
Vision: A Resource for Writers 

Issue # 53 

September/October 2009

  
Featuring: 

Debbie Ridpath Ohi 

Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

Elizabeth Chayne 

Valerie Comer 

J. A. Marlow 

Lazette Gifford 

Cindy Clark 

Trulie Peterson 

Susan Petroulas 

Lisa Blair 

  



Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 53: September/October 2009  2 

TOC 

Masthead .................................................................................................................................................... 3 

About This Issue ...................................................................................................................................... 5 

From the Editor: The NaNo Issue? .......................................................................................................... 7 

Cartoons for Writers: .............................................................................................................................. 8 

Interview: Questions for Writers #4 ......................................................................................................... 9 

Workshop: Revisiting Simple Outlines ...  and NaNo Tricks .............................................................. 27 

Mar's Market Analysis #5:  Realms of Fantasy ................................................................................... 36 

By the Way, I'm Not Perfect .................................................................................................................... 43 

Writing 101: So You Want to Write a Novel Part 2 ............................................................................. 48 

Scrivener Hybrid Outlining ...................................................................................................................... 53 

Using SuperNotecard .............................................................................................................................. 60 

Using a Mind Map to Build an Idea........................................................................................................ 67 

Jenny Andersen's The Surrender Arc ................................................................................................... 70 

What I Did on My Summer Vacationé ................................................................................................. 73 

Finding the Stories that Matter ............................................................................................................... 77 

Website Review: Twitter .......................................................................................................................... 79 

Book Review: Snoopy's Guide to the Writing Life ............................................................................... 85 

New on the Shelves ................................................................................................................................. 88 

Submission Guidelines .......................................................................................................................... 102 

  



Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 53: September/October 2009  3 

 

Masthead 

 

Vision is published bi-monthly and pays .005 (one half) cent per word. I will be 

happy to look at any articles that will help writers.  We pay one half cent per word 

for material. 

Guidelines for Vision 

If you have any questions, or would like to propose an article for an upcoming 

issue, feel free to drop a line to either of the editors below.  We look forward to 

hearing from you! 

Lazette Gifford, Publisher and Editor 

Vision@lazette.net  

Features' Editor (Reviews): 

Margaret Fisk 

margaretfisk@fmwriters.com 

Copyright Information 

http://lazette.net/vision/submit.htm
mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@fmwriters.com
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Vision 

Issue 53 

September 2009 

Entire contents Copyright 2009, Forward Motion E-press. 

All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without 

permission is expressly prohibited, except that the entire issue may 

be freely distributed, so long as it remains complete and unchanged. 
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About This 
Issue 

Issue # 53 

Sept./Oct. 
2009 

 

Welcome to issue # 53 of 

Vision.  

  

We have a number of articles related to outlining this issue.  Most of it was mere 

chance, but it does make an interesting collection.  We also have the next installment in 

Valerie Comer's Writing 101 series and Elizabeth Chayne's next Advice for Young 

Writers article. 

I have also included one of my favorite Debbie Ridpath Ohi cartoons. 

I hope you enjoy the issue.  I think it's a great set of articles! 

As always, remember that I am looking for articles about writing.  I do accept reprints as 

long as you have the rights to them. 
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I look forward to hearing from you! 

zette@lazette.net  

Were there one whose fires 

True Genius kindles, and fair Fame inspires, 

Blessed with each talent, and each art to please 

And born to write, converse, and live with ease.... 

Alexander Pope 

  

mailto:zette@lazette.net
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From the Editor: The NaNo Issue? 

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

I really hadn't intended for this Vision to be a NaNo issue.  However, as the articles started 

coming in, I realized how many of them would be helpful to people starting to prepare for the 

November writing marathon ( www.nanowrimo.org ).  So I added a workshop on outlining as 

well.  There's even a little 'extra' piece in it for NaNo people in the outlining workshop aimed at 

those preparing for NaNo. 

