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      “Where do you get your ideas?”

      And what happens when the well runs dry?

      If you spend any length of time writing fiction, it eventually happens to all authors—you hit a wall in your story and you aren’t sure what to do next.

      More accurately, you don’t know what your characters are going to do next.

      Even if you outlined your story within an inch of your characters’ lives, now your book’s bottomed out and blown a tire on a plothole in the center of your writing road, and you’re stuck at midnight in the middle of nowhere, in the rain, with no cell coverage and no help in sight.

      So to speak.

      Or, worse, you’re losing sleep over a looming deadline and panic’s setting in.

      And we all know how conducive that can be toward nurturing your creative process. (*sarcasm*) Unless you’re like me and have ADHD and adrenaline-fueled panic actually kick-starts you.

      So… Now what?

      Let’s blow some sh*t up!

      Or…not. But yeah, we will. We’re going to blow the sh*t out of your writer’s block and get your story back on track.

      Maybe you’re just starting work on your story and need some ideas of what tortures to inflict on your characters.

      Hello, friend! You’re also in the right place.

      Maybe you want to write but honestly have no idea where to start, or you have a character you want to write about but nothing else, or—or—OR…

      Welcome to you, as well!

      This book isn’t a generic list of possible plot points and story prompts scraped off Reddit’s AITA sub. It’s a blueprint for you to use regardless of your story’s genre—whether you’re writing a short story, a novel, a play, or a screenplay. It’s a guide to teach you how to change your plot’s flat tire, puzzle your way out of your problem, give the finger to writer’s block, and keep readers turning pages all the way until THE END.

      

      Award-winning author Lesli Richardson—and her USA Today Bestseller pen name Tymber Dalton—has penned over 250 titles and counting in diverse genres from mainstream science fiction, to urban fantasy, to romance. Learn her tips and secrets to plotting your way through your writer’s block without ripping out what’s left of your hair…or drinking your poor liver into safewording!
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      Distributing copies of this book to others is a violation of international copyright law and infringes the rights of the legal copyright holder. This book may not be shared, copied, sold, given away, offered as a contest prize, or otherwise distributed to anyone other than the original purchaser. Distributing this e-book as part of any collection, or with any type of resale permission, is also strictly forbidden and a violation of copyright law.

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      This is my livelihood. PLEASE do NOT share, upload, or otherwise distribute this book. When people buy my books, it pays my bills. Please don’t steal from me. If you want me to keep bringing you more stories, I need to be able to pay my bills, so I ask that you please legally purchase my books. If you want to give this file to someone else, please purchase them a copy from a legal retailer. The links are on my website. Thank you.

      www.LesliRichardson.com

      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      To Barbara, for putting up with me all these years and taking care of me. Love you.

      And to My beloved growlie pet cuddle Viking, who heard lots of griping from me about this book, including what spurred me to write it, but who didn’t live to see its completion. Love you, Russ. Miss you every day, sweetie. Sweet dreams, and please wait for me.
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      I have long Covid, and my brain is, quite honestly, still fried from grief. I’m certain some free-range typos have escaped my valiant attempts at eradication. Apologies in advance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART ONE


          

          
            WHAT ARE WE DOING HERE?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I mean, seriously, WHY are we here?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Who am I, why am I qualified to write this book, and why do I think you might find this book helpful? Let’s spend a few minutes discussing that.

      Am I the be-all, end-all of writing advice?

      No. Not claiming I am, either.

      I’m also in no way insisting you must do things my way or you’re doing them wrong. Won-twue-wayism isn’t allowed here. I’m simply telling you what works for me in the hopes that you might pick up a few hints to help you along the way, or learn techniques you can modify and make your own.

      I wrote this book because it’s a book I wish had been available way back when I was in high school and decided I wanted to be an author.

      Yes, on purpose.

      As in, doing it for a living.

      Newbie writer me would have felt a lot less anxious about her writing back then if I’d had this book in my hands.

      I hope you find it helpful.

      Please note this is a book about the art and craft of writing, not about the business of publishing.

      In other words, how to write the damned thing, not how to sell the damned thing.
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      “Where do you get your ideas?”

      I don’t know any authors who haven’t heard this question at least once in their career. Those of us who’ve penned multiple titles hear it more than others who are newer writers, or who only have one or two books in their backlist.

      My real name is Lesli Richardson. I write and publish under that name but my better-known and more prolific pen name is Tymber Dalton. As of this writing I’ve penned over two hundred and fifty fiction titles and have a USA Today Bestselling Author credit as Tymber.

      Yes, I wrote all of them. I don’t use ghostwriters. (No shade intended, just stating the facts. Ghostwriters pay the bills with their writing, so more power to them.)

      I write in a diverse range of genres from erotic BDSM romance to mainstream sci-fi, and in a variety of heat levels and romantic pairings—including books that aren’t romance, lest you think this is a genre handbook.

      That’s not counting all the non-fiction I’ve written over the past three-plus decades, including computer software and other tutorials in a variety of subjects, as well as news stories, columns, and blog posts. I’ve also spent a considerable amount of time editing for others, both fiction and non-fiction.

      Meaning if I received a dollar every time someone asks me where I get my ideas I wouldn’t need to write for a living.

      Helloooo, when don’t I get ideas? I cannot shut them up! I mean, seriously. I had no clue until a few years ago most writers don’t possess brains that are the equivalent of having five hundred and sixty-four browser tabs open all at the same time AND WHERE THE HELL IS THAT DAMNED MUSIC COMING FROM?

