
 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2015 by E. Jacob 
All rights reserved. 

 
This book is the intellectual property of the writer, E. Jacob,  

published and released by Widbook. 
 

While we encourage you to share this book it in its entirety,  
please do not remove the copyright page, title page, or other elements  
of the book. Please share it as a whole, without tampering or editing. 

 
Printed in the United States of America 

 
First Printing, 2015 

 
8635 W. Sahara Ave, #677 

Las Vegas, NV 89117 
www.RavenhartPress.com 

 
www.Widbook.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.RavenhartPress.com
www.Widbook.com


HOW DO E S IT NO T EAT  BE E S? 

EVE JACOB  P a g e  | 2 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 2 

INTRODUCTION 4 

Chapter One: Your Only Obstacle? Yourself. 5 

GETTING STARTED 11 

Chapter Two: Storming Your Brain - How to Wrangle Ideas from That Stubborn Grey 

Matter 11 

Chapter Three: Planning Out Stories 13 

Chapter Four: Writing Supplies: What You Need to Write Well 16 

Chapter Five: Where to Start 19 

Chapter Six: Point of View and Keeping Things Tense 20 

CHARACTERS 22 

Chapter Seven: Character Development 22 

Chapter Eight: Naming Characters 24 

Chapter Nine: The Difference Between Awesome Characters and Awesome People 27 

Chapter Ten: Writing Exercises to Get to Know Your Cast Better 29 

Chapter Eleven: Writing Good Bad Guys 31 

Chapter Twelve: How to Disagree With Your Characters 34 

Chapter Thirteen: Filler Characters 36 

Chapter Fourteen: Emotion 38 

Chapter Fifteen: Character Arcs 40 

THE WRITING PROCESS 42 

Chapter Sixteen: The Devil Is In the Details 42 

Chapter Seventeen: How Long Should Your Book Be? 44 



HOW DO E S IT NO T EAT  BE E S? 

EVE JACOB  P a g e  | 3 

 

Chapter Eighteen: How Long Should Chapters Be? Should You Even HAVE Chapters?? 45 

Chapter Nineteen: Making Time to Write 47 

Chapter Twenty: Why & How to Utilize Conflict in Stories 48 

Chapter Twenty-One: The Problems with Romance in Most Literature 50 

Chapter Twenty-Two: How to Master Pace and Flow in Your Novel 52 

EDITING 54 

Chapter Twenty-Three: Attack of the Red Pen: Part I – How to Edit Your Manuscript 55 

Chapter Twenty-Four: Attack of the Red Pen: Part II – I Think You Need Professional Help

 57 

Chapter Twenty-Five: How to Get Beta Readers and Critique Partners 59 

MISCELLANEOUS THINGS 61 

Chapter Twenty-Six: The Top Three Worst Pieces of Advice I've Ever Received (And Why 

They're The WORST) 61 

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Bonus Chapter - My Writing Process 64 

IN CONCLUSION 70 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



HOW DO E S IT NO T EAT  BE E S? 

EVE JACOB  P a g e  | 4 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Writing is an art, a science, and a right pain in the arse. We only do it because we’re too crazy 

not to, and because, as much stress and agony as writing might bring on, not writing is infinitely 

more horrible. 

Okay, okay, enough doom and gloom—the fact of the matter is, most writers (and if you’re 

reading this, I’m going to make the bold assumption that you’re a writer, or at least aspire to be 

one) love writing. We are at home in our stories, and we would happily spend the vast majority 

of our lives with our characters. 

It’s all this “outside world” stuff that seems to trip us up. Getting our books out of our heads and 

onto the paper (or the screen, as it were) can be daunting, scary, and with all the interruptions 

that real life creates, it can seem downright impossible. As if giving birth to our book weren’t 

hard enough already, we have to fight daily to carve out our precious writing time, clawing it 

away from the greedy hands who would have us clean kitchens and fold laundry and show up to 

work instead (even if these tasks must eventually get done).  

That’s what this book is for, and in fact, what the whole community of Widbook is for.  

I write a weekly column for Widbook (called, for whatever reason, “This Must Be Thursday”) 

each Thursday, and I ramble endlessly about writing. You can find it at www.widbook.com. 

I also have a few of my own stories published through Widbook, and I love the interactive nature 

of the reading and writing process there. It’s fun to see how readers respond to your stories as 

they’re unfolding, and to interact with the authors of the stories you read. 

I titled this book “How Does It Not Eat Bees?” after the hilarious line that can be found in Allie 

Brosh’s book, Hyperbole And A Half (based off her amazing blog of the same name). In this 

particular section of the book, she writes to her dogs, trying to explain to them why they can’t 

partake in certain activities…like bee-eating. She tries to explain in this chapter why doing 

things like chasing cars and eating bees are bad ideas, but naturally, the dogs don’t understand. 

Our brains are kind of like puppies, I’ve always thought. They derail. They get confused. They 

react emotionally. They chase and eat the metaphorical bees, and get nothing done unless we 

reign them in. Usually, this works best when we have a plan. 

And that’s what this book is for: To help you formulate a plan, write that book, and get it out 

there. It’s easier than ever now—all we have to do it get it done. 

The way we share information is changing, and so too should the way we share stories. Widbook 

provides that, and I hope I can provide a little help with how to get those stories out of your 

brains and into the world—you never know whose favourite book you’re holding on to, and quite 

frankly, you shouldn’t deny your fans what they want. 

So get writing! I want to read those delicious, delicious words of yours. 

https://www.widbook.com/
http://hyperboleandahalfbook.blogspot.com/
http://www.hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com/
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Chapter One: Your Only Obstacle? Yourself. 

Know Thy Enemy 

 

“Hitler wanted to be an artist…Ever see one of his paintings? 
Neither have I.  Resistance beat him.  Call it overstatement but I’ll say it anyway: 

It was easier for Hitler to start World War II than it was for him to face a blank canvas.” 
 

– Steven Pressfield, The War of Art 
 

(I was wondering if I should start with something a little less intense, but you know 

what?  If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this right.  Let’s talk fear.) 

 

Resistance. A block. The inner critic. It goes by many names, but what is it?  

It's the thing that whispers to you that you can’t.  That it’s a stupid idea.  That you should give 

up. 

It’s the thing that stops you from doing whatever it is you most want to—need to—do. 

It's sneaky, it's vicious, and, as our buddy Steven says, “Resistance’s goal is not to wound or 

disable. Resistance aims to kill.” 

To kill your hopes, your dreams, and by extension, your very soul. 

It’s fear, and if you don’t stop it, it will win. 

In fact, it probably has already. 

If you think it hasn’t, take a moment to consider all the sneaky, subtle ways fear worms its way 

into your life and prevents you from chasing your dreams. 

 “I’m just so busy right now.  I’ll work on it when I finish school/things calm down at 

work/the kids are older/I have more time/etc.” 

 “I’m not ready yet—I need to take this class/practice this skill/talk to a pro/(insert 

additional preparatory activity here).” 

 “I don’t have the time/money/skills/resources/connections to do it yet.” 

The problem is that these will all sound super legitimate.  They’re extremely convincing because 

they are so realistic.  Should you really start working on that screenplay right before the baby’s 

born?  Is it actually the best idea to be editing a novel when you’re working two jobs? 

Fear promises you’ll get to it someday, and that’s enough to placate you, to make you feel like 

you’re not really giving up—you’re just putting it off.  Just until tomorrow.  Next week.  The end 

of the semester.  When the kids go back to school.  Sometime more reasonable than now. 
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But “someday” is a dangerous thing.  I wish I knew the source of the quote, but regardless of 

who said it, it’s absolutely true: 

“There are seven days in the week and ‘someday’ isn’t one of them.” 

If you keep letting fear convince you to put things off, you will never do them. 

Life is always happening, and it’s always a bad time, and if you let the fear convince you that 

you’ll do it “later” then you are never going to get to it.  You have to do it despite all the 

obstacles—there will never be another time. 

Don’t believe me?  That’s OK. 

Believe JK Rowling, who wrote Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone on the subway, at the 

café, and in whatever little snatches of time she could find between working full time, being a 

single mother to an infant, and mourning the very recent death of her beloved mother. 

Or Chris Gardener, author of The Pursuit of Happyness, who managed to be a top performer at 

his company while struggling with homelessness and caring for his toddler son…also as a single 

parent. 

Want a less uplifting example?  Ask almost anyone you know.  Ask them what their dream was, 

and if they followed it.  If the answer is “No,” ask them why. 

It all boils down to fear. 

Am I saying you need to write the next great American novel RIGHT NOW?   And you need to do 

it while your house being repossessed? No, of course not. 

But spending even ten minutes with your project every day, despite your busy schedule?  That 

would be pretty awesome. 

By the way, I don’t want you to feel bad about being scared.  Of course you’re scared.  Creating, 

doing, that stuff is terrifying.  I’m scared.  We’re all scared, together.  It’s OK. 

Just recognize that the only reason you’re not where you want to be already is because fear has, 

thus far, been allowed to hold you back.  And it will continue to do so if you don’t fight it. 

So now I have good news and bad news. 

The bad news is that the battle against fear is never-ending.  You have to get up every single day 

and fight the good fight. It's a war you don't so much win as hold at bay. 

The good news is, as an ongoing battle, it's never too late to join the fight. 
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Plan of Attack 

 

“Do one thing every day that scares you.” 
 

– Eleanor Roosevelt 
 

The problem with things we’re afraid of is that we can’t live our lives by avoiding them 

altogether.  There are some fears we can just skirt around, but then there are the ones tied to our 

dreams, who we want to be, and we can’t turn our backs on those.  Not if we want to live whole 

lives. 

We’ve all heard that bravery is not the absence of fear, but the overcoming of it. 

Well, what we often forget—or maybe don’t even realize—is that strength works the same way.  

To be a strong person, you don’t have to be without weakness…you just have to overcome it. 

And, like most things, that becomes easier as the habit becomes more solidified. 

That means that all you have to do is train yourself to work in the face of fear. 

I know, I know—easier said than done.  But I have some tactics. 

1. Repeat your mantra 

For me, the one that works best is “Just because I don’t feel like doing ___, doesn’t mean I’m 

not going to do it.” 

But maybe it’ll be something else for you.  Maybe a quote (like the one from Eleanor up there).  

This one from Bill Cosby is pretty awesome: 

“Decide that you want it more than you are afraid of it.” 

Simple and powerful—love it. 

2. Set time for your goal 

You won’t do it if you don’t make time for it.  And I mean make time for it—you have to put your 

foot down and insist. 

Every time I say, “I’m going to write for an hour today,” I end up filling my day with stuff I have 

to do.  Important stuff, nonetheless, but still stuff that is definitely not writing. 

But when I set a time—put a reminder in my phone, tell the people in my house, and actually 

make myself sit down with pen and paper—it happens.  It might not be good, it might not even 

be usable, but it’s writing and it counts. 

So make it a priority.  Treat it like it’s important, otherwise it won’t be important.  And 

unimportant things get ignored.  They remain unfinished. 
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3. Learn how to talk to your Inner Editor 

I’ve named mine Enid (You know…”INner EDitor"? The letters…scrambled? Get it?  No, it’s 

clever, I swear…) and she’s nasty as hell.  They all are. 

I learned from a writing workshop with Write To Glow:  The Inner Editor (or as they call it, the 

Inner Critic) is universal (everyone has one) and it never sleeps. 

So the only thing you can do is learn how to deal with it. 

For me, the best way is to address it and establish that I’m not going to listen.  So the thought 

will crop up—“This is terrible, why are you even writing this?” and I’ll respond with: 

“That’s nice. I’m busy.” 

It doesn’t completely silence the voice, but it establishes some control on your end.  That you 

don’t have to take this.  That you don’t have to fall into that negativity. 

The truth is, those of us in the business of “pursuing our dreams” don’t get nearly enough credit 

for how brave we are.  It takes a lot to face this kind of pain, criticism, and uncertainty every 

single day.  But we do it. 

It doesn’t really get easier—but you get stronger, and that makes it seem easier. 

And remember this, too:  You can’t really quit. 

Have you ever tried quitting?  It’s not nearly as effective as you’d think.  Because no matter how 

vehemently you declare that you’re giving up on your dream…nothing about it really ends.  Your 

desires won’t go away, nor will your passion for the work.  Your ideas, your longing to express 

yourself creatively…it’s all still there.  It’ll always be there. 

Keep in mind, too, that the more it scares you, the more important it is that you conquer that 

fear and do what you know you have to do. Whatever you feel the greatest resistance against 

doing...THAT'S where your purpose lies.  

Oh, and one last point—when it all seems like too much, remember that you’re not alone.  You 

can even ask me for encouragement or advice on Twitter (@EveyJacob), I’m always ready to 

cheer someone on, so please reach out. We’re all in this together, after all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://writetoglow.com/
https://twitter.com/EveyJacob
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Understanding Your Fear 

 

“Life unfolds in proportion to your courage.” 
 

– Danielle Laporte 
 

So you know you’re scared.  You understand that fear and resistance is part of the game, and 

you’re strengthening your strategies to combat it. 

You recognize that this is a daily battle.  That it’s something you’re going to have to live with 

every single day of your life. 

But why do we get so fearful? 

Interestingly enough, digging deeper into the why can help us stay strong against our fear. 

Fear is a curious thing.  Rooted in the deepest, most primitive parts of our brains, fear is key to 

our survival.  It’s a way for our body to send a message—don’t do that, it’s dangerous, we might 

die. 

In our modern world, we no longer face saber tooth tigers or hungry packs of wolves as part of 

our daily routine, but we are still wired to recognize and react to what we perceive as 

“dangerous”. 

Unfortunately, our primitive brains haven’t quite caught up with the modern world, and so they 

are still interpreting a lot of nonthreatening events as dire. 

An example:  Rejection.  A lot of us are afraid to produce art, succeed in a field, reach big goals, 

or otherwise improve ourselves because, deep down, we are afraid the people around us might 

reject this new version of ourselves. 

Or worse, what if we fail, and are rejected en masse?  What if we produce something terrible and 

are publicly mocked and ridiculed? 

There’s a reason why this thought is so paralyzing, and that is the fear of rejection is tied directly 

to the fear of death.  In his amazing book, The Gift of Fear, Gavin de Becker goes into much 

more detail on the how and why of this, but simply put:  In the most basic part of our brains, we 

still link rejection from the group to imminent death.  Therefore, it’s much, much safer not to 

produce anything that can be judged or hated. 

