to an expert for a second 
opinion, he feels he is being 
followed and becomes aware 
of a sinister figure always the 
same distance behind him, 
regardless of how fast he 

walks. It turns out that the 
figure is the shade of Stalin, 
whose soul is trapped in the 
mirror.

In his dreams the figure 
is gaining on a man who is 
desperate to escape. With each 
repeat of the dream, the figure 
gets closer until Smith is finally 
able to see the face of the man 
who is being pursued. It is, of 
course, himself – and Stalin 
catches him. The story ends in 
a different point of view, with 
Kaganovich finding Smith in 
a bloody state, having gouged 
out his own eyes. Kaganovich’s 
final act is to lift the mirror and 
take it away.

As I said at the outset, this 
is a very strong storyline, but 
the structure and point of view 
both need attention for it to be 
as effective as it could be.

Scene-setting overload
The story opens with a 
long description of Russian 
countryside, but this isn’t seen 
through anyone’s eyes; it is the 
author’s narration.

Twenty-five miles to the south of 
Moscow is a large expanse of low 
wooded hills. In the hot summers, 
it is cool under its green canopy. 
Apart from the rare report of a 
hunter’s rifle sending a flurry of 
crows, like ashes, into the sky, all 
is silence. In winter, the snow lies 
thick on the ground and the trees 
stand out starkly against the 
white sky.

There is a great deal more in 
this vein, all nicely written, 
but it doesn’t draw the reader 
into the story. Neither is it 
needed, because where the 
mirror is found, or by whom, 

has no bearing on the storyline.
It isn’t until page four that a 

point of view is used – that of 
Kaganovich, as he unearths the 
mirror. However, as we soon 
move over to the buyer Smith’s 
point of view, I would strongly 
advise opening from that 
perspective. Rather than taking 
us through the finding of the 
treasure, let Kaganovich tell 
Smith about it when they meet.

An alternative…
The description of the Russian 
countryside and location of the 
find is so well done, I would 
understand if Martin wanted 
to retain those passages. 
An alternative would be for 
Kaganovich to take Smith 
to find the mirror. That way 
we could see the countryside 
through Smith’s eyes and 
also feel a sense of something 

momentous about to happen. 
No matter how beautifully 

written, scene setting from the 
author’s perspective is often 
distancing to the reader. If the 
opening paragraphs of Shimmer 
were rewritten from Smith’s 
point of view, it would feel as if 
we were there with him.

Smith sat beside Kaganovich 
as they travelled the twenty-five 
miles to the south of Moscow. He 
rubbed at the dirty window until 
he could see a large expanse of 
low wooded hills. He imagined 
how it would be in a hot summer, 
cool under its green canopy. He 
pictured it in winter, snow lying 
thick on the ground and the trees 
standing out starkly against the 
white sky. A sudden report from a 
hunter’s rifle, breaking the silence, 
sent a flurry of crows, like ashes, 
into the sky.

Openings and endings
Our head judge uses reader entries to show how to improve your writing
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This gives the reader exactly 
the same information as before, 
but this time we are in Smith’s 
head, looking out through his 
eyes, sharing his imagination.

However, even if shown from 
the character’s perspective, I 
would suggest cutting back 
on the descriptive narrative 
because, at three pages, it is far 
too long, even for a novel.

The pull of the mirror
From the moment we move 
into Smith’s point of view the 
story takes shape. I really like 
the way the author builds up 
the tension around the mirror’s 
malign pull.

At fi rst Smith sees only the 
its fi nancial potential.

It was surprisingly heavy. Smith 
unwrapped it carefully. It was a 
mirror in an elaborately cast brass 
frame. He took it to the window to 
examine it more closely.

‘An icon frame. Shame the icon 
is missing. Looks 18th century. 
There’s writing engraved on 
the back. I can’t read it. It’s not 
Russian.’

‘It is Georgian.’
‘Is it? Well, it might be worth 

something if I can get it out of the 
country. What do you want?’

‘That’s not all,’ grinned 
Kaganovich, taking from his wallet 
an old press clipping. ‘Look at this.’

The press clipping is an 
image of Stalin staring into the 
camera with the frame clearly 
visible on his desk. Excited by 
the increased value this places 
on the frame, Smith asks for 
time to fi nd more proof of its 
authenticity. Kaganovich leaves 
it with him, saying he will 
return in a week.

The moment the Russian 
leaves, Smith gets his fi rst 
sense of unease, but decides 
it is his imagination. He calls 
and makes arrangements to 
take the mirror to an expert 
for a second opinion. Almost 
immediately, he begins to act 
out of character.

I need a drink, he thought, and 
the thought surprised him. He was 
not really a drinker. He couldn’t 
afford to be. With the people he 

dealt with it paid to be alert, in 
control. Still, once in a while 
wouldn’t hurt. He pulled on an 
ancient tweed jacket and made 
for the door. He glanced towards 
the mirror. The surface seemed to 
shimmer, as if made of mercury. 
He looked more closely. All he saw 
was his own face.

This is nicely done – had he 
seen anything out of place at 
this stage, it would have been 
too soon. However, Martin 
has planted the fi rst seeds of 
disquiet for the reader. This 
feeling is enhanced when 
Smith returns to his hotel room 
drunk.

He wakes next morning with 
a powerful hangover, but it is 
only as he is about to leave the 
room that he notices the state 
of the second bed.

At the door, he turned back. 
He had dimly registered that 
something about the room was 
changed. It was the other bed. The 
sheets were disordered, crumpled 
on the fl oor as if someone had 
spent a restless night. That’s odd, 
he thought, before a wave of nausea 
swept speculation from his mind.

Smith arrives at a colleague’s 
fl at, having had the disquieting 
sense of being followed. He 
hands the mirror to the bed-
bound dealer for examination.

The old man unbound it 
tenderly. He hefted it in his hands 
and turned it over to look at the 
back. From somewhere beneath the 
bedclothes he produced a jeweller’s 
glass and examined it minutely. 
When he read the inscription he 
gave a sucking noise through his 
teeth.

‘Where did you get this? What 
do you know about it?’

There is more dialogue about 
how it came to be in Smith’s 
hands, then Martin ups the fear 
level.

‘You think it’s his?’
‘Yes.’
The old man laughed wheezily.
‘You know there’s an old 

Georgian myth that if someone is 
refl ected in a mirror their soul is 

trapped inside.’
Despite himself, Smith felt his 

stomach fl utter. ‘No, I didn’t.’
‘Just hope it’s not true then. I 

wouldn’t want to spend the night 
with the spirit of Comrade Stalin.’

The story continues with 
Smith being pursued by Stalin 
every time he falls asleep. 
He tries to remain awake, 
but is unable to do so. The 
nightmares become his reality.

Again and again the process 
repeated itself. Smith fi ghting to 
keep his eyes open, and losing. The 
man growing more exhausted, 
stumbling. The creature gaining 
ground. Smith was now almost 
crazed with fear. His chest heaved 
with wracking sobs. The images 
repeated themselves, getting closer. 
The man was caught. He began 
to scream and, for the fi rst time, 
Smith saw his face.

Ending in the right place
For me, the above is the natural 
end to the story. We don’t 
need an outside point of view 
to wrap up loose ends. The 
mirror held Stalin’s soul and 
that malign spirit has devoured 
Smith’s.

It has been Smith’s story from 
the moment the mirror comes 
into his hands and should 
close with him being caught 
by Stalin. However, Martin 
returns to Kaganovich for the 
fi nal paragraphs.

Kaganovich was the one who 
found him, arms trying spastically 
to push away some unseen object. 
His thumbs were bloody, his empty 
eye sockets clotted and congealed 
with something Kaganovich 

couldn’t recognise. The other 
bed was in total disorder, sheets 
stained, the pillow torn. Seeing 
the mirror, shimmering in the pale 
morning light, he bared his teeth. 
He won’t need that anymore, he 
thought, and thrust it beneath the 
folds of his sheepskin.

Rather than adding to the 
horror of the story, this passage 
actually dissipates it. Had 
Martin left the outcome to the 
reader’s imagination, it would 
be far more disturbing. 

Another drawback is, instead 
of tying up loose ends, it 
creates questions in the reader’s 
mind. How did Kaganovich 
gain entry to Smith’s hotel 
room? If the receptionist knew 
he was there, surely he’d be the 
fi rst person the police would 
look at as a suspect? It feels 
as if Martin hasn’t trusted his 
readers to get the point of the 
story: that Smith was doomed 
from the moment he took 
possession of Stalin’s mirror.

Kaganovich’s point of view 
isn’t needed either at the 
beginning or at the end. We 
should be left with Smith in 
his dream state, having been 
caught by Stalin, and allow 
our own imaginations free rein 
to picture the horror Stalin 
metes out to the unfortunates 
who seek ownership of his 
shimmering soul.

Whose story is this?
It is sometimes hard to decide whose point of view to use. In 
Shimmer, the story continues after the demise of Smith, which 
requires a different point of view. This reminds the reader that 
Shimmer is just a story. Before you begin to write, ask yourself if 
the point of view character will be there in the fi nal paragraph. 
If the answer is no, you need to decide if you have chosen the 
right perspective. Would the story be better if shown from 
the character who appears (or reappears) at the end? For some 
stories, this is the case, so a rewrite is needed to shift the point 
of view. In Shimmer, this would not work because there is no 
way Kaganovich could know what Smith is going through and 
this experience is the whole point of the story.

Writing as Frances 
di Plino, Lorraine 
Mace is the author 
of the DI Paolo 
Storey crime series. 
Her latest book 
is Looking for a 
Reason 
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I write magazine articles for a 
living, but I’ve never had any 
fi ction published, although 

I’ve tried my hand in the past 
as part of a correspondence 
course, and submitted a few 
short stories to magazines. 

So a few months ago, in the 
hope of improving my chances, 
I embarked on FutureLearn’s 
‘Start Writing Fiction’ course. 
FutureLearn is run by the
Open University in conjunction 
with 87 institutions around 
the world. It is free, online and 
interactive – you get critiques 
of your work from other 
students. I had nothing to lose, 
except a few hours of my time.

Time management
FutureLearn courses require 
participation in weekly online 
lessons, which is a useful 
discipline and provides an 
incentive to keep logging on 
and making progress. There’s 
something manageable to do 
every week, and you get a lot 
of practice at using different 
methods of storytelling and 
characterisation, often based 
on real-life experiences. You’re 
also encouraged to look out for 
story ideas in your everyday 
life and make good use of an 
ideas notebook.

The course enables you to 
study at your own pace, which 
means if you go on holiday 
or otherwise get behind, you 
can catch up the following 
week. However, falling too 
far behind might become 
a problem if you want to 
engage with other students in 
discussions, especially when 
it’s time to submit your stories 
for critique. There won’t be 
anyone to offer feedback if 
all the other students have 
moved on to the next stage a 

month before. For that reason, 
it makes sense to complete 
each week’s study within those 
seven days if possible. In any 
case, keeping to deadlines is a 
good discipline for any writer 
to learn.

