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Let’s face it, by the time you master your art, AI will probably be outperforming you by generating sentences starting with homey platitudes like “let’s face it.”

eBook productivity will be high, and you as an individual will be part of the global bee hive, and you will be tempted to write like a robot because “that’s what’s selling.”

On the bright side, you've probably been writing all of your life. When you sit down to compose an email or social networking post, term paper or a business proposal, you are a creative writer. Usually, you’re producing non-fiction. Most people have expert knowledge on something: job, hobby, or obsession. Others share your passion and want to become even better informed. If you are anxious to be published, try starting with non-fiction. (Or you could just make You-Tube videos.)

But apparently you want to be a real writer, with a capital W! You want to churn out suspenseful, romantic, mysterious prose and make millions. Or churn out hapless prose and still make millions because nothing matters as long as the reader wants to turn the page. Or, do you want to bare your soul to the heartless masses?

Fiction might be the most difficult area to achieve publication, at least by a major company, and even more difficult to achieve notoriety. Allegedly, before they were famous, some writers paid to have their debut novels printed: D.H. Lawrence, Edgar Allan Poe, George Bernard Shaw, Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, Mark Twain, Stephen Crane, Virginia Woolf, Walt Whitman, William Blake. And John Grisham sold copies from his car. Luckily, you won’t have to pay a dime if you decide to self-publish. (You may need to hire someone for cover art, editing, and so on.)

Warning: Never pay anyone to “publish” your work. Perhaps in no other area, are there more scam artists after your money. Maybe the fierce belief required to write makes us vulnerable to believing BS.

While reading about writing can be enlightening, compelling, and entertaining, especially from masters like Stephen King (On Writing) and Anne Lamont (Bird by Bird), no manual will magically turn you into a successful fiction writer. There is no step-by-step guide that can guarantee anything.

However, especially if you are just beginning your anguished journey, instructions can save you time. This small guidebook is likely best suited for motivated writers who want to focus more on actual writing than reading about how to write. And naturally, you should read other writers, not only about the craft of writing, but about everything in the known universe. If you’re not a reader at all, then God have mercy on your soul.

And of course this book is a form of marketing. Unfortunately, for me marketing often feels downright humiliating. And it can be annoying when a mediocre writer who is a well-connected braggart sells a billion more books than you. So, by way of warning and apology, I’m telling you up front that I use my own work as examples. However, I also draw heavily on what I learned in graduate classes, my publishing experience, other guidebook sources, teaching my Finding Your Fiction workshop sponsored by the St. Louis Writers Workshop and St. Louis Writers Guild, and my creative writing classes at St. Louis Community College.

Even so, who the hell am I? Telling you how to write? Well nobody is special. We’re just different and my experience makes me different from you. As of this moment, my story “The Wells Creek Route” was nominated for a Pushcart Prize and my novella Margery, published by Paper Angel Press, was a 2022 Homebound Publications Landmark Prize finalist and a 2024 IAN Book of the Year finalist. My suspense novel Where the River Splits was published by now defunct Libros International. Two novels, one novella and a memoir are self-published via Amazon. I have won several more or less insignificant short fiction awards, including one from Writer’s Digest.

My formal credentials are a dual degree in English and Psychology, Masters in Secondary English and a Writing certificate from the University of Missouri at St. Louis. My college degrees helped me become a better hotel security officer, waiter, credit manager, deck hand, technical data engineer, fly fishing instructor, and maybe even a better writer.

Also, since radio and TV appearances seem to enhance credibility, regardless of how minor, I have appeared on several shows: MichMash Podcast, Lindenwood University TV, KMOX The Carney Show, KTVI Class Act, KMOV “For Your Life,” Washington University Radio, and a few others.

And not that it has much to do with the basic mechanics of writing, my adventures include travelling 8000 miles alone around the west in a 1969 VW, floating a home-built raft from St. Louis to Memphis, navigating a John boat to New Orleans, digging for Pre-Columbian artifacts, and climbing mountains from Alaska to South America. Most recently, in 2024, my daughter and I spent three days hiking and climbing 30 miles round-trip to the highest point in Utah. If you want to know more, visit www.askwritefish.com or if that has vanished, simply google Jeffrey Penn May.

You may be wondering if I am an unreliable narrator because none of my work has appeared on the New York Times bestseller list. But the uncomfortable truth is that many excellent writers never get read much. Of course this is self-implicating. So, to get around this sticky point, all I can say is that “successful fiction” isn’t always bestselling fiction.

