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      Congratulations. You have decided that you want to move beyond being just someone who writes and become a “real” writer. Hopefully, you have read Volume 1 in this series (Business for Breakfast: Volume 1, The Beginning Professional Writer) and now have a basic understanding of how to handle yourself, your practice, and your finances like a professional.

      The goal of this book is to take a look at the basics of your craft as a (genre) fiction writer and make sure you understand what the requirements are for telling a good, professional story. Because, if you are going to act like a professional, and tell people you are one, they are going to expect these things from you. That includes, but is not limited to: editors, agents, mentors, and other professionals who will be in a position to put in a good word for you (or not, as it were).

      Mind you, there are no real rules, besides making sure to have fun, but you’ll sell better if people think you know what you are doing. Or if you can fake it well enough.

      I didn’t know these things when I was starting out. Granted, I have been a storyteller for as long as I can remember, but that didn’t necessarily mean I was telling good stories. Or, to be more exact, well-crafted stories.

      Sure, they were entertaining as hell, but they didn’t necessarily look professional. When I decided I wanted to become a writer, both to independently publish my words and dreams and to submit to places that might pay me money, I didn’t understand these things.

      I got lucky. I found a mentor who laid it all out for me and basically said “Here are the bones of telling a good story. This will give you a good skeleton on which to build your stories, because the bones would be there.” It wasn’t everything I needed, but having it marked me as someone who was serious about the craft.

      And it is a craft. Many of the writers you know are really just playing at it. Café dilettantes who tell you they are working on The Next Great American Novel, but they never seem to finish it. Or they write something and then tear it up because they are unhappy. They are approaching this like art.

      We’re going to approach this like a job. A fun job, to be sure. But a highly technical undertaking.

      Within my group of friends, we call the craft “chair-making.” You can make lots of different chairs, many different ways, but the end result is the same: something you can sit on. You need to follow one of many very specific methods to get a chair rather than a table, or a sofa. Knowing these will help you make a chair you are proud of.
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      All good fiction generally follows the Seven Point Plot Structure. (We're going to pretend that you can't commit literary or flash fiction without it, because the attempt often ends up wandering in the desert and never making your readers happy.)

      The structure has, amazingly enough, seven points to follow. They are:

      
        	A character

        	In a setting

        	With a problem

        	Trying

        	Failing

        	Climax

        	Denouement

      

      The way I was taught this pattern goes back to Kristine Katherine Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith explaining how the great pulp writer Lester Dent (writer of Doc Savage, among others), banged out his stories in short order, with few re-writes, and moved on to the next one. (Something like 150+ Doc Savage novels alone over roughly 26 years, plus everything else he wrote for the various pulps under pennames. I’m told he tended to write 5000-6000 words a day when working.)

      The following chapters delve into each of these points in greater detail.

      For now, I want you to take a few moments to think about your favorite novel or story. It had to have worked for you, spoken to you, in order to become your favorite. Odds are, it did the same for others along the way.

      The premise in fiction is really rather simple, once it is broken down. You have a main character. They can be a hero, or an anti-hero. Their job is to be the protagonist. The story rotates around their decisions.

      This character exists in a setting. It might be high fantasy, low space opera, noir, western, historical, or modern. It is a place. It might be another character all by itself, depending on the story.

      The main character has a problem. They must have a problem. It will generally start small, then grow, and turn out to be the most earth-shattering problem they have ever faced, and their whole future will turn on the outcome. Because, let’s face it, who wants to read four hundred pages about a man making toast? (Don’t get me wrong, I can think of a couple of writers who could do it, and have you absolutely on the edge of your seat, turning page after page and never able to put it down. You and I aren’t them. At least not yet.)

      So that character has a problem. It defies them. It defines them. They must do something. They try. I don’t know what they try. Neither do you. They’ll tell us when we get there. But they try.

      And they fail. That thing they were going to do--so obvious, so simple--doesn’t work. It thwarts them, laughs in their face. Dances around the room while they chase it.

      So they try something else. This creates the try/fail loop. More later, but understand that the character must fail in order to succeed later.

      Finally, everything builds to the climax. Our hero, repeatedly thwarted by the dastardly villainous toast, finally brings it to the peak of angst. And then, and only then, do they succeed. Without that tension, the audience feels robbed. Even if the toast is finally defeated in the end.

      And then, at the very last, you bring it all to closure. If you are telling a love story, this is the happily-ever-after. If a hard-boiled detective story, the cops haul the bad guy away in cuffs. You close with a moment of “What does it all mean?” Again, happily-ever-after. Or perhaps the shamus stares into the camera and utters some utterly profound bit of wisdom about dreams or chess. That’s up to you, but you need to give the reader something to bring it all home. Something that tells the reader that the story is finished.

