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Introduction
You’re a writer who would like to be writing more, more creatively and more

consistently.

This collection of writing prompts and lessons is intended to help you with

just that.

I’m Julie Duffy, the host of the StoryADay challenge (founded in May 2010)

and every year I help thousands of writers get to their desks and finish more

short stories than they ever imagined possible.

How To Use This Book

I recommend setting a time each week when you’ll open up this book and

work on the next prompt. (Go ahead and set a calendar reminder on your

phone right now!)

You can skip around among the prompts and lessons, but it’s probably

easiest to follow them in order…save your creative energy and willpower for

the writing.

Each week I’ll encourage you to write a story and then to journal a little bit

about your experiences so that you capture the lessons learned. You can do

this journaling in a notebook you keep just for this purpose, or your regular

journal, even a blog. The key is to record your thoughts somewhere you can

refer back to. This helps you see how much progress you’re making, which is

very encouraging.

If You’d Like To Go Deeper

Once you’ve rekindled your love of writing, or started to build a more

consistent practice, you may find yourself hungry for more than simply a book



of writing lessons. And, of course, I have some suggestions. You might want to

interact with me and the community via the StoryADay Challenge each May

or, in between challenges, via the 3-Day Challenge, the I, WRITER Course, the

StoryAWeek Newsletter, or, if you’re ready for more community support, the

StoryADay Superstars Writers’ Group.

But for now, grab your pen or your keyboard and keep writing,

Julie Duffy

Founder & Director, StoryADay LLC

https://storyaday.org/signup?utm_source=StoryAWeek+Season1+ebook&utm_medium=links&utm_campaign=StAWeS1PDF
https://storyaday.org/3dc?utm_source=StoryAWeek+Season1+ebook&utm_medium=links&utm_campaign=StAWeS1PDF
https://members.storyaday.org/join-i-writer-anytime?utm_source=StoryAWeek+Season1+ebook&utm_medium=links&utm_campaign=StAWeS1PDF
https://storyaday.org/storyaweek?utm_source=StoryAWeek+Season1+ebook&utm_medium=links&utm_campaign=StAWeS1PDF
https://members.storyaday.org/join-superstars?utm_source=StoryAWeek+Season1+ebook&utm_medium=links&utm_campaign=StAWeS1PDF
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Season 1

Week 1 - A Visual Feast

Welcome to Week 1 of Season 1 of StoryAWeek. I'm thrilled that you're taking a

chance on yourself and committing to showing up for your writing.

These prompts were inspired by the StoryADay May short story prompts that

have been the most ef-fective at sparking actual stories over the past 12 years.

I have updated them with everything I've learned over the years, adding

strategies to help you start and finish your stories, and inviting to show up

over and over again, week after week, throughout this season

Most weeks I have included journaling prompts so that you can capture your

experiences and remind yourself of your progress as you continue your

writing journey. Do try to journal and don’t forget to date your notes. It’s fun to

come back to them later and see how far you’ve come.

Keep writing,

Julie
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The Prompt

If a picture says a thousand words that should save us some time, right?

Write A Story Inspired By A Picture

This could be a piece of art that you love, or you can go to the ‘Explore’ page

of Flickr.com, or the front pages of Unsplash or Pexels, or browse the National

Gallery of Art’s online collection and start poking about until you find a

picture that speaks to you. (Do this quickly. Allow yourself no more than five

minutes to find a picture. Choose the first one that stands out to you).

Write a story connected to that picture.

Keep the picture in mind as you go through your story.

Always bring it back to the impulse that made you choose the image.

Some Questions to Ask

What was it in the picture that caught your eye? Does it represent something

you, personally, dream of? Did it evoke a particular emotion (especially use-ful

for abstract images) How can you give that dream/emotion to a character and

what moment in their life could you write about where that dream or

emotion bubbles to the surface, no longer to be de-nied? Could you start your

story during that moment? How much information does the reader really

need to identify with the character’s actions?

Who is in the character and what made them catch your eye? Who is the

most prominent person? What might they be thinking as they do whatever it

is they’re doing?
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If the picture has no people in it, what kind of character would be most likely

to be in that scene? Why are they there? Do they want to stay there? Do they

want to leave? What are they willing/not willing to do, in order to achieve

that?

What kind of character would be least likely to be in that scene, and what has

brought them there? What are they willing/not willing to do to get out of that

situ-ation? How could you show that? (hint: use dialogue and action to

illustrate how they’re feeling, more than you use internal dialogue)

Writing The Story

The opening of the story should pull the reader in and intrigue them. Don’t

start by describing the things you can see in your image. Instead, hook us on

who is in the scene and what they think they want.

Give your character bags of personality and try to let it shine through as you

let them interact with the scene you saw in the picture you chose.

Remember that though you are inspired by a visual image, reading is about

all the senses. Try to use every other sense before you describe how things

look (don’t worry if it feels odd. You can always edit it lat-er!)

If the story starts to wander in the middle:

Come back to the emotion or spark that made you stop on that story. What

question did you have about that scene or that person? What is happening

for them in that moment?

Is everything in the middle of your story leading them closer to an answer (or

to an understand that they’re on the wrong track)?
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Have you introduced too much backstory or too many new characters?

What’s the minimum infor-mation the reader needs to keep us invested in

the question you want to answer in this story?

Wrapping it up

Remember that short stories don’t have to end neat-ly. As long as the reader

feels that the story question has been answered you can end it any way you

want.

Examples:

In “There Will Come Soft Rains” by Ray Bradbury, the central character is an

apparently abandoned house that still operates on remote as if its people

might be back any moment. The question is: what happened here? Where

did the people go? Once that is answered, the story ends.

“To Do” by Jennifer Egan’s central question is, in my mind, a little more meta:

why is someone calling this list a short story? When that becomes clear, it’s

just a matter of giving the reader enough information to let them imagine

the rest.

Tips for This Week

● Try to write a complete story, but don’t let it expand into a novel.

● Do some journaling about what went right and what could have gone

better.

● Celebrate yourself! You’re Doing The Thing! (Most people aren’t).
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Journaling Prompt

Did you write this week? How did it feel. Bonus points: Post on your socials

with #storyaday and #storyaweek to let the world know!
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Week 2 - The “I”s Have It

This week we’re going to pick a point of view and try it out, looking at its

strengths and limitations.

Should a story really avoid ‘head hopping’? This advice, given a lot in US

literary circles, is less ob-served in other cultures. For example, I’m reading

Shuggie Bain by Scottish writer Douglas Stuart and occasionally, the

perspective will drift a little within the same scene - a complete ‘no-no’ in US

writing workshops. However, it’s never confusing and the novel won the

Booker Prize, so you know, maybe don’t fixate on this rule too much!

(The secret really is that many more UK books than US books are written in a

subtle version of the tradi-tional third-person omniscient POV, but more on

that, in future weeks!)

Still, it’s useful to practice writing solely from one perspective, and to try out

different perspectives in different stories, to make us aware of the available

techniques. This week we’re going to focus on First Person, which has its

particular strengths and limita-tions.

First Person is probably the easiest voice to find, since this is how we tell most

of our stories in every-day life(“I went to that new restaurant in town and you’ll

never guess who I saw there…”)

The Prompt

Write the story of a seemingly-insignificant incident that has the

potential to change everything for your character.
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Write it in First Person perspective.

About the Plot

Think about the movie Sliding Doors, where Gwyneth Paltrow missed getting

on the subway and meeting the boy…or did she (that movie told both stories);

or

Another option is to think about a chance missed, a letter undelivered, an

exam passed or failed, a chance taken or not. What kind of character would

inhabit that story? What would they stand to lose? Why would it matter to

them?

