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A Personal Message from Gordon A Kessler to the Reader: 

I've been teaching novel writing for nearly twenty years, and I’ve written thriller novels 

for longer. I enjoy writing them almost as much as I like talking about the process. 

If you enjoy this compilation of my thoughts and focus on the craft, and if this little 

eBook helps you hone your skills — or if you have been entertained by my fiction — 

please drop me a quick email. Let me know who you are and what you enjoyed the most. 

I promise that I will personally respond. 

Email me and say hi at: gordon@gordonkessler.com 

Please stop by my website and blog at: 

http://gordonkessler.com 

It's fun and you'll be glad you did. 

On my website you'll find my blogs as well as info on not only my past work but also on 

novels to come. 

And there's a special section for my new “The E Z Knight Reports” series novels. 

These are fast reads; a sexy, humorous and irreverent series as well as a somewhat 

realistic and poignant look at the darker side of life, crime and the human condition. With 

a modern-day, ramped up “The Rockford Files” / “Magnum PI” feel, it consists of page-

turning, episodic novels. 

Within this section you'll find brief bios on all the “The E Z Knight Reports” major 

characters. Be forewarned: you'll find a page of Oz's colorful witticisms, as well — 

adult readers only, please. 

My Jazzy Brass has her very own fan pages on the website, complete with photos, blog 

and “Jazzy Brass's Missing Scenes”. You'll love her, if you don't already! 

Also, you'll discover a special section on the site highlighting the "Knight's Girls" (a 

little risqué) in a gallery showing the different Knight Girl for each current “E Z Knight 

Reports” novel covers, as well as some that are coming up. 

And don't forget I have other thriller novels besides Brainstorm. You'll learn more about 

them here: Thrillers. 

Enjoy! 
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Please check out Gordon Kessler's other books 

Thriller novels: 

JEZEBEL 

DEAD RECKONING 

BRAINSTORM 

BIG THREE THRILLER BUNDLE/BOX COLLECTION 

- 

"The E Z Knight Reports" series novels 

KNIGHT'S BIG EASY 

KNIGHT’S LATE TRAIN 

KNIGHT'S RANSOM 

KNIGHT’S REPORTS – Box Set, Your Three Favorite E Z Knight Novels Bundled 

 

And coming soon: 

KNIGHT'S LAST SHOT 

 

Short stories: 

"Jack Baron," a nostalgic romance 

"Toothpick for Two," a humorous relationship story 

 

Nonfiction about novel writing: 

NOVEL WRITING MADE SIMPLE 

EBOOK WRITING MADE SIMPLE 

HOW TO WRITE YOUR NOVEL 

 

<><><> 

* EDITING — COVER DESIGN — EPUBLISHING — PRINT ON DEMAND 

(POD) * 

Do you need help with your novel? 

Are you looking for an editor? 

Need your cover designed at a reasonable price? 

a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0053Y1JFI/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B0053Y1JFI&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eJEZEBEL%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B0053Y1JFI%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0056A2MGO/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B0056A2MGO&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eDEAD%20RECKONING%20-%20a%20Mystery%20Thriller%20Novel%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B0056A2MGO%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
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How about ePublishing and POD? 

Let’s talk! 

Drop me an email. Here’s the old consultant/editor’s shingle: 

<+> 

I fix novels! 

For information on my “Novel Mechanix” services and a free evaluation, please 

email me at: 

Gordon@GordonKessler.com 

Low rates, high results. Free initial consultation. 

<><><> 
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Subjectivity — you’ll see this term used throughout this book. It is an important and 

often frustrating aspect of novel writing. But don’t curse it. It is the reason there is art. 

Without subjectivity, there would be no art, only science and the unknown. Here is my 

definition of this word — a major factor in the industry of writing, publishing and 

bookselling: 

Subjectivity is personal, individual opinion based on a combination of not only 

knowledge and experience, but also placing emphasis on one’s own mood, attitude, 

opinions, preferences and prejudices at the time. 

Please read: 

*Disclaimer — This book is NOT ABOUT writing eBooks, indie-publishing or self-

publishing, nor is it about promoting such work. It IS ABOUT writing novels for the 

traditional publishing industry. For a reference book on writing eBooks as an indie 

author, please check out my book EBook Writing Made Simple. 

*Note: In the interest of political correctness in the following work, I have chosen to use 

female pronouns in some sections and male pronouns in others when referring to writers, 

industry professionals and fictional characters. I hope all who read this will think I’ve 

done so fairly. Also, please note that this book is written in a conversational style and a 

more relaxed “open” standard of grammar and punctuation is used, not unlike the 

narration of a typical novel. 

 



 

Part I. Introduction 

Within this book, you’ll find my take on the nature of the art of commercial novel 

writing. It is a subjective view as is any individual’s opinions of any artistic endeavor. 

Although there are few rigid laws; theories and standard practices are abundant, and 

herein you’ll find a few. 

This is a unique look at fiction writing, not coming from the angle of good academic 

prose but instead from the study of bestselling fiction in which weak and clumsy writing 

may abound, but these distractions are redeemed by the riveting stories themselves. 

We’ll examine the ingredients that most bestselling novels have in common, and I’ll 

demonstrate why certain novels have become successful. Am I being pretentious? After 

all, I’ve never written a bestselling novel. But, with the eye of an instructor, I have 

studied the commercial successes over the past two decades. I found that many bestsellers 

didn’t make it to the top of the charts for their literary merits but because of a number of 

totally different factors. However, having knowledge of these important aspects is not 

enough for even a very good writer to make the bestseller list. There are other elements 

of this magical formula that writers don’t have much control of, including God-given 

talent, timing and subjectivity. 

That said, learning, studying, knowing and practicing what the writer can control in this 

elusive quest will get writers as close as possible to their goals. 

My intention is to help not only new writers but even the seasoned yet stagnant ones as 

well. While reading this book, I invite you to explore your talents, hone your skills and 

become better craftspeople of this wonderful métier (trade / occupation). The following 

work has been written with passion and respect for an art that has been a major 

contributor to the culture of the human race. This collection of novel-writing notions is 

arranged in logical order, and the thoughts and guidelines are expressed in simplest terms 

in order to assist the novice in learning the conventions of the craft, as well as help 

writers of all skill levels. May this simple little book be a springboard to eye-opening 

enlightenment and to a deep love for the art. With it and a meager measure of talent and 

energy, you should be able to write a full-length novel in a genre of your choosing of 

which you can be very proud. 

In this subjective field full of intangibles, it is easy to lose focus. But never lose sight of 

the reason for commercial novel writing — to fulfill the reading public’s need to be 

entertained. Welcome to the entertainment business. 

This book will help prepare you for the novel-writing business. However, novel writing 

may not be for you. You might not make it your living. But whatever draws you to put 

lies on paper, its therapeutic value is obvious. What do I mean by lies on paper? Pablo 

Picasso once said that art is lies that tell the truth. What better way to describe a story 

conceived in a writer’s mind that is not true, yet the emotions, the characters and the 

descriptions are so well conveyed, real and life-like, that the story seems true? 

Now, let me explain from first-hand experience about the therapeutic value of writing. 

You see, through writing I’ve become an almost normal human being again. Uh-oh, does 



that leave some dramatic question? Don’t worry, I was never an ax murderer or anything 

— not exactly. But I have had my bouts with confusion, wondering what life is all about. 

So what happened? Writing is what happened. It opened my eyes as it will open yours, if 

it hasn’t already. It’s a whole other world out there through enlightened eyes. 

Sure, reading will broaden your world and help you understand life a little better. But 

everything written, spoken and in any manner created by living creatures is done from 

their viewpoint — their slant on the world. Everything, every little detail a person hears, 

reads, sees, feels and tastes is filtered through a subjective consciousness. What appears 

one way to you might well appear in some way different to someone else. Your sip of 

Margarita might be too salty and not as sweet as you think it should be, while your lover 

might think it’s perfect. What seems like unbiased and strictly factual news stories you 

see on television will always be slanted by the reporter, in at least some degree, whether 

it is by choice of words, facial expression or vocal inflection. After all, television, radio 

and newspaper reports are done by biased people. They are only human. We all have our 

own agendas and our own prejudices. We can’t help ourselves . . . or can we? 

Writing is the only way I’ve discovered to help myself. Through it, I’m bound only by my 

own agenda and prejudices, and if I write from several different viewpoints — not only 

the good guys’ but also the bad guys’ — I begin to better understand the world around 

me and why different people act the way they act, do the things they do. Through writing, 

I confront the truth and test my beliefs above all the lies I’ve been force fed throughout 

my lifetime (a classic example is what we all learned in grammar school — Columbus 

discovered America). Understanding this, it is easy to see the power of words: the 

influence these subjectively used little markings have had on our thoughts, opinions and 

the world around us. 

Once we realize that everything we’ve been told is lies, we can finally open our eyes to 

the understanding that there is only one common truth — emotions. Emotions are 

universal. They are inside all of us, and we all feel them. Love, hate, fear, sadness, 

happiness, anger, jealousy, lust — these emotions are real. Emotions are from the heart 

and insuppressible. Emotions are true. They are what we live for — what makes life 

worth living. Only insincere emotions are tricky. True emotions are the only things we 

can count on to be real, and that’s where the good storyteller starts — with basic 

emotions. 

No one can make you into a bestselling novelist. I can only give you guidelines to help 

you along the way. It’s up to you to read and understand these guidelines, to go to writing 

workshops, lectures and conferences, to read the reference books and the current 

bestselling novels in your genre and, if it’s what you really want, become a writer — 

perhaps even a bestselling one. I’m a firm believer that we do get what we really want. If 

you really want to become a writer, you will live like a writer, make the sacrifices, fend 

off the urgings of the mind-deadening boob tube, follow the guidelines you’ll find in this 

and other reference books, learn how to write in a marketable way, and you will get 

published. You’ll learn the rules, know when, why and how to break them effectively, 

and you’ll soon see your hard work bound and placed on the bookstore shelf with your 

name printed prominently on the cover. 



So, here we go. I’ll give you these novel-writing guidelines, which I know to be the truth. 

You’ll have to figure out for yourself the paradox I have confronted you with: I tell you 

the truth, but everything you’re told is lies. Because this truth — what is on the pages 

before you — is my subjective view, take what I tell you for what it’s worth. Try it out, 

scrutinize it, and consider this as one person’s guidebook and not the authority on 

commercial novel writing. If you also, after much study, find these things to be true, let 

this be your little guidebook, too. For those who have been writing for some time, you’ll 

find the following pages to be a gathering and organizing of writing notions you already 

know. Let them serve as refreshers, a look from a different angle intended to reinforce 

your knowledge of novel writing and perhaps boost you to a new level. However, I’m 

willing to bet that no matter who you are, no matter what experience you have, you’ll 

find a thing or two you haven’t seen discussed in such a manner before. 

I hope you enjoy the following work. 

 



 

Part II 

The Craft 

 

1.0 Story 

John Gardner called story a “vivid and continuous fictional dream.” Effectively 

conveying that dream from writer to reader is our concern here. 

Actually, there are always three versions to every story. The first is the implied story, the 

story as it was intended by the writer. This is the writer’s internalized version, the 

writer’s “vivid and continuous fictional dream.” The story conveyed onto paper changes 

due to the author’s own vocabulary, interpretation of word meanings and the words’ 

connotations — all of which can be fluid, continuously changing, at least in some degree, 

over the writer’s life. How a particular author might write a story today could be very 

different from how that same author might write the same story tomorrow. 

The second version of the story is the actual story, the written word in book form. It has 

no opinions, no hidden agendas. It is unbiased and all of the words have logical 

dictionary meanings — until it is picked up and read. 

This leads us to the individual reader’s inferred story. The story then changes in at least a 

small degree in the translation of that original “vivid and continuous fictional dream” to 

the final interpreted one of the reader. This is due to that particular reader’s vocabulary, 

understanding of the words used and the connotations those words have to that 

individual. 

With the preceding in mind, does this illustrate the importance of authors’ word choices, 

their vocabulary and the necessity of terse writing? I hope so. Writers cannot take for 

granted that all readers will be able to mentally see a scene just because it is clear in the 

head of the author. Correct, concise descriptors must be chosen. Being a wordsmith is not 

just about hammering out pretty words — writers should be concerned more with using 

their words in an economical fashion to craft something beautiful. Beauty is not in the 

words, but in the images, thoughts and senses the words create. 

You’ll find some excellent reference books available concerning the craft of fiction 

writing and the art of storytelling, and I’ve listed a few in the back of this book. A couple 

of my favorites are John Gardner’s The Art of Fiction and Christopher Vogler’s The 

Writer’s Journey. 

1.1 Genres. Novels can be classified into categories known in the industry as genres. 

From these come subgenres, and the list seems to go on forever. On the next page, you’ll 

see what I consider the main classifications. For a more detailed list, examine the local 

bookstore shelves. 

The industry divides types of novels into two major categories. The first, known as 

literary, is a character-driven story that may or may not fit into a specific genre. For 



simplicity, literary novels will not be broken down any further than to say that many are 

mainstream and have broad appeal — and, although some fit neatly into plot-driven 

categories and are called crossover novels, many do not. 

The second major category encompasses genre or escapist fiction and generally 

emphasizes a plot-driven situation as well as characters. The following is a list of 

common genres and some of their subgenres: 

Thriller — medical, military, near-future, sci-fi, technical (or techno), and legal. 

Suspense — (subgenres are similar to thriller) 

Horror — vampire, werewolf, monster, gothic 

Mystery — amateur sleuth, crime, detective, police, cozy. 

Romance — suspense, time travel, historical 

Action (a.k.a. Men’s Action / Adventure) 

Adventure 

Sci-fi and Fantasy 

Western 

New Age / Inspirational 

Children’s — (numerous genres for most age groups) 

Christian / Religious 

Gay / Lesbian 

Erotica 

You’ll find the most popular novel-length fiction will be in the range of 45,000 to 

125,000 words. This does not mean you’ll be apt to sell a thriller novel of 45,000 words 

or a cozy mystery of 125,000 words. The accepted lengths of particular novels are mostly 

genre related and may vary between publishing houses. An easy way to determine what 

seems to be an acceptable length for the novel you’re writing is for you to refer to the 

bookstore shelves. The surest way, of course, is by researching the publisher’s website or 

through reference manuals that list publishers. That said, a 75,000 to 90,000-word 

manuscript is generally considered respectable. 

a) Oddities. Numerous oddities have been published over recent years that might not fit 

neatly into a genre or are unusual due to size. The Christmas Box, The Bridges of 

Madison County and The Celestine Prophecy were all small by the way of word count, 

but each of these books ended up as phenomenal bestsellers. To use them as guides might 

be a mistake for the beginning novelist, as they are considered experimental and thus can 

be hard to sell. I might note that all three of these books were originally self-published 

and received critical notice due to the authors’ own hard work and tenacity at self-

marketing. 

b) Serial and Sequel are types of novels that often find great success. They feature 

reappearing characters and / or recurring themes. You’ll find these novels popular in most 

current genres. What makes them successful, of course, are convincingly real, yet original 



characters and situations. Editors are very hungry for serials, and you might do well to 

consider the writing a sequel to follow your current work. 

c) Sex, Foul Language, Violence, Death and Aberrant Behavior. The amount and 

depth of risqué scenes, controversial themes and offensive language you include in your 

novel is not only story and genre dependent but also depends on the tastes and policies of 

your publisher. It can limit not only your audience but whether your novel will get 

published all together. Candid, uncensored scenes depicting real-life scenarios are 

important to the integrity of writer and story, but understanding the audience and dealing 

with those matters tastefully and appropriately are just as important. 

Sex and sexual tension as well as violence are key factors in most aspects of human life 

and can be interesting and important dimensions of many stories. However, the amounts 

of these elements and the approach taken by the writer should be considered carefully. 

How these important and controversial aspects of human life are portrayed in adult 

novels will be very different than in young-adult mysteries. 

Again, the best advice I can offer is to look at novels already published and currently on 

bookstore shelves to see what is appropriate. Even then, a good rule of thumb is that a 

story should never include gratuitous sex or violence. However, these issues should be 

dealt with if they are important aspects of the story itself. Perhaps you feel explicit 

depiction of a violent rape / murder scene provides important character motivation, 

characterization or plot information in a novel about Miami drug gangs. If so, fine. But in 

typical suspense or mystery novels, giving details about body fluids and death throes 

probably won’t be appropriate. 

Be honest with yourself and with your writing. Don’t pull punches because your mother 

or your pastor might read your story. Make your scenes live, give them verisimilitude by 

realistic depiction, but do so with consideration of what is acceptable to your target 

audience. 

For an example of a story written in a genre that is generally full of violence and four 

letter words but was very well done without either, read Ted Dekker’s thriller Three. It’s 

an incredible novel that I read without realizing its publisher, Westbow, is a religious 

publishing house. Discovering this after I finished the novel, I tried to recall if at any 

point Dekker crossed the line by using crude language or gratuitous sex or violence, and I 

realized he hadn’t. Still, he told a fantastic story, and I hadn’t noticed the lack of 

swearing or graphic violence. What an excellent job of storytelling! 

1.2 Characters are perhaps the most critical part of a well-written story. Without well-

crafted characters, no matter how much conflict, action and emotions writers try to 

portray in their stories, their novels will fall short and seem flat. 

A well-rounded, three-dimensional character has a past, a present and a future. It is 

important that readers are able to imagine your main characters possess these dimensions, 

even if only implied in the story. This will help readers identify with the characters and 

make these story stick-people seem more real. Give each of your main characters 

motivation — an emotional reason to be involved in the story — and make each 

character’s motivating factor at least a little different. Layer your characters, to use a 

cliché, like an onion. Make them complex so that, perhaps, what they say is not what they 



think. The motivation they express and the one that drives them internally might be 

totally different. Think about your main story characters and decide what each 

symbolizes. This can help you keep your characters individualized and each consistent 

within themselves. 

The three-dimensional character has wants and desires, opinions and feelings. Think of it 

this way: if you’d never seen the moon but someone told you about a full-moon-lit night, 

you might still be able to imagine it from their description, using familiar things like 

colors, textures and shapes. They might tell you that the moon is the largest thing in the 

sky, is white and round, has areas that look smooth like water and other areas that are 

rough like rocks. 

Okay, so now you’ve heard what the full moon looks like; you’ve even been treated to 

two similes to help you visualize it. But you don’t actually have a good feel for it, do 

you? 

What if someone tells you a little more than just the physical appearance of the moon? 

What if you’re told that the moon rises in the east and sets in the west — that it has not 

only a present, but a past and future — that the full moon is not only white, it is 

luminescent and makes the night nearly as bright as day. They tell you about myths and 

theories and give scientific data including what it is made of and what is inside of it — 

that it isn’t just round, but it is spherical, and it has a dark side that isn’t always lightless 

but is always hidden away from view. They tell you of its occasional moody appearances, 

sometimes having a reddish hue, or yellow or blue. At times, it looms large and 

dominating, at others, it is yellow and small, distant — yet in all actuality, it never 

changes size or color. Now, do you think you know the moon a little better? 

Before going any further, let me give you the names of a couple of my favorite books on 

writing fictional characters. My very favorite is Dwight Swain’s Creating Characters: 

How to Build Story Characters, and another is from the Writer’s Digest Books series on 

the elements of fiction writing titled Characters & Viewpoint by Orson Scott Card. 

Character names are more important than most beginning storytellers understand. 

Names with similar pronunciations or that even start with the same letter can confuse 

readers. If you have the male lead’s girlfriend named Sarah and the story antagonist 

named Sally, your reader might easily become confused. Remember, your goal as a 

writer is to tell your story as clearly as possible, so use care not to distract or confuse the 

reader with the names of your characters. 

Also, in most cases, you’ll find it wise to stay away from cliché names. Naming your 

hero Rock or Stone might work well if you’re writing an adventure story, but might be 

too contrived for a more realistic suspense or thriller novel. When naming heroes and 

villains, consider the connotations readers might have for certain less obvious names, and 

use this pre-association as an advantage to help tag your characters. Pendergast, Luther, 

Starling and Lector are but a few of the really wonderful character names used by current 

bestselling authors. Another caution to consider is to avoid using a celebrity’s given name 

or surname because of the pre-associated baggage that might come with it. Think of hard 

consonant sounds for tough guys — G’s and R’s, etc., soft vowel and consonant sounds 

for beautiful women — O’s, M’s and S’s, etc. Don’t restrict yourself to these suggestions, 

but keep them in your writer’s virtual toolbox to use when appropriate. 



Characterization should be done in a similar manner. Describe your characters not only 

from the outside but also within. Make sure they have a past, present and future — that 

they have wants and desires and have had character-shaping experiences in the past that 

drive them and cause them to judge and make the decisions they must make in the current 

story. Have them overcome adversity in the present story by using their past to influence 

them in coping with or resolving current conflicts. Give them sexual tension to deal with 

and have them choose to make sacrifices or, perhaps, choose not to lift a finger. These 

seemingly minor aspects of your story will help flesh out and make your viewpoint 

character three dimensional. Characterization can also come from what other characters 

see, how they look at and respond to the subject character. 

While casting these realistic, three-dimensional characters, be careful not to make them 

stereotypes. If you must have the cowboy be tall, tough and slim, give him a quirk, 

maybe a tick, a stutter or a lisp. If you must make the Southern belle the most beautiful 

girl in Georgia, give her something that isn’t so pretty, too — perhaps the ugly scar on 

her shoulder that she must consider when shopping for dresses. 

Motivation is an important factor in character description, also. Author of several 

critically acclaimed thriller novels, Elizabeth Engstrom gives a great example of 

characterization that goes something like this: Little Johnny always gets straight A’s in 

school. Pretty good, huh? Now add that Little Johnny cheats. Uh-oh, bad boy! But there’s 

one last thing about Johnny; Little Johnny cheats because if he doesn’t get straight A’s, 

his dad beats him. Gives you a little different impression of Little Johnny, huh? 

A character sketch can help writers develop their characters into more rounded, three-

dimensional forms. A good character sketch is a simple fact sheet written out on a piece 

of paper, which gives basic character information. It is much like a vita or informal 

résumé that not only includes job, background, education, experience and hobbies but 

also physical traits, personal information, likes and dislikes, pet peeves, quirks and 

motivations. 



 

a) Protagonist. The protagonist (good guy) is the hero / heroine — often an ordinary 

person placed in an extraordinary circumstance that makes him become larger than life. 

You’ll find that in most breakout bestsellers, however, ordinary people they may be, but 

they are also professional people, specialists of some form or another or otherwise special 

in some way. They are detectives, doctors, lawyers, scientists, military, historians, 

psychiatrists, photographers, reporters, etc. They live a life that in many aspects is very 

common, but they belong to an elite or specialized group, and live in a world different 

than the average Joe reader. And when you mix this professional character in with an 

incredible, perhaps life-threatening conflict, this ordinary character must act — whether 

willingly or not — in order to realize a goal, get over an obstacle, or survive, forcing him 

to become “larger than life”. 

The extraordinary circumstance is the catalyst causing this larger-than-life 

transformation, creating a revived protagonist who will say what the average person dares 

not, act when the typical citizen would cower, fight when most readers would run. 

The protagonist is the key to the entire story. Everything hinges on him. In the finale, the 

character who makes the difference, defeats the antagonist and brings the story to a 

resolution is the protagonist. A well-drawn protagonist must be three-dimensional. He 

must be interesting in some manner, must elicit strong emotions and empathy from your 

readers. Readers must be able to identify with the protagonist in some manner and feel 

that the hero’s actions are valid under the circumstances and with consideration of the 

hero’s past. Be sure not to create a perfect and all good protagonist. No one is perfect and 



totally good. It’s not believable. Give your protagonist flaws, preferences and quirks, and 

the reader will like him a lot better because a flawed hero is easier to identify with. 

The protagonist must be an interesting character and, if he isn’t dynamic from the start, 

should become dynamic quickly in your story. He must possess insight and be capable of 

interesting, intelligent and believable internalization and introspection. In many cases, I 

think you’ll find that a good protagonist will be a character that, if he were real, you’d 

enjoy speaking with at a party, or going to lunch with — not only interesting, but perhaps 

even personable. Lastly, the protagonist must be capable of change — and change for the 

better by the end of the story. 

If you’d like to consider an example of an excellent protagonist who fits well into serial 

possibilities, think of Dan Brown’s Robert Langdon from Angels and Demons and The 

Da Vinci Code. He’s very human, with likes, dislikes and personal conflicts. 

b) Antagonist. The antagonist (bad guy) can be a challenge for many beginning 

novelists. What they don’t realize is that writing the antagonist can be even more fun than 

fleshing out the hero. Again, as a major character in your story, the antagonist must be 

three-dimensional and realistic. He or she (or even it, if you choose) must have a past that 

makes him do the things he does — a reason to be bad, even if the average person might 

not tread the same path. The bad things antagonists do don’t seem bad to them. Instead, 

they consider their crimes and cruel actions important and necessary, at least at the time 

of perpetration. Still, give your antagonist redeemable, even admirable traits — 

something readers can identify with as good, in order to make your fictional bad guy 

seem human (if your antagonist is human). 

This brings us to what your antagonist can be. It doesn’t have to be human. It can be a 

huge white whale, the ocean, a computer-controlled spacecraft or an alien being. It can 

even be the protagonist, in conflict with himself in a psychological battle. But the 

antagonist must be a worthy opponent for the protagonist, whoever or whatever it is. 

Through much of the story, the antagonist might be stronger or even smarter than the 

hero. 

Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lector is the obvious example of a really great bad guy. 

Although he isn’t always the main antagonist — sometimes is more of an anti-mentor — 

he is always a force to consider in any of the stories he’s in. He’s a wonderfully drawn, 

three-dimensional character with some interesting redeemable qualities; he appreciates 

the fine arts, and let’s not forget that he’s a real gourmet. 

c) Secondary Characters. Be careful not to bring into your story too many subsidiary or 

named characters, which can make it more difficult for readers to follow. You might 

discover a number of your minor characters could easily be combined and made into one, 

perhaps fitting in as the protagonist’s mentor, love interest, sidekick or foil. A foil is the 

protagonist’s companion, usually contrasting in character, wit, age or stature (a famous 

example is Sherlock Holmes’ Dr. Watson). Foils help characterize the protagonist. And if 

your protagonist and love interest, foil, sidekick or mentor are polarized — that is, they 

have many opposite traits — characterization is facilitated as they interact, and it makes 

for interesting dynamics, highly entertaining to your readers. Make one neat, one sloppy 

(The Odd Couple), one a by-the-book cop, one more compassionate and objective, etc. Of 



course, on the opposite end of the character balance is the villain (antagonist) with his 

henchmen / henchwomen — and the same considerations apply to them. 

Regardless, you’ll have incidental or walk-on characters whether it is the doorman, the 

taxi driver or the bartender. Usually they can go nameless, but sometimes you might feel 

a name is necessary. Name them with care. Names tend to put emphasis on characters, 

which might cause readers to think these characters are much more important to the story 

than they really are. 

1.3 Conflict is the driving force of your story — what makes the static photo inside 

readers’ minds into a dynamic moving picture. For your story to be successful, your 

protagonist must battle both external and internal conflict. 

The external conflict, the physical action, is the easy one. It is the race the heroine must 

win, the mountain climb the hero must make, the battle against terrorists your Delta Force 

must wage. It is the ticking clock — the navigating around and through all things 

physical that stand in the way of your protagonist reaching the desired goal. This type of 

conflict is best conveyed in real-time, dynamic exposition. 

The internal conflict is more difficult, the challenge many beginning novelists forget. 

Unfortunately so, as the internal conflict is the unseen force that solidly sets your 

characters and your story into a realistic world. It is the fear of heights, the suppressed 

memories, the regrets and emotional losses of your protagonist. It is what makes the 

protagonist what she is today, causes her to think the way she does and do the things she 

does. Where action is the best way to show your story’s external conflicts, dialogue and 

internalization are the best ways to present the internal ones. 

For a more in depth look at conflict, check out Writers Digest Books’ Conflict, Action & 

Suspense by William Noble. 

1.4 Setting the Scene (location, location, location!). When describing stories to others, 

readers (including editors and agents) tend to start with where the story takes place. This 

is an example of how important setting is to fiction readers. 

Readers need a tangible sense of place in order to envision your story sufficiently and fix 

it in their minds. They need to feel oriented. They want to slip into your story world. 

Setting is a simple tool that aids in this process and helps ground the reader. Lack of 

setting or a stereotypical setting is like an energy-less sponge that leaches the existing 

energy from your characters and conflict, and away from your story. 

When considering setting, remember that it is not only a place and time. It can also 

involve weather, geology, political climate, social tension or technological environment. 

Setting can be a powerful influence on the characters and the conflict of the story, so 

don’t leave it out of your first draft. Work with it as a tool to help develop both the 

conflict and the characters throughout your story. Think of the setting of The Grapes of 

Wrath — the Dust Bowl days of Oklahoma during the Great Depression. Consider how 

heavily this setting influences the conflict as well as the characters of this classic by John 

Steinbeck. 

How do you start thinking about setting? The easiest way is to ask yourself two simple 

questions: Where is my point-of-view character — what does my POV character see, 

hear, feel, smell and taste? and When is this scene taking place? Another question that I 



find useful, taken from what author and writing instructor Tim Powers asks his students, 

is Where is the light coming from? Does this shine some light on your setting? 

Do you have to cram the answers to these questions quickly into your story? No. As the 

creator, you should know these answers and use the information, when appropriate, to lay 

out a setting sufficient for readers to understand and envision as a real place. This lends 

credibility to that place and justifies how the setting affects the other elements of the 

story. 

Setting gives characterization. When you open a scene, describe the surroundings and the 

current action according to what your POV character sees, hears, feels, smells and tastes. 

How your POV character reacts to the world around her, where she is and what is going 

on that she must experience and react with, says a great deal about who she is. 

