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The NUMBER ONE Rule for Writers

The NUMBER ONE rule for being a better writer is to READ.

Can I be blunt on this subject? If you don't have time to read, 
you don't have the time (or the tools) to write. Simple as that. — 
Stephen King

The best way to learn how to write is to study under those who 
have already done it really well. Reading is a free university 
accepting anyone who aspires to put pen to page.

Read, read, read. Read everything -- trash, classics, good and 
bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as 
an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You'll absorb it. 
Then write. If it's good, you'll find out. If it's not, throw it out of 
the window. — William Faulkner

Here's what I recommend:

Start with the genre you enjoy writing. Read the classic masters 
of the genre and the current ones. 

Like Fantasy? Read The Lord of the Rings by Tolkien. Read 
Game of Thrones by George R. R. Martin. Read The Sword of 
Truth series by Terry Goodkind. Read A Wrinkle in Time 
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by Madeleine L'Engle.

Want to write Historical Fiction? Read anything by Philippa 
Gregory (The Constant Princess is a good one to start with.) 
Read Number the Stars by Lois Lowry. Read Gone with the 
Wind by Margaret Mitchell. I also recommend you do even 
more reading of historical NON-FICTION under this category 
too. The foundation of this genre is thorough research of 
history!

What about ChickLit? Jennifer Weiner, Emily Gi"in, Sophie 
Kinsella...the list goes on and on.

Are you getting the idea?

NEXT get out of your comfort zone and read some classics. A 
few years back, I challenged myself to read everything that I 
was assigned in high school because back then I usually opted 
for just the Cli" Notes! In one year, I read Faulkner, Dickens, 
Hemingway, Kafka, C.S. Lewis, Salinger, and Steinbeck.

Then, step out of fiction entirely! 

Read plays to learn how to write dialogue and action.

Read poetry to learn to cra# metaphors, similes, and imagery.
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Read Dante's Inferno to learn about world building.

When you read, read like a writer. Pay attention to scenes you 
really connect with, then dissect them to figure out why you 
connected. Notice how other writers use verbs and adjectives. 
Bank new words into your own vocabulary. Feel the pace of 
what you're reading. Read passages aloud to hear rhythm and 
flow. Read bad literature to learn what the writer did wrong! 

Read. Read. Read.

And before someone asks (or thinks it)...

Can I watch the movie? OR I saw it on HBO, does that 
count?

NO. JUST, NO.

Never judge the book by its movie. — J.W. Eagan
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Writing Tools & Resources

I get asked a lot about recommended books and writing tools, 
so here is my list of stu" that I use and recommend. I really use 
all of these. Here is the list in order of necessity to me:

1. Scrivener - Scrivener is a writing platform that will change 
your life. Unlike Word, Notepad, Google Docs, and other word 
processors, Scrivener was created JUST FOR WRITERS. It has 
tools for plotting, brainstorming, research, formatting, and 
much MUCH more. It also has a "speech" function (MAC 
version) that will read your words aloud, which I use ALL THE 
TIME for editing. Also, if you plan on self-publishing, it has an 
amazing "compile" feature that will build your eBook 
(.epub, .mobi, & PDF) in matter of seconds. It costs only $45 
(USD) and has a very generous free trial. It is available for MAC 
and PC.

Scrivener 2 for Mac OS X (Regular License)
Scrivener for Windows (Regular License)

2. On Writing by Stephen King - I read this book religiously 
once a year, and I'm not even a big fan of his fiction (only 
because I'm a big sissy when it comes to horror--his style and 
writing will someday be studied like Hemingway). His writing 
advice is PRICELESS. This is the day I got to thank him for 

http://store.esellerate.net/a.asp?c=0_SKU81634174866_AFL6357096545&at=
http://store.esellerate.net/a.asp?c=0_SKU81634174866_AFL6357096545&at=
http://store.esellerate.net/a.asp?c=0_SKU82916413320_AFL6357096545&at=
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1439156816/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1439156816&linkCode=as2&tag=thebeedriang-20&linkId=5OQ5W65JHZCFRYHW
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writing (I'm holding it):

3. Elements of Style by Strunk & White - This tiny book 
needs to be on the desk of EVERY WRITER. It's a quick 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/020530902X/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=020530902X&linkCode=as2&tag=thebeedriang-20&linkId=IPD2VAUNN3ULB7O3
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reference guide for punctuation, grammar issues, common 
mistakes, and general writing advice. This is the author's 
bible. (This book is really tied with On Writing in my order of 
importance.)

4. The Chicago Manual of Style - This is an essential editing 
tool for writing fiction in the US. It is available in print, but 
they also have a website with all the same information, and 
information is always better when it comes with a search 
feature. It has a free trial, but the subscription is totally worth 
it. 

5. Fiction Writer's Workshop by Josip Novakovich - A great 
reference for fiction writing that includes everything from plot 
development to revision.

6. Grammar Girl Website - Someday I'm going to take her out 
for beers. I love this website and reference it o#en for common 
grammar, spelling, and punctuation issues. h

7. The Collins English Thesaurus - I've recently started using 
this online thesaurus over thesuarus.com. It tends to return 
more relevant results and has been a lifesaver in moments of 
serious synonym crisis. 

8. Writer's Digest - Their website has some amazing articles 
on everything from writing to publishing. I DO NOT PROMOTE 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org
http://ttp://www.quickanddirtytips.com/grammar-girl
http://www.collinsdictionary.com/english-thesaurus
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THEIR FORUMS, however. It seems to be full of bitter writers 
who wait to pounce and devour the work of others. I was a 
member just long enough to decide to leave. I never posted 
any of my work a#er seeing what a LOT of members did to 
other members.
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How to Write Dialogue

A dialogue tag is: he said. she said. I said. she asked. etc.

Lesson #1: Using—and the fear of over-using—the word 
said.