You could also have your character run an every-day errand on a day when

something unusual happens (as in Tobias Wolff’s Bullet In The Brain. Be

careful with this option though, because the temptation to have something

very dramatic happen can take away from the power of the short story, which

often lies in taking everyday moments and infusing them with ex-traordinary

meaning.)

You can tell the story in a linear fashion, or, like Sliding Doors, jump around

between story lines.

Perhaps tell the story in alternative paragraphs, or simply stop one version

and start the other.

Perhaps start with the moment that changes every-thing and write it in vivid

detail (use all the sense) then jump forward in time to the protagonist

realizing why it was important.
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You could start in the future and jump back to the pivotal moment, bearing in

mind that your first lines should be compelling enough to draw people into

the story. “I remember when…” might not do that, but I bet you can find a way

to write an intriguing “that was the day when everything changed” kind of

line.

First Person POV

Remember that only the thoughts and observations of your “I” character can

be presented as fact. No ‘head-hopping’ allowed!

The protagonist can make assumptions and judge-ments about the things

around them. They can com-ment on how they think another character is

feeling, but they cannot say it definitively.

This mono-focus is one of the great strengths of the First Person story: it is

highly subjective and immedi-ate. It has a built-in “show, don’t tell” factor.

If you don’t often write in the first person, pick up almost any middle grade

novel (that is, something for kids younger than the Hunger Games crowd, but

older than the chapter-book-with-illustrations crowd) and you’ll see how it’s

done. The protagonist is talking to the reader. It’s the running commentary

inside their head. It’s also a favorite of “chick lit” and noir.

I don’t know about you, but in my head I’m much less kind, understanding

and tolerant than I try to be when I open my mouth. Allow your character to

lose the civilized filter that we apply between brain and mouth. Allow them to

be less (or more) than their im-age would suggest.
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Don’t forget to give the reader a reason to care. Give your protagonist a flaw

and an endearing quality. For example, Amelia Peabody  is no-nonsense

femi-nist archaeologist at the turn of the 20th Century, in the (mostly)

first-person mystery series by Elizabeth Peters. Amelia is astoundingly

arrogant about her own intellectual prowess and impatient with anyone who

considers her femininity before her intelligence. She is, however, saved from

being unlikeable by her hope-less, romantic devotion to her brilliant — and

very manly — husband, Emerson.  She never admits this as a weakness, but

the contrast between her professed opinions and her actions/reactions

provides a rich vein of humor in the series. It also illustrates her character

much more clearly than her own words ever could.

The fact that her husband adores Amelia is another great way of signaling to

your readers something about your character. If an admirable character

admires your POV character, that helps the reader know how to feel about

them, no matter how they sound in their head. Likewise, if a loathsome

character likes your POV character, your reader is going to wonder what that

means…

Try writing this story for one person in particular, to help you find the voice.

Imagine you’re writing it for your sister, your son, or your best friend.

Journaling Prompt

How did the First Person perspective feel for you? Natural? Awkward? What

advantages and disadvantages did you find? Have you made conscious

decisions about Point of View before? Why/why not?

(Remember to date your journal entries and keep them somewhere safe!)
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Week 3 - Three Is A Magic Number

This week I’m going to encourage you to check in with the monthly SWAGr

post at StoryADay.org.

If you haven’t encountered the Serious Writers’ Accountability Group before,

it’s a monthly blog post in which I encourage you to look back at what you

achieved last month and make plans for what you want to do in the coming

month. Leave a comment and let everyone know what you’ve been up to and

what you pledge to do.

Now that the novelty has worn off, now is a great time to consider forming an

Accountability Triad with friends (see appendix), to help you all Do The Thing

whatever The Thing is for them. For you it’s writing). The beauty of recruiting

friends, not just writ-ing friends, is that you can help anyone in your life feel

more productive, AND get your writing done at the same time! I know people

who use these ‘power hours’ to pay their bills, work on their art, scrub the

bathroom…any task that needs to get done, but that we resist for whatever

reason. Doing it with a friend just makes everything easier, somehow!

Keep writing,

Julie
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The Prompt

Write A Story in 100 Words. Include three people.

Writing a story in exactly 100 words is arguably ‘easier’ than writing a 5,000

word story, only because it takes a little less time. It does, however, take a lot

more time than any average 100 words in the middle of a longer story.

Crafting a complete story in 100 words is not easy. It is, however, extremely

satisfying.

Things to Consider

Don’t expect this to be quick. Or easy!

This can be a story about three people, but they don’t all have to appear on

the page (two people could be talking about another one, or a single person

could be watching two others…)

Super-short stories have to pack an emotional punch in very few words.

Concentrate on one mo-ment, one incident, that holds huge significance for a

character: the moment they first made eye contact with their baby; seeing

the first crocus of spring after a hid-eous winter full of drama and despair;

standing on stage in the moment of silence before the applause starts…

The descriptions and characterization in a story this short owe more to poetry

than to the kinds of writing you find in novels. Choose your adjectives

carefully. You don’t have much room.

You’ll want to save the majority of your words for the build-up to the climax.

Think about how many words you can afford to spend setting the scene
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(may-be 25?) and how many you want for the resolution (10?). Can you create

a resonant story in 65 words?

Make words do double duty. Instead of saying ‘he walked across the room,

shaking with rage’, say ‘he stalked away’, saving five words.

Don’t feel you have to hit 100 words on the first pass. Write the story, then go

back through and inten-sify things by making your verbs more active and

pruning as much dead wood as you can.

If you find yourself writing fewer than 100 words, look back and see if you can

beef it up with pointed dialogue, expressive description, or more of your main

character’s emotions. Can you paint the scene  of your character’s

grandfather, tapping along to the beat on the arm of his worn, brown

corduroy recliner, the one that, years later, still smelled of pipe smoke and

tur-pentine when she sat in it…rather than simply  ‘telling’ us that there is a

chair in the corner?

If you are still wa-aaaay over the word count, look carefully at the opening.

Often we spend a lot of time at the start writing stuff we as writers need to

know, but that the readers do not, in order to get our stories written. What

would happen if you cut off the first paragraph you wrote? What about the

first two para-graphs? In fact, how ‘late’ can we enter the story and still have it

work?

Imply as much as you can. Leave gaps. Let the reader work a bit. (Short story

readers are used to it!)
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Journaling Prompts

What do you think of the 100 word story form–or the number 3? What did you

find easiest this week? What made writing easier? Did you form an

accounta-bility triad (or a plan to do so?)
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Week 4 - The Landscape of the Story

How do you feel about writing, four weeks into this process? Excited?

Nervous? Chagrined? (Perhaps you haven’t written last week’s story yet?).

Whatever you felt, I want you to know this: it’s OK. What you feel when you

think about writing is not a problem. What you do matters.

The longer I show up for my writing, the more I’m convinced that 85% of

success as a writer is figuring out the mindset piece:

● How to accept that we have big dreams and expec-tations,

● That it’s hard to meet them,

● Allowing ourselves to sit down and write anyway.

This week it might be worth journaling a little about your feelings about your

writing – the fantasy and the reality – and trying to do it without judging or

making any decisions: just notice how you’re feeling. Journal for 5-15 minutes

on this, then set aside your journal (burn the pages if you want to), and start

to play with this week’s story!

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Your story starts with a character standing on a windswept, desolate plain.