I am, as always, looking forward to the fun of NaNoWriMo.  It's been a bad couple months, with 

a serious eye problem (which will take months to clear up), and things not working out as well 

on the home front as I would have hoped.  NaNo always cheers me up, though.  It's a time to fly 

with stories and have fun. 

So I will be working on outlines soon and preparing to leap in on November 1. 

That does not mean this issue isn't going to help those who are not interested in NaNo.  Except 

for the small piece at the end of the Workshop, none of it is aimed specifically at preparing for 

NaNo.  In fact, even that end piece might help some people form the type of outline that helps 

them with other writing. 

I hope you find some things here that help you to try new things -- to experiment.  Dare to 

spread your wings and slip out of the confines of easy writing answers.  You never know what 

you might find out there. 

But mostly have fun!  

http://www.nanowrimo.org/
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Cartoons for Writers: 

 

 

  

Check out all the fun at Inkygirl.com 

  

http://www.inkygirl.com/
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Interview:  

Questions for Writers #4 

  

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

Welcome to the fourth installment of Questions for Writers.  This has been a wonderful 

experience, and I appreciate the answers that the authors have given us. 

These are the questions for this issue: 

1. Do you have a special or preferred place where you do most of your writing? What is it 

like? Do you write better at certain times of day? Does your setting include things like 

music (and what types?) or do you work better in silence?  

 

2. Is there anything in particular that you do to get ready to write, like reading over the 

previous day's material? 

 

3. When you are not actually writing, do you spend much time thinking about your 

current story? Do you take notes? 

 

 

And here are the answers! 
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C. J. Cherryh 

 1.  

 I have a small easy chair in a very small corner of my bedroom. It has one of 2 power cords I 

use. I have a small telly and a relatively small pre-selection of stations; the telly goes all the 

time, fairly muted. The cat occupies the adjacent bed, which also supports a hard-desk platform 

with my coffee cup, my hand notes, and a pencil. I hate listening to music. I play. If thereôs going 

to be music, I have to have an instrument. Which I donôt do while writing. Morning is my writing 

time. I get up as early as 5 am to brush the cat and get some coffee and get started on my day. 

When things are going well I may also write during the afternoon, but more often that is my time 

to take care of business stuff.  

 

2.  

Is there anything in particular that you do to get ready to write, like reading over the previous 

day's material? I answer e-mail and see to the blog. If still stuck, I may work the daily e-jigsaw 

puzzle. If really stuck, Iôll add the crossword puzzle.  

 

3. 

When you are not actually writing, do you spend much time thinking about your current story? 

Do you take notes? I think a lot, mostly in the dark at 5 am watching the traffic go and brushing 
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the cat. Itôs particularly good on snowy mornings. We built a fishpond in the backyard, and in 

summer I can go sit by the waterfall and think. Itôs great. 

Webpage: http://www.cherryh.com  

RSS feed blog: http://www.cherryh.com/WaveWithoutAShore  

publications: [to come] http://www.closed-circle.net  

with Lynn Abbey and Jane Fancher 

  

 

Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

1.  

My special place changes a lot, but I do tend to have places that work best for a while. My most 

interesting one was taking the laptop out to work in the car during the winter because it was the 

warmest place to be since it magnified the little sunlight we got. I've recently acquired a netbook that 

allows me to work wherever and it has become my special place whether sitting on the livingroom sofa 

or in a park 350 miles from home. The key point seems to be warmth. 

 

As far as time, when I'm able to write first thing in the morning (around 7am), I get a solid bit done, but I 

have to get up early. My other productive time (like when I'm writing this now) occurs after 10pm, 

making the early time a little harder. 

 

I used to require a specific artist for each book and Cat Stevens for short stories. Then it became Cat 

http://www.cherryh.com/
http://www.cherryh.com/WaveWithoutAShore
http://www.closed-circle.net/
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Stevens for short stories and non-fiction, and I was running out of artists for books, so I've started 

writing novels to Mary Black and editing to Suzanne Vega, while Cat Stevens stays the standard for short 

stories and non-fiction. However, I'm as likely to have no music playing while I write as not, especially if 

I'm out and about with my netbook. 