That said, the fl exibility can 
be useful: I was two weeks 
behind at one point and it 
didn’t affect my learning 
experience. In fact, this method 
of learning worked well for 
me altogether, because I could 
squeeze lessons in around my 
other time commitments.

I was also motivated and 
keen to keep up. I’ve done 
courses with no deadline 
before, where there was no 
communication between 
assignments and little incentive 
to continue. FutureLearn is 
different. The weekly emails 
inviting you to start the next 
lesson make you feel that you 
need to prioritise the study 
time to keep up and maximise 
the benefi t you get from the 
course. You can start, stop and 
start again, picking up where 
you left off, fi tting the modest 
workload into your schedule.

My course was only eight 
weeks in length, so the time 
commitment wasn’t too 
demanding. They suggest 
allowing three hours a week
to complete the assignments, 
but it doesn’t take everyone 
three hours. Some weeks I’d 
fi nished within an hour. I 
found it took longer when I 
was writing a story for the 
others to review.

Course programme
The structure is a mix of video, 
audio, reading and active 
participation. Students have 
the opportunity to comment 
on each stage of the course 

and discuss their thoughts 
with other students in an open 
forum during each lesson. 

The course covers getting 
started, inspiration, character 
development and stereotypes, 
ideas and techniques, 
developing your plot, 
drafting your story, reviewing 
and editing, feedback and 
refl ection. There are parts that 

might seem obvious, but it 
all serves as a good reminder 
of what we, as writers of 
fi ction, should be doing as best 
practice.

So what was the outcome 
of my time spent on the ‘Start 
Writing Fiction’ course? By 
the time it ended, I’d written 
a story that might have sales 
potential. And I’d received 
helpful feedback from other 
students.

They offered encouraging 
remarks, saying that the story 
was very engaging but still 
needed work, and that the 
ending was less than ideal.
I’m working on that. In fact, 
one of my reviewers pointed 
out that one thing missing
from the course was how to 
develop a strong ending! On 

There’s a new way of studying available for writers and 
thousands are fl ocking to enrol. Susie Kearley joins a course

FREE ONLINE COURSES
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 At only eight 
weeks in 

length, the time 
commitment 
wasn’t too 
demanding

Some of the courses 
offered by the OU
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balance, however, I thought it
a worthwhile exercise. 

The Open University has a 
range of free writing courses 
available in the FutureLearn 
format. They include ‘Writing 
What You Know’, ‘Introduction 
to Journalism’, ‘Literature 
and Mental Health’, ‘An 
Introduction to Screen Writing’ 
and ‘Community Journalism: 
Digital and Social Media’.

 ■ All the FutureLearn writing 
courses can be found at www.
futurelearn.com/courses/categories/
creative-arts-and-media

Other free courses
The Open University is not 
alone in offering free online 
courses in a wide range of 
topics. Online learning is a 
boom sector around the world, 
with many universities
offering similar free courses 
as springboards to get people 
interested in learning.

The short courses are 
designed to develop a student’s 
confi dence and engage them 
in the learning experience. 
Progression routes on to 
university qualifi cations are 
available for anyone who 
wants to study further. Or 
like me, you can just enrol on 
another free course.

At around the same time 
as ‘Start Writing Fiction’, I 
enrolled on a free ‘Online 
Marketing’ course with an 
American university, using a 
different web-based platform 
called Coursera (www.
coursera.org). This experience 
was rather mixed. 

I found the website hard to 
navigate, accidentally enrolled 
twice (even though this is not 
allowed) and when I logged 
into the site, I couldn’t fi nd any 

course materials, interactive 
elements or coursework – or 
the all-important feedback 
mechanism. (I subsequently 
discovered, via the technical 
smallprint, that the platform 
only supports the very latest 
version of my browser, Firefox.)

I did fi nd the lecture videos 
for my course, and the lectures 
were high in quality and 
detail. However, they were 
quite long, which didn’t suit 
my preference for something 
short and snappy. Also, that 
particular course was geared to 
corporate marketing, whereas 
I just wanted to market myself 
as an author and sell a few 
more books. 

My feedback
Different course providers 
will deliver different learning 
experiences and ultimately 
it’s a question of personal 
preference. The lectures that
I watched on the US site 
Coursera were much more 
detailed than the FutureLearn 
videos, so if you’re interested 
in some serious learning, then 
this provider might be right
up your street. 

I personally found the 
FutureLearn approach more 
intuitive. To me, the workfl ow 
is logically organised, the 
course materials and videos 
are all in one place, and you 
get emails with a link to the 
next lesson when it’s time to 
proceed to the next stage.

I’ve just signed up to 
‘Commercial Photography:
Still and Moving Image’. I 
think I’m addicted.

 ■ A full list of the free online 
courses available with different 
institutions is available at www.
mooc-list.com

The upside of paying for a course, rather than doing a free 
one, is that professional tuition, critique and feedback are 
often included. This can be extremely valuable, says Susie 
Kearley. The feedback on FutureLearn courses is provided by 
other students, so you get an opinion, but it’s unlikely to be an 
expert opinion. I’ve been extremely impressed by the quality 
of feedback offered by some FutureLearn students, but you’d 
expect a professional tutor to have experience and expertise 
that sets them apart. They should be able to offer valuable 
guidance to help you improve your craft and hone your 
writing skills. This is especially important if a personalised 
critique is one of the key reasons you signed up to do a writing 
course in the fi rst place.

The Writers’ Workshop

The Writers’ Workshop offers a range of courses starting at 
£195. Course titles include ‘Self Publishing Success’, ‘Writing 
From Life’, ‘Writing for Children’, ‘Screenwriting’, ‘Picture 
Books’, ‘Self-Editing Your Novel’, ‘How to Write a Novel’, and 
‘Creative Writing Flying Start’.

 ■ www.writersworkshop.co.uk 

Faber Academy

As the tutorial arm of the famous publishing house, Faber 
Academy offers writing courses including: ‘Create Brilliant 
Characters’, ‘Writing a Novel – the fi rst 15,000’, and ‘Read Like 
a Writer’. Their courses start at £90.

 ■ www.faberacademy.co.uk 

Gotham Writers Workshop

Gotham Writers Workshop offers a huge range of courses 
with fees starting from around $125, plus a $25 registration 
fee, paid once a term. Categories include: Fiction, Non-
fi ction, Scriptwriting, Comedy, Poetry & Song, Professional 
Development, Essentials, Teen and One-on-One. In each 
category, there are about a dozen different courses, so it’s 
well worth a look if you’re after something specifi c. Although 
Gotham Writers Workshop is based in the USA, the courses are 
open to anyone, anywhere in the world.

 ■ www.writingclasses.com

TUTORED ONLINE WRITING COURSESbalance, however, I thought it course materials, interactive 
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No writer wants the reader to think 
they are a thief, a liar or that 
they ill-treat their pets, but what 

happens if you feel inspired to write about 
one of these subjects? Do you have to avoid 
the first person singular perspective and 
say, ‘He did this,’ or ‘She did that,’ and put 
a footnote making it clear: ‘This poem is 
not about me’?

No, of course not, and this is because 
the person who speaks in a poem does not 
have to be the person who wrote it. This 
might sound obvious, but remembering 
this can allow poets to tackle subjects and 
situations they may feel uncomfortable 
about and still use the first person singular.

He or she

To see the power of using the first person 
singular, spend some time writing a few 
lines about he or she, then go back and 
rewrite what you have written but from 
the first person singular perspective. 

For example:

 ●  She beat her dog and her husband grabbed 
her arm but he couldn’t stop her.

 ●  I beat my dog and my husband grabbed my 
arm but he couldn’t stop me.

 ●  She beat her dog and although I grabbed her 
arm I couldn’t stop her.

 ●  She said she would never leave him, but she 
knew in her heart she was lying. 

 ●  I said I would never leave him, but I knew in 
my heart I was lying. 

 ●  She said she would never leave me, but I 
knew in my heart she was lying. 

It’s clear that using the first person 
singular changes the relationship the 
reader has with the poem. 

Be brave and say I

Try the following exercise to explore the 
different effects you can create by using  
the first person singular in your writing:

Choose an emotion and a person from 
the grid (above right) then insert a reason. 
But remember, the emotion, relationship 
and reason belong to the ‘I’ of the poem. 

I am _________________  [emotion or feeling] 
with/of/by ____________________  [person] 
because ______________________  [reason]

Emotion Person 
Angry  Boss or co-worker 
Bored  Doctor 
Crushed	 	 Family	member	(specific)
Disappointed Friend 
Exasperated Politician 
Perplexed Salesperson  
Stifled	 	 Stranger	
Terrorised Teacher 

Fully embrace this concept and don’t feel 
embarrassed, inhibited or limited by your 
own experience. 

One way to really explore this idea is 
to listen until you hear the I of the poem 
speak, then simply write down their 
words. Don’t judge or censor, just stay with 
the first person singular perspective and 
quote verbatim. 

Be someone sexy

I am good, but not an angel. I do sin, but I 
am not the devil. I am just a small girl in a big 
world trying to find someone to love.

Marilyn Monroe

Do you ever write about sex? I can sense 
toes curling and cheeks reddening as this 
question is asked. Spend a while exploring 
what causes the feelings of embarrassment 
and hesitation. Go on, no one is listening 
to your thoughts.

Now let the I of a poem (the I who is not 
you) start to speak. 

Using the first person singular will give 
your reader a really close-up and personal 
experience but at the same time you can 
write without restraint because you know 
the I who speaks… kisses… caresses… 

Is it really me?

isn’t you. Below are some situations you 
might want to consider writing about:

 ■ Hold hands with someone of your own 
sex. Walk down the street. Have lunch or 
dinner. Go to a hotel if that feels right.

 ■ Have a sexual experience with someone 
who doesn’t speak your language and you 
don’t speak theirs.

 ■ Pay for a man’s or woman’s time – 
either with money or with your emotions 
afterwards.

 ■ Have a physical relationship in a 
location most people would consider 
inappropriate or uncomfortable or 
downright dangerous.

Flaunt your talents

I am always doing that which I cannot do, in 
order that I may learn how to do it. 

Pablo Picasso

Use the first person singular perspective 
to write about a skill you don’t have and 
know in your heart you will never, ever 
acquire. For the few lines of a poem, let the 
I of the poem own that skill fully. Let them 
flaunt their talents. 

One way to approach this is to sit quietly 
and watch the I of the poem for a while. 
How do they sit, stand, tilt their head? 
Listen to them (even if they are boring or 
a show-off or ill-informed), then step into 
their skin and give them a voice. 