      Then I was diagnosed at the end of 2020—at age forty-nine, mind you—with ADHD.

      Um…

      Oh.

      Ohhhhh!

      Well, that explained a lot. I mean, it really did.

      That’s when I also learned that not everyone actually “sees” things in their mind. When I write I watch the mental movie, rewind it and replay it as I change things, and then write what I see.

      Writer’s block isn’t some mysterious, exotic disease. Let’s get that out of the way right now.

      Writer’s block simply  means you don’t know what happens next.

      Sure, there are countless movies and books romanticizing writer’s block—ironic, considering those were all, ya know, written—but you don’t need to sit there staring at your navel while waiting for a nonexistent “muse” to download books into your brain.

      You need to write.

      Write your way out. (Obligatory Hamilton hat-tip.)

      My techniques for blasting through writer’s block and filling in plotholes are easily replicable for writers who, unlike me, aren’t “blessed” with a batch of rabid, meth-addicted brain weasels scampering through the mass of grey matter forming the meat computer inside their skull.

      Because I have learned a thing or two… thousand… throughout my years of writing. Especially when it comes to writing fiction quickly and on tight deadlines.

      Thus I decided to contribute my opinions to the massive mountain of writing how-to books already available in the wild. During my career I’ve written dozens of software tutorials and a few shorter writing how-to guides. When I set out to write a tutorial or how-to guide, I write the book I want in my hands if I’m spending my hard-earned cash on it.

      But if there are already so many books out there on the art and craft of writing, why add one more? What’s unique about my particular take on the subject?

      Well, for starters I’m mostly a pantster, not a plotter. Secondly, I have ADHD. (And it’s also strongly suspected I have ASD.) Third, for many years I made a full-time living solely by writing a lot of fiction on very tight deadlines to, you know, pay my bills. I was averaging two titles a month at a minimum of twenty thousand words each and usually much longer, up into the 50k-100k word count range. Sometimes I managed a third title in that time. Meanwhile, I also had dozens of unfinished WIPs (works in progress) at any given time, in various stages of completion.

      Eh, still do, to be honest. No matter how many books I complete it seems three new ideas pop up to take their place.

      That hamster-wheel grind was so I could earn monthly advances from a digital-first publisher I wrote for. Which, if you know anything about getting paid royalties only four times a year instead of monthly, that’s a pretty huge freaking deal. It means being able to plan a household budget more accurately, for starters.

      I’m also a touch typist with a caffeine addiction, in addition to the ADHD. Which is beside the point because we’re not talking about how to replicate the volume of my output but my plotting and structure methods to bypass the dreaded writer’s block.

      Still, that’s a lot of output. Meaning I had to learn how to write fiction tight and fast and have it make sense, and I couldn’t afford to get “blocked.”

      All in a format that I could actually, you know, submit to my publisher with minimal editing required on the back end.

      Again, I’m not saying I’m going to turn you into a speed writer. Not at all.

      What I am going to do is teach you my methods for blasting through writer’s block and how to blow shit up to fill your plotholes.

      
        
        Swearing Alert:

        I swear.

        A lot.

        The title of this book should be a clue.

        

      

      Will this guide help absolutely every single writer?

      No. I’m not delusional enough to claim that. Not every book is for every reader, and not every book on the craft of writing is for every writer.

      My goal isn’t to demand you warp your working style to mimic mine. My hope is that you glean enough ideas from this book to build or customize a system that works for you. Because you can adopt aspects of my process, modify them, and then apply them to your particular working style and habits. I’ll break things down for you in a way to help you figure out what might work for you.

      That’s what I really want to teach you—the ability to build a strong foundation for your story as well as acquiring the flexibility required to blow up and blow through your writer’s block, all while filling in your plotholes as you go so your story’s undercarriage doesn’t bottom out.

      You might not even approach every story you write in the same way. Meaning if you can adapt on the fly you will gain confidence in yourself as an author.

      
        
        Spoiler Alert:

        For the purposes of discussing concepts in this book there will be unavoidable spoilers as I reference source material such as movies, TV shows, and books.

        If that bothers you, when I reference something make sure to stop and go watch or read whatever it is before continuing.

        You have been warned.

        Also, I am not a lawyer and I don’t even play one on TV. All material referenced in this work remains the copyrighted or trademarked intellectual property of its respective authors/owners and is used only in a fair-use manner for reference and educational purposes.

        

      

      I will use the words “story” and “book” interchangeably in this guide.

      Except when I don’t.

      Because sometimes you must stick to a certain economy of words for a short story and can’t completely flesh out ideas the way you can in a full-length novel, or duet, or trilogy, or whatever the hell you call my 96-book (and counting as of this writing) Suncoast Society series. (Masochistic? Sadistic?)

      When I’m talking about something relating specifically to a short story or specifically to a novel-length or longer book, I will clarify that’s what I mean.

      I also won’t use “screenplay” or “script” very often, even though you absolutely can use this guide for writing in those formats.

      I mostly refer to movies and TV shows to illustrate my various points. The physical formatting of scripts differs from writing narrative fiction, obviously, but the mechanics of storytelling and blowing up your plot blockades to fill in your plotholes are essentially the same and are sometimes better illustrated via the camera lens.