This fear goes even deeper, though.  It has its sinister claws in something even more relevant to 

us than our survival. 

Fear of failure, particularly in a field we’re passionate about, ties to losing our very identity. 

We have egos, all of us, which latch on to the world around us and begin identifying with things 

outside ourselves. 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Gift-Fear-Gavin-Becker/dp/0440226198
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“I like this band, therefore, I become this band, and any criticism of my favourite band can cause 

me pain.” 

Look at sporting events—how many times are people killed in the resulting brawls after one 

team defeats another? 

And this is a sport that we might only watch.  Imagine how potent the influence on our ego of 

something we created.  Something we did.  If I write a book, in a way, I feel that I am that book.  

And the problem with that mentality is that there are people who are going to hate that book.   

If I identify with the book—if I feel I am the book—then this ridicule is no longer directed at an 

object (a book), it is directed at the very core of me, the very fiber of my being.  It is attacking 

who I am, and the statement, “This book fails to entertain me,” becomes “You have failed at 

being you.” 

But you’re not your book.  Your book is a collection of words strung together on a series of pages 

that tell a story.  Sure, you wrote it, but that doesn’t make it you. 

So, for your long-term fear battling strategies, remember that the fear is irrational.  It’s rooted in 

two very core parts of your psyche:  Your survival and your identity.  The fear creates a knee-jerk 

reaction that prevents calm, rational thought and creates an environment where failure is so 

dangerous, so destructive, that you are best off giving up on the whole endeavor before you even 

begin. 

There is power in knowing this.  There is tremendous power in recognizing the fear for what it 

is.  This is the equivalent of standing in a dark room, then turning on the light.  It might still be 

creepy, but at least you can see. 

Here’s a strategy for dealing with resistance:  Next time you feel it rise up within you, start by 

letting it hit you full-force.  Don’t fight it, don’t try to suppress it, just let that wave of fear or 

doubt or whatever it is wash over you. 

The sensation, once left alone, can only last about 7 to 12 seconds.  (Suppressed, it can fester for 

years.) 

Once the initial wave of dread has passed, take a deep breath, and say to yourself, “I recognize 

that I am afraid.  I recognize that failure scares me.  I’m OK with this—I’m going to do this 

anyway, even though I’m afraid.” 

Will your fear magically disappear?  No, but you’ll have taken control of the situation, and you’ll 

have gone from knee-jerk panic reaction to decisive and in charge.  You don’t have to be fearless, 

you just have to take deliberate, conscious action.   

Life unfolds in proportion to your courage—will you be your biggest obstacle, or your greatest 

ally? 
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GETTING STARTED 
 

Chapter Two: Storming Your Brain - How to Wrangle Ideas from That 

Stubborn Grey Matter 
 

“I write only when inspiration strikes. Fortunately it strikes every morning at nine o'clock 
sharp.” 

 
― W. Somerset Maugham 

 
This chapter was inspired by my inability to come up with a topic for my weekly Widbook 

column. 

Sometimes, your brain just doesn’t want to cooperate.  You need to work on something—be it 

the outline for a new book, or fine-tuning the details of an important scene—but you just…can’t.  

The ideas aren’t coming.  Unlike the other times, when your brain is like an open fire hydrant 

spraying ideas all over the place (usually when you can’t write, like when you’re driving or 

showering or in a meeting), it seems all those ideas disappear when you sit before the computer 

and prepare to work. 

So, what to do?  We make inspiration strike! 

Brainstorm 

Grab a pen and paper and start jotting down ideas.  Don’t have any ideas?  Force yourself to 

come up with one—challenge yourself to come up with the dumbest idea ever and write that 

down.   

The beautiful thing about brainstorming—whether it’s just a list, a vague outline, or a bubble 

map—is that it doesn’t have to be coherent.  The sentences don’t have to be full and the words 

don’t have to be properly spelled, just write.  Write nonsense.  Write drivel.  You have my 

permission to write the worst writing anyone’s ever written.  Just get the ideas on paper. 

Vacate the Area 

By which I mean, “Go do something else.”  There’s only so long a person can stare at a blank 

page before they start to die inside.  Writers do enough dying inside as it is, so once you hit the 

point where, as my friends on Twitter like to say, you “can’t brain” anymore, then go ahead and 

do something else.  Work in the garden.  Wash dishes.  Take a nap.  Go for a jog.  Draw a picture.  

Read a book.  Listen to (or play) some music—do anything to get the writing off your mind.  

Because often times, it is only by being away from our work that we can arrive at the answers we 

need.  Give yourself a break. 

Coffee with a Friend 

Similar to the Vacate the Area tactic listed above, but with a twist:  You find someone who is 

understanding of—or at least open to—your creative needs, and you chat with them.  Talk about 

your story (or lack thereof), kick around ideas, tell them about characters, and discuss how you 
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want things to be in your writing.  If you have anything written from the story, even if it’s 

character bios, read it to them.  You would be amazed at the power and value of a fresh set of 

eyes; take advantage of their perspective. 

Do What You Want 

Is there a scene you’re dying to get to, full of funny exchanges, or awesome action, or a big 

reveal, but it’s on the other side of a story void, wherein you have no idea what to write? 

Skip the void!  Just ignore it!  Jump from point A to point Q!  It’s your book, you can write it in 

whatever order you want. 

If you genuinely have no idea where the scene would go, write it anyway and store it in a folder, 

or an Evernote notebook, or in an actual notebook.  It doesn’t matter where you keep it, so long 

as you can find it again later. 

Sometimes, writing the parts of the book you want to write can help you work through the 

scenes you’re not quite sure about.  Fill in the spaces you’re excite about, and work on 

connecting them later. 

Write 

This is one of those “force yourself to be creative” tactics—you sit down and you write.  Even if 

it’s drivel.  Even if it makes no sense.  Even if all you write for the first five minutes is, “I don’t 

know what to write this is a stupid exercise I have no ideas I hate that Eve chick I hate writing I 

HATE MYSELF,”…write.  Eventually, something will come of it. 

Some of my best scenes have actually come from pushing through the terrible writing until 

something amazing appears on the page.  Once, I was in the middle of the worst piece of writing 

I think I’ve ever composed…and I was hating it.  Absolutely hating it.  It was weak and tell-y and 

boring and it went nowhere.  But I kept writing.   

And then, while two characters were talking, one asked the other a question that changed the 

entire book.  To this day I cannot figure out where this question came from—I don’t remember 

thinking it, it’s almost like it just appeared on the page.  It was amazing, it revitalized my story, 

and it added an excellent element to the whole book.  And it gave me the fuel I needed to write a 

lot of really good words. 

There are a lot of ways to get past mental blocks and inspiration dry-spells; all you have to do is 

keep going and remember why you’re writing.   

 

 

 

 

 

http://evernote.com/
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Chapter Three: Planning Out Stories 
 

So we’ve all been there—you’re going through your day, doing whatever you do, and 

suddenly…inspiration strikes!  You have a brilliant idea for an amazing story that everyone will 

love. 

You jot down some hurried notes so you don’t forget, then continue thinking about this totally 

awesome world you’re going to build. 

Later that day, or a few days after, you finally sit down to start writing.  And… 

Wait.  Where do you start? 

Um. 

Hold on… 

And then you shuffle through your notes, stare at the blank page, and feel completely 

defeated.  There is an amazing story trapped inside your head and you can't get it out. 

If this has ever been you (and let’s face it—it has), then you are experiencing the paralyzing 

conundrum of: How do I get the idea out of my head and onto paper? 

Because, see, stories are complicated.  Even the simplest ones are complicated. 

And you have to have some kind of game plan before diving in, right? 

So here are some varieties of story planning that you might like to try. 

Outlines 

Let’s start simple—the outline.  You probably made outlines in school, but these are less painful 

because they have very few rules and no one is going to mark it up with red pen.  (Well, you 

might, but you can use purple or green or something instead if you prefer.) 

Outlines don’t have to be as scary as they sound, and they can be as simple or detailed as you 

need them to be.  I’ve had outlines that were essentially five main points bulleted on a page.  I’ve 

had other outlines go for pages and pages, delving into great detail.  It’s all about what the story 

needs and what you need. 

The main thing is not to psych yourself out.  A lot of people don’t outline because they’re 

intimidated by the idea of outlining.  It’s not scary, it’s just a list.  You can change it whenever 

you want and you can completely ignore it after you write it if you choose to (my characters 

usually do).  Often times, it just serves as a good way to get thoughts out of your head and onto 

the page, so you can figure out if you actually like them or not. 



HOW DO E S IT NO T EAT  BE E S? 

EVE JACOB  P a g e  | 14 

 

Reverse Outlines 

Sometimes, you just have to work backwards.  Exactly like the original outline, the reverse 

outline allows you to plan backwards, from the end.  Super handy if you know how your story 

ends…but are kinda stuck on how it gets there. 

This is also super-handy for adding twists and turns, as you work through them in a way that  

Notecards 

A personal favourite of mine, notecards give you all the planning powers of outlines without the 

rigid structure.  I like them because I can move them around, switch up the order of scenes, 

remove or add scenes to see how it impacts story flow, and generally change things up whenever 

I want.  Also, you can add extra notes to the back of the card for reference, which is sometimes 

very handy. 

An added bonus is that notecards can be stacked and carried with you, sometimes more easily 

than a printed/hand-written outline.  On the other hand, spreading them all out on a table (I 

have a pin-board where I stick them) can use up a lot of space.  If you need the visuals, though, it 

can be excellent for planning. 

You can even add dialogue to notecards.  If there’s an exchange that’s really important, jot it 

down so you don’t forget. 

(Again, add as little or as much detail as you want—this is an art, there’s no “right” way to do it!) 

Timelines 

Timelines are great if you need to keep a lot of events in order, which is generally the case with 

my insane stories. 

I like to use them in conjunction with notecards, because timelines are best if kept pretty basic, 

and notecards give me more wiggle-room for adding detail and playing with what’s going on in 

individual scenes. 

Beginning/Middle/End Paragraphs 

A fairly simple and loose method of planning out a story is to write three paragraphs—one for 

how the story starts, one for what goes on in the middle, and one for how it ends. 

You’ll still have a ton of freedom within the parameters of this, so it’s great for people who don’t 

like to be too constrained. 

Random Thoughts Outline 

I actually really love this—it’s where you take a few pages of paper and just start writing things 

that you know you want to happen at some point in the story.  In no particular order, with no 

rhyme or reason, just write things down.  “Characters get lost in labyrinth,” can be followed 

immediately by “Defeat evil Lord of the Realm in epic battle,” which can lead to “Main Character 

discovers magical relic that grants him power.” 

These are all out of order, but once you have them down, you can comb through them and start 

figuring out where they go—kind of like a puzzle.  You can write “Beginning” “Middle” and “End” 
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in a different colour next to each mini-scene/thought and then structure your outline from 

there.  I’ve used it before and, when you have no ideas where to start, but too many ideas to just 

dive in, it’s an excellent tool. 

Just WRITE 

If all else fails, you can do what I did for my most recent novel:  Just start writing.  It sounds 

kind of insane, but if you relinquish all needs for it to be “good” or “make sense” or have fancy 

things like “structure” and “logic” then this method can actually be pretty amazing.  In a sense, 

what you’re doing is just pouring the story out on to the page.  You end up writing the story you 

want to write, rather than the story you think you should write.  You can always fill in the plot 

holes, characterizations, and structure issues later.  You can even do research later, if your story 

isn’t terribly research-heavy!  It can be a little more work in the revision stages, but it’s great for 

when you’re just raring to get started and can’t contain your excitement long enough to actually 

plan and plot.  And it can have surprisingly awesome results. 

My one caution?  Don’t let planning turn into procrastination.  Prep is important, but you’ll 

never truly have enough, so once you’ve gathered what you need to start, start!  First drafts are 

meant to be terrible, and if you hate it, you can always fix it in editing! 
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Chapter Four: Writing Supplies: What You Need to Write Well 
 
Here it is: Coffee, liquor, or possibly both. 
 
(Probably both.) 
 
But seriously. Having the right supplies—for any project—is going to make the doing part of the 
project that much easier. Many of us use “not having the right supplies” as an excuse not to act, 
so here I’m going to help you figure out everything you need (and don’t need) to write that book! 
 
(And yes, I said everything you don’t need…because some things you just don’t need.) 
 
To make it easy, I’m going to be linking you guys to some of my favourite products, pages, and 
such.  
 

General Needs 

There’s the simple stuff. Writing by hand? Paper and pens or pencils. I recommend a notebook. 
Actually, I recommend this one: the Moleskin Classic large notebook. It’s the best. But you can 
use any notebook or notepad (including those yellow legal pads—I’ve seen people write their 
novels on several of those bad boys) that strikes your fancy. 
 
(Pro tip: Amazon is a great place to get deals on notebooks if you, like me, write a lot by hand.) 
 
I also like the Pilot G-2 gel (this is black, but I like blue!) because it rocks. Again, whichever pen 
you like is fine—the point is that it has to feel good in your hands, write smoothly, and allow for 
good flow. 
 
Be sure to have a couple pens in other colours (or get one of these awesome things) so you can 
make notes on the side or in the margins. 
 
If you’re not a by-hand writer, you’re probably on a computer. In that case, you need a good 
writing program. Microsoft Word is popular, but if you’re serious about your craft, YOU NEED 
SCRIVENER. Seriously: Scrivener. It will be your best friend. You will never go back once you 
start using Scrivener, for real. It’s amazing. 
 
(If you’re one of the rare ones on typewriters, you might needs some other supplies, which I’m 
less familiar with. But I love typewriters, so I approve.) 
 
Even when typing up your story, I recommend having a notebook and pen on hand for quick 
notes. 
 
I’ve sung Evernote’s praises here, and I’ll repeat myself in this post: GET. EVERNOTE. It’s free, 
(though there is a paid option if you need it) and it’s so incredibly handy. You can put it in your 
phone and any other devices, and it will sync your story notes, bookmarks, research pages, and 
everything else no matter where you go. 
 
Also helpful (or hurtful, if misused): the Internet. Use it wisely (as in, don’t spend all your time 
looking at funny cat pictures), but know when to click away and write. 
 

http://amzn.to/1xJAH4E
http://amzn.to/10WGJE6
http://amzn.to/1v16CAq
http://amzn.to/10WH3Ts
http://amzn.to/10WH3Ts
http://amzn.to/10WHqNJ
http://amzn.to/1zKBS7W
https://evernote.com/
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Additional Writerly Needs 

You probably need more than the technical stuff, like paper to put your words on and pens to 
put your words on paper with. We’re human beings, and we’re emotional creatures, so a certain 
degree of comfort is necessary, especially when taking on an endeavour as intense as writing a 
book. 
 