Go on, dive straight into writing about 
a skill that springs to mind. Alternatively, 
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Writing without spite

The American novelist and essayist Cynthia Ozick says of the Russian 
writer Anton Chekhov:

He is not reticent and his people are often charged with conviction, sometimes 
ludicrously, sometimes with the serious nobility of Chekhov himself. But even 
when his characters strike us as unwholesome, or exasperating, or enervated, 
or only perverse (especially then), we feel Chekhov’s patience, his clarity, his 
meticulous humanity; there isn’t a grain of malevolence or spite.

Write about a character (real or imagined) who, in your view or 
experience, is one or more of the following: unwholesome; exasperating; 
enervating; perverse. The challenge is that the poem must not contain a 
single grain of malevolence or spite. Be patient with your chosen character 
but convey them as clearly as possible.

A lovely example of patient, clear observation of people going about 
their daily – or nightly – lives, can be found from another Russian writer, 
Marina Tsvetaeva. In the ninth poem from the sequence called Insomnia, 
she observes:

 
Who sleeps at night? No one is sleeping.
 In the cradle a child is screaming.
An old man sits over his death, and anyone
 young enough talks to his love, breathes
into her lips, looks into her eyes.

Once asleep – who knows if we’ll meet again?
We have time, we have time, we have time to sleep!

From house to house the sharp-eyed
 watchman goes with his pink lantern
and over the pillow scatters the rattle
 of his loud clapper, rumbling.

Don’t sleep! Be fi rm! Listen, the alternative
is – everlasting sleep. Your – everlasting house!

Tsvetaeva’s characters may not be unwholesome, exasperating, 
enervating or perverse, but the crisp meticulousness of her style and the 
simple language she uses to create her vignettes might be techniques you 
want to try to emulate as you write without malevolence or spite.

POETRY WORKOUT 
Swallow your inhibitions and write boldly and bravely

1  Write about something that was hard to swallow: your own words, 
anger, humble pie, your hat, your grandmother’s rice pudding. 

2  Describe fl ying from Africa to England or diving off a cliff. 

3  Write about the sounds animals make when they eat. Perhaps lions 
gorging on a carcass; a blue whale fi ltering the ocean for krill; 
cows chewing cud; a python swallowing a buffalo? Now write 
about the smell – get graphic.

4  How does it feel when a lie is swallowed hook, line and sinker? 
What are the consequences?

POETRY 

try writing about one of the following to 
get you started:

 ■ Play the French horn in a colliery band 
performing at the Royal Albert Hall. Do a 
solo if you fancy it!

 ■ Deliver a baby – human or animal.

 ■ Reel in a marlin or a swordfi sh that 
fi ghts and fi ghts and will not give in.

 ■ Spend a day as the captain of a cruise 
liner or a container ship.

Be someone bad

And fi nally for this month, use the fi rst 
person singular perspective to write about 
something you – the real you – wouldn’t 
dream of doing.

Here are some suggestions. They are 
not meant to shock, nor is any suggestion 
made that such activities should be 
condoned, but some people do actually do 
such things.

Let the I of a poem speak. Let them be 
brash or aggressive, apologetic, desperate, 
hungry with a family to feed, greedy, ill, 
addicted or confused. 

 ■ Robbing from a church or a charity

 ■ Hitting your wife or mother

 ■ Burning down your own house for the 
insurance

 ■ A parachute jump

 ■ Having children

The paradox of the fi rst person singular 
is that it makes the poet invisible, allowing 
them to step into the heart of the poem and 
take the reader with them.

You can contact Sue at poetry@writers-forum.com

with poetry editor
Sue Butler

Poetry feedback service

If you’d like detailed and targeted feedback 
from Sue, you can purchase an extended 
critique of three poems for £35. Email her at 
poetry@writers-forum.com for details. 

EXPERIMENT
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£100 winner

Sports Day
Roger Dunn, Dartmouth, Devon

I distracted you, son; that was never my plan.
You were running so gamely
For me your supporter; your parent, the man
Who had once led the fi eld here
And breasted the tape, years before you fi rst ran.

Yes, I shouted instructions not meant to devalue
Your heartbreaking effort.
But I should have cheered you, supported and spurred you
Towards your fulfi lment
Before failure’s fear froze the spring in your sinew.

I’ll never forget that lost look on your face,
Or the words that I rue
As I shrugged to one side the result of the race.
Is a shrug recompense
For a son trying hard to match my former pace?

Oh, how slim were your shoulders for such a large weight
Of tape, aimed for alone.
Burdened further by words of a critical gait
I regret voicing here.
Tell me, where are you now, son? But is it too late?

Here I stand on my own where I’m driven to cry
On grass, growing through chalk
That directed your running by marking its lie.
And I pray for a chance
At that damned prize together next time – you and I.
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 POETRY

One thing I noticed this month was that quite a few people 
sent in groups of poems. On the surface, some of the 
groups of poems looked very diverse. But as I spent 
time reading them I often began to see a common theme 

running through the poems. I mention this because it may be something 
poets would benefi t from exploring in their own work. 

For example, do you have poems you have put away because you 
just can’t fi nish them? If so, maybe you could fi nd time to get them out 
and have a read-through. Are they linked in any way? If they are, ask 
yourself what is stopping you completing poems on this theme. Do 
you need to do some research? Are there questions you need to ask 
yourself or someone else? Would writing the poem from a different 
perspective help?

And don’t be afraid to steal from your unfi nished poems. Ask 
yourself if various parts of the different poems could be combined to 
make a complete poem.

Another thing that many of the poems contained this month was 
human relationships. In her entry, Father, Heather Whyte from East 
Kilbride paints a picture:

cigarette in hand, almost relaxed, but
a true nervous subject,
never realising the value
his sitting had for me. 

In her poem about a dying husband, A dreadful night, Judith Drazin 
from Bristol has Death wear a well-cut suit as he steps politely round 
the Christmas tree. Being schooled in courtesy / Like all my generation, the 
narrator doesn’t argue with Death but does as he asks.

In A Tribute to a Woman, Raymond Pike’s woman has the fl uid and 
life-bringing qualities of a river. 

All these poems deal bravely with the complex and thought-provoking 
challenges of caring about or for someone. Which leads to the winning 
poem, Sports Day by Roger Dunn.

There is an honesty about this poem that draws the reader through 
it, stanza by stanza. I also liked the direct address to the son, who does 
not actually appear in the poem – all the reader is given is a reported 
image of him.

The poem is made even more poignant by the rhythm and rhyme 
running together through it, carrying the reader to the fi nishing line, 
the last line, the bleakness of praying for a second chance.

It is easy to see now what should have, could have, might have 
been done. But not so easy to write about it without being overly 
sentimental or even downright mawkish. Roger Dunn avoids both.

Is a shrug a recompense? Where is the son now? Is it too late? This 

Poetry 
competition

Each month our winning poet 
wins £100 and a copy of the new 
edition of Chambers Thesaurus,
worth £40. 

competition

 About the poet Roger is a retired electrical engineer. He has 
had three short stories published in Writers’ Forum and four 
sonnets were in the Open University’s Sonnets at the Millennium 
anthology. Another story was broadcast on Radio Derby and a 

sonnet, The Poppy, was read on Classic FM before Remembrance Sunday. 
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Want to see YOUR poem 
published in these pages?

Any topic, any style – all entries welcome! Rhyming or free verse, 
haiku or sonnet, funny, sad, romantic or angry…

Prize £100 
and a dictionary

ENTER AS MANY POEMS AS YOU LIKE 

£4 PER POEM – OR £6 WITH CRITIQUE 

● Poems must be a maximum of 40 lines and printed on A4.
●  Give your name, address, phone number and email address.
●  Add a brief biography of yourself: age, occupation, family, 

writing career to date, favourite poets.
●  Entry fee is £4 per poem, or £6 per poem if you would like 

a brief but helpful critique from poetry editor Sue Butler. 
Cheques (in sterling only) should be made payable to 
‘Select Publisher Services’, fi ll in your credit-card details
below or pay online at www.writers-forum.com

How to enter
Fill in the coupon below (photocopies are acceptable) and
post with your cheque or credit-card details to:

Writers’ Forum Poetry Contest
PO Box 6337, Bournemouth BH1 9EH

By entering, you will have been deemed to agree for the poem to
appear in Writers’ Forum and future Writers’ Forum anthologies. 
The competition is open worldwide but entries must be in English.

Deadline: 15th of each month. Late entries go into the next contest. 

Name  

Address

    Postcode

Phone number

Email address

Poem titles

  I declare that this poetry has not previously been published
or broadcast and that it is my own work

Signed

I enclose (please tick)  my poem(s)  payment of £

 a stamped self-addressed envelope for my optional critique 

  OPTIONAL Please enrol me for an annual subscription
at the price of £38 (UK) £49 (Europe) or £56 (Rest of world)

Visa/Mastercard/Maestro (delete)    Total £

Card no

Expiry date    Valid from (if shown)

Issue no (if shown)    Security no (last 3 digits) 

Signature

Writers FORUM

Poems that might have been
Each month we give you three suggestions or questions 
about the winning poem. Use them to explore the 
different directions the poem might have taken. 
Think about format, style of language and narrative 
development. Use the questions to inspire your own 
poem or poems.

 ■ Rewrite Roger’s poem from the perspective of the narrator’s son. 
Change the perspective from I distracted you to You distracted me. Work 
through each stanza from this new perspective. Does the poem now 
end with the same sense of wishing for unity or does it end differently? 
Try to answer the question asked in stanza fi ve: Tell me, where are you 
now, son? But is it too late?

 ■ Write a poem that begins I distracted you… Directly address the 
person you distracted and include what you shouted at them and what 
you will never forget.

 ■ Write about a prize that the winner wishes they had not won. Why 
would losing have been better? Who was affected and why? Can any 
damage be undone or is it now too late? 

Highly Commended
A dreadful night by Judith Drazin, Bristol
What in earth has come over you by Charlie Cross, Oban
Father by Heather Whyte, East Kilbride

poem raises many questions that readers might well have faced in their 
own lives. The narrator can’t answer them but he does lay out his 
intention to act differently should a second chance ever be granted. 
I for one have my fi ngers crossed that the second chance will come 
running across the grass growing through chalk very soon indeed.
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Editorial & 
Critique Service

Realise your potential...
Award Winning short story writer and 
published novelist, Debz Hobbs-Wyatt 

provides copy editing, proof reading and 
in-depth critique on short stories and novels. 
Advice on narrative, style, voice, plot, pace, 
dialogue etc., with suggested revisions and 

ideas for placement. Affordable prices.