      And even though different writing formats apply to scripts for visual mediums versus fiction writing, you’re still telling a story. How that story plays out and how you opt to show it will differ somewhat because of the differences in the mediums.

      Also, I’m not trying to discriminate or leave anyone out. Please substitute pronouns as appropriate for yourself or your characters. I will usually refer to “main character/s” as MC (or MCs, or MC1 and MC2, or MMC for male main character and FMC for female main character) instead of “hero” and “heroine.” I write in a diverse universe of romantic pairings and genders and orientations, including non-binary characters, so I know the alphabet soup of more complex stories can sometimes grow confusing if care isn’t taken.
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      My goal is to teach you how to shake your stalled story around like a Magic 8-Ball, flip that sucker upside down, and stare at its tushie for an answer so you can find the best path through the wilderness. To help you adapt and springboard from the point you fell into a plothole, create personalized techniques that fit your writing style, and help you avoid future plotholes.

      It does no good to hand you a list of thousands of story prompts if you have no clue how your book ended up bottoming out in a plothole to start with. Because you need to understand the basic mechanics of avoiding plotholes in the first place.

      Once you learn that, the story you’re writing is irrelevant because you can apply your flexible skills to blasting through your “writer’s block” any time you’re stuck.

      Might not be a great story, or even the best one you could write, but you’ll no longer be stuck.

      You cannot edit a blank page.

      Completing a shitty rough first draft versus writing nothing for weeks or months on end is progress. In subsequent drafts you’ll fill your plotholes with the rubble from blasting your writer’s block out of the way.

      This is why a first draft is referred to as a “rough” draft.

      Because it’s likely very rough. Might even be total garbage.

      You know what? That’s okay, because it’s progress and you’re not only figuring out what works but what doesn’t work. When it comes to scientific research, just because an experiment doesn’t turn out the way they hoped doesn’t mean it’s a “failure”—it’s another set of data for them to crunch.

      While this book will help you jump-start a stalled story that’s stuck in a plothole, you can absolutely use these techniques to create a brand-new story from scratch.

      However you plan to use this book, what I hope you take away from it is the ability to build and explode your own “bombs” that will blow shit up in your stories and keep the reader turning pages until they reach THE END and click through your buy links to purchase more of your backlist.

      That’s presuming you have a backlist. If you don’t, hopefully this book will help you with your writing career so you can write enough to create a backlist.

      If you’re looking for a book of nothing but lists to pick from like you’re adding veggies and protein to your poke bowl, keep looking.

      I mean, this isn’t http://TVTropes.org here. Although that is a fantastic resource for writers. If you’ve never checked it out, you might want to go take a peek.

      Seriously, go ahead. I’ll wait.

      …waiting…

      Ready? Cool site, huh?

      While there are countless writing prompt generation websites and books and card decks and other tools out there, randomly selecting a basic story idea and various character and plot ingredients to plug into it doesn’t mean you have everything you need to take it across the finish line in a meaningful way that’s ready for publication.

      Personally, I have a “Miscellaneous” Scrivener project file which currently houses at least a couple hundred orphan ideas. I also have notes in my email, and in spiral notebooks, and on my phone, and tablet, and—

      Well, you get the idea.

      That’s in addition to the “notes” document I include in each Scrivener project for every series I’m writing, where I store ideas when I don’t want to lose them but I’m not yet ready to use them. In the past I’ve assembled those notes as the basic building blocks for entire books, or as a framework for a scene within a book when something was missing. Sometimes those ideas are used as-is and built upon. Frequently, the idea spurs another thought or situation that becomes the final product, once my brain finishes digesting and processing it.

      Let’s dig in, shall we?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            WHY ARE YOU WRITING?

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why are you writing?”

      I don’t mean that rhetorically, either.

      Before we stumble too far into the weeds let’s talk about why you’re writing.

      There really are no wrong reasons to write. (As long as you aren’t plagiarizing.) It doesn’t matter if you’re writing for a hobby, or for the love of writing, or to tell a specific story, or to hopefully sell a book and supplement your income because you want to eventually transition into being a full-time author, or ghostwriting for someone else, or even writing simply to make money.

      Maybe your reasons are something different altogether, or a combination of more than one of the above. That’s okay! It’s all valid.

      There is, however, a difference between “writing” and “publishing.” If you’re writing only for yourself in your free time and not just to make money, your “writer’s block” likely isn’t due to external pressures specifically regarding “publishing,” because you’re not putting the stress of financial obligations on your finished book.

      Why am I even bringing this up?

      Because if you’re paying your bills with your work and don’t have an evil day job outside of your writing, or if your writing comprises a significant portion of your income, anxieties regarding selling your work to make money can negatively impact your writing. There’s weightier stress on your shoulders when you’re worried about a book’s sales potential because it might mean the difference between buying a good reliable car or driving a clunker for another year or two.

      Or being able to pay your mortgage versus having to sell your home and look for an apartment.

      Or buying your children food.

      Or keeping the lights turned on, or affording your monthly prescriptions.

      I could keep going but I think you get the point.

      Let’s be honest that those are pretty damned heavy issues. That kind of stress isn’t conducive to the creative process. Especially in today’s world, when every news cycle makes us think the entire world’s burning down around us.

      For some people, it absolutely is burning down. Please don’t think I’m saying that flippantly, either.