We, as authors, feel like 'said' is redundant and not creative. 
So, what do we do? We try and get creative and use words like 
mentioned, stated, claimed, exclaimed, commented... JUST 
USE SAID.

This is a big hurdle that ALL new writers face.

'Said' is not redundant...the word 'said' is INVISIBLE. The ONLY 
purpose it serves is to tell the reader who is talking. If you start 
using words other than said (more than VERY rarely) it become 
devastatingly distracting. Occasionally, you can use words like 
whispered, screamed, snapped, and muttered, but use them 
sparingly. You may also use 'asked' when your character is 
asking a question.

Lesson #2: Dialogue tags and adverbs.

What about... "he said lovingly" or "she said emphatically"? 
REPEAT AFTER ME:
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The road to Hell is paved with adverbs. - Stephen King.

The use of adverbs in conjunction with a dialogue tag is 
exactly what he's talking about. Don't do it. EVER. It is LAZY 
writing and the epitome of telling vs. showing.

Lesson #3: Non-speech words as dialogue tags.

This is really common. Never use non-speech words as 
dialogue tags. ie smiles, laughs, smirks, etc. A smirk is a 
sarcastic smile; you can't smirk a sentence.

Move the action to the beginning of the dialogue and you 
don't even need to use a dialogue tag:

He laughed. "I thought it was funny!"

Lesson #4: Mixing dialogue and action.

Don't get into the habit of mixing dialogue tags with action as 
seen here:

"I need to go to the grocery store," Elaine said as she picked up 
her keys, walked toward the door and opened it.

Read that sentence out loud and you will hear how heavy it 
sounds. Let action be action and dialogue be dialogue. 
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O#en, you don't even need to use a dialogue tag if you have 
properly executed the action. This is a sign of truly great 
writing! Instead:

Elaine picked up her keys and walked to the door. "I need to go 
to the grocery store."
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How to Punctuate Dialogue

I'm kind of surprised by this, but there are a LOT of people on 
who don't know how to properly punctuate dialogue in 
fiction.

Always, always, always use punctuation at the end of the 
quote AND at the end of the dialogue tag.

Here are some basic examples:

"This is the format for a statement with a dialogue tag," Elicia 
said.

"Did you know this is how to format a question with a 
dialogue tag?" Elicia asked.

"Your character is really excited!" Elicia shouted.

Let's get a little more complicated:

"Did you know that you”—Elicia points at the reader—“can 
interrupt dialogue with action?" (Note that you use em dashes 
with NO spaces.)

"Did you know," Elicia asked, "that you can interrupt dialogue 
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with a dialogue tag?"

"You can also add action to your dialogue tag by adding a 
comma," Elicia said, winking her eye. (Use this sparingly!!!)

Even more complicated:

Use Single Quotes when your speaker is quoting someone else:

"Stephen King said, and I quote, 'the road to Hell is paved with 
adverbs.'" (Note SINGLE quotation marks on both sides of the 
quote!)

When your character directly addresses another character use a 
comma to o"set the name:

"Elicia, why are you making us learn all this?" Susie asked.

"I want you to be a better writer, Susie," Elicia replied.

When your character is interrupted:

"I don't appreciate being inter--"

When your character's voice fades away (trails o"):

"Please learn..." (An ellipsis is used here-not a random number 
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of dots. THREE dots.)

When you put a dialogue tag before the dialogue:

Elicia points at her students and asks, "Have you learned 
anything yet?" (Note the uppercase letter for the dialogue.)
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Formatting Dialogue

CHANGING SPEAKERS

When the speaker changes, the paragraph breaks.

"I'm so mad at you," she whispered.
"I know," he said. "But it won't be forever."
She shook her head. "It will be too long, Mark."
He looked over at her. "You could come with me."
She laughed. "I don't think boot camp is one of those things you can bring a 

friend to."
"I'm not talking about boot camp. I'm talking about a#er," he said.

LONG SPEECHES AND PARAGRAPH BREAKS

If a character's speech is particularly long and requires a 
paragraph break, use a quotation mark at the beginning of 
each paragraph and only one ending quotation mark at the 
end of the last paragraph.

"Robert became a member of my family long before he married my 
youngest daughter." Clarence paused to dab his handkerchief at his eyes. "He 
loved and supported my little girl in times when a father's love just wasn't enough. 
He rescued her, cherished her, and restored our family during a time when we were 
lost and broken. He was an exceptional husband and father, and I will be forever in 
his debt for making our family complete.

"On behalf of my family, Robert's wife Elaine, and baby Emma, thank you all 
for your continued love, support, and prayers through this dark season. I believe 
that our sovereign God orchestrates everything in His perfect timing, and while I 
will never understand why my son le# us so soon, your presence here today is 
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evidence of the wonderful legacy he leaves behind. Thank you."

KEEP DIALOGUE AND ACTION OF THE SAME CHARACTER IN 
THE SAME PARAGRAPH

The #1 rule when writing fiction is: Don't confuse the reader. 
Cut down on confusion by keeping each character's dialogue 
and action together. Start a new paragraph when attention 
shi#s to a di"erent character.

"Please, Brandon," Marcus Garrett begged. "We're not going to tell 
anyone."

Brandon Stockport shook his head and pointed to the sign by the cash 
register. "Eighteen," he grumbled again. Brandon pushed his thick, black 
rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose before leaning back over the skull he 
was etching on Marcus's shoulder.

Kara Robertson smirked from where she sat with her long legs crossed on 
a bar stool. "Geez, Brandon, for a tattoo artist you sure are a goodie two shoes. 
Journey's birthday is in, like, ten hours."

"I've got the most successful tattoo shop in town. I'm not jeopardizing it 
by putting ink on a kid," Brandon griped.