  

2.  

I've been playing around with the reread technique and I think it does a good job of getting me 

back into the headspace, but it also takes a chunk out of my writing hour. The jury is still out on 

that. As far as what I do generally, having the netbook which I use almost exclusively for writing 

and critiquing helps because when I boot it up, my mind goes into work mode. I can do the 

same by turning on Mary Black on my main computer, or by going into one of the writing chat 

rooms on Forward Motion. 

  

3. 

 

Rarely do I take notes once I start writing. My outline contains most of the notes I'll need going 

forward, though I do have new things to add on occasion, and I'll often put in character 

information to avoid the blond becoming a redhead half way through. That said, once I commit 

to a story, it's never far from my thoughts. I've given up on capturing the scene starts and such 

that come to me when I'm away from my writing tools, but I do keep mental notes so I can 

remember the gist of whatever I came up with. 
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Margaret McGaffey Fisk  

Curve of Her Claw  

From the Ashes  

The Author's Grimoire  

 

Lazette Gifford 

1.   

I have a lovely little office at the back of the house, and that's where I do the majority of my writing.  

The room is filled with books (as is the room beside it) and it has a window that shows the birdfeeders in 

the back yard.  I have a corkboard leaning up against the wall to the right, and a collection of plot 

bunnies on the shelf over the computer.  There is usually at least one cat present. 

I can write just about anywhere, though.  As long as I have something to write with, I'm fine. 

I work best at night, when the neighborhood is quiet and the birds are no longer so photogenic.  (The 

possums and raccoons at night are trying to draw my attention, though!).  I rarely like to have music or 

any other noise, except that I find I type better if I have the keyboard set up to make typewriter sounds. 

  

http://margaretfisk.mmfcf.com/
http://anthologies.fantasistent.com/
http://www.parsec-sff.org/publishing.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1896944353/edgescienceficti
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Click to see larger version 

2.  

I can sit down and write without any preparation at all.  Sometimes I do try to get other things out of the 

way first, though, so I'm not interrupted.  Oh, and feed the cats.  If I don't feed the cats first, I can 

guarantee I won't get much written. 

3. 

Since I love writing, it is something that takes up a lot of my thoughts.  I am rarely far from the computer 

these days, so it's easy for me to walk back to it and type something in as it occurs to me.  Like many 

writers, though, I am cursed with that 'oh!  That's what I need!' thought right after I go to bed.  I have a 

small HP Pocket computer that I keep by the bed and often do notes on it.   

 www.lazette.net  

Farstep Station,  Available at Amazon.com 

  

http://www.lazette.net/
http://www.amazon.com/Double-Dog-Hunter-Farstep-Station/dp/1893687821/ref=sr_1_3/102-2698060-2160116?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1183758115&sr=8-3
http://www.lazette.net/vision/Vision53/20090812_19.JPG
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Sherwood Smith 

Growing up in a crowded house that was far too small guaranteed that I learned early 

how to shut out distractions. I can write anywhere anytime if I have a pen and paper, but 

I prefer my desk, with all my resources at hand, including my music. I listen to a lot of 

soundtracks, but not exclusively; I generally don't like sung lyrics as I get distracted by 

them. There are exceptions. 

 

When I begin a session I generally reread at least a page, sometimes farther back. I am 

always taking notes--some projects require scads of notes, maps, calendars, and once 

a detailed diagram of prevailing winds at different seasons. Depends on the project. 

 

I took a snap of my desk as-is; the book I am typing up (story begun in 1972, and 

finished in 1978, in a publisher's dummy book given me by a prof in 1969, and saved for 

that project. The writing is so horrible I can only do a page or two a day. The current 

book is Tamara Ramsay's WUNDERBARE FAHRTEN UND ABENTEUER DER 

KLEINEN DOTT, which is such a remarkably good fantasy I don't know why it isn't 

translated into English. 

