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So, you want to write a novel? Then you’ve found the right book! The Zero2Novel course was designed to get you up and running as fast as possible. No matter whether you’ve written a novel before, or not, the lessons in this course make it as simple as possible to develop your idea, mold your characters to perfectly fit a powerful plot, write it fast, edit it as painlessly as possible, and get your novel ready for submission to your favorite publishers and agents.
The lessons in this book were originally written for my online course at http://zero2novel.com. All of the lessons in the online course are here, but it does not include the bonus lessons, or the personal support forums. If this is something that you would be interested in, please visit the website for the course at:
Throughout the course, you’ll see references to weekly lessons, since that’s how the course was designed to be used. Each lesson would arrive in your email once a week (except for the first couple of weeks where you got two lessons to give you the quickest jumpstart possible.) All that was needed was 30 minutes a night. You’ll continue to find the ‘homework’ in each chapter under the ‘Your Turn’ heading.
Enough preamble, let’s get you writing your novel!
First off, I want to congratulate you on taking the time and risk to become a member of this course and pursue your dreams. That takes real courage. And it’s something that a lot of people will never do. They’re too afraid failing to ever see how far they could go. But not you! You’ve taken the first step toward seeing your dream become a reality. How does it feel? I hope it feels great!
If you’re nervous, though, and just testing the waters, that’s okay! I hope that you’ll do yourself the favor and work through these lessons. If you do, I’m confident that you’ll find the project immensely rewarding.
Congratulations!
The first step toward making your dream of writing a novel come true is to decide that you’re going to do it. While this applies to any project worth doing, it is especially true of writing fiction. You need to make the decision that you’re going to finish this novel--whether by staying with this course or doing it on your own. Not just that you’re going to write, but that you will finish this novel.
That’s a pretty picky distinction, I realize, but when it’s just you and the word processor it can be pretty lonely. There are TV shows you could be watching, video games you could be playing and more distractions than you ever imagined. Once you’ve decided to finish it, though, it suddenly becomes much easier. All of those little decisions become easier. When you friends look at like you’re crazy for writing a novel, you’ll already know it’s done. You just have to put in the time.
So take a moment right now and put 30 minutes a day onto your schedule. At least for the first 30 days. If you use a planner, write it in pen. This is your time to make your dreams happen. It’s valuable. It’s important. Treat it so, and you’ll be so rewarded at the end of the journey you might even get a little teary-eyed with joy. At the very least, you can say you did what a huge percentage of the population wants to do, but never does.
Before you can start writing any project, you first need to figure out what you want to write. This is a two-part question, really, and we’re going to cover the first part in this first lesson. In 3-4 days you’ll get part 2 of this lesson, where you’ll actually come up with ideas for your novel.
This first lesson doesn’t get you directly started on your novel, but sets the foundation that you will build on. Don’t skip this lesson. It’s crucial to your success in the long term. Let’s face it, writing a novel takes dedication and time. I want the process to be as fun for you as possible. That’s why we’re starting here: by laying a foundation that allows you to keep your interest through the long run and enjoy it, too.
Ready?
Let’s get started.
The first thing we need to discover is what genre do you want to write in? Is it a thriller? Romance? Science Fiction, or Fantasy? Mainstream literature? I’m not asking what genre you think you should be writing in…that’s completely irrelevant. But what genre you want to write.
I know an answer just popped in your mind. Great! Grab a piece of paper real quick and jot it down. Done?
That’s the genre you think you should be writing in. it’s the one that’s been sitting in your head as you spend idle moments at work thinking that you wish you could get a novel written. But we need to dig a little deeper to really understand what you love about stories.
Don’t worry, it’s a simple exercise.
Keep that sheet of paper in front you and start listing all of the genres you’ve read several books in (and enjoyed!) from the time you were a kid up until now.
Here’s what my list looks like:
- Epic Fantasy
- Spy Thrillers
- Supernatural Thrillers
- Action/Adventure
- Horror
- Suspense
I’ve read other genres (and I’m sure you’ll have read more than you list) but those 6 genres are the ones that I most strongly remember. They’re the ones that are sitting on my nightstand, or piled at the base of the bookshelf waiting to be read.
Whatever your answers may be, these are the only genres that you’re allowed to pick from when planning your novel.
There’s a couple different reasons for this.
The first is familiarity. The more you’ve read within a genre, the more you are familiar with the cliches and standards. You understand what readers expect (and what rules you might be able to get away with breaking) because these stories have seeped deep into your non-conscious mind. When you come up with new story ideas, these ideas are going to be strongly influenced by what you’ve read (and enjoyed) the most.
The second reason is publish-ability. Because of all of the familiarity you have with the subject, you are going to be more in tune with the changes in the genre, and the stories you write will be more publishable because of that.
Back to your list.
I want you to relax and let your mind wander a little while you’re looking over the list of genres. Which genre does your eye get drawn back to the most? Which one elicits the fondest feelings from you? Circle that one. Then repeat, putting a number next to each one.
When you are done, you should have ranked all of your favorite genres from the most favorite to the least. If you allowed yourself to relax and listened to your feelings, you may even be surprised by the results. Quite often, we tell ourselves that our favorite genre is X, when it is actually only the one that we tell people we read the most.
Perhaps you secretly love romance novels but are always embarrassed to tell people that, so you tell them you read adventure novels because you think that you’ll fit in better. It’s a perfectly natural form of avoidance. If you want to write at the top of your game, though, you have to be honest with yourself here. It’s okay--you don’t ever have to tell your friends that you’re writing romance novels if you don’t want to. Unless you get published, at which point there’s no sense being embarrassed--you just fulfilled a dream they’ve probably been wanting to do but didn’t have the guts!
For me, the answer was easy: fantasy. Luckily, it’s not a genre that you have to be too embarrassed to read, though it’s not as popular as some of the other ones. Thanks to the Lord of The Rings trilogy of movies, though, it’s more acceptable than ever.
When my parents got divorced, I was 12. Even though all outward signs showed that I handled it pretty well, looking back it’s obvious that I didn’t. Instead, I dove into reading fantasy novels. That’s when I was introduced to J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis and Terry Brooks. I devoured their novels simply to escape from the pain I was feeling. That emotional connection has stayed with me ever since and is why I write fantasy today, though I feel that the genre as a whole has begun to stagnate somewhat. But that’s a completely different discussion.
