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FOREWORD
BY BILL PRONZINI

Professional writers are a highly diverse group. Not only do we produce many different types of novels, we tend to view the craft of fiction writing in a manner as individualistic as our subject matter, styles, and visions. Put a large group of us together in a room and call for a general theoretical discussion of what makes a successful novel and a successful career, and you’re certain to have disparate opinions and more than one heated argument.

Yet when it comes to analyzing the nuts-and-bolts specifics of writing and selling as a guide for the beginner, our views and advice are remarkably similar. This is because professional writers are practical to a fault; the one principle we all agree on is the necessity to create the very best novels of which we’re capable in order to realize the optimum financial and critical benefits. Literary theory and philosophy are excellent fodder for conversation and argument, but they’re not what professional writing is fundamentally about. Nor are they what The 101 Habits of Highly Successful Novelists is about. The purpose of this book is to help you do what we do: write the best novel of which you’re capable, experience the pleasure and satisfaction of seeing it published, and then reap the rewards. In short, it’s a straightforward, no nonsense, professional approach to fiction writing. 

Andrew McAleer has done an outstanding job of organizing the material here into chapters that combine the instructive words of novelists past and present with his own expert commentary. Every aspect is covered: important general topics such as being creative and original, the art of natural storytelling, commitment to success, setting realistic goals and high standards of excellence; detailed how-tos and don’t-dos of plot construction, characterization, dialogue, conflict, and other story elements; tips on marketing, finding an agent, utilizing promotional options, and networking; even counsel on how to deal with such drawbacks as rejection, criticism, and fear of failure.

Read the individual quotes carefully, not only for their practical advice but for the insights they give into the men and women who wrote them. For this is how successful novelists think. Understanding the professional mindset can help you adopt a similar perspective toward your own work.

In a sense, reading this book is like being invited into the roomful of established storytellers, being given the opportunity to sit down with each of us and get to know us while we discuss the various tricks of our trade. There are no better teachers, after all, than the voices of experience.

As practical and invaluable as The 101 Habits of Highly Successful Novelists is, you should keep in mind that it does not contain a magical formula for becoming a published writer. There is no such formula, nor are there any shortcuts to success. The instruction offered here is strictly utilitarian, remember; it must be studied, taken to heart, and then adapted and incorporated into your own work and work ethic. The key to success lies with dedication, perseverance, and—the ultimate goal of pros as well as beginners—the consistent desire to become a better writer tomorrow than today.

Good luck!


INTRODUCTION 

Everything nourishes what is strong already.—Jane Austen 






When I first set out to write The 101 Habits of Highly Successful Novelists, I had one goal in mind: to help aspiring novelists achieve their dreams of publishing novels. I believe firmly— thanks to the generous contributions of some of the best and most experienced novelists of our time—that my goal has been brought to bountiful fruition.

What you have hitched your wagon to here is more than a book. It is a bumper crop of literary harvest propagated from the arduous toil of the contributors. You have at your fingertips the advice and wisdom of novelists who have successfully dug in and made fourteen-carat hay out of this business, some for more than half a century. This book is filled with advice from the most successful novelists from the most successful genres— romance, crime and suspense, Westerns, science fiction, and fantasy—such as Mary Higgins Clark, Elmore Leonard, Robin Moore, and Lawrence Block.

I’m not going to take much credit for this work because it wasn’t written per se. It was germinated, and I just tilled the soil a little bit. This book was sown from the struggles, perseverance, and triumphs of its contributors, who simply would not quit when critics told them it couldn’t be done, that they were wasting their time, that they shouldn’t quit their day jobs, that writing was too tough, and that dreams are a waste of time. These novelists would have none of it, and you are the benefactor of the fruits of their labor.

The contributors to this book have brought a burgeoning cornucopia to the table. It’s a crop consisting of nourishing words on how these indefatigable artists write continuously with such success. You can use their experience and advice to cut away the underbrush and prep the soil for planting. Further, you will be able to call on their advice again and again as if they were your helpful neighbors ready to roll up their sleeves and pitch in to help whenever needed.

