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By now you’re probably wondering why this book is titled Slap Him with a Fish. I considered explaining that in this intro, but really it’s a topic better suited for Chapter 5, so let me summarize with this:  it will make sense eventually (right around Chapter 5, incidentally).

Really, there is a reason beyond just making a strange cover with a fish on it.  It even comes with a funny anecdote.  Did you just flip ahead to Chapter 5?  Don’t do that!  Come back!  Whew, okay, good. Let’s just proceed from here and get to the fish later, all right?

Now that’s out of the way, it’s time for some serious Introductioning.

I believe there is no better way to open this book than with this one simple truth:  Writing is a skill, and it can be learned. If I didn’t believe that, there would be no point for this book—or for any of the writing classes I teach (or for the ones I took as a Creative Writing major in college).

Fiction itself is an art form, for sure, but the key to growing as a writer lies in breaking the execution of that art form down into learnable, actionable skills... then putting it all back together so it appears far more effortless than it is.

Yes, some writers have a natural aptitude, and may not have to work as hard on some aspects of writing.  In my experience, though, that natural aptitude is closely related to long-term, continued exposure to the techniques, which then become instinct.  In other words, strong writers read and write. A lot.

Becoming a strong writer—particularly of fiction—is hard work.  As much as I can cover techniques, I cannot make you a better writer.  That can come only through practice, through writing stories—to completion—again and again and again.  I have written four novels to date, a couple novellas, numerous short stories and flash pieces, a couple memoirs, and one random book I can’t quite call a novel because the story was told entirely through text messages and emails.  Some of these stories have placed in contests, or even gone viral and reached millions of reads.  But it took me years to finish my first novel.  I would start a story, get stuck, and move on to a new one.  Let me tell you from experience: Whatever you’re currently writing, finish it.  I learn tremendously from every book I finish—and then even more in editing. First drafts are meant to be messy... but you have to finish them. You cannot learn fully if you’re not completing the process.  Whether your work-in-progress is a novel, a novella, or a short story—finish it.  And then start another one. 

When working on fiction, nothing is wasted—false starts, early drafts, backstory that never makes it into the story—it all matters. Your brain is learning from all of it, sifting through techniques and figuring out how you work best as a writer.  All writers are different.  This book will introduce you to some universal elements of fiction writing, but other topics in this book will be more individualized—I can only share with you what writing process I’ve found to work best for me, so you have a starting point, and then share what I’ve learned from research and networking with other authors about what works for them. But you will need to experiment to figure out what works best for you.

This book will give you plenty of tips and techniques and even walk through large sections of the story-writing process, but the hard work is up to you.  No one can write for you (a sad truth!), and please trust me—you will grow leaps and bounds as a writer once you begin completing projects. 

As you read this book, feel free to jump around to the chapters most relevant to what you’re working on right now.  However, if you’re brand new to writing, I’d suggest reading them all before launching into your next story, then you can come back and reference them as needed.  This book is not an exhaustive resource—much, much more could be said on every topic included here, plus on some I haven’t included—nor is it a one-size-fits-all magic cure.  I cannot guarantee that what works for me will work for every writer—I can only share what I’ve found to work for me, along with some basic truths about fiction that are fairly universal, and which will provide a solid foundation for a beginning fiction writer.  If you’re not a beginner, hopefully they will be a helpful review.

I’m guessing you’ve picked up this book (and/or taken one of my writing classes) because wherever you are in your journey as a writer, you believe there is room for growth.  If you are a writer who feels not-so-naturally gifted, take heart—I firmly believe that if you possess the passion to be a writer (whether “naturally gifted” or not), you have that passion for a reason.  You are meant to use it.

But growth does not happen overnight (not in developing skills and not in “breaking out” as a writer). Most career authors are writers because they can’t not be. Writing is just in them, an inescapable part of who they are, what they were made to do.  If you felt a stirring in your chest when reading that, then you’re probably one of those people.  I spent years ignoring my urge to write, because I was too busy or it was too hard or whatever-reason-you-want-to-plug-in.  Since I started really writing, I have both improved and also seen things happen through my writing I never imagined possible.  If you are willing to work at this diligently over an extended period of time, you may be surprised to discover just how far you can go.  Steel yourself now for the long game.