A lot of writers like coffee. I can’t vouch for Bulletproof Coffee from personal experience, but I’ve 
heard it’s not only very good, but actually pumps up your brain. You can just use regular coffee, 
though. I recommend this because writers need brain power. It might not seem like we need 
energy, but writers need a lot. The mind consumes 20% of the body’s ingested calories, and 
writers are using their brains like whoa. 
 
Speaking of which…food. You need to eat. Now, here’s the problem, and I’m more guilty of this 
than anyone else in the world (well, I might be tied with Jason Cantrell…): A lot of writers lose 
track of their day and end up losing hours to their writing, which is great…except for when we 
forget to fuel ourselves up. 
 
So make some healthy, delicious snacks that are easily consumed with one hand (or no hands, if 
you get really creative). Blend up smoothies and have a thermos of your favourite tea or coffee 
on hand, because you won’t want to get up once you’re in the flow, but you might still get thirsty. 
 
Speaking of thirsty…water. Have a bottle of that stuff nearby. I have written for hours, parched 
to the bone, refusing to get up because I am on a roll and it’s miserable. So: Water bottle, check. 
 
Have a sweater or blanket nearby. Temperatures tend to fluctuate through the day, or when 
we’re sitting still, so have something close that will keep you warm if you start to feel chilly. You 
can always take the sweater off later, but you’ll be quite irked if it’s in the other room and you’re 
shivering while typing. 
 
Headphones! I think, next to pens and pencils and such, headphones are one of the most 
important investments a writer makes. Why? Other people. 
 
Other people have these weird habits of talking, watching TV, listening to music, and doing 
other things like making food or cleaning. This stuff is noisy. Whether you’re at home and you 
live with others, or you’re out at a café, people make noise! So pop in those headphones, blast 
some music (I wrote a blog about music selection, you can find it here!), and WRITE. 
 
This one I can’t link you to, but it’s crucial: Privacy. At least a degree of it. Writing takes a lot out 
of us, and we have to be able to concentrate a bit on what we’re doing. Different levels of solitude 
suit different people, but most writers fare best when we can be locked away by ourselves for a 
while. 
 

Fun Extras 

A couple things I like to have: A notepad by my bed for quick, middle-of-the-night notes, and 
THIS. That’s right—shower notes. Awesome, right? (You know a good chunk of your best ideas 
come to you in the shower, and boy is it tough to get out of the shower, dry off, and write them 
down before you forget it all!!) Super handy—trust me. You’ll be glad you did. 
 
 

http://amzn.to/1zi5sP8
http://writingpossibilities.com/
http://amzn.to/1B4jskg
http://blog.widbook.com/getting-in-tune-with-the-epic-musics-to-inspire-your-writing/
http://amzn.to/1ukW1Oz
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What You REALLY Need… 

At the end of the day, what do you really need to write? 
 
Just this: Your own will and determination to get it done. 
 
Because while all the items I listed above will help you work more quickly and comfortably, at 
the end of the day, none of these things are what will make or break your writing career. You are. 
A determined writer will write anywhere, anytime, with whatever they have. I’m talking crayons 
and an old calendar page. I’m talking texting yourself notes or a brilliant scene so you don’t 
forget it. I’m talking using absolutely anything at your disposal to get the story on the page. A 
flash drive and a library computer. A napkin and a ballpoint pen. Anything. 
 
Don’t let, “I don’t have my tea,” or, “The lighting in here is too harsh,” be excuses to not getting 
your work done. You’ve got a story to tell—tell it, regardless of the world around you. 
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Chapter Five: Where to Start 
 
One of the questions that can completely derail a writing project before it even starts is, “Where 
do I start this stupid thing?” 
 
It’s a good question, and one that I don’t think should be taken too lightly. While we definitely 
don’t want to let our books go unwritten because we can’t figure out the starting point, your 
book’s beginning is its first impression on the world—that opening line, that first scene, that 
initial introduction to your characters, story, and world…that can make or break your story. 
 
This isn’t to say there haven’t been some pretty awesome books that had some pretty lame 
openings, but hey, better safe than sorry. 
 
So, how does one figure out where to start their story? By having some fun with it. 
 
If you’ve already written some material for the book, read through it. Sometimes, removing the 
first (or even second) chapter cuts away a lot of the exposition and unnecessary rambling that 
we writers are prone to and get you right into the action. 
 
Personally, I like to start in medias res. It’s just more fun, at least to me, to pick up in the middle 
of the action. 
 
Of course, this isn’t always possible, or sometimes there’s too much action in certain scenes for it 
to make sense if you jump right in, but done correctly, this method can be a lot of fun. 
 
Then, there’s the subtler introduction. Here’s the opening few lines to my current book: 
 
 

Valium, Xanax, Prozac, Halprin, Zyprexa—dozens of bottles,  
all my mother’s best friends and worst enemies, tucked neatly into  
one little box. 

Scratch that. My mother never had any friends, and she was  
always her own worst enemy. 

My father and I had no need for a box of anti-depressants and  
anti-psychotics. We’d closed that chapter of our lives. With any luck,  
we’d be able to start over. 

 
It’s not the most action-packed opening, but I’ve gotten a good response from beta readers about 
the intrigue this creates, especially since my main character’s strained relationship with her 
mother is a central theme in the book. 
 
Avoid explaining too much early on—it’s an instinct, to try and set the stage, but your readers 
are smarter than you might give them credit for, and they’ll pick up on what’s going on from 
context clues. If there’s really confusing or unusual settings, like alien worlds or fictional 
cultures, weave the details in as much as you can. 
 
A good trick is to just start writing, and decide where you want to start once you have a decent 
amount of story written out. If there are scenes you like that fall before your decided start point, 
save them and see if you can work them into the story again later. Or you can use that as bonus 
material for your website, or as a special release for fans. You can decide what you’ll do with the 
excess material later—just save it, because you never know when it’ll come in handy. 
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Chapter Six: Point of View and Keeping Things Tense 
 
Knowing where to start your story is important, but it pales in comparison to how important 
your decisions regarding point of view and tense are. 
 
The perspective you choose to tell your story from has a huge impact on the story itself. What 
kind of story will it be? How will it unfold? How much information will your readers have, and 
will they have it before your characters, or after, or at the same time? 
 
Another of my books was originally intended to be told in first person, but I had to change it for 
two reasons—because I wanted to shift between my six main characters, which made first 
person feel sloppy and difficult, and also because I needed to be able to share certain pieces of 
information with my audience. This pushed me toward third person, which has proved to be the 
right choice. 
 
Other times, the intimacy and limited-perspective of first person is perfect for creating tension, 
confusion, and mystery. When you need to limit the knowledge your reader has, trapping them 
in a character’s perspective is a great tactic. 
 
Alternately, when you need your readers to know more than your main character—or when you 
need them to follow multiple characters to complete the story—then third person is going to 
serve you best. 
 
Sometimes, the choice is simple. Other times, you might have to play with it. Write the same 
chapter from two different angles and see which feels better. Have others read them and 
compare if you can’t decide, or set them aside for a while and come back to it after you’ve gotten 
some distance from the manuscript. 
 
Keep in mind that you can change your decision about this, so if you get half-way through the 
book and realize you’ve chosen the wrong angle, switch it! Don’t do so lightly—it is a pretty big 
change—but  
 
Once you’ve figured out which point of view you’ll be telling your story from, you have another 
decision to make: Past or present tense. 
 
Past tense is the most common, regardless of point of view. However, in recent years, and 
especially among action-adventure type books aimed at young adult readers, present tense is 
becoming quite popular. Series like The Hunger Games and Red Rising and books by Ellen 
Hopkins use present tense with great success and positive reception, and more and more books 
are picking up the style. 
 
Again, there’s no right or wrong answer here—it’s what your book calls for. Present tense lends 
immediacy to the story. Past tense is more comfortable for some readers (and writers). 
 
Ultimately, it’s a stylistic choice. And don’t stress about it too much, because it’s highly unlikely 
you’ll lose readers over your point of view or tense choices.  
 
For some, this might be a no-contest kind of deal—a lot of writers have a set, preferred writing 
style that they use at all times. I like to play around with different styles in my shorter pieces, but 
I tend toward past tense (though I’ll go between first and third pretty easily). 
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As I mentioned before, this choice has a huge impact on how your story will unfold, but it 
doesn’t determine whether your story will be good or not—it’s more about your comfort, your 
skill in any given style, and the needs of your particular story. 
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CHARACTERS 
 

Chapter Seven: Character Development 
 
I've said it before and I'll say it again:  Your characters are your book’s biggest investment. 

 

Outline, plot, plan, make sure the story is epic, but remember this:  If a character’s amazing, I'll 

read about them doing anything.  They could be folding their laundry, I don’t care, I want to be 

there with them.   

But give me a bad character, and I don't care if it's the most epic journey of all time—I won't be 

interested. 

An example of this is Holden Caulfield from J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye (one of my 

favourite books of all time).  That book was beautiful, engaging, and compelling—every time I 

read it, I simply cannot put it down. 

But what’s it about, really?  It’s about this kid who pokes about New York City for a couple days, 

essentially doing nothing.  He just kind of bounces around, getting into random trouble and 

rambling about his life and thoughts. 

Alternately, boring, irritating, or simply unenjoyable characters make the reading experience 

painful, and no matter how wonderful the rest of the book is, if I don’t respect the main 

character, if I don’t enjoy reading about them, then I’m not going to have any fun. 

This isn’t to say that characters must be perfect—far from it.  Flawed, broken, deeply imperfect 

characters are the best.  Holden up there is a great example.  See also:  Lyra (His Dark 

Materials), Sherlock Holmes, and The Great Gatsby himself.  But just because they’re messed 

up, that doesn’t mean we don’t like them.  They’re fun.  They’re flawed.  They’re real.  They’re a 

little off, but that’s part of their charm. 

So how do we create these compelling characters?  Characters that people actually want to read 

about? 

Well, first of all, don’t make them characters. 

You’re not a character.  I’m not a character.  I don’t know who you are or what you’re like, but I 

know that you are a whole, real, living human being with thoughts, feelings, hopes, dreams, a 

past, a present, and a future.  You have friends, people you can’t stand, weird quirks, habits, 

interests, hobbies, goals, and obligations. 

And so do the best book characters.  They aren’t “the smart one” or “the leader” or “the villain”—

they’re people, and they all think they’re right in their own way. 

So make them people.  Spend time with them.  Flesh them out.  You already have some idea of 

how you want them to be, so write a character profile to get yourself started.  Once you’ve got 
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that, play around with it.  Get more detailed.  Go beyond Name/Age/Appearance and get into 

fears, hopes, weaknesses, strengths, best friends, worst enemies, darkest memory, favourite 

food, worst trait, preferred clothing style…the list can go on and on, and it doesn’t matter if it 

will ever make it into the story;  you should know these people the same way you know your best 

friend.  You should know them the way you know yourself.  You should know them better. 

Using examples from real life can be a great jumping-off point for getting a character rolling.  

What are some mannerisms, characteristics, or idiosyncrasies of you, your parents, friends, 

teachers, or anyone else you’ve met over the years?  Marie Schrader in Breaking Bad has 

everything (everything) in purple.  Augustus Waters from The Fault in Our Stars has theories 

about the most random concepts.  It’s fun.  It’s real.  And it’s most likely garnered from real-life 

people who the writers encountered and found compelling.  (Side note:  This is an excellent 

excuse to do more people watching.) 

Also: have your characters talk to each other.  One of the most profound writing experiences I 

ever had was during scene I couldn’t stand.  It was pivotal, and I was struggling like crazy.  I 

couldn’t get the flow right, and the conversation between my main character and one of her 

mentors was just becoming agonizing. 

And then her mentor blurted out a question.  I swear, it surprised me even more than it 

surprised my main character.  When she answered, I was doubly floored.  That moment changed 

the entire scope of the story, added a whole new layer to my main character, and deepened 

everything I was writing. 

Apart from sounding vaguely schizophrenic, that experience reminded me of the importance of 

letting the characters do what they have to do, say what they have to say, and be who they have 

to be.  You are less a creator and more a parent—much like a parent with a child, you must 

remember that they are not you and they will do their own things. 

So, in short, if you want to create compelling characters, it’s about the same as creating deep 

relationships in real life:  Spend time with them.  Get to know them well, make them part of your 

life.  Think about how they’d react to various situations…and before you know it, you won’t have 

a protagonist, his comic-relief best friend, and their nemesis—you’ll have genuine people, and 

you’ll love every one of them. 

And nothing makes a story leap off the page like an author writing with love about characters 

they cherish.  That will give you book power. 

Oh, and one final note:  Don’t be afraid to let your characters be weird.  People are weird.  Even 

the normal ones (or perhaps especially the normal ones…).  We’re all a little nutty, so make sure 

your characters are, too! 
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Chapter Eight: Naming Characters 
 
Naming your characters isn’t one of those things that’s incredibly hard or emotionally taxing, 

but it’s still something I want to cover. 

The fact is, naming your characters can get confusing, and there are things you have to take into 

consideration when divvying out names to your literary babies. 

For instance, in my modern-day WIP (work in progress) was easy—just pick names I like and 

use them. This is always the easiest, as it doesn’t require any extra brain work. 

However, in my medieval story, I had to make sure the names I was using existed. I had to check 

that they were culturally and geographically applicable to my characters. For example, the first 

recorded use of the name “Jessica” was in 1596, in Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. So I 

really shouldn’t be using it in my story set in the 1100s. 

And I have yet another book that’s set in the far future, where much of our current culture is 

nonexistent, lost to the ages. 

In each of these examples, there’s both the factual element of how to name characters, and the 

“feeling” a name evokes. 

For instance, while it would be possible to use a name like “Jessica” in a future-set story, it 

might not feel right. “Jessica” would have sounded a bit out of place in The Hunger Games, 

where names like Katniss, Prim, and Effie were the norm. 

Alternately, you can use names to evoke certain moods from your readers. You don’t want to be 

blatant about this, but if you want to hint that someone has a mysterious past, give them an 

unusual name. By “unusual” I don’t mean something like Thyjeswa or Fewoiuagh (I just hit my 

keyboard and capitalized the first letters). I mean names that are slightly less common—Isla, 

Ariadne, Sebastian. Things like that aren’t unheard of, but they’re not names you hear every day. 