I hope that this book will become your most trusted writing companion to nurture your muse. And it won’t even need watering. Not like those corn plants that the damn rabbits got into.


CONTRIBUTORS 

LORI AVOCATO Award-winning and bestselling author of the Pauline Sokol mysteries, including A Dose of Murder; The Stiff and the Dead; One Dead Under the Cuckoo’s Nest; Deep Sea Dead; Nip, Tuck, Dead; and Dead on Arrival 

BRUCE BALFOUR Author of Prometheus Road, Jack the Ripper, The Digital Dead, and the national bestseller The Forge of Mars 

MARY BALOGH New York Times bestselling historical romantic fiction author of the Bedwyn series, including Slightly Married, Slightly Scandalous, and Slightly Wicked and Indiscreet, Unforgiven, and Irresistible 

JILL BARNETT Golden Choice nominee and New York Times bestselling historical romance and contemporary novelist of critically acclaimed novels such as The Days of Summer, Wicked, Wild, and Wonderful 

BEVERLY BARTON New York Times bestselling romantic suspense author of the Protectors series, including Penny Sue Got Lucky, Ramirez’s Woman, Laying His Claim, and Keeping Baby Secret 

STEPHANIE KAY BENDEL Author of Making Crime Pay and the critically acclaimed romantic thriller A Scream Away (written under the pen name Andrea Harris) and Ellery Queen contributor 

JO BEVERLY Winner of five RITA Awards and two Romantic Times Career Achievement Awards and New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of more than twenty historical romances, including Lady Beware, The Rogue’s Return, and To Rescue a Rogue 

JENNIFER BLAKE New York Times bestselling author of Love’s Wild Desire, Guarded Heart, and Rogue’s Salute and recipient of the prestigious Golden Treasure Award for Lifetime Achievement from Romance Writers of America and the Frank Waters Award for Excellence in Fiction 

LAWRENCE BLOCK New York Times bestselling author; Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America; and Edgar Allan Poe, Shamus, and Japanese Maltese Falcon Awardwinning novelist of the Matthew Scudder, Bernie Rhodenbarr, and Chip Harrison novels, including Eight Million Ways to Die, A Ticket to the Boneyard, A Dance at the Slaughterhouse 

JOHNNY D. BOGGS Multi-Spur Award–winningnovelist of Camp Ford and Western Heritage Wrangler Award–winningnovelist of Spark on the Prairie: The Trial of the Kiowa Chiefs and writer of other novels, including The Big Fifty: A Western Story, Northfield, and the Spur-nominated best Western juvenile novel The Hart Brand 

RHYS BOWEN Romantic Times top pick. Agatha, Anthony, and Herodotus Award–winningauthor of the Constable Evans mysteries and the Molly Murphy mysteries, including Evans Above, Evan Help Us, Evanly Bodies, Murphy’s Law, and In Dublin’s Fair City 

MICHAEL BRACKEN Derringer Award–winningauthor of Tequila Sunrise, All White Girls, and Yesterday in Blood and Bone; vice president of the Private Eye Writers of America; and vice president of the Southwest Chapter Mystery Writers of America 

REBECCA BRANDEWYNE New York Times, Publishers Weekly, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today bestselling author of The Crystal Rose, The Ninefold Key, The Love Knot, and The Outlaw Hearts. Recipient of the Historical Romance Novelist of the Year Award and the Reviewer’s Choice Award for Best Western Romance 

PATRICIA BRIGGS New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of On the Prowl, Blood Bound, and Moon Called. Author of the Mercedes Thompson series and the Anna and Charles series 

SUZANNE BROCKMANN New York Times bestselling author, RITA Award–winningauthor of the Troubleshooter series about U.S. Navy SEAL Team Sixteen and the Tall, Dark & Dangerous series about SEAL Team Ten, including Into the Storm, Force of Nature, and All Through the Night 