But don’t overkill setting — readers need to actively engage in forming a sense of place 

in their mind’s eye. As well-known novelist Elmore Leonard says, “Leave out the parts 

you [as a reader would] skip.” Too much description, even though expertly written and 

beautiful, can be tiresome to the point of boredom, which will then be easily forgotten. 

Also, be careful using what some call an objective correlative like convenient weather in 

your story settings that matches a character mood. An occasional storm might be fine, but 

avoid having one in every fight scene, or thunder whenever the antagonist appears. This 

cliché device used in the wrong place will seem contrived; too much of it can take a lot of 

punch from your story, ruin its verisimilitude, its feeling of realism. 

To make important information given through dialogue memorable and realistic, give 

your characters something to do, a place to be, a setting to react with while speaking or 

thinking. In common settings, look for less common and unusual elements to enhance 

them. Consider not only the visual, but also what is heard, smelled, felt, tasted (the 

senses). These include not only the familiar but also the things that aren’t expected — to 

remove the setting from stereotype. Use specificity in detail descriptions and avoid 

abstract and generic terms. Think of a Wal-Mart, an airport or a convenience store. 

Everyone has a generic default image of these places in their minds. Bring into energetic 

light the particulars that are not in the default image we all have. For more on description, 

see section 2.7a) and Figure 4. 

A couple of my personal favorite reference books concerning setting are Raymond 

Obstfeld’s Novelist’s Essential Guide to Crafting Scenes, and another from the Writer’s 

Digest Books series on the elements of fiction writing called Setting by Jack Bickham. 

1.5 The Protagonist’s Story is a sequence of events and situations that will take your 

character (story hero) through conflict resulting in the conclusion (or resolution) of 

your story (a.k.a. the three C’s). 

The sequence you follow might make a difference in the credibility and commerciality of 

your novel. Since humans first uttered words and drew hieroglyphics on cave walls, a 

reasonable structure has been followed, through myths and legends, true accounts and 

lies, as a way to tell a story in the most interesting and believable way. Storytelling 

hinges on aspects of reality. Understanding this logical order of storytelling may help you 

diagram your storyline. On the next page, you’ll see three well-known diagrams depicting 

dramatic storytelling. I’ve taken these three story diagrams and combined them with 



Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey (which explains successful storytelling used in 

ancient Greek mythology that is still followed today) and presented this idea in what I 

call the Protagonist’s Story which you will find in figures 1d and 2 on pages 14 and 15. 

For a more in-depth account of mythical storytelling and how it relates to present novels 

and screenplays, pick up The Hero with a Thousand Faces by Joseph Campbell or a book 

that skillfully expresses the concept in more modern and understandable terms, The 

Writer’s Journey by Christopher Vogler. 

Fig. 1a Aristotle’s Incline 

 

Fig. 1b Freytag’s Pyramid 

 

Fig. 1c Fichtean Curve 



 

Fig. 2a Protagonist’s Journey 

 

Fig. 2b The Protagonist’s Journey (as example only—explained) 

(to download a printable version of the Protagonist’s Journey, go to 

http://gordonkessler.com/writing-books/nwms/) 

* To start with, most well-written stories begin either departing from, or just after 

leaving, the status quo, a.k.a. the protagonist’s normal, everyday life at point “A” 

(prior to Act I, point “B”) on the above diagram. Something has happened, or is 

happening, that changes the main character’s normal world. 

http://gordonkessler.com/writing-books/nwms/


* Page one begins with conflict introduced and the protagonist is forced to react (Act 

I, point “B”). At first, the protagonist may not wish to go into action; he might refuse 

to take part in any adventure that will take him away from the norm (Act I, point 

“C”). 

* In the next sequence, the protagonist realizes there is no way to avoid the conflict. 

Lives of loved ones may be threatened, important beliefs might be in danger. The 

protagonist takes action in the conflict against an antagonist, and there seems to be a 

way of overcoming the trouble (Act I, point “D”). The first major plot point that 

changes the direction of the plot should occur near 25% of the way into the story, 

close to point “D” or point “E”. 

* A mentor, sage or otherwise possessor of wisdom might be introduced along the 

way through whom the protagonist finds wisdom or encouragement. This character 

does not have to be an old man with a long, gray beard. It can be a child, a loved one 

or an associate, or it can even be the memory of a respected and significant figure 

from the protagonist’s past (Act I, point “E”). 

* With the encouragement or insight gained from the mentor / sage / possessor of 

wisdom, the protagonist proceeds, possibly against insurmountable odds, knowing 

that he has no choice but to see the conflict through to the end, no matter the risk of 

life, love, home or ideals (Act II, point “A”). 

* Along the way, situations arise, smaller conflicts ensue, new allies and enemies are 

introduced. Fights and arguments are frequent (Act II, point “B”). Someplace near 

the middle of the story and around point “B” comes the second major plot point in 

which an unexpected event occurs that changes the direction of the plot. 

* As the protagonist battles on, he sees that the goal is closer and realizes the coming 

of the final struggle—the story climax—is at hand. 

* Finally, the third major plot point results in the protagonist and antagonist waging 

their final fight, from which the protagonist must prevail in order to survive, keep his 

love, save the town, hold high his ideals (Act II, point “C”). 

* Of course, in this brief outline, as is traditional, the protagonist wins and is 

rewarded, whether it be with survival, self-respect or merely winning a trophy (Act 

II, point “D”). 

* In the last sequence (Act III), a brief but important finale, the protagonist gains 

strength and wisdom, sees what the conflict has affected, rationalizes the situation and 

attempts to come to an understanding of it—a hope for the future and a respect for the 

past. In many modern stories, this third act is nearly nonexistent, perhaps only a 

paragraph or two. 

 



 

2.0 Storytelling and Writing. 

Everyone loves a storyteller. They are admired for not only the stories they tell, but also 

for the way they tell them. Their imagination and skills are recognized as unique and are 

appreciated. They entertained people before television — they have been entertaining for 

many millennia. So, in order to become one of these admired storytellers, you need to 

know what makes a good story and how to craft it into an entertaining narrative that 

people will enjoy reading. 

2.1 Story Ideas can come from virtually anywhere. You might dream up an interesting 

character before considering the story. You might first think of an interesting location, 

perhaps an involved and engrossing situation. 

My ideas come from a variety of sources. News stories spark to life interesting characters 

and exotic places. Many times television shows give me fascinating situations. Movies 

especially are good for both of these. However, an important thing to remember is that 

already published or produced stories should only serve as catalysts for your ideas. Don’t 

copy storylines from a movie you have seen or a book you have read. 

Then, there are the songs. Every song tells a story — they are novels waiting to be 

written. And let’s not forget about pictures, paintings and poetry. 

The list goes on. Think of what it takes for a character to be interesting — perhaps you 

know or see someone who is unique in manner or has an unusual profession. Take the 

interesting aspects of that person and give them to a character. Now put that character 

into a situation of extreme conflict and see what happens. 

Exotic settings should be considered as well as interesting premises and unusual 

situations. Sometimes I find ideas for my characters in my own friends and family, and I 

add them together with a setting from the places I have traveled. 

a) What If? And with any and all of these ideas you come up with, never stop asking 

what if? What if this happens, then what? What if a woman’s husband is murdered, and 

she knows who the murderer is but can’t prove it? What if a man must decide between 

his job and the woman he loves, and he finds out he can quit his job, but the job won’t 

quit him? Get the idea? Try using the what if? idea when you’re stuck, or when you need 

to resolve a story problem. You might be surprised at the interesting twists and turns your 

narrative takes by asking yourself these two little words. 

b) Don’t forget why? After pulling this great what if? idea out of your author’s bag of 

twists, turns and tricks, don’t forget to include a why and how. Typically, scenes must be 

built on solid backstory giving the things that happen in those scenes credibility and 

verisimilitude. At some point, you’re going to need to get into the details — the how and 

the why of this interesting little notion or plot device you’ve come up with. If your 

wonderful idea has to do with lightning striking your antagonist, in other words: God 

intervening to save the day or deus ex machina, you’d better rethink it. Ninety-nine 

percent of the time, the protagonist should be the one to resolve the climax. If a part of 

your story seems like it’s really off the wall — from out of nowhere — and you don’t 



have a good reason for it, in the least, indicate your POV character realizes how unusual 

this thing is through his internalizations of it. 

A couple of books that do a great job of helping a new writer come up with story ideas 

are The Writer’s Idea Book by Jack Heffron and 20 Master Plots (And How to Build 

Them) by Ronald B. Tobias 

2.2 Organizing Your Story. Story structure is important to reader understanding of your 

story. Normally, you’ll want your scenes to follow a sequence according to time, or 

temporally, as in the real world. But deciding when a scene should take place in your 

story is a matter of organizing it to where scenes will fit best to make the most 

understandable and entertaining narrative. 

Before going any further, let me give you the names of a couple of very good reference 

books concerning the structuring and organizing of stories: Scene & Structure by Jack 

Bickham from the Writer’s Digest Books series on the elements of fiction writing, and 

Robert C. Meredith and John D. Fitzgerald’s Structuring Your Novel From Basic Idea To 

Finished Manuscript. 

a) Notebook might be what you need to get your story better organized and to facilitate 

your own understanding of your story. With a notebook, you are free to organize 

according to the needs of your story. You can insert album pages or photo pages for 

placing photos and pictures cut from magazines or printed from the Internet that you 

think might help you visualize your story’s characters, setting and conflict. You can add 

notes, draw charts, timelines and storylines as you wish. 

b) Clustering, done in ordinary pencil or computer graphic, can be a useful tool in 

brainstorming new ideas and subplots and can help to outline your story. Figure 3 on the 

opposite page is an example of how I clustered the basic plot and motivations for my 

mystery thriller Dead Reckoning. Looks like a mess, huh? To someone unfamiliar with 

your story or the writing of it, yours might appear the same. No one else needs to 

understand it, only you. 

Begin by drawing a circle in the middle of the top half of a sheet of paper. Place your 

protagonist’s name inside that circle (in my example, it’s Spurs). On the bottom half, 

draw another circle and place the antagonist’s name or the name of a major story element 

or player inside it (in my example, it’s Murder Investigation). If you’d like, place the 

story’s main conflict in the middle — it’s up to you. From these three circles draw lines 

with smaller circles attached that give the names of the characters and situations most 

closely related to the larger ones. Continue by branching off from even these circles. 

Inside them write different aspects that are important to what they’ve branched off from. 

Consider theme carefully. Think about possibilities. Perhaps write in a word tag for a 

situation in which the antagonist or protagonist just barely survived in the past. Write 

relationship prompts on the lines connecting the circles. Get as in depth as you would 

like. The diagram you end up with doesn’t have to be neat, only understandable to you, 

the storyteller. 

Keep clustering in mind for minor aspects of your story, also. If you’re introducing a 

major character and you want her to be deep and believable, try clustering. From your 

character’s name in the middle circle, place past situations in which she was involved 



inside the circles surrounding it. Put in relationships, goals, occupations, physical traits, 

mannerisms — any aspects you think are important to this character. Don’t stop until you 

feel you’ve done a good job of portraying her well. Back with your story, insert these 

important tidbits in appropriate places. 

Fig. 3 Clustering 

 

c) Outlining your story can help. But should you outline your story? What good will it 

do? Many new writers ask these questions, and the answer isn’t the same for every writer. 

Outlines help writers organize their thoughts, especially at the beginning stages of writing 

a full-length novel. Outlining a novel is not the same as the outlines you did in high 

school, however. To begin a novel outline, list your main characters and the primary 

conflict and setting. From there, you probably have ideas of key scenes and perhaps even 

an ending. Insert these key scenes in a logical order and give the main elements of the 

scenes in paragraph form. Introduce new characters, situations and scenes in these 

paragraphs in the order you feel they should be introduced in your story. 

When your outline is finished, don’t worry about following it to the letter. Keep it fluid, 

allow it to flex and bend in the interesting ways you come up with as you develop your 

story. Don’t be surprised if scenes change and move around. Your climax scene might be 

moved ten scenes up in the story and be replaced by an even more intense scene. Your 

final scene might be changed completely, or your opening scene might even be thrown 

out. Don’t be afraid to change your outline as you write your story — that’s one of the 

many things that makes novel writing fun. Not only does the writer have surprises for the 



reader in the story, but the story might have many fun surprises for the writer as the 

writing progresses. 

To help make an outline, draw a storyline. A storyline can start with a simple line drawn 

across a sheet of paper. Page numbers can be added. If you’ve decided your story needs 

to be 100,000 words in order to fit in your genre, then figure your words per page. Let’s 

say you want to end up with a 400-page manuscript. Place a 0 on the left end of your 

storyline and 400 on the right end. Name the scenes you know you’re going to write and 

place them on the line where you think they might end up in your book, but don’t be 

afraid to move them around as you write your story. 

d) Storyboarding. Storyboarding can supplement or even take the place of outlining and 

clustering. Similar to clustering, storyboarding is a visual display of your story elements 

— the showing of major scenes, characters, and notions — positioned according to their 

relationship to the other elements of the story. These elements can be moved around on 

the board upon a whim and can be placed to organize, illustrate and imagine more clearly 

their relationships according to characters, sequence or any other way beneficial to the 

author. 

Using note cards (or sticky notes) can be helpful. On ordinary 3X5 cards write a scene 

situation, character or other element giving specific information about it (what’s known 

at that point). Arrange the cards in story or relationship order by laying them out onto a 

table or pinning them to a board. Add to and subtract from the individual cards, introduce 

new ones and rearrange them as you wish in order to make your story work better. 

Photos are a nice addition to the note cards. If you have your cards pinned to a board, pin 

up photos from magazines or newspaper of people who might look like your characters as 

well as pictures of places that might help induce mental images of your story. This can 

help you better visualize your story and be more consistent in the telling of it. 

2.3 Plot. It’s said that “plot is paramount and concept is king.” This is what differentiates 

a breakout blockbuster from just another novel (or even brand-name author’s bestseller). 

Many brand-name authors are practically assured bestseller status even before their latest 

novel is completed — some even before the concept has been developed. A few of the 

big names in fiction only need write 80,000 words or more on paper, and their name 

alone will sell hundreds of thousands of books because they have a following built up 

over years of published work. Granted, these words need to form into a somewhat 

interesting story or their readership will quickly wane and future book sales will be lost. 

But this is why the beginning novelist cannot solely rely on examining the most recent 

works of brand-name authors in order to better understand some of the requirements of 

bestseller status fiction. It is better to scrutinize the chart toppers of new authors or the 

breakout novels of those who have been published less successfully before. 

A great example of a perennial favorite, brand-name author is Dean R. Koontz. His 

writing is never sloppy, his prose always unbelievably vivid. But he has a huge 

readership who know what they can expect from one of his stories. They are guaranteed 

that, in all the fantastic imagery and internalization that go beyond the norm, deep 

characters will develop and an intricate plot will be woven. They are assured, because of 

his long list of successful novels, that they will be rewarded with a wonderfully 

surprising and satisfying ending. Can you say that? Of course not. First of all, I doubt that 



there are many writers who could come close to Koontz’s skill of shaping stories and 

who have near his vocabulary. This is why new writers must get to the action and 

interesting plot elements quickly. The reader (including the editor or agent) who first 

picks up your novel has no promise that you’ve written a great story since you don’t have 

mounds of previously published work. 

This understood, let’s look at concept and plot. Many bestsellers today center around 

high-concept (a.k.a. very commercial) plots. For ease of understanding, I’ve divided 

high-concept stories into two types: timely and universal. 

Timely stories are taken from tomorrow’s headlines. They concern modern or near 

future technology or recent and possibly unfolding events. Sometimes these events are 

used as a backdrop but more often as the primary focus of the plot itself. They might 

present an alternative view or answer to a less than satisfactory but popularly supported 

conclusion concerning a momentous event. Not only do actual events or technology 

contribute immediacy to timely stories, but they also provide the feel of realism — 

verisimilitude. 

Universal stories deal with universal themes of the human heart and mind that are and 

always will be of interest. They are concerned with romance and / or survival. Some go 

as far as jeopardizing entire belief systems and rethinking the meaning of life. 

Now let’s break plot down into the four different plot elements that work simultaneously 

in any story. Working together, they help to provide realism and drama. The amount of 

each depends greatly upon genre. To see an example of a four-plot storyline, please refer 

to Figure 1 (for a color version, go to GordonKessler.com). 

a) Internal Plot. The internal plot (green line in Figure 1) is shown mostly through the 

POV character’s internalizations. It is the thinking plot. These thoughts are the inner 

workings of the main characters of the story (their analyzing of the conflicts) and might 

follow a number of different courses due to the number of POV characters. The internal 

plot is important in making three-dimensional, fleshed-out and believable characters. 

b) Emotional Plot. The emotional plot (blue line in Figure 1) has to do with the love 

interests, relationships or emotional ties between the main characters or of the main 

characters with lesser characters, animals, places or even ideals. This not only includes 

spouses and significant others but also parents, children, siblings and close friends. It is 

the dominant plot in romance stories but can even be found in at least a small degree in 

male action / adventure novels, which may otherwise lack emotional depth. 

c) Thematic Plot. The thematic plot (grey line in Figure 1) is the purpose plot. This is 

the meaning of the story and may not be apparent until after reading it in its entirety. The 

theme itself can be as simple as don’t count your chickens before they hatch, or the good 

guys aren’t always the ones wearing the white hats. It should be consistent throughout 

the story. The other plots are dependent on it as the thematic aspects of the story bond the 

work together. Theme to story can be thought of as light to a light bulb. It can be found as 

a driving force in a great many well-rounded novels and is dominant in mainstream and 

literary works by the likes of Hemingway, Lee and Steinbeck to name a few. 



d) External Plot. The external plot (red line in Figure 1) is the action plot. It is closely 

related to the storyline itself since it is typically based on visual, physical action or what 

happens. This plot is heavy in action / adventure and thrillers. 

For more on plot from one of my favorite books on the subject, check out Plot by Ansen 

Dibell, another of the Writer’s Digest Books series on the elements of fiction writing. 

2.4 Tenses (verb). Tense is the term used to describe the narrative place in time in which 

a story happens — past, present or future. 

a) Future tense uses the auxiliary (helping) verb will and tells the story as if it happens 

— or, more accurately, will happen — in the future. This tense is rarely used, is 

considered very experimental and is not recommended for novice writers. 

b) Present tense stories make up only a small fraction of the number of novels published 

every year; however, it is much more common than future tense. It uses present tense 

verbs and tells the story as if it were happening now. Present tense adds immediacy to a 

story and some authors mix present tense into fight or action scenes in a story narrated in 

past tense. Once again, the use of present tense is not recommended for the novice. 

c) Past tense is by far the most commonly used, easiest understood and simplest tense to 

write. This tense uses past tense verbs and the story is told as if it happened in the past. 

Through the centuries, this tense of storytelling has lent itself to the true accounts of 

personal experiences and stories passed on by others, which helps give credibility. 

Rule: Never change verb tense in your story narration. 

Exception: making the action seem more immediate. 

Example: In Knight’s Ransom, when the protagonist gets into a deadly, physical 

confrontation, I speed the action up by shifting from past to present tense, making the 

scene feel more immediate—at the same time with a slow-motion sort of effect. 

Who should break this rule: only adept writers and beginners seeking rejection. 

2.5 Point of View (POV). It’s been said that if you can do viewpoint (a.k.a. point of 

view) well, you’ll write good fiction. This involves the writer getting completely into the 

POV character’s head, exploring the character’s thoughts, thinking and reasoning as he 

would if the writer were actually that character. Many novice writers seem afraid to get 

too deeply into the POV character, not understanding that this important aspect of 

storytelling is the most effective way of eliciting reader empathy and identification. 

Good point of view writing utilizes the senses, helping readers identify with the realism 

of the story. It’s like taking your temperature. You can say you have a fever of 101°. That 

tells what your condition is. It’s an objective viewpoint with little emotion. Good 

viewpoint shows how you feel, the cheeks flushing, forehead burning, the chills prickling, 

the nausea churning and so on — it is subjective. 

While achieving emotional integrity in the viewpoint character, it lays bare that 

character’s thought process, revealing the way he thinks on an intimate level — this 

being the major benefit and advantage of novels over movies. The audience not only sees 

and hears the story but, through POV, feels the story and has empathy for the characters. 



Point of view should be established at the beginning of every scene, in the first 

paragraph, if possible. The best way to do this is stated in section 1.4 Setting the Scene 

by describing the surroundings and the story action from your POV character’s view 

point. While considering POV at the beginning of each scene, voila, you accomplish two 

very important goals — establishing the setting and the POV right from the start. 

Rule: Always write from your protagonist’s POV when he's in the scene. 

Exception: When the protagonist is better characterized by those around him and the 

effect adds to story mood, tone and mystery. 

Example: Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child’s Still Life with Crows, in which the 

protagonist, eccentric FBI Special Agent Aloysius Pendergast, is seen from the POV 

of several different characters in several different scenes before the reader is allowed 

into his head nearly a third of the way into the story — very well done and 

engrossing. 

Who should attempt breaking this rule: only skilled writers with good reason. 

Below are the three types of narrative points of view in novel writing. 

a) First Person uses the pronoun I, making it seem as though the writer, storyteller and 

POV character are all the same entity. Normally, there is only one POV character in a 

first-person story, and readers might find a greater identification with that character, 

which facilitates greater empathy. This type of narration has found great success 

especially in detective stories. Many writers feel first person is the easiest to write 

because of their experience in using the I narrative when writing personal letters and 

notes. 

Although first person lends itself to close reader identification, there are drawbacks, and 

writers will do well to consider them when deciding what narrative POV to write their 

story. The major disadvantage is that conveying any action taking place away from the 

POV character becomes difficult. This limits the story that the writer is able to tell. 

b) Second Person is rarely used and normally doesn’t lend itself to commercial fiction. 

The narrator describes what you do in the story — the story told as if the reader were 

taking part in the action and the narrator is a witness or bystander, following “you” 

around. This is very difficult to pull off well and, with the exception of interactive novels 

and games, seldom is second person the most interesting way of telling a fictional story. 

c) Third Person (Subjective, Objective and Omniscient) storytelling is by far the most 

common, accepted, versatile and least limiting way of giving as much information 

necessary to tell a complete story. There are a number of different forms of this the most 

popular form of fiction narration, and the most popular three are explained further in the 

following pages. Their naming refers to the number of point-of-view characters used in 

their specific form of third-person narrative and the amount of internal viewing the author 

allows readers of these point-of-view characters. 

Rule: Never change third-person POV in a scene without a scene break. 

Exception: When it is important to show the POV of two different characters in the 

same scene (done commonly in some romance genres, occasionally done in others). 



Example: Tami Hoag’s Ashes to Ashes, at the end of Chapter 6. Hoag uses the “exit” 

method of switching POVs in order to give the female lead’s perspective of the scene 

and then give the male lead’s thoughts of the female as she walks away. 

Who should break this rule: writers who understand the rule and are sure that 

breaking it will provide important story information that will enhance reader 

entertainment. 

(1) Objective Viewpoint (a.k.a. effaced narrator) is when the writer doesn’t provide the 

characters’ internalizations, instead narrating only the physical action of the story. 

Although Hemingway used effaced narration in some of his stories and was a master at it, 

this type of narration is rarely attempted by experienced writers today and isn’t suggested 

when considering the contemporary novel market. Today’s readers want to know what 

goes on inside a character’s head, to follow along through the story with a character they 

can be attached to emotionally — they want to empathize with and be intimate with at 

least one main character. An intimate reader / character relationship is difficult to achieve 

when a story is told from an objective viewpoint. 

(2) Subjective Viewpoint provides the POV character’s direct internalization: that 

character’s concerns, hopes, worries, passions. This is the stuff of good, empathy 

inducing stories. When writing in third person, limited-subjective viewpoint, choose the 

most interesting, dynamic character’s viewpoint to write from for the entire scene. With 

some exceptions, if your protagonist is in the scene, hers will be the most interesting and 

dramatic point of view. As a general rule of thumb, it is better to be in your protagonist’s 

viewpoint when your hero is in the scene and conscious. 

When POV is changed within a chapter, the most accepted method in contemporary 

fiction writing (outside of some romances) is using a POV break or scene break upon 

switching the viewpoint. Mechanically, this is done by the writer leaving a blank line in 

the text. However, it is best to place (centered) three, spaced asterisks (*) — some prefer 

pound or number symbols (#) — in that line to indicate a scene or POV change so that 

the blank line won’t go unnoticed if it ends up at the bottom or top of a manuscript page. 

There are several methods of making smooth viewpoint transitions within a scene 

(sometimes referred to as unlimited subjective POV). One is the baton pass, where a 

note or some other object is passed from the current POV character to the new one. A 

second is what I call the exit method done by having the current POV character walk 

from the room, or step out of a car and close the door, leaving the scene to a new POV. A 

third is a kind of combination of the two above that I call the phone pass in which the 

POV character is talking on the phone and, when the conversation is over, hangs up, 

leaving the POV to the character on the other end of the line. In some genres, such as 

certain romance stories, it is permissible to change POV from one paragraph to the next, 

especially when you have the female and the male lead in the scene together. 

Readers of specific genres know what to expect. They understand the unique conventions 

of that genre, such as whether or not POV shifts are done within scenes or even 

paragraphs, so they aren’t put off by them when used appropriately. The POV shift is just 

one of the devices that are restrictive to genre and writer talent. Research your fiction 

category well before trying a POV shift, and be sure you’ve made it effectively and for a 

good reason. 



Rule: Never withhold important information from the reader that the POV 

character knows. 

Exception: When this information given at the proper time fits into your story like a 

keystone in an archway supporting the rest of the story, making it all work, and the 

surprise to the reader is a satisfying payoff. 

Example: Harlan Coben novels. 

Who should attempt breaking this rule: skillful writers who are sure that such a device 

will make the story more entertaining and can do so without making the reader feel 

cheated. 

(3) Omniscient viewpoint goes a step further, becoming more of a God-like point of 

view. In its subjective form, it allows the internalization of many or all of the story 

characters. Initially, this might seem to be an excellent way to tell a story — but it is not! 

Too many characters’ viewpoints become confusing and drawing much empathy for any 

one character becomes nearly impossible. However, in some genres it may be acceptable 

to switch viewpoint characters at will. This is a big rule breaker in most commercial 

novels as it can make the reader feel like a pinball bouncing around from one POV 

character to the next. Similarly, plural-subjective viewpoint seldom works and usually is 

considered an amateur’s mistake. This is when there is a team of two or more antagonists 

or protagonists — say a POV cop character and his partner. The amateur narrator then 

states something like: They were both thinking the same thing. This is distracting and 

there is no good reason to jump out of the head of one character and split the point of 

view into two or more. Instead, the third-person subjective POV character can look at the 

partner, describe the look on his face and follow with: He could tell Joe was thinking the 

same thing. 

A good reference on point of view is Characters & Viewpoint by Orson Scott Card, yet 

again from the Writer’s Digest Books series on the elements of fiction writing. 

Rule: Never change the POV in your story from third to first or vice versa. 

Exception: When a story is more interestingly told in first person for closer reader 

identity and intimacy with the protagonist, and important story information needs to 

be given when the protagonist isn’t in the scene. 

Example: Any Alex Cross novel by James Patterson. 

Who should attempt breaking this rule: talented writers who have a concrete 

understanding of the rules and can make their story more entertaining if told in such a 

way. 

2.6 Psychic Distance is best explained as the gap that the reader feels from the point of 

view character’s viewpoint or consciousness. When readers become so involved in a 

story that they find empathy for the POV character, the psychic distance is very close. 

When readers are distracted away from the POV character’s consciousness due to clumsy 

writing or author intrusion, the psychic distance widens. They are reminded that they 

are only reading fiction and not experiencing the story for themselves. The fictional 

dream is interrupted, and they are removed from the story and the consciousness of the 

POV character. 



Firmly seated in your POV character’s mind, readers should not only feel the story as real 

and lifelike but also as if they are truly experiencing the action themselves. In other 

words, there should be little or no psychic distance between reader and story. Every she 

thought, he thought, he heard, she heard, she saw, he saw, etc., pushes readers back — 

jolts them out of the comfy POV hot seat inside the character’s head, reminding them that 

it is the character experiencing the story and not the individual reader. Admittedly, at 

times, these “tags” are needed for better understanding. But scrutinize them well, and 

instead of writing she saw that her adversary had a large hunting knife in his hand, write 

her adversary gripped a large hunting knife. If POV has been established, it should be 

understood that she (the POV character) sees the knife in his hand. 

Within the POV character’s consciousness, readers find characterization, mood and scene 

tone by the way the character sees the world around her. Take for instance the following 

two, very different descriptions of the same weather: 

1. The dreary sky wept from its darkness like a three-day widow. 

2. The fat clouds showered the city with freshness and promise of renewed life. 

Mood and characterization are also provided through descriptions of cities, buildings, 

crowds and people. For example, for a lighter, more cheery character mood, try making a 

busy, crowded mall scene a positive reflection in the POV character’s thoughts — or give 

a bright, sunny day negative connotations to indicate a day of dread for the POV 

character. 

In summary, make all of the viewpoints you use in your story sympathetic, each 

viewpoint character emotionally tied to the events in the scene, even if it’s your 

antagonist’s rationalization of his misdeeds. Do this by asking yourself five distinct 

questions: 

1. What does this character want? 

2. What does this character think about the situation? 

3. What does this character think of the other characters? 

4. How does this character feel physically? 

5. What is this character’s basic emotional state? 

2.7 Narration. Storytelling is the narration of words. When writing a novel, you are 

narrating by writing these words onto paper. Every word needs a purpose, and that 

purpose should be that, with its use, the story is either clearer or more entertaining, thus 

the plot moves forward. 

The extra words many beginning writers use contribute to sentence ambiguity and 

awkwardness. What needs said should be done in as little space as possible and directly. 

Writers can be clever, characters can be clever, stories can be clever, but writers should 

never try to be obtrusively clever in the way they put the words onto the page. The 

mystery should not be in the words but in the story. The reader should not have to read 

between the lines in order to understand what the writer means. 