How did they get there? What do they want? And what is that on the horizon,

and why is it getting closer?
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Things to Consider

This story can take place anywhere, at any time and with any kind of

protagonist.

It could be a space opera, a farce, the climax of a tense kidnap story told in

flashbacks, a mystery, a comedy, a romance or a heartbreaking work of

stag-gering genius. Whatever your taste runs to.

You don’t ever have to explain why the character is there or what is

approaching. You can focus on the character, his/her emotions, memories or

senses and still have a satisfying story.

Your story can stay on the plain or, if you’re not the outdoorsy type, have your

character scuttle into the huge building right behind her that we couldn’t see

in the ‘opening shot’ of the story.

This is an exercise in using the limits of the prompt to narrow down your

choices. As you can see, though, you still have a LOT of choices.

As you write, think about how long you think this story wants to be? It is a

sudden, flash of fiction (at 500-1000 words) or a single incident with a punch

(1,200-2000 words) or does it have multiple charac-ters, a longer arc or several

locations (2-4,000 words)? Could you rewrite it at a different length? How

would that change the kind of writing it contains?

Journaling Prompts

Did it help to have a setting and the prompted ques-tions or would you rather

have had more freedom to come up with your own setting? How can you use

your preferences to spur you to write more often?

Julie Duffy StoryAWeek Season 1 21



Week 5 - Limit Your Time

(40 mins)

This week I’m encouraging you to impose an artificial limit on your writing

time. I know, I know: we’re al-ways trying to make more time for writing, but

it’s useful to prove to ourselves that we can write effec-tively in smaller

windows of time. This week, concen-trate on finishing the story, no matter

how messy your draft is.

After last week’s story where your character started on a windswept plain you

might have discovered that you are a natural flash fiction writer (fewer than

1000 words) or you may have discovered that your stories like to balloon into

ideas for full-blown novels, trilo-gies, series…

Part of this is about your natural storytelling style, but I suspect that some of it

is about what you typical-ly read.

If you are trying to write short stories but rarely read any, this might be the

week to fix that…and the good news is that you do not have to limit yourself to

the 4,000 word Best American Short Story type of sto-ries, nor do you have to

sit down and make time to actually read anything (huh?)

Next week I’ll share some fabulous resources for you where you can find weird

stories, fun stories, short stories, longer stories, and people who will read

stories to you, so you can immerse yourself in the form AND get your

housework/exercise in too!

This week I’m giving you a way to limit any ten-dency to start a new novel

each week: time limits for you and your story!
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Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Write a story in 40 minutes, and also include a sense of ticking time in

your story.

Things To Consider

A ticking clock in a story is ALWAYS a good idea because it helps the reader

know how far through the story they are.

(NB: any time I ‘always’ I, of course, mean ‘rules are made to be broken’ but if

you’re looking for the ‘easy mode’, follow the rule.)

A countdown or time-limit injects built-in tension, which means the reader

can’t stop reading until they know how it turns out.

A ticking clock reassures the reader that this story is going somewhere and

that they are in good hands (yours).

You might have a countdown to a bomb going off, or the end of a journey, or

the bell tolling at midnight and your carriage turning back into a pumpkin. It

all works.

Don’t waste a lot of, er, time coming up with this story. Retell a fairytale or a

myth (they often have countdowns built into them!)

You don’t need to limit your countdown to consec-utive minutes. You could,

for example, write a story in chunks, each detailing a thing that happens in
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each of the four weeks leading up to a wedding. “Four weeks to go…Three

weeks to go….”) or in the last three days before an asteroid hits the earth. In

these examples, your story will likely feel like a series of linked flash-fiction

pieces: just one snapshot of one significant thing that happens on these days.

If you like the story, put a date on your calendar for next month, to revise it.

If you don’t like the story, take a few minutes to figure out why? Is your main

character flat? What flaw can you give a hero tomorrow, to spice up that

story? Did you take too long to get to the point? Maybe next week’s story

should start in the middle of an action scene.

To keep your story short you’ll probably want to limit the number of settings

you use (can you keep it to a single room?), and the number of named

charac-ters (but you probably want more than one, so the sto-ry isn’t all

internal thought. Dialogue as action, baby!).

How To Write A Story In 40-Minutes - timing

0-5 minutes: use the Short Story Framework to brainstorm your character and

their need, and the first action they will take to move towards it.

5-15 mins: Write the opening of your story based on those notes

15-35 mins: brainstorm and write 1-2 ‘and because of that’ actions your

character takes, which take them towards the conclusion of the story.

35-40 mins: write a quick ending when you have answered the question of

whether or not the character gets what they wanted.
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40-43:20: do a victory dance (seriously, put on some happy music and dance

around your room. Cel-ebrating your wins is important!)

Journaling Prompts

Did setting a timer make it easier or harder for you to get started? Did it make

it easier or harder for you to finish? How do you feel about your imperfect

story? Is this a method that could have practical application for your writing

in future?
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Week 6- People Are Mysterious

Do you ever go through phases where you’re reading, but nothing is inspiring

you?

I’ve been reading a lot of things I felt I ‘ought’ to read, recently. Stories that

were nominated for prizes, non-fiction books people said I simply must read,

news stories that seemed ‘important’....and I kept get-ting tired. I even

succumbed to a “BookTok” recom-mendation.

That’s when I went back to my bookshelves and pulled down a few tattered

old paperback favorites. The kinds of books that made me want to write, in

the first place.

I don’t care what anyone else thinks of these sto-ries. I love them. And I’m

grateful their authors wrote them.

Do you have books like that?

When was the last time you read one?

This week I’m asking you to inject a little mystery into your story while you

practice your third-person POV.

Your story doesn’t have to be a classic who-dunnit, with a body on the floor in

the opening scene and a solution at the end, but I do want a problem or a

puz-zle for your protagonist to solve.
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(This week can be a great time to take a character you’ve written about before

and put them in a tricky situation. It can help you learn more about them, and

how they react to difficulties.)

A mystery at the heart of your story keeps your reader hooked. Even if it’s just

a character contemplat-ing something unusual: a house missing in a row of

houses that was complete yesterday; a boat in a park-ing lot full of cars; a

grown man at a tiny desk in a classroom full of kindergarteners..

Putting a mystery in your story is the ‘easy mode’ for keeping readers

engaged to the end of the story. They want the question answered!

And because it’s in 3rd person (more about that, below) the mystery stays

alive for the reader as long as it does for the protagonist. We know no more

than they do!

If you’re still having trouble feeling the shape and structure of short fiction,

check out the appendix for a Reading List of Short Stories

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Write A Story with a Mystery at its Heart. Write It In The Third Person,

Limited

Strategies for Mystery

A mystery is just a question: Why? What hap-pened? Who did it?
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Your story starts when you let the reader in on the question and ends, more or

less, when you’ve an-swered it.

The mystery can be external (“I’m in a locked room! Why? How do I get out?

What happens if I don’t?”) or internal (“Will I ever find love? Will I be able to

accept it?”) or a bit of both.

Focusing on an external mystery is probably the easiest, because it allows you

to keep your character active, trying to solve their external problem while they

deal with whatever character issues you chose to give them ;)

Strategies for writing in Third Person, Limited

Third Person, Limited is the ‘he said, she said’ POV, where the reader can hear

the thoughts of one person, and one person only.

The protagonist can infer information about other people’s thoughts and

motivations, but the reader can never see inside those other characters’

minds. (If this was a movie, the camera would swing around the protagonist,

occasionally looking over her shoulder and through her eyes, never getting

too far away from her.)