Whichever genre ended up at the top of your list is the genre you should be writing in. Pull out a clean sheet of paper and write it in the middle of the page. But don’t throw the other one away just yet! We’re not done with it.
No genre stands alone. You just have to look at all of the various sub-genres of the thriller or fantasy novels to see the truth of this.
You have spy thrillers, tech thrillers, supernatural thrillers, medical thrillers, and about a dozen more recognized sub-genres to the thriller alone. In the fantasy realm, you have high fantasy, epic fantasy, urban fantasy, and dark fantasy to name just a few.
What makes a sub-genre is the elements it combines with the overall genre. Take thrillers. A thriller is essentially a story that moves at a break-neck pace forward with the main character in constant danger. That’s about all the sub-genres have in common. If you focus on spies, then you are writing a spy thriller. If the focus is on dark supernatural elements threatening the main character, then you have a supernatural thriller. And so on.
The difference here is what the author was interested in writing about. And that’s your next step. So, let’s do a quick little exercise to really get a feeling for what it is that interests you enough in that genre to keep going back to it. This will fuel what you should be writing, and will inform what elements will make up the bulk of your writing career, should you decide to pursue one.
You’ve got that new sheet of paper with your genre’s name in the middle, right? Circle it. Grab two more sheets of paper and--in the middle of each one--write and circle the name of your next 2 favorite genres. You should have 3 sheets of paper, each with a single genre listed in the center and circled. Set them in front of you so that you can see all three. Make sure you’re in a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed for the 10 or 15 minutes. Take the phone off of the hook if you need to.
Step Away From The Computer!
When you’re doing the following exercise, I don’t want you to use the computer. This may be hard for a lot of people--I know it was for me! But there’s a very good reason for it. Working with a computer, most people get caught up in the minutiae. “I misspelled that word.” or “Does that line need two spaces?” This will just get in the way of your creativity. Working with your hands frees you to get more creative.
Ready?
What we’re going to do is called a mind-map. It helps you to dig deep into your mind, bypassing the conscious gate-keeper that gets in the way so often, and find what really matters to you.
Look at your favorite genre. What is the first thing that comes to mind? Write it down, circle it, and draw a line connecting this new word to the genre name. This could be single word, or a short phrase. No matter what it is, write it down, even if it doesn’t seem to make sense. Quite often you’ll find that your Muse is giving you hints and clues about some new idea or project. You just have to be open to it. Even if you’re thinking about thrillers and end up writing down the word ‘Elephant’… do it. Your first bestseller just may come from that idea!
What comes to mind next? If it’s sparked by the genre, then write it down somewhere else on the page, circle it and connect it back to the genre name. If it was sparked by the first word you wrote down, connect it back to that.
Keep doing this process until you run out of thoughts. Don’t stop to take a break. If you do that, your conscious mind will get involved again. Just keep writing and making new connections.
Often, you’ll find an idea sparked by one of your other two genres. Great! Write it down and connect it to that genre. If you let yourself get into the groove and really keep the momentum going, then you won’t be working methodically. It will be pretty sporadic actually--jumping from one genre to another, sometimes with just one idea before you skip to another idea or genre, other times lots of ideas will be written before moving on.
If you’re not used to this, it can be a little unsettling. Especially if you’re a Type A personality. But, trust me, there is no easier or faster way to get to the root of what your Muse is trying to tell you than this. Our thoughts are, by nature, fairly random, even if you’re used to methodically working through a problem. The more you do this, the more comfortable you will become and the deeper you will find yourself digging into your thoughts and beliefs.
Done? Great.
Now you should have a messy web of seemingly random thoughts. The great news is that you have now defined what you love most about the top 3 genres in your list. These are what you are going to be building your stories out of. This simple map can easily fuel hundreds of story ideas. And we’ll get to that here in a couple of days.
For now, though, what I want you to do is just keep this map lying around somewhere that you will see it for the next few days. Keep a pen and a scratch sheet of paper close by. As you walk by your map, you will find new ideas sparked. Take a few seconds to write those ideas on your map and keep expanding it.
You probably had some interesting situations or characters come to mind while working on your map. Fantastic! Write those down on another sheet of paper so you don’t forget them. More than likely, none of these are full-formed ideas. Instead, they are germs that might manifest into bigger stories. They might never be used on their own, instead combined in the future with other ideas into something completely different. But you want to get them out of your mind and somewhere safe, where your mind is allowed to stop remembering it. This makes room for more ideas to surface. If more ideas come to you during the next few days, write them down here, also.
And there you have it. If you took the time to complete this assignment you’ll have laid a very strong foundation for this novel, and many more. And in less than 30 minutes!
If you have already done the exercises, then you’re done! Simply keep the papers where you can see them and keep working on them as inspiration strikes.
If you haven’t done the exercise yet, then go back and do them. They’re simple, and quick. And packed with more power to inspire then you might think.
You will soon realize that you have more creativity in you than you ever realized. You’ve made the right decision buy buying this book. Do something with it! Make your dream of writing a novel a reality! I am just honored and thrilled that you allowed me to be part of this process with you!
This is an exciting lesson, where we take all of the ideas that you came up with as you mind-mapped what your favorite genres meant to you and pick an idea to write. If you did the first lesson, then you’re all set. Grab some more paper and we’ll get started in just a minute.
If you haven’t done the first lesson, yet, please go back and do it. Mind-mapping is a powerful process that we’ll use throughout the course to uncover secrets your Muse Mind wants you to know. By looking at your favorite genres last time through the lens of your Muse Mind, you can discover associations you didn’t realize you had. New ideas, just ripe for a story, will come from this process, if you let yourself relax into the process, and don’t second guess it the entire time.
If you caught yourself thinking things like “This is dumb” or “This will never help” then guess what? You’re right. Why? Because you’re letting your conscious mind get in the way of your Muse Mind. How do you bypass your conscious mind? First, allow yourself to do the exercise, no matter how silly it seems. Second, work fast: write down every idea that comes to you, no matter how far-fetched or dumb. No one is going to see this except you!
In this lesson, we’re going to find some new story ideas, and go through a fun little “rating game” to discover what is the best idea for you to work on right now.