I joke that baby naming websites, like thinkbabynames.com, should really be targeted at 

authors, since we name WAY more babies than any mother ever will. These sites are excellent 

for writers because they allow us to collect names in batches. Have a group that needs to have 

names from the same culture? You can search by language! Need names with particular 

meanings? You can search by meaning! Need names starting with a certain letter? They list 

them alphabetically! 

There aren’t many rules to naming characters—it’s basically an “anything goes”/“do what you 

want” kind of deal—but I will give you a few suggestions and guidelines to keep in mind when 

picking character names. 

Make Sure the Name Fits 

Fits the story, fits the setting, and fits the character. Names set a tone, strike a chord, and can 

create (or destroy) a mood. Sometimes, modern names are best. Other times, names specific to a 

certain culture or country will serve you better. Even among those distinctions, you’ll have 

variation. I have a friend who named her lead female character a boy’s name—it gives you an 

http://www.thinkbabynames.com/
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immediate impression of her, and it’s very different from how the reader would perceive her had 

she been named something feminine, like “Brittany” or “Shelly”. 

Not that there’s anything wrong with “Brittany” or “Shelly”! They’re lovely names, and for 

characters who suit them, they’re great. 

Alternately, you can use a name that’s way off the mark for a character (think “Jayne” in Firefly) 

to create some fun contrast. A name that carries the exact opposite feeling of your character can 

be amusing, or strange, and might be something they hate or are routinely teased for. 

Some might argue that the name doesn’t have to suit the personality, because it’s just a name, 

but I’d disagree—what we are named, and how others respond to us because of that name—all 

have an impact on who we become. It’s not a hard-and-fast rule, but it’s good to consider. 

Make Sure the Name is Pronounceable 

There’s nothing worse for a reader than constantly encountering a character name that you have 

no idea how to pronounce. It’s frustrating, it disrupts the flow of the story, and it’s really 

unnecessary. 

Now the problem here is you can’t know how everyone thinks, so if you’re using unique names, 

you’re bound to end up using a name someone can’t figure out. And that’s okay—as long as it’s 

more of an isolated incident. 

But, like my little made-up “Thyjeswa” or “Fewoiuagh” up there, some names are just super 

weird. Again, you can break the rule, but only if you’re doing it for a purpose. I have a name 

that’s pretty darn weird in one of my books, but it’s to show how far removed this character’s 

culture is from our own. 

If you are going to use an odd name, find a way to slip a pronunciation guide in there. It’s 

commonly used and some people will caution against it, but frankly, I’m pretty relieved when 

there’s a scene where the oddly-named character explains how their name is pronounced to 

another character. It doesn’t feel forced to me, and it’s a handy way to tell your audience, “THIS 

is how you say it!” (J.K. Rowling even did that with Hermione, which I was quite grateful for, 

because I had no idea how to say her name before the fourth book.) 

Try Not To Make Name Too Similar to Other Names 

Unless there’s a really good reason, avoid naming two primary characters things like “Mia” and 

“Mya”, because a reader might get confused. If you have twins or you want to create some 

confusion by having ultra-similar names, make sure that you offer your reader some way to keep 

track of who’s doing what, because while you can keep track of your literary babies, no one else 

is paying as much attention as you are, and they very well may get mixed up. 

I’d also avoid using too many names that start with the same letter. Not only can this be 

confusing, but it looks kind of sloppy. When I see this, I think, “Did this person just scroll down 

one page of a list of names and pick everything off that?” It makes you look unimaginative. 

Once again, you can break this rule, but you must do so decidedly. Be prepared for a little 

confusion, and make sure it’s worth it to you. For example—at the risk of sounding like some 
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kind of Harry Potter fanatic—J.K. Rowling named the inn keeper (a minor character who 

appeared a few times through the series) “Tom”…and also the villain. This was to show 

Voldemort’s disdain for being linked to any other person. It is mentioned that he twitches when 

he hears he shares his name with another, and Dumbledore even makes note of it as a sign that 

Tom Riddle was a troubled young man. 

Again, there are a few suggestions and guidelines here, but I’ve broken every single one of them 

myself, and plenty of other successful, talented, and well-loved authors have, as well. So 

ultimately, what matters is that you love the names you choose for your characters. You should 

feel they represent the character well, and they convey the message you want to convey. As they 

say, “haters gonna hate,” so write your story your way and name your book-babies whatever you 

want. 
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Chapter Nine: The Difference Between Awesome Characters and 

Awesome People 
 

“Character develops itself in the stream of life.” 
 

– Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
 

What makes an awesome character?  There are a lot of differing opinions on what traits come 

together to make characters that are well-loved, and many a writer has struggled at length with 

the character development.  Really, think how easy plot is next to characters.  Plot is just a 

bunch of stuff that happens, hopefully with some organization or flow. 

But character?  That’s a whole ‘nother challenge. 

Because here’s the catch:  An awesome character might be strong, smart, funny, complicated, 

troubled, flawed, deep, emotional, or any other combination of positive and negative traits. 

But what is an awesome person like? 

Think of a person you like or admire.  You probably would describe them in much the same 

way—strong, smart, funny, whatever—but what are they actually like as a person?  How do those 

traits manifest in real life? 

Because we’re not writing characters in a story.  We’re writing people in their lives.  You have to 

account for who and what and how they were long before the book started, and who and what 

and how they’ll be long after the book finishes (uh…assuming they survive, which many 

characters don’t). 

Think about their life outside the plot of the book.  Maybe it’s a romance novel, but the 

characters better have something going on in their lives besides falling in love and admiring the 

other’s appearance.  What are their goals, hobbies, aspirations, fears?  What traumatized them 

as a child?  Where did they go on vacation as a kid?  What skill did they try and fail to master?   

The difference between awesome characters and awesome people is that, while awesome 

characters are fun, or cool, or enjoyable to read about…awesome people make you want to 

actually hang around them.  You care.  You want to be part of their life.  Go on Tumblr and look 

through any devoted fandom—Doctor Who, Sherlock, Avengers, etc.—and you’ll find a huge 

collection of fans talking about how they just want a show/movie of their favourite characters 

running around, doing random things, having fun, playing pranks, and so on.   

If you’re going to write a story that anyone cares to read, you need characters that inspire this 

level of love.  I’ve written about this before, but honestly, it’s so important it can’t be said 

enough. 

You’ll know you’re on the right path when you start saying things like, “This character would 

never say that,” or “Man, that is so this character,” even when you’re away from your 
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manuscript.  And you’ll definitely be on-track when they start writing themselves and you feel 

like you no longer have any say over what they do/say and how they behave/think. 

And keep in mind:  If you want to create a world that people will get sucked into—and characters 

they’ll love long after they’ve put the book down—you’re going to have to make sure that your 

characters aren’t characters at all, but rather real, genuine people. 

No one gets attached to fictional characters.  We get attached to people who just happen to live 

in books. 
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Chapter Ten: Writing Exercises to Get to Know Your Cast Better 
 
Sometimes, you just need to get to know someone better before you get into anything serious 
with them. I mean, you probably don’t want to marry someone you just met—you need to date 
first. And so, too, sometimes you’re just not ready to write a book about someone yet—you need 
to spend some time with them and get to know them before you make such a huge commitment. 
 

Birthday 

Surprise! That’s right, you’re going to write a birthday. Pick your main character (or one of 
them, if you have several), invite the rest of your cast, and host a party! Is it a surprise party? A 
classic birthday? Are they at a club, or playing paint ball, or drinking like fish? Does the party go 
well, or does something horrible happen? Is it funny, or scary, or just plain weird? 
 
Does your story’s culture even celebrate birthdays? Maybe a human throws an alien a party that 
totally confuses them. Maybe there’s time-travel involved and the birthday customs of one 
culture are completely unusual to your readers. 
 
What kind of presents does your character want? What does everyone give them? What kind of 
cake is served? 
 
It sounds silly, but this is one of those settings that’s familiar enough to us that we can drop our 
characters into it pretty easily and imagine how our characters would react. We know what kind 
of party one would throw for the other, and how that other would react. 
 
Or maybe we don’t know. In which case, it’s a good idea to play around and find out. Think of a 
party you’ve been to, or one you’d like to have had, and plant your characters into that. 
 

Vacation 

Ski trip? Visit to the beach? Visiting family? Disneyland? Backpacking across Europe? What’s 
your characters’ dream vacation? Or nightmare vacation? 
 
Stick them into a situation that will evoke something from them—be it a romantic encounter, a 
fight, facing a fear, enjoying an adventure they’ve always dreamed of, or having a terrible time 
that sets them off. 
 
Who are they with? Who do they wish they were with? What would they rather be doing? Are 
they having fun, or do they just want to go home? What activities are they doing? Putting your 
cast into this also-familiar setting that we can do a lot with. 

Day Job 

This one’s especially fun if you’re writing about characters like vampire hunters or space 
explorers or something else really out-of-the-ordinary, but it’ll work for anyone. 
 
Take your character and drop them into something normal: Waiting tables, filing paperwork, 
driving a cab, bartending…this is particularly fun if you’ve worked such a job yourself and you 
know the ins and outs of what someone in that position has to put up with. How does your 
character react to this? Are they undercover, doing community service, or are they just trying to 
pay the rent? 
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How do they deal with annoying customers, mean bosses, on-the-job problems, and anything 
else that crops up? Do they work with a friend, or one of your other characters? Do they cause 
trouble on the job, or does trouble find them? 
 

Family Reunions 

Another potentially hilarious scenario you might find your characters in is a family reunion. 
Depending on the family, this might be stressful, depressing, funny, scary, eccentric, outrageous, 
or just plain weird. Their relatives might be anything from creepy to sloppy drunks to 
controlling bullies—and the effect can be upsetting or entertaining (or both). 
 
Families evoke a lot of emotion and involve a lot of personal history, so they’re great 
opportunities for exploring your character’s past, motivations, and the root of their belief 
system. What holds them back? What drives them? This is where you can discover most of that 
(if you haven’t already). 
 

The Interview 

It’s time to play Twenty Questions! Sit your character down and give them a good old-fashioned 
interview. It’s a classic technique, but it’s a good one, and that’s why we keep it around. Draw up 
some questions, then ask your character. You might be surprised by some of the answers they 
give you.  
 
If they don’t open up right away, give them time. Some characters are shy. A few of mine are so 
paranoid (they live in a war-torn world where they’re hunted daily for what they are—can you 
blame them), I’m still not sure I know their real names. When I first met them, all I got were 
code names. 
 
 
When you’re doing these exercises with your characters, think sitcoms. “Situational comedies”—
the characters are put into a funny scenario, and from there, you get to explore who they are and 
how they behave. 
 
The reason to do all this extra writing is that, as in real relationships, the more time you spend 
with someone, the better you get to know them. This isn’t different because we’re talking about 
fictional people, and if you get to know them well, writing them will be a breeze. 
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Chapter Eleven: Writing Good Bad Guys 
 

“Insanity is like gravity. All you need is a little push!” 
 

–The Joker (The Dark Knight, 2008) 
 

Nothing makes a story like the villain. 

Don’t get me wrong, the protagonist is important, and writing them well is crucial to the 

enjoyment of your book, but it doesn’t stop there. For the story to be complete, you have to have 

an excellent villain to balance things out. 

But how does one write a good villain? 

For starters, make sure they’re real. Intense, over-the-top, out-of-this-world, sure…but still real. 

The primary key to the bad guy—be it a brutal, evil villain or simply an antagonist who serves as 

the protagonist’s primary obstacle—is to keep them relatable on some level. Of course, your ‘bad 

guy’ could technically be a ‘good guy’, like if you’re writing about a bank robber, and his/her 

antagonist is a police investigator. This is perfectly fine, as long as the audience can still root 

against them. 

(The primary obstacle can sometimes be a force of nature or situation, too, but for the purposes 

of this article, we’re focusing on actual beings with real motives for standing in the protagonist’s 

way.) 

But even while your audience is rooting for the protagonist to win, they can still enjoy the 

antagonist. Look at the popularity of Loki in the Avengers franchise. In the movie Gladiator, 

while the Emperor was despicable, there’s a part of you that sympathizes with him—all he 

wanted was his father’s love, and he never got it. 

We need to be able to feel for the villain on some level, whether they’re fascinatingly disturbing 

like Heath Ledger’s portrayal of The Joker, or pitiful like Snape from Harry Potter. 

This isn’t to say that we have to agree with or support the villain—The Joker was still deeply evil, 

and Snape still acted in a childish and vindictive fashion toward Harry—but we can still go, “All 

right, I see where/why/how this person behaves this way. They’re insane/deeply 

wounded/emotionally damaged.” 

The villain is still (in most cases) wrong, but we need to see ourselves in them. We need to stand 

on that edge with them, and see how easy it is to slip. We don’t always need to know why they 

became the way they are, but understanding their perspective is crucial. 

And remember that, in the bad guy’s world, he or she is the protagonist. A good exercise is to 

write some scenes from your villain’s point of view. You don’t have to use it in your book if it 

doesn’t suit your purposes, but it will help give you more insight to their motives. 
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Hopefully, all this will help you avoid some of the big villain mistakes, like… 

Being Bad For The Sake Of Being Bad 

Seriously, it doesn’t make sense for your villain to just do evil, mean, bad things for no reason. 

Even if they are evil, mean, and bad, there has to be some context. There has to be some gain for 

them. They can’t behave that way just to help you advance your plot. It destroys the suspension 

of disbelief you’ve created. 

Don’t have a villain who’s a corporate bad-guy resort to murder for no reason (especially by 

his/her own hand) just to give the hero justification to kill them. Don’t make someone jump 

from a schoolyard bully to a brilliant psychopath capable of unspeakable evil (unless you’ve been 

building to this reveal, that is).  

It’s okay for a villain to not be classically evil. They don’t have to be psycho rapist murderers to 

be unlikable—Umbridge in Harry Potter was a fantastic antagonist, but she never technically 

did anything illegal. Heck, even Lockhart was a great antagonist, and he was even less evil than 

she was. A person doesn’t have to maim small animals to draw your audience’s dislike, they just 

have to be unpleasant. So don’t feel obligated to push the homicidal maniac envelope too far if it 

doesn’t suit your purposes—a villain who’s simply annoying, self-serving, and bullying is 

perfectly respectable. 