      That’s it. Seven points. Pretty straightforward, all in all. But you should understand each point in order to use them like tools when making your chair. Because, people, readers, are going to look at your chair and judge you on those same criteria.

      It sucks. It’s unfair. But that is the way it is done. If you want to be one of the good ones, you have to, at a very minimum, be able to tell a story that recognizably fits the definition of a good chair. It could be a stool, a lounger, or an ottoman. That’s up to you, because you’re the one making the chair.

      Good luck.
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      Stories are about people. Cowboys, knights, private detectives, princesses, trolls, frogs. Your story is about someone. It is how we, the reader, identify with things in the story.

      So let’s talk about protagonists. Your protag is the main character. The story around whom everything else happens.

      They are generally the character with whom the audience is supposed to identify. Whether or not that means they are likeable is a different story. Good writers can make the most despicable scum of a person be heroic and likeable in some way. When you get good, you can do that too.

      Hamlet was a protagonist. Things happened to him, and around him, and because of him. He drove the story, even while it drove him. He was the center of things. It was a story after all, about Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark.

      When making your protagonist, you need to go deep into what makes him or her tick. What are his loves? What are her fears? Why is this single piece of toast so overwhelming that we will define our entire existence on the ability to successfully crisp it, butter it, and defeat it in single combat at the breakfast plate?

      You need to know these things about your protagonist. (I write copious notes when I prepare. That might not work for you, but you get to listen to my bad habits, and then figure out how to make them work for you.) Every little note you make about your character might not end up in the final draft, but the act of creating them will ensure that you have a deep and interesting character. More importantly, it will help you explain why they are going off on some bizarre tangent in a way that the audience will accept and follow.

      There is nothing worse than having a character who is so unbelievable that you lose your reader. I’ve thrown a book across the room in the middle of the paragraph, picked it up, and sold it (and the previous three in the series) to the local used bookstore because the writer transformed the character into something else without any transition, without any explanation, nothing. (It was like a different author started writing the book at that moment. I have my suspicions.)

      But there are other characters that will make up the story as well. Some of them will work to help out the hero, while others will oppose him. It is not enough to have a rich and interesting main character. Who are her friends? What makes them interesting? How, exactly, does one become a toaster repair person and make a living at it? Who rustles breakfast dragons, anyway?

      You will generally need a lesser amount of depth about your supporting cast, but you should take the time to explore them. They will be way more fun as “real” people than as cardboard cut-out archetypes/tropes. Do you really need the homeless lady on the front stoop offering sage advice from the ages? Why can’t it be the cute guy at the flower shop instead? Take the time. They will reward you, and they will make the story all the more interesting.

      Which leads me, also, to villains. You have a protagonist. She is, as far as the audience is concerned, the hero of this tale. But a good hero is defined by the measure of the villain they face. If they face laughable, card-stock villains, you will have a laughable, card-stock melodrama. (And I will take a moment here to assume you are aspiring somewhere more than that. If not, put this book down and go back to your coloring instead.)

      As much effort as you put into your hero, your protagonist, your Hamlet, your toast-maker, you need to put in at least as much to your villain. Who is it, after all, that is trying to thwart the hero? Why can’t we have fresh toast this morning? Is it another person stopping us? Is it ourselves and our sense of ennui? Did Mother Nature herself get up this morning and decide she was going to torture you specifically, and decided that toast was her medium of communication? (She does that occasionally, trust me.)

      Yeah, see? That’s got you thinking about the other half to the story, didn’t it?

      Remember, the antagonist, the person who is usually the villain of the piece, they have something important to say.

      Nobody gets up in the morning and says to themselves, “Today, I’m going to be the villain.” (If you do, seek professional help. This book won’t cover your needs.) Every villain gets up in the morning and sees themselves as the hero in their own story. Always. That’s what makes them a good villain.

      While we’re on the topic, let’s talk about Point of View (POV) for a moment. (This is generally a thing in fantasy, mystery, and science fiction. Other genres have other rules.) You are writing about a character. Good fiction lets you tell stories from various viewpoints. You can see things from the protagonist point of view, or the antagonist, or some other character, perhaps Ishmael. Rarely the great, white whale.

      For the audience to stay with you as you tell your story, you need to observe a couple of strict rules about characters and Point of View.

      When I write, I start every chapter or section with the name of the character from whom the point of view originates, sometimes as the first word. Usually at least the first sentence. At least the first paragraph. This POV can be third close or third universal. (If I’m in first person, that’s usually obvious. And I’m not talented enough to try to write a story from multiple first person viewpoints, although I have seen it done and done well.)

      So you have established your Point of View as ‘Man Making Toast.’ From that point until the

      
      
      
        	You have a Protagonist. Make them interesting.

        	You also have an Antagonist/Villain who should be AT LEAST as interesting as the hero, if not more so.

        	Pay attention to your Point of View as you tell the story, so we know which character is thinking about what.
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