Next week... we’ll take that idea and figure out who our main characters are and what their main problems are. It’s going to be fun!
At this point, assuming you did Lesson 1 exercises, I can guarantee that you’re in one of two positions:
- You got inspired by the first assignment and have a list of ideas already, or...
- Your Muse didn’t speak loud enough and you’re still stuck without any ideas.
Whichever category you fall into...that’s great!
Just to make sure everyone is on the same page, I’m going to cover a handful of techniques that will help you find a story idea whenever you need one. Then you’ll do a quick little “rating game” to determine the best story for you right now.
If you already have ideas, feel free to skip forward to the section title “Finding The Right Idea” However, you might want to run through the exercises anyway. You can never have too many ideas! And if you’re worried that you won’t be able to choose just one to work with, we’ll take care of that at the end.
It was said nearly 2000 years ago, and it is still true today, “There is nothing new under the sun.” Everything we do is building off of what’s been done before. They are new takes on an old idea, or simply extensions on that idea. Does that make our “new” ideas worthless, or not worth pursuing? Hardly. We all have different pasts that have given us unique perspectives and insights into a problem. That is what will make your ideas worth pursuing.
I mention this here because you shouldn’t feel anxious about having to find that one, perfect idea for your novel. Millions of people read the same basic stories time and again. It is your execution of them that makes it worth reading. So, relax, and let’s go find the perfect idea for you, for now.
In the following few pages, we’re going to look at how to come up with a ton of new story ideas. We’ll explore several different places they can be found. And then we’ll get to the real Idea Storm - a process combining all you’ve found through the exercise in Lesson 1 with any ideas that you can come up with using the following techniques.
Using “What If?”
What’s the most powerful question for finding story ideas? What If? It’s the only question you really need. Many pros, including Stephen King, use it constantly. If you do nothing else to further your toolbox for generating story ideas, use this question. Constantly. It doesn’t matter where you are, or what you are doing, this single question can quickly generate more story ideas than you will ever be able to use. Will they all be good? No, but does it matter? If you have to go through 100 ideas to find one really great one, did you waste time? Of course not. Edison is said to have gone through 1,000’s of ideas before finding the right material to make the light bulb work. Did he waste his time?
Let’s say you’re sitting at the dentist’s office. A mother with her small child are sitting across the waiting room from you. The child looks up at you and smiles nervously, his freckles massing together to form odd little shapes. What if those freckles were some kind of secret language and different expressions would reveal different types of code? What if the dentist sold people on the black market and he used his dentistry to find good, sellable people? What if the mother was forcing her child to have braces so she felt better about herself? What if?
Keep a notebook with you. They make tiny ones that fit in your pocket. When you’re sitting at a light, waiting for it to turn green, look around and play “What If?” If you’re at the doctor, or standing in a long line at the grocery store, or sitting in the park, or on a break at work...you get the idea.
You can also expand the game by thinking of a different time period. Try to picture a typical scene, and then start asking the question. Over and over again. You’ll be amazed at how that simple scene starts to transform in your mind’s eye. The quiet seaside village might start taking on a very dark feel as unsavory undercurrents start to fill the village. Or maybe it will take on a sense of wonder as the town fills with geniuses and becomes SciFi channel’s Eureka TV show.
Think of a moment in history that has always intrigued you. Maybe it’s the breaking of the Magna Carta, or the invention of the A-bomb. Whatever it is, think about the event for a moment, just to bring back forgotten details, and start asking What If? Before long, you will have more story ideas than you can ever use.
Using News
Using today’s news
Every day, the newspaper and news internet sites are filled with ideas that can be mined for a story idea. You have to be careful, though. Why? Because everyday those same stories show up in front of professional novelist and screenwriters. They are probably mining those stories themselves and will have a better chance of selling it then you. However, you can still use those stories, but don’t use them as actual events. Instead, find the core of the story and branch off from there.
For example, let’s go back in time to September 11, 2001. For Americans, that was a very painful day, as airplanes were taken over by terrorists and flown into the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon. You can bet that many people started working on stories based around the event. To make a story like this your own, you dig into the core of the story. Try to forget the anguish you feel about whatever the story is. At the core of this story, we have a loose-knit organization of people that believe so strongly that their enemies are evil, that they hatch a scheme to bring suffering and terror to their enemies. They know they cannot destroy their enemies as a whole, but they can weaken them and frighten them.
There are many ways to attack this story. Who’s viewpoint do you take? Do you tell a story of survival from someone that’s being directly attacked? Or is it the story of how the victimized country responds to this catalyst, possibly zeroing in on someone wrapped up in the politics of the situation? Maybe it’s the story from the attacker’s point of view. You could tell one of the reluctant bomber’s story, and how they were convinced it was the right thing to do, or how they tried to stop it but failed.
Any of these stories could be set in a modern setting, or transposed back to a different point in history, or even set in a fantasy or sci-fi setting.
You can also take a story like this and change the parties involved. It is no longer a religious group that makes the attack, but perhaps a cabal of mages, or an anti-alien organization. Find something that calls out to you and that can keep you interested for the months ahead, and look at how this transforms the story.
Using yesterday’s news
Perhaps an even better option is to go to old news. Many newspapers will have a department that archives old news. Some of these might even be accessible from online. Dig through the stories and do the same as above, though you’ve got another option here, too. If you happen across a news article that has never been written about and really catches your eye, you might be able to fictionalize that story. It will require a lot of research to do it right, but that might be just what you need to get you going. Just don’t let the research get in the way of the writing.
In old news, you will also find stories that spark your imagination. The resulting story may be nothing like the original event, but it served it’s purpose: it kicked the muse in the pants and got the ideas rolling. The great thing is, as time passes, social mores and traditions change. Too often, we get stuck in thinking like the modern world and it might just take a trek through the archives to get us unstuck.
Why use the news?
Using the news like this, allows you to get real details about how people would realistically react. The reporters will do much of the work for you of trying to get many sides of the story. Granted, you will probably still need to dig into things to figure out how your characters and groups would have reacted.
Probably the best reason to use the news, though, is because of what it is. At it’s heart, the news is full of the stuff that makes a good story: conflict. And it’s conflict that has captured the hearts of minds of people before you. That, alone, makes it a resource worth using.
