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On Rocky Shores: Self-Reflexive Fiction 
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When I start writing, I have a process. First, I look for any story ideas that have been 
knocking around in my head for a while and see if I can use those themes or settings. As I begin 
this piece, however, I have nothing. Next, I try to think of an interesting setting. I then pair a 
theme I like that goes with the setting. Using those points, I will see if any story threads form. 

For a setting, I’m picturing a lake. Having a lake on its own doesn’t sound very engaging to 
write about, and for me, being engaged in my writing is important, so maybe this lake will 
contain a secret. I like this idea, so I’ll see where it goes. First, I have to expand on the setting. 

I want the lake to be on the smaller side so that from one side of the lake you can see the 
other. This lake won’t have sandy beaches but rather lithic cliffs that tower above the edges on 
the far side, and rocky shores that our main character will be standing on in this opening scene. 
The story opens with a solemn character staring across the murky waters. This can allude to a 
parallel between the character and the lake itself. This was not intentional, but I like the 
metaphor regardless. 

Ideas are coming together in my head now. Next to this lake lies a log cabin where the 
character and his father would spend every summer together. This builds a rapport between the 
characters and the lake. Something like: the character has just lost his father so now he has 
returned to the place where they spent the most time together. This also recontextualizes the dark 
murky lake into a reflection of the character’s mental state. 

As he stares at the dark, turbulent waters, they swallow his reflection, leaving only the 
darkness to scrutinize him. I like this opening because it focuses on the setting and mirrors the 
mood of the character. Our character reaches down and picks up a flat, smooth stone. I think I’ll 
make the character a guy… maybe make this piece a reflection on the relationship between him 
and his father, as this is something that is more personal to me. 

As our character turns the stone over in his hand, running his fingers over its sleek surface, 
he’s thrown back to the first summer he was here with his father. Writing this gives me an idea 
for further points in the story. As the character interacts with his surroundings, he is 
overwhelmed with memories of him and his father. 

On the first summer here, he recalls his father showing him how to pick the best stones for 
skipping. Now, I need to include something unique to make the experience more impactful on 
the main character. His father would pick up a stone, do an exaggerated weighing motion with 
his arm before rubbing the stone on his hand. If the stone was the right weight and smoothness, it 
was perfect for skipping. He made his son go through the same routine before sending him off to 
find his own. I like the way this interaction plays out. It gives an insight into the dynamics in this 
relationship. 

For this next part I’d like to dive deeper into the characters through more of these past 
interactions. This location is of importance – such a place would have all sorts of memories that 
hold emotional significance. 

Looking off to his left, he can see the dock that he and his dad built together. He 
remembered the first time his dad took him out on a boat, taught him how to tie boat knots and 
how to get in and out without falling into the water (though that lesson was learned the hard 
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way). He still remembers the first time his dad took him fishing: the thrill he and his dad 
experienced as he reeled in his rod, the grin that split his face as he caught his first fish. He knew 
his dad had kept the photo they took of his catch on his mantlepiece. 

Out on the dock was where he first told his dad he was getting married. He felt the clap on 
his shoulder and saw the twinkle in his dad’s eyes. His dad told him he was proud of him, that 
he’d always be proud. 

 

I believe this is the best time to switch the tone. I knew early on in this story that the 
character had to lose his father. But being truthful, writing the next part in direct contrast to the 
happiness of the previous paragraph is going to hurt. I hope that’s an experience we can share as 
you read. 

It was also on this dock that his dad first told him he had cancer. That he was dying. He can 
still recall the look on his dad’s face as he spoke those words, his gaze lost in that deep blue 
water. His dad always seemed so full of life, but he didn’t think his dad ever looked as old as he 
did at that moment. 

I think I’m going to refrain from writing the main character's reaction to this news, but rather 
leave it up to the reader’s interpretation. It was my goal that the glimpse into the connection 
between the characters will show the devastation the son experienced at this moment. But now 
it’s time to conclude the story. 

He was broken out of his thoughts by a shout from behind him. 

“Dad!” his son shouts, “what are you doing over there?” 

Looking out across the water one more time before turning to meet his son, he smiled. 

“Come over here, let me show you how to pick the perfect stone for skipping.” 

I like the contrast between the sadness that exists in the past and the hope for the future. 
Looping this ending back into the beginning gives a sense of completion to the cycle of this 
father-son relationship. 
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