Free or discounted follow-up after 
revision

Check out her website for more 
information www.debzhobbs-wyatt.

co.uk
Or email 

writer@debzhobbs-wyatt.co.uk

 Directory

Written a novel?
Self-publishing? 

Submitting to agents? 
Experienced editor and writer providing 

copy/content/line editing, 
proofreading and beta reading. 

Feedback and suggestions on all 
aspects of your manuscript. 

Help with synopsis writing, query letters, 
blurbs, self-publishing and promotion. 

Excellent rates

alisonwilliamswriting.wordpress.com
Email: alisonewilliams@sky.com

Tel: 07891 065 012

For advertising, call Wendy Kearns on 01392 466099 or email advertising@writers-forum.com

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Creative Writing 
Weekends 2016

23-25 September  
The Palace Hotel Torquay 

‘Structure Your Mystery Novel’ with Eileen 
Robertson’

14-16 October  
The Hayes Swanwick Derbyshire 

‘Write True Crime - Heroes Villains & 
Victims with Stephen Wade’

‘Write a Non-Fiction Best Seller with 
Simon Whaley’

‘Focus on Writing Romantic Fiction with 
Kate Walker’

4-6 November  
The Hayes Swanwick Derbyshire 

‘Poets’ & Writers’ Retreat with Alison 
Chisholm’

Please note that numbers are 
restricted on retreats 

please book early.
2017 Weekend Courses to 

be announced soon
Telephone Lois for details

For further details please contact 
01454 773579 

e-mail: loisbm@outlook.com

www.malagaworkshops.co.uk

Authors!
Would you prefer to be writing and 

creating your stories and articles 
than typing and formatting?

Our experienced, dedicated virtual assistants offer 
*Audio services *Copy typing services 

*Business support *Formatting
Find out more about our friendly efficient service.  

Contact Julie on;
Tel; 01367 246003 

Julie@mypavirtualservices.com

www.mypavirtualservices.com

Affordable Websites for Book Authors
Yes, you can afford a specially designed site to aid 

your marketing campaign

£400 inclusive, no hidden monthly fees!

Includes:
•Easy self edit pages

•Free 3D representation of your book to use in 
your marketing

•Free Website security Software worth £50...
...and much more. 

See our website for details

novel-websites.co.uk
phil@novel-websites.co.uk

Freelance Editor 
& Proofreader

Friendly & reliable editing service for 
published and first-time authors

Years of experience helping writers prepare 
and polish their manuscripts ready for 

publication. Adult fiction, children’s books, 
poetry, non-fiction. 

Please get in touch by email or phone.
I look forward to working with you.

Sarah Cheeseman BA (Hons) 
English & US Literature
SfEP intermediate member

sarahjc81@googlemail.com 
07720 891203

BOOK 
PUBLISHING

Authors invited to submit 
manuscripts all categories 

including poetry
New Authors welcome
A.H. STOCKWELL LTD, 
Dept. 857, Torrs Park,

Ilfracombe,
 Devon, EX34 8BA. 
Tel 01271 862557

www.ahstockwell.co.uk
Publishers for over 100 Years

WritersReign Short Story 
Competition 2016

Open competition - no theme.
Story length: 1,000 to 1,500 words.

Closing date 31st May 2016.
Prizes: £100, £50 and £25 and three ‘Highly 

Commended’ awards of £10 each.
Entry fee: £3.50 per story or £6.00 for two.
The judges will be looking for imagination, 

originality of storyline, and an upbeat and satisfying 
outcome, and, of course quality of writing.

Entries may be submitted by post or email. 
Copyright remains with the author.

Visit the website for entry form 
and terms of submission

http://www.writersreign.uk/ 

Written a Novel?
Publish it now 

fast, easy and with no fuss.

For a limited time only, 
low price of £200 

(normal price of £300)

www.publishmenow.yolasite.com 
Email: publishmenow@yahoo.co.uk 

for more details.

Call Wendy Kearns on 01392 
466099 to talk about how easy 

and inexpensive it can be to 
advertise in

Writers’ Forum
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FESTIVALS

Listowel Writers’ Week, Ireland
1-5 June
Richard Skinner, Thomas McCarthy, Anthony 
Glavin and Patricia O’Reilly are just some of 
the authors and poets running workshops at 
this internationally acclaimed literary festival. 
Devoted to bringing together writers and 
audiences, it takes place in the historic and 
intimate surroundings of Listowel, Co Kerry.
www.writersweek.ie

Derby Book Festival
3–11 June
The festival is building on a great start last
year with talks from bestselling authors and 
local writers, together with discussions, theatre 
performances, poetry readings, workshops 
for budding writers, a children’s book trail, 
storytelling and ‘Make It’ sessions. 
www.derbybookfestival.co.uk

Stoke Literary Festival
9-11 June
This festival aims to give local people the 
opportunity to fi nd out more about the art 
and craft of writing and the joys of reading. 
Local and national authors taking part include 
Edmund de Waal, Emma Bridgewater, Cressida 
Cowell, Sarah Raven and Juliet Nicolson.
www.stokeliteraryfestival.org

Worcestershire Literary Festival
10-19 June
This sixth festival features a programme full 
of workshops, spoken word performances, 
seminars, poetry slams, children’s events and 
activities, music and more.
www.worcslitfest.co.uk

Bridlington Poetry Festival, 
E Yorks
12-21 June
Sewerby Hall hosts a series of events including 
workshops, poetry readings and more.
www.bridlington-poetry-festival.com

Borders Book Festival, Melrose
16-19 June 
Established as one of Scotland’s premier
literary events, this festival sees some today’s 
best writers and personalities take part in a 
range of events.
www.bordersbookfestival.org

University of Winchester
Writers’ Festival
17-19 June
Meg Rosoff, Jasper Fforde and HL Dennis 
are among the authors taking part in this 

leading international festival for emerging and 
experienced writers, with workshops, talks and 
one-to-one appointments with literary agents, 
editors and publishing experts.  
www.writersfestival.co.uk

Broadstairs Dickens Festival, Kent
18-24 June
This mixed arts family festival, inspired by the 
author’s works (Dickens holidayed in the seaside 
town) offers many literary events including a 
festival play and reading competitions. 
www.broadstairsdickensfestival.co.uk

Picador Shore to Shore, various
19 June – 2 July
Celebrate poetry and community with the
Poet Laureate and friends. Over 14 consecutive 
days, Carol Ann Duffy will perform alongside 
three of the poets she most admires, Gillian 
Clarke, Imtiaz Dharker and Jackie Kay, in venues 
from Falmouth to St Andrews. 
www.carolannduffyandfriends.com

Felixstowe Book Festival, Suffolk
25-26 June
Alison Weir, Rose Tremain, Nicci Gerrard and 
Sean French, Malcolm Burgess and Martin 
Edwards are some of the authors taking part in 
a diverse mix of events, ranging from politics to 
sport, crime fi ction to romance and more. 
www.felixstowebookfestival.co.uk

Althorp Literary Festival, 
Northampton
30 June – 3 July
Bill Bryson, Joan Bakewell, Brian Blessed, Paula 
Byrne, AC Grayling and Andrew Davies are just 
some of the authors taking part in this year’s 
series of talks, readings and debates. 
www.althorp.com

Evesham Festival of Words
1-3 July 
This brand new event is a celebration of 
language in all its forms – written, spoken, and 
sung – and includes a book quiz, workshops,

an open mic session, a poetry walk and fun for 
all the family. 
www.eveshamfestivalofwords.org

Ledbury Poetry Festival
1-10 July
The festival celebrates 20 years this year. Fiona 
Sampson and Matthew Sweeney will be leading 
workshops and there will also be live readings, 
open mic sessions, music, fi lms and more.
www.poetry-festival.co.uk

AUTHOR & BOOK EVENTS

Sara Pascoe, Cardiff
1 June, 7.40pm
Sara will be at the Glee Club as part of her UK 
tour. Her book takes a funny and illuminating 
tour of the female body. Tickets are £12.
For more details call 0871 472 0400.

Jemma Wayne, London
2 June, 6.30pm
The author will be launching her novel Chains
of Sand at Waterstones in Hampstead.
For more details call 020 7794 1098.

Caroline Lawrence, York
3 June, 3.30pm
The bestselling author will be at the Yorkshire 
Museum talking about her inspirations and 
challenges when writing The Roman Quests.
For more details call 01904 687687.

Jo Baker, Ely
14 June, 7.10pm
Ely Library hosts the author with her novel,
A Country Road, A Tree, a fi ctionalised account
of Samuel Beckett’s life in WW2. Tickets £6 
For more details call 01353 645005.

Matthew and Michael Dickman, 
Bath
15 June, 7.30pm
The multi-award-winning US twin poets are at 
Topping & Company Bookshop. Tickets £6.
For more details call 01225 428111.

Matthew Syed, Birmingham
16 June, 7-9pm
The columnist and broadcaster will be at 
Waterstones with his book Black Box Thinking. 
Tickets cost £3, redeemable against a copy.
For more details call 0121 633 4353.

Carys Bray, Liverpool
30 June, 6.30pm
The much loved author will be at Waterstones 
with her new novel The Museum of You.
For more details call 0151 709 9820.

Kate Medhurst brings you 
the pick of next month’s 
writing and book eventsLiterary diary
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DIRECTORY Send your event listings three months ahead to diary@writers-forum.com

Literary Listowel
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 DIRECTORY

Literary
Consultant

Friendly, professional
support for writers.

Karol Griffi  ths
Editor & Writing Coach.

Years of Experience working with 
Bestselling Authors,

Screenwriters, Playwrights and 
New Writers.

Reasonable Rates
For more information visit:

www.karolgriffi  ths.com 
or call:  07942 552 050

For advertising, call Wendy Kearns on 01392 466099 or email advertising@writers-forum.com

AUTHORS
A E E

A S F
To word-process -

type your script

Novels, short stories, plays etc 
Proofreading, editing, copywriting.

Professionally prepared presentation. 
Prompt, effi  cient, friendly service.

Established 12 years. For more 
information contact Jean Henderson

Tel: 01342 311174
email: hendersonj11@sky.com

www.dabhands.uk.com

the publishing house for 
self-publishers

A small, friendly business 
offering publishing services 

through editorial, design, sales 
& marketing. Phone or email to 

informally discuss your work 
and find out how we can help.

www.lumphananpress.co.uk
info@lumphananpress.co.uk

01339 880873

Publish through
DIADEM 
BOOKS

CEO:  C.H.Muller
MA (Wales), PhD (London),

D.Litt (OFS), D.Ed (SA)

Avoid the vanity press
Write, phone or email for 

details.
All categories considered.
Combined Editing &
Publishing Package.
Your book never out of print
and for sale in all major UK 

& US
on-line bookstores, including

Amazon and Barnes & 
Noble,

the largest bookstore chain in 
the US.