JAMES M. CAIN Grand Master Award winner of the Mystery Writers of America, and author of The Postman Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity, Love’s Lovely Counterfeit, and Mildred Pierce 

LIZ CARLYLE New York Times bestselling author of the Sins, Lies, and Secrets trilogy and other novels of romance, including Never Lie to a Lady, Never Deceive a Duke, and A Woman of Virtue 

CINDA WILLIAMS CHIMA Skyline Writer’s Conference winning author of The Warrior Heir (which was also a BookSense Children’s Pick in summer 2006) and The Wizard Heir 

MARY HIGGINS CLARK Grand Master Award winner of the Mystery Writers of America, past president of the Mystery Writers of America, and worldwide bestselling author of Where Are the Children?, The Cradle Will Fall, A Stranger Is Watching, and The Christmas Thief (with Carol Higgins Clark) 

BARBARA D’AMA TO Past president of the Mystery Writers of America; past president of Sisters in Crime International; and Mary Higgins Clark, Agatha, and Carl Sandburg Award–winningnovelist of Authorized Personnel Only, Death of a Thousand Cuts, White Male Infant, and the Chicago Police series 

KIT EHRMAN Award-winning novelist and Kentucky Literary Award nominee of the Steve Cline mystery series, including critically acclaimed novels such as At Risk, Derby Rotten Scoundrels, and Triple Cross 

ED GAFFNEY Author of the critically acclaimed legal suspense thrillers Diary of a Serial Killer, Premeditated Murder, Suffering Fools, and Enemy Combatant 

ROBERT GOLDSBOROUGH Nero Wolfe Award–winningnovelist of the Steve “Snap” Malek mystery novels and the Nero Wolfe novels, including Shadow of the Bomb, Three Strikes You’re Dead, Fade to Black, and Murder in E-Minor 

LORI HANDELAND Romance Writers of America RITA Award-winning and USA Today best-selling author of the Nightcreature novels, including Blue Moon, Dark Moon, Midnight Moon, and Hidden Moon 

STEPHEN HARRIGAN New York Times bestselling author and Spur, Western Heritage, TCU Texas Award–winningnovelist of Aransas, Jacob’s Well, The Gates of the Alamo, and Challenger Park 

ELOISA JAMES New York Times bestselling romance author of the Essex Sisters, the Duchess Quartet, and the Pleasures Trilogy series, which include bestsellers Much Ado About You, Your Wicked Ways, and Potent Pleasures 

SABRINA JEFFRIES New York Times bestselling author of the Royal Brotherhood, Swanlea Spinster, and Lord Trilogy series, including bestsellers Beware a Scots Revenge, Only a Duke Will Do, A Notorious Love, and The Pirate Lord 

JOAN JOHNSTON New York Times bestselling author of contemporary and historical romance novels including the Bitter Creek, Captive Heart, and Hawk’s Way series, including The Next Mrs. Blackstone, The Bridegroom, and The Temporary Groom 

ELMORE LEONARD Edgar Allan Poe Award–winningnovelist; worldwide bestselling author of Get Shorty, The Big Bounce, Hombre, Be Cool, Mr. Majestic, and The Bounty Hunters; and past president of the Mystery Writers of America 

WILLIAM LINK Multi Edgar Allan Poe, Ellery Queen, Emmy, Golden Globe, and Peabody Award–winningauthor; cocreator of Columbo, Mannix, and the Cosby Mysteries; past president of the Mystery Writers of America; coauthor of Fineman and The Playhouse; and cocreator of the Murder, She Wrote television and novel series 

JULIA LONDON New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Thrillseekers Anonymous, Lockhart Family, and Rogues of Regent Street trilogies, including critically acclaimed books such as The Perils of Pursuing a Prince, The School of Heiresses, The Secret Lover, and Highlander Unbound 