Stealing Ideas
What makes a story pass the test of time? I don’t know. I wish I did. If you’d like to try and work out the answer for yourselves, though, and–at the same time–work out a wonderful story of your own, the answer is in stealing. I know. I can hear what you’re thinking? Steal from published works? Calm down. By the time we get done, here, no one will know the original story and you won’t be liable to anyone.
Take your favorite novel, movie, or play. Now start analyzing it, writing down what about the story makes you like it so much? Was it a character? If so, it probably wasn’t so much the character, but the situation the character was put in and how they responded. Was it the world? The central problem of the story? Was there a favorite scene that still sticks in your mind today? Or maybe it was simply the tone of the book. Great. Write it down.
I think that on some level you’ll find it was many of these things and the way they reacted that made you love it. So boil the story down to its essential elements. Maybe it was the story about two lovers that came from rival families but chose to put their love for each other over the squabbles of their families. Do you know which story I’m talking about? No, it wasn’t Romeo and Juliet. It was West Side Story. At their core, they are the same story set in different time periods. Families were replaced by gangs, but the core elements are all there, tweaked to fit their new environment. If you look, the movie Strange Brew was another of Shakespeare’s plays. I’m not going to ruin the fun, though. Go watch it again and see if you can figure out which one.
Once you have the basic elements of a story, and have figured out which parts of the story made you fall in love with it, you have all of the ammo you need to fire up your next story.
Using Themes
What is a theme? Well, they were administrative units of land in the Byzantine Empire, but that’s not what we’re looking for here. Themes are the unifying elements of a work of art. They are the subject matter. In fiction, they are sometimes difficult to pin down after reading, but they’re almost always there. Many times, the novelist didn’t even consciously work at putting the theme in there, but they almost always show up.
Let’s take one quick example. J.R.R. Tolkien wrote the books that kick-started the fantasy genre, The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit. The Lord of the Rings was a huge work that, many will say, was the story of how the industrial revolution and the war was an evil thing. It took me awhile to see that, but it makes so much sense. Is that what you would think upon first reading? No? That’s okay, the theme is still there. It might have even been why he wrote the novels in the first place.
Using Themes to build an idea
You can use any theme as long as it fits one requirement: it must be something that you are interested in and hopefully passionate about. You don’t have to know the answer, and often it’s best not to know the answer to it, but to discover your own true beliefs while writing the book. The theme might be the evils of war, or the ability of humankind to stretch and become much more than they thought possible. Maybe, like my own novel, Daughter of the Sun, you pick a more intimate theme, like “How far would you go to save the life of your child?”
One thing you must be careful of when using a theme is that you must make sure that theme has a large audience. Or at least, that you can layer a bigger theme around it that is more universally accessible. If the subject you picked has such a limited audience, it will be a harder sell. That doesn’t mean we can’t make it workable, just that it will be harder.
Once you’ve picked a theme, you have the basic germ of an idea. Let me demonstrate how my own novel got started around that theme (at least, once I knew the story I really wanted to write).
The Idea Storm
As good as the above tools are for generating new ideas, they are not the best for one simple reason: they don’t directly connect you with your Muse Mind. In order to do that, you need to pull out the three sheets of genres from Lesson 1. Got it?
Once again, get in a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed for 10 or 15 minutes. Grab a stack of index cards and get ready to play a little game. If you don’t have any index cards handy then a sheet of paper will work as well, but you might consider buying some on the way home from work tomorrow. They’re very handy and we’ll use them for a lot of different things. While you at it, spend another buck or two on a couple boxes to hold them in.
When you’re ready, randomly select one word from each of the three genre sheets. A fun way to do this is to close your eyes and let your hand circle over one of the sheets, index finger held out, and drop it on the paper. Select whichever word is closest. Write that word down on your card and repeat for the other two genres.
Now, take no more than 30 seconds and try to find an idea that connects all three words together.
Repeat this until your time is up, or you get bored, whichever comes first.
Another way to determine which words to pick just might tap into the Muse Mind a little more. Instead of randomly dropping your finger onto words, relax and let your eyes scan over the three genre sheets. Some words will stand out more than others (and not just because they were written bigger!) or your eyes will be drawn back to them. Choose three words this way.
This second method works great to find stories that appeal to you more at this particular place in your life, but after 2 or 3 story ideas, it has a tendency to start repeating words. You can either continue and see if new combinations spark new story ideas, or start randomly dropping finger bombs.
A Case for Index Cards
If you have them, now would be a great time to transfer all of the story ideas you have onto index cards. It doesn’t matter whether you use 3”x5” or 4”x6”. This way you can store all of your ideas in a box of their own that you can easily flip through next time you need an idea.
A storage box can be bought for just a few dollars. If you’re having trouble finding them, you can store the 3”x5” cards in recipe boxes.
Finding The Right Idea
Now that you’ve got a bunch of story ideas down on paper, we have to sift through them and find the one to write about. On the rest of these pages, you’ll find a number of considerations that you should look at as you narrow down to find the perfect story idea for you, for now.
When you’re doing this “rating game” you might find it difficult to rate some of the ideas. Maybe the idea is a setting that intrigues you and you don’t have any real conflict written in. How can you rate a conflict for that idea? Just take a minute and try to decide what the worst thing that might happen in that setting. Jot it down on your idea’s card. Then rate it. If it’s missing a character, try to imagine who that setting might affect the worst. Jot it down on your idea’s card. Then rate it. You get the idea.
Go with your gut
Read through all of the story ideas you’ve come up with and set aside the ones that catch your interest the most. You’ll know which ones, because your mind or your eye will keep coming back to them. Once you’ve sifted through the list a few times, you’ve probably got at least three ideas that you want to explore. Great. Put the other ideas in a box to look at later. Take the ideas you set aside and put them in a pile in front of you. We’ll sift through those in a minute.
Why go with your gut instinct? Because writing a novel is not a short process. Whatever idea you choose, you have to be able to stay excited about them for quite a few months. Sure, there will be times when sitting down to write will feel like a chore, but we need that initial spark of inspiration to pull us through. If the story idea is calling out to you, that means there is something inside of you that it strikes a chord with. Maybe it’s a problem you’re dealing with in your life right now. If so, perfect. Writing through the story will help you deal with your own problems. Perhaps the cheapest form of therapy out there. :)
Write a number in the corner that represents your interest level. The idea that calls out to you the most gets the highest score. For example, let’s say you have 3 ideas in front of you. The one that appeals the most of the 3 gets scored “3″. The one that appeals the least gets scored “1″. That easy. If you have 5 ideas, then the most appealing one gets a 5. And so on.