      All of these things and more can impact our ability to write. That’s not insurmountable; it simply means we need to tweak our work process. Maybe a little, or maybe we have to overhaul our system completely. You might need a day off from your writing, especially if the rest of your life is so stressful that you never get any downtime. It might mean you need to set firm boundaries for self-care so you don’t run your personal well dry.

      If none of the above reasons resonate with you as being the answer to why your writing feels stuck, dig deeper.

      Sometimes our writer’s block shows up because we’ve lost sight of why we’re writing a particular story.

      What do I mean by that?

      Are you an author or an “artiste?” Doesn’t matter which, just don’t be a douchebag about it. You do not have to give up making money in lieu of “creating art,” and making money from your art does not devalue its artistic value in the slightest. You can do both! Human beings are capable of multitasking like motherfuckers. But remember that not every writer will make a living as an author.

      That means do not burn your boats without a damned good backup plan or safety net in place.

      If you’ve never heard that phrase before, use your favorite search engine to figure out what it means. Seriously, if you want to claim “writer” as your day job you need to learn how to research.

      There is absolutely ZERO shame in writing for money. There is shame in sacrificing an authentic story just to churn out a word count to cash in on readers’ money without caring if the final product is solid. Pulp authors are still “real” authors but never lose sight of your readers. If you want to build yourself a good, solid reputation as an author, and you want readers to keep coming back for more titles from you, then set out to be the best author you can regardless of the reasons why you’re writing.

      Not every book needs to be a “book of the heart.” It’s perfectly fine to write a book to pay your kids’ orthodontist bills, or to get a new transmission for your car, or to pay the mortgage.

      BUT, if your writing is solid you will make more money in the long run because you’ll build a quality reputation with your readers over time. This is a long-game strategy and a necessary one because you seriously have better odds of getting struck by lightning than writing a bestseller right out of the gate on your first attempt. Not unless you’re a celebrity with name recognition and an existing fan base to tap into, or you’re bringing a fortune to the table and can afford to pay out the ass for ads.

      Which most of us…aren’t and can’t.

      So…why are you writing? Are you writing because you love telling stories and enjoy weaving tapestries of words?

      Great! But are you still writing like that? Or are you constantly casting your mental eye toward whether your book will sell well or not, and therefore second-guessing every word you write?

      It’s a valid question.

      If you’re writing for money (again, nothing wrong with that) are you hamstringing yourself because you’re worried you might be writing what you “want” to write instead of what you think will sell well?

      They’re the same problem with different origins. Anxiety can wrap around your mind so tightly that you lose sight of your creative process.

      Depending on your circumstances, you might be doing both—writing some books for “fun” and some for “money.”

      Not a problem!

      If a book is stalled, sit with yourself and honestly search deep inside you to see if the mental blocks are self-constructed because you’re anxious about the “whys” of writing your book, or whether it’ll sell or not.

      Now try to understand something—it doesn’t matter why you’re writing your book. It really doesn’t. The story doesn’t care if you’re writing it because it’s the book you’ve always dreamed of writing, or because it’s a book you’re writing to pay for a new stove. Your readers won’t care, either. All your readers care about is if the story is good, if it resonates with them, and if they enjoyed the time they spent engrossed within it and feel it’s worth the money they paid.

      With that little bit of navel-gazing out of the way, let’s discuss how you’re writing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            HOW ARE YOU WRITING?

          

        

      

    

    
      Every single writer has a different writing process.

      There are very good odds the same writer will have different processes for different stories.

      That’s fine!

      The products I’m about to mention, I’m receiving no compensation for talking about them. I’m just telling you what I use.

      Decades ago, I wrote using the Open Office word processor. I switched to Microsoft Word because I needed the track changes feature during edits. Unfortunately, my writing style means I usually bounce back and forth in a manuscript and write later sections first. It’s very rare for me to write a book start-to-finish, in that order.

      This translated into a lot of extra work for me and lost time as I scrolled back and forth in a manuscript and tried to find where I wanted to work.

      Then I found a software program that organized my manuscript into virtual index cards and “decks” and allowed me to insert placeholder cards all over the place and write however I wanted to, in whatever order, then export the entire file as one document I could open in Word.

      HUZZAH!

      I wrote dozens of books with that software.

      Then an update borked it and the programmers stopped supporting it.

      *sad Panda face*

      Then I discovered the Scrivener software, which was similar to but far superior than my previous software. And I happily use it to this day. I write everything in Scrivener first and then export it to a Word document format. For my self-published books, after the edit process is completed, I import the Word document into the Vellum software, which allows me to easily format both e-book and print files. Scrivener will also allow you to format e-book files, and for years I used it for exactly that task. Vellum is a little pricey, and only works on Macs, though, so it might not be a good option for you. There are other book formatting software programs out there now, for PCs and Macs, so do your research to find what works best for you.

      And I make many, MANY backups along the way because I’ve had the unfortunate experience of losing sections of WIPs (works in progress). I use redundant external hard drives, a manual backup to Dropbox, and an off-site backup via Backblaze.

      Some writer friends keep their current draft in Dropbox and work from there. Personally, I’ve seen too many issues with that, including experiencing my own issues, that I cannot recommend it. Work on your device and then update your cloud version when you have an internet connection.

      Likewise, I know writers who use something like Google Docs, but I’ve found that software doesn’t fit how I work. (If you use it and like it, rock on!)