I also want to say that writing doesn’t have to be lonely.  I have a vibrant, amazing community of fellow authors, beta readers, an intern, an editor, and even a co-author I occasionally write with on certain projects.  There is nothing quite like having people inhabit your story worlds with you, and that is something I craft and protect in all the writing classes I teach.  If you’re reading this book but are not part of a writing community, let me invite you to join one of mine!  You can find me on Facebook at http://facebook.com/ccrawfordwriting or through my website at http://ccrawfordwriting.com, where you can subscribe to my newsletter and/or read my blog for additional tips for writers.  I have a VIP Reader Group and a Writers Group on Facebook, which you can find through the “Groups” tab on my Facebook page. I’m also happy to answer questions via email (though it may take me a few days to get back to you).

Let me end the introduction with this:  All writers have strengths and weaknesses, even the famous ones.  Becoming a strong fiction writer is a process, and it takes time and practice.  Growth requires a tenuous balance of being willing to accept criticism (from others and yourself), without letting that criticism totally discourage you.  The power in this journey lies in realizing what your strengths are and embracing them, while shoring up any areas of weakness.  

I’ll say to you what I tell my students:  I believe in you.  You can do this. I honestly mean that. If you want it badly enough, if you’re willing to work and work and work at it, you can be a better writer.  Maybe even one who makes a living at it.  Seriously—there are people who do that, like real people... not just the famous ones (not that they aren’t real, too, of course—and I’d bet they weren’t always famous).  There is more than one way to be a career writer, and I’ll cover some of the options for making a living from writing later in this book.  However, becoming a skilled fiction writer (and especially a full-time one making a living from it) won’t be easy.  Do you know why there aren’t many “successful” writers in the world?  Well, first, because “writing success” is generic and looks different to different people.  But also because it’s hard. (Have I said that enough?) Many people who want to be writers simply give up (or never even truly get started).  It never moves from dream or intent to consistent action.  Do you want to be a writer? Then don’t be one of those people.

As my fiction professor in college said, “Don’t dread; do.”

I’m here to help.  Let’s get started.

—Crystal Crawford

CCrawfordWriting.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Section I: Basics Before We Begin
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​Chapter 1: What Makes a Story “Work”

If you want to write fiction, chances are you started by reading fiction.  Do you remember those stories, the ones which completely captivated you, sucked you into another world, and then left you with that breathless, bittersweet feeling at the last page—the satisfaction of knowing the end mixed with the sorrow of knowing the story was over?  Those books, the magical ones—they are what made me want to be a writer, from the time I was a small child up until now. But how do those authors achieve that magical sense of a fully captivating story, one you never want to leave?  And—more importantly for this book—how can you achieve the same thing in your own writing?

This is the question I’ve been exploring for over a decade, first as someone studying Fiction Writing in college, and now as a writer seeking to make a living at it.  I’m far from perfect and nowhere near finished learning, but I have noticed a few commonalities between the stories that do well.  Books that garner a wide and passionate audience vary in genre, in style, and in basically every way imaginable except for one—they all create a vivid, powerful emotional impact.  Emotion is the key to what makes a story work... and understanding which emotions your specific audience craves and how to deliver them is one of a writer’s most important skill sets.

​Identifying Your Readers’ Ideal Emotional Experience

SO IF EMOTIONAL CONNECTION with the reader is the secret to powerful stories, how exactly does a writer make that happen?

First, it’s important to realize that a story can elicit literally any emotion... but not all of them are good choices for every story.  If you craft the wrong type of emotion, you can alienate your readers.  Your entire story could fall flat, or worse, anger your readers to the point they never want to read your stories again. 

“But wait,” you say, “I thought emotion was the secret to powerful stories... now you’re telling me sometimes it isn’t?”  Not exactly.  Emotion is the key, but delivering an emotion that majorly conflicts with reader expectations can sour the reader experience.  Does this mean you can never surprise your readers?  Of course not.  But careful story-crafting does require some attention to who will be on the receiving end of the story (assuming you plan to let others read it).  Though you are writing your story, if you intend to have readers, it’s also important to consider how your story will come across to them, and then to set clear expectations based on the overall feeling you plan to deliver.  This is where genre expectations and knowledge of your audience come in, and we’ll talk about each of those in more detail later.  

