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            In the Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning was the character.

      I’m not trying to be sacrilegious at all. I’m talking about story. And I don’t care if your story is a romance, a thriller, or science fiction—character is the holy grail of story. Yes, even in personal memoir you are developing a character that is more (or sometimes less) like you. But even if it is the truest self you can write, it is still a character you are portraying upon the written page.

      
        
        Side Note: Science Fiction

      

      

      
        
        Some will argue that science fiction is setting first. Yes, without amazing settings, science fiction fails to entice. But without grab-you-by-the-throat characters, it’s never going to rise above the genre. Think about: The Terminator without The Terminator or Terminator II without Sarah Connor stepping to the fore, Alien without Ripley, Avatar without Neytiri, or The Martian without Mark Watney having to “science the shit out of this.” Not so much.

        Character trumps everything else in story. There are literary books where that masterful character is a dog, cat, or even a city. The movie of 2001: A Space Odyssey was barely rescued from being just another 1960s psychedelic drug experience by the character of HAL—the ultimate all-powerful computer with the evil eye, a childlike innocence, and a terrifyingly dead-flat monotone.

        The exact same logic can be applied to the plot in a thriller, the puzzle in a mystery, and so on. A powerful character is what lifts the story above the common morass.

        

      

      Now character voice is by no means the sole element of a great story or series. In his amazing book Writing the Blockbuster Novel, Albert Zuckerman identified seven elements that he felt were essential to a truly major novel. His list is:

      
        	High stakes for the character

        	Larger-than-life characters

        	Powerful dramatic question

        	High concept

        	Multiple Points of View or POVs (almost always)

        	Setting

        	Family

      

      The first two and the last are firmly anchored in character (in fact they all are, but to understand that, I recommend reading his book). For the purposes of this book, all we need to know at this moment is that character is screamingly important and making that character distinct must be one of our primary duties as a writer.

      Voice

      Digging a little deeper for a moment, I want to define Character Voice. It isn’t just how a character speaks.

      It’s how they:

      
        	Speak

        	Respond

        	Think

        	Act

        	React

        	Fight

        	Make love

        	…and everything else.

      

      It’s how they move and look as well.

      Let me repeat that again: a character’s looks are part of what I define as the character’s overall voice. Voice, in the way I think of it and mean it in this book, is the character’s complete presentation upon the page (or stage or screen).

      All of these are shaped by their past, present, and hoped-for future. It can change based on their physicality or their family. Did they serve in a military unit, work at a law firm, ride a horse, or sail single-handed around the world? Are they white, Latino, from a small Pacific Island, quadriplegic, or deathly allergic to nuts? Are they five-foot-nothing tall but couldn’t give a damn or six-four and incredibly self-conscious of it? Every one of these elements will shape and alter that overall voice.

      Character Voice is the embodiment of everything we know about a character. Delving deeper into this is what this book is about.

      Sounds Like Me

      The challenge for a writer is to develop characters that don’t sound just like you (except in memoir…perhaps).

      Why? Isn’t that the “writer’s voice” that we’ve heard so much about?

      No.

      (Hope that’s clear enough.)

      Not even a little!

      (’Nuff said?)

      The writer’s voice is something that you can’t help. It’s part of who you are. Are you a meticulous grammarian, a natural joker, someone who loves a neat turn of phrase? Are metaphors a key tool in your trade? Or thriller pacing? Dark versus light? Sweet versus gritty? Techno versus ethereal?

      Those are all parts of your voice.

      Reread the first several lines of this section. Is that the way you would have written something even that straightforward? Not likely. That’s my voice. It may shift and vary depending on fiction vs. nonfiction, genre, or even the amount of tension at a moment in a story, but all that is the writer’s voice. My writer’s voice is already distinct. I can hone it—perhaps (and that’s a big perhaps)—by not messing with it. The more I can leave it alone, the more likely it is to be my true writer’s voice. Weird, but true (and not the subject of this book, so I’m dropping that here). I just wanted to be clear what I wasn’t talking about.