It’s all about the conflict
Okay, with your stack of ideas in front of you, rank them in terms of the biggest conflict by scoring this just under the previous score. We’re going to keep a running tally here. And I don’t necessarily mean the biggest explosions. The conflict can be very personal and internal, or it can have the hints of great and powerful villains. But the conflict must have potentially huge consequences. These consequences could affect just the main character, or it could affect the entire world. We can’t have any “John wants the candy bar but doesn’t have any money” stories here. Why? Because the stakes must matter to our main characters. This should be one of the biggest conflict of their lives. The bigger the stakes, the more they become involved in the story, and the more your reader becomes involved in the story.
It’s all about the characters
Once more, we’re going to score our ideas. This time, though, look at who you’ve got as a main character and score them based on character heroism. Will this character do anything it takes to overcome their current conflict? If not, can you think of a reason that they might change their mind and become that way? We can’t have any main characters that will sit around and let the crap pile up around them and not do anything about it. Why? Because our story becomes boring at that point. Our conflict loses its oomph. However, if they can be convinced, we’ve got a good struggle that will lead us into the conflict.
It’s all about likability
How likable is your main character? While it’s not a requirement that they be Mr. Nice Guy, it’s much easier to write (and sell) if they should be fighting for something good. I know, there are a ton of examples out there you can point me to where the characters aren’t wonderfully likable but still sold hundreds of thousands of books. That’s not the norm, and we don’t want long shots here. Once you become a big name, you can experiment. For now, we want something with a potential to sell. Score it based on likability, just like you’ve been doing.
A familiar genre
Now, score each idea based upon whether or not it feels like it’s in a genre that you read constantly. This one’s done a little differently, but it’s simple enough. If the story idea feels like it’s in your absolute favorite genre of books that you actually read (that’s important, by the way), then give it a 3. If it’s another genre that you still enjoy and have read quite a bit of, give it a 2. Anything else gets a 1.
Why is this important? Like we talked about in Lesson 1, by writing in a genre you’re familiar with, you will already have subconsciously soaked up all of the standards of that genre. You’ll know what is expected and what has already been done. You’ll stand a better chance of overcoming the stereotypes and creating something fresh. All of these will give you a better chance of selling the finished manuscript.
The final score…
Now tally up the score. The one with the highest points wins. Maybe. If at this point you catch yourself continually being drawn to one of the other ideas, you might re-look at the idea and go with that one, instead. You can never out-guess the market, so you have to write what you love.
During the next few days, come up with as many different ideas as you can. Some of them will feel like the best you’ve ever had. Some will seem utterly inane. It doesn’t matter. Keep them all. You never know when a spark of an idea might combine with that stupid idea you just wrote down and evolve into something fantastic.
Then make sure to go through the rating game until you come up with the one idea that you’re going to write about. Don’t worry, if there’s more than one idea that strikes your fancy, you can always write a another novel after this one.
This week will be another 2-parter as you take the idea that you came up with last week and start to find the right characters for the story. The next lesson will help you define your characters enough that you can write them, but not so much that you pin yourself into a corner and keep your Muse from doing her job.
Before we get there, though, we have to take a second look at your idea, and what types of characters we’d expect to have.
To remind you, there is no deadline here. If you feel like you’re falling behind--don’t stress it! Take you time and do each lesson to your satisfaction, within the time allowed to you. When I said 30-minutes a day, I meant no more than 30-minutes a day. That doesn’t mean you have to carve 30 minutes out of every day. It’s not a race, and there’s only one way to lose: to not do it. So relax, enjoy the process, and keep moving forward.
Ideas don’t always come with characters ready for us to use. I find they generally fall into one of four categories:
- Plot Ideas
- Situation Ideas
- Character Ideas
- Setting Ideas
The names should be self-explanatory, though there are some small differences between Plot Ideas and Situation Ideas that may not be immediately obvious. We’ll discuss each of these idea types below, as well as figure out where you can find your characters for each one. I’ll provide a small example and we’ll step through each to demonstrate the thinking process that results in our characters.
All of the examples were created off of the top of my head. None of them were for any books that I’m writing or have written, so if you become especially fond of one, feel free to use it.
There are three types of characters that we need to know before we can really start finding our story.
Protagonist - This is our hero. The person who goes up against the Bad Guy and is the focus of the story. If you’re not already a multi-published author, this should be the person who we experience the story through. There are other ways this can be handled (read To Kill A Mockingbird for a very good example), but publishers are often leery to buy these types of stories unless exceptionally well done.
Antagonist - The person who stands in opposition of what the Protagonist wants or needs. The Antagonist must be powerful. They must make the odds against the Protagonist succeeding very high, or your reader won’t care enough about the story to keep reading.
Love Interest - The name says it all. I realize that not every story will have a romance in them, but I think you’ll discover that most do have a love interest. This might be an obvious romantic involvement with the protagonist (or there is a desire for one, even if nothing ever comes from it), but it could also be a son or daughter, a mother, father or other family member that the protagonist loves.
Starting with these three characters, you can branch out and find the other characters that are crucial to your story, not just the ones that you think are cool but end up not adding much to the story.
Plot Ideas
Plot Ideas typically consist of a single, overarching story line. They are very broad and miss out on a lot of details, but the big picture is there. They will usually have a main character and the obstacle he faces, or the forces he goes up against.
This makes it very easy to discover our characters from.
Here’s an example Plot Idea:
A failed lawyer in modern Chicago stumbles into a secret garden that is home to a nest of fairies. As he makes friends with them, he realizes their home is about to be demolished. If they lose it their race will die out. The man decides to take on City Hall to save them.
While this might not be the best of story ideas, it serves as a good example. At it’s heart is a quest.
So let’s find our 3 characters from this example.
Protagonist. This one’s easy. It’s the failed lawyer.