Diadem Books,
8 South Green Drive

 Airth, Falkirk
FK2 8JP

Scotland.
Tel. 0844 571 7206

Email:
publish@diadembooks.co.uk

www.diadembooks.com

QUALIFIED AND EXPERIENCED 
PROOFREADER

 offering a range of writing services
*prompt

*accurate
*highly affordable

Please visit
www.proofreadinguk.co.uk for 

informative video
or email lpjpuk@gmail.com. 

For a no obligation chat about your 
requirements and the services 

available please call Laurence on 
07866 897740.

 

Friendly. Reliable. Competitively priced. 
 

Critiques & Proofreading 
Manuscripts typed & formatted 

Kindle eBook creation 
Book promotional tools 

Laura Dowers 
(SfEP Associate & self-published author) 

020 3290 9036 
laura@bluelaurelsfa.com 

See website for special offers: 
www.bluelaurelsfa.com 

Proofreading & Editing
Typesetting & Formatting
Self-publishing & Kindle 

www.thewritersassistant.co.uk
t: Michelle 07887 685 922

PAINLESS ONLINE PUBLISHING

Writers Retreat 
to advance your writing.

Hone your skills with novelist 
Anita Belli

And enjoy a weekend by the Sea!

 Contact us at;
The Hotel Continental, Dovercourt, 

Essex CO12 3RG.

email.hotconti@btconnect.com
www.hotelcontinentalharwich.co.uk

Writing Times
is an online literary magazine, but did you know 

we’re also so much more?
New this year Writing Times is off ering

specialised writing services that will provide
the professional ‘polish’ your writing’s after.

Our team can also help you transform your word 
doc story into an eBook for our Amazon Shop  

Contact:proofreading@writingtimes.co.uk
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SHORT COURSE

Creative Writing for Improvers, 
London
22 September – 11 November
This 10-week evening course is for those with 
some creative writing experience who would 
like to explore the craft in more depth. Each 
week it will look at one aspect of writing prose 
fi ction, such as introducing character, plot,
point of view, metaphor and style, showing not 
telling, and genre. It takes place on Thursday 
evenings at 6.30–8.30pm.
www.kingston.ac.uk

PART-TIME COURSE

Creative Writing Postgraduate 
Diploma
Starts September, online
This two-year part-time distance learning 
programme is aimed at writers wishing to 
develop their skills at an advanced level. The  
course covers a variety of genres and the major 
forms of prose, poetry and scripts. The diploma 
costs £5320, split between the two years.
www.york.ac.uk

RESIDENTIAL COURSES

Writing for Children, Kent
10-12 June
This weekend course, taught by Anita Loughrey, 
takes place in Herne Bay in a Grade-II listed 
Georgian house seconds from the sea, and 
is ideal for beginners and those wishing to 
develop their writing skills further. Anita will 
share her extensive knowledge in a supportive 
and friendly atmosphere. The emphasis will be 
on picture books, but the techniques taught 
can also be used for chapter books and novels 
for older children. With very small class sizes, it 
costs £350, or £250 without accommodation. 
www.grosvenorhousevents.co.uk 

Write Your Novel, Greece
7-20 August
This course, from the Writers’ Lab on the 
Greek island of Skyros, is designed to kickstart 
your creativity, whether you are just beginning 
or in the middle of a project. It will use various 
exercises drawing on experience, memory, 
imagination and place for inspiration and there 
will be opportunities to share your writing in a 
relaxed and supportive setting. It costs £1245.
www.skyros.com

Writing the Bright Moment, 
France
27 August – 3 September
This course provides a week to quicken the 
heart, fi re the imagination and enliven the 
senses. Through lively discussion, shared silence, 

slow walking, mindfulness exercises and creative 
prompts, it aims to help you fi nd new ways of 
writing from each moment. It takes place in 
Languedoc at the Gardoussel Retreat, set in a 
picturesque hamlet within 45 acres of private 
meadow and woodland. It costs £685 including 
accommodation and meals.
www.abricreativewriting.com

ONE-DAY COURSES

Publishing Workshop, 
Birmingham
8 June
Are you a writer ready to submit your novel? 
Do you know where to send it? Stephen Aryan, 
GX Todd and Liz Tipping are three authors 
who will be discussing how they found their 
literary agents and their unique paths to getting 
published. The event is free but you must book.
Call 0121 633 4353.

Workshop Your Writing, 
Cambridge
18 June, 2pm
Hone your writing craft in this specialised 
workshop led by Brave New Reads author 
Colette Snowden. In a friendly and open 
environment, you’ll explore the art of using 
personal experience in fi ction, focusing on 
creating narrative without feeling you are 
exposing intimate and private details. It takes 
place at the Central Library and costs £8.
www.writerscentrenorwich.org.uk

Writing the Blockbuster Novel by 
Albert Zuckerman (£6.30, Kindle 
edition) covers the essential elements of 

the blockbuster novel 
and shows writers 
how to put them to 
work in their books. 
Zuckerman has been 
a literary agent and 
‘book doctor’ to 
many bestselling 
writers, including Ken 
Follett, Michael Lewis 
and Stephen Hawking, 
and he covers the 

subject thoroughly, from creating outlines 
and building larger than life characters to 
injecting suspense and more.

Dramatic Writing Masterclasses:
Key Advice from the Industry 
Masters by Jennifer Tuckett (£14.99, 

Oberson Books) brings 
together the advice of 
professionals who have 
led the way in dramatic 
writing training in the 
UK, including Kate 
Rowland, founder of 
BBC Writersroom 
and Philip Shelley, 
creator of Channel 
4’s screenwriting 
programme. Suitable 

for anyone with an interest in dramatic 
writing, the book offers key advice on 
writing for theatre, fi lm, television, radio and 
digital media. Published 1 September.
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HELPFUL NEW BOOKS

Writing for Children 
by the sea in Kent
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Writers, particularly journalists, 
are often accused of 
sniffing around people like 

bloodhounds, constantly in search of 
good material, disregarding the feelings of 
others in favour of ‘the story’. 

But all writers have to gather information 
in order to fill their pages, and it’s this 
necessity that makes friends and family 
quake in their boots. Every time a novel 
or story is published, you can be sure each 
word is scrutinised by the writer’s nearest 
and dearest, looking to see if they can 
recognise themselves in it. 

As a journalist myself, I have been guilty 
of listening to a friend recount an anecdote 
and my eyes glazing over as I turn their 
experience into a potential feature pitch in 
my head, complete with headline. 

For example, when a friend’s baby was 
discovered to have numerous, life‑ 
threatening food allergies, the headline 
‘Thank goodness for bananas’ popped into 
my mind and I promptly asked if I could 

interview her for an article. Luckily, she 
was amenable to this, but surely my first 
impulse should have been solicitous, not 
journalistic?

I suppose the difference lies in what 
our priorities are. Is it more important to 
be a sympathetic friend or a good writer? 
Actually, I think it’s possible to be both. 
You can treat a friend with sensitivity and 
still gain inspiration from their life. After 
all, what else do we have to draw on but 
the lives of others and our own?

When asked for advice on writing 
fiction, PD James said: ‘Open your mind to 
new experiences, particularly to the study 
of other people. Nothing that happens to a 
writer – however happy, however tragic – 
is ever wasted.’ 

The difference between being the 
literary equivalent of a circling vulture 
and a discreet observer is how you use the 
information. And this is the key. 

To avoid causing offence, upset and 
even litigation, you have to make your 

characters completely unrecognisable. 
In a fascinating article ‘How to offend 

nobody’ by Randy Ingermanson on his 
website www.advancedfictionwriting.com 
he says: ‘I’ve only ever had one person 
ask me if a character was based on him. 
My answer was no. I had taken one of his 
major traits and used it for that particular 
character, and I told him that. But I also 
said that I don’t ever base a character 
completely on any one person. I take a 
bit of this and a bit of that from different 
people, and a lot of it I just make up. And 
usually, each of my main characters gets at 
least one major trait from me. That ensures 
that I can write that character realistically 
from the inside.’

To move further still from reality, my 
colleague Lorna Howarth from The Write 
Factor publishing agency recommends 
you identify the bones of the story behind 
the anecdote. Look at the universal truth 
that is speaking to you, be it betrayal, loss, 
death, or whatever. Focus as much on the 

Can I use my friends and family?

I am experimenting with basing my 
characters on real people in my novel but 
wonder whether this is acceptable? I don’t 
mean legally, as I’m aware of libel laws – 
I’m more concerned about the ethics of it. 
What do you think?

Paula, Bideford
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Emily Cunningham of The Write Factor 
publishing agency helps you find the way 
forward with your writing 
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heart of the matter as on the characters 
who experience it.

Lorna was reminded of a manuscript she 
worked on recently, set in 1980s New York. 
Loosely based on personal reminiscences, 
the writer had become constrained by this 
and produced a linear narrative that read 
like an autobiography. Lorna advised her 
to revisit her work and view it as a novel. 

‘I suggested she weave sub-plots into the 
warp and weft of the story, and introduce 
different voices and events to help her 
move away from reality.’ 

Staying doggedly loyal to how events 

actually unfold is inadvisable, not just 
because of the risk of libel but because it’s 
often boring. As Clive James said: ‘Fiction 
is life with the dull bits left out.’

Writing about yourself can be very 
helpful on a psychological level, but 
always strive for the fictional. Instead of 
writing about your miserable childhood 
with a domineering father, you can literally 
rewrite history to transform yourself into 
a child prodigy with a proud father. Both 
therapeutic and unidentifiable.

Constantly examine your motives to 
ensure your moral compass remains true.

‘Your work must come from a place of 
integrity, not from retribution or revenge,’ 
says Lorna. ‘It’s tempting to turn an 
ex-partner into the villain of the piece, and 
this may be cathartic, but it’s also morally 
dubious if you plan to have it in the public 
domain. Always remember that everyone, 
however loathsome you find them, has 
feelings and these must be respected. 
Never say anything in a story that you 
wouldn’t say face to face to the person.’ 

So in answer to your question, Paula, 
I would heed the words of AL Kennedy: 
‘You can, of course, steal stories and 
attributes from family and friends, fill in 
filecards after lovemaking and so forth. 
[But] it might be better to celebrate those 
you love – and love itself – by writing 
in such a way that everyone keeps their 
privacy and dignity intact.’

Tips to take away

 ■ Make the phrase ‘This is fiction’ your 
new mantra.

 ■ Try this writing exercise. Start with a 
real event that has happened recently – for 
example, a friend’s house being flooded 
– and then turn it on its head. What’s the 
opposite of a flood? A fire? A drought? 
Perhaps your character could be stuck 
in the desert in a broken-down jeep? 
Disguising who your characters are based 
on can be an interesting exercise to test 
your imagination. 