      I have also found I cannot work tied to a desktop computer. Especially since I have fibromyalgia and arthritis, and some days I work either in bed or on my couch instead of at my desk. I have been using laptops exclusively since the early 2000s, and in 2012 I switched from PC to Mac, which has greatly simplified my life. I’m not saying you need to do this, because it might not be appropriate or even doable for you, but I personally went from wearing out a laptop every other year to not needing to replace my first MacBook Air until 2019. So…yeah, it paid for itself. But I don’t do gaming or have any needs along those lines.

      I also have an iPad, and the Scrivener app for it, and there have been times I’ve used that and the keyboard cover and wrote on the go when I didn’t or couldn’t bring my laptop with me.

      And I keep spiral notebooks for each series I write and jot notes in them as needed, but with my arthritis writing an entire manuscript long-hand is not an option.

      Yes, I’ve tried dictation software, and it doesn’t like me. LOL I can take voice memos on my phone and transcribe them later, and that works. If dictation software works well for you, great!

      What I love about Scrivener is I can set up the editor to show me two different documents. So I can be writing in one, and have either “index card decks,” or character notes, or a timeline note sheet, or even another document open in the other side of the editor for reference. When I write, I will add any details about characters or the world or settings or anything along those lines into a notes section for future reference.

      If you are writing a series, keep a series “bible” of some sort so you know what’s happening. Include the timeline, world/universe and magic facts or rules, character descriptions and notes, and any maps or reference material you need.

      Because you will need to refer back to it at some point, and it’s easier to do this while writing than scouring your manuscripts later because you can’t remember how a character is related to another, or if they have blue eyes.

      Also, if you have an extensive character list, keep a spreadsheet of the names you’ve used.

      No, seriously, do that. Because it’s way too easy to default to repeating names without intending to.

      I’m not saying my way is the only way; you need to find a way that works for you. There have been times I’ve needed to change my process, due to circumstances or because it just “felt” like I needed to, so you have to learn to follow your gut. Maybe you like using sticky notes and a wall, or a whiteboard, or index cards tacked to a bulletin board or scattered on the floor. Perhaps you need a detailed spreadsheet with columns for every character and scene.

      That’s okay!

      Maybe if you’re stuck the problem isn’t what you’re writing but how or where. Do you need quiet but you’re set up in a noisy coffee shop or your living room? Do you need noise but you’re home alone? Are you too exhausted at the end of the day to do anything but vegetate and instead need to try to pound out a few hundred words in the morning on your tablet or phone while on the toilet? Or wake up earlier to write? Maybe instead of hitting the gym five days a week you hit the laptop one or two of those days. Or you start recording your favorite shows and skip TV time at night while you’re working on your book.

      Or perhaps you’re a night owl. Try rearranging what you can in your daily schedule to free up evening time after everyone’s gone to bed to work on your WIP. Maybe you only get to write one or two days a week. That’s okay!

      Maybe you need a significant other or friend to change the Wi-Fi password on your router so you can’t go squirreling onto other shiny topics on the internet when you should be writing. Maybe you need to download one of those apps that turns off your social media access during certain time periods so you can focus. Maybe you need to write in a software that allows distraction-free composition mode so you can focus. Maybe you need to use a visible timer to challenge yourself to work in 15- or 30- or 60-minute intervals.

      Are you stuck because you feel unprepared to write because you lack information? Or do you find yourself stuck in a feedback loop of doing research that leads to more research? You’re a writer—make shit up. Fix it later. Leave yourself a notation so you can find the place and keep going.

      Uh, if you’re writing nonfiction, obviously that’s a different situation. We’re talking fiction stories.

      Is it desirable to write every day? Well, I mean, everyone’s different. In my case this is my full-time job, so yes, I need to do it, but even I don’t write every day. I try to take days off. Still, I find myself emailing ideas to myself, or instead of writing I’m editing.

      The thing is, trying to form habits that don’t work for you and your life will only make you feel dejected if you can’t make them stick. Habits won’t work if you can’t make them an actual habit. Instead of swearing you’ll write every day, maybe promise to spend an hour total each weekend. Or working fifteen minutes a day instead of hitting a certain word count. Or take time on your lunch break. Perhaps you write longhand during your morning and evening commutes and then transcribe that into your computer at home. Or take voice memos on your phone while driving and then shape them up into something intelligible later.

      Remember, you can always up the ante later and increase your goal. But as with anything, if you don’t start small you’ll fall and not want to get up.

      As writers, we already have enough issues, like dealing with imposter’s syndrome and feeling we’re not good enough. An emotional setback due to pushing ourselves too hard too fast is a self-own we can easily avoid.

      This also means do not compare yourself to other writers. You are not other writers! You are you, and whatever process works for you is your process, and there’s not a damned thing wrong with that.

      Now let’s talk about the general types of fiction, which might also be playing a role in your writer’s block.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            GENRE VS LITERARY FICTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The genre fiction versus literary fiction argument is one that’s sharply divided people longer than I have the time, patience, or will to explain.

      A long damned time.

      I will cooter-kick the next person who snidely remarks that genre fiction books aren’t “worthy” or aren’t “real” books the way literary fiction books are held in high esteem.

      The romance genre, for example, constantly gets shit on by people even though it is literally THE most popular and bestselling genre and PAYS THE FREAKING BILLS. Not only for traditionally published, indie published, and self-published/hybrid authors, but for publishing houses large and small. The ’Zon and other sites make a buttload of money off subscriptions from romance readers, who tend to voraciously devour dozens or more books every month.

      Or every week.

      That is not a typo.