Antagonist. Ask yourself who is directly opposed to what the protagonist needs? This one has several possible answers, based on what type of story you want to write. It could be City Hall itself with the lawyer fighting a legal battle to save the property. Or it might be the head of Planning and Zoning who stumbled across the garden a few months ago and the realization that there is magic in the world makes his tedious life that much more meaningless. Since the protagonist is a lawyer, I’d be tempted to go the legal battle route, myself.
Love Interest. The idea didn’t give us a love interest (and most wont) so who could we use here? We could have a subplot with a woman that constantly nags at him about his failure and how he could never beat City Hall. In the end, he’d grow a pair and walk away from the relationship.
For this story, though, I think a better case might be to have the love interest be a memory. Perhaps he was married and she left him for another man and he’s never gotten over it. Or maybe she died and he is still pining after her, and that’s why his career tanked. Through the magic of the fairies, he manages to make peace with his wife’s death, perhaps even getting to say goodbye to her finally.
Situation Ideas
Situation Ideas are focused on the situation that the protagonist finds themselves in. It doesn’t cover some large, overarching plot line. Instead, it is a moment in time. The conflict present in the idea is an external conflict, not an internal struggle.
A common man is trapped behind enemy lines.
It’s a simple situation, and there is no plot here, though one can be inferred: he must escape back home. How do we come up with characters for this?
Protagonist. Our common man. He isn’t a soldier and doesn’t hold any skills that would have readied him for a situation like this. The first step is to figure out why he’s in this situation. You don’t have to know all of the details at this point (and you shouldn’t even try!) You just need the idea.
Why is this commoner stuck behind enemy lines? Maybe he was offered the chance to make a quick buck by delivering some suspicious cargo, and his vehicle broke down, leaving him with no way to fix it. What should have been a quick trip there and back turns into a nightmare.
Antagonist. Who stands directly in opposition to our protagonist? In Situation Ideas, these are usually easy to find. In this case, it’s the enemy soldiers. They keep him from getting back home safely.
Love Interest. What are our options? The love interest could be a wife back home that is sick. Maybe that’s why he needed the money so badly? The only problem with using the wife is that she really isn’t involved in the story. A better way might be to have him meet a woman--one of the enemies--who offers to help him with the beginning stage of his journey. As complications ensue during the story he finds he has to turn back to her for more help, and ends up falling in love with her.
This is good for several reasons. First, it is a familiar story line that readers will be able to slip right into and enjoy. Second, it creates another conflict for the protagonist: his inner struggle with the love of his wife and the love of this new woman. To make this story work, though, you might want to add a couple of things. You might want to make the wife have a slow, wasting disease so that their relationship has been strained to begin with. This gives him a reasonable explanation (for the story--I’m not making any social statements here) for falling so easily for someone new. Next, I would recommend that this new relationship end up giving him a new appreciation of his wife and renews his feelings for her.
Character Ideas
Character Ideas are focused on an individual and their problem, more than the story that surrounds them. Unlike the Situation Ideas, a Character Idea has the conflict as an internal struggle. An example should make this clearer.
A priest struggles with the existence of God when he sees so much going wrong in the world.
This one’s a little more of a challenge than the previous examples, but we can find a story out of this.
Protagonist. Obviously, this is the priest (or Reverend, Rabbi, Minister, etc). We know that he’s doubting all that he believed to be true. In order to find a story out of this, though, we need to know a little more about him, and about why he’s doubting. Was he in love and watched her wither away and die when she was at the height of her career and able to help more people than ever? Or maybe he worked the soup kitchens and jails and became overcome with all of the loss and evil he saw everyday.
Now, let’s take a look at where we want him to be, mentally, at the end of the story. He could either have his faith restored and give us a happy ending, or “prove” his belief that there isn’t a God and give us a tragedy. I’m a fan of the happy ending (though bitter-sweet is good, too) so I’ll say his faith gets restored. Great. Now how do we get there?
I’m a fan of stories dealing with the supernatural, so let’s take our priest down a darker path, before he gets his faith renewed. Maybe a favorite child of his at the soup kitchen doesn’t show up for several days. He’s convinced that something horrid happened to her and sets out to find her. He couldn’t stand her being hurt, because she is always such a bright light, always in a positive mood, no matter what obstacles her life throws at her. As he searches for her things get creepy. When he does find her, she’s being held by a man that’s possessed. By the end of the story, his faith is renewed in two ways: first by realizing that where there is dark, there must be light; second is the wonderful outlook of the girl who he sees his God through.
Antagonist. Now that we’ve discovered more of the story, the antagonist is obvious. It’s the possessed guy who has taken the girl hostage.
Love Interest. What about the love interest? In a story like this, it really would not be appropriate to include your standard relationship issues, or love triangle. What are we to do, then? Remember how I said it can be family? In this case, I think the little girl plays the role of love interest perfectly. He cares for her deeply, and will do anything to “get the girl”.
Setting Ideas
Setting Ideas are most common in Science Fiction, Fantasy, Historical Fiction and Westerns. These are natural genres where the world or time-period is what excites the writer initially. They often have no character indications at all in the initial idea. But don’t worry--that doesn’t mean it’s difficult to find them. It just takes a little thought.
It’s a cracked, barren land. The heat is intense. In the middle of a grove of Locust trees one tree stands out: the Hangman’s Tree. A raven stares at you from atop the roped branch.
This picture came from several words on my Supernatural genre map from Lesson 1. I have nothing else but what that picture tells me. The first step, then, is to discover a little more about the setting.
We know that it’s a hard land. Survival is difficult. The law is tough, probably even unjust. Perhaps it’s a Mayan or Aztec based culture where the right to rule is handed out to whomever is strong enough to hold it, and death is part of the religion. Since I’m a fantasy author, magic exists. It’s the basis of the religion. But perhaps the gods are little more than memories, and it is magic that fuels the control the religion enjoys.
Protagonist. At this point, he could be anyone. Let’s look at one of my other genre maps to see if I can come up with some other ideas. Attached to the “Magic” node of my map are the words “fake” and “outcast” and that spawns an idea. Maybe the magic left along with the gods. The protagonist is a priest himself that stumbled across real magic, and his peers have turned against him. The gods are coming back, and they’re not happy with the way the world is today. They want to use him as their messenger. Naturally, he doesn’t want anything to do with it. He just wants his life back.