Books at the left are dictionaries in Latin, German, French, a couple of grammars. I 

have the OED on the shelf left of the shelf at the left side of the picture (the book cases 

go all around the room) and a Websters that my dad gave me when I started college in 

'69. It was brand new then, and is falling apart now. The various piles are various 
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projects, and at the extreme right, my high school aged son's school paperwork. And my 

spray bottle, as it's blisteringly hot, and we still have a couple months of summer to go 

here in Southern California. Top of the desk family pix (the small black and white is my 

great-grandmother as a baby, with sibs, around 1880) and keepsakes, and a model of 

Patrick O'Brian's SURPRISE, which I used as reference for a project. 

 

Music playing that I can't attach: Rimsky-Korsakov's INVISIBLE CITY OF KITEZH. Next 

up will be Fort Minor's "Remember the Name." 

 

http://www.sherwoodsmith.net/  

 

Vera Nazarian 

1. 

When I was younger and had the luxury of relative free time (as in, a regular day job that actually ended 

at 5:00 PM or 6:00 PM and I was free to go home and start the second work shift -- that of a writer), in 

those days I would basically write during lunch at work and then, after work, in front of the desktop at 

http://www.sherwoodsmith.net/
http://www.lazette.net/vision/Vision53/mydesk.jpg
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the home office (glorified bedroom). My hours were always irregular at best, and I would write in huge 

bursts, or not at all. Deadlines were great, because I then acquired the power to bend time to my will 

and the nearer the deadline, the more I could accomplish in a time paradox impossibility (kind of like 

when you approach the speed of light, time-space stretches out). 

 

Preferred hours were always at night, and I would write up to 2 AM on work days and up til dawn on the 

weekends and basically sleep minimally. 

 

These days, now that I am older, tireder, and have no day job boss but my own business (Norilana 

Books) and am the master of my own time, I am merciless to myself, and writing right now happens in 

obscure squeezed out moments between other publishing business tasks. 

 

Unlike so many other people I know, I need absolute silence to write. 

But once I am writing, if someone turns on music, the TV, explodes a bomb, or drops an asteroid on the 

planet, I am pretty much oblivious to it (and in case of the latter two incidents, obviously dead).  

2. 

I definitely read previously written portions over. If the WIP is a short story, I read from the beginning, if 

a novel, usually the most recent chapter. In fact, my way of writing anything at all is like a rolling wave-

edit, a rolling of the dough in multiple passes, of massaging the current text and then picking up where I 

left off. It is hardest to begin writing when none of the previous day's words need revision. Cold starts 

are very hard and not fun. Most fun is when the last day's cutoff spot leads directly into the next 

thought -- that's when I get on a roll, and go, go, go! 

Also a good thing that gets me started writing anything is desperation 
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-- that lovely looming deadline! *grin* 

3. 

Oh yes, the thought factory is always running fulltime, round the clock, even in my dreams. I hardly ever 

take notes, except for a vague initial scribble or two, and sometimes when a great snippet of dialogue or 

exact thought-idea pops up for later that requires to be recorded just in case I forget it, but in general it 

all gets sorted out in my mind first. 

  

In the publishing industry Vera Nazarian wears two hats -- writer and publisher.  She is arguably the only 

Armenian-Russian professional speculative fiction writer working in English today. She is an award-

winning artist and a Nebula-nominated writer, active member of Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of 

America (SFWA). Her work has been translated into eight languages. Best known works are the novels 

Dreams of the Compass Rose and Lords of Rainbow, and the most recent is the novella The Duke In His 

Castle.  

http://www.norilana.com/norilana-fantasy.htm#duke 

She is also the publisher of Norilana Books.  

http://www.norilana.com/ 

Official website:  

http://www.veranazarian.com/ 

  

http://www.veranazarian.com/dotcr.htm
http://www.veranazarian.com/lor.htm
http://www.norilana.com/norilana-fantasy.htm#duke
http://www.norilana.com/
http://www.veranazarian.com/
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Jim C. Hines 

1.  