Journey Durant laughed. "You've got the only tattoo shop in town."
Brandon stuck up his middle finger and wiped some oozing ink and blood 

from Marcus's skin.
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Showing Vs. Telling

No matter what stage of your writing career you are in, you've 
probably heard a lot about showing vs. telling. Like me, you 
may be SICK of hearing about it. But there's a reason we are 
all sick of it...it is a plague on the writing world! So, I'm going 
to break this down into a quick mini-lesson.

Showing is letting the reader EXPERIENCE the action, the 
setting, or the characters . Telling is just giving the reader 
information. TELLING IS BORING.

You have all sorts of weapons to combat boring storytelling in 
your arsenal of writing tools. Let's take a look at just a few of 
them.

Combat Telling with Action

This is telling:

She was surprised because she thought she was addressing 
another child and not a grown man.

This is showing:

When she finally looked up from the mess, and her eyes locked 
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with his, her head snapped back in surprise. She took in his 
fancy clothes, then hid her flushed cheeks behind her hand.

Do you see the di"erence? They both give the same 
information-she's surprised and embarrassed because he is 
not who she expected. But, the second example is active; the 
first is not. I can share the experience with the characters in 
the second example. I can see it and feel it.

Never underestimate the power of a STRONG VERB.

Let's look at another example:

This is telling:

Marla heard a whisper coming from under her bed. She was 
afraid.

Hopefully, you can spot the telling in this right away. The 
'Marla heard' is a pretty dead giveaway right o" the bat. Now, 
do I mean that you can never use phrases like "she heard", 
"she knew that", "she saw"? Absolutely not! But, don't be a 
bum about it. Never let yourself become a lazy writer!

And as much as I appreciate short and to-the-point sentences, 
"she was afraid" is the epitome of being lazy! I mean, she just 
heard a voice under the bed and all the reader gets is "she was 
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afraid"?

Let's try it again.

This is showing:

A small whisper rose from under the bed. "Marla."

Marla's heart was pounding so loud she could barely hear the 
voice. She pressed her eyes closed and cocooned herself inside 
her comforter.

Combat Telling with Dialogue

This is telling:

The surgeon is arrogant.

This is showing:

I considered his suggestion and looked back over my notes. 
"But, Dr. Woods specifically said for you to remove the tumor 
and not just sample it."

He lowered his head and cut his dark eyes up at me. "Well, that's 
because she's just a doctor, and I'm a surgeon."
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Let your characters speak for themselves. You can get a lot of 
information about personality, education, self-worth, etc. just 
by how they speak.

Combat Telling with Sensory Details

This is telling:

Becky likes cookies.

This is showing:

Becky licked every morsel of melted chocolate chips o" her 
fingertips.

Doesn't that just make your mouth water with chocolatey 
happiness? I don't need to tell you that Becky likes the cookies 
because you can see her licking her fingers!

Now, with all that being said, there will be times when 
telling is necessary. Your reader doesn't need a detailed 
account of how your character tied their shoes unless that 
is somehow integral to the plot...is your character a 
shoestring strangler? Probably not.
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How to be a Better Self-Editor

I actually got this advice from Writer's Digest many, many 
moons ago and I always suggest this method to authors who 
ask me to edit their manuscripts. If you want to be a serious 
writer, you should follow a process like this BEFORE you 
submit query letters, seek out an editor, or publish your work 
in any shape or form.

Dra" 1 - Simply puke your ideas onto the page. That's it.

Dra" 2 - Reread your manuscript on the computer where you 
wrote it and look for plot holes and non-essential information. 
Revise.

Dra" 3 - Print it out. Grab a red pen and CUT, CUT, CUT. 
Rewrite.

Dra" 4 - Read it out loud and listen for flow and check for 
missing words, grammatical errors, spelling errors, etc. I 
actually write in Scrivener which has a speak function for MAC. 
Your novel sounds like Stephen Hawking, but there is no 
better way to make sure your delivery is smooth than hearing 
it with your ears. I read along with the speaker and look for 
missing punctuation and spelling errors.
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With particularly complicated scenes, I have my husband 
or another poor soul read it out loud. I listen to where they 
stumble over information or syntax and edit it until it is 
smooth.

By the end of Dra# 4 you will be SICK of your novel, but it will 
be tight and fluid.

I actually do one final proofreading on mine in an ebook 
format. I'm always shocked at how many small typos I miss 
when I put it into a format that my eyes haven't gotten used 
to.

UPDATE: I've also found it useful to paste the entire 
manuscript into Word (I write in Scrivener) and let Word check 
it for typos and sentence fragments. Tread lightly here, 
however, because I don't fully trust Word's editing services, 
and you must be diligent to make the changes not only in the 
copy but also in the original.

BUT IT'S SOOOOO MUCH WORK!!! Yes. It is. But, as with 
anything, the work is part of the commitment to your cra#. 
You owe it to your novel to make it into a masterpiece.

BUT MY WRITING IS SO GOOD THAT IT DOESN'T NEED ALL 
THIS WORK!!!Trust me, IT DOES. No matter how good the 
writer, we all make mistakes. Our brains only read what we 
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INTENDED to write-not what we actually wrote. This is why 
editing is absolutely essential prior to publication.
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The Most Common Mistake with 
Commas

I could write a book on commas alone, but today I am only 
going to discuss one common error that I see in fiction writing.

COMMAS AND CONJUNCTIONS

Only use a comma with a conjunction (and, but, or, etc.) if you 
are separating two independent clauses. An independent 
clause is a complete thought--it could be a complete sentence 
if it stands alone.

Correct:

I like broccoli, but I prefer green beans.

Notice the two complete thoughts:

I like broccoli .

I prefer green beans.

Correct:
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I like broccoli but prefer green beans.

Notice 1 independent clause followed by a dependent one, so 
no comma.

Incorrect:

I like broccoli, but prefer green beans.

Somehow a rumor got started that you always use a comma 
before a conjunction. This is a LIE!

Here are some more examples:

It was time to go home, but she didn't want to leave.