One problem here. Just wanting his life back to normal isn’t a powerful enough reason to keep him going throughout the novel. It’s enough to get it started, though, so we’ll keep that in the back of our minds while we develop this idea over the coming lessons.
Antagonist. We already discovered this. It’s his peers. There should be one in particular that we’ll define, just so we have a face to our evil. Perhaps our protagonist confides in his closest friend who becomes scared and jealous and turns against him. I like this because it increases the internal conflict. Always a good thing.
Love Interest. For this idea, I’ll stay with the traditional concept of love interest. It’s his lover who also becomes threatened due to his situation. Maybe she is one of the King’s harem, so she has her own internal conflicts, as well as the external ones this would introduce.
Now that you have an idea, and have figured out who the main characters of your story are, there’s one more thing you need to do. This is crucial to your success, both on this novel, and when you start sending the manuscript out. It’s called the Story Pitch.
The Story Pitch boils your idea down to one sentence. There are a few guidelines to follow though, and a simple pattern that will help you come up with a good story easily. It will be used on your query letter to hook an editor into wanting to know more about your story. You can also use it when you happen to meet your dream editor in an elevator and have just a few seconds to get her interested in your novel.
Preparing the Pitch before you write the novel is crucial for two reasons.
The first is that it is much simpler at this stage. Once you’ve written the novel, all of the subplots begin to take on more importance in your mind than they need and it becomes very difficult to boil the core of the story into a single sentence.
The second reason is that it forms a guide for you to look back on during the writing process itself. This is the skeleton of your novel. Once you’ve written it, print it out and tape it to your computer monitor so that you can see it every time you are writing. Your Muse will come up with a lot of ideas during the writing process. Most of these are good, but they’re not always meant for this story. By keeping your Pitch where you can always see it, you can check that new idea against the core of your story and make sure you aren’t getting derailed.
The Formula
Don’t let those words put you off. While there is a definite formula to writing the Pitch, it won’t make your work formulaic. You’ve already had your idea based on what your Muse has given you, and, once we work on plotting the story out, we’ll continue to work with your Muse. For now, though, we must follow a simple formula.
There are four parts to the Pitch:
- The Protagonist that needs something
- The Antagonist that opposes them
- In a compelling setting
- with a twist.
All in 30 words or less. Note that these parts don’t have to appear in any certain order in your Pitch.
Protagonist
When you describe your protagonist, you need two words: a strong noun, and an adjective. The noun you pick should allow us to see something about the character. That means that nouns like man, woman, and child should not be used. Instead, use their job, role, or need. Nouns like fireman, lawyer, mother, friend, addict, insomniac, or widower are good choices.
The adjective should be the one word that best sums up the characters need. This should be something that interests you in some way, whether due to past experiences, present challenges or simple fascination. Here’s a few examples:
failed lawyer, young widow, desperate addict, broken mother
Antagonist
Your antagonist does not always have to be a person. It could be supernatural entity, a corporation, even a force of nature. It is whatever stands in the way of your protagonist getting what they want. You’ve already got your antagonist, so this part should be easy.
Compelling Setting
After working through your concept, you should also have an idea about the setting. Yo don’t know the details, but that’s fine, because they won’t fit in 30 words, anyway. All you need to do in this part is hint at the setting. Is it a modern day story, or set in World War II?
The Twist
The twist is often the most difficult part to grasp, but it’s the most important part. It’s that something interesting that takes your story from the ordinary to a place where readers will care about your story. It’s that something special that is why you’re writing the story to begin with. It should take the story places the readers will not expect.
How do you find your twist? First, grab a sheet of paper. You already know what the standard stories and common expectations of a reader in your genre are. Make a list of them on the paper. Once you’ve gotten enough down, write out what makes yours different from all of those. That’s your twist.
An Example
I’ve decided that I’m going to use the Mayan example from above as the basis for my examples through the next few weeks, so let’s craft our Pitch.
Protagonist
We already know our character is a priest. That’s our noun. What’s the adjective? Since he’s realized it’s all bogus and isn’t necessarily good with that, we’ll use troubled. So our protagonist is a troubled priest. That’s a good phrase because anyone looking at it could come up with ideas about why he’s troubled.
Antagonist
We’ve already defined this: it’s his best friend, and his peers in general.
Compelling Setting
Simple enough. Could be a broken land, though it gets the point across faster to bring in our cultural reference - the Mayans.
The Twist
This is where we have to dig a little deeper, though we’ve already discovered our answer above. What are the standards in the genre? Well, it’s fantasy, so we expect there to be magic, gods, epic quests, different races, and big battles. What makes this one different? There is magic, but it’s mostly a sham, at least until our hero somehow finds the new magic that the gods are bringing back. I don’t think the twist is the magic by itself, though. In this case the twist is bigger. The part that interests me the most about this idea is that the gods are coming back and they’re not happy with the current situation.
Putting It All Together
A troubled Mayan priest fights his best friend after being granted real magic by the old, forgotten gods who don’t like the sham the religion has become. (27 words)
While that could be finessed a little bit, it holds all of the primary elements of our story. It piques the reader’s interest by making them wonder what’s going to happen.
Last week, you found your idea. This week, you should work through that idea, discovering who the characters in the story are, using the techniques presented in this lesson.
Next, work on your Pitch. Take your time with it, because it can be difficult to sum up an entire story in less than 30 words. Share it with family and friends to get their take on it. Then, take the comments you received, and tweak your Pitch until it is as compelling as you can make it for now.
Last time, you found your 3 main characters based on the idea you’ve chosen to write. Hopefully, discovering those characters helped you get a clearer picture of your story, and helped you discover some new ideas.
You also put together your Story Pitch--a single sentence version of your story.
Today, we’re going to take your characters, make a list of any other obvious characters we know of and pull together the necessary information to be able to write them, while still giving your Muse the room she needs to help you during the writing process.
Before we dig into your idea to find more characters, we need to talk about character a little bit. There are certain things that every character should have, no matter how small, and a couple of things to watch out for with your main characters.
What Every Character Should Have
There is one thing that every character should have: a reason to be there. This shows up in two ways.
The first reason is simple. Every character should matter. When you have unnecessary characters in your story, you end up with plot lines and fluff that do nothing to further the story. Instead, it bogs it down, which leaves the reader asking the worst question possible, “Why should I care?” They’re already asking that when they pick your book up, so we have to give them a reason to care. By removing some characters, or combining several minor characters into one important character, you increase the impact and drama in your book.