I do most of my writing in my cubicle at work, between noon and 1:00 pm. This is less by choice than 

necessity. With two young kids at home, it's harder to get much writing done there. Fortunately, I have 

an understanding boss, and so long as it doesn't interfere with my work, I can use my lunch hour for the 

writing. 

 

It's far from ideal. I've got my coworkers pretty well trained to leave me alone during that time, but I still 

get the occasional interruption. But I can do about 1000 words in that hour, which means I'm able to 

crank out 4000-5000 words a week. 

2. 

Because I only have an hour for that lunch break, I don't have much time for pre-writing rituals, and I've 

had to learn to switch gears pretty quickly. The main thing I do to get ready is to open up the document 

and deliberately minimize or close my e-mail, Internet windows, and anything else that might distract 

me from the book. Even so, the first 50 words of the day are always the hardest. 

3. 

I often use my commute to and from work to think about the next scene. And if I'm having trouble with 

a story, it tends to take over my brain. I'll be obsessing over it during dinner, and I'll lay awake at night 

trying to figure it all out. I try not to let the writing dominate every moment, but some days I'm more 

successful than others. 
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What's really annoying is when I find myself obsessing not over the current story, but the one I want to 

write after this one. I'm not going to be able to start the next book until October of 2010, but I'm already 

daydreaming about the possibilities.... 

 THE STEPSISTER SCHEME, by Jim C. Hines 

""These princesses will give Charlie's Angels a serious run for the money and leave 'em in the dust."" -

Esther Friesner 

Read the first chapter at www.jimchines.com   

 

Diana Pharaoh Francis 

1. 

I write in my office. It's the front bedroom of a 1917 Craftsman bungalow and has a slanted roof and 

purple walls. I write on an old kitchen table (that I love with a passion). It's about 7 feet long and about 

four feet wide. It's piled high and deep with books and other writer detritus. Along the walls are floor to 

ceiling bookshelves with a lot of research books and also fun books to read. I also have one of those 

antique secretaries with the curved glass door. In the closet are more bookshelves, office supplies and a 

file cabinet. All over the walls (what's not covered by shelves, are maps, pictures, swords, and battle 

axes. One wall (the slant wall) has a bank of windows so it stays pretty bright and doesn't feel 

claustrophobic in here. The floor is hardwood with a bright colored rug and there's a rocking chair and a 

big easy chair in there too, ostensibly for reading (but now holding mounds of stuff). Right now the place 

is a mess because I just finished a book and whenever I get to a finish, I find that I have put nothing away 

http://www.jimchines.com/
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for months and it's all piled up like flotsam and jetsam on the beach. Sigh. There will be a cleaning soon. 

 

I prefer to write in the afternoon, because that's when I seem to focus better. But really, I write when I 

can snatch the time. I do listen to music and it varies--classical, rock, metal, new age--I sort of want 

music to set the mood, but then I sink into the story and don't hear it. It helps cover outside 

noises/distractions that make me look out the window too often though.  

  

2. 

I've been trying the write-straight-through-without-rereading method, or "Abandon All Standards and 

Write Fast," which is a sign hanging next to my computer, though I don't know where I got it. Anyhow, 

usually I write on a spiral where I start the day looping back to reread and revise, then push forward into 

new work. But this other method is kind of liberating because I don't worry about the crap that came 

before. I just write and take notes if I think I need to fix something from previously. It worked well on 

this last novel (fourth in my Crosspointe series) and I'm going to try it again. 

  

3. 

Yes. I think about it a lot and carry a journal for notes. Like many other writers, menial/mindless tasks 

like cleaning or folding or what have you, allow my mind to wander and I come up with more ideas.  

  

http://www.dianapfrancis.com/ 

 

http://www.dianapfrancis.com/
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Selina Rosen 

1.  

I only write in my office I'll make notes other places but that's it. It's just a normal office desk, 

chair shelves filing cabinets. I like to listen to music preferably rock music sometimes really hard 

stuff. I love Billy Idol and Alice Cooper. 

2.  

I read over the last two pages I wrote the day before and then get right to it. 

  

3. 