The actual telling of the story is what is important here — and don’t use novels written 

decades ago as guides. They were written during a time readers enjoyed the wittiness of 



the writing and expected to see the author’s opinions interjected into the novel a.k.a. 

author intrusion as if the writer were a character in the story. 

Today’s audience will rarely put up with author intrusion. Remember, we’re dealing with 

the fast-food generation. They want to get into the story fast and not be distracted by the 

author’s thoughts and fancy language. They want to form their own opinions of what’s 

going on assisted by the POV character in the story, not the author. 

Rule: Never use author intrusion to give information the POV character doesn’t 

know in the present story in order to forecast what will happen in a later scene. 

Exception: You need a real grabber opening but also want to start the scene with the 

character in his “normal world” (or if you just want to and your name is Steven 

King). 

Example 1: Dean Koontz’s Dragon Tears, starting the novel with a breakfast scene 

and telling that the protagonist will have to shoot someone later in the day. 

Example 2: Steven King’s The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, in which the author 

intrudes a number of times to tell the reader something the POV character doesn’t 

know. 

Who should attempt breaking this rule: Only the most experienced wordsmiths, or 

you — if you find very good reason. 

One group of overused words that contributes to wordiness are modifiers. A popular rule-

of-thumb many writing instructors use is for the beginning novelist to circle every adverb 

and adjective in their story and then cut two-thirds of those circled words out. It might 

not be a bad idea, but as all rules-of-thumb go, don’t get carried away. Instead, I would 

suggest scrutinizing every modifier to see if what’s said can’t be done better and clearer 

by using more precise nouns or more descriptive verbs. You might be surprised at how 

much better your writing will be. 

For tips on how to strengthen and make your prose terse, see section 3.0 Editing, 

Rewriting and Revising. Also, Keep in mind this simple idea about writing terse fiction: 

* * * 

The writer’s prose should be like a car’s clean windshield through which readers 

watch the story unfold. 

Unnecessary adverbs, adjectives, author intrusion and awkward phrases are like bugs 

smearing the view. 

* * * 

The actual telling of the story incorporates five writing modes woven contiguously and 

seamlessly into the story, and many reference sources use the acronym DATED for easy 

recall. These five modes are description, action, thought, exposition, and dialogue. 

Some writing instructors prefer the idea of making action and description sub types under 

the exposition and say that doing so causes less confusion and is perhaps more accurate. 

But, sadly, the acronym for dialogue, internalization (thought) and exposition that this 

produces is a very nasty one: DIE. DATED, generally, seems more pleasant. 



a) Description (some sources consider part of exposition). How do you show your story? 

Show it through a common and most direct conduit to your readers’ minds — their 

senses. A properly written sensory description of your story situation will put readers into 

the story and open their minds to better accept the lies you are telling them. These 

familiar senses lend credibility to your story. Even though your readers truly wish to 

believe the lies you write, they will quickly grow tired of them if they don’t feel solidly 

grounded in a sensory familiar setting. It is description through the five senses. It is word 

painting, and it is called imagery. 

However, too much description can have an adverse effect. The reader wants action, 

emotion. Static description leads to reader boredom. Many will skip scenes that contain 

excessive description and detail. The trick is to know where and when to describe story 

elements. My rules of thumb for this are to describe and give detail of: 1. Unfamiliar / 

unusual elements that are important to the story, 2. enough setting to place the reader and 

set mood and tone, 3. what is important for the reader to visualize your story. Then, move 

on. On the following page, this notion is illustrated with “dotting the dragon’s eye.” 

(1) Imagery is something more than simple description. It is the describing of a setting or 

action in a sensory way in order to give readers a familiar and precise understanding of 

that object, setting or action even though the readers might not have tangible experience 

with it. This involves not only the visual elements, but also takes into account the other 

four senses — hearing, touch, taste and smell. This familiar understanding that readers 

form helps to ground your story in something that seems real to them because of past 

experience and knowledge of at least a part of what is being described. 

(2) Metaphors and Similes are useful tools in helping readers experience a story through 

their senses. Describing the unfamiliar with familiar comparisons sets the reading 

audience’s minds into the scene. Sometimes the sensory depiction that the metaphor or 

simile conveys might not be familiar to readers but is easily pictured or understood, such 

as with the clichéd simile like a bat out of hell. Similes compare the object to something 

similar and use the conjunction as or like, e.g. love is like a rose. Metaphors make no 

comparison. They simply state that two unlike objects are the same, e.g., love is a rose. 

Now that you understand how great these tools can be, you also need to realize that any 

tool used too often, for the wrong reason or in the wrong place, quickly becomes dull and 

ineffective. This is true of similes and metaphors as well. Some authors don’t understand 

that the only time to use these colorful figures of speech is when a clearer picture is 

needed for the reader to better understand an action or sensory element. If a simile or 

metaphor is not needed for a clearer understanding, then it becomes a stumbling block, 

getting in the way and distracting the reader from the story. 

Besides Jack Heffron’s book The Writer’s Idea Book, another excellent reference on 

description is Show, Don’t Tell by William Noble. And then there’s the always helpful 

Writer’s Digest Books series on the elements of fiction writing with a book by Monica 

Wood appropriately titled Description. 
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b) Action (some sources consider a subdivision of exposition). The story happenings in 

real-time, present story (told in scene) is the action, and it is the primary driver, pushing 

the story forward, toward a conclusion. It is both physical and internal, different action 

scenes involving varying degrees of each. 

The action that takes place internally is developed through the POV character’s 

internalization or thought. It is the figuring out of mysteries, and it bleeds into the 

accompanying emotional reaction. Emotional strengthening of ties between characters 

can make the story more three-dimensional and believable. If, later in the story, one of 

those characters turns against the other, the reader’s emotional response will be much 

more intense, and the situation might be more thematic and thought provoking. Even 

though physical action is absent, the plot moves forward, clues are found and answers are 

given, propelling the story closer to the climax. 

Physical action is what most writers think of when considering the word action. It is the 

characters moving, running from danger, car chase scenes, gun battles, physical struggles. 

This physical action is important in at least some degree in most works of fiction. In 

thrillers, suspense and action / adventure, it is a necessity. Regardless, these physical-

action scenes must be reinforced by the emotional. The protagonist or POV character 

must have an emotional stake in this physical action for it to ring true — have 

verisimilitude — and be important to the story. Knowledge should be gained as an 



outcome of the action, whether that action has caused physical gain or perhaps even loss. 

Your protagonist learns how to better survive next time, the strengths or weaknesses of 

the opponents and finds a deeper need to stop the antagonist. Gratuitous action scenes 

have no place in any story and will be regarded as just that. But with a deeply emotional 

element, an emotional involvement with your POV character, it will tie the story together 

and help move the plot toward the final action scene — the climax. 

c) Thought. For the sake of communicating writing concepts to other writers, I feel it 

worthy to discuss what term to actually use for character thoughts. You will find I 

interchange the terms thought and internalization at will throughout this text, as I feel 

they are synonymous. However, please don’t pick up the nasty habit of inaccurately 

calling thought “internal dialogue” or “internal thought”. Really, can a sane character be 

involved in “internal dialogue”? Perhaps a character with multiple personalities can. In 

the least, how about calling thought “internal monologue”. What about “inner” or 

“internal thought”? Truly, is there any other kind? Without being a psychic, can your 

character be involved in external or outer thought? For clarity, I prefer referring to this 

story-telling mode as internalization or just plain and simple thought. 

I don‘t know that I can put too much emphasis on internalization (a.k.a. thought or 

internal monologue). Through internalization readers are able to identify and empathize 

with the POV character. Emotional depth is not easily explored without knowing the 

specific character’s thoughts. This is especially important considering your protagonist. 

Your protagonist must be capable of interesting and believable internalization and 

introspection. You’ll see more about the protagonist’s internalization in section 1.2 a) 

Protagonist. 

Internal conflicts can only be established well through internalization and dialogue, and 

both help shape characters into what they have become in the present story and what they 

will become in the future. Characters draw on internal conflicts in the present story in 

order to make choices and decisions (including the wrong ones). 

Internalization also helps characterize the POV character by giving his slant on the 

setting, other characters, the situation and conflict, emotional ties, etc. The POV 

character’s view of the world around him presented through his narrated thought tells the 

reader what kind of a character he is, such as: does he think the glass is half-full or half-

empty? 

Internalization in prose is written in a number of different ways. If the writer wants to 

give direct internalization, that is, spell out word for word exactly what the POV 

character is thinking, the preferred method is to use italics. But be realistic. Showing 

direct thought in complete sentences can look very stilted — especially during risk-filled 

action scenes. 

For most traditional publishing houses in the past, words intended to be italicized were 

underlined in manuscripts in order to ensure the copyeditor easily saw this need for 

italicization. However, nowadays, many editors — especially those with electronic 

publishers and those who accept electronic submissions — not only accept italics, but 

require it. If the publishing house you plan to submit to doesn’t deal with italicizing in 

their guidelines, you’re probably safe to do either: underline or use italics. 



Always use present tense and first-person POV when writing direct internalization, even 

if your story is done in third-person, past tense. For example: 

John stopped and stood flat against the wall. When he glimpsed around the corner, 

he saw no one. It worked. I finally lost the thugs. 

In the previous example, you don’t have to use a thought tag, much like a dialogue tag, 

to let the reader know whose thoughts they are. It’s obvious: John is thinking and he is 

the POV character. 

Some writers prefer to indicate thought even more clearly by not only underlining or 

italicizing it, but also by tagging it as such, allowing no question that the text is 

internalization. For example: 

John stopped and stood flat against the wall. When he glimpsed around the corner, 

he saw no one. It worked, he thought. I finally lost the thugs. 

However, please, please, please, never tag direct internalization with: John thought to 

himself. In most cases, unless you’re writing about a psychic with thought-projection 

abilities, John can only think to himself, anyway. Also, never put direct internalization 

inside quote marks. Quote marks are used only for actual words heard or read, never 

thoughts or sounds. 

The best idea is to only tag internalization when necessary. Otherwise, it becomes 

redundant. But if you decide not to use the italicized or underlined method of 

internalization, then you need to tag character thoughts with a thought tag so that the 

reader can easily differentiate between ordinary narration and character internalization. 

The following is an example: 

John stopped and stood flat against the wall. When he glimpsed around the corner, 

he saw no one. It worked, he thought. He finally lost the thugs. 

Looking at the above example, notice how the second sentence of internalization 

becomes third person narrative in order to avoid confusion, so that the narrative doesn’t 

suddenly shift from third person into first person with: I finally lost the thugs. Some 

might decide it would be clearer if this particular internalization were done without the 

first person pronoun, perhaps simply stating: The thugs are gone. Still, this can be 

confusing, perhaps being mistaken for a sudden shift from past tense to present tense 

without good reason. 

When giving character thoughts, beware of using too much direct internalization. This is 

generally considered passive since no interaction between characters exists and no 

physical movement is depicted. Too much direct internalization — italicized text — can 

become distracting, overwhelming and boring, especially if done in large blocks and 

might deemphasize the specific direct internalization the writer deems more important. 

Personally, I prefer to matter-of-factly state internalization except for the most important 

thoughts. If you’ve firmly set your readers in the POV character’s head, you need only 

narrate that character’s thoughts in the same viewpoint (person) and tense as the rest of 

your story (third-person, past tense, if that’s what you’re writing in), and the reader will 

know this exposition is from the POV’s perspective. For example: 



John stopped and stood flat against the wall. When he glimpsed around the corner, 

he saw no one. It worked. He’d finally lost the thugs. 

See how much simpler this is? Then, if you save direct internalization for when it is 

really important, it will stand out to your readers, emphasized — be perceived to be more 

important. If you overuse it, when you give the specifically more important character 

thoughts, this internalization will only seem as important as any of the rest of the 

italicized text. 

Regardless of the method you use, remember how important internalization is. It is a 

viewpoint tool, and when you’ve learned how to do viewpoint well, you’ll find the 

entertainment value of your stories will improve dramatically with added verisimilitude. 

d) Exposition can be broken into two parts. The first is the static explaining of situations, 

characters and settings — a.k.a. telling or static exposition. The second part is the 

depiction of real time story action — a.k.a. showing or “written in scene”. 

To decide whether to show or tell, determine whether the act of discovery or the giving 

of this information lends itself to dramatization. If you can give this info in a dramatic 

scene, by all means do it. Drama is entertaining and one of the best ways to create 

empathy. With drama, writers can hold the imagination of their readers. Drama can only 

be shown, never told. It is described — in present story as well as in flashback scenes — 

in real time with precise imagery, crisp dialogue and terse prose. Drama is an imitation of 

life with the semblance of truth or verisimilitude. It is created by depicting the most 

interesting, emotion generating (excitement, fear, love, hate, amusement) situations 

possible to tell your story. It involves conflicts in emotions expressed through dialogue 

and / or action. It’s the three C’s — your characters going through conflicts that lead to 

a conclusion. 

Without conflict, there is no story, no important decisions to be made, nothing at risk. 

Still, for creating good drama, conflict and empathy, the most important ingredient is 

believable, three-dimensional characters (see Characterization under 1.2 Characters). 

e) Dialogue is the actual conversations the characters have with each other or aloud with 

themselves (as a monologue or possibly a soliloquy). Its sole purpose is to reveal and 

advance the understanding of the story plot and its characters (characterization), by 

conveying emotions and information, and it should not be used only for filler. It should 

be enclosed by double quote marks, and the first word normally should be capitalized. 

End punctuation is included inside the quotes. 

Dialogue must be natural, yet crisp. In other words, it should be written as a particular 

character would speak. But leave out all the extra “ums” and “ahs” unless it is important 

to indicate the character who is speaking is a half-wit. Also, be careful writing too much 

dialect or accent into the dialogue by phonetically spelling words and using apostrophes 

for syllables and vowels not uttered by your characters. This quickly becomes both 

confusing and tiresome. A pinch here and a smidgen there should suffice. It will give 

readers the idea you’re trying to convey and still allow easier reading of a passage. 

Otherwise, readers might have to sound out the words one at a time in order to 

understand what is being said. 



Dialogue should contain emotion or make it obvious that there is a lack of emotion 

behind the spoken words. All dialogue should convey to the reader an emotional response 

of some kind and at some level and is always a part of the character’s reaction to a 

stimuli. An important consideration when writing most dialogue, then, is: in what 

sequence should narration elements follow? 

I call this the READ tool: reaction (or response) — the “R” part of the tool — through 

emotions, then physical action and finally with dialogue. 

A character’s reaction or response (“R”) comes first from the character’s emotions 

toward what has stimulated the response — the “E” part of the tool. Point of view 

character emotions given in narration are conveyed with character thought or 

internalization. 

The next element in the reaction or response chain of events would be action; the 

physical response or reaction to what’s been said or done — the “A” part of the tool. A 

physical response isn’t always necessary and may be completely uncalled for. But, in the 

appropriate place, it can be a very telling tool to show emotions and to help characterize. 

It can be conveyed in a nervous or excited gesture, body language, or even a physical 

lashing out, depending upon the situation. 

Finally, comes the dialogue — the “D” part of the tool. In your story, you might write 

that a character said something without thinking, but thought is always behind dialogue, 

albeit, at times, not careful thought. 

The following is an example of the READ tool at work, in Mary’s POV: 

John told her, “I don’t love you anymore, Mary.” 

Mary felt her cheeks flush. How could he say that after she’d given him the best 

years of her life? She slapped him across the face. “Then get out!” she said and 

turned away. 

This is the logical sequence of any POV character’s response or reaction that leads to 

dialogue. Remember this when you write your POV character’s dialogue. When you stray 

from this logical order, ensure it’s for good reason. Also, remember this is only a tool to 

help you understand how real-life dialogue is a reaction. You will probably decide 

against using all of the READ tool’s narrative elements every time you write character 

dialogue — again, depending upon the situation. You’ll also note that many best-selling 

authors skillfully reverse this sequence in order to create a moment of dramatic question, 

e.g., John cried out his fiancée’s name after stumbling back from the doorway, 

unbelieving of the scene before him. Mary was on Bob’s lap — and she wasn’t taking 

dictation. 

Writing dialogue for non-POV characters is only slightly different. Most of the READ 

tool can be useful, except that the actual emotions of a character opposite your POV 

character cannot be given while staying in the current POV, since this, in itself, would be 

a shifting of POV. The “E” or emotional response then is left out, or shifted to allow the 

“A” or action part to convey the emotions with body language, flailing of arms, etc. that 

the POV character sees. Dialogue would then follow, when appropriate. For example, 

done in John’s POV: 



John told her, “I don’t love you anymore, Mary.” 

She seemed stunned for a moment, then her cheeks flushed, and she slapped him 

hard across the face. “Then get out!” she said and turned away. 

Dialogue tags tell readers who the dialogue belongs to and are not always necessary 

when it should be obvious who is speaking and how the words are spoken. Since each 

character’s dialogue generally gets its own paragraph, alternating paragraphs of dialogue 

between two characters are usually easy to follow without tagging them. When three or 

more characters are in a dialogue scene, tags become more important. 

When a tag is used preceding the dialogue, a comma should follow the tag, e.g. She 

turned to him and said, “We can’t go on like this.” When the tag follows the dialogue, a 

comma is used instead of the final punctuation (which would normally be a period) 

unless a question mark or exclamation point is necessary. Then, the tag following the 

dialogue should begin in lower case instead of a capital letter, e.g., “We can’t go on like 

this,” she said. Alternatively, as a question, it might read, “How can we go on like this?” 

she asked. When a dialogue tag is necessary, it is always a good idea to place it as soon 

as possible, perhaps during or directly following the first sentence of the dialogue. For 

example, “We can’t go on like this,” Virginia said, her voice quaking and low. “But what 

else can we do?” A common mistake novices make is to place an important tag giving 

the name of the speaker after a lengthy paragraph of dialogue. If this tag is truly 

necessary, why keep readers from knowing the speaker for several sentences? This 

causes confusion and frustration. 

You’ll find that instead of a standard dialogue tag, it is sometimes more effective to use 

an action tag (a.k.a. dialogue action tag) to indicate which character is speaking. To do 

this, simply describe the speaking character’s actions in the same paragraph as the 

dialogue, e.g. Sarah turned to him. “We can’t go on like this.” This clearly tells the 

reader who’s speaking since the dialogue is in the same paragraph as the action of that 

character. 

For more about dialogue, check out Dialogue by Lewis Turco, from the Writer’s Digest 

Books series on the elements of fiction writing. 

f) Voice is not a mode of narration, but the way in which words are used to convey a 

story, considering the narrator’s style, vocabulary and attitude toward what is being put 

into words. This storytelling element can be difficult for the beginning novelist to 

understand. You’ve gotten this far in this book without seeing a word about it, and for 

good reason. You might not find a good writing voice — you or anyone who reads your 

work won’t see it clearly — until you’ve written hundreds of thousands of words on 

paper. Voice is learned both actively and subconsciously. 

You’ll adhere to the rules in this book and begin to find your basic writing voice, a 

combination of following normal fiction-writing conventions and your unique take on the 

world when considering word choices. You’ll find what aspects of fiction writing you are 

best at, and you’ll exploit those while steering away from the things you don’t do as well. 

You’ll learn the rules and discover when, with your unique style, it will work best to 

break certain ones. Soon, you’ll find where to use imagery and how much of it is 

important to a particular story you’re creating. You’ll see your voice as the pressure on 



the brush, the stroke and the angle of the shaft as you paint the word picture you are 

depicting. And you’ll find much of your voice will come from editing, revising and 

rewriting. 

Voice is dealt with well in the book Voice & Style by Johnny Payne from Writer’s Digest 

Books series on the elements of fiction writing. 

2.8 Hooks and Grabber Openings are essential in today’s commercial fiction. If a story 

doesn’t interest and involve readers in the first paragraph, why should they keep reading? 

Your story doesn’t have to start out with a big bang — a bomb going off, or a murder — 

but, in the least, your writing needs to be compelling, the conflict situation interesting, the 

setting enticing and / or thought provoking and the characters passionate. These last three 

elements — character, conflict and setting must be established to at least some degree in 

the first lines of your novel. If a story doesn’t hook the reader within the first few 

paragraphs, the book won’t be read. This rule of thumb does vary from source to source. 

Some say the first line, others might say the writer has as many as the first ten pages to 

hook the reader. But why take a chance? 

Let’s use a fishing analogy. In order to hook, reel in and catch the big fish (reader, agent, 

editor), the writer must use the best bait. That first line of your story is the bait. Make 

sure there’s something on the hook that interests the big fish (and let’s not use stink bait). 

Once you’ve selected an opening line that baits your readers, the sentences following 

need to tease them to read more as if your baited prose were an attractive fly lure 

dangling in front of a large-mouth bass. After that big fish has taken the bait — has been 

hooked in the first chapter — it’s your job to reel in that whopper and not let it get away. 

Ensure your story grabs and holds reader attention right away, not just from compelling 

and smooth writing, but also by giving conflict and risk right off the bat. The old Latin 

saying in medias res is important. It means to start in the middle of the action — start 

after conflict has been introduced in your story world and there is a struggle, emotional or 

physical, in the first pages of your novel. How better to introduce characters, characterize 

and set the tone and the setting than by starting with conflict already taking place? 

Granted, some readers are more patient than others. Perhaps you’ve read novels where 

there is little conflict introduced until well into the first few chapters of the book. Now, 

you ask, “Why do I have to do any differently than what has been done in this or that 

novel?” There are two reasons. First, you are a novice writer, unproven and unread. The 

example you found of a story without much of a hook was most likely written by a brand-

name author — one who has written and sold perhaps dozens of titles, millions of copies, 

of their work. Readers need the promise of an interesting and compelling story from the 

writer. Proven writers make this unspoken promise from their bodies of work, e.g. “If you 

enjoyed the last one, you’ll like this one, also.” With a new writer, readers can’t rely on 

this sort of promise. Readers must find the newcomer novelist’s unspoken promise of 

reading enjoyment from the first few lines of the story. 

But it’s not the book-purchasing readers the novice writer must please first, anyway. It’s 

the agent or editor. They’re the ones you need to get past, and they’re very savvy to the 

reading public’s desires. They won’t take a risk on a work that they’re unsure will sell. 

The time these professionals can spend at considering manuscripts for publication is very 

limited, and the new writer must compete for that valuable time. 



If you’re one of the lucky ones, and you’ve managed to get your manuscript on the desk 

of a legitimate agent or big-time editor, you’ll need to grab her attention right away. But 

your manuscript won’t get a second look if your attention grabber is the unprofessional 

way you’ve placed your manuscript into a pink, perfumed box or the way you’ve printed 

your work in a beautiful handwriting script on flowered paper. Guess what? Your hard 

work will probably end up in the editor’s “round file” at the end of the desk with the rest 

of the junk mail. 

These professionals don’t want to see, and won’t be impressed with, the cute presentation 

of your manuscript. They want to be impressed with your story. 

The following exercise is to help you write a commercial hook opening: 

1. Copy the first page of a contemporary novel (preferably a recent bestseller) that 

you enjoy and that is written by a brand-name author. This writer should be one you 

admire and is worthy of imitation. Do it in longhand (I can hear you groaning, now! 

But do it — you’ll find the trouble worthwhile). 

2. Take that copy and analyze it — pick it apart. Ask yourself why you like it. Write 

down your answer. 

3. Now, look at it from a different angle. Underline both the unusual and the precise 

descriptions and word choices. 

4. Next, circle the adjectives and adverbs, passive and generic verbs and all of the 

generic nouns. 

5. Block off and label the portions of description, action, thought, exposition, and 

dialogue (DATED). Analyze the amount of each narrative element that this brand-

name writer has used. 

6. Again, write down why you like this piece — compare it to what you wrote before, 

and then write what you don’t like about it. 

7. Take a look at what you’ve done to this bestselling opening. Cross out the words 

you feel are unnecessary. Change or strengthen the weak verbs and imprecise nouns. 

Finally, rewrite the page. 

Now, consider the following three notions concerning this exercise: 

1. Imitation is not only art but also an excellent learning tool. 

2. Writing is creative, but rewriting is the art of the pros. 

3. You’ve just rewritten a bestseller and made it better. In other words, you’ve written 

better than a bestselling, brand-name author! 

Your next assignment? Come up with your own story idea, write the first page as well as 

you’ve rewritten this bestseller, and follow it up with an additional four hundred pages! 

Two excellent books on writing story openings are: Beginnings, Middles & Ends by 

Nancy Kress — again from the Writer’s Digest Books series on the elements of fiction 

writing — and The First Five Pages by Noah Lukeman. 

Beginners’ Biggest Mistake = Opening a story with static description. Be careful 

with this one. If you’re very good, you might be able to pull this off for a few lines, 



but only the very best can keep the reader interested for more than a couple of 

paragraphs. Suggestion: open your story in POV, in active scene. Have your POV 

character doing something, thinking of something, or better saying something. 

Make the POV character active and describe the story action and the scene around 

him from his point of view. 

2.9 Scenes and Chapters. Scenes are happenings within a specific period of time and 

setting that are narrated in a block of text. Each scene should be set through the five 

senses — sight, sound, smell, feel and taste. But don’t push these elements on your 

readers. Blend them with the setting, and if a particular scene doesn’t lend itself to certain 

senses, say taste or feel, don’t contrive something. Concern yourself with the senses that 

are important to convey the setting. 

You should make every scene in your novel count. When considering the scene you’re 

about to write, be sure it has a good reason for being and adds to the story’s overall 

entertainment value. Make sure it will give important information that leads to the 

eventual resolution of the plot. 

Think about what the scene’s atmosphere and mood should be and how you’re going to 

convey them — through the POV character’s thoughts and perceptions, the weather 

(careful not to overdo this one), word choices used in description or a combination of 

these aspects. Ask yourself what clues and important info need revealed and consider 

how you’re going to express them. Think about how to portray your characters and how 

they’ll be perceived by your readers. 

As you write the scene, be conscious of the amount of imagery you’re using, and whether 

it is going to be enough to give readers the mental picture you intend. Also, consider 

every word of dialogue and decide whether it is important, to the point and yet realistic. 

Consider how you’ll make this scene, as well as every scene afterward, memorable and 

entertaining to facilitate readers’ retention of important information. 

As with paragraphs and sentences, the shorter the scene, the faster your story will move 

— the pace increases. If you wish to slow things down, a longer scene may help. Long, 

descriptive portions of a scene might be important for a particular setting, but keep in 

mind that it will also slow the pacing. The flip side of this is that slowing the pace will 

give your readers a chance to take a breath if preceding scenes were more rapidly paced. 

Some writing instructors and reference books will discuss scenes and sequels when 

referring to a story’s structure. This use of the term sequel refers to a transitional scene 

linking two action scenes. The sequel gives readers a breather, a pause to reflect on what 

has just happened in the previous scene. The writer then uses this slower sequel scene to 

provide motivation for what will happen in subsequent scenes as well as other important 

story information. However, many writers feel that the structured use of the sequel makes 

their stories too formulaic, so they use them sporadically and sparingly. 

When considering chapter length, be sure to study your genre. Some genres have 

specific conventions or formulas that need to be followed concerning chapter length as 

well as plot development. However, you’ll find most genres are open to freestyle. Do 

what works. Some chapters might contain several scenes, each with different points of 

view. Other chapters might contain only one scene. There might be times when two or 



more chapters are used to split up what would otherwise be one very long scene, 

separating it at specific places, high in drama, creating cliff hangers — and sometimes 

even inserting chapters involving subplot scenes in between. 

Every scene and chapter needs to give information important to the story and show action 

(either internal or external) that carries the plot forward. Usually, a conflict or challenge 

that comes up at the first of a scene (or perhaps during a previous scene) should either be 

resolved, or information should be gained from it that helps draw the story closer to its 

resolution. If that minor conflict, obstacle or challenge is to be overcome at the end of a 

scene, consider having a new one pop up beforehand so that dramatic question is carried 

into the ensuing scene and never lost. This device creates perpetual suspense and 

uncertainty, ties the scenes together and keeps the readers turning those pages. 

As discussed in section 2.2 Organizing Your Story, novel structure is very important in 

making the story clear and entertaining. Natural, temporal sequence follows real life and 

is the norm, thus it is always the clearest for readers to understand. The only reason to 

deviate from structuring story events in the order of happenings according to time is 

when information important to the present story happened in the past, prior to the point 

you started your story. This is where flashbacks, discussed later in part “b” of this 

section, can be very effective. As with most rules, there are exceptions. But break this 

story structuring rule only to make your story better and more entertaining to readers. 

The actual purpose for specific scenes should carefully considered. Your story should be 

a group of events linked together by a common theme and a tying together at the climax 

(where all major plots and remaining major players are affected). This linking of story 

events is a cause-and-effect chain of scenes put together in logical progression. Even in 

mysteries, the protagonist goes through this natural order to discover who done it, 

although the actual mystery is about knowing the effect and searching for the cause and 

reason. 

a) Backstory is the part of the novel that took place prior to the present story. It is 

information that will help readers better understand the plot or characters and, when used, 

should always be pertinent to the plot or characterization. As a more in-depth statement 

for clarity: backstory is made up of experiences that helped shape a character’s 

personality or thought pattern, or it relates to a situation that is important to the 

understanding of the plot. This information can be backfilled by using flashbacks, 

characters’ reminiscences, dialogue or even with simple narration in scenes where the 

POV character would know the information you’re giving the reader. The majority of this 

information is best given in the first third of the story in order for the reader to understand 

better the characters and situations. Some of the information can be withheld until the end 

and used in the climax to tie the present conflict with the past. But this withheld 

information should be somehow hinted at much earlier in the story in order for it to 

resonate, seem valid and believable to the reader. 

b) Flashbacks can work well to give important information that happened before a 

novel’s present story. Backfilling is done in nearly all novels, and this backstory 

information usually can be given in short remembrances by the POV character, or 

through narration. However, sometimes the necessary information lends itself to drama 

and is better illustrated in scene (shown vs. told in static exposition) as a flashback. To do 



this in the middle of your present story, you must make a smooth transition into the past, 

and readers must be made aware immediately of the change when using this very 

common fiction convention. 