For now, the important concept is this:  readers choose certain types of books to read because they are after a particular experience.  Readers who gravitate toward romance are seeking specific feelings, and those are not the same feelings readers of horror are hoping to find.  Fantasy readers are after a different emotional experience than mystery or thriller readers, and contemporary fiction readers have different emotional expectations than paranormal or urban fantasy readers.  While you can blend genres and deliver more than one set of emotions, it’s important to recognize that your readers are still going to enter your book expecting a particular experience, depending on how you’ve presented your story description, title, cover, genre, etc.  Understanding up front what overall emotion you’re attempting for your story—and then planning your story and its presentation around that—is a simple yet powerful way to ensure that your story carries emotional resonance that will captivate and satisfy your readers.  Or if you know what genre you want to write in, you can reverse-engineer this and determine what overall emotion you should target based on what readers of a particular genre would expect.​[1]  A good way to identify the core emotion is to read a lot in your targeted genre and then analyze what you are feeling as you read.  Which emotions keep you turning the pages, and what feeling are you hoping to be left with when the book ends?  Ideally, you’ll want to target one or two primary emotions.  Though it may seem like a good idea to cram in all the feels, not all emotions blend well and too many can make the story feel unfocused. Be intentional with what feelings your story inspires, and be sure to hone in one or two as the primary emotions, while toning down others to let them provide an interesting backdrop without muddying the strength of your core emotional impact.

​Creating Emotional Impact

ONCE YOU’VE IDENTIFIED which emotion(s) you’re targeting, next comes the big question:  how do you actually elicit those emotions from the reader through your story?  There are several aspects of a story which come together to create the overall emotional impact, and when they all work together seamlessly, the end result is a far more powerful story.

Characters







YOUR CHARACTERS ARE your reader’s most powerful connection to your story—if they’re done well.  Poorly constructed characters (characters who feel forced, flat, unrealistic, or overly stereotypical) can completely turn a reader off from a story, but a well-written character will draw the reader in like no other factor.  Characters are a story’s life blood; they are why your readers will care about anything else that happens in the story, and what they’re most likely to remember afterward.  We’ll go in depth into character creation in a later chapter, but in terms of emotional impact it’s important to remember this:  your characters set the tone of your story.  Craft them well, because they will impact every emotion your reader feels, for better or for worse.

Setting







YOUR SETTING SHOULD be more than an arbitrary backdrop for your story; it should intentionally contribute to your story’s mood. In a way, setting can be thought of as a character in the story.  You can use the setting to either augment or contrast the emotional timbre of the other elements in your story, thereby adjusting your story’s overall emotional impact.  The setting should also be relevant to the characters, theme, and plot of the story.  (We’ll discuss this more in later chapters). A well-chosen setting can greatly enhance a story’s impact on the reader.

Plot

THE PLOT IS what happens in your story.  Of course, the events within your story have a major impact on your characters... and therefore on how your reader feels about your story as a whole.  We’ll discuss plotting in detail in a later chapter, but keep it in mind as one of the core elements for crafting a story’s emotional impact.

Theme







THEME IS AN OFT-OVERLOOKED aspect of story, but one which I address with my students early in the writing process, because a well-executed theme increases the impact of everything else in the story.  Theme is a big-picture consideration, and your characters, setting and plot should all feed into your thematic impact in one way or another.  We’ll discuss theme again later in this book, but for now it may help to think of it as the large-scale message or impact you hope to communicate to your reader.  Some themes are moral-based, while others are more general, such as a theme of friendship or second chances.  Even within those generic themes, you as an author have your own worldview and beliefs which will influence how the theme plays out in your story (even if you don’t immediately realize it).  The thematic impact of your story is the underlying statement you’re presenting to your readers, and it is a major part of the overall emotional experience your readers will receive.