When I'm not writing I'm always thinking about one writing project or another. I occasionally will 

make a note if I think of something for a scene that I think I might forget. 

  

 

http://www.selinarosen.com/ 

 

Jack Scoltock 

1. 

I write in a small room that has several manuscripts, rejects, books of my favourite authors- Dean 

Koontz, Terry Brooks and several collections of short stories. I have one shelf with my own novels on it. 

http://www.selinarosen.com/
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There is a small cushion at the bottom of the shelves where YOU, my wee Snauzer sits. 

 

I write better in the cold wet winter mornings. I usually have on the radio. I listen to the oldies- do wop 

etc.  

2. 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǊŜŀŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǎǘǳŦŦ L ƘŀǾŜ 

incomplete and maybe add to it. 

3. 

I sometimes think aboǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ L ŀƳ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ ǘƻ ōŜŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƴƻǘŜǎΦ  

www.jackscoltock.com 

The Meltin' Pot From Wreck to Rescue and Recovery, published by the History Press is to be launched on 

March the sixth, and already released by the Inishowen sub-aqua club who found the B 17 bomber. 

Challenge of the Red Unicorn is out in March aswell. Published by www.virtualtales.com.   

 

 

Darwin Garrison 

1.  

I work best when the family's not around and when I can put on my MP3 player earbuds to tune 

out the world. I'm a fan of Within Temptation, Yukii Kajiura, and Nightwish as well as a broad 

http://www.jackscoltock.com/
http://www.virtualtales.com/
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swath of anime theme music. I'm also beginning to use a netbook to escape being chained to 

my desk.  

2.  

If I'm coming back to something I've put down, I'll re-read it. 

Otherwise, I can generally keep my place where I was. My preparation for writing revolves more around 

summoning my inner confidence to suppress the internal editor so that I can actually get words out of 

my imagination onto the paper.  

3. 

My stories are reflections of my daydreams. The plots and characters come from me entertaining myself 

whenever I'm driving or otherwise not actively engaged in any other task. When I write, those 

daydreams gain substance, detail, and rationality.  

http://www.darwinagarrison.com/  

 

Elizabeth Burton 

1.  

I write on my Macbook, which is in the living room. Since I do most of the business-type stuff for 

Zumaya on the iMac in the bedroom-cum-office, the different room helps maintain a different 

mindset. It's usually quiet, mostly because I don't think to turn music on.  

  

http://www.darwinagarrison.com/
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2.  

I work in a terrific program called Scrivener that lets me do each chapter individually yet have all 

the others close to hand. If I manage to write every day, I usually only need to read the last 

paragraph or two. If more time has passed, I may re-read the whole chapter.  

3. 

I like to keep my notes in Scrivener with the working files, but I definitely "meditate" on what 

comes next. Usually just before I fall asleep. 

http://www.zumayapublications.com/  

 

Jane Toombs 

1.  

I have an entire writing room with nothing but writing related stuff in it so I can count it off my 

income tax, and I do all my writing here. I have a small CD player in the room and mostly big 

band tapes or songs from the forties and fifties, including country western. Sometimes I need 

music, sometimes I don't. 

2.  

I always read over the previous day's material and edit it before I go on witting.  It gets me back 

into the story..  But never any more than the previous day, because that slows my progress 

down.  When starting a new work, I always have a synopsis I've done first at hand.  Though I 

http://www.zumayapublications.com/
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may depart from the synopsis many times, it still provides me with guideposts that don't allow 

me to wander too far off track.  Plus it gets me off to a good start. 

3. 

I hate it when I start thinking about the story when I get into bed. If I don't force my mind somewhere 

else, I can't go to sleep. On the other hand, sometimes a plot point occurs to me when I go to bed, or an 

obvious error I've made and these two things rate a note to myself, so I won't forget in the morning.  

  

www.JaneToombs.com 

 

  

http://www.janetoombs.com/
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Workshop: 

Revisiting Simple Outlines ...  
and NaNo Tricks 

By Lazette Gifford 

Copyright © 2009 by Lazette Gifford, All Rights Reserved 

 

This issue of Vision has a few articles featuring programs you can use to expand story ideas 

and to create outlines.  However, it may help some of you to look at the process of outlining 

itself. 