Monologuing 

For the love of god, can we please come up with a more creative way to explain the villain’s plot? 

There absolutely must be a more efficient way. It makes sense when someone is stalling for them 

to talk a lot (like, for instance, if the captured hero goes on a monologue to buy him or herself 

time), but for the victorious villain to stand there and babble, instead of finally killing his foe? 

That makes zero sense. 

Much like being bad for the sake of being bad, this is one of those tropes that the audience 

immediately recognizes, and always dislikes. It’s, frankly, pretty lame, and exceptionally 

overused. Get creative—it’s what writers do! 

Suddenly Failing 

If you spend the entirety of the book letting know what a super-tough bad guy this is, don’t just 

suddenly have them lose without reason. It’s not to say that the hero can’t win, sure they can, 

you just have to make it clear that the protagonist has dug deep, worked hard, or managed to 

brilliantly outsmart the villain. Make it a victory based solely on team-efforts—multiple forces 

joining together to take down this tyrant. 

This is applicable whether you’re writing a wrenching dystopian or a fifth grade comedy; don’t 

just suddenly have the bad guy, whoever or whatever it is, fail out of convenience. Our enemies 

aren’t conquered because “the story’s ending now”, they’re conquered because we worked 

harder, fought longer, pushed father, and grew into our true power. At the end of Philip 

Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, Lyra may have been (technically) triumphant, but she was 

completely transformed. Her mannerisms in the last chapter are almost alien to those displayed 

in the opening passages, even though she’s still clearly herself. She grew by leaps and bounds 
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over the course of that journey, and that’s a big part of why she was able to claim the victory she 

did. The hero has to earn it, or it’ll feel like the villain was never really a threat to begin with. 

 

Have respect for your villains. Treat them with dignity. Treat them, even, with love. You are, 

after all, their creator. They may be the bad guy of your tale, they may be the one you’re 

eventually going to strike down, but as any writer knows, you can love a character and still 

destroy them—we do it all the time. 

So let them be real. Let them have genuine relationships (though likely flawed, because, you 

know, emotional damage and psychosis and whatnot). Let them have goals and dreams and 

objectives. Fears and hopes and unfulfilled wishes. Don’t let a cardboard cutout of a flat, two-

dimensional villain be the stand-in for your living, breathing, vibrant antagonist—your hero, and 

your story, deserve the real deal. 
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Chapter Twelve: How to Disagree With Your Characters 
 
You can't believe everything you write. At least, not of your writing stories worth reading. 
 
One of the most interesting things about people is how differently each of them see the world. If 
your characters have any depth to them, the same will be true for the cast of your book. 
 
And that’s great—writers love creating different personas and stressing on being attributes. It's 
fun! 
 
But what about when it’s not so fun? What about when your character thinks in a way that's not 
just different from how you see things, but in direct opposition to you? 
 
This comes up a lot in villains, who might believe that slavery or murder is perfectly fine. They 
might be racist or sexist or classist, and you are (hopefully) none of those things. 
 
And somehow, in a villain, it seems okay. They’re supposed to be despicable, after all. 
 
Not every character we disagree with is an evil vision, though. Sometimes, a member of our 
primary cast might disagree with us. “Why would I write such a character?” you might ask, but 
really, it can be important or even necessary. Often, these characters add dimension to your 
story. Or they are necessary for plot reasons. Or maybe you just want to challenge yourself—who 
knows? The point is, there will be times where you won’t be 100% on-board with a character 
you’re writing…and I’m going to help you with that! 
 
Here’s an example: say you have a character who’s in a different political party than you are. You 
can't automatically make them a "bad" character because they disagree with your politics (I 
mean, you can, but it's kind of childish). And you can't write them to always sound like idiots 
every time they talk (again, technically you can, but it’s lame). 
 
So to write this character accurately—and respectfully—you're going to have to get inside their 
head. 
 
You don't ever have to agree with them, but you really should understand where they’re coming 
from. If you’re going to write it realistically, you’ll have to know why your character thinks the 
way they think, why they hold this belief, and where these feelings originated. Again, you don’t 
have to agree with it, but you’re going to want to do it justice. 
 
Let’s get into a specific example. Say you’re an avid animal lover, and one of your characters is 
deeply dog-phobic. On top of it, they’re a germaphobe, so they find animals gross. Due to this, 
your characters and has developed a strong dislike of animals Not abusive or mean, but they just 
really don’t like animals and don’t want to have them around. 
 
Again, you don’t get it…but they do. 
 
So try to understand their perspective. What’s it like to be so fearful and grossed-out by animals 
that you can’t bring yourself to go near them? It means that whatever rewards you get from 
playing with puppies don’t exist to this character. They don’t get the warm fuzzy feeling you get 
from a cute kitten…they get anxiety, fear, stress, and worry about getting fur on their clothes. 
They don’t see a dog at the park and immediately want to pet it, scratch its ears, and play fetch 
with it…they’re afraid it’s going to bark at them and possibly bite them. They’re worried about it 
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jumping on them, scratching them, and sending them to the hospital. So naturally, for them, 
seeing an animal is a very different experience than it is for you. 
 
You have to have some kind of sense of that attitude, and that pain. You have to look at the roots 
of those emotions: If dogs are rooted in memories of love, childhood joy, and playfulness for 
you, it might be hard to see how for another person they’re rooted in fear, pain, and 
insecurity…but if you master the art of stepping into someone else’s perspective, you’ll be an 
amazing person. 
 
And you know what else? You’ll be an amazing person. 
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Chapter Thirteen: Filler Characters 
 
I’ve waxed poetic so much on character development in this book that there’s almost nothing left 
to say on the topic (HAH. Gotcha—there’s always more to say on character development.) 
 
Previously, though, I’ve kept my focus on the main characters. And that makes sense—who, after 
all, is the primary focus of your story? Your main characters! (You know…that’s why they’re 
“main”.) 
 
Even secondary characters get a decent amount of attention and development, which is great. 
The more thoroughly developed the characters, the more compelling the story will be. 
 
But what about filler characters? You know, the door man, the cab driver, the people in the 
restaurant, the guards and soldiers and other characters who are essentially just meat popsicles 
standing around, existing in your story because there have to be other people who exist in your 
story apart from the primary cast.  
 
I mean, I don’t know about you guys, but when I go to the grocery store, it’s not just me, the one 
clerk I interact with, and an attractive guy I bump into repeatedly who later becomes a primary 
feature in my life. It’s old ladies and moms with kids in carts and teenagers puttering around 
and business people grabbing frozen dinners and an assortment of people who work there, 
stacking boxes and restocking produce. It’s couples and singles and college kids and basically 
every kind of person, all bustling about, trying to get everything they need and get the heck out 
of there. 
 
Naturally, your character isn’t going to interact with every single person they encounter. I 
certainly don’t—not because I’m mean, but it’s logistics. I simply can’t.  
 
So your characters certainly don’t need to get to know every single character they interact with 
on a deep, profound, personal level. 
 
But you should. 
 
Generate a backstory for them. It doesn’t have to be elaborate, but just make them something 
beyond the stereotypical, or the bland. You don’t want a bunch of cardboard cutouts standing 
around your novel—you want real people. 
 
So that cab driver? Maybe he used to be a doctor, but lost his license in an unfair malpractice 
law suit. Maybe his wife left him, and now he’s a cab driver…and maybe he’s really happy! 
Maybe he never wanted to go into medicine because his father pushed him into it, and that 
marriage was unhappy, and he’s found a freedom he never knew before in what others would 
have called a catastrophic failure. 
 
Your main characters don’t ever have to find all that out, but if you have that history in mind 
when you’re writing his scenes, then he’ll be a richer, fuller character. 
 
And FYI, that little history I wrote up for the cab driver took me about eleven seconds to think 
up. This is not some kind of extensive character study, and it shouldn’t be a challenge; just think 
of interesting character traits. 
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If you aren’t confident in that, pick a real-life person you know or have encountered—a teacher, 
a friend’s parent, a quirky neighbour—and borrow a few of their traits. It’s a great way to create 
a real feel for a character without having to expend tremendous amounts of effort. 
 
The thing with these side characters is we usually don’t plan them out; they just pop up as the 
story evolves. You don’t think, “And then they’ll walk past the doorman,” they just do it in the 
story and you have an opportunity to either leave it completely bland, or give a little spirit to the 
scene with a witty exchange, a funny anecdote, or an interesting but irrelevant factoid. 
 
These additions are usually made in editing, after the second or third drafts have been 
completed. It’s in the “fleshing out” stage of the book that you actually have the time, energy, 
and understanding for what the story needs. So have fun with it. Let it be playful and exciting, 
rather than daunting. This is the dash of seasoning that adds flavour to your story, and used 
right, it can make a good novel great! 
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Chapter Fourteen: Emotion 
 

Writing emotion in your characters is the epitome of the “show don’t tell” rule of writing. While 

telling is not always bad—it can be very useful and helpful when you need to unload a lot of 

information in a short space—when your characters emote is not the time for that. 

This is when you want to get into the nitty-gritty of it. Vivid description, powerful language, 

evocative scenes—this is what you’re seeking to create in intense, emotional moments. 

And keep in mind that your characters’ emotional reactions should be unique to them.  

If a beloved parent dies, and the response of their three children is your focal point, remember 

that everyone deals with things differently. Maybe the oldest child busies herself by trying to 

take care of the younger two, hiding from her feelings and acting as though she’s fine. Perhaps 

the middle child was always quiet and withdrawn, and so becomes increasingly so now, pulling 

away from everyone around them. Maybe the youngest had a strained relationship with the 

parent, and now reacts by getting angry, because they are wracked by guilt and pain over having 

never resolved their issues. 

Some people resort to humour when they’re in pain. Others get reckless, self-destructive. Other 

still will find someone to blame and seek revenge. 

For characters who have survived intense stress or traumatic events, responses like PTSD and 

the development of psychological disorders can be a factor. One of your characters might try to 

forget everything that happened. Some might develop anxious, panicked reactions to any similar 

events.  

After such events, some people become dependent on substances. Drug and alcohol addictions 

are a common response to intense stress for some people, and perhaps one of your characters 

fits the bill for this. 

A few of your characters will even rise in this time of stress, providing love and support to those 

around them.  

What about joy? Some people react to joyous news with screaming, jumping, clapping, laughing. 

Some cry. Others freeze up for a moment while they process the awesome thing that just 

happened. One person might want to rush out and tell everyone he knows, another might want 

to sit and talk with only a small group her friends. 

Just like some people drink out of sorrow, some drink out of joy, to celebrate. Some throw 

parties. Some can’t shut up about how excited they are. 

And don’t forget the people who get scared when something good happens: Fear of losing a good 

thing is a powerful and innate reaction in some, and can make them seem almost sad or afraid in 

response to something positive. 
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Use descriptive language when writing emotion. Don’t say, “Ann felt sad, but tried to hide it”—

that tells us something that we’d much rather feel. Instead, say, “Ann’s entire body tensed as she 

tried to swallow the lump in her throat and blink away the moisture invading her eyes. There 

was a tightness in her chest that left her unable to breathe. She closed her eyes against the 

questioning eyes of those around her.” 

It’s a little wordier, yes, but emotional moments are not a time to be economical with our 

writing. The point is not to show your readers that your characters are sad, the point is to draw 

those emotions out of your reader, so that they themselves feel the sensation. They must relate 

on a very deep level to what your character is feeling, or the moment will be lost on them, and 

the bond with your characters won’t form as strongly as it should. 

The key to this is to remember to describe how the emotion feels, not what the emotion is. Focus 

on body reactions—breathing patterns, heart rate, sweat on palms, dryness in the mouth, 

fluttering in the stomach, shivering, pacing, wringing hands, heaviness of eyelids, and other 

physical sensations like that. 

A trick I like to keep in mind is this: Negative emotions (stress, pain, fear, anger) feel like 

contracting. Think of something or someone that has caused you pain or anger in the past. Call 

up the emotion as clearly as you can. Notice how, if you start to feel anything in your body, it 

likely feels like constricting. Tightening. I always notice that it feels like my body is shrinking 

down around my heart. This is because, when in a negative place, we react in a way meant to 

protect ourselves, which involves tensing of the muscles. There are a million other body-

reactions that go with these emotions, too, but the overall theme of it is contraction. 

Alternately, positive emotions (joy, gratitude, love, excitement) feel like expanding. Think of 

someone or something that has caused you joy, or someone you deeply love, and you’ll see that 

you feel as though your chest is swelling—for me, it usually feels like my body is trying to 

become larger than it is. Our muscles, in this case, relax, and our breath becomes deeper, and all 

of these sensations work together to create the positive emotion body-reactions: Again, the 

overall theme this time is expansion. 

Since every emotion can be sorted into the broad categories of “positive” and “negative”, use this 

idea as a jumping-off point, especially if you find yourself stuck or confused as to how to 

proceed. Just figure out whether your character is contracting or expanding, and write from 

there. 
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Chapter Fifteen: Character Arcs 
 

You’ve heard of story arcs, and you’ve likely heard of character arcs, as well. This is the personal 

journey that each individual character takes within themselves. It is far less about the outside 

circumstances (thought the events of your book certainly can—and should—contribute to this 

inner journey) and more about what the character experiences within themselves. 

Literary fiction is known for exploring this deeply, but no story is complete without good 

character arcs.  

There are a lot of ways this can go, but generally, there are three primary arcs that your 

characters can experience, and they are: 

Change – Also commonly called “The Hero’s Journey”, this is that classic storyline that 

involves an ordinary person undergoing drastic, incredible change so that, by the end of the 

story, they are a hero who has saved some huge population. A lot changes about the character in 

this scenario, as they typically move from flawed, self-centered, or small-minded and into 

responsible, courageous, and altruistic. 

Growth – Not quite as drastic as the Change arc, the Growth arc involves the character 

overcoming a personal limitation (fear, weakness, anger, etc.) and growing as a person so that 

they are fuller, happier, and more well-rounded by the end. This can often simply be a 

perspective change—a shift in thinking—that moves them from one state to another. This is not 

necessarily an “improvement” arc, though it can be. It can also just be a move to a different state 

of being—perhaps one that is more suited to the character. 