      What I learned as I wrote more and more stories was that I had to learn to make my characters’ voices distinct. If I didn’t, then they did all sound like me—meaning they all sounded the same. Not a good thing in a four-hundred-page, multiple-POV novel. My writer’s voice still comes through loud and clear, but it must be expressed through unique, engaging characters.

      The various characters still share my writer’s voice. They still are created from my worldview. Their thoughts and actions may be narrated much more in my natural voice than their dialog is. But even there, they must think, act, speak, move, etc. in their own voices.

      Imagine a whole series in which the characters are indistinguishable.

      Oh, wait, you don’t have to imagine it, you’ve probably read them. Or started to. The next time you just “set aside” a book (especially Book 2 or 3 in a series) and aren’t really sure why, think about it. The chances are it’s because all of the characters sounded the same. The setting may sound fresh, but the characters don’t and that is what ultimately holds us in a book.

      
        
        Side Note: The Singular Amazing Character

      

      

      
        
        Has Lee Child held you for twenty-four (so far) Jack Reacher tales? Some people, absolutely. He has created a masterful character: the true outsider who keeps revealing his heart of gold despite his best efforts to the contrary.

        Did Mr. Child keep you involved for even five or ten titles about the same person? If so, he did that by slowly evolving the character, and how much we secretly wish we could be like him: strong enough to play outside the rules.

        If he lost you along the way? It’s probably because at the end of the day, it’s still Jack Reacher the loner.

        Is this a trap or a key to success? You’ll have to decide for yourself. Mr. Child sells vastly more books than I do. But I also know that, despite my love for a good thriller, I personally stopped regularly reading his books a while ago.

        

      

      I can hear a common answer to differentiating characters, because I used to think this way too: But I dressed them differently and gave them different looks.

      Yes, we’ll talk about that. It can be a very effective tool in shaping character voice, but it is just one of many in what makes a character’s voice unique. And it’s one of the lesser ones for most characters. I’ve read series where that is the only differentiation and it became so tedious that I stopped twenty pages into Book Three: “Oh no, not that same voice—again.”

      Series Thinking

      This problem is significantly compounded in a series. Characters who we meet casually in Book One must be wholly distinguishable from the foreground characters. They also must be consistent in later books. This is especially true in romances or any team-based series where a former minor character may become the predominant character in Book Four or Fourteen.

      Imagine a circle of four women friends (the basis of two of my series I’ll be using as examples later). Each character must be so distinctive that when it is time for Perrin’s book, the reader can’t wait to read that book. Why? Because Perrin’s voice is so unique and powerful that the reader had been looking forward through the series to reading that one, unique character’s story. And then Melanie’s after that.

      Not all distinctivenesses (there’s a word for you) are created equal. No matter how carefully we plan, some characters just pop! I’ll talk later about the arrangement of a series and my thoughts on the best way to order one of those voices in a series.

      Hint: think about it hard before putting the strongest first.

      Practice

      This book is all about tools. Tools I’ve tried and tools I’m planning to try. Tools from classes gone by and tools that I’ve adapted to my own needs.

      But here I have to say a word about practice.

      My friend Dean Wesley Smith says that he thinks of writing a book as the best practice for writing the next book after that—he’s the epitome of a long-term career thinker (as he should be after almost forty years as a full-time writer). So he chooses one skill he wants to practice with each title and focuses on enhancing that skill and only that skill.

      Why do I bring that up here?

      I’m going to be discussing a lot of different tools in this book. Do not try to do them all at once. All you’ll end up with is brain lock before you can write or gobbledygook once you’ve written. And those are the best scenario results.

      This bears repeating: Do not try using all these tools at once!

      As you work with one tool, especially for the length of an entire book, it will slowly become implanted in your writer’s toolbox.

      
        
        Side Note: Toolbox

      

      

      
        
        Stephen King has a great discussion on this toolbox in his book On Writing. Therefore I’ll direct you there except to say that this book is a set of tools I’ve used for character voice. All of which, to varying degrees, are now in my toolbox. Some are favorites, worn to familiarity with long use, some I reach for only on special occasions, and some were tried, then dropped into a corner and forgotten. Part of the reason I’m writing this book is to dig into that toolbox and rediscover tools that were too unfamiliar or perhaps even too advanced when I first tried them.