PETER LOVESEY Crime Writers’ Association Golden Dagger, Anthony Awardwinning, and bestselling novelist of the Sergeant Cribb and Peter Diamond mystery series, including Wobble to Death, Abracadavar, The Last Detective, Bloodhounds, and Upon a Dark Night 

KAT MARTIN New York Times bestselling historical romance, romantic suspense, and contemporary author of Scent of Roses, The Summit, and The Devil’s Necklace and author of the Bride’s Necklace Trilogy 

JOHN MCALEER Pulitzer Prize nominated and Edgar Allan Poe and Sherlock Holmes Revere Bowl Award–winningauthor of the number one bestselling Unit Pride and Coign of Vantage. Past vice president of the Mystery Writers of America and coauthor of the number one bestselling Mystery Writing in a Nutshell 

MARY REED MCCALL Romance Writers of America RITA Award finalist, Romance Times BOOKreviews 2006 Best Medieval Romance winner, and bestselling novelist of the Templar Knights Trilogy, Sinful Pleasures, Beyond Temptation, The Crimson Lady, and The Templar’s Seduction 

GREGORY MCDONALD Multi Edgar Allan Poe Award– winning author of the Fletch and Flynn novels, including Fletch, Confess Fletch, Fletch Too, Flynn, and Flynn’s World; past president of the Mystery Writers of America; and recipient of the Trophees 813 Best Foreign Novel in 1997 for The Brave 

ROBIN MOORE New York Times number one bestselling author of nearly 100 books, including The French Connection, The Green Berets, The Happy Hooker, and The Khaki Mafia 

JAMES F. MURPHY JR. Author of They Were Dreamers: A Saga of the Irish in North America, Quonsett: A Novel of Terror, The Mill, and Night Watcher; professor of English Literature at Boston College; and contributor to Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul 

T.M. MURPHY Bestselling author of the young adult Belltown Mystery series, including The Secrets of Belltown, The Secrets of Cranberry Beach, The Secrets of Cain’s Castle, The Secrets of Pilgrim Pond, and The Secrets of Code Z 

KRIS NERI Derringer Award winner and Agatha, Anthony, and Macavity–nominated author of the Tracy Eaton Mysteries, including Revenge of the Gypsy Queen and Dem Bones’ Revenge and author of the standalone suspense novel Never Say Die 

T.J. PERKINS Award-winning author of the Kim and Kelly mystery series, including Fantasies Are Murder, The Secret in Phantom Forest, Trade Secret, and Image in the Tapestry, and other critically acclaimed novels such as The Fire and the Falcon, Wound Too Tight, Mystery of the Attic, and On Forbidden Ground 

CARLY PHILLIPS New York Times, Publishers Weekly, USA Today, and Waldenbooks bestselling author of the Ty and Hunter stories, Costas Sisters, Hot Zone, and Simply series, including Cross My Heart, Summer Lovin’, Hot Item, and Simply Sexy 

BILL PRONZINI Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America, multi Shamus Award–winningand Edgar Allan Poe Award–nominated author of the Nameless Detective series. Mystery, suspense, and Western author of critically acclaimed novels such as The Stalker, Scattershot, Mourners, and Savages. Past president of the Private Eye Writers of America and recipient of its Lifetime Achievement Award 

ROBERT J. RANDISI Author of the Rat Pack and Texas Hold ’em mystery series and the Gamblers old West series. Author of more than forty novels, including The Money Gun; Luck Be a Lady, Don’t Die; Everybody Kills Somebody Sometime; and The Picasso Flop. Cofounder of the Private Eye Writers of America 

DUSTY RICHARDS Spur Award–winningnovelist of The Horse Creek Incident and Oklahoma Writer’s Federation Fiction Book of the Year Award–winningnovelist of Abilene Trail, Noble’s Way, The Lawless Land, and Servant of the Law 

CYNTHIA RIGGS Sisters in Crime “Most Wanted” author of the Victoria Trumbull mystery series, including Shooting Star, Indian Pipes, Jack in the Pulpit, The Cranefly Orchid Murders, and The Cemetery Yew 