Fall – Usually used in tragic tales, the Fall arc is what all our villains went through to become 

villains. The outcome of the story actually doesn’t have to dictate this one—while it might seem 

like a failure for the protagonist is necessary, you can write a Fall regardless of the story’s 

outcome. Say your hero does manage to save the world (or whatever), creating a happy ending 

for everyone else. But if the main character has lost too much, or been hurt too deeply, the story 

arc can still be a Fall. This is when they descend into madness, become an immoral person 

(perhaps even a villain in their own right), or die. 

Most people focus on the main character’s arc, but I think it’s important that at least your 

secondary characters have arcs, as well. They don’t have to be as detailed or drawn out as your 

main character’s, but they should definitely be there. 

And keep in mind that just because there are three categories, it doesn’t mean there can’t be 

some overlap. Change involves growth, Growth involves change, and a Fall entails a lot of 

change. You can mix these up how you like. 

Also, your characters might experience several smaller arcs while they complete their overall 

arc. For example, in Christopher Nolan’s Batman trilogy, the first movie takes Bruce through a 

Change arc, while the second takes him through a Fall. In the last movie, he experiences Growth, 

resulting in him hanging up the cowl and retiring from his hero work. 
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This makes his overall character arc one of Growth, but he moves through all three over the 

course of the series. 

If you’re writing multiple books in a series, keep in mind that there should be a character arc for 

each one, and they can mix and mingle to create your character’s bigger, series-spanning arc 

that will resolve their story at the end of the series. 
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THE WRITING PROCESS 
 

Chapter Sixteen: The Devil Is In the Details 
 
When people think of writing, they tend to think of the big picture. Character arcs and 
rising/falling action, book plots and major scenes. Even experienced writers have a habit of 
focusing on the big things, the things that ensure the story makes sense, flows logically, and 
doesn’t have any glaring plot-holes or crazy mistakes. 
 
And that’s good! We need to devote a lot of time and attention to these things, because they are 
absolutely important. A great story has to have a great plot, great characters, and great writing. 
That’s your basis, that’s your foundation. 
 
The problem comes when, in an effort to give these elements of the story their due attention, we 
ignore other elements that, while not as blatantly, in-your-face important, are still crucial to a 
great story. 
 
There is something incredible about a story with excellent attention to details that captivates 
audiences. Much like a synopsis can sound cool, but reading the book is far more enjoyable, 
reading a book that includes the right details is ten times more fun. 
 
Now, a word of caution—don’t over-write. Detail can become boring and even painful if it’s 
utilized too often, or in too great of detail. I know, I know—I’m saying “be detailed!” and then 
I’m saying “don’t be too detailed!” and now you hate me. I get that. Just try to work on striking 
that balance, because it’s so worth it. 
 
Details are most appreciated when they’re woven seamlessly into the prose, rather than breaking 
off from the narrative. Consider the difference here: 
 
  Anna pulled at the hem of her sweater as she surveyed the  

dark room they’d stepped into, studying the shifting shadows in the  
corner. She didn’t like the musty smell of the place, but worse was the  
cold. Anna rubbed her arms and let out a shuddering breath, which  
rose in a little cloud before her. 

 
Now compare that to: 
 
  Anna was nervous. She didn’t like the room they’d stepped into  

this time. It was too dim, with many shadows and dark corners. The  
room also smelled bad—musty and dank. To top it off, it was so cold  
that Anna could see her breath. 

 
(Or even just: “Anna was nervous. She didn’t like the room they’d stepped into this time—it was 
creepy.”) 
 
The second paragraph is much more “tell-y” with its details, making it less personal. It removes 
the reader from the character’s perspective, which can be jarring if done wrong. I’m not saying 
there’s never a place for this, but it’s more fun (and more natural) to experience it from the 
character, and in that perspective, the details are enjoyed, rather than glossed over by a bored 
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reader. The third example in parenthesis isn’t necessarily wrong, either, but it leaves a lot to be 
desired. Why was it creepy? How was it creepy? 
 
It isn't just narrative details, either. I've said multiple times before that you need to know your 
characters inside and out, and this is another example of why. When you know your characters 
the way you know yourself, dropping little details about them into the prose will be natural and 
automatic. It won’t even be something you think about. (This is yet another benefit to having 
people, rather than characters, star in your novel.) 
 
You know you’re doing your job with the fine details right when someone can read your book 
over and over and find new things each time—it means your story is packed with hidden details 
(the best kinds!) that give it the richness that inspires people to read it over and over again in the 
first place. 
 
These details will often reveal themselves to you in edits and revisions, so don’t stress too much 
over getting it all in on the first or even second draft.  Much like humour, these details almost 
always come later on, and are just a bonus if they pop up in your early drafts! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://blog.widbook.com/the-difference-between-awesome-characters-and-awesome-people/
http://blog.widbook.com/the-difference-between-awesome-characters-and-awesome-people/
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Chapter Seventeen: How Long Should Your Book Be? 
 
Short Answer: Your book should be as long as it needs to be, but not longer. So whatever it is 
you need to write to tell your story to its fullest, WRITE THAT. 
 
Long Answer: Well… 
 

Distinctions 

There are actually classifications for works of fiction based on word count. They are, generally 
speaking, as follows: 
 
Flash Fiction: 0 – 3,000 words 
Short Story: 3,000 – 8,000 words 
Novelette: 8,000 – 17,000 words 
Novella: 17,000 – 50,000 words 
Novel: 50,000 words and up 
 
There is an added category—Epics—which is 100,000, or sometimes 200,000 words and more. 
But this isn’t always acknowledged. 
 
There are also other distinctions. For example, depending on the target age or specific genre of 
your novel, length might vary a bit. Here are some notable distinctions within the industry: 
 
Middle Grade: 20,000 (for younger MG readers) to 55,000 (for older MG readers) 
Young Adult: 50,000 – 70,000, though you can safely get into the 80,000 range if the story 
warrants it (Note: A lot of popular YA books have, in recent years, pushed this up into the 
100,000+ range, so publishers and readers alike are becoming much more open-minded in this 
category). 
Adult (Commercial & Literary, including Memoirs): 75,000 – 100,000 is a good range, 
and comfortable for most industry pros. 
Sci-Fi and/or Fantasy: 100,000 – 120,000 is a good range, as these genres can run a bit long 
due to extensive world-building and more necessity to explain the settings. 
 
I’ll say again that you should write your book the way it needs to be written—don’t box yourself 
in or force more words out when it doesn’t feel right just to fit a bracket someone else set. 
However, it’s nice to know the guidelines and industry standards (even if you’re self-publishing) 
and give yourself a reference point. 
 
There will always be exceptions to the rules. Some writers rock their genre with word counts 
well above or below the norm. It’s good to be aware, though, so you know if you’re querying 
publishers or agents what they’ll think when they see your word count. 
 
And keep in mind that, in some cases, a higher word count will be seen as an inability on the 
writer’s part to self-edit. Low word counts can be seen as lacking detail—I was told by someone 
in #PitchWars that my then-40,000 word manuscript was too short for most agents. It’s in the 
63,000 word range now, which works for the story and for the industry. Win-win! 
 
Again, it’s all highly subjective, so use these guides to your advantage…then write whatever your 
story requires! 
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Chapter Eighteen: How Long Should Chapters Be? Should You Even 

HAVE Chapters?? 
 
A question almost every writer will ask themselves at one point or another (or at several points 

in the writing process) is: “How long should my chapters be?” 

Here are the primary concerns I’ve found in myself and my fellow writers: 

 My chapters are too long 

 My chapters are too short 

 My chapters vary too much in length 

 Should I name my chapters, or just use numbers? 

That’s by no means an exhaustive list, but I do try to keep things simple. 

So I’m here to assure you of one thing: None of this matters. 

Seriously, chapter length is one of those things that’s completely stylistic. There are no hard-

and-fast rules. It’s entirely a matter of personal choice and how you like your chapters to be. 

For instance, I personally like to keep my chapters relatively consistent. However, if I can make 

a dramatic impact with a short chapter, or if I need to make a major perspective shift after only a 

short scene, I’ll do it. This might leave me with one chapter that goes on for six pages, with the 

next chapter only going for two, but if the story calls for it, I’ll do it. 

I read a book once—and I can’t for the life of me remember the title—that used chapter length to 

express the decaying mental state of the narrator. Earlier chapters were short, as she recovered 

from trauma. Then, as she began to heal, they became longer, more detailed, and more intricate. 

Towards the end of the book, when her mind started to deteriorate for different reasons, 

chapters got short again. One of the final chapters consisted of a single, succinct sentence. While 

in the midst of reading, this was actually a very powerful emotional tactic that drove the author’s 

point home in an almost tangible way. 

Some authors don’t even use chapters. I’ve seen books that simply use line breaks to indicate a 

scene change (sometimes just with a space, sometimes with a symbol between paragraphs). It 

creates a continuous flow in the novel that, for the right story, works great. 

So back to the question of how long your chapters should be: Aim for whatever works best for 

your story. If you like to keep things uniform, you can set yourself a word/page range that you 

can aim for. This will probably vary from book to book, as different stories call for different 

styles. 

If this gets overwhelming and stressful, just keep things simple. Do basic chapters and don’t 

stress too much about the length. As long as your chapters aren’t 15,000 words each, it’s unlikely 

anyone will even notice you’re doing anything different with them. 
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As for naming vs. chapter numbers, that’s even more “entirely up to you” than the rest of this 

stuff. I never name my chapters unless I have a very good reason and some very good names—

numbers work fine (and most people aren’t paying attention, anyway!). 

As always, just do what feels right for your story, and for your style. The whole point of writing is 

that we’re all unique, and that unique flavor is what makes each of us great in our own ways. So 

don’t lose that to technicalities—preserving your voice is worth a couple stylistic differences 

between artists. 
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Chapter Nineteen: Making Time to Write 
 
Most of us have been burned by the “goal setting” game before. Oh, we set such lofty goals. We 

make such glorious plans. And on day one, there we are, raring to go and ready for success. 

…And then life catches up with us and tramples our dreams into the mud. 

So pick a goal—like getting a book publish-ready—and set a realistic timeline. “Realistic” 

meaning, if you work full-time and have kids, you probably won’t be able to write a book from 

start to finished, polished draft in six weeks. But you can totally get that done in a year, if you’re 

diligent. 

Now you just worry about your smaller goals that will move you from start to finish. Oh, and 

your methods for achieving this goal, of course. 

Writing daily, getting critique partners and beta readers to keep yourself in check, setting 

personal deadlines, and utilizing some kind of organizational system to keep you on track (I 

recommend the bullet journal). 

The methods you utilize to make sure you get your goals achieved will be unique to you, but the 

point is to spell them out as clearly as you can. 

Don’t overwhelm yourself with goals—fitness, health, career, relationship, books…just take a 

deep breath and resolve to do the best you can in all aspects of your life. 

However, if you’re really committed to something, set aside some time (thirty minutes or so) 

and sit down by yourself. Put on some nice music (not something that will distract you), gather 

your materials (books with pointers or articles with information you need), and map out what it 

is you want to do with 2015.  

Our goals don’t happen to us, we make them happen, so put pen to paper, make it real, and then 

make a plan! It doesn’t have to be an outrageous plan; it doesn’t have to rock the world. Just one 

small step every day in the right direction will get you where you need to go—it’s not the size of 

the act, but the consistency of regular action that makes things happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GfRf43JTqY4
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Chapter Twenty: Why & How to Utilize Conflict in Stories 
 
Think of a story where the protagonist moves seamlessly and easily from one situation to the 
next. When they say something like, “Here’s the plan…” things actually go according to plan. 
Where unexpected obstacles don’t pop up. 
 
That would be the. Most. Boring. Story. EVER. 
 
If you’ve never given it much thought, think back to every good book, movie, show, or any other 
form of entertainment you’ve ever enjoyed. Did things tend to go smoothly for the main 
characters, or did they go from one disaster to another? In all likelihood, there were a lot of 
bumps in the road, a lot of obstacles to overcome, and unforeseen problems all over the place. 
And that’s what makes it fun. 
 
There’s always the initial conflict—the thing that gets the story rolling. Often times, this is a 
problem that doesn’t get resolved until the end of the story (if ever). If it resolves earlier, a new 
conflict must be introduced before the original conflict concludes, creating a sense of even 
greater tension—basically: “Whew, that’s over! …OH NO, SOMETHING WORSE IS 
HAPPENING!” 
 
In my current novel, my protagonist—Rosalind—discovers her house is haunted. That’s the first 
problem. You also catch glimpses at other problems, like her strained relationship with her 
absent mother, and her struggles to deal with her father’s new girlfriend. As Rosalind tries to 
resolve her primary problem of a haunted house, things only get worse. Every attempt to fix it 
makes her situation even more unstable, and in fact raises additional problems she hadn’t even 
thought of before. By then end of it…well, naturally I don’t want to give you spoilers, but things 
end up pretty crazy. 
 
My basic rule for writing is this: Give your characters a plan, then think of fun ways that their 
plan can go horribly wrong. 
 
As it has been so eloquently stated, “Chase your characters up a tree, then throw rocks at them.” 
 
Conflict creates excitement, intrigue, and suspense. It also lends a very necessary level of realism 
to your story. Readers dislike scenarios when things go too smoothly. If it’s “too easy” then the 
story isn’t rewarding. 
 
Your conflicts and obstacles don’t have to be outlandish (they can, though! As long as it suits 
your story), but they definitely need to be there. Remember: “Coincidences that get your 
characters into trouble are excellent, coincidences that get them out of trouble are cheating.” 
 
So, your characters need to sneak into a concert? Don’t just have them get noticed by security, 
have them get caught by their enemy, who has tickets and knows your main characters didn’t get 
tickets. This person can now tip off security AND mess with your characters in their own way. Or 
they can just take matters into their own hands. 
 
Are your characters rushing to make it to the airport before their plane takes off? Don’t just have 
them miss it—have them get in a car accident on the way, or get arrested in security for some 
suspicious (but ultimately innocent) items in their suitcase. 
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I’ll consent that not everything has to go wrong every time, but it should at least go a little 
differently from what the characters (and readers) had planned on. If they’re going to the 
grocery store, have them bump into a friend who drags them out on the town, or gives them 
some interesting piece of information. Just so long as it’s unexpected, and interesting, and 
engaging for your audience. 
 
Have fun with it! It’s supposed to be enjoyable for you. Your readers may ask you questions like, 
“Why are you so mean to your characters?” or “Why did you have to kill ____?” or “What the 
hell is wrong with you?” but it’s all out of love! A story that makes a person feel is a story that’s 
doing its job. 
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Chapter Twenty-One: The Problems with Romance in Most Literature 
 

I’m not a romance writer. I’ll be honest with you:  I’m not even a romance reader.  I’m the first 

to admit that it’s not my genre of choice, and therefore I am a poor judge of it. 