 ■ Keep WB Yeats’ line in mind when 
you are lifting ideas from people’s lives: 
‘Tread softly because you tread on my 
dreams.’ In other words, be sensitive to the 
feelings of others.

Remember that 
everyone, however 

loathsome, has feelings 
and these must be 

respected

If you found this article 
inspiring, then The Write 
Factor’s Absolute Beginner’s 

Writing Course offers lots more motivational 
exercises to help you discover your mojo. To 
sign up, visit www.thewritefactor.co.uk

Send your letters to Emily at mentor@writers-forum.com PERFECT 
for WRITING 
RETREATS

The Mount  
Durlston, Swanage

To book The Mount for 
your writing group, please visit 
www.themountswanage.co.uk

Large reception areas for group 
workshops and socialising

Six bedrooms with twin or 
kingsize beds and writing desks

Surrounded by a private garden 
and Purbeck’s inspirational 

Jurassic Coast scenery
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I write children’s fiction for 
the 9-12 age range; that was 
the age I really fell in love 

with books. I’ve written three: 
The Girl Savage, Rooftoppers and 
The Wolf Wilder. 

The beginnings of The Wolf 
Wilder were planted 20 years 
ago, when I was young and my 
father used to tell us stories 
about the Russian Revolution 
or the Tudors or the abolition of 
the slave trade, as we got ready 
for school. 

I knew I wanted to write 
something set against the 
backdrop of the Revolution, but 
I wanted it to have a fairy‑tale 
feel, like the dark Russian fairy 
tales I read in illustrated books 
as a child. And, even more, I 
wanted to write a book about 
a child learning to fight for 
something larger than herself; 
about how courage might grow 
and spread. 

I’m an academic by training 
(though my doctorate was in 
a completely unrelated field: 
Renaissance verse and Latin 
satire) and to turn to books is 
my strongest instinct. I find 
the internet a spectacular 
resource for adding unusual 
details but I don’t trust the 
information unless it is well 
referenced: facts online pass 
through such a process of 
Chinese whispers. I need a few 
long narratives in book form 
from sources I can trust. 

Books about the Russian 
Revolution were particularly 
useful – a lot of professional 
Russianists loathe Orlando 
Figes’ Natasha’s Dance because 
they find it overly simplistic, 
but for an amateur like me 
it’s a very compelling read. I 
also read a lot of biographical 
accounts of people surviving in 
cold countries: even accounts of 

famous polar expeditions like 
Ernest Shackleton’s helped a 
lot, because of the atmosphere 
of white vistas they conjure. 

I found a lot of detail by 
searching Google Books in quite 
a scattershot way (‘children 
in Russian revolution’, ‘rural 
government in Russia 20th 
century’, ‘wolves in Russia’). 
I find it more reliable than 
normal Google, much as I love 
the chaos of Google results. 

I also used online newspaper 
archives; The Times has a very 
good archive, though it’s 
subscription only. 

Wolf hunt
To research wolves I read a lot 
of books – about 20, all told – 
some of them anatomical, some 
of them mythic.

The Russian fairy tale Ivan 
Tzarovitch and the Grey Wolf was 
very important to me; I read 
multiple versions of it in half 

a dozen different translations 
online. It’s a story about a 
young prince who rides a wolf 
across the wilds of Russia. In 
The Wolf Wilder, Feodora rides
a wolf across the wilds of 
Russia; the plot and details of 
my story are very different but 
I loved the idea of rooting it in 
a famous Russian fairy tale. 

I knew, too, that I wanted my 
book to have fairy tales inlaid 
throughout, so I read through 
a book of Grimm’s originals, 
and Philip Pullman’s recent 
re‑telling, so that they were 
fresh in my mind. For instance, 
Feo has a transformation scene 
akin to Cinderella’s – she gets a 
new dress, made from curtains, 
and a sled to work as a 
carriage – but instead of going 
to the ball, she goes to start a 
revolution. 

Another book that helped 
hugely was The Philosopher and 
the Wolf, by Mark Rowlands, 

which is a true account of a 
philosopher rearing a wolf pup 
in a university town. It gives 
details of the way wolves grow 
and develop – small details, 
like the patterns their jaw 
marks leave, and the way they 
dig when stressed – and of the 
way they interact with humans. 
It was very useful to have a 
true‑life account of what it 
would be like to live so close 
to something that is usually 
so wild. 

I watched a lot of television 
documentaries on wolves; there 
are clips of wolves hunting and 
running on YouTube, which 
gave me a good sense of how 
they run and attack. 

I also went to visit some 
wolves in a sanctuary on the 
Welsh borders. It was such a 
help to be able to touch and 
smell their fur, to see how 
they move up close. Children’s 
writing is very tactile, and 

Katherine Rundell tells Anita Loughrey how she went about researching 
wolves and Russia for her novel The Wolf Wilder

Research secrets
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it was invaluable to have 
knowledge of the details for 
sensory descriptions. There’s 
a lot in the book about the 
feel and smell of the wolves. 
Descriptions like this come 
directly from that experience:

She ignored the driver and 
dipped her face, touching her nose 
to the wolf’s muzzle. The wolf 
licked her chin. Her breath smelt 
reassuringly of spit and silver 
coins. 

Accessing memory
I think for children’s writers, 
the thing that matters most is 
that you remember what it was 
like to be a child: how urgent 
your desires were, how much 
you longed for adventure and 
food and love. 

I keep a list of things I loved 
as a kid, and add to it when 
I have a sudden memory. It’s 
a bullet list about fi ve pages 
long, mostly obvious things 
like uncooked cake batter, but 
other things, like the way you 
eat biscuits inside-out, or the 
longing I had to be outside in 
thunderstorms. 

I was writing a lot of the 
book in the heat of the African 
sun, visiting my family. I 
was struggling to conjure up 
the true feeling of what it is 
like to be cold. So I found a 
block of cocktail ice, the size 
of a cat, and sat with my feet 
resting on it. It helped a lot 
with remembering the unique 
misery of having cold feet! 

I’d lived for half a year in 
rural Scotland, in a lodge on 
the edge of a loch during one of 
the coldest winters this century 
– and it taught me what it was 
like to wade through snow. The 
descriptions in The Wolf Wilder 
of the effect snow has on your 

body as you run – Feodora 
runs with her legs lifted high, 
her fi sts tight – come from that 
experience. 

I have been to Russia a few 
times, because I have family
in St Petersburg, but that was 
as a child or a teenager, without 
the book in mind. We went
to the ballet, and waded 
through thick snow to fi nd a 
Christmas tree, and I tried to 
summon up the thrill of those 
things – bright lights in cold 
snow – for the book. 

I danced through most 
of my childhood (though, 
alas, without ever becoming 
particularly excellent at it) so 
the dancing scenes in The Wolf 
Wilder were based on that glee 
you can feel as a child when 
your body obeys you – with 
very little self-consciousness, 
and with real quickness and 
delight. 

Digital data
I fi nd JStor (www.jstor.org) 
absolutely invaluable. It’s a 
digital library containing 
millions of journal articles, 
which can be accessed through 
libraries. A search in JStor gave 
me descriptions of frostbite, 
of the Revolution, of the 
life-habits of wolves, and of 
Russian oral story-telling. 

I would say the internet 
is both a great teacher and a 
terrible thief of time. Practically 
speaking, it helped me a lot to 
run a piece of software such 
as RescueTime or SelfControl, 
which blocks you from 
accessing certain sites – for me, 
that’s Twitter, the Guardian and 
the New Yorker – which would 
otherwise eat your time while 
you research. 

• Katherine tweets @kdbrundell

61Writers’FORUM #176

with Janet Cameron
WRITING OUTLETS

Great literary options

The First Line
www.thefi rstline.com

Ever suffered from writer’s 
block? This US quarterly 
has the answer! The edi-
tors give the fi rst line of a 
story for the forthcoming 
issue and you are not allowed to alter it in any way. Payment 
is $25/$50 for stories and $5/$10 for poems. You also get a 
free author copy, but they deduct the postage from your fee. 
Tip: Why not produce a four-part story for their four sea-
sonal issues? All four parts must be included in the initial 
submission by the published deadline each year. 
Submissions: Stories should be 300 to 5000 words. The 
submissions manager is on the home page of the website 
with full guidelines. A short author bio is required. 

Carillon Magazine
www.carillonmag.org.uk

This is a print magazine 
with around 88 pages of 
great stories and poems. A 
single copy costs £4 and an 
annual subscription cover-
ing three issues is £10. 
Tip: The editor is keen on tight writing and the avoidance of 
adjectives and adverbs. Always use the best nouns and verbs. 
Submissions: Stories 1200 words, poems 40 lines in-
cluding spaces. Single side, single spacing on A4 in a plain 
font. Ensure you enclose an sae with correct postage for 
the return of your ms. Include your name and address on 
each page. Send to: Graham Rippon, 19 Godric Drive, Brins-
worth, Rotherham, South Yorkshire, S60 5AN. Payment for 
publication is a contributor’s copy.

Daily Science 
Fiction
dailysciencefi ction.com

A great site for speculative 
fi ction – aliens, time-travel, 
wizards and dark fantasy 
but no pure horror or 
erotica. They publish one super story a day from Monday 
to Thursday; subscribe online to receive your daily story by 
email. They pay eight cents per word for worldwide rights at 
the time of writing. 
Tip: Shorter stories have a better chance of publication. 
Submissions: Send stories of 100–1500 words, but do 
not exceed the maximum wordcount. Three or more 100-
word stories may be submitted as a themed set. There is an 
easy-to-use submissions manager once you have subscribed. 

• Janet’s ebook Fifteen Women Philosophers, published by 
decodedscience.com, is available from Amazon
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Competitive Edge

Myself and Deirdre Wlodarczyk 
set up HISSAC in 2004,’ says 
Clio Gray, judge and chair of this 
popular competition. ‘By then I’d 

been writing for a couple of years, entering 
short story competitions and beginning to 
win, but found it very dispiriting the amount 
of times work was listed or commended but 
then just disappeared without trace. 

‘We wanted HISSAC to really encourage 
the writers we believed had promise, so we 
have gone out of our way to tell people what 
we liked – and conversely what we didn’t – 
when stories make the long list, and then the 
shortlist, and then make it down to the fi nal 
few. Getting feedback on your work is so 
important, as is taking criticism and learning 
from it. 

‘This is also why I run a mentorship 
programme. I can’t do as many as I’d like, 
because of time constraints, but I wish I’d had 
the benefi t of a similar scheme myself from 
very early on. It would have saved me years of 
making basic mistakes over and over again!’

HISSAC are looking for fl ash fi ction as well 
as short stories.

‘I ran a series of workshops last year in 
which I forced/encouraged people to write 
a piece of fi ction in 50 minutes, inspired by 
a snatch of poetry or an image,’ Clio says. 
‘What people came up with in that time was 
astonishing, and so the idea of encouraging 
fl ash fi ction in the same manner as the short 
stories came to be.