JOANN ROSS New York Times and USA Today bestselling author and Romantic Times Career Achievement Award– winning author of No Safe Place, Out of the Storm, Confessions, Southern Comfort, the Stewart Sisters and Bad Boys series and the Callahan Brothers Trilogy 

S.J. ROZAN Shamus, Edgar, Nero, Anthony, and Macavity Award–winningnovelist of critically acclaimed novels such as Absent Friends, In This Rain, A Bitter Feast, and China Trade and president of the Private Eye Writers of America 

HANK PHILLIPPI RYAN Boston Globe bestselling author of Prime Time and Face Time. Edward R. Murrow, Associated Press, and Emmy Award–winninginvestigative reporter. Board of directors member of Sisters in Crime and the New England chapter of the Mystery Writers of America 

R.A. SALVATORE New York Times bestselling author of the Drizzt, the Crimson Shadow, and the Dark Elf Trilogy novels, including Siege of Darkness, The Sword of Bedwyr, Homeland, and The Orc King 

LINDA SANDIFER Award-winning author of The Daughters of Luke McCall and Raveled Ends of Sky (A Women of the West Novel), and Firelight. Member of the Western Writers of America 

TOM SAWYER Bestselling novelist of the critically acclaimed mystery/thriller The Sixteenth Man and head writer/showrunner of the Emmy Award–winningseries, Murder, She Wrote 

VICKI STIEFEL Daphne du Maurier Award–winningauthor of the critically acclaimed Tally Whyte suspense novels, including Body Parts, The Grief Shop, The Dead Stone, and The Bone Man 

REX STOUT Past president of the Mystery Writers of America and author of the Nero Wolfe, Dol Bonner, and Tecumseh Fox mystery novels 

MILES HOOD SWARTHOUT Spur Award–winningnovelist of The Sergeant’s Lady; screenwriter of John Wayne’s last film, The Shootist; and member of the Western Writers of America 

WILLIAM G. TAPPLY Award-winning author of the Brady Coyne and Stoney Calhoun mystery and suspense novels, including Out Cold, Past Tense, A Fine Line, Scar Tissue, and Gray Ghost; coauthor of Second Sight (with Philip R. Craig); and contributing editor for Field & Stream 

CARRIE VAUGHN Author of the critically acclaimed werewolf series Kitty Takes a Holiday, Kitty Goes to Washington, Kitty and the Midnight Hour, and Kitty and the Silver Bullet 

MICHAEL WIECEK Private Eye Writers of America Shamus Award winner, Derringer Award–winningauthor of Exit Strategy, and director with the New England Chapter of the Mystery Writers of America 


Part I
 PASSION 

My 1955 edition of The Oxford Universal Dictionary offers so many definitions for the word “passion” that I almost gave up trying to figure out why the word is so important to the subject of writing.

I found this definition in my travels: “The suffering of pain.” I didn’t like that one even though it applies all too well to the life of an author. Then there was: “The being affected from without.” I have absolutely no idea what that means, but it was a frightening throwback to the college course I took on Analytic Philosophy. Finally, way down deep in a tertiary definition I found: “An aim or object pursued with zeal.” Kind of like the Indian arrowhead I bought from the Western Heritage Museum in Oklahoma and gave to my eight-year-old nephew Liam.

Now, it wasn’t just any old Indian arrowhead, I informed him that it was a “genuine” Indian arrowhead just as advertised. And I believe it too because I scooped it out from the hundreds that were contained in a genuine wicker basket. Anyway, when I gave it to Liam he inspected it from all angles and came up with question after question about how a Native American bow and arrow actually worked. And being a genuine expert on the subject, I answered each question with a qualified precision P. T. Barnum might have envied. Later, when Liam thought he was alone, I saw him looking at the arrowhead as if it possessed some concealed, magical spirit. Indeed, in Liam’s eyes, it did. I could see he wanted to know what was the person like who made it? Its adventures? Who found it and where? In Liam’s mind, that little chunk of rock had grand stories to tell. That’s passion. And whether he knew it or not, as Liam asked himself these questions and tried to answer them, he was writing.