This is the voice often used in detective stories, and mainstream fiction, e.g.:

In the second of the police cars, Inspector Jon Rebus had his teeth

bared. He gripped the door handle with one hand and the front edge

of his passenger seat with the other. In the driver’s seat. Chief Inspector

Frank Lauderdale seemed to have shed about thirty years. He was a

teen-ager again, enjoying the feeling of power that came from driving

fast, driving a wee bit crazy”
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- from “Let It Bleed” by Ian Rankin (Simon & Schuster, 1996).

Notice how the author conveys how the driver’s apparent mindset without

ever leaving John Rebus’s point of view? He ‘seemed’ younger. Even the

phrase ‘he was a teenager again’, is talking about Lauderdale, but is still  quite

clearly Rebus’s assessment. This is backed up in the next paragraph, which

continues from Rebus’s perspective. But Rebus can never know what

Lauderdale is feeling, because other people are a mystery to us!I’ve bee

You don’t have to say ‘he thought’, to let us know what the character is

thinking (see above). In this POV if you make a declarative statement, it’s

going to be clear that the ‘thought’ belongs to your POV character.

The advantage of this POV is that it keeps the read-er close to the

protagonist, emotionally. It also helps you set up suspense, since the reader

can only know what the protagonist knows.

The disadvantage of this POV is that readers can’t see what’s happening

‘off-stage’ unless you use an-other device to reveal that information (like the

way Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak allows us to eavesdrop on important

scenes even when Harry’s not supposed to be there; or the way Isaac Asimov’s

excerpts from The Encyclopedia Galactica fill us in on the politics, decisions

and passage of time in the Foundation se-ries). You can introduce a second

POV character, but be aware that it’s hard to keep a short story short with

multiple POV characters!

Keep readers interested in your protagonist by giv-ing them a desire, and an

obstacle to overcome. A flaw and a special talent can help too. (Indiana Jones

is a great example here: He always wants to save the price-less artifact for

posterity, and he’s usually opposed by someone else who wants the same
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thing, but who has an Evil Purpose in mind. That’s the external obstacle. The

other obstacle he faces is his own hang-ups, stub-bornness, and inability to

walk away from a bully (or a Naz…all of which get him into all kinds of trouble

we can sympathize with.)

Journaling Prompt

What’s your ‘guilty pleasure’ book, story or movie? What do you go back to

over and over again (even when you feel like you should be reading

something new) and what inspires you about it?
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Week 7 - A Focus On Form

Recently I had a conversation with a writer who used to write a lot but, for

various reasons, had become stuck.

In our conversation we uncovered the reality that she, like so many of us, had

become imprisoned by the idea that she was a good writer. Many people had

told her this, and so, of course, she felt pressure to write well everytime she sat

down.

First she questioned everything she wrote

Then she started deleting everything she wrote.

Then she stopped writing, afraid to start again.

My heart ached for her, because I know exactly how that feels. It’s all very well

for people to say ‘you need to let the first draft be bad’, but it’s really, really

hard to let yourself do  it.

I salute you (and my writer friend, who has vowed to start writing and not

delete any files for three months!) for having the courage to write imperfectly

and let it be what it is: our imperfect

something-on-the-page-is-better-than-nothing first drafts.

This week’s prompt focuses on a particular form of short story.

This allows us to take the pressure off ourselves. I’m not asking you to write an

Important Story today. I’m not even asking you to write a good story today.
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I’m asking you to craft something that fits within very narrow and quite

difficult structural requirements.

If you can do that, you win! Hooray!

This is tricky.

Allow the topic to be uninspired, the writing be me-diocre.

Put all the art into the form.

And see what happens.

You might surprise yourself.

Keep writing,

Julie

P. S. Still working to get the short story form under your skin? Why not pour it

straight into your ears, by checking out the list of Short Story Podcasts in the

appendix.

The Prompt

Write a story that contains a hidden message

This prompt was inspired by a brief literary feud that erupted in the editorial

pages of The Guardian a few years ago. The writers bantered back and forth in

verse, and in the final poem the author’s last few lines revealed he had

embedded a (complimentary) hidden message in his words – the second

letter of the first word of every line spelled it out.
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I was so tickled that I’m stealing the idea (which he stole from Arthur Conan

Doyle, so I don’t feel bad).

Things to Consider

You could make the first letter of every sentence spell out a message.

You could make the first/second/third/last word of every sentence add up to a

secret message.

You should probably start by writing out your se-cret message and then

figuring out the rest of the words in your story, so it fits!

This will force you to break all the normal rules of your process of storytelling.

Don’t be afraid. Be bold. At the very least you’ll learn something about your

process!

- this is tricky but it’s also the perfect way to give yourself permission to write

something imperfect.

Journaling Prompts

Do you have other places you go to find short fic-tion to read (or listen to)?

Make a list of them today, so you can always find them when you need a little

inspi-ration.
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Week 8 - With A Song in My Heart

When I was 22 I moved across the ocean and, like any good newlywed, left a

ton of stuff in my parents’ house. Over the years I’ve brought bits and pieces

back with me to the US. The things that stayed tended to be the heaviest:

books, LPs (vinyl is surprisingly heavy.)

I’ve long since built up a new music collection and rebought books, but there

are treasures that I’ve never been able to find. This past summer I discovered

a stash of vinyl that represents an exquisitely specific moment in the story of

my life…and they finally came home with me.

I’m listening to them now and wow! What a time-warp! I’m 13 years old again,

now I’m 16, now 12. I’m in my childhood bedroom, sitting on the earth-tone

speckled carpet, back against the built-in cupboard doors, feet pressing

against the side of my (inevitably) brown, laminate desk, soaking in every

beat, every word, waiting for my life to begin, living vicariously through the

stories in the songs in the meantime.

I am clinically incapable of judging the objective quality of these songs. They

are written into me and I love them.

Most of us have songs like this. They spark our im-aginations and play on our

emotions, and one single riff can send up tumbling back into a memory that

feels like a moment we can touch.

That’s what we want to do with our stories. Readers shouldn’t just read our

words on the page. We want them to fall into our stories, forgetting the world

around them, only to surface, blinking and wondering where they are.
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Let’s get to it.

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Write a story inspired by one of your ‘heart songs’

Things to Consider

If the song is a ‘story song’ (You know, “Ode to Billie Joe” or “Copacabana”) you

could write the story straight, from another character’s point of view, or from

the perspective of the narrator. You could leap forward in time and tell the

sequel, or write a prequel. Hate the way the original story ends? Change it to

make it less saccharine, more creepy, sadder, happier.

You might want to use the story as an inciting inci-dent (your character is

going about their day and the song comes over the speakers, jolting them,

causing them to…and because of that…)

You might want to use the song as a recurring motif in your story. Perhaps

your story is a sequence of three incidents, featuring disparate characters, and

the thing that links them all is the song. They all hear it somewhere, or they

are all living out parts of it, or…

You might, like Jennifer Wortmann in her prize-winning story “Theories on

the Point of View Shifts in AC/DC’s You Shook Me All Night Long”, want to do

something really unusual like intersperse a critical analysis of the song with

more personal character-related sections. (You know I love a weird story!)
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There are so many options here.

The benefits of writing a story inspired by a song are many:

You don’t have to decide on all the building blocks of your story and those

limits can be freeing

You have ready-made emotions to tap into

You may even have a storyline to borrow (or reject)

Journaling Prompts

What songs send you hurtling back through time. Make a list so you can

always come back to them, when you need inspiration.
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Week 9 - Limit Your Characters’ Movement

The movie The Outfit (starring Mark Rylance and writ-ten by Graham Moore

and Jonathan McClain) is a tense thriller set….in a tailor’s shop. Entirely in one

space. It has gangsters, backstory, rival gangs, ro-mance, murder…all in the

shop’s front room and workroom.