First, one caveat: Outlines are not for everyone.  Some people do quite well without them, while 

others find that they flounder around helplessly in a sea of possibilities if they don't have at least 

a simple path to follow. 

When thinking about outlines, remember that they are nothing more than road maps.  They'll 

show you the direction you want to go on your novel journey, and they will point out a few 

important spots along the way, but they are not going show what exactly your characters are 

going to say and do.  Your characters are also likely to take side trips and detours along the 

journey.  When they do, the road map -- the outline -- will help you bring them back to where 

you want so you can continue the story. 

When actually considering the creation of an outline, clear out the idea that this has to be the 

type of work that would send your high school English teacher into throes of ecstasy.  This only 

has to work for you.  Don't worry about points and sub-points and if they are properly labeled.  

No one is going to grade you on this work, and the only way you can fail is if you make 

something which doesn't help you. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 53: September/October 2009  28 

Finding the right level of outline that works for you is an exercise in experimentation. Also, 

different stories will require different outlines.  Donôt' try to shove a story into a style that doesn't 

work. 

The type of outline I'm going to cover is a plot-driven one.  Some people will add things like 

theme points, but for this exercise, just seeing now a story develops in an outline will be 

enough. 

 Let's start with a very simple step -- expanding out the initial idea. 

Step 1: The Idea 

I am not going to go into all the work I usually do to expand an idea into a viable storyline like 

worldbuilding, character creation, etc.  Either you do that ahead of outlining (my favorite) or you 

figure it out as you go.  Since I am aiming this somewhat at NaNo, let's just go with something 

basic and work it all out from there. 

Here is a very simple story idea: 

A young man leaves the civilized world he knows to travel across wild, dangerous lands. 

Even with just a simple single-line idea like this, I can easily see the possibility of a novel.  This 

is wide open story territory  and a story based on the single line could be anything from fantasy 

to historical fiction.  I'm going to create a fantasy although the idea itself is inspired by Francis 

Parkman's The Oregon Trail and would work very well as a historical fiction.  The story will be 

nothing like Parkman's memoir, however. 

Ideas can come from anywhere.   
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Some people will divide outlines into three sections -- opening, middle and end.  I don't.  I think 

those kinds of divisions create unnatural divisions in the story.  In my mind, the story should flow 

from start to finish, each action building on the next.  However, I do know that once I've gotten 

past the introductions and before I have to tie up the end, I can do a lot of fun stuff. 

Your Turn: 

Try your hand at a simple, one-line idea.  Okay, you can do two lines ... but keep it simple!  

Step 2: Event list 

When you start an outline, try to find something interesting to start out with. What can your 

character be doing that would be interesting to see? 

Hold on.  Character?  Where did he come from? 

He or she came out of your head.  For this exercise, think about someone you would like to 

write about.  Donôt worry about clich®, depth, or anything else right now.  This exercise is to help 

you write something that appeals to you, and having a character you like is an important first 

step.  Whether you are going to spend only November or several years working on a novel, you 

want to write about someone (and something) that interests you.  If you lose interest, or if you 

don't like the character and story from the start, it will show.  It won't matter if you finish it -- your 

disconnect with the story will show in what you write. 

You are your own First Reader.  If you can't please yourself, you cannot expect to entertain 

anyone else. 
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So... start with something interesting happening.  Then look at what might happen next.  If you 

have a list of things you want to happen, write them out.  You may have to arrange and 

rearrange the list to make things flow. 

Don't worry about much else at this point.  You may later find that some of your ideas don't 

work.  That's all right.  Outlines are meant to be fluid and easy to change and correct -- much 

easier than doing the same with an actual manuscript. 

How do you find ideas for each step forward in the story? 

Ask yourself what could go wrong next.  Stories move forward through conflict.  It can be little 

conflict or big conflict.  Conflict leads to change and change means progress through the story 

as you document it all. 