She didn't have enough money, so the group pitched in to buy 
her ticket.

The boy was considered a genius, yet he didn't know who 
Beyonce was.

The only time this rule does not apply is when clauses are very 
brief and very closely associated.

Examples:
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Katie chopped the vegetables and Jodi cooked.

Momma sang alto and Daddy sang bass.

Put the ring on her finger and repeat a#er me.



How To Write Fiction

28

The Semicolon

The semicolon is-hands down-my favorite punctuation mark, 
and I REALLY, REALLY hate to see it abused. Let's all vow to 
end semicolon abuse!!

A semicolon has two very specific uses. It is never the 
substitute for a comma or a colon. EVER.

Semicolon Rule #1

A semicolon is used to separate two independent clauses that 
are very closely related. (An independent clause is a complete 
thought. It could be a stand-alone sentence.)

Semicolons, when used sparingly and properly, create 
memorable sentences for your reader. Use them when you 
want to show a stark contrast or when you really want a detail 
to stand out. Using them SPARINGLY is key here. They are very 
special punctuation marks and should be reserved for very 
special sentences.

Here are some examples:

The cops weren't looking for a person anymore; they were 
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looking for a corpse.

Kara was an individualist by genetics; she had reached six foot 
one by age eleven.

You make people show up; I make them disappear.

Notice that the semicolons above could all be replaced with a 
period and they would still be correct!

Semicolon Rule #2

Use semicolons to separate complicated elements in a list. 
Typically, these elements are long and may require the use of 
commas within them.

Here are some examples:

She had lived in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina; Nashville, 
Tennessee; and Emerson, Georgia.

We have three dignitaries on our list: General Wallace 
Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Sta"; Admiral James 
A. Winnefeld, Jr., Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Sta"; 
and General Frank J. Grass, Chief of the National Guard 
Bureau.
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She had successfully restrained herself from contacting him all 
the times before: when she first le# town, deeply sorry for 
walking away; when she graduated from college, and he was 
the person she wanted to share it with the most; and even 
when her mother sent his engagement announcement, and 
she cried for three solid days.
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Em Dashes, En Dashes, and Hyphens

If you are using a Mac, the shortcut key for an em dash is Option
+Shi#+Hyphen. In most Windows programs, you can simply type 
2 hyphens and an em dash will be substituted for you. (Word 
and Scrivener do this.)

Before we talk about em dashes, let's clear up their cousins: 
the en dash and the hyphen.

EN DASH

The en dash, which is a little shorter than the em dash, is 
primarily used for numbers and either opposing or related 
words.

The score was 82–27.

My favorite thing about the World Cup is the Brazil–Mexico 
rivalry.

Abortion is a popular Republican–Democrat argument.

HYPHEN

The hyphen, which is shorter still, is the tiny dash used in 
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compound words.

She wore a black t-shirt.

He works a part-time job.

Carol had chosen David for her future son-in-law the very first 
time they met.

EM DASH

The em dash is much more versatile! It can replace commas, 
colons, and parentheses! This is another one of those 
punctuation marks that should be used sparingly. It is used to 
create emphasis or draw the attention of the reader.

Replacing Commas

In all of these instances, the em dash is used in place of 
commas to provide more emphasis.

I miss having someone—anyone—to talk to.

"And this day”—she placed her palms on his chest—“is certainly 
a reason to celebrate."
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It was an honest smile—a grateful one.

Replacing Colons

You can use an em dash to replace a colon when you want to 
emphasize the ending of a sentence.

Ice cream, an ocean breeze, a beautiful woman—he was sure 
this was Heaven.

She gave her answer—no.

Replacing Parentheses

Here are the same sentences, one with parentheses and the 
other with em dashes. Most editors will tell you that 
parentheses should be avoided in fiction writing. You could 
also use parenthetical commas here, but the em dash 
provides more emphasis.

It's obvious to everyone (except the two of you) that you're in 
love with each other.

It's obvious to everyone—except the two of you—that you're in 
love with each other.

Rebecca Ashburn (David's ex from high school) was walking to 
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her tiny, blue sports car.

Rebecca Ashburn—David's ex from high school—was walking to 
her tiny, blue sports car.



How To Write Fiction

35

Point of View - First Person

Here is another topic brought to you by popular demand. 
Loads of people have messaged and commented asking me to 
discuss point of view (POV). So... here goes. We're going to do 
this in installments.

What is Point of View?

POV is the perspective from which a story is told.

First Person POV

The story is told from a personal perspective where the 
narrator is an "I" witness. First person POV is the most natural 
perspective to write because it is how we tell stories verbally. 
It is identified by the pronouns "I" and "we".

I went to the mall.

I loved the movie.

I caught a fish the size of a Volkswagen.

First person POV is most o#en narrated by the main character. 
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Here's an example of some first person POV fiction:

I sat up on my elbows and peered at Dr. Grayson Woods over the 
bridge that the paper sheet formed between my knees. The long 
device in her hand looked more like a lightsaber than a medical 
instrument. My mouth was gaping so wide that I should have 
been at the dentist's o"ice rather than the OB/GYN. "You're 
going to put that thing where?" I asked.

My doctor cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. 
 "It's a transvaginal ultrasound, Sloan. It will be a little 
uncomfortable, but this is the only way we can get a clear 
picture of your uterus at this stage and determine how far along 
you are."

I winced. "It looks like you're going to battle the Empire."

She wasn't amused.

PROS AND CONS OF FIRST PERSON POV

PROS: It is the most relatable and comfortable POV for a 
reader because it provides an intimate relationship with the 
narrator. The reader tends to bond with the narrator because 
they are privy to a detailed account of this one character's 
thoughts, emotions and experiences.
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CONS: You are limited to showing scenes where the narrator is 
present and cannot include anything not witnessed by your 
narrator. This makes the battle of Show Vs. Tell that much 
harder. You are limited only to the narrator's thoughts and 
feelings unless other character's divulge these things to the 
narrator. It is absolutely imperative that your storyteller is a 
compelling character who can consistently engage the reader 
throughout the novel.
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Point of View - Third Person

THIRD PERSON

Third Person POV is told from an outside perspective on the 
story. It is not a personal account or retelling of events. It is 
split into a few di"erent categories (and even more 
subcategories below these that I'm not going to dive into). It is 
identified by pronouns like "he", "she", "they", "it", etc.

