AWP 2022 OUTLINE

Event Title: Reclaiming the Collection: Putting Together, and Selling, a Story Collection


Event Description: In publishing and academic contexts, short stories almost always come with a caveat: they're not marketable, or they're just what fits most easily in the workshop format. What if we stopped comparing books of short stories to novels? This panel looks at the story collection as its own art form, rather than a prelude to a debut novel. From contest to indie press to Big Five: the panelists are writers who've come together to discuss how to write, arrange, edit, and sell a collection.

Event Category: Fiction Craft and Criticism

Event Organizer & Moderator:
Megan Cummins is a Brooklyn-based writer and the managing editor of A Public Space. Her book, IF THE BODY ALLOWS IT (Nebraska), was longlisted for the Story Prize and the PEN/Bingham Award for Debut Short Story Collection.

Event Participants
Sidik Fofana is a graduate of NYU’s MFA program and a public school teacher. His work has appeared in the Sewanee Review and Granta. Stories from the Tenants Downstairs, his debut short story collection, will be published by Scribner in August 2022. He is an associate editor at A Public Space.

Arinze Ifeakandu was born in Kano, Nigeria, in 1995. An AKO Caine Prize for African Writing finalist and A Public Space Writing Fellow, he is a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. His work has appeared in A Public Space, Guernica, the Kenyon Review, One Story, and Redemption Song and Other Stories: The Caine Prize for African Writing 2018. His first book, God’s Children Are Little Broken Things, is out in June from A Public Space Books. He lives in Tallahassee, Florida.

Kate Doyle is the author of the forthcoming short story collection I Meant It Once which will be published by Algonquin Books in 2023. She was a 2021 A Public Space Fellow and received an MFA from NYU, and her work has appeared in No Tokens, Electric Literature, Anomaly, Cordella, and elsewhere.

Ada Zhang is a graduate of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, where she was a Maytag Fellow and recipient of the Richard E. Guthrie Memorial Fellowship. Her debut collection, The Sorrows of Others, will be published by A Public Space Books in 2023. 


Opening Remarks and Housekeeping Announcements:

Welcome to Reclaiming the Collection, a panel all about short story collections. A few administrative notes before we begin: 
· For those needing or wishing to follow along to a written outline text, please let the moderator of the panel, myself, know, and a printed copy will be delivered to you. 
· Please make sure that spaces marked for wheelchairs remain clear of chairs or other barriers. 
· Treat service animals as working animals and do not attempt to distract or pet them. 
· Be aware of those with chemical sensitivities and refrain from wearing scented products. 
· Please be aware that your fellow attendees may have invisible disabilities. Do not question anyone’s use of an accommodation while at the conference, including for chairs reserved for those with disabilities.

Joining me here today to go all in on short stories, I have four fabulous writers, all of whom have debut short story collections coming out either this year or next: Sidik Fofana, Arinze Ifeakandu, Kate Doyle, and Ada Zhang. 

And I’m Megan Cummins, the managing editor of A Public Space and A Public Space Books. I’m also a writer, too, of a short story collection, IF THE BODY ALLOWS IT, which won the Prairie Schooner Book Prize and was longlisted for the Story Prize and the PEN/Bingham Award for Debut Short Story Collection.

Before we really dig into the discussion, I wanted to give some thoughts on short stories. Why I love them, and why I think they’re important—not just on an individual artistic level but as a form that should be celebrated and supported, and not necessarily thought of as training wheels on the way to the novel. (And just as a note I love novels too, they can do things the short story can’t, but the reverse is also true, and I think we sometimes forget that short stories can capture life in a way that hits differently from novels.)

For me, it's when I read short stories that I feel closest to a writer; in every story there's something so thoroughly them that I feel like I'm running my finger over a wax seal they've stamped onto the page. And then I get to crack it open and discover what the story has noticed about the world. 

This panel is part craft talk, part inspiration board, and part practical conversation on the different routes a writer can take to sell their collection once they’ve put together that book of gemstones we call a story collection. We often hear that it’s a difficult market for a story collection, and that’s not untrue, but there’s more than just the traditional method of sending it to one of the big five.

When I was conceiving of this panel with my colleagues at A Public Space, it was important to me that the panelists represent a range of possibilities for the short story collection. From contest submission to indie press to Big Five, we have it all here. I’m also incredibly lucky to have worked with all of these writers through my role at A Public Space: either as an editor, a colleague, a reader, a friend. Sidik has been part of the APS team for almost a decade. Arinze and Kate were Fellows, and Arinze, along with Ada, will have their debuts published by APS. The work we do is enriched by their talent, and it’s really an honor for me to get to be here with them today. 

I’ll take a minute now to introduce our panelists, and then I’m going to ask each of them to, in turn, briefly introduce their story collections.

[Read bios]


Participant Initial Remarks:

Arinze Ifeakandu
Sidik Fofana
Kate Doyle
Ada Zhang


Moderator Questions:

1) You all have books that are about to come out, some very soon, others within the next year. At what point in your process did you feel like you had a book rather than a handful of stories? Was there a moment when it clicked for you? Another way of thinking about this question could be—what makes these stories part of the same book, in your mind? 
2) Do you feel like your approach to writing short stories has evolved over the years? What about editing your pieces?  
3) Can you share a moment when you noticed something and thought—now that’s a short story? What made it so? 
4) Can you each talk a little bit about your experiences working with an editor? The challenges, the beauties? 
5) What was the process of selling your book look like? 
6) What’s your favorite published short story, and can you tell us why, from a craft perspective? 
7) I know at least some of you are now working on novels. What was that transition like for you? Are you writing stories at the same time? Personally, after spending four years working on a novel draft, during which time I wrote 0 short stories, I found it very difficult at first to go back to writing stories. I worried I wouldn’t be able to capture that sharp short glimmer of a story. Have any of you had experiences with working in both forms at the same time? 

Audience Q&A