But after giving it some thought, I realized that I don’t actually have a problem with romance or 

love.  I don’t find it “icky” or “stupid” or anything…I just tend to find books and movies that 

center solely on romance to be lacking. 

Originally, I chalked this up to personal taste.  After all, I like action, adventure, supernatural, 

paranormal, sci-fi, dystopian…romance is too tame and ordinary for me, right? 

I’m starting to suspect, though, that that’s not the case.  See, I’m writing my own stories, and I’m 

incorporating my own romances into them…and I’m having fun with it.  I enjoy the back-and-

forth.  I like the growing closeness.  I like watching a relationship blossom between two people, 

and having them react to it in their own ways.  I even like the challenges that come with 

relationships, be they the ordinary challenges faced by all, or things like “we can’t have a 

romantic night out because our city keeps getting bombed.” 

So why don’t I enjoy romance when I’m reading a romance novel? 

I think I’ve figured it out:  Most people don’t write romance in a way that allows you to actually 

attach to the characters. 

Authors have a bad habit of telling the audience that characters are in love, when actually, they 

need to show the love.  I’m not going to believe—or care—about these characters or their 

romance unless I’ve had the chance to attach to them. 

Don’t just make the characters fall in love with each other, make the reader fall in love with both 

of them, and ache to see them together.  There are always those “perfect couples” that aren’t 

together yet, and it just kills the audience.   

And why are they a “perfect couple” to us?  Because we’ve seen how they are, we’ve gotten 

attached to them, and we know that they’re great together.  We see how they’re happier in one 

another’s presence, and how they support, care for, and are always there for one another.  Even 

better—they’re fun when they’re together.  Do you ever see combinations of characters in books 

or movies that are just hilarious and awesome when they’re together?  You love their chemistry, 

their dialogue, their banter and exchanges, even bickering and disagreements.  That is what 

makes an audience love the idea of two characters together.  That is what will get your readers 

hooked on the romance.  That is what will make them care about the outcome. 

And the way to do this?  Once again, it’s to write real people instead of characters. 

Use examples from real life, or look at characters from other stories who really captured your 

heart. 
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Side note:  Even if your characters are already together—like a married couple or a long-

standing committed relationship—you can convince the audience that they are perfect together 

by showing how great they are together.  The rules are the same, you just get to approach it as a 

romance that’s already in motion, rather than one that’s just beginning.  Just remember to give 

them history; all couples have it. 

The funny thing is my advice for writing good romance is the same as my advice for writing 

anything else well:  Make sure your characters are real, genuine people, and make sure the 

audience cares. 

And that, dear readers, is how you can make romance fun! 
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Chapter Twenty-Two: How to Master Pace and Flow in Your Novel 
 

One of the most elusive aspects of writing is getting your pacing right. Is your book moving too 

fast? Too slow? Any scenes that feel draggy or rushed can mess with your reader’s enjoyment, 

and hurt an otherwise fantastic story. 

Here are some things to watch out for in your writing, as well as a few tips for improving the 

flow of your novel: 

Don’t Be Repetitive 

This one comes from personal experience, as I just had it pointed out to me in one of my novels 

that I was restating something several times. It made sense in the context of the story, as my 

main character was having to share details of the strange events happening in her life with 

several different people, but from the audience’s perspective, it gets redundant fast.  Use 

summarization and to move through these scenes more quickly. 

Something as simple as, “She explained the events of the previous night to her friends,” is 

enough to get the point across to a reader, especially if said events were actually described in the 

story. You’ll recall I recently mentioned that telling isn’t always the worst thing ever—you want 

to avoid it most of the time, sure, but sprinkled here and there to save time and leave space for 

more interesting details? Perfect. 

In edits, look for places where a lengthy, dull description can be summed up in a, “They did X, Y, 

& Z. Then…” kind of fashion—your readers will thank you. 

Check Your Transitions 

One of the places we tend to trip up is when we shift scenes. In our own minds, it’s clear that the 

setting has shifted, since we know exactly what’s going on in the story. It won’t be as obvious to 

our readers, though, who aren’t privy to all the intricate details of the novel that its author 

knows. Checking your transitions is important because there’s a good chance you’ve skimmed 

some facts your reader needs to follow along.  This can be a place where things progress too 

quickly. 

Check Your Detailed Scenes 

Scenes where you get into a lot of detail—describing a setting, a person, an event, or an 

emotion—can be slow and drawn-out. It’s another easy area to get mixed up as an author, 

because we might think we’re resolving the “moving too fast/too few details” problem listed 

above, overcompensating with an overload of information. It can get boring fast, so check for 

scenes that seek to clarify too much, as it can cause readers to want to put your book down (and 

maybe never return!). 

Get Your Beta Readers on the Job 

The best—absolute best—way to make sure your pacing and flow are in check is to have other 

people read your work. It’s scary, sure, but it’s going to help you catch all the errors you’re blind 

to at this point. You probably won’t notice half the errors I mentioned above, but a reader 

certainly will.  That’s why they’re so valuable, and so indispensable to your writing career. 
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It’s good to do a read-through of your manuscript with these specific questions in mind, and of 

course to hand it off to some trusted proof-readers. When you read with the intention of finding 

these errors, you’re more likely to notice them, and that will improve your writing by leaps and 

bounds! 
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EDITING 
 

Editing your own writing can be weird.  Not even necessarily difficult…just…weird.  It can also 

feel ineffective sometimes.  I mean, how many times can you read the same page of text before 

you start just zoning out on it, even with your best efforts to focus? 

But we can’t always ask others to edit for us.  Sometimes, our work simply isn’t ready for the 

public eye yet, or no one is available, or we’re in a pinch and need it done now. 

So whip out your red pen and your current work in progress, and let’s do some edits! 

Fun Fact: Even after all this work, your book will still be full of typos.  And that’s OK.  At least 

it’s off to a good start, and it’ll be ready for edits and reviews!  Here’s where your critique 

partners will come in handy. 

Editing will never exactly be easy, but it can be efficient (and even fun, if you turn it into a 

drinking game)!  Make yourself an action plan based off this list, stock up on coloured pens, and 

have a blast! 
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Chapter Twenty-Three: Attack of the Red Pen: Part I – How to Edit 

Your Manuscript 
 

So you’ve written a book.  Yay! 

…Now what? 

Odds are you’re editing and revising.  Which is great, because, as Hemingway said, “The first 

draft of anything is shit.” 

So, how can you effectively edit your own work?  By taking planned and deliberate steps, which 

I’ll tell you all about right here! 

Rest 

Let it sit. 

Set that bad boy aside and let it settle.  Let your own mind rest, too, by getting away from your 

story for a while.  The distance will give you perspective you lack when you’re submerged in your 

story’s world.  Step back.  Take a break.  Catch up on that sleep you probably lost during the 

writing.  It’ll do you good. 

Print 

There is nothing like a real, hard-copy, printed draft and a red pen.  You see typos and errors on 

the printed page that are simply invisible on the screen.  It also gets you away from the 

computer—full of distractions and obligations—and into your book wholly.  It’s the editing 

version of writing your first hand by draft. 

Start with a read-through 

Sit down with your manuscript and take notes, either on the manuscript itself or in a notebook—

preferably both.  Make any and all notes that occur to you. 

Read It Out Loud 

Harrison Ford famously said of the Star Wars script: “You can write this shit, George, but you 

can’t say it.” 

Reading your manuscript out loud—preferably to an audience—will give you a much clearer idea 

of the flow, the pacing, and the overall feel of the prose.  It’s kind of how our voice always sounds 

different when we hear it over a recording; we can’t see things as they are when we’re too close 

in them 

Analyze your characters 

This is the time to really study the people in your book.  Are they consistent?  Do they grow?  Do 

they have depth?  Are they interesting?  Are they complex?   

Whatever you want your characters to be, this is the time to figure out how to get them there. 
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Analyze Story Structure 

How are your scenes flowing?  Are they all relevant?  Are you foreshadowing as needed?  Have 

you accidentally foreshadowed something that no longer happens?  Check for consistency, 

relevance, and adequate detail being provided to your readers. 

Scene-by-scene Edit 

Make sure your scenes are all contributing somehow, either by moving the story along or 

revealing information.  If you find scenes that are dragging, too short, random, or misplaced, 

this is the time to fix it. 

Edit scene content 

This is where you address all the “telling” and make sure you’re “showing”.  If your scenes are 

too…well, I call it “explainy”—and if your scenes are too explainy, your audience will get 

annoyed.  So this is the time to clean it up and use active language, rather than passive narrative. 

Edit scene structure and language 

How’s your word choice?  How are the scenes flowing, not only from one to another, but within 

themselves?  Do you need to rearrange anything, or clarify?  Is your language clunky or 

confusing?  Tighten up those words! 

Proofread! 

And now, the part you’ve been waiting for—proper proofreading!  You know what to do here—

cross those Ts, dot those Is, and make sure everything’s properly spelled and punctuated.  It’s 

time to unleash your inner Grammar Nazi, so go bananas on your manuscript! 

Recruit Help 

There will come a time when you can no longer look at your manuscript.  You just won’t be able 

to stand it anymore.  It’s about the point when the coffee runs out and your eyes get stuck 

crossed because you’ve been reading day in and day out. 

When this happens (or, maybe before, to save your sanity), you need to recruit some outside 

help.  You’ve made some writer friends by now (right?), so go to them (if you’ve been doing 

things like I recommended, you’ve already helped them with their edits, so they should be 

thrilled to return the favor). 

Make Notes (And Then a Plan) 

Make notes like crazy!  Make notes on your printed manuscript, and in Evernote, and in a 

notebook—anywhere and everywhere.  You need to know what you’re doing, and what’s wrong 

with your book (and trust me, there are multiple things wrong with it), so don’t be afraid to jot 

down ideas, thoughts, and concerns; you’re going to need them when you start sorting out the 

mess that is your book (and turning it into that awesome story you know it can be). 

The notes will help you form your plan of attack.  This is the list of things you need to do when 

you start applying those changes you decided upon.  You might make some contradicting 

decisions in the middle of your edits, so be sure to review ALL your notes beforehand—it’ll help 

you see the big picture, keep things in perspective, and figure out where you need to make 

improvements. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four: Attack of the Red Pen: Part II – I Think You 

Need Professional Help 
 

Last week, I talked to you about how to take to your own manuscript with red pen in hand, inner 

editor at the ready, and start making changes. 

But are your own eyes enough?  Probably not.  We have a way of going blind to our own work—

after all, no one will ever read your book as many times as you, and odds are you’ve already been 

over it multiple times.  You aren’t going to see half of what’s there anymore. 

This isn’t to say that self-editing is ineffective—it is—however, after a few rounds, once your 

book starts picking up that nice sheen of the freshly polished, you’re going to want to get some 

back up.  You’re going to want to know that it’s ready for the public. 

You’re going to want to seek professional help. 

Calling in a Pro 

If you decide you’d like to work with a professional editor, you’re going to want to get someone 

who’s a right fit for you.  Things to consider: 

 Your work’s genre, age group, word count, and other stats. 

 Your specific editing needs (story structure, grammar and spelling, character 

development, etc.) 

 Your timeframe 

 Your budget 

 What you want to get out of the editing service 

When you look for an editor, keep all of these concerns—and any others you might want to add 

to the list—in the forefront of your mind. They'll want to know, and you'll want to make sure 

you're hiring someone who specializes in what you've got. 

Start with these resources:  Your network of writers, online writers’ publications, and a basic 

Google search (also check the resources listed below).  You can also check out the blogs and 

websites of other independent authors, especially those you respect.  Sometimes, they’ll post 

about their editing experiences. 

When you ask your writer network, be sure to make specific inquiries about the quality of the 

editor.  What was their experience?  What was the turnaround?  Was the editor pleasant to work 

with, but also honest in their critiquing? 

And keep an eye out for the following red flags that can spell disaster for you: 

 Some referrals (particularly form other industry pros, like publishers or agents) can earn 

a small percentage for the referrer, so make sure your referrals aren’t motivated by 

monetary gain 
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 Not being able to find credentials, work history, past clients, and/or samples of their 

work 

 If they seem secretive about their process or won’t answer your questions in an up-front 

manner 

 If they aren’t choosy about the work they edit (most editors have a preferred genre, style, 

etc., so anyone who isn’t picky is probably desperate) 

 Indicators that they’re not a seasoned pro, like a lack of past clients or a short time in the 

industry 

 If they’re going to be having an intern or assistant do the editing 

In particular, look for editors who are members of one of the following: 

 Editorial Freelancers Association (US) 

 The Society for Editors and Proofreaders (UK)  

 The Institute of Professional Editors (Australia) 

 The Editors’ Association of Canada (Um…Canada) 

This will help ensure the professionalism, experience, and resources to do your book justice.  

They’re also great resources for finding potential editors. 

And lastly, be sure to get everything in writing, and to discuss all parameters of the business 

arrangement you’re entering into.  Ask questions, take time, and make sure you’re comfortable 

with the person you’re hiring—they are, after all, going to critique your baby!  Take your time 

finding the right editor, and put the necessary legwork and researching into it.  Read up on the 

person, check them out on social media, talk to past clients; it’ll be worth the effort in the long 

run. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.the-efa.org/
http://www.sfep.org.uk/
http://www.iped-editors.org/
http://www.editors.ca/


HOW DO E S IT NO T EAT  BE E S? 

EVE JACOB  P a g e  | 59 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five: How to Get Beta Readers and Critique Partners 
 

One of the most important steps you’ll take as a writer is letting someone else critique your 

work.  It can be the most terrifying thing you’ll have to do as a writer, but it’s also the only way 

you’ll ever achieve the following: 

 Getting a book published 

 Earning loyal fans 

 Writing an incredible book with good characters that people actually enjoy 

This list is presented in no particular order.  Obviously. (Right? That is obvious, right?) 

Allowing someone to not only read your work, but critique it can be completely daunting. 

So, where to start?  I’m glad I insinuated that you asked that question so I can tell you my 

answer! 

Connect With Other Writers 

First of all, you need to be connecting with writers.  Twitter, Goodreads, writer’s clubs, real life 

critique groups…these are all invaluable resources. 