‘A whole short story can seem daunting 
to new writers, but ask them to produce 
something 500 words long and it suddenly 
becomes very doable.

‘You have to be right in there, from the
fi rst word onwards. The form itself demands 
you be concise, but the amount of story you 
can get into 500 words is truly amazing. Look 
at last year’s winners on the website for proof 
of that. There were many more that weren’t 
far off.’

Clio has some advice for entrants:
 ■ ‘Always re-read and re-work your story at 

least twice. If you can leave it lying for a few 

weeks between reads, then that’s all to the 
good. I’ve worked on the mentorship scheme 
with people who’ve presented me with a 
perfectly good story, but I can see how much 
better it could be if things were swapped 
around a little, or the ending was fi rmed up, 
or the story started with the ending and 
worked back up to it, or the narration was 
split between two characters.’

 ■ ‘Remember that judges read a lot of stories 
back to back, and they really like it when one 
stands out – when it’s got an interesting title 
or a very arresting fi rst line. But you’ve got to 
carry it through. It has to get better as it goes, 
not worse.’

 ■ ‘You are not your story. Your story is going 
out there on its own and needs to fi ght its 
own battles.’

 ■ ‘Always read the rules! You really don’t 
want to be disqualifi ed for being three words 
over the limit or because you haven’t double-
spaced your paragraphs.’

Clio thinks the benefi ts to be had from 
entering competitions such as HISSAC are 
immense for a writer.

‘The encouragement I got at the start of 
my writing career came entirely from winning 
short story competitions,’ she says. ‘And it 
was a debut novel competition that got my 
fi rst book published.

‘Down the years it’s been wonderful to get 
random emails from previous entrants and 
winners who’ve gone on to be published – Jo 
Cannon, Clare Jay, Joyce Mackenzie, Thomas 
Mogford, Lane Ashfeldt, and just this year 
Pamela Holmes. And that’s just off the top of 
my head.

‘We’ve had successes with the mentorships 
too: in 2014 Alex Morgan won the Hookline 
Novel Competition with Tandem and was 
shortlisted for the Guardian Debut Novel of 
the Year, and in 2015 Lyn Farrell’s book The 
Wacky Man won the Luke Bitmead Award and 
has just been published.

‘And this is the joy of writing, and of 
working with HISSAC: seeing people develop 
and following them through to be the best 

they can be. It’s a privilege to be a rung on 
their way.’

For more information see www.hissac.co.uk

Helen’s Hint

I have two practical pleas to share from Viv 
Apple of Nottingham Poetry Society. 

‘Please try to send in your comp entries 
not-too-soon and not-too-late,’ says Viv. ‘You 
don’t want to “tie up” your work for more 
weeks than is necessary, but on the other 
hand please don’t post it the day before the 
closing date. During the fi nal few days my 
postman staggers up the path and I then have 
to spend many hours opening, sorting and 
logging entries until my eyes begin to close
at midnight!

‘And please, read the rules carefully! It’s 
annoying to have to paste an entrant’s details 
from a small scrap of paper on to an A4 sheet, 
when that has been specifi ed.’

Find out about the Nottingham Poetry 
Society competition in this month’s listings.

Competition of the Month

Bath Flash Fiction Award is an international 
competition with a £1400 prize fund for 
stories of up to 300 words. Organiser Jude 
Higgins told me: ‘Our judges are high-profi le 
writers of the very short form and we’re 
looking for quality fl ash fi ction in all styles 
and genres. We love to promote the reading 
and writing of fl ash fi ction and aim to be 
accessible to all.

‘Entry is free for winners of our free-to-
enter weekly micro contest Ad Hoc Fiction, 
and there are early bird deals and reduced 
entry fees for multiple submissions.’

Find out more at bathfl ashfi ctionaward.com

Mentoring is our motivation
Helen talks to the organiser of HISSAC, the Highlands 

and Islands Short Story Association Competition

Clio Gray
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COMPS NOW OPEN

Mslexia Children’s Novel 
Competition
Closes 19 September 2016
Children’s novel: fi rst 3000 words. 
Fee: £25. Prize: £5000. Rules: 
women only. Details: see mslexia.
co.uk or write to Freepost Plus 
RTKZ-LGXC-EBAH, Mslexia Publi-
cations Ltd, PO Box 656, Newcastle 
upon Tyne NE99 1PZ.

Manchester Writing 
Competition
Closes 23 September 2016
Poem: 3-5 poems, maximum 120 
lines in total. Story: 2500 words. Fee: 
£17.50 Prize: £10,000. Details: 
see www.manchesterwritingcom-
petition.co.uk or write to Man-
chester Poetry/Fiction Prize 2016, 
MMU Finance Service Offi ce, Man-
chester Metropolitan University, 
Righton Building, Cavendish Street, 
Manchester M15 6BG.

Erewash Writers’ Group 
Open Short Story 
Competition
Closes 29 September 2016
Story: 2000 words. Fee: £3 for 
one or £2.50 each for two or more. 
Prizes: £100; £60; £25; £15; 2 x  
highly commended and free entry 
in 2017. Judge: Patsy Collins. 
Rules: see website for defi nition of 
‘New Writer’ and ‘Open’ catego-
ries. Details: see erewashwriters
competition.weebly.com or write 
to EWG Competition, Parklands 
Connexion, Stanhope Street, Long 
Eaton, Derbys NG10 4QN.

The Salopian Poetry 
Society’s Open Poetry 
Competition
Closes 30 September 2016
Poem: 42 lines. Fee: £3 per poem 
or four for £10. Prizes: £150; 
£100; £50; 10 x consolation prizes 
of £20. Judge: Allison Chisholm. 
Details: see www.thesalopian
poetrysociety.webeden.co.uk or 
write to Competition Secretary,
5 Squires Close, Madeley, Telford, 
Shrops TF7 5RU.

Bath Flash Fiction Award
Ongoing
Flash: 300 words. Fee: £9 for one, 
£15 for two, £18 for three. Prizes: 
£1000; £300; £100. Details: see 
bathfl ashfi ctionaward.com.

COMPS CLOSING SOON 

30 JUN 

Erewash Writers’ Group 
New Writer Competition
Story: 3000 words. Fee: £3 for 
one, then £2.50 each for subse-
quent entries. Prize: £40; free 
entry to Open Short Story Comp. 
Rules: new writers only. Details: 
see erewashwriterscompetition.
weebly.com/2016-ewg-new-writer-
competition.html

Henshaw Press 
Short Story Competition
Story: 2000 words. Fee: £5. 
Prizes: £100; £50; £25. Details: 
see henshawpress.co.uk or write
to The Henshaw Competition, 24 
Rowlandson Close, Northampton 
NN3 3PB. 

The Moth
Short Story Prize
Story: 6000 words. Fee: €12. 
Prizes: €3000; week-long writing 
retreat at Circle of Misse in France 
(including €250 for travel); €1000. 
Details: see www.themothmaga-
zine.com

with short story writer
Helen M Walters

Send your success stories, questions for Helen, tips and comp news (three months in advance) to comps@writers-forum.com

Continued overleaf

▲
Viv Apple of the Nottingham 
Open Poetry Competition

AUTHORS’ AWARDS
THE TOM-GALLON 
TRUST AWARD
For a short story 
(published or unpublished) 

DEADLINE: 
31 OCTOBER 2016

THE McKITTERICK PRIZE
For a first novel (published or 
unpublished) 
by an author over the age of 40

DEADLINE: 31 OCTOBER 2016

THE BETTY TRASK PRIZE AND 
AWARDS
For first novels (published or 
unpublished) 
by authors under the age of 35

DEADLINE: 30 NOVEMBER 2016
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Words Magazine  
Short Story Competition
Story: 2000 words. Theme: 
‘Christmas’. Fee: FREE. Prizes: 
£50; £25. Details: see www.words-
mag.com

7 Jul

ledbury Poetry Festival 
Poetry Competition
Poem: 40 lines. Fee: £5 for first 
poem, £3.50 for subsequent entries. 
Prizes: £1000 and course at Ty 
Newydd;  £500; £250. Judge: Imtiaz 
Dharker. Rules: see website for 
details of separate categories for 
children and young people. Details: 
see www.poetry-festival.co.uk

11 Jul

Doris Gooderson 
Short Story Competition
Story: 1200 words. Fee: £5. 
Prizes: £200; £100; £50. Details: 
see wrekinwriters.wordpress.com 
or write to Competition Secretary, 
29 Christine Avenue, Wellington, 
Telford TF1 2DX.

15 Jul

Wasafiri New Writing Prize
Poetry: five poems. Fiction/life 
writing: 3000 words. Fee: £6 for 
one category; £5 per category if 
entering two or more. Prizes: 
£300 in each category. Details: see 
www.wasafiri.org or write to Was-
afiri, The Open University in Lon-
don, 1-11 Hawley Crescent, London 
NW1 8NP.

31 Jul 

Cinnamon Press Debut 
Novel/Novella Competition
Novel/novella: first 10,000 words. 
Fee: £12. Prize: £500 plus publish-
ing contract. Judge: Ian Gregson. 
Details: see www.cinnamonpress.
com or write to Cinnamon Press 
Writing Prizes, Meirion House, 
Glan yr afon, Tanygrisiau, Blaenau 
Ffestiniog, Gwynedd LL41 3SU.

HISSAC Short Story and 
Flash Competitions
Story: 2500 words. Flash: 500 
words. Fee: story £6 or three for 
£15; flash £3 or three for £7. 

Prizes: story £400; £50; £50. Flash  
£150. Details: www.hissac.co.uk

Sterts Theatre 
One Act Playwriting 
Competition
Play: 30 minutes and no more than 
four actors. Fee: £7. Prizes: £100 
and performance; runners up get 
£40 and rehearsed reading; best 
play on a Cornish theme gets £40. 
Details: see www.sterts.co.uk 

9 AuG

Nottingham Open Poetry 
Competition
Poem: 40 lines. Fee: £3 per poem, 
£10 for four. Prizes: £300; £150; 
£75, 10 x merit prizes of £10. 
Judge: Liz Berry. Details: see  
nottinghampoetrysociety.word-
press.com or write to Competition 
Secretary, 38 Harrow Road, West 
Bridgford, Nottingham NG2 7DU.

31 AuG 

Park Publications  
Article Competition
Article: 1000-1500 words. Theme: 
‘My writing day’. Fee: £3. Prizes: 
£50; £25; £15. Details: see www.
parkpublications.co.uk or write to 
14 The Park, Stow on the Wold, 
Cheltenham GL54 1DX.