        

      

      By practicing one tool, you take ownership of it and can use it more effectively. You will eventually train it into your subconscious and it will simply come out the next time you need it. Meanwhile, you’ll be practicing the next tool. A writer’s career is rarely about leaps and bounds. It is about incremental improvement.

      Dan Brown has stated in interviews that The Da Vinci Code was supposed to just be the next book in a budding midlist career. Instead it broke out and remained on the New York Times Best Sellers list for 136 weeks. In the publishing industry it is simply called a phenomenon. No one—including his publishers—expected anything exceptional from that title. It simply broke out.

      But if you go back and read his prior three books, you can see him practicing a structural and pacing element until he had it honed. (And he spent a lot of time working on other skills and developing Robert Langdon in Angels & Demons.) Whether the practicing was conscious or not, I don’t know. But it seemed clear to me when I read the books in the order they were written (Digital Fortress, Angels & Demons, Deception Point, then The Da Vinci Code). It is but one of the many reasons for the book’s popularity, but that it was incremental practice seems obvious to me.

      J. K. Rowling did much the same through the Harry Potter series. You can see her learning to write, book by book. She began with amazing characters in an amazing world and a decent level of craft. Then continually practiced her craft as she told the next six stories. But for this reader, her great success was because she never for an instant lost sight of her characters. Whether it was conscious or not on her part, by the end of this book you’ll have a good idea of how she might have made three such distinct and memorable characters as Harry, Ron, and Hermione.

      No. Practicing the tools in this book, or any book, doesn’t guarantee that you’ll be the next King or Rowling. (I wish.) But not practicing them will guarantee that you won’t become one.

      Avoiding Overwhelm

      Again: Do not, I repeat, not try to use all of these tools at once. Your head exploding would be the least of your problems. You can create a very effective writer’s block this way. Or, if you can write, you’ll be so far in your head that what you write will be utter and total crap.

      Personally, I’d rather sign up for my head exploding out of those three options.

      I choose one thing to practice at a time. And I don’t get very compulsive about it. I might approach a novel with a thought like one of these:

      
        	I’m going to think more about how we interact with our clothes as I write this story. (I may achieve this by simply making a character who really cares about clothes as I did with my fashion designer in my Where Dreams series.)

        	I’m going to work on describing the qualities of nighttime outdoors. (A common theme for my Night Stalkers warriors—they’re called that because they fly most of their missions in darkness.)

        	I’m going to really focus on how family influences who we are. (I might do this by making the hero’s and heroine’s backgrounds so drastically different that it becomes a central issue for them. I do this a lot, but Wait Until Dark (Night Stalkers #3) is a particularly good example from my own work. She is an Army orphan—her parents both died in the service by the time she was twelve. Yet her love interest was all about a big, close family who are totally involved in each other’s lives.)

      

      The result of these challenges and myriad others that I’ve done is a way to practice without, consciously, practicing. This way my editing brain doesn’t interfere with my creative brain, but I’m still learning an essential skill.

      One last example to show that you can practice very technical craft skills without getting some editing side of your brain in the way.

      I wanted to learn about cliffhangers. I wanted to really get good at how I put the hook at the end of one scene to force the reader into the next. This is how the top writers keep you awake way late into the night because you can’t put their book down. They and their craft won’t let you!

      So here’s what I did:

      
        	First I pulled out a half dozen books that I could never put down, not when reading them, not when rereading them. The list looked something like this: Born in Fire by Nora Roberts, The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown, Jack & Jill by James Patterson, The Hard Way by Lee Child, and a few others. (You can tell I did this almost ten years ago.)

        	I then opened up my standard manuscript format and typed in the last sentence of every chapter and the first one of the next, through all of the books. This let me study, in a very visceral way, how these different authors who were the masters of their craft used cliffhangers.

        	I then closed all those books, closed the file, and tried not to think about what I had learned.

        	I then chose a story that required good cliffhangers to work. It included two timelines. Timeline One: my characters meet and slowly fall in love in a romance that, due to circumstances and personalities, takes years. Timeline Two: my characters have to draw on the story of their courtship years to survive a crisis twenty years after they were finally married. So one timeline is under twenty-four hours of the present, the other spans at least five years of the past.

