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This one’s for Write Club …and I just broke the first rule. 
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Foreword


This book is a basic guide to crafting a good story, and I hope it will get you started on your writing quest. I’ve offered up as many resources as I can, either ones I love or ones that have come highly recommended by writers and editors I trust. I hope they’ll help you as much as they’ve helped me. For the 2 nd edition, I’ve added some new resources and updated sections with new material I’ve learned over the years.
The book is divided between writing and self-editing, and on working with editors, with a peek into the publishing process. Every writer’s path to being published is different, and my experience is by no means the standard. I’ve been crafting stories since before I could even write, and I’ve published novels and short stories. But I’m also a freelance fiction editor and have been immersed in the publishing industry since 2010. This has opened avenues into the industry not available to most writers. That said, the process for editing a book and getting it into print is still largely the same among traditional publishers. 
If your plan is to self-publish, this book’s publishing advice will give you a good idea of the steps you’ll need to take to put out a professional quality book.
This book doesn’t cover advice on how to query agents and publishers, but it does talk a bit about finding a freelance editor to help you along the way. (Hint: the advice for working with editors is good to remember when it comes to finding an agent or publisher. Basically, do your research and be courteous and professional.) This book also doesn’t cover self-promotion, which could cover an entire book of its own.
One last thing this book doesn’t do is guarantee you’ll be published. If I could do that, I would be a gazillionaire!




Part One

Writing







Crafting a Good Story


Every good story, when deconstructed, contains the same basic elements. Readers might not consciously recognize these elements, but they’re still what makes a story coherent and compelling, and they’re what agents and publishers look for. When you’re just writing for fun, the building blocks of storytelling take a back seat, but if you’re writing for others—if you want a readership—you need to learn these guidelines and use them to craft your stories. While there are many different styles, structures and conventions for storytelling, this book will focus on longform printed works in Western society. 
Common Problems
I’ve been writing and editing for a long time now, and I’ve seen the same mistakes in my early writing and in other novice writers. These are some areas you should focus on in each pass of your revisions, and I’ll get into more detail for all of them in the next section on building blocks.
Beginnings
Starting a story in the wrong spot is probably the most common problem I see. Frequently, the first three chapters or so are unnecessary, or they’re info that the author needs to know to set up the rest of the story rather than anything readers actually need to know. It’s the author telling the book’s history to themself. 
And even when a story starts in the right spot, it might not be compelling enough to hook a reader’s attention and convince them to keep reading. There’s a real temptation to explain everything that’s going on, but spoon-feeding too much information too soon can overwhelm or bore readers. Not including enough is confusing. By holding back exactly the right amount of information, readers are intrigued and asking questions, and will keep turning pages to find out more.
It’s also really common for writers to start a story with action, which is fine, but can also be confusing when readers haven’t been given a reason to care about the story first. Often, when writers hear “start with action” they take it to the extreme with opening scenes plunking readers into the middle of a battle. But without knowing who the opposing sides are or what they want or stand for, or what the stakes are, the action is really just a lot of noise. It can be confusing.
Instead of action, think more about the tension and suspense. You want to focus less on things being exciting and more on them being interesting. Even when starting with action in the traditional sense, try to focus on the character’s emotional response rather than describing the scene blow-by-blow
Dialogue 
Poor dialogue that is stilted, difficult to read, monologuing or unrealistic can throw your readers out of the story and stop reading. Make sure there’s enough dialogue, but not too much of it. When there is a lot of dialogue, it needs to be anchored in the scene with action and body language. Don’t have two people speaking at each other in a vacuum. Show where they are in the setting while they speak. Nonverbal communication is every bit as important as what’s said. Remember to add dialogue tags, but don’t go overboard with them. Said or asked are enough in most situations. How the character is delivering their dialogue should be obvious from the context and the words themselves (and maybe a bit of punctuation). 
Your characters should sound different from each other, especially if they’re from different cultures or generations. The things they say should be true to their personality and not a bad plot device (hint: avoid exposition!). Each character should have a unique voice while remaining fairly realistic. Dialogue that is too authentic gets boring with all the ums and false starts. Good dialogue is a balancing act.
Pacing 
This is probably the biggest problem I frequently see and one of the reasons beginnings fail to work. Early drafts of novels often start off too slow and fail to grab the reader’s attention. Get to the action quickly. Generally, where you think the story/scene is getting interesting is where it should really start. If you want to keep the pace interesting, try to have each scene start late and end early. How much information can you leave out of the beginning and end of every scene? Just be sure not to leave out too much or readers will be confused.
Pacing is especially important in your opening scene. It needs to bridge a connection with the readers, through your MC (main character) doing something whether it’s mundane or fantastic. Opening scenes especially need to contain only what keeps the story moving forward. Anything that is backstory or worldbuilding that isn’t immediately necessary to understand the scene should come in later chapters. Give only tidbits. This moves the story along but also sets up questions in the reader’s mind that you can answer later.
When you have too many scenes with not a lot happening, the story can feel bloated and slow. Even in a story with intentionally slower pacing, it’s important that every scene accomplish something, even if it’s just a quiet moment for readers to get to know the characters better. 
Point of View (POV) 
This is one of the trickier elements of writing, especially when writing in first person or close third person. Make sure you aren’t head-hopping. Make sure you stay consistent in whichever POV style you’ve chosen for your narrative. Make sure the narrator, if writing in a limited POV, is only showing things he or she would actually have access to.
You can have multiple POV characters in a book. You can even have different POV styles. The most important component to having a well done POV is consistency. 
Setting 
The most common problems with setting are that it is either over-represented (Holy infodumps, Batman!) or under-represented so that it seems like your characters exist in a void. As mentioned with issues in dialogue, it’s important for readers to be grounded in story with occasional reminders of the setting. This is best achieved by showing tidbits of the setting through the POV character’s eyes. Keep description (of all kinds) short and focus on something unique about what you’re describing. I know what a house looks like, show me what’s different about this one.
Telling 
Another big one for writers of all levels. While telling is okay and necessary (your novel would be a bloated beast if you showed everything) too much telling makes the writing feel flat and deprives readers of depth. And the amount of telling isn’t necessarily the issue so much as the care that is taken in how the telling is crafted. This can be achieved through word choice and unique voice. But in general, it’s best to have a bit of impactful showing at key moments to lend richness to the prose.
Basic Storytelling Building Blocks 
When I serve as a beta reader for authors, there are several elements that I check for to ensure a solid story. These are industry standards in fiction, and knowing them will help keep your writing on track and help you produce your best work.
Beginnings
Beginnings are hard. In addition to finding the right place to start, they’ve got to be interesting. But it doesn’t stop there. A really good beginning should be the foundation for the story to set up reader expectations. It should ground readers in the setting, tone, and genre, and introduce them to the MC and hint at themes and conflict. The rules are a little different for a prologue, and keep in mind that a lot of readers will skip a prologue entirely. So your opening chapter needs to do a lot of work.
If you’re writing a character-driven book, your protagonist should be clear in the opening, giving readers an idea of their personality, what they look like, what they want and what they care about. As previously mentioned, readers need to know your character, but only enough to make them care about the protagonist. The opening isn’t the place for backstory or a lot of worldbuilding. To keep readers enticed, reveal only what they absolutely need to know, and maybe even a little bit less. You don’t want to be too confusing. Give readers little mysteries and get them asking questions (Why did that character do that?) to keep them reading.
If you’re writing something more plot focused, you’re going to want to set up the stakes and conflict and use it to hook readers. Intriguing details and a strong interesting voice work really well here.
Remember, it’s important for the beginning to be active, but that doesn’t always mean action. You want it to be interesting. Great first lines can go a long way.
Characterization
How your characters are portrayed and how they interact is vital to the success of your story. Your characters