And it is gripping.

Short stories can spiral out of control as we write, growing ever-larger in

scope, ever longer in the story-telling. One of the surest ways to let that

happen is to move your characters around from location to loca-tion. With

each new location your word-count grows, as you explain why they’re moving,

how they’re get-ting there and what it looks like (smells like) when they arrive.

Part of the fun of the short story form is seeing what we can do despite

(because of?) the constraints of the form. I have a suspicion that all of us who

love short stories are secret rebels, who thrive on being told ‘this is difficult.

You’ll never be able to pull it off.”.

I say: watch us!

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Write a story limited to a single location
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Things to Consider

You can make the location almost impossibly small (I once wrote a story

about a contortionist. The entire story took place inside a box) or as large a

single floor of a house (or a single deck of a ship), but keep your characters

from moving around more than absolutely necessary.

As in The Outfit you can set the stage differently. Perhaps now your characters

are conversing in two armchairs by the window, while one glues the handle

onto a broken teacup. At another moment they may be lingering in the

doorway. There is still room for movement within your one location, but

limiting your-self to a single space allows you to be thoughtful about where

you place your character and why. If they are sitting, why are they sitting?

What does it say about their mood, their relationship to each other, or about

what might have happened before this moment? If they are lingering in the

doorway, what emotion keeps them there, in that liminal space? Are they

afraid to move on? Reluctant?

If one character’s hands are always busy with some task and the other is

picking at her clothes, what does that tell the reader?

How does the space smell?

Is one corner colder than the rest? Why?

As you keep your characters confined to this space, you can shake things up

by moving them around, by introducing new people, by having sounds or

actions intrude from outside, and always by having them talk to each other.
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What happens in the past, off screen, good or bad, does not affect

sympathy. It’s what we see the character do in the present that

determines how much we will or will not care about that character.

- David Farland (Million Dollar Outlines)

Don’t get sucked into thinking that a story set in one place has to be

introspective or dull. Think about “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet” (you’ve likely

seen a Twi-light Zone adaptation starring either William Shatner or Jon

Lithgow: a man on a plane obsessing about a gremlin on the wing. Talk about

being confined to one space? There’s no getting off that plane!)

Journaling Prompts

How do you feel about confined spaces? Cozy or crazy-making? What

physical reactions can you re-member, and give to your characters?
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Week 10 - POV Rewrite

When I boarded a plane in autumnal Pennsylvania and disembarked a few

hours later in California’s hot, dry desert, my perspective changed. Instead of

lush green forests and gently rolling elevations, I had swapped the chill air of

October for the furnace blast of desert heat, grit in my mouth from the

haboob (sandstorm) that rolled through, and the sleeping-dragon hills that

rise up out of the California landscape.

I noticed different things: I was a stranger here. Pennsylvania-Julie doesn’t

always hear the birds, Cali-fornia-Julie was acutely aware of their foreign calls.

Characters notice different things, motivated by their interests and past

experiences. A car-crash victim might be hyper-aware of a passing truck,

while their companion is blissfully ignorant. Someone who grew up in a Greek

family might reach for the olives at the salad bar while their English

companion avoids them.

Allow your characters to walk through the world, noticing different details,

taking different actions, to enrich readers’ experience of our stories.

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Take a story you have previously written and rewrite it, from a different

character’s viewpoint.
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Things To Consider

If you don’t have an older story you want to re-write, write someone else’s

story from a different character’s point of view (if you’re using something

that’s still under copyright, be aware there are compli-cations if you want to

publish it, but let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. Today, we’re all

about the writing!)

The benefits of this exercise should be pretty obvi-ous: you don’t have to come

up with a plot all over again; you already know the ending; you’ve already

thought about stakes, story questions and why the reader should care.

This time through you get to ask how these same events would look through

the eyes of a different character.

If you’ve ever had a family member recount an event you remember, in a way

that doesn’t match up with your memories, you’ll know how much of

our-selves we put into our interpretation of events. Our characters should do

the same.

Why is your new character involved in the events of the earlier story? Are they

the person your previous protagonist was fighting with? Are they a barista

ob-serving the fight and relating it to their own relation-ship as they steam

the milk? Are they the EMT who comes and helps with the events of your

earlier story?

Remember that this character is now the protago-nist. Their job is not to

explain anything about your previous protagonist (that’s what your secondary

char-acters did in that first version of the story). This time, your new
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point-of-view character has their own story to tell as they walk through the

same events.

Rewriting a story this way can yield a new, better story, or it can cast light on

one part of the earlier story that you can improve to make it soar. Stay open to

both possibilities….and the possibility that this story might simply be an

opportunity for you to practice writing, practice getting to your desk, practice

living through a week when your writing is ‘meh’. (It will happen and you will

survive it).

Try to finish the story this week, no matter how un-polished it feels. Get to the

end. Tell the story. Then congratulate yourself. You’re showing up. You are a

writer.

Journaling Prompts

Did you find it easy to find another character to put into your old story this

week? How might you use this technique to get ‘unstuck’ in the future?
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Week 11  - Borrowed Shells

The practice will open the door to the change you seek to make.

- Seth Godin, The Practice

Why am I encouraging you to use these writing lessons and prompts?

Because I agree with Seth Godin on the discipline of the practice. Building a

practice doing the thing you love is the only way to get better, get faster, and

get happy. You have stories inside you. You’ll never be able to tell them the

way you want unless you build a regular practice. It doesn’t have to be every

day.

It certainly doesn’t have to be 1667 words every day. But showing up, time

after time, putting words on the page, playing with story structure, letting

your characters come to life, however imperfectly…these are the actions we all

must take if we want to make progress as writers.

And you’re doing it.

Every time you read one of these chapters, every time you noodle with the

story ideas, and especially every time you sit down to play with the ideas

sparked by these love-letters-to-your-inner-writer, you are showing me–and

more importantly, yourself—that you are ready to make that change.

You’re ready to stop putting off being a writer.

You’re fighting back against whoever it was who encouraged you to let your

dream of being a writer die (whether they did it out of protective love for you,

or out of bitterness).
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You are a writer and I see you.

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Tell a story in a series of social media updates or the conversations under

a post or product listing

I’ve always loved stories like this type of story. Recently I learned that someone

has named them “Hermit Crab” stories, because you take the shell of

something else and make a new home inside it for your squishy mollusc ideas

(or something).

Anyway, I love a story with a puzzle at its heart, and if the puzzle takes the

form of the actual words, my nerdy little heart sings.

Things To Consider

While real hermit crabs can live for up to 15 years, they tend to be less

welcome as houseguests for that long. Likewise, I think the most effective

hermit crab stories are very short. Basically, as soon as I’ve fig-ured out how

the form is unspooling the story, I want it to wrap up pretty quickly. It’s a

balance between the puzzle and the plot. How long should this story be, I

hear you ask [pauses for you to ask the question…] It should be as long as it

needs to be, of course, or pos-sibly a little shorter. If you can do this in two
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type-written pages (remembering that your lines might be very short) you

will impress me.

You can turn anything into a story (this story turns a crowdfunding appeal

into a short story. This one (scroll down for the second story) is told in the form

of a recipe. This one tells a story in the form of interi-or decorating paint

colors.