Third Person Limited

Third Person Limited is exactly how it sounds. It is limited to 
the perspective of one character. Harry Potter is my favorite 
example of Third Person Limited. All seven novels are told 
exclusively from Harry's perspective, but it is not Harry telling 
the story. Are you ready to have your mind blown? The 
narrator successfully tells things that Harry isn't supposed to 
be present for with the use of things like the invisibility cloak 
and the pensieve. 

In a lot of ways, Third Person Limited is like First Person. It has 
the same constraints as far as your POV character needing to 
be present during important scenes, but it allows for more 
objectivity in your reader.



How To Write Fiction

39

Third Person Multiple

Third Person Multiple is telling the story from a select group of 
characters. Each chapter is told from the perspective of 
specific characters. The key to writing this POV well is 
CONSISTENCY. You must be able to stay behind the specific 
lens of your designated character throughout an entire scene. 
When you have two POV characters in one scene, you must be 
diligent to not shi# POV.

My novels, The Bed She Made  and To Be Her First are written in 
Third Person Multiple.

Third Person Omniscient

Third Person Omniscient is when the narrator assumes an "all-
knowing" perspective on the story. Third Person Omniscient 
knows private thoughts as well as events that take place 
outside of the current scene. The narrator is able to give and 
withhold information, bending space and time for dramatic 
e"ect. The Lord of the Rings trilogy is a good example of Third 
Person Omniscient POV.

Third Person Omniscient is the most freeing viewpoint to 
take... IT IS ALSO THE MOST DIFFICULT. It's di"icult because 
there are major holes that authors can trip and fall into. 
Before we can talk about those holes we need to talk about 
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VOICE.

What is Voice? Voice is the sense of a person behind the 
narration.

Head-Hopping

Head-Hopping occurs when the narrator switches VOICE from 
character to character within a scene without e"ective 
transitions. The e"ect is dizzying and annoying.

Most o#en, the cause of nauseating head-hopping is that an 
author fluctuates between Third Person Omniscient and Third 
Person Multiple. Rather than the narrator staying "above" the 
story in a truly omniscient way, the reader is forced into the 
heads of each character as they are seeing the story unfold. 
This would be best explained by example:

Jackson rolled down his window, his narrow eyes scanning the 
street as he flicked his cigarette butt on the sidewalk. If that 
stupid brat expects him to wait all day, he's in for a rude 
surprise. Little Alex's knees were knocking as he watched his 
father from the safety of the house. Inside the rusty old sedan, 
his dad lit another cigarette. That wasn't a good sign. 
Butterflies of fear rippled through the boy's stomach, but he 
couldn't put o" the inevitable forever. He wrenched the front 
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door open and walked out to face his doom.

Let's break that paragraph down, assuming we are trying to 
tell this story from an omniscient POV:

Jackson rolled down his window, his narrow eyes scanning 
the street as he flicked his cigarette butt on the 
sidewalk. This sentence is told from the vantage point of 
someone who is watching Jackson. This is omniscient.

If that stupid brat expects him to wait all day, he's in for 
rude surprise. Now, we've switched to Jackson's VOICE. We 
are inside Jackson's head.

Little Alex's knees were knocking as he watched his father 
from the safety of the house. Now we are inside the house 
with Alex.

Inside the rusty old sedan, his dad lit another 
cigarette. That wasn't a good sign. Now, we've switched to 
Alex's voice.

Butterflies of fear rippled through the boy's stomach, but 
he couldn't put o# the inevitable forever. He wrenched the 
front door open and walked out to face his doom. This 
could be omniscient, but it is so closely tied with the last 
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sentence that it still feels like we are watching from Alex's POV.

THAT IS BAD HEAD-HOPPING. DON'T DO THAT.
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Shifting Third Person POV

Third Person Multiple

Shi#ing POV in Third Person Multiple is pretty straightforward. 
You shi# at scene changes. Now, some people like to think 
that a scene change is them adding * * * and a paragraph 
break. Nope. A scene change is when the curtain drops and 
when it rises again we are somewhere else. Scenes typically 
last for a significant chunk of time—the whole chapter if 
possible! If a scene truly changes within a chapter, then you 
use a centered * * * and a paragraph break. (My preference is 
to use * * * between chapter breaks, but some authors use #, 
lines, fancy symbols, or just a blank line. This is a matter of 
preference, just make it clear to your reader that it is a scene 
break and be consistent.)

Let's look at an example:

Much like that fateful prom night where David was the fool, he 
was once again driving all over Emerson looking for his best 
friend. Marcus hadn't seen her, Kara didn't answer her phone, 
and Steven was at the shop. He drove by her work and by her 
favorite co"ee shop, but she was nowhere to be found. He finally 
gave up and went home to finish packing.
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* * *

Marcus hung up the phone and looked out of his window at 
Journey sitting on his porch in tears. Her hands shook as she 
drew a third cigarette up to her lips. He walked back outside 
and sat down on the step beside her. "That was him," he said. 
"He's looking for you, but I didn't say you were here."

In the example above, we are initially in David's POV as he is 
driving around town looking for his friend. Then there is a 
scene break. When the story resumes, we are across town in 
Marcus's POV.

Third Person Omniscient

This lesson comes with a disclaimer: There are many di"erent 
methods of writing the POV because there are many di"erent 
subcategories of Third Person Omniscient. I don't have the time 
or the desire to write about them all, but there are plenty of 
books on the subject! I recommend reading them! Third person 
omniscient is not for the novice! I will give a few quick tips and 
opinions on the subject, but this is BY NO MEANS a 
comprehensive list!