​Emotional Resonance

EMOTIONAL RESONANCE is a term I use repeatedly in this book.  Envision yourself standing in an empty, silent cave, holding a small bell in your hand. Now, ring the bell... and imagine how the sound echoes and builds—resounds—within the closed space.  This is the resonance, the expansion of a sound as it echoes and completely fills a space.  Emotional resonance is the same concept.  As you implement the various aspects we’ve discussed here—characters, setting, plot, theme—with an intentional focus on how they all work together to craft an emotional impact for your story, you end up with an emotional result that echoes and builds as your story progresses, culminating in a satisfying emotional resolution—and a lasting emotional impact—for your readers as they turn that final page. 



​Chapter 2: The Writing Process

FICTION WRITING IS a complex process, whether you’re writing a short story, a novel, or something in between.  In general, the writing process breaks down into a few basic steps:

	Planning (the Idea phase)








	Drafting (the Words-on-Page phase)








	Editing (the Revising & Polishing phase; also includes Formatting)








	Submitting (the Do-Something-with-It phase, whether that is traditional publishing, indie publishing, or sending it out to friends)


Each of these steps has several smaller components of its own, and in reality, the first three steps will be repeated multiple times in a cycle until you have a final draft ready to move into the Submitting phase.  I plan in detail before writing, but still often circle back to re-planning or honing my plan as new ideas emerge during the drafting stage.  Editing may require cutting entire sections and/or drafting new sections, which then need to be edited again.  It’s just the nature of the writing process, and though each writer’s individual experience may look different, every writer will go through these steps in at least some form before producing a final work. Even self-proclaimed pantsers—writers who write “by the seat of their pants” rather than planning the story ahead of time—still usually have a story concept and some basic ideas in mind before they begin drafting; their Planning phases are just far looser and briefer than writers who plan up front in more detail.  I’ll further discuss these two approaches in the coming pages.







If you’re writing solely for your own enjoyment and do not intend for anyone ever to read your story, you could skip the Submitting phase.  However, I recommend still doing the Editing phase for your story (even if no one but you will ever see it) because growth as a writer comes by cycling through this complete process, including editing.  Actually, I recommend not skipping that final step either, unless you’re writing solely as a therapeutic exercise.  Not all writing is ideal for public consumption, but you might be surprised at how many readers would connect with your story, if you did share it.  

For this section (and for this entire book, really), I will move forward with the basic assumption that you are working to produce a story which you hope will find an audience of some kind.  If you are writing just for your own enjoyment, you can still learn a lot from following through the majority of this process.

For the rest of you...

The fact that you’re reading this book tells me you want to grow as a writer, so just trust me on this... do not skip steps.  Plan to finish every writing project to completion, from planning to writing to editing and then submitting it in whatever way you choose.  If you’re hesitant to move into the fourth and final step, here’s a word of encouragement:  putting your writing out into the world is also a fantastic way to spur improvement as a writer—feedback from readers, editors, submission agents, etc., can all provide priceless information (and inspiration) for growth.  You don’t have to submit your writing anywhere, but if you don’t, you may be missing a huge opportunity for augmenting your skills. 

In my essay-writing classes, I call the writing process the Prewrite-Write-Revise cycle, but it aligns with the first three steps outlined above:  first you decide on an idea and clarify it enough to begin writing, then you write something, and then you revise and edit your writing until you’re satisfied with the result. Whatever we call the steps, the process is the same.  For clarity, we’ll be calling the steps Planning, Drafting, Editing, and Submitting in this book.  Each of these topics will be covered thoroughly in individual sections later in the book.  However, for now, we’ll just do a basic overview of each so we’re all on the same page as to what each step entails.

​Planning

THIS PHASE INCLUDES everything you do prior to actually writing your story.  Depending on how much of a planner you are, this could involve brainstorming, outlining, mind-mapping, world-building, timelining, character bios, notebooks of history/backstory/lore, detailed plotting, and more... or it could entail only a small sampling of some of these things to get your idea into focus before you write.