But wait! You want to make lots of money. It’s possible. But despite the successes of some perfectly awful books, your chances will increase if you at least acknowledge accepted “rules.” (What rules? There are none, only suggestions.) Once you master the norms, you can then deviate from them.

“There are three rules for the writing of a novel. Unfortunately no one knows what they are.” – Somerset Maugham.

After you’ve struggled to understand Maugham’s three rules, and have a basic understanding of conventional norms, translating your fiction writing skills into commercial success is a matter of persistence, networking, politics, marketing, talent, pure luck, and a host of other intangibles. If I knew them all, I’d have more money, and might be horribly famous, possibly a downside to becoming too “successful.”

You could enroll in an MFA program. The “good ones” cost money, sometimes a lot, and you get instruction from “established” writers. These programs can be brilliant, a time to make friends, gain invaluable experience with other nascent writers and make connections that may enhance your future success. (I would have enrolled in an MFA program if one was available and affordable, and if I didn’t have a full-time job and wasn’t married with two kids.)

However, while such programs can offer a lot, including nuances about fiction writing from the instructor’s unique perspective, there is no guarantee you will learn anything beyond the basics. (And in the worst possible situation, the MFA instructors will try to force you to imitate their style.) Using guides like this one can save you money. You might consider it a poor person’s MFA.

Guidebooks can help you avoid amateurish errors. (You might cynically think professional errors are sometimes hailed as “groundbreaking” and you might on occasion be right.) This guide can give you a strong foundation to build on and set you forth on a lifetime of exquisite misery – for there is no misery as grand as the struggling artist, poet, writer. Mastering literary tricks and infusing passion into your work requires you to sell your soul to the devil and endure a lifetime of agony, which is hyperbole. (It does require basic ability, whatever that may be, but mostly lots of hard work.)

“It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”—George Eliot.

Lastly, let’s face it, you could find almost all of this writing info by searching the internet, or asking your friendly AI.

Activities

1. Desire. Why do you want to write fiction? List favorite novels/stories. Why are they your favorites? (You don’t necessarily have to write this down. For me, it seems a pointless list, but for many, it helps to focus your style or preferred genre.)

2. Schedule. Where and when will you be writing for at least 30 minutes without stopping and without interruption? Write now, at this moment. (This is of course a stale play on words. Do it right/write now.) Ideas come from the act of writing. Expect your 30-minute write to be complete rubbish. Avoid the temptation to chuck it in the bin, as the British might say. If it isn’t still crap after a few weeks, then you might be pleasantly surprised, and it might be worth improving. Use your lucky pen, pencil, paper, laptop, and eat your nuts (yes that implication is on purpose), licorice, coffee, soda, water or whatever else transforms you from lethargy to impassioned writer. Some say writing with pen to paper is more intimate and more creative, but those people are probably old like me.

3. For those of you who thrive on prompts, and want to get started immediately, try writing a scene in which the main character is anticipating a meeting. Build up to the moment just before the meeting, but then stop. You can come back to it next time when you’re refreshed.
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Plot Section I

Choosing plot over character is dangerous. Plot is presented here first, mainly because it might be “easier” to comprehend. On the other hand, characters are essential and drive plot. So, which should come first? Plot or Character? (Aristotle listed dramatic effects in descending order: plot, character, dialogue, music/style, and spectacle.)

Research “plot” online and you’ll fall into a rabbit hole of possibilities, around eight million types of plot. (Maybe only eight hundred.)

However, some guide books have conveniently broken it down into two meager categories: suspense and mystery. That breakdown helps keep Finding Your Fiction simple, direct, clear, and does not detract from what can inevitably arise as your very own rehash of an overused plot.

Suspense looks to the future for answers. What happens next? Mystery looks to the past. How did this happen? Both mystery and suspense make conjectures about past, present, and future, but it’s a matter of degree, or how willing you are to experiment.

Good plots get readers’ attention immediately and keeps their attention by raising questions and delaying the answers. But wait a minute, you might say, my story is all about how my grandmother baked cookies at Christmas, and there’s really no plot, just a warm memory, engaging because of my unique style of writing.

Unless you want to bore the hell out of your reader, even this innocuous premise requires some level of uncertainty, no matter how small. It may require a delicate hand, a
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