During StoryADay May I almost always throw in one of these kinds of

prompts. Over the years we’ve had social media ‘emergency calls’, one-sided

conver-sations, memos, shopping lists…all kinds of things.

With a story like this you get to break the rules as much as you like. The only

rule you don’t get to break is that the story shouldn’t be boring. (with the

caveat that the first draft can be flawed in all kinds of ways, up to and

including, ‘being boring’)

And when you’re breaking the rules, it can be utter-ly freeing to see what

spills out through the cracks.

Journaling Prompts

Do you have a sense of what size and shape a short story ‘ought’ to be?

Where did that idea form?

How do you feel about breaking rules, when it comes to your writing?
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Week 12 - Locked Room Mystery

It’s a bit of a mystery how we get anything done, isn’t it? And yet here you are,

writing and showing up, pushing yourself to do a little more than 99% of the

people in the world, to become the most ‘you’ version of you there is. I salute

you.

Sometimes people ask me how I do all my writing things. Specifically they

tend to ask me about what tools I use. So I thought I’d give you a peek behind

the curtain of my (current) favorite tools. Just promise me you won’t get

sucked down the rabbit hole and forget to write this week’s story, won’t you?

Find Julie’s Current Favorite Tools for Staying Creative and Productive here:

https://stada.me/tools

Keep writing,

Julie

The Prompt

Write a story that uses the following scenario

The Setting: Four blank walls and two doors, both currently locked.

The Characters: Don, a man in his fifties; Sooz, a young woman; Dante, a

teenager; Charlie, a character of gender, age and appearance that you specify

(or don’t).

The Problem: There are thunderous booms coming from outside the room

and the characters must decide what to do next.
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Things To Consider

Despite the title of my email, this set-up is not a true locked-room mystery.

Those  tend to involve a crime (usually a murder) that seems utterly

impossible, often because it occurs inside a room that seems impenetra-ble

(think Sherlock Holmes “The Speckled Band” or, more recently, Malka Older’s

“The Locked Pod”.

You can set this story anywhere and at any time.

The room may be any size. It can be inside, out-side, on a spaceship, on a

cruise ship, underground, in a forest, whatever you like.

You decide on the characters’ personalities. Re-member,

personality/interpersonal conflicts provide drama. Assumptions create

misunderstanding and ten-sion.

Decide which character you want us to identify with the most. Consider

telling the story from their perspective. They are the character who has the

most to learn/who will change during this story. (It may not be the obvious

character)

To make your characters more rounded, give us a hint of what they don’t

want us to see about them-selves.\You can reveal the source of the noises or

not. It’s up to you. In a short story you get to leave a lot to the imagination and

short story readers don’t always need to know all the facts or the outcome

(they will still groan and rage at the author, but they’ll be secretly delighted

you had the confidence to leave them guessing).

You can give us a nice, neat ending, or leave the situation unresolved. Just

make sure something is resolved during the story. This could be a personal
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mis-understanding, an area of personal growth, or some-thing as simple as

‘will Charlie ever get to finish the chocolate bar they’ve been trying to eat

since the story began?)

Journaling Prompts

What have been the most productive types of prompts for you, so far? How

effective are you being at setting appointments for yourself to write to these

prompts every week? What would make it more likely you will succeed? (An

email in your inbox every week? Joining a group of writers during live ‘writing

sprints’)
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Week 13  - Rewrite a Folk Tale

Here we are, at the end of Season 1 of StoryAWeek. You’ve had the

opportunity to write a story every week for a quarter of the year.

How did it feel?

What did you learn?

Take some time this week to gather data about this experience: did you need

more reminders to actually write? (Consider subscribing/staying subscribed to

the newsletter for weekly reminders). Check the appendix for the Lessons

Learned Worksheet. Whatever information you gather, remember that is all it

is: information. No judgment. Understanding how we work helps us do it

more effectively…but only if we’re being kind to ourselves.

If you find yourself longing to go a little deeper, or spend time with other

writers, check out the resources at the end of this book (About StoryADay) to

find opportunities to join us. As I always say: writing can be a solitary pursuit,

but ‘being a writer’ can’t.

(Obviously it can, but you’re making it much harder than it needs to be!)

I hope this has been a wonderful journey of discovery for you and I look

forward to guiding you through Season 2!

Keep writing,

Julie
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The Prompt

Re-write a fairytale or folk tale

Fairy stories and folk tales sounded fantastic to me as a child, living in a quiet

suburb near London. I never encountered witches or wolves and nobody I

knew had a stepmother. As I grew older and learned more about history

(including maternal mortality, the demonization of smart women, and the

realities of living near forests that contained actual wolves…) I came to realize

that these stories were morality tales, reflecting everyday dangers and

teaching people how to avoid them or cope with their aftermath.

I suspect science fiction and fantasy, even romcoms, have taken over from

fairy stories, and the dominance of Marvel movies in popular culture speak to

our desire for stories with lessons at their heart.

● You can find source material in Grimm’s fairytales, in collections of

folktales, all kinds of places… Your own culture has fairytales. Your own

family has “legendary tales” that they tell. (See this page for a definition

of the difference between myths, legends, folk tales, fables and

parables, as well as more reading links). Steal without remorse

● (Just remember if it’s not in the public domain you get into the messy

territory of derivative rights and copyright law…)

● You can retell the story from the perspective of a side character (what is

Jack’s mother doing all day while he’s out climbing the beanstalk?)

● You can modernize the story. We’re not generally afraid of being eaten

by wolves, today. What are we afraid of?
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● You can twist the fairytale and give it a completely different ending. This

is a really fun sub-genre of its own. Lots of marginalized people are

taking old stories and twisting them to claim a place for themselves in

the ranks of the cultural hero.

● Use any genre for this. A Cinderella story with a happy ending featuring

a trans-woman? Go for it! Rumpelstiltskin, as Nick Sparks-style uplifting

tale where the goblin is really a good-hearted social worker who saves

the kids from a grim fate with their terrible parent? Sure! Want to turn

the story of Beauty and The Beast into a modern-day slasher-pic? Be

our guest!

Journaling Prompts

What source material did you pick? What did you do with it? How did it go?

This week it’s particularly important to look back over the past season and

capture the lessons learned, so look in the appendices for the “Lessons

Learned” journaling prompts.
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ABOUT STORYADAY

The StoryADay May Challenge began in 2010 and encouraged writers to push

themselves to write more than seemed possible during May. From the very

beginning, writers have always been encouraged to set their own rules and

define what “a story a day” means for themselves. https://storyaday.org/signup

If you’re looking for a writing community to sup-port you as you write, with

writing sprints, workshops, forums and a fun group of encouraging writers,

consid-er joining the StoryADay Superstars group.

https://members.storyaday.org/join-superstars

For weekly writing prompts and lessons like the ones in this book, you can

subscribe to the StoryAWeek Newsletter and be reminded, every week, that

you are a writer.

https://storyaday.org/storyaweek

For weekly doses of inspiration and encourage-ment, interviews with working

writers, and more, subscribe to the StoryADay podcast at:

https://storyaday.org/podcast
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Accountability Triads

The Idea:

You want to do something (e.g. write a story) but are finding it hard to start.

Making a commitment to work alongside two other people who also

have A Thing they want to achieve, makes it more likely that you will all get

The Things done.

Find two people who want to achieve something (from an art project to

bill-paying or housework), set a regular time, and work together (but

independently) on your projects, then report back to each other.