Earlyworks Press 
Flash Fiction Competition
Flash: 100 words. Fee: £3 each or 
£15 for six. Prize: £100. Details: 
see www.earlyworkspress.co.uk or 
write to Earlyworks Press, Creative 
Media Centre, 45 Robertson Street, 
Hastings, East Sussex TN34 1HL. 

Unless otherwise stated… 
theme and genre are open. entries 
should be original and unpublished. 
Postal entries should be printed on 
white a4 in a clear plain font. include 
a separate cover sheet with the title, 
word count, your name, address and 
postcode, phone and email. stories 
should be double-spaced with good 
margins. where necessary include a 
large enough sae with sufficient 
postage. always contact the organiser 
or check their website to confirm 
details. writers’ Forum does not 
accept responsibility for errors in or 
changes to the information listed. 

Continued from page 63Essential Books for Writers
By Alison Baverstock

‘A rich source of information
for people trying to navigate 
their way through the 
process of how to get
their book noticed.’
Rebecca Swift,
The Literary Consultancy

Is There a Book in You?
Foreword by columnist and
writer Katharine Whitehorn 

£8.99 • 9-780713-679328

Marketing Your Book:
An Author’s Guide
How to target agents,
publishers and readers 

Available from bookshops or to order direct

call 01256 302699 or visit: www.acblack.com

2nd edition • £11.99 • 9-780713-673838

NEW

TargeT 
your markeT 
Through The 

pages of 

Call Wendy Kearns on  
01392 466099 or email  

advertising@writers-forum.com

Writers’forum

WF176JUN62compedge.indd   64 11/05/2016   15:12:43



Subscribe now, save money 
and fi nd information 

and inspiration on your 
doorstep every month!

SPECIAL OFFER!
Subscribe now and get 
The Sense of Style: the 
thinking person’s guide to 
writing in the 21st century 
by Steven Pinker (Penguin)

doorstep every month!

KEEP YOUR MAGAZINES PRISTINE 

Grab our sturdy red binders with the 
Writers’FORUM logo up the spine. To 

order, just add £6.50 per binder to your 
subscription total or choose the binder 
option on our website. Non-subscribers 
can order binders for £7.50 inc p&p by 

calling 01202 586848 or order direct from 
www.selectps.com

RETURN THIS FORM TO:

Writers’ Forum Subscriptions, PO Box 6337, Bournemouth BH1 9EH
  Please tick this box if you DO NOT want to receive any other information from Select Publisher Services.

  Please tick this box if you DO NOT want to receive any other information from other companies.

YOUR DETAILS   Mr   Mrs   Miss   Ms  

First name  ................................................................................ Surname .....................................................................................................

Address  ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

Postcode  ................................................................................... Phone  ...........................................................................................................

Email  ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................

This subscription is:  For me   A gift for someone else

If giving Writers’ Forum as a gift please also complete the recipient’s details below.

GIFT RECIPIENT’S DETAILS  Mr   Mrs   Miss   Ms  

First name  ................................................................................ Surname .....................................................................................................

Address  ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................

.................................................................................................................................................  Postcode  ..............................................................

PAYMENT OPTIONS

1) DIRECT DEBIT PAYMENT £9.50 every 3 issues (UK only)
Instruction to your bank or building society to pay by Direct Debit
Please fi ll in the form and send to: 
Select Publisher Services Ltd, PO Box 6337,
Bournemouth BH1 9EH

Name and full postal address of your bank or building society:

To: The Manager        Bank/building society  .........................................................................................................................................

Address  ...................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

............................................................................................................................................................. Postcode  .................................................................

Name(s) of account holder(s)  .............................................................................................................................................................................

Branch sort code                    Account number         

Reference  .................................................................................................................................................................... (Offi cial use only)
Instruction to your bank or building society
Please pay Select Publisher Services Ltd Direct Debits from the account detailed in this 
instruction subject to the safeguards assured by the Direct Debit Guarantee. I understand that 
this instruction may remain with Select Publisher Services Ltd and, if so, details will be passed 
electronically to my bank/building society.

Signature  ................................................................................................................................                    Date      /      /      
Banks and building societies may not accept Direct Debit instructions for some types of account.

SUBSCRIPTION PRICES BY CHEQUE OR CREDIT/DEBIT CARD
6 ISSUES   UK £20             12 ISSUES   UK £38   Europe £49   Rest of world £56

BINDERS I would like to buy  extra Writers’ Forum magazine binder(s) at£6.50 each

2) CHEQUE 

I enclose a cheque for ............................................................. (made payable to Select Publisher Services Ltd)

3) CREDIT/DEBIT CARD     Visa   MasterCard   Maestro 
Please debit my card by  ................................................................................................................................................................................ 

Card Number                 

Expiry date   /   /    Valid from   /   /   (if shown)

Issue number   (if shown) Security number     
  (last 3 digits on the back of the card)

Signature  ..........................................................................................................................   Date    /   /  

I would like my subscription to begin from issue  .................................................................................................................... (month + year)

Service user number � � � � � �8 3 8 7 7 3

£6.50
for subscribers

inc p&p

� Post off the coupon
� Call 01202 586848 
�  Or visit www.writers-forum.com 

for subscriptions and back issues

YES! I’d like to subscribe to Writers’ Forum and save money

Only

£9.50
per quarter by 

Direct Debit
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 Writing rooms

i finally succumbed to the lure of the sea 
in early 2015 and moved from rural, 
land-locked Worcestershire to south 

Devon. One of my requirements was a 
decent study with plenty of light and space 
for bookshelves – and a view would be a 
bonus. Having written for 30 years in all 
manner of spaces, I’m very fortunate to 
have finally ticked those boxes. 

For the actual physical setting down of 
squiggles on a page or screen, I like to have 
peace and quiet, but this is just part of the 
writing process. The planning, thinking 
and adjusting of ideas is going on all the 
time. Yes (shock, horror), even male writers 
are known to multi-task when necessary, 
like working out a plotline while mowing 
the lawn or cleaning the windows.

Now I walk along the beach or cliffs most 
days. There’s something magical about the 
sea in all its changing moods and colours 
(also visible from my study). Small wonder 
I’m working on a YA novel set in the 

smugglers’ coves along this coastline.
On the wall behind my desk are shelves 

with all sorts of memorabilia, as well as 
boxes of books for taking into schools. 
I seldom listen to the radio or music 
when working but I do have an old 1930s 
wireless that works if necessary. 

Other random bits and pieces on the 
shelves are a life-size pottery human skull 
(don’t ask), fossilised dinosaur poo from 
the Grand Canyon, and a copy of Robinson 
Crusoe in a chamber pot (not sure why) 
awarded to my great-grandfather in 1874 
(the book, not the chamber pot). 

Around the room is my collection of 
novelty alarm clocks, among them a couple 
that fire missiles. I bought these when 
writing my latest adventure, Strangers on a 
Plane, for Ransom Publishing, as I needed 
a device for a schoolboy hero to let off and 
escape from his captors. I got them purely 
for plotting purposes, of course.

I do miss my study when trying to write 

‘on the road’ in hotel rooms – as I still 
travel around the country doing author 
visits to schools. Getting back to a quiet 
and friendly space is always a pleasure. 
This room is like the forge where all those 
ideas can be shaped, hammered and 
moulded (or maybe incinerated).

Writing non-fiction inevitably demands 
plenty of online research so I use the 
desktop PC for such but, whenever the 
eyes glaze over from information overload, 
I only have to look beyond the screen to 
the ever-changing panorama beyond. 

My house is high on a hill so I overlook 
rooftops and a valley leading down to the 
sea. I frequently glimpse rolling mists, 
squalling storms or spectacular rainbows, 
to say nothing of seagull aerobatics. 
During the nesting season, I find myself 
spying with binoculars on the chicks (and 
attacking crows) on rooftops below. 

Then there are the helicopters. How 
can you keep writing when a massive 
Sea King hovers outside the window and 
descends to a playing field to pick up sea 
cadets for training? Such dramas offer 
good excuses to take a break but are, alas, 
quite rare.

Phil Barrington visits children’s writer  
John Townsend in his south Devon home

Where i write
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Reasons To Enrol
=   Specialist course on proofreading and copy editing.

=   Caring constructive help from expert tutors.

=   Four tutor-marked assignments.

=   Help and advice from our experienced Student Advisory
Team.

=   Flexible study programme.

=   Specialist advice on how to find work. 

=   Enrol when it suits you.

=   Instant access to course material when you enrol online. 

=   15-day trial.

=   Online Student Community Area.

=   Advice on how to set yourself up in business.

NAME .....................................................................................................................

ADDRESS ..............................................................................................................

..................................................................................................................................

.................................................................................................................................

.................................................................................................................................

EMAIL ....................................................................................................................

FREEPOST RSSK-JZAC-JCJG

The Writers Bureau
DEPT HB616P 
MANCHESTER 
M3 1LE

email: 16FP@writersbureau.com      Please include your name and address

Why Not Be A 
Proofreader?

As a freelance proofreader and copy editor you can earn a
good income making sure that copy is professional and error
free. Earning your share can be fun, varied and profitable.

Our Proofreading and Copy Editing Course will show you how to
set yourself up as a freelancer – either full or part-time – putting
you in control of your working life! You’ll receive:

• A first-class, home-study course created by professionals

• Expert, personal tuition from your tutor

• Advice on all types of proofreading and copy editing techniques

• Plus much more!

If you want to be a proofreader and copy editor, this is the way
to start! It’s ideal for beginners. No previous experience or special
education required. You can be earning in as little as 2-3 months.
15-day trial. For free details visit our website or call us today!

Quote Ref:
HB616P

FREE CALL
24 HRS 0800 856 2008
www.wbproofreading.com

START YOUR COURSE TODAY by visiting our website. Your
course modules and the first assignment are available online so you
can start studying while you wait for your course books to arrive.

Start TODAY When You Enrol ONLINE!

POST CODE

“The material is very informative
and interesting as well as covering
pretty much everything you would
need to know when starting to
proofread. There are a lot of tips and
ideas for freelancers in general that
you can see have been tried and
tested and are being passed on in
good faith.

“Overall, I found the information in
this course very useful. It covered all
the main areas that anyone
interested in working as a
proofreader/copy editor would need
to know.”

Shazia Fardous,
Freelance Proofreader and Copyeditor

“This is an extremely
helpful course both for
those starting
proofreading and for
those who, like me,
need to be reminded
of everything we have
forgotten. Above all, I
thoroughly enjoyed
the tone of voice of
the author – he writes
with authority but
manages to keep a
light touch.”

Dorothy Nicolle

Expert Opinions

www.facebook.com/writersbureau
www.twitter.com/writersbureau

Members of BILD 
and ABCC

Please send me free details of how to become a successful,
proofreader and copy editor.

#

Writers
Bureau

Years of
Success27
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