A simple transitional sentence is usually sufficient, e.g. Working two jobs and raising 

three children was taking a huge toll on Sarah. She thought back to when life was so 

much simpler, so much easier. 

Then, give the important backstory in scene, showing it with a flashback. No matter 

whether your present story is written in present tense or past tense, use the past participle 

had in the first sentence or two of the flashback, then do the rest as if in present story, 

past tense. Finish the flashback with a past participle “had” in the last sentence of the 

flashback. 

Return to the present story with a transition sentence like the following: But that was ten 

years ago. Now, proceed with your present story. 

Some authors as well as some editors prefer flashback scenes be separated like any other 

in a multi-scene chapter: with a scene break — an additional line including three spaced 

asterisks or number symbols. Personally, I’ll usually reserve the scene break for the 

longer flashbacks, say over a paragraph or two. Again, be consistent. A cautioning word 

about flashbacks is warranted here. Some writing professionals don’t like flashbacks, and 

readers are easily confused if they are not done well or done too often. Use them as any 

other important specialty tool — sparingly and only when necessary to tell a better story. 

c) Framed Stories follow a less than typical structure. They rely on an extensive 

flashback, written in scene (real time, present story) which makes up most of the 

narrative. The story opening and closing frame the story with the flashback in between 

and are scenes from a time in the future. Those scenes refer back to the flashback, from 

which the extensive backstory is remembered. When this is done, the backstory has had a 

profound effect on the opening and closing — the frame — and that effect is revealed at 

the end. A good example of a framed story is The Bridges of Madison County by Robert 

James Waller. 

d) Cliffhangers are not only important in suspense, thrillers and mystery novels, they’re 

important in any work of fiction. Generally the term cliffhanger refers to intense drama 

that goes unresolved at the end of a scene. It is this dramatic question that keeps readers 

wanting to read into the next scene, the next chapter, and so on. 

Simply defined, the cliffhanger is the part of the story at the end of a scene or chapter 

that leaves intense suspense or dramatic question — in other words, uncertainty, what 

will happen next? It is the buildup of suspense to the point that a resolution is 

forthcoming, something of great value is at stake, a risk is taken, a reward or tragedy is 

imminent — and before the suspense is resolved, the scene or chapter ends. This is the 

most effective way to keep readers turning the pages. But don’t use cliffhangers to play 

with readers too long before rewarding them with at least some answers to the overall 

puzzle — perhaps in the next scene or chapter. Otherwise, you could irritate those hard to 

come by and cherished readers, and they might put down your story, never to pick it up 

again. 



A couple of books that will help you in writing scenes and chapters are The Marshall 

Plan for Novel Writing by Evan Marshall and Jack Bickham’s book Scene & Structure. 

2.10 The Rest of the Story. Paul Harvey’s “And now — the rest of the story” illustrates 

giving only the information readers need to keep them reading. Metaphorically, think of 

readers as hungry people desperately seeking sustenance — story information. I’m not 

saying to starve your readers by not giving them even the hope of finally finding 

satisfying mental nourishment. If you do, they’ll look elsewhere — a different novel, TV 

show or movie to provide them mental stimulation and entertainment. But don’t overfeed 

them with info, either. When they’re stuffed, your important story elements will be more 

difficult to digest — they won’t want to read any more for fear of indigestion and 

information overload. Give your readers just enough to keep them going, always hungry 

for more. “The rest of the story” can be held back until you’re ready, when it will make 

the biggest impact. It will tie many story concerns together and make what you’ve laid 

before them become clear and sensible. 

a) The Exciting Middle (rising action a.k.a. complication). Those who have completed 

a novel or perhaps even those who have only made it halfway through a story are 

probably scoffing right now. To many writers, writing the middle of their story is 

anything but exciting. This is where most beginning novelists fail. They have a great 

idea, the opening is a real grabber, they know where they’re going for the first few 

chapters, have an idea of what the climax will be as well as the ending. But how do you 

get through that middle, those two hundred or more pages that you haven’t even begun to 

think out? 

Don’t let the height of this paper wall scare you. Look closer — you’ll find easy steps. 

First of all, if you’re bogged down in the middle, you probably haven’t explored the 

internal plots of your main characters — who they are and where they came from, their 

goals. You might also consider more carefully their emotional plots, their romantic and 

love interests and others they’re attached to emotionally. Now think of how these plots 

can be tied in with the main plot — the one driving the story. What you are doing now is 

exploring story-enhancing subplots. Subplots are not only used to lengthen and 

strengthen the story, but also to keep the story action moving. They don’t have to take 

place at the same location or even originate at the same time as the main action plot. 

Subplots can involve risk of some of the minor or secondary characters with the main 

conflict. They can involve memories of the protagonist or antagonist and lend credibility 

to why your character acts the way he does, makes the decisions he does, has the goals 

and desires he has. This is a good time to review 2.2b) Clustering to help you through. I 

hope, when you’re finished, you’ll find out that the middle can be fun and very rewarding 

to write. 

b) Climax is the part of the story where all (or at least most) remaining conflicts come 

together. Suspense, drama and tension are at their peak. Perhaps the love of a lifetime is 

in jeopardy. Perhaps the forces of good and evil are in the final battle, and there can be 

only one winner. The protagonist might not have a chance of winning, but must win in 

order to win the love, to survive, or maybe even in order for the entire human race to 

survive. As our hero is beat down and is hopeless, he finds a way, a solution that might 



have only been hinted at, a seed planted in the first few pages of the novel and long 

forgotten until now by the reader. The protagonist, of course, prevails. 

c) Denouement. In the denouement, (a.k.a. reversal, resolution or conclusion) the 

conflict is over, the results are tabulated: what has been gained and, perhaps more 

importantly, what has been lost. This is where the plots unravel and the loose ends are 

tied. In some stories a brief segment of falling action or reversal might come prior to the 

denouement that quickly leads to the end. 

d) Prologue. A prologue may be called for to precede the main story when the writer has 

information to give that is important to the understanding of the main body of the story, 

which doesn’t lend itself to flashback or placement in the main, present story. A prologue 

can sometimes be used when the information-giving scene is set a number of years, 

sometimes even centuries, prior to the present story or when it happens in a completely 

different location from the main story, perhaps on the other side of the world. Careful, 

however, you might find some agents don’t care for prologues and think them 

unnecessary. 

e) Epilogues are placed after the resolution (denouement) and were used more frequently 

in novels of days gone by than they are now in contemporary fiction. Used to tie up and 

tidy up the end of a story, epilogues seldom serve any better than, or instead of, the final 

chapter of the story. However, occasionally, they lend themselves nicely, have a sort of 

dramatic appeal and can be a vehicle to quickly update the reader on individual 

characters. A danger the author should concern herself with when considering an 

epilogue is if a tidying up at the end is warranted and if an epilogue might seem too neat 

and unrealistic. 



 

3.0 Editing, Revising and Rewriting. 

When you’re done with your story, don’t forget to read it aloud before you give it to a 

friend or critique group for opinions. Try to look at every word as you read instead of 

relying too much on memory and skimming. Since you know what you intended to write, 

it’s easy to miss a lot of simple mistakes. The next step is to strengthen your writing by 

fixing all the weak spots. You might see weak writing in a number of best-sellers, and 

that’s okay, accepted, the story itself carrying the reader over these minor bumps in the 

road with ease. As a beginning novelist seeking to get published, you can’t afford too 

many bumps. And you’ll find many agents and editors have their own pet peeves about 

grammar, punctuation, weak writing, etc. Do your best to make your writing strong, and 

you’ll find you can leap these initial, subjective hurdles. 

3.1 Basics. Some say that writers aren’t writing until they’re rewriting. Just throwing 

down the story in a logical sequence for the first time is probably not the most creative 

part of writing a novel. Going back over your first draft and finding the holes in the plot, 

the places that can be filled in and enhanced and those that are overwritten or are even 

unnecessary — now that’s writing. 

Before you rewrite, your story is bare bones, skeletal. When rewriting, you are adding the 

flesh, the tendons, the muscle, the skin and the hair, and you’re doing so while adding as 

little fat as possible. You are sculpting a beautiful animal, strong and quick, with sharp 

teeth and sleek lines. 

Rewriting is not only adding important information, the muscle that makes your story 

stronger, but trimming the portions of your story that add nothing or actually take away 

from your story — the fat that slows your story down, makes it sluggish and tiresome. 

You are editing: correcting spelling errors and typos, moving portions of your story to 

where they are more effective and work better. You are revising: scrutinizing word 

choices, substituting stronger verbs and more concrete nouns for weak generic ones, and 

you’re replacing words used repetitively with synonyms that work as well or better. You 

are adding imagery with similes, metaphors and descriptors that help your readers see the 

story as you intend. 

You can force yourself to write until the prose flows and the words come out like a 

fountain — that works for some writers. Some must be in the mood. Some find they can’t 

write creatively until they go through certain rituals. Some feel they need at least a two-

hour block of time set aside or they won’t even get warmed up. An important thing here 

is, although you might force your writing just to get it on paper, don’t even think about 

sending off, forcing, rushing your work to an editor or agent before it’s been thoroughly 

proofread and is in as good of shape as you can get it. If you send an agent or editor a 

poorly done manuscript the first time, what makes you think they’ll want to see one from 

you a second time? This alone could determine whether you ever get published at all. 

a) Paragraphs can be used as tools. A paragraph is a grouping of sentences, which 

convey information about a particular aspect of a broader topic. Long paragraphs slow 

the story pace and can be used for that purpose. Short paragraphs speed up the pace and 

are especially effective in dramatic action scenes. Readers perceive that the writer is 



implying more emphasis — that these shorter paragraphs might have more importance, 

more weight. Also, short paragraphs, including dialogue paragraphs, give a more inviting 

appearance to the reader — making the page appear easier to read. 

b) Sentences should be clear and concise. Every sentence should have a purpose whether 

for mood setting or for providing information or imagery in order to assist readers in 

seeing the story unfold. As with paragraphs, generally, the longer the sentence, the slower 

the pace. Shorter sentences speed up pace. Sometimes sentence fragments like Behind the 

door! Or A bomb! might be an effective tool in conveying importance and increasing the 

pace. However, never forget that any tool used too often will become dull and lose its 

effectiveness — its edge. This said, sometimes action can actually be sped up by using a 

long sentence with many quick, short movements involving several precise action verbs. 

Try it! 

(1) Syntax and Overloading. Always consider syntax when revising. The clearer you 

make your sentences, the more likely your readers are to enjoy the story. Extra words — 

wordiness, verbosity — is a major problem. Awkward phrasing will stop readers and 

make them have to reread for clarity. This distraction from your story jerks their minds 

from their fantasy, from following along in the POV character’s head, back to the reality 

of staring at a book full of words. Overloading sentences, using too many compound and 

complex sentences, can do the same thing. Think of eating a gourmet meal — small bites 

chewed easily add to the pleasure, while large mouthfuls swallowed in lumps go down 

with difficultly and can mean major indigestion (displeasure) in the meal (your book) 

down the road. 

(2) Rhythm. Some writers have a rhythmic, almost poetic, flow to their prose. This 

works well, except that the same basic rhythm carried out paragraph after paragraph may 

become tiring. Two sequential sentences with the same basic structure should be 

scrutinized unless they were intentionally created in order to produce a story-valuable 

effect. Done by accident and without positive effect, it is called faulty rhythm. 

Sometimes even experienced fiction writers get into an unintentional groove or rhythm 

that becomes comfortable. It’s a rut where most of their sentences are basically the same 

length and use the same syntax or sentence structure. This faulty rhythm can become 

boring and monotonous to the reader. It’s like easing a heavily loaded refrigerator dolly 

with square wheels down dark basement stairs. Every sentence step is a jolt. Soon, it jars 

readers so badly that if they can’t see the end of the stairway of choppy sentences, they 

won’t want to go farther into the dark basement of your story for fear they’ll need a 

chiropractor. Three sentences in a row with the same structure should be dealt with by 

changing the syntax of the individual sentences or by restructuring the paragraph. 

(3) Sentence Variety is important in keeping the readers’ minds active in a subliminal 

way. The boredom brought on by faulty rhythm causes their minds to wander and 

important story information is easily lost. If you feel you must write two compound 

sentences, one directly following another, how about making the one following those 

long ones short and important? Perhaps you’ve written two short sentences in a row, and 

you don’t want to speed up the pacing by doing so. If the next two sentences have 

connective ideas, why not combine them as independent clauses of one compound 

sentence? Starting four out of five sentences with the same word or phrase is also a 

problem and adds to reader boredom, as does starting each paragraph in that manner. 



Vary sentences by using character introspection, internalization and discovery. But be 

careful of using too many introductory participial phrases, especially inaccurate infinite-

verb phrases which depict two simultaneous actions that cannot or are not intended to 

happen at the same time, e.g. Walking to the window, she opened it. Unless she had very 

long arms, your character probably didn’t open the window while walking to it. Better 

stated: She walked to the window and opened it. 

(4) Ambiguous Phrases. The following are some ambiguous phrases and suggestions on 

how to make them clearer. Consider these suggestions carefully unless, of course, you’re 

writing humor: 

Her eyes dropped to the floor. 

His eyes flew across the room. 

His eyes darted between them. 

Her eyes caressed him. 

Suggestion: use gaze instead of eyes. 

- 

She turned into a driveway. 

Suggestion: use pulled instead of turned. 

- 

She walked through the door. 

Suggestion: use doorway instead of door. 

- 

He got off the phone. 

Suggestion: say hung up. 

- 

She thought of John, long and hard. 

Suggestion: say she agonized over what to do about John. 

- 

He knew things could get sticky in a relationship like this. 

Suggestion: say complicated instead. 

(5) Diction can be problematic, especially for academics and scientists or for writers 

trying to sound like them. In fiction, a good rule of thumb is to write no higher than an 

eighth to tenth grade level and with a more informal, conversational tone. Elevated 

writing, prose written above this level, might appear pretentious. The reader could grow 

tired of being distracted from your story in order to look up meanings of terms you’ve 

used. 



c) Word Choices are extremely important. Often, people from different religions, races, 

upbringings or parts of the country will have different connotations for many of the same 

words. Take care in ensuring your word choices are not abstract, generic, used for an 

obscure meaning of the word or even archaic. 

(1) Tone Setting words are very effective tools for the writer. However, when used 

unintentionally, they can create quite the opposite effect with the reader. If you describe a 

character who loves his home and childhood, as being raised in the bowels of the 

Appalachian Mountains, your reader might not understand that this character is proud of 

his home and has cherished memories of his boyhood. How about making his upbringing 

be in the heart of the Appalachians where the summer valleys are plush and green and the 

clear mountain streams are alive with trout? 

These tone-setting words are especially useful in conveying the intended mood of the 

story. They help characterize the POV character through interesting internalization and 

introspection by the way she considers and relates to the world around her. This notion is 

examined further in section 2.7e) Thought. 

(2) Abstract and Stock vs. Specific and Concrete Terms. The use of specificity in 

descriptions helps to ground your story in realism. These descriptions conjure familiar 

images in the readers’ heads and shift them smoothly into a believable fictional world. 

Reading stories without this kind of specificity and concreteness are like looking from 

behind a Hollywood movie set where you can see the boards propping up the scenery. 

Even in an unfamiliar setting, using specific article names and concrete terms will help 

the reader see these places you take her to as real. Describing the unfamiliar through 

familiar shapes, colors, movements, smells, tastes and textures provide verisimilitude to 

readers who are willing to step into the fictional world you’ve created between the pages. 

Here’s an example taken from my novel Dead Reckoning: 

At sunset Spurs stood alone on the signal deck and watched as a tinny, prerecorded 

version of Taps sounded, and the sun dipped into the darkening sea. 

The Atchison’s stem plunged into the turquoise ocean before her and cut through, laying 

it open in white slices that curled away from the bow and sizzled past the hull. The 

frigate’s screws churned in a rhythmic hum as she gazed past the bow to the last 

quenching gold and white rays of sunlight. On the horizon off the starboard side, the 

blackening silhouette of the Enterprise was pinned against a dimming sapphire mantle. 

She smiled, the sea-freshened air in her hair, light ocean spray on her face. This was the 

ecstasy her father had spoken about — the solitude, the wonderful emptiness that filled 

the soul, stretching it to the point of bursting with an awe-inspiring realization of 

insignificance in the enormity of the world. 

Hopefully, this narration allows the reader to imagine what the POV character sees and is 

experiencing even though the reader might never have been aboard a ship. 

One of the biggest concerns most beginning novelists have about specificity is to avoid 

getting sued by some mega corporation for using their product name. If you feel 

uncomfortable with this, don’t do it. Otherwise, the key is to not defame or show in a 

negative light the brand-name product your story characters are using or that you are 

depicting in your story. That’s not to say you can’t have one of your characters drive an 



old, beat-up Ford, Chevy or Dodge. That Ford or Chevy isn’t beat up because it’s the way 

they were made, but from years of abuse — and they’re common; we’ve all seen them on 

the street. 

(3) Economy of Words. Another rule of thumb few writing instructors, agents and 

editors will argue with is that the writer should say what needs to be said in as few words 

as possible — avoid wordiness. This is a value judgment when considering descriptions 

and relating important information. But this notion is especially important when writing 

simple exposition or narration of needed story elements. 

Following, you will find some examples of wordy phrases. 

 



Unnecessary Words and Redundancies (the words in parentheses could be stricken) 

 

(4) Active vs. Passive. Active verbs and sentences (active voice) are essential to a clear, 

fast-moving story. Using more precise verbs instead of adverbial phrases and modifiers is 

the first step. The “killer be verb” should always be scrutinized, that is: any form of the 

verb to be when used in your story, should be carefully considered. Of course, the forms 

of to be are: is, are, am, was, were, has been, had been, have been, will have been and 

will be. But don’t get carried away with swatting out all of those be’s. If you can’t replace 

a to be verb without making your sentence sound forced, don’t do it. Your sentences must 

flow smoothly and naturally so that the prose itself doesn’t attract attention, while your 

story does. 

Contrary to popular belief, the use of to be verbs does not, in itself, constitute passive 

voice. It takes the addition of a past participle (the form of a verb usually ending in “ed” 

or “en”) following the to be verb to truly make a passively constructed sentence. In an 

active sentence the subject acts, performing the action expressed by the verb. In a passive 



sentence the subject is acted upon, being the receiver of the action expressed by the verb. 

For example: 

Passive: The burglar (subject) was arrested (action) by the rookie cop (actor). 

Passive: The burglar (subject) was arrested (action). 

Active: The rookie cop (subject) arrested (action) the burglar (object of action). 

This is another time you should not get carried away with sentence revision. Writing 

good, clear sentences is very important — and active sentences are essential 95% of the 

time. However, there may be a time that calls for a matter-of-fact statement when the 

object of the action is what’s important and the actor of the action doesn’t matter or is 

unknown, like: The summer had been unbearably hot the year Max Friezen came to 

town. 

Generic verbs are vague action words that allow for broad interpretation by the reader. 

Sometimes they work well for describing a non-dramatic action that should not draw 

attention. However, overuse or repetition of these words becomes boring and might imply 

lazy writing. 

Three of the most overused, vague action words in beginning novelists’ stories are 

looked, walked and ran and the forms thereof. In most cases, whenever a more 

descriptive and precise verb for an action is available, use it — darted, dashed, loped, 

jogged, scurried, scuttled, sprinted or raced for ran; gazed, glanced, glared, ogled, stared 

for looked; and ambled, paced, stepped, sauntered, strode, strolled, toddled, marched or 

sometimes perhaps even moved or went for walked. But always be careful that the 

replacement of such verbs is not only to avoid repetition in nearby sentences but to also 

clarify the action and doing so does not appear forced or stilted. 

This is a common problem for beginning novelists who have just learned this very 

important rule, but don’t understand that it is even more important to avoid forced prose. 

A particularly troubling example is in the use of dialogue tags. They replace with a 

vengeance the words said and asked with tags that many critics generally perceive as 

sore-thumb, stilted words such as interjected, conveyed and queried. Said and asked are 

considered invisible to the reader and dialogue tags themselves should mainly be used to 

help attribute dialogue to a specific character. 

Truthfully, before you learned this rule, did the use of said or asked in a novel ever stick 

out to you? More likely, you read right over the tag, without notice, but with a clear 

understanding of which character was speaking, and how the words were expressed due 

to strong, well-written dialogue. Some less-distracting replacements may work well on 

occasion, e.g. replied, answered, teased and suggested. However, when using these more 

distracting tags you should remember the purpose of dialogue tags — to name the 

speaker or how the words are spoken, when necessary. For the most part, if you’ve done 

a good job writing the dialogue, you won’t need many dialogue tags at all. 

Rule: Avoid using passive voice at all cost (stomp out the “killer be!”). 

Exception: Mike McQuay’s opening of Escape from New York, in which he describes 

the rough-tough protagonist, Snake Plissken, with passive verb metaphors. The effect 

is a clear, dramatic and immediate understanding of the character described. 



Who should attempt breaking this rule: You, once you understand the rules. 

(5) Misused Words. Words are misused continually by your friends, coworkers, family 

and the public you meet on the street. You hear the butchery of the English language 

every day in movies, on TV shows, in songs, even by professional newscasters. You see 

it in letters, novels and even in textbooks (hopefully not too many times in this 

guidebook). Sew, whose two tell yew your wrong? Let’s take a look at a few examples. 

You know the meanings of the following words (if you don’t, this might be a good time 

to look them up). But while you were on autopilot trying to get the image in your head 

onto paper before it vanished forever, did you type the intended word’s homonym 

(words with the same pronunciation but different meanings and spellings) or one that 

sounds similar to the one you intended by mistake? Spellchecker won’t catch them — 

and, as you’ll notice, one of these homonyms or misspellings will put a whole new spin 

on your story. Check out the following two tables to see. You may have been using the 

wrong word all along! 



 



This next table identifies a number of homonyms. See if you recognize a few of the 

commonly misused ones. 

 

After having seen this word list as well as the others in this section, use them when 

you’re giving your manuscript that final edit before printing it off to send to a prospective 

editor or agent. It only takes a few minutes to do a word search to ensure you’ve used 

them properly. 

Another misuse to watch out for concerns the subjunctive mood. For the most part, this 

is when the verb were is used instead of was in a clause that is contrary to fact, as in If he 

were still alive, we wouldn’t have this problem. With this old rule being ignored 

habitually in fiction and informal writing, I believe the main thing here is to be 

consistent. For a detailed review of subjunctive mood look in the lexicon in the back of 

this book. 

(6) Common Grammatical Errors. The incorrect use of irregular verb tenses is one of 

the most common grammatical mistakes. Some of the most frequent are: 



 

The rule for the use of italics is often misunderstood. First things first, in a novel 

manuscript, I used to recommend underlining the object word(s) instead of using italics. 

This is an old rule from before word processors and computers, when writers used 

typewriters without italic keys. Still, until recently, it seemed wise to adhere to this rule. 

In the old days, the typewritten, underlined words indicated clearly to the typesetter that 

those words should be italicized when put into published form. Even today, a few holdout 

copyeditors work from a hard copy of the manuscript rather than a word processing file. 

In this case, especially, it is easier for the copyeditor to notice your underlined words than 

it is to spot the italicized ones and then transpose them onto the printed, published page. 

That said, with electronic submissions and electronic publishing, it’s time for me to 

relent. I now suggest you italicize in your manuscript what should be italicized in the 

published work. But don’t forget that any requirements made in the submission 

guidelines of the publisher or agency you’re querying supersedes what you find in this 

book. 

Some of the words that should be italicized are: direct internalization, titles of books, 

names of ships, sometimes when referring to a word as a word, foreign words, spelling 

out a sound or onomatopoeia, and words needing emphasis. Do not indicate emphasis by 

setting words in bold or all caps when writing a novel manuscript. 



(7) Commonly Misspelled Words. There are a number of words that are commonly 

misspelled, and your spellchecker might not pick up on them because they are becoming 

acceptable due to continual and widespread misuse and error. Although the incorrect 

spelling might, at some point in the future, become acceptable, why take the chance when 

you’re finally sending your pristine, fast-paced suspense novel to an editor who liked 

your query and synopsis and has solicited your manuscript? Here are three examples: 

 

Getting the Words Right by Theodore A. Rees Cheney is an excellent book to help 

writers in rewriting, editing and revising their stories. 

d) Punctuation — the death knell of many writers. I’ve been told that as few punctuation 

marks as there are in the English language, it shouldn’t be too hard to know when to use 

them correctly. I don’t know about you, but even without considering the en, em, 2-em 

and 3-em dashes, proper punctuation can be confusing to me. 

An added complication is that many contemporary editors are more receptive to trends of 

exceptions to the old and firm punctuation rules we learned in high school and college. 

Again, subjectivity raises its artful head. Old school punctuation — by the letter, let’s say 

— is called closed, whereas more contemporary views of punctuation, sparingly used and 

only to provide clarity, is appropriately called open. As soon as you get used to the more 

receptive editors’ somewhat lax treatment of English grammar conventions, you might 

find an agent who feels exactly the opposite and requires that you write by a particular 

style guide. There are even a few agents still adhering to a more British style than the 

commonly accepted American style. This quandary is only solved by careful research of 

the agent or editor you are querying. Still, I think you’ll find that in many cases, if you’re 

consistent with punctuation (remember that less is better) and your writing is clear, the 

story itself will carry more weight to even the pickiest agent than his or her own views on 

punctuation. 

Please; however, always refer to a good dictionary or style book when in doubt. Some of 

the more popular dictionaries such as Webster’s New World College Dictionary have 

trustworthy style guides included as an appendix in the back. The Chicago Manual of 

Style can also be considered a definitive source. Most fiction writers use Strunk and 

White’s The Elements of Style because it is to the point, easy to use and compact. Still, 

you may find these sources vary on a few specific guidelines. 

The most often used English punctuation marks are listed below with a brief summary of 

how and when to use them when writing fiction — according to Kessler’s Rule-of-Thumb 

Style. 

The period [ . ] is used: 



1. at the end of a purposely written fragment or complete sentence that is a 

statement, command or polite request a.k.a. courtesy request (see question mark, 

below); 

2. at the end of most abbreviations — if you’re unsure, look up the particular 

abbreviation in your dictionary or stylebook; 

3. and after each number of a list. 

The comma [ , ] is the most abused, unnecessarily used and misunderstood punctuation 

mark, indicating the slightest interruption of sentence structure or change in continuity of 

thought. Many industry professionals agree that the comma’s primary purpose is to 

clarify intent and meaning within a particular sentence that otherwise is ambiguous or 

confusing. 

When all is said and done, when possible, avoid separating the subject of a sentence from 

its verb or placing a comma between the verb of a sentence and its direct object (although 

you’ll see that I’ve disregarded this rule often in this book due to complexity of content 

and thought). Use good judgment and make your primary concern to convey your story 

as clearly as possible to the reader. 

Conventionally, the comma is used: 

1. to join independent clauses, introductory clauses that are long and could be 

confused and participial phrases (do not use a comma after a gerund phrase — 

serving as the subject of a sentence). When introductory clauses and independent 

clauses are short and there is no danger of being misunderstood, the comma may be 

left out; 

2. to set off mildly parenthetical elements and introductory participial phrases. This 

includes words, phrases or interjections that interrupt the sentence. However, in many 

cases the comma can be left out if the writer doesn’t want the reader to pause and 

sentence clarity is not sacrificed; 

3. between three or more items in a list or series with the comma between the last two 

items left out if it doesn’t cause confusion; 

4. before or after a quote to separate the quote from the dialogue tag, unless that quote 

ends with an exclamation point or question mark; 

5. to set off a series of adjectives equal in rank; 

6. or to set off specific dates or city and state locations from the rest of a sentence. 

The exclamation point [ ! ] is used when a point is made emphatically as in an 

emergency, interjection or done with high emotion. It is used mainly in dialogue and 

internalization and rarely used in exposition. 

The question mark [ ? ] is used to end direct questions, including rhetorical questions. It 

is always included in dialogue before closing quotes, e.g. “Did you go?” she asked. 

However, it is generally acceptable to end a polite request with a period, e.g., “Would 

everyone please turn off their cell phone ringers.” 



The single quote mark [ ‘ ’ ] is used in fiction writing only to express dialogue repeated 

within dialogue and must be within a sentence enclosed by double quote marks, i.e., Bob 

told him, “She said, ‘don’t bother me, I’m watching my soaps.’” Proper use of double 

and single quotes is sometimes confused with the opposite British style by inexperienced 

writers. 

The double quote mark [ “ ” ] is used: 

1. to set off dialogue, or audible speech but never for onomatopoeias or sounds other 

than words; 

2. to set off the names of poems, essays and articles; 

3. sometimes for nicknames, but usually only for initial introduction of that 

nickname; 

4. when referring to a word as a word. 

According to most style guides concerning writing fiction in an “open” American style, 

when quote marks are used, always put periods, commas and ellipses inside the closing 

quotation mark (this varies from the more rigid, “closed” styles). However, question 

marks, exclamation points, and dashes should only be inclusive when they are part of the 

quotation. Regard this as the general rule when considering single quotes, also. 

The colon [ : ] is used to introduce a list or modification, or an explanation preceded by 

an independent clause, and can be substituted for that is. It is normally used before lists 

introduced by phrases such as: these are, they are, the following, as follows and such as. 

Colons are not used frequently in fiction, especially when a comma will do. 

The semicolon [ ; ] is used to join independent clauses that show a close connection and 

that do not have a coordinating conjunction. It can also be used between items in a 

series, especially when commas are used within the series. A semicolon should also 

precede conjunctive adverbs such as “however.” In fiction, if ambiguity can be avoided 

with a comma, use it. 