Forming Your Triad:

Pick a few people you are comfortable enough with to ask a favor. These

could be online acquaintances, family members, best friends from

elementary school, or someone you see every week at the corner table in the

coffee shop you frequent. It doesn’t really matter, as long as they are a,

interested and b, not a monster.

Ask them if they have a project they’ve been putting off. Ask them if they

would like to stop putting it off by working on it a little bit, every so often.

If they say ‘yes’, great. Now do this again until you have two people plus

yourself who seem serious about this idea..

(This works because letting two people down is infinitely worse than

letting down just one. The arithmetic doesn’t check out, but the psychology

does.)

WANT MORE LIKE THIS? VISIT: STORYADAY.ORG © Julie Duffy 2022
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The Format

Pick a time that works for all of you on a repeating basis. This might be an

hour, or a little more if you want to include some time for socializing

Block out that time on your calendar. Make it a repeating weekly

appointment.

(It’s easier to have the same time every week than to have to negotiate

the time and place repeatedly.)

Decide whether or not you’ll meet in person and if so, if it will always be at

the same place.

Assigning Roles

It’s important for everyone in the triad to have a role each time you meet,

so that everyone feels they are making a contribution. It’s a good idea to

rotate the roles, so no one gets stuck with one they dislike.

(It may seem overly formal to assign roles, but people actually like to know

what’s expected of them and to feel like they are contributing in a meaningful

way. Don’t hoard all that good feeling just because you’re the one who

initiated the triad thing!)

Suggested roles
Host: The person who reminds everyone the meeting is about to start and

who welcomes everyone when you get together.

Timekeeper: the person who starts and ends the working session.

The Keeper of the Commitments:; the person who takes notes on what

each person commits to achieving during the session and asks them about it

at the end.

WANT MORE LIKE THIS? VISIT: STORYADAY.ORG © Julie Duffy 2022
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The Meeting

Starting the session

If you’re meeting in person or on a video call, you should allow 5-10

minutes at the start and end for chit chat.

The Host: might start by asking how everyone is feeling this week, and for

any ‘wins’ since last week.

The Keeper of the Commitments: asks everyone what they’re planning

to achieve during your time together this week.

The Timekeeper: starts the working session, sets a timer, and notifies

everyone when the working session is up.

Remember: all of these things can be done face-to-face or in a purely

virtual way (by text or Tweet or video message or group phone call…get

creative!)

Working time

Your timekeeper sets the agreed-upon timer and you all work on your

own projects. No social media, no distractions, just you and the work.

Ending the session

The Timekeeper: announces the end of the working session.

The Keeper of the Commitments: asks everyone to report on what they

achieved. (Try to focus on what you did achieve, not what you didn’t. Think

about how you feel, having focused on your project. Congratulate your

buddies on whatever they achieved.)

The Host: confirms the time and place for the next meeting. Assigns roles

for the next time, ideally, rotating the roles, from week to week.

WANT MORE LIKE THIS? VISIT: STORYADAY.ORG © Julie Duffy 2022
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FAQ

Will this really work even if the other two aren’t writers?

Yes. In fact, it may work better because then there is no hint of

competition or comparison among you, just support.

Do we have to meet weekly?

No. Weekly is just simple. You could make this The First Monday Of The

Month or something else that is easily remembered and set to repeat on a

calendar. Make it often enough that it is worth your while, but not so often

that it feels like you’re in prison.

Does it have to be three people?

At a stretch you could expand it to four, but any more than that and you

begin to lose the intimacy of a small group. The closeness of the group is

what makes the commitment feel real.

What if someone repeatedly cancels?

They are showing you that they do not really want to be part of this.

Cancel the group and reboot it (yes, you can reboot it with two originals and

one new person. Just try not to hurt your friend’s feelings as you do it. Say

something like “thanks for helping me get this off the ground. It seems like

it’s not that useful to you any more so I hope you don’t mind if I try this again

with some new people”. You can even make up a white lie about schedule

conflicts if you feel awkward.)

The point is, you need people to hold you accountable, not people who

will allow you to let yourself off the hook. It doesn’t mean you can’t be friends.

It just means you can’t do this together.

WANT MORE LIKE THIS? VISIT: STORYADAY.ORG © Julie Duffy 2022
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Point Of View Resource 
1st Person 

Everything is told from the “I/Me” point of view 

Walking along the street I saw a man in a trench-coat. He looked like 
trouble… 

The reader can only know for certain the thoughts of the point of view 
character. 

You can tell us how they perceive other characters, but we can never know 
for sure what another character is thinking or know everything they know. 
For example you could write: 

He looked like a man who’d had a fight with his girl and then tripped over 
a black cat on the way out of the door. I kept a wide berth as I passed, in 

case a stray jostle caused him to blow a fuse… 

But you couldn’t write the following example, because our POV character is 
sharing things they couldn’t possibly know. 

Walking along the street I saw a man in a trench-coat. He was trouble. 
He’d had a fight with his girl that morning then tripped over her 

goddamned cat on the way out of the door. He was filled with rage and I 
kept a wide berth… 

1st person is great because we tell stories this way all day long (“Hey, the 
funniest thing happened on my way over here. I saw this guy walking down 
the street towards me. He was one of those weird trench-coat guys, right? 
And then…”). It’s a style and a voice that’s easy to adopt. 

One of the complications of 1st Person in storytelling, is that your reader can 
only ever know what the point of view character knows. You can’t have any 
scenes told from another perspective or clue the reader in on what’s going on 
“meanwhile, in another room.” If you want us to know something about a 
character other than your POV character, you must demonstrate it through 
their actions, or through something another character says about them.  

This usually works in a short story but is more challenging in a longer work. 

  



 

2 

©2019 Julie Duffy   Find more at StoryADay.org  

Second Person 

Second person uses “you” instead of “I” or “he/she”. Your character is talking 
directly to the reader 

It’s an unusual one for writing fiction, but it can and has been done.  

Here’s an excerpt from Mohsin Hamed’s novel How To Get Filthy Rich in 
Rising Asia: 

This book is a self-help book. It’s objective, as it says on the cover, is to show 
you how to get filthy rich in rising Asia. And to that it has to find you, 

huddled, shivering, on the packed earth under your mother’s cot one cold, 
dewy morning. Your anguish is the anguish of a boy whose chocolate has 

been thrown away, whose remote controls are out of batteries, whose 
scooter is busted, whose new sneakers have been stolen. This is all the 

more remarkable since you've never in your life seen any of these things. 

The whites of your eyes are yellow, a consequence of spiking bilirubin levels 
in your blood. The virus afflicting you is called hepatitis E. Its typical mode 
of transmission is fecal-oral. Yum. It kills only about one in fifty, so you’re 

likely to recover. Bu right now you feel like you’re going to die.  

Your mother has encountered this condition many times, or conditions like 
it anyway. So maybe she doesn’t think you’re going to die. Then again, 

maybe she does. Maybe she fears it.  

Because it’s an odd perspective, Hamid does a very clever thing by 
addressing the oddness right there at the beginning. The conceit of this novel 
is to be that this is a self-help book (which are very often written in this 
perspective). It eases the reader over the oddity of reading ‘you’ until they 
become comfortable with it. 

Notice how quickly your brain began to substitute “I” for “you”? We know that 
the ‘you’ in the story is really the point of view character. And we understand 
that, by keeping his story at arm’s length, pretending it isn’t about him, this is 
probably going to be a slightly unreliable narrator.  

This is a fun perspective to try out in a short story. 