        	I placed the two timelines in alternating chapters. This created the challenge of how to keep the reader from skipping chapters to read all of one timeline or all of the other.

        	The end of every chapter therefore had to have a double cliffhanger. One hooked you forward to stay interested in the timeline you were reading. The other hooked you into the timeline you weren’t reading. And the opening of every chapter had the same two hooks: one to pick up from the earlier chapter in that timeline and one to pick up from the immediately preceding chapter in the other timeline.

        	This book, Frank’s Independence Day, went on to be one of my bestselling titles.

      

      I included this whole explanation not to convince you to practice cliffhangers in this exact way (though it wouldn’t hurt) or to buy my book (though I wouldn’t complain). I did it to show how practicing that tool—a very complex one—can be done without interfering with your creative process, whatever that may be.

      The tools in this book can be practiced in exactly the same way.

      The Shoe That Fits

      All I offer here is a set of tools.

      Try them on for size.

      If one doesn’t fit, cast it aside and try another.

      Some of these tools worked for me for a time, but then I outgrew them. Is it because of a lack of utility in that tool? No. It’s because I found another tool that worked better for me, that pushed me in a new direction. I don’t expect my current tool set to last either. It’s always changing and shifting as my skills grow and my interests shift.

      Other of these tools are ones I’m only beginning to test for a good fit.

      Many of these tools, including the ones I use currently, I mostly became aware of using after the fact. I would finish a book and realize that I had done something new. I’d even set out to practice one thing and end up learning another.

      In preparing the presentation on which this book is based, I began going over the notes that accumulate around any work in progress. As I did so, I began to see that there was a method to my madness (at least on occasion), and that with some effort, I could turn these into coherent tools.

      There’s a great divide in writing that is worth mentioning when we’re talking about tools and personal writing styles: Plotter versus Pantser. The first type of writer pre-plans everything and the other writes by the seat of their pants.

      Some see it as the great divide between high heels and hiking boots and never the twain shall meet. I’ve written entire books starting with no more than a name, a setting, and a first sentence (and been accused of not being a true pantser because I already knew too much). I’ve written entire books based on an outline that covered floor-to-ceiling whiteboards (and been told that wasn’t “real” outlining).

      Folks, get over it. It’s a continuum. There are also flats, sneakers, runners, cowboy boots, oxfords, wingtips, Birkenstocks, and everything else mixed in between. But that’s not my real point (a drawback of analogies is that they want to run away with me). In my opinion, a plotter is someone who simply does their first draft (or “discovery draft”) in an outline format.

      Twice I’ve had the pleasure of hearing Terry Brooks talk about writing his immensely successful Shannara series.

      After the first talk, we had a great chat about our preferred outlining tools. We had both recently discovered ECCO as an upgrade from Grandview and WordPerfect before that… (yes, I’m dating myself). But we had a great time trading tips on favorite features. I used ECCO to track notes, but Terry’s final outlines were so in-depth in ECCO that he said they were nearly entry-per-sentence and all he had to do was turn them into English line by line and he was done. He did all of his drafts except the final one in the outliner.

      At the second talk a couple years later, I was assisting at the conference. He gave much the same outlining speech to the crowded room of eight hundred writers. Afterward, we sat down to chat for a bit and I asked if he really still used ECCO (I had long since left true outlining behind and moved on to mind-mapping on whiteboards).

      
        
        Quick Side Note: Not About Software

      

      

      
        
        This is not a book about software tools. Scrivener, ECCO (the modern version), Org-Mode, OneNote, or any of that. This is about conceptual tools. (Just in case you were looking for the Scrivener chapter, there isn’t one.)

        

      

      Terry glanced around to make sure we were alone. “Still outline? Are you kidding me? I just write the damn thing. But that’s a room of mostly beginners and I had to give them a tool that they could use. They need a process so they have a chance of finishing that first novel, and it will work for them now as well as it worked for me then.” I also learned from him that day about tuning your talk to your audience.
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