​Drafting

DRAFTING IS THE ACTUAL writing process, wherein you produce your first (and subsequent) drafts.  I highly recommend for writers to complete a full first draft before moving on to any further steps.  Stopping partway through a draft to edit and revise often results in endless editing loops and a book that never seems to get finished.  If you get stuck, jump back to the planning phase, but only long enough to figure out where you’re going next, then keep moving forward. The first draft is a time to let go of the pressure and just write.  You can edit when it’s done, when you’ll have a better picture of your story as a whole and therefore a better perspective on what needs to be changed... but you can’t edit a blank page.  Write your first draft in its entirety, then go from there.

​Editing

ONCE YOU HAVE A COMPLETE first draft, it’s time to step back and look at your story objectively.  Did anything emerge you weren’t expecting?  Would the story be strengthened by adding, removing, enhancing, or toning down any elements?  Does your story hit the expected plot points for your genre?  Does it have appropriate pacing?  Etc.  If you just finished your first draft, it’s a good idea to set it aside for a few days before starting to edit, especially if you’re new at this.  The time away from it gives some much-needed perspective so you can edit with a clear vision of your story.  If you’re short on time and can’t let it sit, I have some tips... I’ll get into those later in the section that focuses on the editing/revision process.  For now, keep in mind that your story will probably need multiple rounds of editing.  This is when the editing ⇨ drafting ⇨ editing cycle emerges, as you move through layers of changes to your story.  You may even find you need to return to the planning stage to figure out how to best present your story or how to fix sections which don’t seem to be working as intended. Focus on the big-picture issues of structure, plot, etc., first; grammar and punctuation can wait until you’re sure you’re keeping all the parts of your story and nothing else is majorly changing.

​Submitting

THIS PHASE COMES IN once you’ve edited your story multiple times and are sure it’s ready to be seen.  Depending on your plans for your story, “Submitting” could mean sending to beta readers or it could mean writing a pitch and query letters for agents or publishers (if they accept unagented submissions).  You should not send an unedited version to beta readers or to an agent. Do at least a few rounds of editing before sending your manuscript so they are seeing a good representation of your best work.  Keep in mind that this initial “submission” (to beta readers, agents, etc.) may still need further editing based on their feedback before your book is officially ready to submit for good.  If you’re self-publishing, you’ll definitely still need a few more rounds of editing (or you’ll need to hire an editor) to ensure your book is in its best form before publishing; if you’re going with a publishing company, once your book is accepted they will usually take care of professional editing for you.  Also, if you try querying and get no positive responses (or get initial interest but rejections once you submit your full manuscript), this could be a sign that your book needs to go back to the planning stages to determine what might be improved to increase your chances for success upon further submissions.  You will also probably need to submit many times, if pursuing traditional publication, before finding success (this is just part of the process!). We’ll cover more about the different publishing options (and steps for each) in later chapters.

​Finding Your Best Writing Process

IN GENERAL, THE WRITING process looks something like this:

​[image: The Writing Process diagram1.png]








OR MORE ACCURATELY, a bit like this:

[image: The Writing Process diagram2.png]

IN SHORT, THE WRITING process is messy and complicated, and there is no one exactly-right way to do it.  The key is to experiment with different approaches and find what works for you.  As varied as personalities and people are, the ideal writing process for any given person will be just as varied.  In fact, I find that my approach may have to adapt even from project to project, depending on my current life situation, mental energy, time availability, and the needs of that particular story.  

In this book, I’ll be sharing the methods and approaches I’ve found to work best for me, but please do not assume that my personal process is the only “right” way.  Experiment, try things out, then keep what works for you and discard the rest.  Your ideal writing process is unique to you, and though much can be learned from emulating what has worked for others, in the end it’s counterproductive to attempt to force your process into a box custom-built for someone else’s brain.  If another writer’s methods work for you, fantastic!  But if they don’t, don’t feel like there is something wrong with you; they may not be the methods best suited to your personality, situation, or mental processes.  If that’s the case, keep experimenting until you find what works.

So what’s the point in learning any of this stuff if it may or may not work for you?  Well, there are some tried-and-true story principles for writing fiction that should probably be followed if you want to write stories which will be well-received by readers, and we’ll cover those in this book... but there is also a lot of room for adapting these principles to your own needs, especially when it comes to writing routines, how much you plan before writing, how many times you cycle through various stages of the writing process, how quickly you write, or when and how you write.  Even if you love an author’s books, that doesn’t mean that author’s individual approach to the writing process will work for you.  If you’re a beginner, I suggest that you read, research, and learn as much as you can about writing craft and the writing process as a starting point, then try things out and do what works best for you. Make a note of the things that excite you, motivate you, or provide aha moments where things click into focus—these are clues to the elements of how you work best. 