Conflict 
Dialogue
Motivation
Pacing
Planning
Plot
Point of View
Premise
Promises 
Scenes
Setting 
Show vs Tell
Structure
Theme
Tone and Voice
Try-Fail Cycles 
General Writing Tips
A Word on Representation
Exercises
	Have a look at your WIP (work in progress) and see how you can improve the opening. Could you start it later than you have? Does the action make sense? Have you given readers a reason to find your character compelling? Does it let the readers know what sort of story to expect? Have you given an interesting first line/paragraph?
	Look at the first lines of your favourite books. Look at the first lines of popular novels in your genre. What things do they have in common? What about them draws you in? Take note and see how you can apply that to your own opening.
	Come up with a premise for your WIP (or an entirely new idea). If you’re having trouble, check out Save the Cat! by Blake Snyder for some great tips.
	Practice characterization by taking your favourite fictional character and putting them in completely new environments and situations. Do you love a thriller’s protagonist? Put her in a romance. Like crime novels? Make your hero face down a supernatural element. 
	Get to know your own characters by taking them for a test drive. Use an online prompt generator to write about a character you’ve already created. Remember the three core character traits and explore. Use settings of your own design, put your character in the real world, put your character into your favourite fictional world. Test their reactions and have fun.
	Plan the character arc for your WIP’s protagonist. Then plan one for the villain. Don’t forget your side characters! You don’t have to flesh them out to the degree of your protagonist, but give them a want or need or an interesting lie.
	Find a scene in your WIP that feels flat and make a list of things you can add to make it more complicated.
	Go to a café, busy park, or other place where you can people watch and eavesdrop a little (don’t be creepy!) to get a feel for how people talk. Listen for sentence structure and pet phrases and use these to build dialogue.
	Go through your story and find all of the adverbs (the -ly words) and replace them with stronger, more evocative words or phrases.
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