The dash [ — or — ] isn’t used frequently in formal and business writing, but can be a 

very helpful tool when writing fiction. Generally, it takes the place of a comma but 

carries more weight. The dash is more relaxed than parentheses and is less formal than a 

colon. It is made by typing two hyphens close together with no spaces between them and 

the two adjoining words. With a word processing program such as MS Word, the two 

hyphens should automatically form into a longer dash while typing. The dash is used to: 

1. interrupt a sentence as an interruption of thought, with a second dash following the 

interruption if the sentence returns to the initial thought; 

2. show when the dialogue of one character is interrupted by that of another and 

should be followed by closing quote marks and no other punctuation [ — ” ]; 

3. show hesitation or a break in dialogue; 

4. introduce a statement or explanation such as a parenthetical expression; 

5. introduce a clarifying or emphasizing statement; 

6. sum up a list or thought. 



The hyphen [ - ] is used: 

1. to divide a word at the end of a line; 

2. between spelled out compound numbers from twenty-one to ninety-nine; 

3. between words modifying a noun (such as mild-mannered reporter) to ensure 

clarity of meaning (but never after a modifier ending in ly). 

The ellipsis or suspension points [ . . . ] are used following a space: 

1. to show words or sentences have been omitted from a quotation; 

2. to show a trailing off of speech; 

3. as suspension points, to show a pause in dialogue or an unfinished statement. 

Note #1: If the ellipsis follows a complete sentence, a fourth dot (period) should be 

inserted [ . . . . ] (or question mark [ . . . ?]); otherwise, the ellipsis stands alone except in 

cases where closing quote marks are necessary [ . . .” ]. 

Note #2: for electronic media, the ellipsis normally doesn’t require spaces between the 

dots [ … or …. ]. However, most credible sources say that dots should be “spaced” for 

ordinary manuscripts. Most importantly, be consistent. 

The apostrophe [ ’ or ‘ ] is used to show possessives (an exception being the possessive 

form of it being its — done so to avoid confusion with the conjunction it’s, used for the 

words it is), omission of letters (especially in contractions) or to show plurals when 

referring to specific letters (A’s), numbers (100’s), words or abbreviations themselves. If 

the plural word already ends in an “s,” use only the apostrophe to indicate possession, 

e.g. the Sims’. 

Parentheses [ ( ) ] are used rarely in fiction. They set off incidental information which 

might as easily be set off by commas or dashes. According to a number of fiction-writing 

authorities, parentheses are considered distracting — even though a number of name-

brand authors use them. Many sentences with parenthesis can be rearranged without them 

and be made much stronger — or can be recast into two sentences that flow smoother. 

The slash (a.k.a. solidus ref. CMS), slant or virgule [ / ] is rarely used in fiction between 

two words or phrases to indicate alternatives. 

3.2 Breaking the Rules. Any of the so-called rules of storytelling can be broken and are 

broken quite often by well-published writers. The trick is to know the rules first, then 

know when it is effective to break them. Take the breaking of fiction-writing conventions 

seriously. Only break these important guidelines when you are sure that doing so will 

help you tell your story better, more dramatically, more clearly. Keep in mind the number 

one reason for a reader to pick up your novel is to be entertained. Finding the best 

possible way to do this should be your principal consideration when writing. Being cute, 

distracting or confusing with structure, word choices or punctuation are not methods of 

entertainment. 

3.3 Critique Groups. A critique group can be one of the most beneficial or one of the 

most harmful things of which a writer can become a part. Critique groups held by a 

bunch of know-it-all amateurs can be the worst thing of all. This is especially true for the 



novice writer who knows no better than to trust the emphatic judgment of a group of 

wannabes who have just picked up on a key writing concept and now have made the strict 

obedience to this little writing notion into a personal crusade. 

At the same time, belonging to an overly agreeable, always-be-nice-and-nurturing-even-

if-you-have-to-lie group can be just as detrimental. 

The very best group of critics is made up of writers such as yourself, preferably who both 

write in and read your genre. However, such a group might be hard to find. The leader of 

the group must be honest yet open to ideas, and none of the members should be 

overbearing and critique with a know-it-all-attitude. 

Generally, you’ll find that critique groups using an oral presentation method can be 

highly entertaining, especially when the reader has a dynamic voice. But this sort of 

presentation doesn’t lend itself well to readers who are less talented. Also, much can be 

missed during an oral presentation as the critics jot down notes in order to remember their 

comments at the end. And punctuation is, for the most part, impossible to be considered. 

With a written presentation — that is, copies of the work in eight to sixteen page 

segments being emailed or passed out to all the critics prior to the meeting — 

submissions can be read in the same basic form that agents, editors and, ultimately, the 

consumer will read them. The critics have time to more carefully consider word choices, 

plotting, characterization, description, punctuation, etc. Then, during the critique session, 

comments can be made by the critics in turn as they proceed from page to page. 

3.4 Closing Thoughts on the Craft. Remember what we discussed earlier — you are an 

entertainer. Give your readers a good show. As fiction writers, you are not unlike 

salespeople, either. Don’t be an irritating snake-oil salesperson that readers will want to 

get rid of. Know what your customer (audience) wants. Basically, it’s the same as any of 

us — a good deal. They have come to your little space on the bookshelf for a product, not 

a sales pitch promising something you don’t deliver. 

Think back on the discussion about unnecessary words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, 

scenes and chapters. Remember to economize words — trim the fat, use precise terms. 

Don’t try to be cute with what you say or how you say it. Leave that up to your characters 

and the twists and turns of your story. Keep your prose clear and crisp so that the 

individual words don’t grab your readers’ attentions — yanking them out of your story 

and back to where they were: in front of the book. What your story says should be what 

grabs readers, pulls them into it and makes them feel as though they are a part of the 

thing, watching it, experiencing it in their mind’s eye as it unfolds. 

Like good salespeople, you’re selling emotions. Readers won’t buy your emotions if you 

tell what happens in your story. You must show them, and let them see for themselves — 

experience the scenes as they read — then perhaps they’ll buy what you’re selling. 

Now, get to work. Entertain those readers. Sell them the emotions of your story through 

your well-crafted prose. You have a lot to say. Do not stop. Don’t even slow down. And 

don’t let the words get in the way. 

 

<><><> 



* EDITING — COVER DESIGN — EPUBLISHING — PRINT ON DEMAND 

(POD) * 

Do you need help with your novel? 

Are you looking for an editor? 

Need your cover designed at a reasonable price? 

How about ePublishing and POD? 

Let’s talk! 

Drop me an email. Here’s the old consultant/editor’s shingle: 

<+> 

I fix novels! 

For information on my “Novel Mechanix” services and a free evaluation, please 

email me at: 

Gordon@GordonKessler.com 

Low rates, high results. Free initial consultation. 

<><><> 
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Part III 

The Business 

 

4.0 Industry Overview 

Fiction, the Writer, the Subjectivity Factor and the Industry. 

Fiction writing is not rocket science. In fact, it is not science at all. There are few givens, 

no absolutes. More difficult than even math or science, it is an art. 

A hundred writers tasked to tell the same goings-on of the same stage play would each 

write the tale in their own way. Thus, from this group of fictionists a great variety of 

versions would be crafted, no two of the hundred exactly alike. Emphasis would be 

placed on different aspects of the story. Story focus would vary. Different word choices 

would be used with somewhat different connotations to both the writer and to each 

individual who read the accounts. Some would write with more skill, some would be 

more direct and to the point than others. Some might use their imaginations to go deep 

into the characters’ heads and reveal their thoughts. One might be concerned with 

character emotions, another with plot action. Yet all one hundred writers would be telling 

about the same event through one hundred different stories. 

This is what makes the art of fiction writing so interesting, special and rewarding when 

done effectively. 

The subjectivity of the commercial fiction industry is a different matter. Submitting work 

to editors and agents, and critics’ reception of that work can be some of the most 

frustrating experiences of a writer’s life. The road from the writer’s mind to the bookstore 

shelf is not a smooth and fast superhighway. Instead, it is a crooked path full of turns and 

dips, rises and washouts. It is pocked with the idiosyncrasies, preferences and prejudices 

of those in authority. Strewn along the shoulders and ditches, mixed in with the trash, 

debris and muck of poor writing, ill advice and high hopes, are the wrecks of decades of 

poorly prepared writers grasping firmly to those dear but rejected manuscripts they 

thought, dreamed and hoped would propel them to fame and fortune. 

On this road of risk and insecurity, published and talented unpublished writers alike are 

left with two choices: to stick it out and travel on with no assurance of ever reaching the 

end of it — publication — or to take to the shoulder and join the pedestrians: the hordes 

who are only readers, and to leave this noble path to the more persistent visionaries. 

Someone once said that only one in a thousand manuscripts gets published. It’s also been 

said that only one in a thousand books becomes a bestseller. That considered, a new 

writer is as likely to win a million-dollar lottery than write and publish a bestseller. These 

are not good odds. They are so poor that a novice writer might hear them for the first time 

and think why even try? and give up without putting much honest effort into it. This 

would be a good and valid question if that were all there was to it. True writers don’t 

work their craft only to be published. Some write for the sheer enjoyment of the act, 



others for the therapy it provides. Many are only hobby writers not seriously expecting to 

be published. 

The purpose of this book is to improve the odds. Through the information contained 

herein, along with a handful of other reference books and resources, the fledgling writer 

can dramatically improve the odds of becoming a published novelist. Now, for the 

beginning novelist’s very first course of action when ready to take to the publishing road: 

understand the industry. 

I define the industry side of novel writing as the people and mechanisms making profits 

through writers and off of readers. Some are providers of services; others are parasites. It 

is important to understand that the writing and publishing of books is a business. Novel 

writing is a small part of that business, with novels comprising about ten percent of books 

published. Consider further: the actual writing of both fiction and nonfiction is only a 

small part of the business of bookselling. Yet without it, there would be no new books to 

sell. 

Would that be so bad? Haven’t there been enough books written in the world already? Do 

we really need more novels? Hasn’t every basic plot been written and rewritten so many 

thousands of times that it’s become a bore? After all, we have hundreds of TV channels. 

Multi-screened theaters are showing half a dozen or more new movies every week. Video 

games have become more realistic and adventurous. 

We live in the fast-food era. Our children are the fast-food generation. We are used to 

getting what we want fast and cheap. We go to McDonalds and get a burger, fries and a 

Coke in a matter of seconds and for pocket change. We go to a theater and for five to ten 

bucks are overwhelmed with incredible action, realistic animation and special effects that 

were unimaginable only a few years ago. We sit back in comfortable chairs, eat popcorn 

and let our minds be led effortlessly to exotic places and through fantastic adventures by 

our eyes and ears. 

Why would anyone want to buy a novel? Hardcovers cost $25 or more. Paperbacks are 

seven bucks and up. It takes an average reader up to sixteen hours to read a fair-size story 

— an investment of not just one evening, but several in the already overloaded schedule 

of our hectic, rat-race lives. Reading is work: our minds must digest the symbols we call 

words, make sense of them and form them into images, sounds, smells, tastes and feels. 

So why read novels? It’s simple. No matter how incredibly advanced Hollywood 

technology gets, what is on the big screen will never compare to what our minds show us 

through a well-crafted novel. We can see the action on the silver screen, but we can’t see 

the true, deep-down emotions, the thoughts, the feelings. We cannot truly have empathy 

for the characters in a movie, as we can in a novel. This intimacy between book and 

reader, the close relationship between reader and characters’ thoughts, keeps novelists in 

business. 

The bookselling business competes with television, movies, the Internet and video games. 

This is a recent development, the majority coming over the past twenty-five years. 

However, this business is not just competitive with other media, but also within itself: 

between Turow and Grisham, Koontz and King, Clark and Patterson, Preston and Brown, 



Rollins and Berry, and hundreds of others who are competing for shelf space in the local 

bookstore. 

Because of this competition and the advent of computers (allowing clumsy, impatient 

writers who aren’t good spellers to easily rewrite), the market itself has shrunk while the 

numbers of writers has inflated. New developments are happening every day. Now there 

are e-books and print-on-demand (POD) books besides the traditionally published novels. 

No longer in their heyday, the big publishers are hurting. When paper prices go up, it 

hurts. When the cost of insurance goes up, it hurts. When the cost of rent and advertising 

goes up, it hurts. When half of an author’s books are returned unsold to the publisher, it 

hurts. Profit margins are shrinking. Publishing staffs are being cut. Smaller editing staffs 

are expected to do more work. The bottom line is that they’re all looking for that one big 

novel in which they can invest for another week of survival. They’re all looking for their 

own Harry Potter or The Da Vinci Code to carry them a bit farther down the road, to 

compete with all the other books on the bookstore shelves, the movies in the theaters, the 

dramatic TV shows, the video games, the Internet. 

Gloomy picture? Yes. Hopeless? No. It’s simple. All you have to do is to write that big 

book, the one they’re all looking for to pay their bills. All you have to do is send that 

perfectly formatted, plotted, characterized and researched novel to just the right editor 

who is looking right now for the kind of novel you’ve written. Then, all you have to do is 

wait. You wait for weeks, months, even years. If you’re very, very lucky, your wonderful, 

breakthrough novel will be published within perhaps three years after you’ve typed The 

End at the bottom of the last page. 

4.1 Publishers. Publishing houses are Businesses. Their sole purpose is to make money. 

They fill a demand and thus attempt to fill their own pockets — it is business — get used 

to it. As a first-time author, you are nothing more to them than a homeless gold-miner 

living in a tent. When you happen across that nugget that looks like success, they’ll take 

it from you, polish it and give you a decent wage for your trouble. If all you show them is 

pyrite, they’ll not give you a second look. And don’t think that if you were lucky enough 

to give them that first nugget, from there on you can toss them a chunk of fool’s gold and 

get paid for it — forget that! You’ll need to come up with an even bigger, brighter piece 

of 24k gold the next time to keep them interested in you as a producer of sellable work. 

a) Traditional or Trade Publishers are the ones in the business of selling books to the 

public, mainly through large chain bookstores. Although there are literally thousands of 

publishers, only a handful are major houses, perhaps five to seven, depending on what 

criteria is used. Many of the remaining publishers only put out a dozen or fewer novels a 

year — some are authors publishing their own work. A list of six of the major publishing 

houses along with some of their imprints is at the end of this section. 

b) Subsidy and Vanity Publishers are in the business of printing books for pay. A major 

profit center for these publishers are the authors and not so much the end consumers — 

the readers. They tend to be concerned more with quantity than with quality of writing. 

c) Self-Publishers (a.k.a. Inide or Independent Authors / Writers) are writers who 

take on the tasks of editing and printing (or ePublishing) their own novels as well as the 

job of distribution and marketing. Sometimes costly and usually very time consuming, 



authors must become salespeople nearly as much writers in order to become relatively 

successful. 

d) Print On Demand (POD) printers and publishers are relatively new to the publishing 

industry, as are e-book publishers. POD printers such as Lulu, Xlibris, IUniverse, 

IPublish, and Lightning Source aren’t going to be too picky about quality writing but will 

charge a relatively small set up fee — or in some cases, none at all. They’ll print your 

novel one book at a time; however, cost and retail price of individual books are generally 

higher. This means that if you’re lucky enough to get your book placed on the bookstore 

shelf alongside John Grisham and James Patterson, your book’s retail price will probably 

be 20% higher than theirs — or even more when their books are on sale at 20% off as is 

common in the big chain booksellers. Now, honestly, whose book do you think the 

average reader is going to buy — a brand-name bestseller’s or a no-name gamble for five 

to ten dollars more? 

There are a few companies out there that will publish your novel in POD at no cost to the 

author and might even give a very small advance. Some claim they’re looking for quality 

work that doesn’t necessarily fit neatly on the bookshelf. This is not an endorsement of 

any of those companies. I recommend thoroughly checking out any publisher before 

dealing with them. 

The “Big Six” Publishing Houses: 

Random House 85+ imprints including: Ballantine, Bantam, Broadway, (Bertelsmann 

book Group)Crown, Del Ray, Delacorte, Dell, Delta, Disney, Doubleday, Fawcett, 

Fodor’s, Harmony, Ivy, Knopf, Lucas, Pantheon, Spectra, Villard, Vintage 

Simon & Schuster 20+ imprints including: Aladdin, Atheneum, (CBS Corp — 

formerly Viacom) Kaplan, Pocket, Scribner 

HarperCollins26+ imprints including: Avon, Eos, Perennial, Quill, Rayo, William 

Morrow 

Penguin Group, USA50 imprints including: Ace, Avery, Berkley, (Pearson plc — 

formerly Dutton, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, Jove, Puffin, Penguin Putnam) Penguin, 

Viking 

Hachette Book Group USA 10+ imprints including: Arcade, Hyperion, Little, Brown 

and Company, Mysterious Press, Miramax, Orbit, Grand Central (formerly Warner) 

Macmillan(Holtzbrinck)25+ imprints including Tor, St. Martin’s Press, Henry Holt 

4.2 Editors are human. They’re generally nice, caring people who have a great love for 

books and are overworked and underpaid. 

Due to downsizing at the publishing houses and an increased amount of manuscripts 

submitted, the concept of the slush pile is changing. Years ago, many writers would send 

their manuscripts to no particular editor at a publishing house and still have a fair chance 

at getting published. There were larger staffs, more editors and less manuscripts. 

Today, most of the big publishing houses say they don’t accept unsolicited or even 

unagented manuscripts. If you submit your manuscript to them without addressing a 

particular editor, your hundreds of pages of hard work will end up among the stacks of 



dozens of other unsolicited manuscripts — that is, if it isn’t returned unread or even 

destroyed and you never see it or hear of it again. Even if someone does look at it, 

chances are that the manuscript you thought was sure to be a bestseller might only get a 

glance from a less-than-qualified college student during a reading-and-pizza party among 

six or seven other less-than-qualified college students. If this intern doesn’t like the first 

sentence or can’t relate to the story, it might be rejected without the consideration of an 

experienced editor. This is why, with the slush piles growing from dozens to hundreds of 

unsolicited manuscripts, it is important for writers to research the publishers they are 

querying, exactly what those publishers want, how they want it and which editors will be 

most interested. 

4.3 Agents don’t have to be human. You think I’m joking? After you’ve had four or five, 

we’ll talk. I’ll bet by then, unless you’ve been extremely lucky, you’ll agree with me. 

Don’t misunderstand — most agents are good people. But the majority of legitimate 

agents have an abundance of work, their desks piled higher with manuscripts than even 

the editors’. They can be just as picky as they wish — as a matter-of-fact, they need to be 

very picky. The modern agent has become what editors used to be. Their job is to find the 

best possible product (manuscript) with the most income potential and the least amount 

of fixing required. That fixing includes correcting grammar, spelling, punctuation, story 

mistakes and typos. Their dream client is the writer who submits to them a clean 

manuscript with minimal mechanical errors. This clean manuscript must be written 

clearly and in errorless prose. The story itself must be fast-paced, unique, interesting and 

intriguing. 

New York agents definitely have an advantage over those farther from the heart of the 

publishing industry, even in today’s email-fed world. If you’re after a traditional New 

York publisher, agents who actually live in the Big Apple are somewhat more likely to 

have their golden fingers on the publishing monster’s carotid. Many New York agents 

wine and dine, or at least lunch with, the editors of the big publishing houses. They go to 

many of the same functions, the same social gatherings. They know which editors are 

looking for what kinds of stories and when, the editors’ likes and dislikes — even the 

names of the editors’ children. 

On the other hand, California agents might have an advantage for an author looking for a 

movie tie-in. The best of both worlds might be an agent of an agency with offices on both 

coasts. But, really, can the beginning novelist afford to be too picky? That’s a question 

only you, the writer, can answer. 

This brings into discussion agents located in other areas. What about the ones in 

Colorado, Florida, Texas and DC? Are they good agents? They could very well be 

excellent agents. The key is, before querying, and especially before you sign or verbally 

agree to use a particular agent, get references, find out what the agent has sold in your 

genre, to whom, and for whom. I’ve listed a number of websites in the back of this book 

that will assist you in doing such research. The number one thing to remember is that you 

should never have to pay a reading fee, and the only charges billed to the author should 

be, at the most, small fees for copying, postage and a few phone calls. 

One of the best ways to check out an agent is to see if she is a current member of AAR 

(Association of Authors Representatives) which you can research through current 



reference books or on the Internet at www.aar-online.org. This industry association 

requires that agents follow strict guidelines to be members. If your prospective agent is 

not a member, there must be a good reason. Hopefully it’s because they have plenty of 

business and don’t feel the need to be listed — not because of deceitful business 

practices. This is where references and a good track record are very important. 

The last group of agents I’ll tell you about are the parasites — the ones that truly don’t 

have to be human. Typically, they are money grabbers. They are to the agenting 

profession what vanity publishers are to the traditional publishing houses. These so-called 

“agents” make their money from reading fees, overcharging for copies and postage, and 

from kickbacks from another unscrupulous band of rascals who call themselves “book 

doctors.” Don’t misunderstand. There are a number of excellent independent editors 

and book doctors (see section 4.5); however, few of them have to pay agents for leads. 

How can you recognize this unsavory tag-team? If, after submitting your manuscript to 

an agent you found in the back of a magazine and who isn’t listed by the AAR, that agent 

tells you your work shows promise but needs a good professional editor — and they just 

happen to have the name of one — there is a chance the agent is not in the business of 

selling books to publishers. Although this practice is sometimes legit, you’d be wise to do 

a little research on the agent and ask for references from the book doctor. 

For resources to help you find an agent, see Appendix E in the back of this book. 

4.4 Contracts are legal documents and should be scrutinized carefully. If you have a 

contract with a publisher but don’t have an agent, consider getting one. The first thing to 

remember when you’re adding up all the money you’re going to make off of the seldom 

lucrative profession of novel writing is that if you have an agent, guess who gets paid 

first? In most cases, the publisher sends your royalty check to your agent, who will take 

out the agreed upon ten or more likely fifteen percent and send you the balance. This fact 

emphasizes the need to have an honest and reputable agent. 

a) Royalties are generally a percentage of the printed retail price of the book. Keep in 

mind that royalties are only paid for books sold, not those printed or even those placed in 

bookstores. Your publisher might print 50,000 copies of your novel, get 40,000 into 

bookstores and then get 25,000 of those returned unsold after ninety days. Guess what? 

You will get royalties only on the 15,000 that were sold. With a poor first outing like this, 

it’s likely they won’t be enthusiastic about handling your next book. 

To consider how financially successful your novel might be, you need to understand the 

basic types of book construction. There are three — mass-market paperback, trade 

paperback, and hardcover. 

Royalties will vary according to the form in which your novel is published. A mass-

market paperback printing might be worth six to eight percent of retail. A trade 

paperback or hardcover might more likely earn ten percent. Now if you think hardcover 

is the way to go to get rich off this deal, you might be wrong. Generally, fewer hardcover 

novels are printed and even fewer are actually sold. If 10,000 copies of your story are 

sold in hardcover for a retail price of twenty-five dollars and you get a ten percent 

royalty, you’ll take $25,000 to the bank — less agent fees and minus any advance you 

might have initially received. But let’s say your book is published in mass-market 

paperback and 60,000 copies are sold for seven bucks each and you get a royalty of six 



percent. Then, you’ll find a check in your mailbox for about the same amount, and it 

might be a lot easier to sell the larger number of books in the less-expensive, paperback 

form. 

One big advantage of the hardcover, though (besides that it looks very cool), is that book 

reviewers and critics are more likely to be interested in reading them. These reviews, 

depending upon the reviewers’ reputations and where they are published, can be career 

altering — hopefully in a positive way. 

b) Advances are generally paid against future royalties. In other words, you won’t get 

any royalties for the books sold until your advance is paid off. Advances can range from 

a typical low of $2000 to ten, twenty or perhaps even a $100,000. Few beginning 

novelists will get the latter, and a miniscule number will ever see more. 

4.5 Book Doctors, Independent Editors and Ghostwriters make their livings from 

writers. So, when do you need them? This answer is as simple as you want to make it, 

and it’s all up to you. I would recommend you spend as much time as possible polishing 

your novel before sending it to one of these professionals. Be sure you’ve had friends, 

acquaintances, teachers and critique groups read your story first. Then, if you feel you 

really have something, you might send it to agents and editors to see what kind of 

response you get. Remember, any response is subjective. So, if you are turned down a 

number of times, don’t be crushed. 

After several rejections, if you honestly feel your story has promise but don’t know how 

to make it more attractive to editors and agents, then consider hiring an independent 

editor or book doctor. But don’t go to the back of a magazine to find one. There are two 

very fine groups of independent editors that I would suggest trying first. The CEA or 

Consulting Editors Alliance can be reached at http://consulting-editors.com and the IEG 

or Independent Editors Group can be reached at http://www.bookdocs.com. Both of these 

groups are in New York and both are made up solely of former, major publishing house 

editors. These folks have edited bestsellers. Wouldn’t you rather have one of them look 

over your story than some high school English teacher who advertises in the back of a 

magazine? The problem is that these professionals don’t come cheap. You’ll do well to 

find one with a proven track record that charges less than eight dollars a page. I’ve heard 

of cheaper, but many go for as high as twelve dollars or more. Writers seeking such help 

would be well advised to consider this investment comparable to trade-school tuition — 

but not a sure ticket to getting published. 

What these editors do for a story will depend on what you want done and how that 

particular editor works. She might do line editing and check grammar and spelling, or the 

editor might specialize in plot and character and do little else. Many will read the entire 

manuscript two or three times and try to improve on all aspects of the story to make it a 

more commercial product. 

With the help of a good independent editor, a sellable manuscript might be improved to 

the point that the author will receive a larger advance and more royalties due to a larger 

volume of sales. The “doctored” work might get better reviews from literary critics and 

thus sell more copies and perhaps be accepted by a book club and become a featured 

selection. Perhaps the writing done on the next novel will be more fine-tuned because of 

what was learned from the doctoring of the first story, and this improvement will help 



command a much larger advance and generate more sales because of return readers. It is 

an education. Don’t be afraid of it. Don’t be ashamed of it. If you really want to become a 

novelist, truly need this kind of service, and can afford it, perhaps you should try it. 

As far as ghostwriters go, you’ll find the legitimate ones are generally even more 

expensive than book doctors. They do more than line edit and make plot and 

characterization suggestions. They tear the story apart and revamp it into what they feel 

will be more commercial. Don’t consider this unless you have a story that must be told, 

and you don’t think you have the ability to tell it. 

 

<><><> 

* EDITING — COVER DESIGN — EPUBLISHING — PRINT ON DEMAND 

(POD) * 

Do you need help with your novel? 

Are you looking for an editor? 

Need your cover designed at a reasonable price? 

How about ePublishing and POD? 

Let’s talk! 

Drop me an email. Here’s the old consultant/editor’s shingle: 

<+> 

I fix novels! 

For information on my “Novel Mechanix” services and a free evaluation, please 

email me at: 

Gordon@GordonKessler.com 

Low rates, high results. Free initial consultation. 

<><><> 

 

mailto:Gordon@GordonKessler.com


 

5.0 The Writer, the Reader and Writing. 

The Da Vinci Code, Bridges of Madison County, The Celestine Prophecy — what does a 

thriller, a romance and a metaphysical adventure have in common? They were all atop 

bestseller lists around the world for months — even years. Even if you are not looking to 

write the next bestseller and know that the particular story you have in your head would 

never measure up, you may find that aiming for this mark and at least coming as close as 

possible on as many of the writing aspects included in this book will greatly improve 

your story. 

Studying the bookshelves is the best way to begin your quest to get published. Without 

knowing what is commercial today, how can you expect to sell your novel tomorrow? 

Look at what’s on the bestseller list. Check what novels are displayed prominently and 

which ones are in book dumps at the big bookstores. 

The next step is to read popular novels in the genre you wish to write — generally, the 

genre you find the most joy in reading. These need to be current novels on the bestseller 

list. You can’t expect to write fiction that is commercial today if all you read is what was 

popular twenty, forty or a hundred years ago. Reading the classics is fine; you can learn a 

lot. But studying the classics will not teach you how to write commercial fiction. Only 

popular fiction in today’s market will do that. 

Study how the latest bestseller in your genre is written. Analyze the plot. Look at how the 

author handled characterization and imagery. Check out how the story starts — the hook 

— and see how the plot lines are woven throughout the novel and are finally tied together 

in the end. 

When you pick up your keyboard, laptop, pen, pencil or quill and start writing, don’t 

write your story the way you want to write it. Tell it the way the reading public — the 

market — wants it told, as is evident from the bookstore shelves. Now, get busy and 

write. 

Rule number one in novel writing is to learn the rules. But don’t get bogged down 

worrying about them now. Read this book. Have a basic understanding of the notions and 

conventions stated herein and get started. 

It is important for the beginning novelist to get words on paper. The more words you put 

on paper, the better you’ll become at the job. Let’s call this rule number two — write and 

keep writing until you’ve completed your story. Don’t let the mechanics of writing 

distract you and slow you down. Don’t worry about spelling, grammar, sentence 

structure, character names or factual accuracies at this point. The important thing to do is 

to write. I’m not saying you shouldn’t do a little polishing and perhaps some revising of 

your first few chapters if you’re a member of a critique group or you’re submitting it for 

a grade in class. But don’t let revising your story bog you down in the first three chapters 

and prevent you from finishing. 

Rule number three is that when you do go back over your story, don’t read it silently — 

read it aloud (find a quiet spot where you can be alone if this embarrasses you). I know 

this might sound unnecessary, but let me emphasize the importance of this little rule. Not 



only will the typos, awkward phraseology and the poor character dialogue seem to jump 

from the page when you read aloud, you’ll also be better able to fine-tune your prose to a 

natural rhythm. 

Rules four through nine hundred and ninety nine you’ll discover unnumbered within the 

previous pages of this book. They are tremendously important to you as a beginning 

novelist. Learn them. Follow them carefully. To break them carelessly might keep you 

from getting published. 

