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      Why are men so often clichés on the romantic page? They don’t need to be. Not even when real-life men appear to be clichés of themselves. These techniques can create male characters who pop off the page in any genre for their realism and depth.

      Come join the male author of over a hundred short stories and fifty romance novels and twenty thrillers (including numerous Top 10 Romance of the Year accolades from B&N, NPR, and various industry reviewers) as he explores: common tropes (and why they’re wrong even when they’re so right), guy-speak, emotions, physicality, journeys, and much more.

      Also we’ll tackle the Kinda-Myths: grunting, silent, brooding, uncommunicative, punching walls, rampant sex drive (while in a gunfight), arrogance, lack of emotion, conversations all about them…
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      As always, there is an awesome team behind me, but I needed their assistance more than ever to bring this book to life.

      My two anonymous alpha readers, you totally rock! They’re the ones who knocked my ramblings into a comprehensible form.

      Colleen my wizard proofreader who actually went through this book twice for me due to late changes.

      My thanks to RWA University who lit the spark by asking me to teach a two-hour class on Writing Men in Romance.

      And the professional and beyond awesome Millennial beta-reader who helped me be age considerate / inclusive (remaining foibles are mine): Evelyn Hyde at https://madamehyde.carrd.co/

      My thanks all.
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      Obligatory (brief) “Why Listen to Me” Section

      I had a convoluted introduction to writing men. It came in many phases, each sending me back to revisit the page as I learned more of what was relevant.

      My introduction to romance will be the subject of Chapter One: The Other Shoe, which will explain my ongoing passion for the genre among other things.

      That introduction in 1996 would alter the intended course of my writing career as a science fiction / fantasy writer. It would lead me to write over fifty romance novels and a hundred short stories. Even the thrillers I’ve written have strong threads from that romance background. More importantly, it was the introduction to thinking about writing men in a whole new way.

      The American Library Association’s Booklist named three of my early romance novels “Top 10 Romance of the Year.” Barnes & Noble named another as “Best 5 Romance of the Year” with NPR doing the same on yet another title. Night Owl Fiction, specializing in romance book reviews, granted me more than a dozen top star ratings and many “Top Pick of the Month” accolades.

      I’ve studied and taught classes on many topics, but one of my favorites is the romance genre and how to bring those characters to life on the page, especially the male ones. This is my attempt to capture that passion in written form.

      That’s enough of that.

      Introduction 1: Reality versus Fiction

      Please consider this book as only the starting point, one guy’s guide, planting trail markers along your journey to writing more engaging heroes. This is an attempt to explain the male experience in ways that will enhance your fictional men. In the writing process this also became my best effort at explaining the male experience. Any deeper understanding it provides of real men is purely coincidental but not accidental.

      Our goal is to delve into how to remove fictional men from the clichéd world so many romance heroes appear to be trapped in. I’m not saying that the bad boy, the humble cowboy, the arrogant billionaire, etc. don’t have their place. I do believe though that writers, and not only beginners, often fall into stereotypes without looking deeper.

      It’s by bringing the choices we make as writers into the conscious mind that we can improve our characters. It’s too easy for our writing to fall into cliché and stereotype. This is a book about putting Prince Charming to the sword and helping your heroes pop on the page. No one benefits from stereotypes: not the writer, not the characters, not the real men in real life or the folks who love them.

      But why do we want to go to all that extra work? And it is work. I love it deeply, but it isn’t easy. (We’re competing on an international stage called publishing. Did you expect it to be easy?)

      If you’re selling tens of thousands of copies (or more), why are you even reading this book? Seriously, if whatever you’re doing seems to be working, don’t clutter it up with my two cents.

      Ah, but if you’re not? Hopefully, this book will help you figure out why. The chances are very good that it’s your hero’s demise into cliché. We’ll look at multiple ways to elevate the characters by going deeper into them, making them more visible, more lifelike. Will these tactics work on female characters as well? Absolutely, but they’re not the primary focus here (though I will pay them occasional thought as we go).

      Introduction 2: Writing Exercises

      I’m a fan—and not—of writing exercises.

      Write three sentences of a character in motion.

      Write your character’s view of this story from old age.