Further reading: https://electricliterature.com/how-to-write-a-second-person-
story/ 
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Third Person, Limited 

This perspective works a lot like 1st Person, except the pronouns are different. 
We still stay in the perspective of your third-person character most of the 
time, but you have a little more room for a narrator’s input too. 

Walking along the street Bobbie saw a man in a trench-coat… 

As in First Person, the narrator can only share the point of view character’s 
thoughts with the audience. Everything else must be inferred or discussed.  

Walking along the street Bobbie saw a man in a trench-coat. He looked 
like a man who’d had a fight with his girl and then tripped over a black cat 
on the way out of the door. Bobbie kept a wide berth as she passed, in case 

a stray jostle caused him to blow a fuse… 

Because you’ll have a lot more ‘he’ and ‘she’ in this kind of story, make sure 
you use characters’ names just enough to keep straight who you are referring 
to, but not so much that it sounds stilted. 

In the example above, Bobbie is female and the man in the street is male. But 
we also mention his girlfriend., introducing a second female character. That’s 
why the last sentence must start with “Bobbie” and not “she”, which would 
introduce confusion about which “she” I was referring too. 

But I wouldn’t then want to write this awkward sentence: 

Bobbie kept a wide berth as Bobbie passed… 
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Third Person, Omniscient 

This perspective fell out of favor, especially in US fiction, in the later 20th 
Century, but I hope it’s due for a comeback. In fact, many British writers –
especially humor writers—still use it. 

With an Omniscient narrator, all your pronouns are “he”, “she”, “they” or 
possibly “xe” “ey” or “zi” (newer gender-neutral pronouns currently jostling for 
acceptance and primacy.) 

In the Omniscient perspective, the narrator can tell you everything: what 
every character is thinking, what has happened in their backstory.  

Current best-practices suggest not diving into the thoughts and backstory of 
more than one character per scene or chapter, but it’s a fluid rule. As long as 
you can move from the thoughts of one character to another without 
confusing the reader or jolting them out of the story, this can work.  

Just be aware that critique groups and modern editors have hair-triggers 
when it comes to so-called ‘head-hopping’ and you may have to be prepared 
to defend your choices. 

It was the kind of morning that might have been created by a movie set-
dresser: built for a confrontation. Two strangers walked towards each other 

on a grey, rain-soaked sidewalk that mirrored the heavy, bruised sky. 

Bobbie warily watched the man in the trench coat as he drew closer. He 
looked like trouble. She didn’t need any more trouble this morning. 

The man hunched deeper into his coat, not yet noticing the small woman 
walking towards him. He’d had a fight with his girlfriend this morning and 
then, to make things worse, he’d tripped over her damned black cat on the 

way out of the door. Added to everything that had happened yesterday, 
he’d had enough. He was a man on the edge … 

Because we have established the narrator’s omniscient voice first, it works. It 
tells the reader that you are going to confidently lead them back and forth 
among the characters thoughts. As with Mohsin Hamid’s second-person 
opening, ease the reader into a less-familiar perspective. 

Remember, the narrator is your point-of-view character (yes, character) and 
their voice must remain consistent. This is the one case where your 
protagonist will never be the point-of-view character. 

  



 

5 

©2019 Julie Duffy   Find more at StoryADay.org  

Further Reading 

The Write Practice’s Ultimate Point of View Guide: 
https://thewritepractice.com/point-of-view-guide/ 

 

Grammarly’s First, Second And Third Person Guide: 
https://www.grammarly.com/blog/first-second-and-third-person/ 

 

Scribendi’s Guide To Identifying Narrative Voice: 
https://www.scribendi.com/advice/narrative_voice.en.html 
 

StoryADay Prompts & Articles on POV: 
https://stada.me/pov 
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Flash Fiction
Further Reading

Literary Fiction
New Flash Fiction,
Smokelong Quarterly,
Electric Lit’s Archive for Commuters
HuffPo list of 15 stories

Romance
Flash Fiction Online’s Romance section,
Flash Fiction Library’s Romance archive

Science Fiction
Daily Science Fiction,
365Tomorrows,
Flash Fiction Online’s Sci-Fi Archive,
Tor.com

Fantasy
Every Day Fiction’s Fantasy archive,
Tor.com,
The Arcanist

Dystopian Fiction
Reading list from BookRiot.com

Mystery Flash,
Quick Mystery,
Short Fiction Break’s Thriller Archive,
Flash Fiction Library’s Mystery Archive
FlashBangMysteries.com,
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Short Story Podcasts
Something for everyone!

Selected Shorts (symphonyspace.org/selected-shorts)
Listen to these as they air because they do not stay in your archive forever.

These stories tend to be literary, and I have discovered several new favorites in

here. Read by accomplished actors in front of a live audience, this is a

wonderful way to hear how the emotion of a story hits in real time. Beautifully

produced, thought-provoking, well-curated, and often fun.

LeVar Burton Reads (levarburtonpodcast.com)
This is billed as “the best short fiction, hand-picked by the best voice in

podcasting”, and who am I to argue? Burton’s taste in short stories overlaps

with mine. A renowned literacy advocate, he champions new and diverse

voices as well as picking great stories by established masters, and acts them

all out with his versatile, mellifluous voice. A treat.

Escape Artists (escapeartists.net)
EA hosts a number of podcasts bringing you the best of Science Fiction

(EscapePod), Fantasy (PodCastle), Horror (PseudoPod), and writing for young

fans of those genres too (Cast of Wonders). Stories are usually recent

publications and often come from the journals that publish award-winning

stories in these genres. The narration is generally good, though occasionally I

don’t care for the narrator (I’m picky). Worth a listen if you like these genres.
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STORYAWEEK LESSONS LEARNED
EXERCISE 1: WHAT DID I LEARNED ABOUT MY WRITING PRACTICE?

Ideas: was it best to have a list of ideas before I sat down to write or to come up with
something on the spot? Or somewhere in between?

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

My best time of day to write:

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

I wrote best in this kind of environment [   ] Busy coffee shop [   ] fortress of solitude [   ] other

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

Weekends vs weekdays; how did they differ?

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .
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How did special events impact my writing (visitors, birthdays, preplanned social outings and
obligations). Did they derail my writing or provide a welcome reset/recharge?
.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

EXERCISE 2: WHAT DID I LEARNED ABOUT MY WRITING?

What type of story do I enjoy reading:

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

What type of story do I enjoy writing?

.        .        .        .        .        . .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

What style/mood/genre feels right for me, right now?

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .
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Am I comfortable writing short stories or am I really an epic novelist, poet or memoir writer?

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

What elements are strongest in my writing: character, description, action, dialogue, intrigue?
What elements do my stories need more of?

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

EXERCISE 3: WHAT COMES NEXT?
My next major goal for my writing is:
.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .
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Based on what I learned during the challenge, I plan to keep going by:

[   ] Posting in the SWAGr group at StoryADay

[   ] Joining a writer’s group

[   ] Commiting to ____ words/hours next week

[   ] Putting writing dates on my calendar

[   ] Going to _________________________________________________________________to write

[   ] Revising ___________ stories

[   ] Researching publication markets for _________ hours next month

[   ] Submitting _________ stories to publications/competitions

[   ] Sending ______ stories to _____________ (friend/family/mailing list)

[   ] Joining the StoryADay  I, WRITER Course next time it opens

[   ] Subscribing to the StoryAWeek newsletter

[   ] Signing up for the StoryADay Superstars Mastermind Group

[   ] Other

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

[  ] Sharing some of these goals on the SWAGr post at StoryADay.org within the next week

ADDITIONAL NOTES

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .        .

.
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