The trick to writing Third Person Omniscient well is seamless 
transitions. It takes PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE. 
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Transitions should be aided by proper structure and 
punctuation! Line breaks, paragraph breaks, scene breaks are 
all your friends! And chapter breaks are your BFF!

Playing God

One method of accomplishing shi#s is for the narrator to 
assume a "god like" viewpoint on the story. A hovering spirit 
floating above the story, if you will. Little Women by Louisa 
May Alcott is a good example of this:

"Christmas won't be Christmas without any presents," grumbled 
Jo, lying on the rug.

"It's so dreadful to be poor!" sighed Meg, looking down at her 
old dress.

"I don't think it's fair for some girls to have plenty of pretty 
things, and other girls nothing at all," added little Amy, with an 
injured sni".

"We've got Father and Mother, and each other," said Beth 
contentedly from her corner.

The four young faces on which the firelight shone brightened at 
the cheerful words, but darkened again as Jo said sadly, "We 



How To Write Fiction

46

haven't got Father, and shall not have him for a long time." She 
didn't say "perhaps never," but each silently added it, thinking 
of Father far away, where the fighting was.

Note all of the neat paragraph breaks in there!

Pass The Baton Shi"ing

Pass the baton is the freeze tag of POV shi#ing. It is when an 
action or an object triggers the camera shi# from one 
character to another. Here's an example:

It was a now-or-never kind of moment. Clayton held up his 
trembling hand. On the tip of his pinky finger was a large, 
circular diamond with a halo of smaller diamonds around 
it. It was glistening in the pink and orange glow of the last 
moments of sunlight.

Megan's eyes fell to the ring, and for a second she forgot to 
breathe. Two seconds ago I was being dumped, and now he's 
proposing? she wondered.

Clayton cringed, bracing for the worst. "God, Meg. Say 
something."

In the example above, the ring is serving as the baton to shi# 
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the reader from Clayton to Meg.

The Zoom Lens Shi"

Zoom shi#ing is when the camera is zoomed in on one 
character, then it zooms out into the stratosphere, and then 
zooms back in on another character. Notice the shi#:

Meg leaned her forehead against the shower wall and let the 
hot water drizzle down her face. Angry tears swirled together 
with the suds at her feet and washed down the silver drain. This 
would be the last time a man would make her cry... or so she 
thought.

Down the Strip at the Illicit Lounge, Clayton wasn't crying. With 
a tumbler of Jack in one hand and a fistful of dollars in the 
other, the last thing on his mind was Meg. Red lights bounced o" 
of bedazzled thongs in every direction that he looked. Clayton 
smiled. Everyone should su"er a break-up in Vegas.

Zoom in. Zoom out. Zoom in.

Like I said, these are just a few methods of shi#ing, but there 
are plenty more. Remember, PRACTICE, PRACTICE, PRACTICE. 
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The Serial (Oxford) Comma

If you are writing FICTION, the rule is that you put a 
comma before 'and' in a series. This is not my rule; this is the 
rule of the Chicago Manual of Style and Elements of Style.

The colors of the American flag are red, white, and blue.

My favorite foods are fajitas, cookie dough, and grits.

They were staunch Republicans, successful small business 
owners, and devout Southern Baptists.

Her maroon skirt suit was a size too big, six inches too long, and 
ten years too old.

•  If you are writing an academic paper, then you might follow 
MLA Style (Modern Language Association). MLA also supports 
the serial comma.

•  If you are into journalism, then you likely follow AP Style 
(Associated Press). AP Style does not use the serial comma.

NOW THAT I'VE SAID ALL THAT, LET ME THROW ANOTHER 
WRENCH INTO THIS ARGUMENT...
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Guess who doesn't use the Oxford Comma anymore? 
Oxford.  :)

This is taken straight from the latest edition of the Oxford 
Style Guide: 

"...there is no comma between the penultimate item in a list 
and 'and'/'or', unless required to prevent ambiguity – this is 
sometimes referred to as the 'Oxford comma'. However, always 
insert a comma in this position if it would help prevent 
confusion."

https://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/media_wysiwyg/
University%20of%20Oxford%20Style%20Guide.pdf

So... the bottom line here is: CONSULT THE STYLE GUIDE THAT 
FITS WHAT YOU ARE WRITING AND BE CONSISTENT. And 
realize that your editor someday may insist on changing it.

http://https://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/media_wysiwyg/University%2520of%2520Oxford%2520Style%2520Guide.pdf
http://https://www.ox.ac.uk/sites/files/oxford/media_wysiwyg/University%2520of%2520Oxford%2520Style%2520Guide.pdf
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Don't Be Mysterious

In an e"ort to create suspense, tension, or interest we o#en 
confuse our readers by being vague about stu" that doesn't 
matter to the climax of the story.

PLEASE...

DO NOT BE MYSTERIOUS FOR THE SAKE OF BEING 
MYSTERIOUS.

Let me show you an example.

In the first edition of one of my published books, I have an 
entire section that has been removed from the second edition 
because I realized (unfortunately a#er publication) that I 
violated this rule and COMPLETELY FAILED AS AN AUTHOR in 
this one section.

The backstory is I have 2 characters who are tempted to start 
an extra-marital a"air with each other. In a fit of insanity, I 
added this gawd-awful scene:

     Maggie woke up early the next morning and dressed quietly 
so she didn't disturb Rick. Remarkably, the baby was still 
asleep as well. She put the baby monitor on Rick's nightstand 
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and tip-toed out of the bedroom. In the kitchen, she scribbled 
a note for her husband.
     Le# early to get stu" ready for the party. I'll be home later. 
Love you. -Mag.
     It was a fi#een minute drive across town to The Corner 
Diner. To her surprise, the parking lot was full. She pulled into 
a space and looked around for people who might recognize 
her. Her fingernail was bloody from nibbling on it by the time 
she decided to open her door. Her heart was pounding with so 
much excitement that she almost felt dizzy.
     She slowly got out and slung her purse over her shoulder. As 
she turned toward the door, a hand grasped her arm and a 
deep, desperate voice whispered in her ear. "We can't do this 
here. Get in my truck."