      Other genre readers in mystery, suspense, and science fiction tend to be eager and devout consumers of their favorite genres as well.

      Hey, the banks aren’t laughing at the authors of “mommy porn”—an inaccurate and derogatory term which I despise, by the way—when they deposit money in their accounts every month.

      The banks holding those authors’ mortgages aren’t laughing at them, either.

      You might have a desire to look down your nose at romance authors and say they’re not “real” books (or “real” authors) but those authors are pulling in REAL money that pays REAL bills.

      “Pulp author” isn’t the insult many people believe it is. Being a pulp author has put food on the tables of countless authors over the years.

      Meanwhile, there are plenty of literary fiction authors who are barely making ends meet, maybe working as a TA to a tenured douchebag literature professor at a university somewhere.

      Ray Bradbury. Raymond Chandler. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Isaac Asimov. Lawrence Block. What do they have in common? Genre authors. Some of them pulp authors. We’re still talking about them. We’re still reading them. Some of them are now included as required reading in public schools and university class curriculums.

      (Debates regarding problematic content or author behavior is beyond the scope of this book, although yes, I acknowledge it’s there, and encourage you to research it.)

      Snicker at Fifty Shades of Grey all you want, and rightfully criticize its dangerously inaccurate portrayal of what a healthy, functional, loving, and consensual BDSM power-exchange dynamic looks like, but the author made fricking bank and changed their life forever.

      It’s far more fun to be laughed at while driving an expensive car than a broken-down clunker, amiright?

      Okay, then.

      That all being said, genre fiction sometimes has a different mission than literary fiction. Just as with figuring out the reasons why you’re writing, there is absolutely nothing wrong with either type of fiction.

      And that’s not to say you can’t tell deep messages via genre fiction, or entertain for the sheer sake of entertaining with literary fiction. There is definitely crossover between the two and it’s not fair that so many people turn up their noses at genre fiction just because they don’t think it’s as worthy as literary fiction.

      You don’t have to give up your perceived artistic integrity to write popular fiction. Write the book you want to write, the book that’s speaking to you, and worry about classifying it later.

      What the hell is the difference between literary and genre fiction, anyway?

      Well, that depends a lot on who you ask. To muddy the waters, there are an increasing number of titles considered crossover books that have common elements of both types of fiction within their covers.

      Unfortunately, for years there was this perception that genre fiction books are of lesser quality than literary fiction.

      Which is, of course, total horseshit.

      Literary fiction has, in general, been considered the snooty, upper-class tier of fiction full of inaccessible and boring nonsense, while genre fiction was relegated to being thought of as pulpy dreck pumped out for mass consumption.

      Or, literary fiction is aimed more toward making a reader slow down and think and provoking a thoughtful reaction from them, while genre fiction is geared more toward a very specific reader who enjoys certain elements in their books and wants to be entertained.

      OR, literary fiction focuses more heavily on the inside of the characters’ minds, the emotional and intellectual aspects of the tale, with a highly introspective plot, versus genre fiction, which focuses more heavily on the external aspects of the story, the action, and the plot.

      In other words…why can’t you do all of the above in one book? Again, authors can multitask. Books can, too.

      One of the complications with that multitasking approach is, of course, marketing the book later. If you give a crap about major literature awards (Fra-GEE-lay!) then genre books tend not to be eligible for them and larger, traditional publishing industry review sites might not want to review the title.

      However, if you market your book as literary fiction, you might find yourself having a very difficult time getting it picked up by an agent or publisher who shies from any book they can’t easily market in a popular genre fiction niche and recoup their expenses. Especially if you are a newer and unknown author.

      So, again…both?

      If you are possibly planning on writing sequels, or definitely making the story a series, I strongly recommend gravitating toward genre fiction category classifications as long as your books meet the particular genre standards. There is better marketability but, again, only if your books meet genre expectations.

      Write the damned book you want to write. Worry about the marketing later. Just like you can’t edit a blank page, you also can’t market an incomplete or unwritten book.

      I mean, you can write a book on spec and pitch an incomplete manuscript but take it from me when I tell you that you’re setting yourself up for a lot of anxiety later by not having it finished before you begin subbing it.

      Caveat: If you are writing to market because your goal is to pay your fricking bills with your writing, you will need to adhere to genre conventions, tropes, structure, and consistently meet the important reader definitions of that genre. Don’t think you’re going to single-handedly revamp the genre, or attempt to capitalize on its readers while denying you’re writing within it.

      I’m giving you stink eye, N.S. (He knows who he is, and so do romance readers.) Although, to be fair, he doesn’t call himself a romance writer, although everyone else who isn’t a romance reader or writer sure tries to sell him as one.

      It’s very common for new authors to claim a book that doesn’t have a HEA (happily ever after) or HFN (happy for now) ending is a romance, because they want to market it to romance writers.

      Then they’re shocked (SHOCKED, I SAY!) when the book is tanked by negative reviews because it doesn’t have an HEA or HFN ending (genre rule).

      Think about it—you can’t market a book as a mystery if it doesn’t have, you know, a MYSTERY within its pages.

      Own whatever it is you’re writing and lean into it. But do so being fully aware of what that means once the book is ready for market.

      You will not be the first or the thirty-first or even the thousand and first writer to think they’re going to completely redefine a genre with their great novel.

      You.

      Will.

      Not.