Now that you know how much emphasis is placed on the rules, let me give you the very 

last rule of novel writing. Rule 1000: Learn these rules, understand them and why they 

are important and must be followed, then learn when and why to break them — when 

breaking the rule becomes a tool. 

5.1 The Reader is number one. As a writer, you might not be as special as you think. 

After all, the only thing you do is pull images from your mind, form them into words and 

put them on paper. The special thing is what readers do inside their heads — create a 

whole new world that’s just as original as a fingerprint from those words. Readers are the 

special ones. As a writer, you’ll do well to remember that. That makes the choice of 

words writers use so much more important. A word that is ambiguous, elevated, 

uncommon, or not in a particular reader’s vocabulary might have a different connotation 

to that reader than intended by the writer. 

A large part of your job as a writer is to identify what readers want, what they buy — the 

demand. In order to do this, you must read current popular fiction in the particular genre 

you are most interested in writing as well as watch what’s selling in the bookstores. If 

you have an idea you want to novelize, you should ensure that it fits solidly into a major 

genre category. 

Readers buy emotions. That’s what they’re looking for — an emotional experience, 

perhaps exciting, daring, dangerous and on the edge. They want gut-wrenching stories of 

honor, allegiance and faith. Readers want to climb high mountains and run marathons 

without taking a deep breath, breaking a sweat or risking a strained muscle. They want to 

track down and outsmart the bad guy and give him his comeuppance without having to 

dodge bullets or leave their recliners. They want to find true romance, to feel those 

wonderful feelings again, youthful and exciting, without cheating on their spouses — to 

transcend dull, everyday existence, save the world and be the hero without leaving the 

security of their bedrooms. 

That’s the storyteller’s job — to cause emotional reactions solely by the words used. It’s 

called creating empathy. It’s telling a story in such a way that readers actually feel the 

point-of-view (POV) character’s emotions. You’re an entertainer — entertain. And don’t 

take this job lightly; your readers won’t. You have a responsibility. Be careful of 

deceiving or lying to your readers for your own enjoyment or to show how crafty or 

clever you are; they might not like it. Don’t exaggerate, be accurate. Your lies tell the 

truth through emotions. 

Let’s add another dimension to the novel-writing business. You decide what it means to 

your writing, how you’ll use this little tidbit to make decisions concerning target 

audiences and commerciality of story premises. Here it is — ruminate on it for a while: 



eighty percent of novel readers are women. What effect will this fact have on the sales of 

your novel? 

Now, let’s look at why readers purchase certain books. Of course, one of the main 

reasons is that they’ve seen or heard a review of the story, and they find its plot 

intriguing. Another reason might be that they just saw the movie and want to read the 

novelized version, or perhaps they love reading novels written by a particular brand-name 

author. 

Let’s forget about those things for now and analyze why readers will be attracted to a 

particular novel that they’ve never heard of before but run across on the bookstore shelf. 

The number one reason readers will pick up a book to consider purchasing is intriguing 

cover art. Too bad — or, more likely, thank goodness — that aspect of marketing isn’t 

going to be left up to you, the author, if you have a traditional publisher. You might think 

you’ll have a say in your cover’s appearance. Perhaps you have some ideas you think 

would be great — you can most likely forget it if you’re not self-publishing. When all is 

said and done, the major publishers leave that kind of decision up to their high-dollar, 

professional marketers and cover designers. 

The second reason many people will consider a particular novel is that the title grabs 

them. Although the author may have a little more influence in deciding this issue, in the 

end, the published name of the novel will be decided upon by the publishing house’s 

marketing department. The one that you have on the title page of your manuscript, alas, is 

but a working title. 

The number three reason a reader will consider a novel is the book-jacket synopsis (the 

pitch). In some instances, this is where writers have a bit more control, but don’t be 

surprised if the marketing arm of your publisher takes over that as well. 

Finally, the fourth reason readers will consider purchasing a novel is that they’ve stood 

there between the bookshelves for several minutes reading the first couple of paragraphs, 

or perhaps even the first few pages of the thing — and they are hooked. There you go. 

Now the shepherd’s crook is in your hands. Hook those readers. 

5.2 Mechanics and Manuscript Format. Correct formatting alone might double your 

odds of getting published — that’s right, now we’re down from 1000:1 to 500:1. Why, 

you ask? Because as many as half of the writers who submit their work to agents and 

editors don’t understand that they need to do so in the proper format. They send their 

manuscripts handwritten, bound, on colored paper, in a fancy font or one that is small and 

nearly unreadable, single spaced or printed on both sides. These are all unprofessional, 

beginners’ mistakes. Many editors aren’t that hard to please — they just want something 

that they can easily read. They don’t have the time or the eyesight to struggle over an 

author’s poorly formatted submission. Following industry standard manuscript formatting 

requirements will take your manuscript a long way. Abiding by the simple conventions 

below, you will be more likely to get that hard work of yours in front of editors who 

would not have had the opportunity to read it otherwise. 

When formatted properly, your manuscript page might contain roughly 250 words — but 

see item #3 below before you set this in stone. Format the pages as follows: 



1. Use one-inch margins on the sides, top and bottom. Some sources vary, saying to 

use 11/2” on the right side, others say 11/4” on both sides. Do what you feel 

comfortable with, but be consistent. If the agent or publisher has guidelines different 

from what you see here, please those you’re submitting your work to, not me. 

2. Start the first page of every chapter 13 of the way down the page — line seven or 

eight. Print Chapter and the chapter number at the left margin. Leave an extra double-

space before starting the body text. 

3. Use a size-twelve font. The most widely accepted and commonly requested fonts in 

the industry are New Courier (Courier, New), Times New Roman and Arial. 

However, these font styles alone make a difference in the individual page’s word 

count. Perhaps this is a good time to discuss some basics about Font Size.* See a 

more detailed explanation at the end of this list, under that heading. 

4. Print on only one side of each sheet of paper and use a bright white 20- or 22-

pound bond paper. 

5. Leave your manuscript loose-leaf, unbound. 

6. Each manuscript page needs a header (a.k.a. slugline) in the upper left corner 

giving the author’s last name with a forward slash, then the manuscript title in all 

caps, (e.g., Kessler / BRAINSTORM). 

7. Place page numbers in the upper right corner, opposite the header. 

8. Double-space lines and don’t leave an extra line between paragraphs. 

9. Indent 1/2” at the beginning of each new paragraph. 

10. The text itself should be aligned to the left, not justified or centered. 

11. Printing must be clean, clear and dark. 

12. On the title page, center all information both horizontally and vertically. This 

guideline varies according to source. The main concern is to include manuscript title, 

word count, genre, author’s name, address, phone number and email address on the 

title page. 

To make these instructions clearer, manuscript page samples are on the following three 

pages, each done in one of the more accepted fonts. 

* Font Size. To begin with, font height is used to determine its size according to that 

font’s capital “M”. There are twelve points to the pica, and six picas to the inch. It 

follows then that a size-twelve (twelve-point) font is about one pica which is about 1 / 6 

of an inch tall. 

The discrepancy comes when we consider that two different fonts of the same point size 

(height) will likely vary in the width of their individual letters, as do Times New Roman 

(a generally thin font) and New Courier (a broader font). Also, unlike Courier, in Times 

New Roman, the narrow, lower-case letters like i, l, f, t and even capital I don’t take up 

the same amount of space as letters like capital M. This considered, a page done in the 

Times font will have considerably more words on it than one done in Courier, because 

there are more characters per inch (cpi) on average. 



While characters per inch will be consistent with the size-twelve Courier at about ten, cpi 

will vary depending on individual letters (as explained above) with the size-twelve 

Times. A left-justified line with one-inch side margins in size-twelve Courier will always 

contain a total of sixty-five characters and spaces when it reaches the right margin. The 

same line done in the Times font might have as many as 50% more characters and spaces, 

depending on the various widths of the individual letters. This means the number of 

words per page difference between these two fonts might be 250:375. The page count of 

a 100,000-word manuscript could vary from 400 in Courier to 267 in Times. With this 

understood, it’s best to figure word count by using your word processor’s “word count” 

tool and not rely on the 250-word-per-page guess. 

A few words about spacing between sentences: Nowadays, using a single space is okay 

and considered correct. Back before word processors and computers, printing press and 

typewriter letters were all the same width. To help readers determine when one sentence 

ended and a new one began, sentences were separated by two spaces. Today, word 

processing programs compensate for the different widths of letters in the various fonts. 

An "m" no longer uses the same amount of space as an "i". Thanks to these proportional 

fonts, we no longer need that extra space. Also, considering electronic publishing on the 

Internet, generally, HTML automatically changes double spaces to single ones. 



Fig. 5 Manuscript Title Page 

 

 



 

Appendix A: Memoir Writing by Phyllis Rowland 

6.0 Saving Your Life 

I’m a life saver — a personal historian who writes memoirs or life stories for others. My 

latest project is to write a combination historical novel and memoir based on my long-

dead great-grandmother, Grand-Mary Ludlam, who immigrated to Southampton, Long 

Island from Derbyshire, England, 11 generations ago. Combining two genres, this book is 

Grand-Mary’s memoir, containing all the facts and truths I can discover about her, and 

then telling her life story as if I were interviewing her. Utilizing Gordon Kessler’s novel-

writing techniques, and much research and luck, perhaps it will become a novel so 

compelling that a publisher may ultimately purchase it — every writer’s dream. But, my 

primary reason for writing it? I hope to give my children and grandchildren recognition 

of their place in history, a sense of identity, and a link with the past. I hope they may gain 

stability and an appreciation of shared family values. And in writing about Grand-Mary, 

I’m discovering more about who I am and why. In a very real sense, the life I’m saving is 

my own. 

Where does a memoir begin? 

A memoir need not be an autobiography, a life story from birth to death, but instead may 

consist of many small stories either covering all or any portion of your life. I suggest you 

begin by writing one story, a slice of life. Each story will trigger another idea. Let the 

memories flow onto your page. Don’t stop to edit. There’s time for that later. 

You can use the very same novel-writing suggestions you have learned in this book to 

breathe life into your memoirs — in first person. Make the people in your stories live! 

Make the readers “be” the character, make them walk in your sneakers. 

Near the beginning of your story, perhaps in a brief narrative, include setting and context: 

the time and place in which events occur, historical period and events, social history and 

moral perception, the geographical location, and the indoor and outdoor environment. Or, 

even better, begin your story with a scene and sneak in the setting and context along with 

it. 

Your life story deals with conflict between you, as the main character, and the forces 

working against you, whether persons, things, conventions of society, or traits of your 

own inner self. No conflict, no story. 

Memoirs can get bogged down in narrative summary, telling too much, showing too little. 

Instead, create scenes — events as if they were just now happening — not telling about 

them, but living in them. Include imagery: sights, aromas, sounds you might have heard. 

Use vivid, concrete images to set the tone. Don’t tell. Show! 

Use details that evoke emotions. Make your readers care about the characters. Whether 

they may love them or hate them, respect them, or hold contempt for them, try to make 

your readers “be” the main character — you. 



Weather, too, can be an effective part of your memoir, contributing to your tone and the 

reader’s mood. Light, shadows, wind, fog, rain — all of these contribute. 

Remember the voices from your past? Put yourself at the scene. What would have been 

said? Recreate the voices in your head. The same advice for using speaker attributions 

and dialogue tags in novels holds true for memoirs — techniques used to breathe life into 

your characters: 

1. Show what you said or thought (internalization); 

2. Show what you did (action and reaction); 

3. Show what other characters said to you (dialogue). 

When a speaker attribution is necessary, “said” is the preferred word, usually without an 

adjective expressing how it was said. Adjectives are less-effective ways of telling what 

could be better shown through body language and small bits of action — dialogue tags. 

For example: John frowned and set his coffee cup down, sloshing some of the contents 

onto the cloth. “No, I can’t believe that,” he said. 

You can introduce characters through dialogue, placing your readers in the heart of the 

scene where they see and hear the event as it happens. The main purpose of my story 

could be to show early conflicts between Mama and me. I could begin with an anecdote 

or observation from a recent event, perhaps buying a can of Raid, and that reminds me of 

a long-ago time, shooing flies from the kitchen of my childhood home. 

For example: “Phyllis, I’ve told you a hundred times not to stand there with the screen 

door open. Look at the flies you’ve let in!” Mama threw up her hands and rolled her eyes 

heavenward. She grabbed a worn feed-sack tea towel from the drying rack and shoved it 

at me. “Here! Take this and start shooing. Daddy will be in for supper any minute.” 

After reading several of my first slice of life stories, my oldest son asked me if my life 

had been perfect. “Weren’t there any bad times?” The irony of that question was 

apparent. He knew the answer. He had been there. But he was giving me the courage to 

be vulnerable, to write of flaws and foibles, terror and trauma. 

Some of these occasions have since become funny stories. Remembering other 

happenings can still bring tears to my eyes or stir feelings of outrage, even from a 

distance of intervening years. 

Release the pain. Allow the memories to flow from your heart to the printed page. Those 

who do not recognize the mistakes of the past are doomed to repeat them. 

Write with sensitivity. Sometimes putting the story in limited third person (as if looking 

over the shoulder of the main character, seeing only what you saw, knowing only what 

you knew at the time) may give you the emotional distance you need to tell the story. Be 

aware of others’ right to privacy. Some memoirs involving sensitive issues are written 

and then locked away, to be read at a later date. 

Writing first person, non-fiction stories, especially about sad times, can be difficult. But 

don’t assume the reader will understand the emotions just because you do. After all, you 

were there. The reader probably wasn’t. 



Once again, the familiar refrain: Don’t tell. Show. If you use abstract nouns — sadness, 

shock, terror, rage, grief, sorrow, anger, pain — your reader can only imagine what you 

were feeling. Instead, you must show how you were involved in the situation with words 

that are vivid and concrete. Help your readers discover for themselves the underlying 

emotions. Show physical actions, gut reaction, thoughts (internalization), and 

conversations (dialogue). Invite your reader into your head. 

Consider: As you learned of the situation or experienced it, what were you thinking? 

For example: 

I hung up the phone. Trembling. Freezing. Shaking with the cold facts I had just heard. 

There must be some mistake. Alvin’s only twenty-one. People don’t have cardiac arrest 

from having a tooth pulled. I must be dreaming. That’s it — I’m having a nightmare. 

I shook my head, frantically, trying to clear the image from my brain. It was still there. 

Alvin was dead. 

Like a zombie I stood, dazed, staring out the kitchen window. The room suddenly 

darkened as threatening storm clouds moved in from the north. I’ve got to phone Mom. 

My God, I can’t. I started to cry, then stifled the sobs so I could talk. I swallowed hard, 

not knowing what to say. 

“What’s wrong?” Mom’s words came in a rush. “What’s the matter? Everything’s okay, 

isn’t it?” 

“It was cardiac arrest.” 

“What?” Her voice was high, unbelieving. 

“Jack just called from the hospital. He said Alvin went into cardiac arrest when he had 

his teeth pulled this morning. They got it started again, but it took too long. His 

respiratory system…it stopped working. He would have been a vegetable. 

“He’s dead?” 

“Yes.” 

* 

If you’re into genealogy, predominately a listing of names, dates and places, you can fill 

in the dash between the dates, adding flesh to your family history, by including the story 

elements we’ve discussed. When future generations read the family history you have 

compiled, they’ll be far more interested in the story of Uncle Joe’s home run when he 

played Little League than in the dates of birth and death. You want to include accurate, 

vital information, but don’t leave out the great stories. And the favorites of your children 

and grandchildren will often be stories in which they have leading roles. 

You can include family folklore — the stories you might have heard growing up that 

your parents and grandparents passed down to you. You can also trace the adventures of 

family heirlooms. Where did they come from? Who gave them to you? Why do you hold 

them dear? It’s the story that makes the difference between a treasured heirloom and a 

piece of garage-sale junk. 

How does a slice of life in a memoir end? 



William Zinsser, in On Writing Well, says, “The perfect ending should take the reader 

slightly by surprise and yet seem exactly right to him. He didn’t expect the article to end 

so soon, or so abruptly, or to say what it said. But he knows it when he sees it. Like a 

good opening, it works.” 

In a workshop session with Tabitha King, someone asked, “How do you find the ending 

for your stories?” 

She replied, “Nobody’s story begins and ends anywhere. It all goes way back, and 

forward into the future.” 

That’s how it is with memoirs. It’s difficult for me to say how my stories will end. 

Memoirs are slices of life. And life goes on. I’m sure every ending depends upon the 

words, ideas, situations, or the tantalizing tidbit that got you into this predicament in the 

first place. So, we’re back to the beginning. Full circle. 

The last lines of your story should be as strong as the first. Often they echo the beginning. 

Coming full circle, they leave a satisfying last impression — closure. Without returning 

to the present, the following ending could provide that full-circle echo of the beginning: 

“Finally the last dish was washed, dried, and stacked in the cupboard. I slung the damp 

tea towel over the drying rack, turned my back on Mama and kitchen drudgery, and 

slipped out. The screen door slammed behind me.” 

Psychologists say we have an innate need to come full circle, a need for closure. 

Otherwise we continue holding our breath, waiting for the resolution, for the punch line. 

Like a delectable dessert, the ending of your story will provide a satisfying finale to the 

perfect feast. 

Set your first draft aside to cool; return to it with an objective eye. Read your story aloud, 

and eliminate clutter and repetition. Check for deadly passive voice, colorless nouns and 

wimpy verbs. 

Sharing your story: 

Read your latest story to your writing partner or writing critique group, or better yet, ask 

them to read it aloud to you. If any spot seems difficult to read, consider revisions there. 

Does the reader pause in all the right places? Do your punctuation and wording contribute 

to the meaning you intend? Listen carefully to the flow and consider editing the places 

where the reader stumbles. 

After hearing your story read, listen to comments and compliments, everyone’s favorite 

step. 

Did you omit anything they wanted to know? Did your readers understand the 

relationships of the people in your story? Were they able to get into the spirit of the time, 

the mood of the piece? Did they understand the message or purpose you wish to 

communicate to future generations — perhaps your great-grandchildren? Did the story 

keep their interest high from the very beginning? Did they picture the event? Smell it? 

Feel it? Hear it? Live it? 

The answers to these questions will enable you to edit your story and to continue 

improving your writing skills. Happy Memories! 



Much of Appendix A is adapted from How to Write Time of Your Life Stories in Eight 

Easy Steps, available from phyllisrowland@gmail.com or from Lulu.com. This 

workbook includes 729 tantalizing questions to get you started. 

 



 

Appendix B: Corrections and Comments 

7.0 Marking Up 

7.1 Proofreaders' Marks (industry standard, mostly) 

 



7.2 Critics’ Marks (these are my own) 

 

 



 

Appendix C: Querying Agents, Editors and Writing Professionals 

8.0 Professionals. 

One of the most important things to remember is that you’re working with professionals. 

You should always show them due respect — they are the experts in this field, you are 

the amateur. 

In deciding whether to query an editor or agent first, decide what your hopes are for your 

manuscript. If you’re thinking small, maybe you shouldn’t bother with an agent at first. 

Query the small publishers, the ones interested in your genre. There are hundreds of small 

presses across the country, and most will take a look at your novel after a promising 

query. But don’t get discouraged if they don’t. Many New York Times bestselling writers 

have been rejected dozens of times. It could be a decision of timing or something else 

you couldn’t have foreseen. If they offer criticism, consider it. If it seems valid and 

workable, rewrite accordingly and try it again. When your work is accepted by a small 

publisher, you might want to find an agent with some expertise to look over your contract 

or to negotiate a better deal. Then again, after careful research, you might find you don’t 

need an agent to work with a particular publisher that wants your book. Keep in mind, 

generally: small publisher — small money. 

If you’re thinking big, perhaps hoping to make a career out of writing, query an agent 

first. The agents know the ropes. This would be a good place to review section 4.0 

Industry Overview in this book. 

No matter what you decide, do your research. Find out which agencies or publishing 

houses are looking for your type of fiction and how they want to be queried. Research the 

names of the editors or agents most likely to be interested. Two of the most useful of all 

reference books listing both agents and editors are the annual Writer’s Market published 

by Writers Digest Book’s and Jeff Herman’s Guide to Book Publishers, Editors and 

Literary Agents published by The Writer Books. These as well as many other important 

writers’ resources are listed in Appendix E: Resources and References. 

8.1 Query Letters are vehicles that take you to where you want to go. Without them, 

you’ll go nowhere. With a bad one, you might end up stalled on the side of the road. With 

a good one, you’re more likely to go very far. First impressions are of the utmost 

importance, and that very first impression will be formed even before your letter is read, 

from the way you query. In other words, has the query been presented in a professional, 

businesslike manner? Don’t even think about using anything except white envelopes or 

black ink. Forget about perfumed stationary, fancy but difficult-to-read fonts, photos and 

drawings, or stuffing a candy bar inside. The professional you are querying isn’t looking 

for the creative way you’ve queried, but the creativity of your story itself. Your query 

letter must, above all else, clearly tell the agent or editor what you are selling and 

courteously ask her to take a look at it. 

Try to keep the query letter short — one page, preferably, two pages at most. Use a 

modified, block-style paragraph, single-spaced because it seems the most business like. 

Centering your return address so that it appears as a business heading is standard but not 



mandatory. If you wish, make your return address bold. Place the date one line down 

from your letterhead next to the left margin (right if you prefer). Double space down, 

justify left and type in the entire address for the person you are querying, including that 

person’s professional title. Double-space to a greeting starting at the left margin. Always 

greet in the conventional business way — Dear followed by Ms. if a woman, Mr. if a 

man, and then their last name. The punctuation following is usually a comma — a more 

formal colon works, also. Again, double-space to the next line. Align the left margin 

only. From here on out, indent each paragraph 1/2” and single-space your lines. For an 

example of a properly formatted query letter, see Figure 8 following this section. 

a) Grabber / Pitch / What if? Many writers like to put their pitch first. This is the 

grabber or perhaps the What if? statement defining the basic concept of the story. It 

should be done in one or two sentences — three at the most — and generally in present 

tense even if your story is in past tense. 

b) Purpose Statement or Introduction. Some writers prefer to introduce the purpose of 

the query first. If you have a referral from a particular agent, editor, or well-published 

author, by all means, put it here. Otherwise, this introduction should give information 

including that the manuscript is completed, the word count within five thousand words, 

the genre and the title. 

c) Author Bio comes next and can be in the same paragraph. Tell about your writing 

experience, including any publishing and major contest credits. If you have very few of 

these, tell about your memberships in writing organizations, your creative writing degree 

in college. If you have none to tell about, say nothing. The next thing that goes in this 

paragraph will be your profession if it has anything to do with your story or with writing 

in general. This is especially important if you are a doctor writing a medical thriller, an 

attorney writing a legal thriller, a police detective writing a crime novel or in the military 

writing a military thriller. If you have no such experience, look for anything in your life 

that will provide a link to the business of writing or what you are writing about. But don’t 

include anything that isn’t pertinent to what you’re selling — your story. If you feel you 

have nothing to say here, move on to the synopsis. 

d) Brief Synopsis. This part of your letter refers to a single paragraph summarizing the 

most important aspects of your novel — who’s your protagonist and antagonist, what’s 

the setting and the conflict and why it is important. This is your brief time to sell your 

story, so do it well. Think of why your particular story would be a good read, why it is 

different, what about it would make the editor or agent want to give it a look. Synopses as 

well as chapter outlines are always done in present tense, even if your story is in past 

tense. 

e) Request and Appreciation, SASE included. In the last paragraph, ask the editor or 

agent to take a look at your work, then thank her for considering doing so, and make sure 

she knows you have included an SASE — self-addressed stamped envelope. Also, let her 

know you’ve included a synopsis and sample pages if their guidelines request them. 

Next, it’s a good idea to mention whether or not the query you’re sending is a 

simultaneous one — if you’re sending queries to other agents or editors at the same time. 

Close with a simple Sincerely, Best regards or Very truly yours, and then give your full 



name. Do not, ever, add a PS at the end — after all, you are composing your letter on a 

word processor / computer. 

Here’s a sample query letter for my thriller novel BRAINSTORM: 

Fig. 6 Query Letter 

Gordon A Kessler 

PO Box 12345 

Nottin, Kansas 69999 

(913) 555-XXXX 

gordon@gordonkessler.com 

December 21, 2012 

Prospective Agent’s name here 

Agent’s Agency name here 

666 Agents’ Row 

New York, NY 10001 

Dear Ms. Agent, 

What if China secretly builds an American town, populates it with kidnapped scientists, 

MIAs and psychically talented subjects, then uses it as a training camp for psychic 

assassins? 

I have recently completed a 110,000-word thriller novel called Brainstorm, and I would 

like you to consider handling it. I am a former US Marine parachutist, recon scout, and 

“Super Squad” team leader with a Bachelor’s degree in creative writing. I have taught 

novel writing for Butler County Community College, have previously self-published two 

thriller novels, and I am a founder and former president of the Kansas Writers 

Association (a seven-year-old group of one hundred and forty writers). The first three 

chapters and synopsis of Brainstorm won first place in the KWA’s novel-writing 

competition for the year 2000 and is by far my best work. 

In Brainstorm, Gold Rush seems to be just another sleepy little Colorado community, full 

of friendly, caring citizens, quaint cottages, and a sort of quiet peace, held gently by the 

picturesque mountains that surround it. However, something isn’t right in Gold Rush, and 

early on a Monday morning Robert Meyers awakens with a cautioning and insuppressible 

voice inside his head. He soon finds a secret behind every door, a motive with every 

glance, and a lie beneath every spoken word. After meeting a strange but beautiful 

woman named Sunny who insists that they were once lovers, people begin dropping dead 

around him without apparent cause. The world he thought he knew twists upside down as 

paramilitary teams hunt him, and his own wife and the people he considers friends turn 

against him. He suddenly finds himself in the middle of a military mission to rescue 

thousands of the town’s citizens from a plot to destroy the free world. 

Brainstorm goes beyond the bounds of ordinary reason. Research for the novel led me to 

the CIA’s “Project Stargate,” a twenty-year exploration into remote viewing and psychic 



powers, which the US government actually consulted with even during and after the 

Persian Gulf War. Delving into the background information needed for the project, I did 

extensive research into the incredible new developments in non-lethal weapons such as 

acoustic cannons, sticky foam, anti-traction substances, electromagnetic pulse devices, 

and infrared lasers. I was also reminded of some very sobering statistics — there are still 

thousands of American MIAs from the Korean and Vietnam Wars. 

I believe you will enjoy Brainstorm and find its commercial appeal will include readers 

who like the fast pace of Joseph R. Garber’s Vertical Run and the imagination of Dean 

Koontz. 

Please find an SASE, a brief synopsis, and the first thirty pages of Brainstorm enclosed. 

No editors have been queried. This is a simultaneous submission. Thank you for your 

time. 

Sincerely, 

Gordon A. Kessler 

* 

8.2 Synopses. If submission guidelines for the editor or agent you are querying states that 

submission must include a synopsis of a specific length or style, go by their 

specifications. If nothing is mentioned about length, one to two pages is typically 

considered appropriate. Limiting to two pages or less, single spacing is fine here, also. If 

they ask for more, go by their guidelines. If they don’t specify whether to double or 

single-space, double-space if your synopsis goes over two or three pages for ease of 

reading. At the top of the page, centered or to the left margin, clearly state your name, the 

title of your work, it’s genre and length and the fact that it is a synopsis. 

Now, double-space and summarize your story in present tense even if you’ve narrated 

your story in past tense. Be sure to give the most important elements, including 

protagonist, antagonist, setting, conflict, motivation (risk — what’s at stake) and, finally, 

how the story ends. Although I know of exceptions, most agents and editors will want to 

know the ending of your story to see if it fits in well with the rest of it, ensure it’s 

rewarding to the reader and isn’t flat or poorly conceived. Then, on each page following 

the first, use a slug line or header in the same manner as in your manuscript, and be sure 

to number the pages. 

8.3 Outline (chapter). If an outline is requested, don’t worry, this doesn’t mean the old 

Roman-numeral kind you did in school. This usually means to break your important 

chapters down into paragraphs, sometimes using one paragraph to give a summary of two 

or three chapters. Do the entire outline in present tense. The main thing here is to keep 

story continuity and give all the important elements — main characters, conflict, 

motivations, etc., as stated in 8.2 Synopsis above. 

 



 

Appendix D: ISBNs, Copyrights and Library of Congress Numbers 

(9.0) 

ISBN stands for International Standard Book Number and is assigned to a publication to 

identify it for ordering purposes. For your novel to be sold widely or in most bookstores, 

it must have one. If it is published by a traditional publisher, not to worry, they’ll take 

care of it for you. If you decide to self-publish and your printer doesn’t provide ISBN 

acquisition service, ISBNs are easy to acquire through R. R. Bowker Company from their 

website at http://www.isbn.org or by calling them at (877) 310-7333. The current cost is 

$275.00 for the minimum of ten (surely you have another nine books in you!). Bar codes 

are $25.00 each extra. 

Library of Congress Card Numbers and Library of Congress Control numbers are the 

same thing (LCCN). Normally, a conventional trade publisher will get what is known as a 

PCN (Preassigned Control Numbers) which is the same thing as an LCCN except that it 

is assigned before publication. These numbers are assigned by the Library of Congress to 

help librarians in cataloging and acquiring books. If you want your work in libraries and 

you are self-publishing, you’ll need to get one for yourself. You can apply for a PCN free 

of charge from the LOC’s website at http://pcn.loc.gov/pcn or by calling (202) 707-6452. 

Copyrights are different. Actually, once you’ve written an original work, it is technically 

copyrighted. The tough part here is that if you should ever have to prove a copyright date 

in court, it might be difficult. With novels, this protection doesn’t seem to be as necessary 

as movie treatments and screenplays. Most people who can write would rather write their 

own instead of stealing yours. But if you find the need to feel more comfortable about 

proving ownership of your material, there are a couple of ways to do it. One is to box up 

your manuscript, take it to the post office and then send it registered mail to yourself. 