Here’s a secret:  writing is hard.  Even those who do it professionally have moments of struggle and doubt (okay, lots of those moments).  If you don’t believe me, follow some authors on Twitter or join some Facebook groups for writers.  The struggle is real... and it’s universal.  But what helps one writer get into a groove might fail abysmally for another writer.  The best we can do as writers, really, is encourage one another and then seek to grow continually in our personal writing craft by learning, experimenting, and writing a lot.  The more you write, the more you learn about yourself and your process, and the better you become.  That doesn’t mean writing becomes easy; you just level-up your skills and face a new set of challenges.  Don’t be discouraged, though... the more you push forward with focused attention on growing as a writer, the more you’ll improve, and the more you’ll see movement toward your writing goals, whatever those might be.  But you can’t make progress if you don’t write.  Writing often and actually finishing projects through the full writing process, again and again, is the key to growth.

This book provides foundational principles for fiction writing, as well as a variety of techniques and approaches to the writing process, including what’s worked well for me and other authors I’ve taught, mentored, or worked alongside.  Just keep in mind that each writer is unique, so it’s up to you to explore, test, and discover what works best for you.  Don’t be afraid to experiment... and don’t be afraid to fail (just be sure to get up and try again).  When it comes to the writing process, nothing is wasted; you can learn from everything.  Just as writing itself is a process, figuring out what works for you as a writer is a process, too.







​Chapter 3: Terminology Overview

WE’VE ALREADY COVERED some complex concepts, but before we move any further, I want to be sure I explain some of the terms and phrases I’ll be using frequently throughout this book, and which

you’re also likely to encounter in the broader context of fiction writing.  This chapter will provide only a brief explanation of each; the applications of these different terms will be discussed in more detail as they arise in other chapters. 

Rather than attempt to list these thematically, I’ve listed them alphabetically so you can scan the list to find a particular definition if there’s a term about which you’re uncertain.  Some terms which are interchangeable or closely related have been grouped together into one entry, even if they do not begin with the same letter, so if you don’t see the term you’re looking for, try scanning down the complete list; it may be included as part of another entry.

Antagonist

SIMPLY PUT, THE “BAD Guy” of the story, though it’s often more complicated than that.  The Antagonist is the opposing force (generally another character, but can sometimes be more abstract) which drives the primary conflict against your main character. 

Author or Writer

I USE THESE TERMS almost interchangeably in this book, but in general, I use writer when I’m focusing on the writer’s role in writing the book, and author when I’m addressing the ownership of a story or the creator of a completed, published work.  In reality, the writer and the author of any story are the same person, but the terms have a different connotation.  For this book, you can just assume I’m using them interchangeably, but perhaps to emphasize a particular nuance in a given context.

Chapter

A chapter is a division of a longer written work.  Chapters function to provide a small break or relief or “stopping point” for the reader, and/or to denote a change or shift in the narrative (end of a scene, POV shift, etc.).  When I refer to the term chapter in this book, I am referring to this intuitive division of the narrative at a place (and in a way) which makes sense for the story, not a division of an arbitrary length.  Chapter length is a factor to consider, but not the primary one—I recommend dividing chapters where it makes sense for the story and ending each chapter in a way that encourages the reader to keep reading for “just one more chapter.”  That said, chapter length can be used to adjust the pacing of the novel or to increase or decrease tension; more on that later.

Character Arc / Internal Arc

CHARACTER ARC refers to the progression of growth and change (or lack thereof) seen in the character throughout the course of the story.  The character arc details the internal conflict of the story while the plot arc addresses the external conflict of the story.  (See internal conflict, plot arc, and external conflict for more info.)

Character Introspection

THIS TERM REFERS TO the internal thoughts of the characters, as told through the narrative.  This is vital to creating deep, realistic characters and drawing the reader into the story.  Character introspection can happen at any point in the story, but is particularly common during a sequel (this is a specific story term referring to the part of a Scene wherein the character processes what happened previously; see Scene for more information).