      What you will do is piss off a bunch of readers and earn yourself a reputation of being an asshat author readers can’t trust, and end up on their never-buy lists, as well as create a lot of negative word-of-mouth advice to their fellow readers to not bother with your books. I cannot emphasize this strongly enough. I’ve seen it happen countless times in the romance genre. The author in question is always mystified and shocked—and frequently angry—when it happens, even though they received and usually ignored plenty of warnings from others before publication that they needed to not label their book as a romance genre book.

      Think of it like this: You don’t take your Ford truck to the outboard marine engine dealer to get worked on and then get pissed off that the marina doesn’t work on trucks. You don’t go to a sushi restaurant and expect to buy French pastries and get pissed off when you find out that, shockingly enough, sushi restaurants aren’t the most likely place to find French pastries. You don’t ask your eye doctor to operate on your foot and then get pissed off when he tells you that he doesn’t operate on feet.

      Or, maybe you do, and if so Goddess help me now, because this is not the book for you.

      Find the category where your book ticks the most boxes for readers and shelve it there, as long as it meets the genre expectations.

      It’s okay to not be certain. The great thing is that most online retailers allow for multiple genre selections when uploading a book to their websites. So you can list it in genre mystery and under a similar category in lit fic. Pick the primary category based on what the book is most like.

      If you write a book that is heavy on romantic elements but doesn’t end with an HEA or HFN for the main characters, list it as its main genre with romantic elements. Don’t get tricky and try to shelve it in romance and then get pissy when readers bitch at you over it.

      And for fuck’s sake, don’t be ashamed of what you write. Seriously, don’t.

      Eh, unless you’re writing completely heinous things, like glorifying genocide or Nazis or the KKK or racists or bigots or child rape or animal abuse or other fuckery bullshit like that. In those cases, you’re an absolute fuckhead who should limit your opinions to your own diary.

      But for every other non-shitty person out there, rock on!

      
        
        Oh, do not roll your fucking eyes at me that I got political. Writing fiction is inherently a political expression, even within the most innocuous-seeming stories. If you can easily separate “pure” entertainment from political statements it means you’re very likely a privileged, cishet white dude (or dudette) who’s faced very little pushback in life. Most everyone else is not as fortunate as you, so use this opportunity to sit with that discomfort and digest it for a few minutes instead of whining about writing being “politicized.”

        

      

      Do you know how many people claim they could write a book and yet never do?

      That’s rhetorical. It’s a metric fuckton of people. One of those situations where, again, if I had a dollar every time someone said that to me and didn’t follow through, I’d be rich.

      
        
        “I could write a book—it’s easy!”

        

        NARRATOR’S VOICE: They did not write a book because it was, in fact, not easy.

        

      

      If you’re actually writing books, and going that extra step and publishing them, you’re way ahead of every person who simply talks about doing it without ever expending a single minute of energy toward that goal.

      I get that some people can’t publicly reveal what they write because of work, or relatives, or whatnot. Keeping your pen name private due to life issues is a separate and completely valid reason to conceal what you write from certain people.

      But in your heart do not be ashamed of what you write. You’re a writer. You’re following your dream and pursuing a damned hard profession, even if only part-time or as a hobby.

      You’re doing the thing! You’re not just sitting there on your rump whining that you wish you could do the thing.

      You. Do. The. Thing.

      That’s…that’s HUGE!

      If you’re making money doing the thing? Even better.

      If you’re one of the rare few who can write full time for a living and pay the bills? Hey, that is nothing to be ashamed of, no matter what genre you’re writing in.

      Protect your privacy but ditch the shame.

      Writers write. That’s it. Do you write? Congrats, you are a real writer.

      And if anyone tries to tell you that you aren’t a real writer?

      Then you can tell them I said they can go fuck themselves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            KILLING YOUR DARLINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Kill your darlings is a phrase that’s floated around for decades in the writing world. I believe it started with William Faulkner and was made popular by Stephen King. Some sources trace it back even farther but that’s not the point of this section.

      The point is that sometimes you’ll have to delete shit you really like about your book. Either to replace it with other shit, or because deleting it makes your story stronger in the long run.

      Doesn’t always mean literally killing off characters, although it absolutely could mean that.

      It means you might write what you feel is the greatest paragraph to ever flow from your fingers but if later you realize it doesn’t serve the story, out it goes.

      Snip it and drop it into a virtual scrap file for later use in a different project. Recycle it, if that term makes you feel better.

      On a larger scale this might indicate your plothole developed due to a massive structural defect within your story or your story’s conflict. Meaning you might have loved how parts of the third act played out but it’s just not working and you need to overhaul it. Or something in your first act is embedded in your soul but now you’ve got a mushy middle because you really don’t want to delete what you wrote.

      Cut it and start over. Recycle those words into your scrap file and try again. Don’t simply attempt to edit what you have. Copy, cut, and paste it into a different file and then go forward with blank virtual real estate ahead of you. Because sometimes we see shit that’s still on the screen and want to work around it, or rework it, or waste a lot of time trying to mold it into something it cannot be to force it to work, when what we really need to do is just blow that shit up and start over.

      If you’re a pantster like me and you sometimes (frequently) write story elements out of order, having written some of those later sections first might be part of your current issue, because your brain started going in a different direction while writing other sections of the story and now you can’t easily stitch them together like you originally planned.

      This also means if you are a writer who needs an outline to work from, or use beat sheets or plot points or whatever, cut and paste those sections from your outline/beat sheet/plan and start over.