Now, this story is actually about a guy who is planning a 
surprise marriage proposal for his girlfriend. But, do you see 
what I did? I tried to trick my reader into thinking my main 
character is having the a"air! BOOO!!! HISS!!! Even my mother 
called me to ask, "What were you thinking?"

The moral of the story is: DO NOT BE MYSTERIOUS FOR THE 
SAKE OF BEING MYSTERIOUS. Do not use trickery to try and 
entice your reader. Your plot should be interesting enough on 
its own without resorting to desperate attempts to create 
suspense. Focus on your plot. Focus on your main climax. 
Don't be mysterious about what the Storm Troopers ate 
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for breakfast when the climax is Darth Vader's line, "Luke, 
I am your father."
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Creating Characters Part 1 - The 
Physical

Sirius Black is probably my favorite literary character of all 
time. I love him so much that his name is the password to my 
Wifi (should you ever feel the need to hack it). When I saw the 
movie for Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, and Gary 
Oldman's deranged mug flashed across that first news article, 
I almost cried--and not in a good way.

Now don't get me wrong, I LOVE Gary Oldman ♥, with capital 
letters and emojis, but I would NEVER have cast him in the role 
of Sirius Black if I were given such power.

Don't agree with me??? GOOD! That's the point of this article.

So, how do you cra# characters that will dominate the 
fantasies of your readers?? Give just enough physical detail 
to spark your reader's imagination.

The less specific you can make a character, the more relatable 
they are to a broader audience. You want to get specific 
enough to make your character real without being so specific 
that you risk small details tripping up your reader.

You want to guide your reader's imagination to cra" a 



How To Write Fiction

54

character who is both yours AND THEIRS. In this sacred 
author/reader covenant is where characters are born that 
transcend the story and exist long past the words THE 
END.

I'm sure this advice is likely blasphemy to a lot of you. As 
writers, we want our readers to SEE EXACTLY WHAT WE SEE IN 
OUR MINDS. We use all sorts of literary devices to accomplish 
this. 

There's nothing wrong with it, but had JK Rowling shown me 
a picture of Gary Oldman following her description of 
Sirius Black in the book, I would have loved him less.

To illustrate my point, I tossed out this description of one of 
my leading men to some friends and had them tell me who 
they pictured in THEIR mind using a famous person:

Across the field, the man's gaze locked with mine, his dark eyes 
drawing my attention with all the force of a black hole. He was 
tall, with dark hair tied back and shoulders that looked strong 
enough to bear the weight of the world with me.

Here are the responses I got:
Antonio Banderas
Luke Evans
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Richard Armitage

Who did I see when I wrote this character? Jason Momoa 
(the dude that played Kahl Drogo in Game of Thrones.)

Now, I could daydream all day long about some Drogo... but 
Keanu Reeves doesn't do it for me at all. Keanu would be the 
Gary Oldman to my Sirius Black.

By leaving the description JUST DESCRIPTIVE ENOUGH, I can 
appeal to a broader audience.

Q/A

Is nationality or race really important?

Not necessarily. My main character described above is (in my 
mind) American Indian. But, it wouldn't change the story at all 
if he was Korean or Asgardian (ahem), or heck--Jason Momoa 
is Hawaiian. I also considered casting Brandon Lee for this 
part in the movie, if he wasn't, ya know, dead. RIP Brandon. 
xoxo

What about facial features?

If your MC has a glaring scar down his face from a knife fight, 
that could be important. If he/she wears an eyepatch, that's 
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probably a crucial detail. High cheekbones, thin noses, and 
plump lips are rarely story breakers. Just remember: what you 
find appealing some readers might not. Use it when it's 
necessary.

But Elicia, your MC has long hair, and I don't think that's 
attractive. What's up with that?

My MC's long hair is important to his character. It's part of the 
time period... or he's going to die because it gets caught in 
chicken wire....or he might be Samson--you don't know. It's a 
risk I'm willing to take because it's important to the story.
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Creating Characters Part 2 - Make Us 
Love or Hate Them

Now that you've dra#ed a beautifully vague physical 
description of your character, it's time to bring them to life. 
The key to making an unforgettable character is to make them 
BELIEVABLE and RELATABLE. Your readers don't necessarily 
have to like the character, but they need to be able to connect 
with them on some emotional level whether that's through 
sympathy, admiration, attractiveness, or straight-up fear. 

The Wonders of People-Watching

When writing becomes more than just a hobby, you begin to 
look at the entire world through the lenses of a writer. Little 
details that mere muggles miss, a good writer mentally 
catalogues as material for setting, mood, and character 
sketches. People-watching becomes more than just Wal-mart 
entertainment, it becomes research for your next great novel.

Good writers take notes on how people interact with the world 
and with each other. This can be done on strangers, but it is 
most o#en with people you know.

For Christmas, my husband bought me a co"ee mug that says 
"Don't annoy the writer. She may put you in a book and kill 
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you." 

And it's true. The majority of all my characters are based o" of 
real people or a mashup of several di"erent people that I 
know. I use real-life information to create my CHARACTER 
SKETCH. 

What is a character sketch?

A character sketch is a cheat sheet about who your character 
is. Some people do this mentally, but I highly recommend 
writing it down so you reference it as you write! Writing it 
down is particularly useful if you are writing a series. You'll 
want a cheat sheet to reference when you get to Book #8, trust 
me!