Once you’ve gotten past the postman’s laughs and get it back, don’t open the box — 

leave it sealed for that time when you might need to prove your copyright in court. 

Otherwise, you can apply for a copyright from the U.S. Copyright office for $30 and one 

copy of your manuscript, if it’s not yet published (two copies if it’s a published novel). 

You’ll find their website at http://www.copyright.gov/register/literary.html. However, 

never put a © or the word copyright with a date next to your unpublished story title when 

submitting it to an agent or editor, as it appears very unprofessional and amateurish. 

 



 

Appendix E: Resources and References (10.0) 

All of the following are partial lists and very fluid. Websites change, new ones pop up 

and old sites die, often. Printed material goes out of print and becomes unavailable, while 

current books and articles are published. For information more relevant to current writing 

concerns, please go to www.WritersMatrix.com where these links and lists of resources 

and references for writers are continuously updated. 

- 

Grammar and Style (* indicates strongly recommended) 

*Any current, large, English dictionary 

*Any current, thesaurus 

*The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr. and E. B. White 

The Chicago Manual of Style by the University of Chicago Press 

MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers 

*Word Menu by Stephen Glacier 

- 

Writing Books (* indicates strongly recommended) 

*The Art of Fiction by John Gardner 

*Dare to be a Great Writer by Leonard Bishop 

*The Writer’s Journey by Christopher Vogler 

*The First Five Pages by Noah Lukeman 

On Writing by Stephen King 

- 

Writing Resources (* indicates strongly recommended) 

*Writers Market (or a subscription to their website listed below) 

*Writer’s Guide to Book Editors Publishers and Literary Agents by Jeff Herman 

- 

Useful Websites for Writers 

Agent / Editor Research 

Agents Actively Looking: people.clemson.edu/~toddp/agentsactivelylooking.html 

Agent Research and Evaluation: www.agentresearch.com/index.shtml 

Association of Authors’ Representatives: www.aar-online.org 

Directory of Literary Agents : nt9.nyic.com/literaryagent/sch-page.html 



Everyone Who’s Anyone in Trade Publishing: everyonewhosanyone.com/index.html 

First Writer: www.firstwriter.com/subscriber 

ITI’s Literary Market Place: www.literarymarketplace.com 

Literary Agents: www.literaryagents.org 

P&E: Literary Agents: www.anotherealm.com/prededitors/peala.htm 

Writers’ Free Refer. List of Agents: www.writers-free-reference.com/pageagt.htm 

Writers Market: www.writersmarket.com 

- 

References 

Dictionary: www.yourdictionary.com 

Dictionary and Encyclopedia: www.answers.com 

Encyclopedia: www.refdesk.com 

Mystery Writers’ Resources: www.zott.com 

Mystery Writers and Readers: manuscriptediting.com/MysteryResources.htm 

Publishers’ Marketplace (publishing news): www.publishersmarketplace.com 

Publisher’s Weekly: publishersweekly.reviewsnews.com 

Style: www.bartleby.com 

Thesaurus: thesaurus.reference.com/Roget-Alpha-Index.html 

The Writers Site: www.thewriterssite.com 

Writer’s Journal: www.writersjournal.com 

Writers Reference: www.writers-free-reference.com 

- 

Book Reviews 

Midwest Book Review: www.midwestbookreview.com/bookbiz/writers.htm 

MyShelf.com: www.myshelf.com 

- 

National Writers’ Organizations 

Authors Guild: www.authorsguild.org 

International Thriller Writers: www.thrillerwriters.org 

Mystery Writers of America: www.mysterywriters.org 

Romance Writers of America: www.rwanational.org 

Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, Inc.: www.sfwa.org 

Sisters in Crime (Internet Chapter): www.sinc-ic.org 



Writers Guild of America: wga.org 

- 

Writing Tips 

Inspiration for Writers: tritt.wirefire.com 

Novel Writing — Suite 101.com: www.suite101.com/welcome.cfm/novel_writing 

Orson Scott Card: www.hatrack.com/writingclass/index.shtml 

Poynter Online - Fifty Tools: www.poynter.org/content/content_view.asp?id=61811 

Writers Digest: www.writersdigest.com 

- 

Some Conferences and Seminars 

Bouchercon, (location varies across country), October: www.bouchercon.com 

Hawaii / Maui Writers Conference, Honolulu, Labor Day Weekend: 

www.mauiwriters.com 

Iowa Summer Writing Festival, Iowa City, summer: 

www.continuetolearn.uiowa.edu/iswfest 

Jack London Writers Conference, San Francisco, March: www.peninsulawriter.com 

Kansas Author’s Club, (location varies across state), October: 

www.skyways.lib.ks.us/orgs/kac 

KWA’s Scene Conference, Wichita, KS, (date varies): www.kwawriters.org 

Oklahoma Writers Federation Conference, Oklahoma City, April / May: www.owfi.org 

Sleuthfest, Miami, FL, April: www.mwa-florida.org/sleuthfest.htm 

ThrillerFest, New York City, July: http://www.thrillerwriters.org/ 

- 

Other Useful Websites 

Bowker’s Books in Print (research books by ISBN): www.booksinprint.com/bip 

Consulting Editors Alliance (book doctors / editors): consulting-editors.com 

Independent Editors Group (book doctors / editors): www.bookdocs.com 

Ingram (largest book distributor in U.S.): www.ingrambook.com/new/publishers.asp 

Inspiration Software (clustering / free trial): 

www.inspiration.com/test/dswmedia/quicktour.html 

Lightning Source (large, widely used POD printer): www.lightningsource.com 

Library of Congress (for PCN): pcn.loc.gov/pcn 

Lulu Publishing (POD Printer): www.lulu.com 

Memory Catchers (memoir writers): www.memorycatchers.com 



Pat Holt (book reviewer, book doctor): www.holtuncensored.com 

R. R. Bowker Company (for ISBN): www.isbn.org 

U.S. Copyright Office (for copyright): www.copyright.gov 

- 

Writers’ Marketing and Sales Products Resources 

Book Displays (cardboard countertop & floor dumps): www.cardboarddisplays.com 

Manuscript Boxes and Other Writers’ Products: 

http://www.writersstore.com/product.php?products_id=1176 

 

<><><> 

* EDITING — COVER DESIGN — EPUBLISHING — PRINT ON DEMAND 

(POD) * 

Do you need help with your novel? 

Are you looking for an editor? 

Need your cover designed at a reasonable price? 

How about ePublishing and POD? 

Let’s talk! 

Drop me an email. Here’s the old consultant/editor’s shingle: 

<+> 

I fix novels! 

For information on my “Novel Mechanix” services and a free evaluation, please 

email me at: 

Gordon@GordonKessler.com 

Low rates, high results. Free initial consultation. 

<><><> 

 

mailto:Gordon@GordonKessler.com


 

Appendix F: Terms and Definitions / Lexicon of 500+ Words (11.0) 

The following is a lexicon specifically concerning the novel-writing, publishing and 

book-distribution industry. These key terms are commonly used, some perhaps even 

originating from the business of novel writing, publishing and selling. The definitions 

given are subjective and deal with this industry but might not be accurate otherwise. 

abridgment: shortened form of a literary work keeping most important themes intact. 

Done especially to longer novels and for the purpose of audio versions. 

abstract terms: prose that is non-specific, non-concrete, imprecise, vague or generic and 

does not give a good mental image to the reader. 

acknowledgment page: page of a book with author’s source credits including quoted 

material and those who have helped with research and editing. 

acquisition editor: editor in charge of acquiring new material submitted to the publishing 

house. 

act: part of a fiction work that is either beginning, middle or end in a three act work, or is 

beginning, rising action, climax, falling action or denouement in a five act work. 

action: physical or emotional occurrences advancing the plot. 

action / adventure: novel genre relying on physical action and life threatening events. 

action tag (a.k.a. dialogue action tag): action of the character involved in dialogue used 

to help demonstrate which character is speaking and / or the mood of that character. 

active voice: descriptive, fast-paced prose, terse and precise, without use of any form of 

the verb be. 

adaptation: rewriting of a novel into a screenplay or stage play, or vice versa. 

adjective: modifier of a noun or pronoun, which describes, qualifies, restricts or changes 

the meaning of it. 

adult: novel subject matter especially of interest to adults but that may not be suitable for 

younger readers. 

advance: publisher’s payment to an author, prior to publication of a novel, deducted from 

future royalties. 

advance sale: commitment of wholesale book buyers to purchase books done by brand 

names, celebrities or experts in a very commercial topic. 

adventure novel: see action / adventure. 

adverb: modifier of a verb, adjective or other adverb, phrase or clause. 

agenda: steps a character needs to take to reach an objective. 

agent (literary): business representative of the author with expertise in the publishing 

business. 



allegory: story with hidden meaning sometimes using a specific character to explain a 

general truth. 

alliteration: repetition of the same sound in a series of words for effect. 

allusion: incidental mention or casual reference. 

ambiguous: word or phrase that is able to be interpreted in more than one way, either 

intentionally or by author error. 

American Book Awards: awards given to contemporary American authors without 

restriction to writers’ backgrounds or story genres. 

American Booksellers Association (ABA): alliance of thousands of retail bookstores for 

the purpose of better understanding of the bookselling business. 

anachronism: something out of time, not possible to have happened at the time of the 

story, e.g., a character driving a Ford Mustang during WWII. 

analepsis: see flashback. 

analogy: comparison of like features of two different things, sometimes describing a 

complex idea or thing using simpler terms, e.g., “the heart is a pump.” 

anaphora: two or more sentences starting with the same word for emphasis. 

angst: anxiety, dread, portrayal of intense feeling. 

antagonist: protagonist’s opponent or center of conflict. 

antecedent: original noun to which a pronoun refers. 

anthology: grouping of several short stories or poems normally of a similar theme and by 

different authors, but can be a gathering of works by one author. 

anticlimax: weaker than indicated or expected ending or a wrap up after the main climax, 

rarely effective. 

antihero: heavily flawed character lacking in traditional heroic qualities, sometimes the 

protagonist or his companion, possibly lacking in morals but in pursuit of a righteous 

cause. 

antithesis: directly the opposite or in contrast, e.g., “Give me liberty or give me death.” 

antonym: words with opposite meanings, e.g., “night and day.” 

aposiopesis: when a speaker stops midsentence for effect or due to intense emotion. 

apostrophe: (not the punctuation mark) when dialogue is directed to an inanimate, non-

existent or absent person or thing. 

arbitrary: with no justification or reason. 

arc: see dramatic arc or story arc. 

archaism: use of an outdated word, style, or concept. 

archetype: character, symbol or theme embodying a universal idea. 



Aristotle’s Incline: storyline visually plotted onto a straight inclining line that depicts the 

rise of dramatic tension versus the story length. It is divided into three acts and indicates 

a point of catharsis near the top of the incline. 

argument: mostly archaic term referring to plot summary. 

aside: short speech by a character intended for the audience but not the other characters 

in the story. 

Association of Authors’ Representatives (AAR): professional organization of literary 

agents with a strong code of enforced ethics, e.g., no member is allowed to charge 

manuscript-reading fees. 

atmosphere: the general feeling, mood or effect of story created with the use of word 

choice, setting, imagery, and / or dialogue. 

auction: bidding by two or more publishers for the rights to publish a particular 

manuscript. 

author intrusion: when an author breaks into the story with opinionated language not 

belonging to the story’s characters. 

author’s alterations (AA): text corrections on a galley made by the author. 

author’s bio: one or two paragraph biography of author used especially on book jackets / 

covers. 

author’s copies: books given to the author by publisher for no charge. 

author’s discount: reduction of retail price given to the author by the publisher for the 

purchase of that author’s books. 

Authors Guild: supportive organization of traditionally published writers. 

autobiography: accurate telling of one’s own life story. 

avant-garde: adopted French term for military, political or artistic leaders. In this case 

means a style of writing that breaks from the traditional. 

axiom, adage, maxim, saw, saying: statement done in a witty way, e.g., “If you can’t 

beat ‘em, join ‘em.” 

backfill: device used by writers to fill in essential information that has taken place before 

the present story. 

backlist: publisher’s books that are still in print after one season or year. 

backstory: part of the story that happened before the present story and usually includes 

characters’ pasts and conflicts, which influence the current story. 

belles-lettres: elegant or beautiful but essentially trivial writing. 

beat: one-count pause in action or dialogue usually indicated with a dash or ellipses. 

bestseller lists: lists appearing in Publishers Weekly, New York Times, USA Today and 

local newspapers of the most commercially popular books. 

bio: short summation of an author’s basic life and writing experience. 



biographical novel: fictionalized account of a true and documented life story. 

biography: accurate telling of a person’s life story. 

black humor / comedy: treatment of sinister or horrible matters in a humorous way. 

bleed: copyeditor’s compensation for the cutting of a page’s edge to allow for the margin 

around the text or illustration on that page. 

blockbuster: commercially successful novel with sales in the hundreds of thousands 

which positions it on national bestseller lists. 

blueline: rapidly becoming obsolete, this is the book copy proof done in blue ink and 

used for the final review before the actual publishing of the book. 

blurb: short copy on book cover or book jacket giving information about the novel or the 

author and may feature testimonials to promote the book. 

book distributor: wholesaler such as Ingram or Baker & Taylor dealing in large 

quantities of books and acting as a go between for publishers and book retailers. 

book doctor: skilled independent editor hired to offer story improvements concerning 

grammar, prose, plot, characterization, and dialogue. 

book dump: book display used to help promote a particular book or books. 

book jacket or dust jacket cover: loose printed paper covering on a hardback book. 

book producer or packager: person working independently who puts together a series 

concept, contracts with a veteran writer, and sells the idea for an advance and royalties to 

a publisher. 

book review: published analytical evaluation of a novel by a book critique. 

book-promotion tour: personal appearances of author at bookstores and / or with media 

for the promotion of the author’s work. 

bound galley: prepublication, paperbound novel made for promotion and book reviews. 

Bowdlerize: story that has had important parts rewritten, especially sexual or violent 

situations, in interest of morality. 

brainstorming: done alone or as a group, is a process of thinking about a writing project 

in order to overcome writer’s block or to develop a new concept by not dismissing even 

outlandish ideas until thoroughly considered. 

brand-name author: author with a large following whose works the publisher considers 

to be consistently good sellers. 

breakout novel: novel written by a previously published author that has sales far greater 

than expected, perhaps making the bestseller list, while the same author's previous works 

didn't sell exceptionally well. 

byline: author’s name given as the creator of a work. 

cardboard character: poorly portrayed novel character that seems without life. See 

three-dimensional character. 



case bound: hardbound, clothbound or hardcover. 

category fiction: see genre fiction. 

catharsis: freeing or cleansing of the soul due to reading a tragic novel arousing pity or 

fear. 

chapter: major division of a book, usually made up of one or more scenes. 

character: any living thing in a fictional story. 

character change: important psychological transformation in a character brought on by 

story experiences. 

character sketch: tool used by the writer to develop and keep track of a character in a 

story, by developing a character profile in which physical and psychological traits, 

background, etc. are listed. 

characterization: creation and description of fictional characters to make lifelike. 

chronicle: series of stories done in temporal sequence. 

Chicago Manual of Style (CMS): writing style manual especially used by newspaper 

and media. 

classic: work that has stood the test of time as a literary masterpiece. 

classical: something that conforms to ancient Greek or Roman examples. 

cliché: unoriginal and overly used phrase, term or description with none of the intended 

impact. 

cliffhanger: suspenseful story buildup of dramatic question to a point where the climax is 

imminent and expected but the outcome unsure. 

climax: high intensity action or emotions. Usually a point where protagonist and 

antagonist meet for the final and decisive battle in a story. 

closed punctuation: use of formal punctuation rules according to a particular style guide. 

closure: sense of finality or completeness at the end of a story. 

clothbound: old publishing term meaning hardcover or case bound. 

co-authored: work of which two or more writers have contributed. 

collaboration: two or more writers (an illustrator may be included in some cases) 

working on the same novel. 

colloquial language or colloquialisms: informal everyday language especially using 

terms unique to a specific region and sometimes considered slang. 

colophon: a publisher’s logo and / or credits. 

comedy: novel genre relying on humorous antics and unusual situations. 

comic relief: literary device using humor during or following a high-tension scene. 

coming of age: story about growing up or crossing a threshold. 



comma, Oxford: the “Oxford comma” is the comma used, according to some style 

guides, between the next to the last item of a list and the “and” before the last item, when 

written into a sentence, i.e., I bought milk, eggs, and butter. 

comma splice: sentence using only a comma and no coordinating conjunction in order to 

separate two or more independent clauses. This practice is prohibited in closed 

punctuation, but used often in the more relaxed, open punctuation style of fiction writing. 

commercial fiction: popularly sold fiction. 

complication: factor or occurrence that complicates the plot by adding an obstruction or 

challenge for the protagonist to overcome. 

concept: preliminary story idea involving story situation and character. 

concrete term: noun that gives the reader a specific mental picture of the item described. 

conflict: key element in storytelling, the situation involving a barrier to a desired goal. 

connotation: implied meaning of a word that may be subjective and vary from person to 

person. 

consonance: repetition of identical or similar consonants in words closely following each 

other, e.g., “bitter batter.” 

content: storyline of a scene or story. 

context: setting where story or scene takes place, including events that happen before and 

after. 

contrived: writer intended surprise coming across obviously preplanned to the reader. 

conventions: commonly accepted practices or devices used to tell a story. 

coordinating conjunction: the words for, and, nor, but, or, yet and so when used to 

connect two phrases, word groups or clauses. 

copyeditor: editor responsible for correcting punctuation, grammar, spelling and 

inconsistencies in a manuscript. 

cover letter: letter accompanying a completed and requested manuscript acting as an 

introduction of the work and a reminder that the editor or agent solicited it. 

crisis: decisive point where the final action is set in motion. In some stories, a series of 

crises are linked together. 

criticism: discussion of a story using reason, but always subjective. 

crone: good crone is a wise old woman, whereas a bad crone many times is a female 

antagonist. See death crone. 

crossover novel: novel successfully crossing genres, perhaps from literary to a specific 

genre. 

crux: part of a story sometimes difficult to understand, possibly because of ambiguity, 

but its understanding is critical to completely understanding the story. 



cycle: series of works built around a particular subject or theme, sometimes written by 

several authors. 

critique group: gathering of like writers to review each other’s works and provide 

constructive criticism. 

dark (black) moment: point in the climax of a story when the protagonist seems 

overwhelmed and can see no way to succeed. The protagonist makes a decision that 

causes the resolution of the main conflict, ends the crisis and leads to a psychological 

change at the end of the story. 

death crone: female antagonist who is interested in the protagonist’s demise. Can be 

young and beautiful, old and ugly, or anything in between. 

declarative sentence: sentence that makes a statement or declaration. 

deconstruction: story that ignores the conventions of its genre and shows them in a new 

light. 

dedication page: page preceding the start of the novel that gives thanks to those of the 

author’s choosing. 

denotation: strict dictionary definition. 

denouement: portion of a novel following the climax where loose ends of the plot are 

tied up, questions answered and clarified. 

dependent clause: subordinate clause that cannot stand alone as a sentence and depends 

on the remainder of the sentence to be complete. 

derivative works: translations, adaptations and abridgments of a novel. 

description: showing of a person, place, or thing through the author’s prose, using 

precise, easily understood terms concerning appearance, sound, smell, taste and feel. 

detective: “who-done-it” novel genre linked closely to mysteries and with a detective 

protagonist. 

deus ex machine (de’oos eks ma’ki na): Greek for “god from machine” originating from 

the times that an intervening god descended onto a stage during a play through 

mechanical means. Today, it means an unlikely ending that is not linked to the plot. 

device: technique used to create a desired effect. 

dialect: socially or geographically influenced variation of a language as in phrases or 

word pronunciation used in a specific region. 

dialogue: spoken words used by at least two interacting characters. 

dialogue tag: phrase inserted directly prior, during or directly after dialogue to indicate 

what character is speaking and sometimes includes how the words are said. 

didactic: instruction given in a dull or overly formal manner. 

direct internalization: character thought given directly, word for word, in present tense 

and first person. 



digression: deviation from the central theme or plot to something, at most, distantly 

related. 

distributor: business that buys books from a publisher and resells them to retail outlets 

and wholesalers. 

dot the dragon’s eye: from Chinese phrase hualong dianjing used in Chinese painting 

and translated as “dot the dragon’s eye, and it comes to life.” Referring to fiction, this 

means that with a specific key detail, an otherwise lifeless, unrealistic story can become 

realistic and believable. Adding detail not key to the story only makes the dragon’s tail 

(the tale being told) longer. 

double entendre: word or expression intended to have more than one meaning. 

drama: storytelling made interesting with vivid, emotional conflict and suspense, 

expressed in real time, present story scene with action and / or dialogue. 

dramatic arc: single storyline in a narrative defined by a specific conflict or goal that is 

dealt with to a resolution. It is not unusual to find more than one dramatic arc in a 

complex story. 

dramatic rights: rights to a stage play or screen adaptation of a novel. 

dramatic irony: when a character’s remarks at the beginning of a story mean something 

different when stated at the end of a story. Also refers to information provided the reader 

that isn’t known to the characters. 

dramatic question: events that cause the reader of a story to wonder what will happen 

next. 

dynamic character: story character that acts, goes into action, to help advance the plot. 

Edgar Awards: group of awards established by the Mystery Writers of America, Inc. 

that recognizes outstanding contributions to the mystery genre. 

editor: broad term for a person working for a publishing house who may be responsible 

for a number of different aspects of the publishing business. Jobs may include 

copyediting, content editing, acquisitions, or production. 

editor of acquisitions: see acquisition editor. 

effaced narrator: see objective viewpoint. 

e.g.: abbreviation for the Latin term exempli gratia meaning for example. 

electronic publishing (e-books): publishing novels over the Internet, on diskettes or CD-

ROMs. 

em: measurement of typeface the approximate size of a capital M, e.g. with twelve point 

type, an em is approximately twelve points. There are twelve points to a pica and six 

picas to one inch. The 

em dash is used to illustrate a change of thought direction, a parenthetical explanation of 

something previously said, or to indicate an interruption of thought or speech. 

empathy: the feelings created by the telling of a story causing a reader to identify with 

and have the same emotions as a character in a story. 



en: an en is half as wide as an em. 

epic: story describing great heroes and deeds at great length, usually over a period of 

many years. 

epigraph: quotation or paragraph at the beginning of a novel relating to the theme of the 

story. 

epilogue: concluding section of a story giving information about what happened, usually 

to the characters, after the present story actions in the final chapter. 

epiphany: sudden revelation, usually of great consequence. 

epithet: descriptive adjective added to a person’s name, e.g. Alexander the Great. 

eponymous: “name giving” referring to a story character’s name being given to the 

novel, e.g. Tom Jones. 

erotica: novel genre dealing with sexual aspects. 

escapist fiction: term referring to genre fiction. 

ethnic: type of any novel genre in which the central characters are African American, 

Hispanic, Native American or any other specific cultural group. 

ethos: distinguishing characteristics or moral element determining a character’s action. 

Ethics. 

euphemism: word or phrase used in place of a more disagreeable one, e.g. instead of 

died, passed on. 

experimental fiction: type of any novel genre that is obviously unusual in structure, plot, 

narrative technique or style. 

exposition: description, explanation, or interpretation by the author giving requisite 

background information and introducing characters, at times effectively intertwined with 

dialogue and reminiscence (referring especially to a story’s beginning). 

expurgate: removal of objectionable words, phrases or scenes without rewriting. 

exterior plot or action plot: action following the storyline of a novel. 

faction: information presented in fiction but is based on actual fact. 

fair use: refers to the amount of copyrighted material that may be quoted without 

infringing on a copyright. 

fairy tale: children’s fiction genre with magic, wizards, witches, fairies and / or talking 

animals and objects. 

falling action: action taking place after the climax of the story, usually made up of a 

change in the story situation, or reversal, and a resolution or unraveling of the plot — a 

tying up of the loose ends of the story. 

false plant: see red herring. 

fantasy novel: novel depicting unrealistic portrait of the real world. 



Fichtean Curve: with the ideas of German philosopher Johann Fichte, American writer 

John Gardner coined this term for the charting of the reader’s emotional involvement in a 

story in a manner that is similar in appearance to Freytag’s Pyramid and seems to be a 

blending of it and Aristotle’s Incline. Some sources also call this a story arc. 

fiction: untrue account told as if real. 

figures of speech: language differing from formal construction and order including 

metaphors, similes, axioms, hyperboles, onomatopoeias, etc. 

first draft: first typed version of a story. 

first edition: published, original and never-revised version of a particular title. 

first person POV: story narrated using “I” by main character in the story or one that has 

knowledge of it. 

first printing: first run of books of a particular title printed in an edition. 

flashback: recollection by a character of an event previous to the present story. 

flash-forward: narrative sometimes at the end of a story giving a hint of what might 

happen with a situation or to a character in the future. 

flat character: character that is not fully fleshed out and doesn’t seem real. Also referred 

to as cardboard character. 

Fog Index or Gunning Fog Index: readability index using school grade reading levels to 

gauge. A commercial novel should be written on a fourth to tenth grade level. 

foil: sometimes referred to as sidekick, a character or thing that makes another character 

seem better or more notable. Sometimes the foil assists the protagonist to unravel the 

plot, helps in creating a more realistic protagonist, or is a vehicle for important analytical 

dialogue. 

foreshadow: hinting of future events. 

foreword: brief commentary in the front of a book. 

formula story: story in which the plot and characters are consistent with a set of 

guidelines required by a particular genre, especially common in romance and male action 

/ adventure. 

framed story: story within a story — the story usually starting and finishing at a point in 

time after that of the main story within it. 

frontlist: usually the new titles published that are given the most exposure by the 

publishing house and have the most profit potential. 

Freytag’s Technik des Dramas (a.k.a. Freytag’s Pyramid / Triangle): simple line 

drawing showing high point of an inclining line meeting a declining line of equal length 

that depicts a story’s rising action (incline), climax (apex — meeting of the two lines) and 

falling action (declining line). 

future tense: telling of a story as if it were to happen in the future using verbs in the 

future tense. Very uncommon and difficult to pull off effectively, it is considered risky 

and experimental. 



galley proof: preliminary typeset version of manuscript used for editing and occasionally 

sent out to critics and well-known authors for review (review copy). 

genre fiction: class or category of fiction writing including mystery, detective, suspense, 

thriller, romance, western, science fiction, fantasy and action / adventure. 

gerund: verb with an -ing ending used as a noun, e.g., Traveling through the mountains 

is fun. 

ghostwriting: writing of a story in which the credit and byline goes to someone else, 

perhaps a well-known celebrity. 

gothic: novel genre, many times set in old mansion or ancient castle, involving an 

innocent protagonist being tormented by a very evil or supernatural antagonist(s). 

grammar: rules and guidelines that define the basic structure of a language and concerns 

clear and precise communication. 

grand guignol: horror story depicting blood and gore. 

graphic: type of novel, typically in the action / adventure genre, in which comic-like 

drawings are used to help tell a story. 

gutter: space between columns of type especially between two opposing pages. 

haiku: Japanese poetry verse of three unrhymed lines, in five, seven and five syllable 

order. 

half title: book page that contains only the novel’s title and nothing else. 

hard copy: paper copy of a manuscript. 

hardcover: book bound in hardback form. 

high concept: novel with a simple but compelling and very commercial plot. Hollywood 

material. 

historical: novel, usually epic or romance, which is set in a particular period of history. 

homily: moral instruction or sermon. 

homograph: two words that have the same spelling but sometimes are pronounced 

differently and have different meanings and origins, e.g., lead a horse and the element 

lead. 

homonym: two words pronounced the same, usually spelled differently and have 

different meanings and origins, e.g. the animal boar and bore, to drill. 

hook: compelling part at the beginning of a story that draws the reader in to want to read 

more. Also, hook can mean the concept or theme of a novel that sets it apart. 

horror: novel genre involving horrific events, usually supernatural. 

hyperbole: obvious and intentional exaggeration for emphasis. 

idiom: culturally specific phrase or term unrelated to what it describes, e.g. she kicked the 

bucket. 

i.e.: abbreviation for the Latin term id est meaning that is. 



imagery: description of a thing or scene given in colorful or expressive terms, metaphors, 

or similes to depict the image in a manner easily conjured by the reader. 

imprint: publisher’s line of a particular type of book. 

inciting incident: event that throws the ordinary world / everyday life of the protagonist 

upside down and initiates involvement. 

independent clause: clause (word grouping containing a subject and a predicate) in a 

sentence that can stand on its own as a sentence. 

infinite-verb phrase: sentence introductory phrase which begins with the present 

participle form of a verb (verb form ending in ing) and indicates two actions taking place 

simultaneously. 

in medias res: Latin term meaning to start telling the story in the middle of the action or a 

dramatic event. This storytelling device is used to immediately capture attention. 

inner monologue or interior monologue (sometimes incorrectly called inner dialogue 

or interior dialogue): see internalization. 

inspirational: type of writing which incorporates a particular philosophy that may be 

adapted to the reader’s own life. 

interjection: word used to express an emotion or surprise i.e. Hey! Darn! Wow! Oh! 

Interjections should be used sparingly (if at all) in exposition and dialogue as they are 

generally meaningless and unimportant. 

internalization: written expression of a character’s thoughts. 

interrogatory sentence: question. 

intrigue: concerning a secret or intricate plot. 

introductory clause: clause (word grouping containing a subject and a predicate) that 

starts a sentence but is dependent on the rest of the sentence. 

inversion: reverse of the normal syntax of a sentence for dramatic effect. 

introspection: internalized inspection of one’s own self. 

irony: humorous, poignant or dramatic difference between what is said and what is 

meant, or the structurally expressed difference between what apparently occurred and 

what really happened. 

irony (dramatic): reader knowledge of a dramatic element of which the character is 

unaware. 

irony (situational): when the result of an action is not what is expected and may even be 

the opposite of what is intended. This result can be humorous or even tragic. 

irony (verbal): when a character’s actual feelings are not consistent with what she says. 