      I know I, personally, have to do that because of my ADHD. If I see old sections still in place my brain wants to try to work toward those mile markers even if I’ve already made the conscious decision to change the story’s path based on what I’ve figured out isn’t working.

      Clean slate.

      What’s the first thing they normally do when starting construction on a new building on a lot? They survey the land, mark where the building will be placed, and level the lot where necessary, usually marking things again before setting the foundation.

      That’s what you sometimes have to do with parts of your story that aren’t working.

      If through the process of using this book you realize a particular section of your story is the issue, then copy, cut, and paste it out of there and into a new file and get back to work.

      I’m not even saying you won’t use that stuff in this same project. Once you complete your rough draft you might go back to your deleted darlings and salvage some of what you wrote to splice into the new material, or use it elsewhere in the existing material. Nothing says you can’t do that!

      But you don’t leave dead limbs on a tree. You prune it. For the health of the tree, and sometimes for the safety of nearby buildings, or pedestrian paths, or whatnot. If a storm blows through, those dead limbs become a liability. Dead limbs and broken trees are referred to as widow makers for a damned good reason.

      Likewise, when you lob your bombs into your story, dead limbs in your book can become deadly missiles that end up killing your reader’s suspension of disbelief—or patience—and make them DNF (Did Not Finish) your book.

      That’s not what you want.

      No writer is so good they can’t be edited. You might be sitting there scoffing at me right now because you are one of countless writers both novice and experienced who mistakenly think they can fix an irretrievably flawed section of story.

      And sometimes it’s minor darling manslaughter we must commit—removing a sentence, paring down verbose narrative descriptions that are little more than author ego-stroking purple prose, slimming sections included only because you want to make sure those three days of research on a topic are reflected in your work even though it’s a one-sentence line—and not wholesale chapter evisceration.

      But gird your fricking loins right now, because when it comes to revisions you might realize you need some serious chopping and slashing worthy of any teen scream horror movie. Think about the books and TV shows and movies that you’ve mercilessly mocked because of what you viewed as stupid plot flaws or bad character decisions.

      I mean, take a serious moment to dig deep and contemplate the worst media you’ve consumed.

      Sit with that for a while, okay?

      Now once you’ve done that, understand the creators of those works usually released them into the world believing they were great (or at least good enough) and not rectifying what are, to you, obvious flaws that perhaps could have been easily fixed with a simple tweak.

      This is where editors and beta readers really help. Obviously an outlying opinion that defies the majority of critiques you receive might be one you don’t necessarily give credence to.

      If you have multiple readers and editors saying the same things about the same portions of your story, rest assured it’s most likely a problem you must address, no matter how much you might personally disagree.

      Kill your darlings.

      Don’t let the patient’s foot turn gangrenous just because you like the look of them having five toes despite one or more of them being mangled beyond salvation.

      Be ruthless. Be surgical. Be a bastard.

      Be a writer.
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            INTERVIEWING YOUR CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Characters are the backbone of your story. You’re telling their story.

      Meaning there are times that when a story feels irredeemably stuck, the first thing you must do is brutally assess whether or not you’ve treated your characters honestly and fairly and are telling their truths.

      What do I mean by that?

      For example, if you’re well-read or watch a lot of TV or movies, you’ve likely encountered TSTL (Too Stupid to Live) characters.

      They are the characters you scream at, whether between the pages or on the screen, to not do the freaking stupid thing they’re about to do.

      Especially if it’s THE ONE THING they were previously warned by another character not to do.

      
        
        AKA: You Had ONE Job

        

      

      (Don’t get them wet. Don’t feed them after midnight. Thanks, Gremlins.)

      Sometimes TSTL character actions are employed because the writer felt it was the only way to move the plot in that direction. Sometimes there are no workarounds because everything that follows hinges upon the character’s actions, or else the rest of the story falls apart.

      That’s a pretty weak-ass hinge though, right? I mean, let’s continue the building metaphor. Would you be happy with a new house where the front door falls out of the frame every time you try to open it?

      No. Obviously.

      Frequently, TSTL character actions stem from the writer not taking their characters’ needs, wants, desires, goals, knowledge, experience, conflict, education, wisdom, ignorance, prejudices, and intelligence into account when writing. The writer simply shoves the characters around on the page like chess pieces with zero agency. Not to mention it’s lazy writing.

      “But but but we create our world and characters!”

      Well, yes, we do. The thing is when you breathe life into these characters you want the reader rooting for them.

      Unless of course it’s an antagonist or villain you want the reader rooting against.

      Which…I mean, yes, in romance books it’s not uncommon for readers to root for the sexy antagonist or villain, even if it’s sometimes fucked up in good ways, but that’s getting way off-topic.

      What I mean is your characters need to be in control of their actions, not you. They can’t simply be a vehicle to forward the plot.

      
        
        Keep in mind that not all MCs in your book will be protagonists or heroes; sometimes an antagonist, or villain—or even the weather or landscape—might be a main character. See Ryan Ausar in my Good Will Ghost Hunting and Triple Trouble series, Thanos in the Avengers franchise, the shark in Jaws, the whale in Moby Dick, the unseen threat in Bird Box, the eponymous tornado in Twister, or the weather/natural disaster in too many movies to count, like the iceberg and cold water (and the audience’s desperation to use the bathroom after three and a half ungodly hours in front of a screen) in Titanic.
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