Perhaps I’m a genuine fool to take on Oxford, but the next time I want to know something about passion, I’ll ask the nearest kid.


Chapter 1
A PORTRAIT 
OF A NOVELIST 

The interest is easy. The concentration . . . you need a very very strong superstructure. . . . You know, you need a big big superstructure and the determination to make it work. Now, one of the big revelations for me, early on as a writer when I was into writing The Big Nowhere, was that I realized I could execute whatever I could conceive of.—James Ellroy 





Successful novelists are not born. They do not have a sixth sense, an extra set of hands, or a third eye. They are dedicated writers—workers really—who start books and don’t quit until they are finished, revised, rewritten, and revised some more, again and again and again until their manuscripts are marketable. Successful novelists have families, jobs, and problems. They are individuals bound by the same time constraints as the would-be novelist with “no time” on her hands.

Successful novelists are single mothers, single fathers, lawyers, movie store clerks, reporters, rabbis, steamboat captains, priests, veterans, rabbit trappers, bellhops, etc. Successful novelists are simply people who turn day-to-day grind into literature because they choose to and don’t quit when life gets in the way as it always does and always will. And thank God life does get in the way, otherwise they would have nothing to write about.

1. Being Creative and Original 

The man who has no imagination has no wings.—Muhammad Ali 

Your novel is what your thoughts make it. Your life is unique and like no other. There will never be another one of you. Your singular experiences help make you who you are and what you are about. Inside of you are your unique novel, characters, and story line. Only you can create the novel you wish to create. No one else can do it but you. I have edited a small award-winning magazine for the past decade and have read thousands of short story submissions and the cover letters that accompany them. I cringe when I read “My story is just like . . .” or “My characters are reminiscent of . . .” I ask myself: What is your story? Who are your characters? And believe me, other editors and agents ask these same questions. Readers want, indeed demand, and are entitled to originality. They want to explore the new world you have created and to meet the original and exciting people who exist in your mind and not in some other writer’s work.

Now, let’s look into the minds of these creative authors who have brought us so many wonderful new worlds and different characters.

[image: s2]GREGORY MCDONALD People ask me how to write a book. That’s the wrong question. The question ought to be, how does one write this book? I don’t know. Only the person who conceives of a book, short story, poem, painting, or piece of music really has the ability to bear it and birth it . . . fulfill it, in accordance with itself.

[image: s2]BILL PRONZINI Always do your own work. Never try to imitate favorite or bestselling authors. Never follow current trends; what is a hot topic today may well be ice cold by the time a novel is written and submitted for publication. Imitators are seldom successful. An individual’s unique style and vision are what editors are looking for.

[image: s2]PETER LOVESEY Beware of the cliché. By this I mean not only the cliché phrase (“It’s an old trick, major, but it might just work.”), but the cliché plot (the murderer turns out to be the narrator) and the cliché style. Don’t try to be a second Raymond Chandler or J.K. Rowling. By all means learn from successful writers, but be yourself, and say it freshly.

[image: s2]CARRIE VA UGHN Don’t compare yourself to others. There will always be someone who writes faster, or slower, or gets a bigger advance, or better advertising. Everyone’s career and writing process is a little different. Follow your own path.

2. Being a Natural Storyteller 

The art of art, the glory of expression, and the sunshine of the light of letters, is simplicity.—Walt Whitman 

Baseball enthusiasts often contend that Ted Williams was a natural hitter. While there may be some truth to this, what is certain, is that Ted Williams loved to hit a baseball. He would talk about the science of hitting a baseball constantly, and he even wrote a book on the subject. Williams would also visit lumberyards to personally select the wood used to mill his baseball bats.