      Write a ten-sentence scene about…

      These mostly annoy the crap out of me. They did so as a beginner and they still do. But there is one that a teacher friend used that I absolutely love for newbie writer classes.

      There’s a wedding cake in the middle of an empty road. Why? Write ten sentences.

      Then she’d have the students read them aloud. No two stories ever match—each is unique and different. Which is the point. That’s the author’s voice (we’ll get to that). Then she’d read the short story A Kind of Flying from Ron Carlson’s collection Plan B for the Middle Class, and discuss where the image came from. It was one of the stories we used at my own wedding. (Read it. Totally worth it.) Thanks, Ruth, for that one.

      Past that level, I learned that the only style of writing exercise I like came from good friend and multi-bestselling author, Dean Wesley Smith: The best exercise is the next book or story.

      In fact, he teaches that every moment at the keyboard is a learning experience. If you aren’t learning, you aren’t improving. And that’s a nasty path to burnout for both you and your fans. I’ve seen it kill careers.

      A tip? Exercise one thing at a time. If I’ve done my job, this book will give you a ton of ideas. If you try to do them all at once, your brain will lock up. It is one of the few paths to true writer’s block.

      Practice one new skill at a time—for the entire story or novel.

      
        	In this book I will practice male physicality.

        	Ooo, a series of short stories, each practicing a different aspect of guy-speak.

        	Next? Maybe I’ll try using one to enhance the other.

        	After that? Let me try the hero’s journey. Then the augmented one after that.

        	And then…

      

      Enough with the men, already. Go practice: setting, tension, pacing, family connections, dialogue, cliffhangers…then circle around and try guy-speak again. Now that earlier practice has had time to percolate into your deeper subconscious (aka your author voice—again, more on that later), your writing will start to shine in ways that three-sentence exercises would never achieve.

      One further exercise here, and the motivation for doing it, is right in the title of this book, One Guy’s Guide. These are my opinions and what I’ve learned by talking to and researching the men and women around me.

      Go out and ask.

      Ask friends, relatives, a spouse, invite all the boyfriends and husbands to your next romance book group and create a conversation. You’ll be amazed at how willing people are to share and what you’ll find out. I’d offer to Zoom into your group, but instead I wrote this book, so you’re already holding my thoughts on writing men in romance.

      Career Writing (side note)

      If you’re in this for the quick turn or as an amusing retirement project, more power to you.

      If you’re in this hoping to build a career as a writer, you need to think longer term. I wanted to offer a quick side note so that it’s in your thoughts as you consider what you’ll read and hopefully learn as you continue through this book.

      Tropes change.

      They what? No, no. A bad boy with a heart of gold is a specific trope. That doesn’t change. Does it?

      Oh, but they do.

      Here’s one example: In the 1960s, the rape fantasy was a prominent romance trope. Hero rapes heroine, creating a sexual experience unlike any other, and they can’t help but fall in love with each other. There’s a trope that should never have been born in the first place and is now well dead and good riddance.

      In the 1990s it had morphed into the “reluctant heroine” who merely needed to be pursued until she gave in, because “no” actually means “yes.” He wears her down or proves it’s true love. Nowadays we call that being a stalker. We’re entering an age where, big surprise, no actually means no. Another one we’re finally leaving in the dust.

      In the early 2000s, I met a very distant relative who’d been a highly successful romance writer in the 1960s. She had finally recovered the publishing rights for all of her back list—and was taking down every one of the novels that she’d previously thought would bring income for life plus seventy years (the length of copyright). The problem? The rape fantasy trope went away, and she’d been one of the big names in that. We had a long discussion about what it would take to redraft those stories as more acceptable romances for a modern audience. I don’t think she ever did.

      Tropes change.

      One of the many reasons this one changed? I suspect that at least in part it’s that sexual assault numbers now are twenty percent of what they were in the 1960s, and that’s despite the growing acceptance of reporting assault now capped by the MeToo culture. Even with how much it’s in the news, the numbers have plummeted. A fantastic multi-generational trend.

      And now that we’re slicing and dicing generations more and more, we’re seeing the tropes change faster than ever.

      So, think about your bad boy, cowboy, billionaire, knight in shining armor… Think about the longer term. Even if
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