Dialogue might be sarcastic in tone to convey a disparity between character’s thoughts 

and the literal meaning of her verbalization. 

ISBN: acronym for International Standard Book Number, which is a unique, ten or 

thirteen-digit identifying number, used to catalogue books. 



jargon: words or specific terms used by a particular professional or social group, e.g., 

law, military or medical jargon. 

journal: writer’s collection of thoughts, story ideas, observations and impressions. 

juvenile: novel genre intended for children from ages two through twelve. 

kitsch: popular but worthless art. 

lampoon: humorous, insulting attack on an actual person or event meant to ridicule. 

larger-than-life: usually referring to a character that is more dynamic, imposing, 

attractive and / or capable than most known real life people 

leading (pronounced ledding): white space between letters or lines of a typeset page. 

lead time: time from the purchase of a manuscript to the publication of the book. 

leitmotif: recurring word or theme portraying a concept in order to tie a story together. 

libel: defamation to a person or company’s name or reputation. 

libretto: Italian meaning little book, the plot or storyline around which music is written. 

Library of Congress catalog card number: number assigned by the Library of 

Congress (free of charge) to a book in advance of publication to help classify and to assist 

in ordering by libraries (see PCN). 

limited subjective POV: use of only one viewpoint character per scene. 

literal: exact, accurate, without exaggeration. 

literary fiction: style of fiction writing, sometimes referred to as serious fiction in which 

characterization drives the story and is more important than the plot. Emphasis may be 

placed on writing style and technique. Seldom is this type of writing as commercial as is 

genre fiction. 

literature: any body of work focusing on a certain subject or theme. 

local color: writing with the concern of describing the geographical setting (including 

population and their speech patterns) to give realism. 

logline: one word description of a story. 

logos: word or words, thought, speech or reasoning. 

mainstream: novel with broad appeal traditionally centered around realistic, everyday 

life subjects. Sometimes mainstream is considered more literary, transcending typical 

genre novels. 

mass-market paperback: economical softcover novel approximately four by seven 

inches and sold in grocery stores as well as bookstores. 

medical thriller: subgenre of the thriller set in the medical field. 

melodrama: sensationalized or exaggerated emotion or action lacking in realism. 



memoir: telling of an event or events from a person’s life’s memories by recreating 

dialogue, characters and imagery while not focusing on accuracy but emphasizing the 

artful telling of the memory itself. 

metaphor: comparison equating two unlike things using a form of the word is and 

without like or as, e.g., love is a rose. 

métier: trade or profession in which one is most suited. 

metonymy: use of the name of an object in place of another that is related, e.g., boat for 

ship. 

midlist: publisher’s commercially viable but not bestselling titles. 

minimalism: terse writing using short descriptions and simple sentences. 

mixed metaphor: use of two or more unlike metaphors, in part or in whole, in a 

comparative expression. 

MLA: Modern Language Association of America, a style used especially concerned with 

documentation and used widely by students and scholars. 

monologue: one character’s speech, either alone or with others, without interaction. 

motif: recurring idea, subject or theme, e.g., rags to riches in many novels. 

motivation: purpose driving a character into conflict or opposition. 

motive: reason for a character’s action 

ms: abbreviation for manuscript (mss plural). 

multiple contract: book deal involving two or more titles by the same author. 

multiple submission: sending of more than one manuscript / story to an agent or editor at 

one time (sometimes mistaken for simultaneous submission). 

Muse: goddess who inspires creativity. Nine muses were in Greek mythology. 

mystery: novel genre relying on discovery of clues to solve dilemma. 

NA or 1st N.A.: refers to publication rights in North America. 

narration: composition or account of a story. 

narrative: the telling of a story. 

narrator: teller of a story. 

naturalism: application of scientific objectivity in depicting life without idealizing or 

giving value judgments. 

Nebula Awards: annual awards presented to science-fiction writers by the Science-

fiction and Fantasy Writers of America. 

nemesis: person or thing with evil intentions and in conflict with protagonist. 

net receipts: amount of actual profit a publisher makes on a given title. 

neutered character: character neutral in affection, not seeming interested in or perhaps 

even capable of love or sex. 



new age: genre focused on contemporary culture, especially concerned with spiritual 

consciousness, reincarnation, astrology and meditation. 

Nobel Prize for Literature: one of the most prized literary awards presented annually by 

the Swedish Academy of Literature. 

nom de plume: see pen name. 

nonfiction novel: work in which real people and places are depicted in fictional form in 

order to camouflage them or to embellish or better understand the facts. 

nostalgia: personal, emotional writing of a particular time in the past dealing with 

people, events, customs and products of that time. 

notions: ideas, beliefs or opinions. 

noun: part of speech that is the name of an idea, place, thing or person. 

novel: extended fictional prose narrative usually at least 45,000 (some sources say 

60,000) words long and may be as many as 200,000 words or more. 

novella: short novel / long short story 15,000 to 50,000 words depending on source. 

novelette: long short story of between 7,500 and 15,000 words depending on source. 

novelization: adaptation of a movie into a novel. 

objective correlative: use of scene, setting, action, situations, etc. to mirror or portray 

emotions of a character (especially weather and character mood). 

objective viewpoint: narration without characters’ internalization. Also called an effaced 

narrator. 

omniscient POV: telling of a story from a god-like, all-knowing viewpoint. 

onomatopoeia: words imitating the sound they describe. 

open punctuation: use of informal, conversational and relaxed punctuation. 

option clause: clause giving the publisher first refusal rights for an author’s next book. 

outline: general description only giving the main plot points by scene or chapter. 

over-the-transom: submission of an unsolicited manuscript, referring to days of old 

when a manuscript was passed over the transom of an editor’s door. 

oxymoron: combination of seemingly contradictory terms, e.g., bittersweet or 

sarcastically, military intelligence. 

pace (pacing): rate of progression of a plot toward its conclusion as measured by the 

effect on the reader. 

paraphrase: restatement using at least slightly different wording to make the original 

statement clearer and more succinct — to give the essence of what was said. 

parody: somewhat humorous imitation of a well-known story. 

participial phrase (a.k.a. infinite verb phrase): phrase beginning with a present 

participle, e.g., going to the window, he opened it. 



passive voice: writing that is slow in nature due to sentence structure, word choice or use 

of any form of the word be. 

past participle: a verb usually formed by adding “-d,” “-ed” or “-en” (there are 

numerous exception with irregular verbs) that indicates a past action or time. 

past tense: telling of a story as if it has already happened using verbs in the past tense. 

pathetic fallacy: attribution of human feelings and emotions to natural phenomena and 

inanimate objects. 

pathos: art or event that, when viewed, stimulates deep feelings. 

PCN: Preassigned Control Number. A number assigned to a book, prior to its 

publication, by the Library of Congress to help catalog books and for ordering purposes. 

This service is free of charge. 

pen name: pseudonym, nom de plume or byline name used by an author other than 

legal name. Can be an a.k.a. (also known as). 

periodic sentence: sentence not able to be understood until it is read completely. 

person: see point of view (POV). 

personify (personification): to speak of a an inanimate object as though it is alive, or to 

give an object or animal human qualities. 

pica: standard font height measurement on a written page. Six picas equal an inch in 

height — twelve points equal a pica. There are ten pica characters per inch (cpi) in width. 

In other words, a square inch on a piece of paper would be six picas tall and ten picas 

wide. With less used elite fonts, there are twelve characters per inch (cpi) of width. 

picaresque: novel with a scoundrel as its main character, e.g., Tom Jones. 

piracy: unauthorized use of copyrighted material. 

pitch: author or agent’s one to two sentence story summary intended to entice a 

publisher. 

plagiarism: direct quotation or obvious paraphrasing of another’s written word without 

accreditation. 

plant: information placed in a story that will make future incidents work and be 

believable. 

plot: carefully devised chain of events in which a fictional story progresses. 

plotline: overview of the how and why of a narrative. 

plot point: significant event or discovery that redirects story action and plot and elevates 

them to a new level. 

plural subjective POV: point of view of two or more characters given at collectively. 

poetic license: writer’s unspoken privilege to deviate from fact to achieve a particular 

effect. 

poetic justice: when good is rewarded or evil is punished in an especially fitting way. 



point: referring to type / font size, twelve points equal a pica and seventy-two equal an 

inch. 

point of view (POV): perspective from which a story or scene is told. 

popular fiction: see genre fiction or commercial fiction. 

précis: see synopsis. 

predicate (simple): word grouping in a sentence containing the verb and its auxiliaries, 

e.g., could be done. 

pre-empt: when a manuscript is taken off the table prior to an auction, normally by way 

of a major purchase by a publishing house. 

preface: see prologue. 

premonition: see foreshadowing. 

premise: what a story is about, the idea of the story, expressed in a sentence or short 

paragraph. 

prequel: story that is set before a previously published story with recurring characters 

and or theme. 

present story: main body of a story in which the primary conflict exists. 

present tense: telling of a story as if it were happening presently by using verbs in their 

present tense. 

press kit: promotional package including press release and reviews used to help the 

author promote her / his work. 

prolepsis: see flash-forward. 

prologue: first part of a novel which includes important action taking place that sets up 

the main story of a novel. Usually, the prologue is set at an earlier time than, a location 

distant from or includes characters apart from the main or present story. Sometimes, the 

prologue might include showing a crime that the rest of the novel is focused on solving. 

pronoun: part of speech that is used in place of a noun (antecedent). 

property: specific work of an author. 

proposal: submission from an author (usually one with a good track record from 

previous sales) to a publisher consisting of a story treatment and / or chapter-by-chapter 

outline. 

prose: words not set in a rhythmic, poetic pattern that are used to tell a story. 

protagonist: usually the central character in the story on the side of good and in conflict 

with the antagonist. 

pseudonym: see pen name. 

psychological thriller: subgenre of the thriller novel in which psychological aspects are 

key to the conflict and resolution of the story. 



psychic distance: relative intimacy between reader and viewpoint character. The 

closeness the reader feels to the point of view. 

publishing house (publisher): company that edits books, prints them or has them printed 

and then distributes them to wholesalers and / or retailers. 

Pulitzer Prize in Literature: annual award presented for distinguished achievement in 

literature by the Pulitzer Prize Board at Columbia University. 

purple prose: overdone or overwritten, obscene or profane. 

query: letter written to an editor or agent to elicit interest in a particular work. 

raison d’etre: French for the reason of existence, referring to character motivation. 

reader identification: when readers feel as though they understand, relate to, or even 

know a character as if it were a real and breathing human being due to well-done 

characterization. 

real time: narration of the present story in dramatic scene as the action takes place. 

realism: accurate depiction of the real world. 

ream: five hundred sheets of paper. 

recast: rework or redo a scene, paragraph or sentence. 

recollection: the calling back to mind a memory or remembrance. 

recto page: odd numbered pages on the right side of a book. The first page of story 

narration of a novel is almost always a recto page. 

recurring object: object, also known as a sacred object, that appears several times 

throughout a story to help bind story scenes and serves as a reminder or to symbolize 

certain plot elements. 

redaction: editing or revising of a novel before final publication. Also, the blacking out 

or deleting of sensitive information. 

red herring: device used to plant information that is not critical to the plot but, to the 

reader, seems to be. Used to throw the reader off track and help provide interesting twists 

and turns in the plot line. 

redundancy: stating the same thing more than once, possibly unnecessarily. 

rejection slip: correspondence from an agent or editor to inform an author that her work 

has not been accepted. 

remainder: copies of a book that did not sell well and are offered at wholesale price or 

less. In which case, the author will receive no royalties. 

reminiscence: memory or remembrance. 

residual rights: rights retained by the copyright owner. 

resolution: untying of the plot, the tying up of loose ends at the end of a story following 

the climax. 

returns: copies of a title that went unsold and were returned to the publisher. 



reversal: 1. story situation as it has been left after the climax, returning to a more 

ordinary world. 2. new roadblock, complication, situation or conflict that the protagonist 

must overcome just when it seems she has a clear shot at her goal. 

review copy: bound copy of a novel sent free to media sources and is used for 

promotional purposes and to elicit reviews. 

rhythm: beat, sound, and appearance of a written story. 

rising action: portion of the story after the opening that leads up to the climax and that 

gives information and shows situations essential to the development of the plot. 

romance: novel genre relating passionate love and heroic events with very emotional 

plot. 

romantic suspense: subgenre of romance that relies on suspenseful scenes in which 

characters’ lives are at high risk. 

round character: fully developed fictional person that is portrayed so adeptly in all 

aspects as to seem real. 

royalties: percentage of retail price to be paid to the author for each book sold (and not 

merely placed in bookstores). 

royalty publishing: publishing of a book in which the publisher gives the author a 

royalty payment in consideration for each copy sold retail. 

saddle stitch: stapling along the folded spine to bind some magazines and short books. 

saga: Icelandic term used for a story about the adventures of heroic figures. 

SASE: self-addressed, stamped envelope. 

scene: 1. continuous action taking place in the same setting and time. 2. aspect of 

description — the showing, in real-time present story, of an event as opposed to the 

telling of it in static exposition. 

science fiction: novel genre, mostly futuristic, relying on high-tech or scientific props 

and / or ideas and theories. 

second-level story: refers to the inner, psychological lives of characters, sometimes 

called interior or inner plot. 

second person (POV): a story viewpoint using you. Storytelling to you. 

self-publishing: when the author takes on the job of publisher and has his novel printed, 

acquiring all necessary numbers and copyrights, and marketing his own book. 

semantics: contextual meaning or deliberate distortion or twisting of the intended 

meaning. 

sequel: 1. type of scene used as a transitional unit linking two action scenes that gives 

pause to reflect on what has just happened in the previous scene and provides motivation 

for what will happen in subsequent scenes, a.k.a. summary. 2. story published that 

relates to an earlier work, with recurring characters and or similar in theme. 



serendipity: accidental discovery of necessary clues or facts, looking too easy, forced or 

unrealistic. 

series: two or more novels usually by the same author with reappearing characters in 

different situations but usually with similar basic plots. 

setting: location and time in which a portion of a story takes place. 

shelf life: amount of time a book stays on the bookstore shelf. 

show don’t tell: storytelling convention concerning the conveyance of drama in scene in 

order to better depict a believable narrative. 

sibilance: type of alliteration repeating hissing sounds, e.g., the slipper sank slowly into 

the soup. 

simile: comparing of two unlike things using the word like or as, e.g., love is like a rose. 

simultaneous submission: submission of the same manuscript to more than one editor or 

agent at one time. 

slang: colloquial expression, jargon or idiom used in place of more accepted language. 

slant: specific approach, point of view, time, etc. to a particular story subject. 

slice of life: story set in a normal setting under ordinary circumstances, with typical 

conflict and familiar characters. 

slug line: header placed on the upper, left-hand corner of each manuscript page other 

than the first. It should give the author’s last name, first letter capitalized, a slash, then the 

title of the work in all caps. 

slush pile: where publishing houses’ low priority unsolicited manuscripts go to be 

reviewed by interns and low-level editors for consideration of being sent to deal-making 

editors. 

small press: publisher producing a small number of titles annually, normally five or less. 

soliloquy: extended monologue or out loud expression of thoughts by a story character 

without expectations of an answer, especially speaking to himself. 

specificity: use of specific details and concrete terms in story description. 

speculative fiction: story concerned with realities that are outside of the known, usually 

sci-fi, alternative history, horror or fantasy. 

spine: part of the book separating the front to the back. 

static character: story character that adds little or nothing to a story. 

static exposition: part of narrative that explains situations and gives information without 

using dramatic elements of action. 

stet: proofreaders’ term meaning to disregard correction and leave as originally stated. 

stereotype: an immediately recognizable, stock, overused and unoriginal type character. 

stilted: forced and overly formal language for the story being told. 



stock character: expected type of character for a specific genre — in some cases 

considered stereotypical. 

stock situation: common circumstance in a particular type story, e.g., boy meets girl. 

story: narrative written or told involving characters and situations and contains a 

beginning, middle and end. 

story arc: continuing storyline in episodic storytelling such as TV soap operas and comic 

strips. 

storyboard: board or drawing in which elements of a story can be displayed in order to 

better visualize its idea. 

storyline: overview of what happens and whom it happens to in a narrative. 

stream of consciousness: written expression of author’s or story character’s thoughts 

without constraints of reason or time. 

structure: way a story, scene or sentence is assembled. 

Sturm und Drang: German play title which grew into meaning against established 

society which actually translates into confusion or storm and stress in English. It became 

the name of the early eighteenth century romantic movement in German music and 

literature. 

style: way in which an author writes considering word choice, rhythm, syntax, etc. 

style sheet: set of guidelines issued to the writer concerning manuscript preparation for a 

particular publishing house. It usually is mostly concerned with manuscript format but 

sometimes may include formulaic information for genres such as romance and male 

action / adventure. 

subject: part of a sentence that names what or who a sentence is about. 

subjective viewpoint: narration using characters’ internalization to help tell a story and 

create more reader empathy for the POV character. 

subjunctive mood: English language mood in which present tense verbs do not change 

from basic form to indicate the person or number of the subject. It is used in clauses 

expressing something that doesn’t exist, especially when: 1. the clause begins with if or 

that, e.g., If I were president, things would change. 2. expressing a wish, e.g., I wish I 

were in Hawaii. Also used when: 1. expressing an urgent request, e.g., I demand that he 

go now! 2. following verbs indicating something that has not yet become a reality, e.g., I 

suggest the idea be discussed. 

submission: mailed or emailed manuscript or portion thereof. 

subplot: plotline involving characters, situations or settings not following the main plot 

but, usually, at least loosely tied to it. 

subsidiary rights: rights for other than original publishing such as movie, audio and 

book club rights. 

subsidy publishing: see vanity publishing. 



subtext: story within a story, sometimes relating to theme — what the story is really 

about. 

summary: 1. as in story summary, see synopsis. 2. as in scene and summary, see sequel 

#1. 

superfluous: unnecessary or excessive word, sentence, scene or chapter. 

surprise ending: completely unexpected ending, also referred to as a twist. 

surrealism: bizarre, unreal, dreamlike happening. 

suspense: novel genre relying on the building of fear, anticipation and uncertainty. Also, 

an element of fiction in which the outcome of a critical situation is uncertain and the 

leading up to resolution is gripping. 

suspension of disbelief: willingness of a reader to accept the imaginative elements of a 

story and suspend what he knows to be true in real life in favor of briefly believing a 

fictional story as if it were true. 

Swiftie a.k.a. Tom Swiftie: play on words using a dialogue tag with a verb or adverb that 

relates in a humorous manner with the dialogue, e.g. “That just won’t cut it, Bob,” she 

said sharply. This term specifically refers to author Edward L. Stratemeyer’s character 

Tom Swift who commonly used this sort of pun in Stratemeyer’s stories. This type of 

humor isn’t recommended for contemporary novels as today’s audiences are less 

accepting of the intrusive cleverness of the author (author intrusion) and more interested 

in the story itself. 

symbolism: something described that has an underlying symbolic meaning. 

sympathy: sorrowful feeling for, or an understanding of, a story character’s grief. 

sympathetic character: character whose emotions are evident in the storytelling, that has 

feelings of some kind for the other story characters and the story world. 

synonym: word having the same or nearly the same meaning as a different word within 

the same language. 

synopsis: summary of important plot elements, scenes and events in a story. 

syntax: order of word types (subject, verb, object, etc.) in a phrase or sentence. Also: 

dramatic syntax follows the form of character’s thoughts, objective syntax follows the 

form of action, subjective syntax follows the form of author’s thoughts. 

tag (character): giving a character a particular and easily identifiable trait. 

target audience: group of readers to which a specific novel will be of the most interest. 

tautology: unnecessary repeating of an idea by rephrasing or using different words. 

techno-thriller: thriller involving high-tech devices, computers, weapons, etc. 

tense (verb): time at which a scene takes place, as in past, present, and future. See past 

tense, present tense, or future tense. 

tension: effect created when readers anticipate action caused by conflict. 



terse writing: writing using active verbs and descriptive nouns, with minimal use of 

adverbs and adjectives. 

text: word content of a novel. 

theme: significance of the plot. The consistent idea of impact throughout a story, e.g. the 

good guys always win or we all, eventually, pay for our mistakes. 

thesaurus: reference book that lists synonyms and antonyms. 

third-person POV: story viewpoint using the point of view character’s name or referring 

to her / him in a form of she / he in the narration of the story. 

thought-shot: pause in story action to reflect on a particular detail or event. 

three-dimensional character: fictional character that has been fleshed out and seems 

real, having believable characteristics and a past, present and future. 

thriller novels: high concept novel genre relying on physical and emotional action and 

suspense with high stakes and huge risks affecting many lives. 

tie-in: work introduced in two or more media such as when a novel has a movie tie-in. 

timeline: chronological order of a story. 

timely stories: stories that seem taken from the day’s headlines, that are topical, dealing 

with popular concerns of the day. 

title page: page at the beginning of a novel that includes the title of the work, the author’s 

name and other publishing information of the publisher’s choosing. 

tome: volume of several volumes of work or a large, scholarly book. 

tone: overall feeling of a scene influenced by and crafted with author’s word choices and 

narrative rhythm. 

top list: publisher’s commercially viable, bestselling titles. 

tour de force: French term used to describe an exceptional achievement by an author. 

touchstone: test of genuineness or value. 

turning point: major incident / plot point when action and plot turn to an opposite 

advantage, usually to the protagonist’s favor. 

trade books: books distributed mainly through retail bookstores. 

trade discount: discount off retail price given the bookseller, usually 40 to 50%. 

trade paperback: softbound book that is larger than mass-market paperback (about the 

size of hardcover) and uses higher quality paper and print, sold primarily in bookstores. 

trade publisher: conventional, traditional publisher that produces books for the masses. 

tragic flaw: flaw in protagonist’s character leading to initial failure to overcome the 

antagonist. 

transition: passage at the beginning of a scene that helps the reader shift focus from the 

last scene and into the setting of the one to come. 



treatment: initial brief narrative concerning the key story idea from which a novel or 

screenplay is created. 

trick ending: see surprise ending. 

trilogy: single main story made into three parts for commercial reasons especially done 

in concern over story length. Each is individually complete however, they have relating 

subjects or themes. 

triple goddess: three major female archetypes: the virgin as a young female, associated 

with white; the mother as a child-bearing woman, associated with red; and the crone as a 

wise old woman, associated with black. 

triteness: unoriginal words or phrases that are overused and have lost their effectiveness. 

true crime: nonfiction story based on a factual re-creation of a criminal event. 

twist: see surprise ending. 

unconscious: mental processes existing outside of awareness. 

understate: writing device in which the writer intentionally does not emphasize or build 

up an aspect of a story in order to allow readers to create their own impact. Not often 

done by beginning writers — is an admired trait among experienced authors. 

universal stories: stories dealing with concerns that always find interest to a broad range 

of readers. 

university press: press associated with a university that publishes more scholarly work 

of narrower interest than the trade publishers. 

unlimited subjective POV: point of view that shifts among two or more characters 

within one scene or paragraph. 

unreliable narrator: telling of a story by a point of view character that does not have a 

clear understanding of the facts and thus may be in error. 

unsolicited manuscript: manuscript not requested by an agent or editor. 

vanity press: publisher that requires the author pay part or possibly all of the cost of 

editing, printing and promotion. 

verb: part of speech and part of a sentence that expresses action. 

verbatim: written in exactly the same words as previously expressed. 

verbiage: wordiness. 

verisimilitude: semblance or appearance of truth, realistic, highly probable or possible. 

vernacular: dialect or language common to a specific people, place or time. 

verso page: evenly numbered page on the left side of a book. 

vet: submitting a manuscript to an outside expert source for review before publication. 

viewpoint: see point of view (POV). 



villain: antagonist of a story. However, the antagonist is not necessarily a villain, e.g. 

nature or an animal. 

western: novel genre set in western United States especially during the late 1800’s. 

who done it: mystery story in which the perpetrator the central crime is unknown until 

the end and the mystery itself revolves around who is the perpetrator. 

wholesaler: company that buys books in quantities to resale to stores and libraries. 

word count: approximate number of words in a written work — usually most accurately 

counted by the “word count” function of the word processing program in which the story 

/ document was made. 

worldview: writer’s basic view of the world concerning morals, justice, politics, people 

and nature. 

writer’s block: point at which a writer finds it difficult to continue a story due to lack of 

creative enthusiasm or satisfactory ideas. 

yin and yang: according to Chinese philosophy, yin is the female (sorry ladies), night, 

passive, negative force of the Universe in contrast but also complementary to the opposite 

force of yang which is the male, day, active, positive. 

young adult: books targeting twelve to eighteen-year-old readers. 

zeitgeist: story that captures the essence of a place or time. 

 



 

A Personal Message from Gordon A Kessler to the Reader: 

I've been teaching novel writing for nearly twenty years. I hope you enjoy this 

compilation of my thoughts and focus on the craft. 

I’ve been writing thriller novels for over twenty years. I enjoy writing them almost as 

much as I enjoy talking about how to write them. 

If this little eBook helps you hone your skills, or if you have been entertained by my 

fiction, please drop me a quick email. Let me know who you are and what you enjoyed 

the most. I promise that I will personally respond. 

Email me and say hi at: gordon@gordonkessler.com 

Please stop by my website and blog at: 

http://gordonkessler.com 

It's fun and you'll be glad you did. 

On my website you'll find my blogs as well as info on not only my past work but also on 

novels to come. 

And there's a special section for my new "The E Z Knight Reports" series novels. These 

are fast reads; a sexy, humorous and irreverent series as well as a somewhat realistic and 

poignant look at the darker side of life, crime and the human condition. With a modern-

day, ramped up "The Rockford Files" / "Magnum PI" feel, it consists of page-turning, 

episodic novels. 

Within this section you'll find brief bios on all the "E Z Knight Reports" major 

characters. Be forewarned: you'll find a page of Oz's colorful witticisms, as well — 

adult readers only, please. 

My Jazzy Brass has her very own fan pages on the website, complete with photos, blog 

and "Jazzy Brass's Missing Scenes". You'll love her, if you don't already! 

Also, you'll discover a special section on the site highlighting the "Knight's Girls" (a 

little risqué) in a gallery showing the different Knight Girl for each current "E Z Knight 

Reports" novel covers, as well as some that are coming up. 

And don't forget I have other thriller novels besides Brainstorm. You'll learn more about 

them here: Thrillers. 

Enjoy! 

 

mailto:gordon@gordonkessler.com
http://gordonkessler.com/


 

Please check out Gordon Kessler's other books 

Thriller novels: 

JEZEBEL 

DEAD RECKONING 

BRAINSTORM 

BIG THREE THRILLER BUNDLE/BOX COLLECTION 

- 

"The E Z Knight Reports" series novels 

KNIGHT'S BIG EASY 

KNIGHT’S LATE TRAIN 

KNIGHT'S RANSOM 

KNIGHT’S REPORTS – Box Set, Your Three Favorite E Z Knight Novels Bundled 

 

And coming soon: 

KNIGHT'S LAST SHOT 

 

Short stories: 

"Jack Baron," a nostalgic romance 

"Toothpick for Two," a humorous relationship story 

 

Nonfiction about novel writing: 

NOVEL WRITING MADE SIMPLE 

EBOOK WRITING MADE SIMPLE 

HOW TO WRITE YOUR NOVEL 

 

<><><> 

* EDITING — COVER DESIGN — EPUBLISHING — PRINT ON DEMAND 

(POD) * 

Do you need help with your novel? 

Are you looking for an editor? 

Need your cover designed at a reasonable price? 

a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0053Y1JFI/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B0053Y1JFI&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eJEZEBEL%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B0053Y1JFI%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0056A2MGO/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B0056A2MGO&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eDEAD%20RECKONING%20-%20a%20Mystery%20Thriller%20Novel%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B0056A2MGO%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B004AYDLP8/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B004AYDLP8&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eBRAINSTORM%20-%20a%20Thriller%20Novel%20(Daniel%20McMaster%20Series)%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B004AYDLP8%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B008IJQ1KI/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B008IJQ1KI&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eBIG%20THREE-THRILLER%20BUNDLE%20/%20BOX%20COLLECTION%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B008IJQ1KI%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B008GDW7PY/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B008GDW7PY&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eKNIGHT'S%20BIG%20EASY%20(The%20E%20Z%20Knight%20Reports)%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B008GDW7PY%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B009IS0C3A/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B009IS0C3A&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eKNIGHT'S%20LATE%20TRAIN%20(The%20E%20Z%20Knight%20Reports)%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B009IS0C3A%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B007F08MU8/ref=as_li_ss_tl%3fie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B007F08MU8&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eKNIGHT'S%20RANSOM%20(The%20E%20Z%20Knight%20Reports)%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http:/www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir%3ft=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B007F08MU8%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/
a%20href=%22http:/www.amazon.com/gp/product/B009JAHUPU/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=B009JAHUPU&linkCode=as2&tag=gorakes-20%22%3eKNIGHT'S%20REPORTS%20--%20Box%20Set,%20Your%20Three%20Favorite%20E%20Z%20Knight%20Books%20Bundled%20(The%20E%20Z%20Knight%20Reports)%3c/a%3e%3cimg%20src=%22http://www.assoc-amazon.com/e/ir?t=gorakes-20&l=as2&o=1&a=B009JAHUPU%22%20width=%221%22%20height=%221%22%20border=%220%22%20alt=%22%22%20style=%22border:none%20!important;%20margin:0px%20!important;%22%20/


How about ePublishing and POD? 

Let’s talk! 

Drop me an email. Here’s the old consultant/editor’s shingle: 

<+> 

I fix novels! 

For information on my “Novel Mechanix” services and a free evaluation, please 

email me at: 

Gordon@GordonKessler.com 

Low rates, high results. Free initial consultation. 

<><><> 
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