Description

THIS IS A GENERAL TERM for any part of the narrative that focuses on describing something (typically setting or characters).  Strong description utilizes sensory details covering a variety of senses (touch, smell, sight, taste, sound) to help the reader immerse into the experience of the story.  Description tends to slow down the pace of the narrative (which is needed at times), and so its placement should be used thoughtfully.  (Generally, in the middle of a high-suspense or high-action scene is not the place for large amounts of description.)

Dialogue

SIMPLY PUT, dialogue occurs wherever characters are talking in real time.  There are certain formatting requirements for dialogue, and the character’s spoken words are indicated in quotation marks and accompanied by dialogue tags and/or action tags.  We’ll cover dialogue in more detail later in this book.

Exposition

EXPOSITION IS THE INTRODUCTION/insertion of information. In the context of fiction, this term can be used in two ways: (1) the opening section of a novel, wherein the readers are introduced to the characters and those characters’ “ordinary” world before the main conflict of the plot kicks off, and (2) narrative sections which are primarily “telling” or relating information to the reader, such as summarizing an event not shown on page or recapping something that happened in the past.  Exposition is generally more fast-paced than in-the-moment Narration of events.  (See Narration and Story Structure for more information.)

External Conflict

THIS REFERS TO ANY problems, setbacks, danger, etc., the characters encounter in their fictional world in pursuit of their goal(s), whether that comes from an antagonist, other characters, society, circumstance, or even the setting itself.  It does not, however, include internal conflict—which refers to the problems or setbacks a character encounters due to his or her own internal debates, doubts, opposing beliefs or ideologies, conflicting desires, cognitive dissonance, etc.  While the external conflict can cause internal conflict (and often does!), the two are often mapped separately for purposes of plotting and story structure.  Ideally, the internal and external conflict will work in concert to amp up the story’s tension and better convey the story’s theme.

Fiction and Nonfiction

THESE ARE BROAD CLASSIFICATIONS of writing types.  Fiction refers to story writing, text which is imaginative (i.e., “made up,” though that’s such an unpleasant way of wording it!), generally written for the purpose of entertainment (among other things) while Nonfiction refers to texts which are factual, such as textbooks, biographies, etc., with the purpose of informing the reader (though some Nonfiction categories, like Memoirs, are told as stories and have their own story structure, similar to fiction).

Genre and Subgenre

A genre is a classification of what type of story something is, based on traits like style, plot arc, setting, tone, themes, and more.  A subgenre is a smaller classification within a genre, detailing expectations for a particular subtype of story within the larger genre.  In short, genres help readers identify which types of stories they prefer and then easily find similar books to read.  For more on this topic, see the “Genres and Genre Expectations” chapter in this book.

Head-hopping

THIS TERM REFERS TO point of view shifts within a narrative (such as providing a sudden glimpse into the thoughts of a non-POV character), and is often done unintentionally by the writer.  It can be distracting and confusing for the reader, and should be avoided.  See Point of view for more details.

Imagery

IN SOME CONTEXTS THE definition of imagery is far more exact, but when discussing fiction, I use it as a general term for any device within the narrative intended to elicit a vivid, visceral image for the reader.  This can be achieved through metaphors and similes, symbolism, skillful description, and more.

Indie or Self-Publishing

A FORM OF BOOK PUBLICATION in which the author publishes the book and releases directly to the readers, without the use of an agent or publishing company (though there is often the use of a major publishing platform which allows indie publishing—such as Amazon, Draft to Digital, etc.—as a way of distributing the book to readers).  Self-publishing used to be considered less “legitimate” than traditional publishing, but that is no longer the case; there are now many indie (self-published) authors making a steady income with their books and well-respected within the writing community.  Successful indie publishing—and those who choose this route as professional authors—adheres to high standards of quality for editing, cover art, etc., and often these indie books are indistinguishable from traditionally published books unless you look up the publication information. (See Traditional publishing entry for clarification on the difference; this topic will also be covered in detail in a later chapter.)
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