Now that you’re connected with other writers, start reading their work.  This is valuable for a lot 

of reasons.  First and foremost, it’s the right thing to do.  This is your friend, and as a friend, you 

should want to support their work, so read up on what they have to offer—you never know if 

they’ll be your new favourite author. 

There are fringe benefits to this, though.  You can learn their writing style, their strengths and 

weaknesses, their voice, and even their writing process (this would be more from talking to 

them, but it’s still good). 

Now you’ll know if they’re a good person to critique your work or not, and also if you’re a good 

person to critique their work in return. 

Give Before You Get 

I think I’ve had three or four stories critiqued in the two-ish years that I’ve been actively making 

writer-friends online.  Alternately, I’ve critiqued about 10 full-length books and so many short 

stories that I can’t even begin to estimate. 

What’s really cool is, now that I’ve got some industry interest in my novel (which caused much 

screaming and running around excitedly), I have a bunch of people who are grateful for my 

feedback and willing to return the favour.  It’s completely win-win. 

Learn to Give Good Critiques 

You can’t just give critiques, you have to give good critiques.  By “good” I mean useful.  Be 

honest.  Did that character annoy you so much that you couldn’t finish the book?  The author 

needs to know this.  Did the plot get too confusing for you to follow?  They also need to know 

this.  It can be hard to give anything but the glowiest, most happy and positive 
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review…especially to a friend…but it’s necessary.  And if you do it with the intention of helping 

make their writing better, then they’ll appreciate it.  It’s a lot better to hear this from you than 

from the audience once their book is out there and in the world, after all. 

But there’s another benefit here, too:  By giving truthful reviews, you’ll start to solidify the 

understanding in yourself that a negative review of a book is not a negative review of a person.  

Don’t be mean, of course, but do be honest.  You’ll start understanding where and why “bad” 

comments can come into a manuscript…and you’ll be less wounded when you get your own 

corrections.  (And you will get corrections). 

Keep Hunting 

You’ll give a critique for someone who will never return the favour, or you’ll get a critique from 

someone who only tells you nice, happy comments.  You won’t mesh well with someone as a 

critique partner, despite doing great with them as a friend.  It happens—it’s natural.  Keep 

looking, keep seeking.  Even after you find someone good, keep looking—you might find another 

good critique partner, and now you have two! 

Having a few trusted, knowledgeable, and honest friends in the writing industry who are 

familiar with your stories, genre, and style can be one of the most valuable things you’ll ever add 

to your life, not just on a professional level, but on a personal level, too.  You’ll make some of 

your best friends this way, and that on its own is worth giving out a few critiques. 
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MISCELLANEOUS THINGS 
 

Chapter Twenty-Six: The Top Three Worst Pieces of Advice I've Ever 

Received (And Why They're The WORST) 
 

Writers get a lot of advice on their craft.  From people who don’t write, it’s almost always a 

disaster, but even from established, award-winning authors, advice on writing can be bad.  

While there are a lot of terrible pieces of career advice for aspiring authors, here are three that 

really irk me. 

3. “You should write what you know.” 

This one bugs me for a lot of reasons.  Particularly because a lot of really amazing fiction 

wouldn’t get written if we stuck to what we know.  How can a person have ALL the experiences 

that their many characters live through?  How can one writer live through so much (and still 

have time to write about it)?  It’s not possible. 

It’s just so incredibly limiting.  Does this mean I can’t write about war unless I fight in one?  

Does this mean a man can’t write a story about a pregnant woman because he’s never 

experienced it?  Does this mean you shouldn’t write about a character that loses a spouse 

because your spouse is alive? 

Of course not.  Just because you haven’t actually lived it doesn’t mean you can’t write about it 

effectively.  The beauty of writers is they’re able to make us feel something we haven’t 

necessarily felt before—even if they haven’t necessarily felt it before.  Jay Asher’s Thirteen 

Reasons Why is a tragic story about a sixteen-year-old girl who kills herself, and the aftermath 

that those around her endure.  I’m pretty sure Jay Asher was never a suicidal teenage girl, but he 

wrote it masterfully.  And I’m glad I didn’t lose a great book to the “but I don’t know about this,” 

fear that some struggle with. 

Throwing things you know and are familiar with into the mix definitely does help add realism to 

the story, but don’t be afraid to explore uncharted territory with you work—that’s what research 

is for, after all.  If you do thorough research, your writing will reflect that.  If it’s something very 

serious, interview someone with real-life experience about it.  Look for a few of these individuals 

and see if they’ll read your work.  

You should be respectful of the subject matter, and humble when writing on topics you’re 

unfamiliar with, but you should also make sure that you don’t let fear of the unknown stop you 

from writing the story in your heart. 

2. Show, Don’t Tell 

Let me start by saying this isn’t 100% bad advice—I’ve been known to chant this one, myself. 

This book is actually FULL of examples on how to show, rather than tell, because it really is a 

more powerful way to write. Showing is very, very important and having an active voice, rather 

than a passive voice, can make a world of difference in your story. 
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But I worry, when I hear this, that some writers are going to be so afraid of “telling” that they’ll 

never tell anything ever. 

Telling, while a weaker form of writing in most cases, has its place.  It can help you convey a 

large amount of information in a short space.  You know what I mean—the information that’s 

boring and lengthy, but necessary for the story to make sense.  An example that comes to mind 

is the camping section of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows.  I distinctly remember my eyes 

crossing reading multiple detailed descriptions of how the characters were setting up and taking 

down their campsites.  It was mind-numbing.  And the worst part was, it could have been 

resolved with one sentence:  “Harry, Ron, and Hermione travelled for days, setting up 

campsites, taking them down, and repeating the process until it all started to run together.”  

Then slow down and start showing when the action starts! 

There are details you can gloss over, it’s okay.  Your reader will appreciate not being bored to 

death by a bunch of backstory or repetitive blather.  Think of it as the book version of a movie 

montage.  It’s an acceptable form of writing and it can save everyone (yourself included) a lot of 

grief. 

And that leads us to our final point.  The worst piece of writing advice I’ve ever encountered.  So, 

without further ado, the award for The ABSOLUTE Worst Piece of Writing Advice I’ve Ever 

Come Across EVER goes to… 

1. “Don’t worry if it’s ready yet—just put it on Amazon and let the reviewers 

tell you what needs work!” 

What?  WHAT?  If anyone ever tells you this, don’t walk away, RUN.  This person is clearly very, 

very confused about how publishing and book-creation work. Or they hate you and want to sully 

your good name. 

This is exactly the kind of terrible, career-destroying advice that is perpetuating the unfortunate 

stereotype that indie authors are just creating a mountain of terrible, unedited trash and flinging 

it onto the internet haphazardly. 

First of all, nine out of ten times, reviewers leave completely unhelpful, unconstructive feedback.  

Unless you think commentary like “this sucks” and “go kill yourself” are actually going to help 

you write better, then intentionally publishing a piece of work that’s nowhere near ready is kind 

of like giving a two-year-old a car and saying, “Have fun in the real world, kid!” 

You will never see a director release a movie that’s unedited and unpolished on YouTube to “let 

the commenters tell them what’s wrong” because YouTube comments are just about the least 

helpful things you can possibly read.  No professional in any industry would ever do this, and 

neither should you. You must regard yourself as a professional, and that means having respect 

for your craft, as well as what you produce. While it’s absolutely fine to have a terrible draft 

while you’re working on it, your final product should be the best work you can possibly 

produce…and then it should be edited until it shines! 

Second, you will absolutely ruin your reputation as a writer.  Any agent, editor, or publisher who 

looks you up and finds a self-published novella with 43 one-star reviews and a plethora of 
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simple, easy-to-catch errors will make you look far worse than having nothing out there.  I’m not 

saying don’t put stuff out there and build up a portfolio, just make sure it’s a good portfolio full 

of properly edited work. 

Your work must always be polished before it goes out for final publication.  There is a lot of 

room for personal preference in the world of writing—art is, after all, largely subjective—but this 

is one of those points on which there is no compromising:  You.  Must.  Edit.  If you’re going to 

publish something, make sure it’s your best work—the best thing you can possibly produce. 

Will it ever be perfect?  No.  Will everyone like it, even if you edit it to death?  No. Will you still 

get some negative reviews? Absolutely. Will it be something you can be proud of anyway?  Yes. 

To wrap this up, if I could leave you with one thought, it’s this:  None of the advice you ever 

receive is going to be absolute.  Even if it comes form a good source—heck, even if it comes from 

me—I encourage you to question it, doubt it, and consider it…but only take it to heart if it suits 

you.   

Advice I find phenomenal and incredibly helpful might be disastrous to you.  Advice that works 

for you and improves your writing by leaps and bounds might be completely useless to another 

writer.  That’s the beauty of art—it’s different for each of us (and so, the tactics we use to create 

it are different for each of us, too!). 

The only universal truth is that that last bit of advice I cited is absolutely, irrevocably terrible.  

Ignore #1 forever and ever and ever.  And happy writing! 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven: Bonus Chapter - My Writing Process 
 

As a little extra fun, I’ll tell you about my own personal writing process (with pictures!).  I don’t 

know if anyone actually wants to read a cascade of ramblings about messy handwriting, but here 

we go. 

Behold.  MESS.  Or art.  Let’s call it art.   

Also, apparently I have serial killer handwriting, so I’ve got that going for me. 
 

See, I like to write my first drafts by hand. They are literally the messiest, craziest, least sense-

making first drafts in the history of writing and they are TERRIBLE.  And I love them. 

The above picture is of my baby.  “My baby” being book one in a series, whose title I have not yet 

revealed because I’m secrety and weird.  And also because I want to do a big dramatic reveal 

with the cover art.  You know…when I have cover art. 

ANYWHO.  I’m supposed to discuss my writing process, not mysterious mysteries of strange 

mystery. 

So my writing process usually starts with an idea, tea, and a conversation with my mother/co-

author.  What I usually do for this is write a REALLY basic outline—like, five bullet points of key 

things that have to happen over the course of the story. Sometimes they’re in order, other times, 

not so much. 

Then I do this weird thing where I just start writing stuff.  Character histories, random scenes, 

little lines describing something that needs to happen at some point, dialogue, culture and 

history notes of the world we’re making…I’d take a picture of that, but honestly, it’s so scattered 

that I don’t even know where these notes go.  They disappear into the ether or something.  We 

talk and write and many sticky notes are involved. 

http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/SCARLET-WIN_20140201_235901.jpg
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This stage also includes a bunch of drawings of my characters, as such: 

 

Looks like some sketchy characters to me. 
 

It then expands to what I like to call Book Seeds: 

 

If you plant one in my brain, a book will grow. 
 

This then moves to the cork board, where we get to rearrange and play with the notes. 

http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Character-Collage.png
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Book-Seed.jpg
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Really I just want to stab things. With pins. 

 
Another HUGE part of my writing process is Evernote—I make myself a notebook and store all 

my research, story notes, scraps, and random scenes that have to go into the story at some point 

in Evernote.  This lets me update, check, and add notes from anywhere at any time and is 

basically magical. 

 

I can’t show you a picture of my Evernote file because it’s entirely too spoilery.  Sorry, kids. 

OK, I can show you THIS: The NSA version of my Evernote The ——- ———- Notebook! 

https://evernote.com/
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/cork-board-e1393908655366.jpg
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Evernote-Screen-Cap.png
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Then, I hand write the first draft, with much input from my Mum/co-author. And it’s 

amazing.  And also I develop The Claw but that’s totally worth it because I do my best writing by 

hand. 

I kind of write with a very loose plan, and minimal research.  My idea is that I write the story I 

want to write, then I go in and fill out the gaps, holes, missing details, and necessary 

research.  Do I sometimes trip myself up by making huge mistakes I have to fix later?  YES.  But 

I’m stubborn and I like my way, even if it’s stupid and time-consuming. 

Next, typed draft!  The typed draft is done largely with my Mum/co-author, and we discuss, edit, 

change things, and fix errors from the hand-written draft to the typed draft as we 

go.  Also: SCRIVENER. 

AND THEN WE PRINT. 

My story quickly becomes this: 

 

Enid whips out her Red Pen of Doom. 
 

And also some of this: 

https://www.literatureandlatte.com/
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Red-Pen-Attack.jpg
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Coffee shop edits with Mum 8D 

 
Then I read The War of Art again, because it helps me hate myself a little less during the “I hate 

my work. I HATE MYSELF” stage of creation, which is very prominent both in the writing and 

editing phases of book writing. 

 

Amazing.  Thank you, Steven Pressfield. 
 

And then, after much editing, revising, rewriting, and rereading, FINALLY, we have a semi-

polished draft, ready for beta readers! 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/The-War-Art-Through-Creative/dp/1936891026
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Coffe-Edits.jpg
http://ravenhartpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/self-doubt.jpg
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Then I wait for commentary and try to distract Enid with shiny things so she’ll leave me alone. 

And that is basically how it goes from idea to actual book.  I left out the pictures of where I cry, 

smash my head into a wall, and yell at my computer.  You’re welcome. 
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IN CONCLUSION 
 

The fascinating thing about writing is that, while we’re at the end of the book, and while we’ve 

covered a lot of material, but I could go on and on for ages…and still not get to everything. 

I hope this book helped you, and if you need more, I hope you’ll check out my column, This 

Must Be Thursday, released every Thursday at blog.widbook.com, and on my site, 

RavenhartPress.com. And keep an eye out for more books like this one, because there’s a lot to 

cover in the writing world, and I don’t intend to stop here! 

So keep writing—those books aren’t going to finish themselves, and you can’t publish an idea. 

Think of all your favorite books, and image how much your life has been enriched by the media 

you enjoy. Imagine how empty it would be if your favorite musicians, artists, writers, and actors 

all stopped their work…and remember that you are one of them, and you’re here to make 

something that only you can make, so get on it—we’re not going to live forever, but we’ll live 

long enough to make a mark. 

“The graveyard is the richest place on earth, because it is here that you will find all the hopes 

and dreams that were never fulfilled, the books that were never written, the songs that were 

never sung, the inventions that were never shared, the cures that were never discovered, all 

because someone was too afraid to take that first step.” 

—Les Brown 

Don’t let your dreams die inside of you—give them life, so that at the end of yours, you’ll carry 

satisfaction to the grave, instead of regrets. That’s a goal we can all strive for, I think. 

Oh, and happy writing! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://blog.widbook.com/
http://ravenhartpress.com/
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Look for The Shadows, book one of The Red Queen Hypothesis, available later this year! 
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