Scrivener (the writing program I use) has an excellent 
template for character sketches. Mine get very detailed. Here 
is some of the info you'll find on it:

Character Name:

Role in Story:

Physical Description:
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Background:

Family Info:

Occupation:
Education:
Personality:

Habits/Mannerisms:
Quirks/Oddities:

Hobbies:

Internal Conflicts:

External Conflicts:

Notes:

All of these details give your character DEPTH. 

Do you list out all of these details in your story? Probably not. 
But you will need them to create believable scenes with your 
characters. For example: Education can o#en a"ect how 
characters interact with each other. If your main character 
(MC) has a PhD in literature, they will likely have a distinct way 
of conversing with other characters. If your MC is a tire 
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mechanic, he's probably not going to be able to deliver a lot of 
useful information if your story is about shoe shopping in 
Prague. 

Quirks, habits, and hobbies are my favorite part of the list. 
Humans are creatures of habit. I get up every morning, brush 
my teeth, make my co"ee with sweet cream, and spend at 
least a half an hour reading through social media before I talk 
to anyone. If that routine is interrupted, it can a"ect my whole 
day. Your characters are no di"erent. And while you don't have 
to spell it out in every chapter, these little quirks make your 
character believable and relatable. 

How do you incorporate it into your story?

NO-NO-NO info dumping. In real life, we get to know people 
gradually through situations, conversations, and how that 
person interacts with the world as you watch them. It should 
be the same in your novel. Do not dump your list of character 
traits onto your reader.

 This is info-dumping:

Clara, a forty-two-year-old, part-time nurse, worked in the 
geriatric ward of the hospital because she couldn't handle the 
trauma of the ER. She had worked in the ER for her first four 
years in the profession, but her nerves couldn't handle it. 
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Sudden deaths rattled her because her father was killed in a 
hunting accident in Montana when she was seven, and the 
experience stuck with her. In the geriatric unit, death was 
expected and o#en welcomed. So when she met Carl, an eighty-
two-year-old Veteran, she was already prepared for him to die. 
But she never would have guessed that she might go with him.

Holy smokes... that's a lot of information for just a few 
sentences! Even though it sounds like it could be an 
interesting story, we just covered 36 years of Clara's life in one 
paragraph! This information would be much better served 
through slow revelation, like peeling back the onion of Clara's 
life. This is how you make a reader care about Clara. This is 
how you make them cry when Clara reaches her pending 
doom.

Just Say No to Info-Dumping
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Me, Myself, and I Hate Pronoun Abuse

Earballs (n) plural : : The part of your brain that 'hears' 
what you are visually reading.

I want to talk about pronouns. Specifically, I want to address 
the ever-confusing REFLEXIVE PRONOUN. Like my beloved 
semicolon, there is much abuse in the Reflexive Pronoun 
world. We're all going to take a giant leap toward ending 
Reflexive Pronoun abuse!

What is a Reflexive Pronoun? Myself, Himself, Herself, etc.

For now, I'm only going to focus on Myself. Because if you can 
master "myself" you can figure out all the others by 
YOURSELF. See what I did there?

Me - Me is an object pronoun. Me is always used as the object 
of sentence. In other words, the VERB is happening TO ME. You 
can remember this by asking, "What is happening to me??"

She gave me the cookie.
He ran beside me.
The dog chased me.

In all of those examples something is happening to ME, 
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making ME the object of the action.

I - I is a subject pronoun. I am always the subject of my own 
sentence because I am the master of my own universe.

I like cake. Who likes cake? I do.
I am a writer. Who's a writer? I am.
I would like you to learn about pronouns. Who would like you to 
learn? I would!

Myself - Myself is a reflexive pronoun. It is used ONLY in 
conjunction with I. It is used to add emphasis and/or 
REFLECT back on the subject of the sentence. And WHO is the 
subject?? Duh, I AM.

I did the job myself.
I propped myself up on the pillow.
I, myself, did all the work.

****************

<BEGIN RANT>

Now, I'm  going to rant about something that bugs the 
bejeezus out of me in fiction writing. It's when authors using 
reflexive pronouns like this:
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I found myself standing before the king.
I found myself in a lot of trouble.
I found myself confessing my hatred for pronoun abuse.

Grammatically, this is perfectly correct.

But figuratively, it makes me want to claw my earballs out.

It's like the character has suddenly woken up from a coma. 
"What the f*@% am I doing here!?!"

But... that's a personal thing for me. Technically, like I said, 
there's nothing wrong with it. Just know: if I ever read your 
work and come across this phrase used in any other way than 
a character going on an Eat-Pray-Love-type journey to "Find 
Themself" in a very spiritual sense, I'm pointing and laughing 
at you.

</END RANT>

******************

What about that tricky little conjunction "AND"?

"And" always seems to screw up the best of us.

Carol and I went to the store.
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She sang louder than Debbie and me.

How do you keep those straight? Drop what's on the other 
side of the conjunction and decide what makes sense.

I went to the store. (Me went to the store, is just plain dumb, 
right?)
She sang louder than me.

Want to point and laugh at me? Here's an actual example from 
my published novel, THE SOUL SUMMONER:

He was a bit older than Adrianne and myself, maybe twenty-
two, and he had a sweet, genuine smile.

That was published in the first edition. And it's wrong. :) Nice, 
huh? Made it past my editor and 6 proofreaders. The correct 
form of that sentence would be:

He was a bit older than Adrianne and me, maybe twenty-two...

Eeek! Even reading that now, it hurts my earballs. Why? 
Because it sounds wrong. Why does sound wrong? Because 
Americans don't speak good!

Apply the rules above to determine which word to use:
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Who is the subject? Not I. He is.
If the subject is anything or anyone other than "I", YOU 
CANNOT USE MYSELF.

What happens if I drop what's on the other side of that 
conjunction? I'm going to remove Adrianne and see what 
happens...

He was a bit older than ME.

Ahh... that makes perfect sense. Right?

Clear as mud, are we?