Likewise, the natural storyteller requires more than just wanting to tell a story. Storytelling is having a love and full appreciation for the art of telling a story and how the story is created from its inception. Storytelling is an appreciation for the way someone else tells a story and for how it sounds and how it appears in short form, on the big screen, or in a novel. How was this story told and how might you tell it? What makes this story a failure? Storytelling is more than just words, words, words.

[image: s2]BEVERLY BARTON Most people will agree that there are different types of writers, but many of us fall under the category of natural-born storytellers. We were born with stories in our minds and characters running rampant in our brains from the time we were children. Even before I knew how to read and write, I made up stories. By the time I was nine, I had written my first book. Writing comes as naturally to me as breathing. Storytellers don’t necessarily paint poetic pictures with their words the way true poets do; instead they relay stories that draw the reader into the action and make the reader care about what happens to the characters.

[image: s2]JOANN ROSS I believe we’re all born storytellers. If you watch infants babble to themselves and toddlers having conversations with their stuffed animals, you can see the wealth of creativity humans are born with.

Then, about the time children start going to school, they learn to color inside the lines—that the sky is blue, the grass is green, and no, you can’t have a separate desk for your imaginary best friend. Little by little, that storytelling ability drifts away. Most of the writers I know have somehow managed to stay in touch with that inner child who’s never heard of such a thing as an internal editor.

[image: s2]WILLIAM LINK Story is the strongest element in writing. Structure seems to be the great weakness in our current movie fare. I found at Universal when I worked with relatively new or young writers that were generally good with dialogue, character development, atmospherics, but crippled telling a story.

3. Being a Natural Observer 

The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what it saw in a plain way.—John Ruskin 

Pulitzer Prize–winning poet and Columbia and Harvard professor Mark Van Doren observed, “If you want to do something for a child, get him in the habit of noticing and remembering things. . . . Our very word ‘see’ has two meanings—to see with the eye and with the mind.” The important thing to glean from Van Doren’s words here is that with training, the power of keen observation and remembering what we see with our eyes and mind can be taught and mastered.

I had an interesting conversation with a dog trainer of Irish border collies. She told me that some of these amazing animals are born with something called “keen eye.” Their eyes are so intense and focused on what they are doing that when they herd cattle, the cattle respond more to the collies’ eyes than any other body function. Not all border collies have keen eyes, however. They must be born with this gift.

The lesson here is that we do not have to be natural born observers to be natural observers. Unlike the Irish border collie, we can develop keen eyes.

As writers, we have to train ourselves to notice what is around us, breathe in what is around us, and understand how it relates to the world. Start becoming aware of the obvious and the trivial. Become conscious of the things that mean so much in our daily lives that, by most, don’t ordinarily get the attention deserved.

[image: s2]T .M. MURPHY The small things are the ingredients that transform a good story into a great story. Jerry Seinfeld and Larry David were masters of observing the little things and making them universal so we all say, “I know exactly what they’re talking about.”

I always keep a notebook with me, and I hit my local coffee shop, Coffee Obsession, every morning to observe the characters and listen to the dialogue around me. Be open to what’s around you and write it down. Who knows when you’ll use it!

[image: s2]MARY BAL OGH The ability to create realistic characters obviously depends very largely upon one’s ability to observe other people. Being an introvert is probably an advantage here. But it is not enough merely to look and listen and get to know people from external signs, however detailed and accurate one’s observation is. It is more being able to put oneself right inside the body, mind, and soul of another person, to be able to imagine what it is like to be that person. True understanding and empathy can come only from that type of observation.

Characters in a book can seem as real as living persons to the reader if the writer has the gift of portraying them from deep within, from the level of their very being, with all the myriad factors that have made them the unique individuals they are.

[image: s2]STEPHANIE KAY BENDEL Three people look at a river. One is a marine biologist, one an artist, and one a civil engineer who specializes in designing bridges and dams. They’re looking at the same thing, but they’re certainly not seeing the same thing.
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