Second, and one of the most important aspects of a good novel: every character should have realistic goals that we can see. While there may occasionally be the bartender who is there just to give directions, something he says or does should give him depth. Don’t pass up an opportunity to show the reader something about your world. By taking that cardboard bartender and having him try to stall the hero, then apologize because the antagonist is threatening his daughter, you not only show the reader more about the antagonist and the type of person they are, but you’ve potentially created another obstacle for the hero to overcome--freeing the daughter.
Special Requirements for the Protagonist
The protagonist has three additional requirements.
The hero must be likable. Your readers are going to spend a lot of time with your hero. While it might be tempting to have a darker character that goes through hell and comes back with a bright and cheery disposition, characters like that require a very deft hand. If you’re not very careful with the character he can become too negative and “angsty” that the reader gets turned off, and walks away from your story. Not what you’re trying for!
The hero must be relatable. Every hero should have a personal goal or problem that today’s readers can relate to. Depending on the story type, the hero may be faced with obstacles the reader doesn’t immediately understand, and that’s alright. Especially in stories dealing in different worlds and times. If you keep a personal issue involved, then the reader will be able to hold onto that until they understand the foreign issues. Without something that the reader to latch on to, emotionally, they won’t care about what happens to them. And that’s not what you want. You want the reader rooting for the hero to succeed.
The hero’s problem must matter. This last requirement goes back to your idea. Hopefully I covered it enough in earlier lessons, but I need to make sure of it. Without this, your story doesn’t matter. Not trying to be rude or tough, but if your main character’s problem isn’t the most difficult thing to have happened to them up to this point, why should we, as readers, care about it? Make sure your protagonist’s problem is as big as possible. It doesn’t have to be world-shattering, in the literal sense, but it must be of utmost importance to him.
Obviously, you will have more than 3 characters in your story. Some of those will just appear as you write, but we can determine quite a few right now. It’s simple enough.
Grab another blank sheet of paper (or a stack of index cards, if you prefer). Take a moment to read over your Story Pitch and any other notes you may have about your current story. Then read over your 3 main characters. Then start asking who they need to know to do what they do? Who can help them get out of the situation they’re in? Let’s use our Mayan story idea as a example.
Here’s the Story Pitch:
A troubled Mayan priest fights his best friend after being granted real magic by the old, forgotten gods who don’t like the sham the religion has become.
Our three characters are the priest (hero), his friend (the antagonist and also a priest), and the love interest (one of the King’s harem). Who else do we need?
I want this to be full of a thriller, also, so the hero will be on the run. His friend will try to use the laws to begin with. At first, he’ll try to keep it within the priesthood so as not to mar the way the people see them, so he’ll have a high priest brought into the action. When our hero manages to escape that net, they’ll have to bring in the equivalent of a sheriff to bring him down. When that doesn’t work, though, they priest will take matters into his own hands.
How will our hero get out of this situation? He’s going to need some help, but, if we stick with the thriller motif, then the people he runs to end up dying or refuse to talk. So those characters are minor characters, and we don’t want to focus on them right now. Just the big picture.
In many stories (and story theories) the hero should have a “mentor”. This doesn’t mean they have to be a big part of the story, but they do have to have some impact on the main character and their obstacles. Who could give our hero some guidance? It could be an old priest, though that seems a little too cliche. Or it could be the Harem Master. While he will be an integral part of the story, from the love interest’s point of view, I don’t want to put all of my eggs in one basket just yet.
While I could continue the thinking process, I don’t want to take up your entire lesson with my brainstorming. I think this illustrates what I mean, though. Search your story, looking for the other characters that will have a big part in the story. If you come up with smaller character, great. Go ahead and make a note of them. It gets them out of your mind and clears a little more room for new thoughts.
Now that you’ve got a list of characters, we need to flesh them out a little bit. Some of the questions you won’t know the answers to at this point. That’s okay. Just make sure you fill them out with pencil at this point.
When you downloaded this lesson, you should have had the option to download some additional forms. These are blanks that you can use for your character bios. The first one, Main_Character_Bio.pdf, is for your main characters: the three characters we developed last time. Minor_Character_Bio.pdf is for the remaining minor characters. They both share a lot of the same information, but we need to know a little more about the minor character’s relationships with the main characters.
Most of these items should be pretty self-explanatory, but I am going to run through them real quick and point out a few things.
Name
The character’s name. Here’s a couple things to think about when naming main characters:
First, make their name fit their personality. If they have a strong personality, give them a strong sounding name. One rule that I’ve heard before is that main characters should have a hard vowel in their name. I think the rule is a decent guideline, and something to keep in the back of your mind, but don’t stress that one too much. It also never hurts to look up the meaning of their names since some readers may actually know the meaning and get some extra enjoyment out of knowing inside information out of your story. There are many sources to get this information, but I’ve been very satisfied with The Writer’s Digest’s Character Naming Sourcebook, which not only has their meanings, but has them separated by cultures. I don’t know if it’s still in print, but you can still get copies from Amazon.com.
Another good tip that I originally got from Michael A. Stackpole, is to make sure your character names different letters. It’s a very simple thing you can do that make it as easy as possible for characters to remember who is who in the books. On my personal website, you can find a simple form that I made available to help keep track of that and character relations.
Nickname
Any nickname’s that other characters have for them, put it here. If different people have different nicknames, you should note who uses the name next to it. However, don’t use more than one or two. Readers have enough names to keep track of without having several nicknames for each of them.
Age
Make note of the character’s real age, as well as what age they appear to be, whether this is because of magic, good DNA, or whatever.
Race
Good for any type of fiction, not just Sci-fi or Fantasy. Also, if they look primarily like one race, but are often mistaken for another (and it matters to the story) make note of it here.
Hair, Skin, Eyes, Nose, Hands
Only make note of anything special about these. Obviously hair color is one… but also how they wear their hear. Long, ratty braids? Beady eyes? Roman nose? This helps you keep track of the little things here in 2 or 3 months when you’re wrapping the novel up. Can’t have a wide nose in chapter one and a sharp nose in the Epilogue!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12907 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!