Below is a simple little outline based on the idea in Step 1: 

  

1. Intro to Conal as he prepares to leave the city after brother sends map, via magic, to a 

local temple for him.  Set up of world.  

2. Conal hiring people and gets a mysterious warning from a local priestess.  

3. Conal attacked while still in city and someone tries to steal map.  

4. Conal and his group head into the mountains where they run into more trouble and 

Conal realizes someone doesn't want him to join his brother.  

5. Leave the usual trail and avoid trouble as they go past the (something) peaks and 

through the pass that leads to the wild lands.  Trouble with this people.  

6. Barely three days into wildlands and more trouble with his own people. Sends most of 

them back.  
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7. More trouble.  What makes the wildlands so dangerous? Must face dangers.  

8. Attack by someone from his group and saved by priestess from earlier.  

9. Forced to head into the wildlands with no supplies.  

10.  Run into wildlands tribe.  Taken with them to encampment.  Expect death. Find brother 

instead.  

11. Learn trouble in wildlands created by people exploiting area for own gain and to keep 

people of city occupied.  Lead wildlanders back to city, save it from destruction by 

others.  

12. Brothers leaving to go to the wildlands.  Priestess joins them.  

With those 12 points, I have a viable, simple outline that can help you through a story.  Or you 

can use a list like this as the basis of something with a bit more detail. 

Your Turn: 

Using your simple idea, see if you can expand it into a set of story actions for 10 to 12 points -- 

or more, if you like.  Remember, the easy way to move a story forward is to think about what 

can go wrong next!  

Step 3: Expanding to fill in spots. 

The above outline will take you along a simple path and help keep the story directed.  It could 

easily work for a book with 12 chapters.  There are some things that will be important to the 

story, like the encounters with the priestess.  The other things are just enough to set the idea 

and let the writer play with what happens. 

This might be more than enough of an outline for many writers.  It represents just a few points to 

keep the storyline on track and remind the author of where to head next. 
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However, it would also be simple to expand this slightly for a little more detail.  If we take each 

of those sections as a chapter, it will be relatively easy to expand for a little more detail. 

Also, in this particular case, I am worldbuilding as I go.  If you look at the outline above, you'll 

likely wonder where that whole 'bad guys' group came in at the end, and why they weren't 

mentioned earlier.  Well, because I knew there was going to be trouble, but I hadn't seen what it 

was until I wrote those last parts of the simple outline. 

Knowing, now, that there is trouble with the group means I'll want to foreshadow it in the 

opening section of the book.  So, let's look at Chapter 1: 

This is the original entry from Step 2: 

Intro to Conal as he prepares to leave the city after brother sends map, via magic, to a local 

temple for him.  Set up of world. 

So, how to break this down? 

1. Conal making weekly trip to temple as father ordered while he's away on a trade 

mission.  Brother left two years ago on journey through wildlands and presumed dead, 

but father won't give up.  Conal is ready to, though.  It's too painful to go and wait for a 

sign.  

2. Sitting alone by altar.  Ready to leave, and sudden flash, power builds -- and hears 

brother's voice.  "It's all we feared.  Here is the map.  Come quickly so I can give you 

everything.  We have very little time.  Be careful, father!"  

3. Conal grabs the map.  He's elated to know brother is alive, but not sure what he is 

supposed to do.  Notes that some of the priests and priestesses have noticed the magic 

and probably saw the map and heard his brother.  Worried.  
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4. Description of city as Conal goes to see father's friend and together they start working on 

an expedition. There has been trouble on the streets in the last few days, and he sees 

what looks like another riot starting.  Conal avoids it and heads for capital building.  Has 

trouble getting through.  

5. Tells about the map and the message.  Agrees they must mount an expedition 

immediately.  Conal insists on heading it.  He's annoyed that he's been kept out of this 

for so long, but father considered him too much of a dandy. Conal determined to do this 

right.   

There.  That expands the first chapter into several steps.  The trick is just to try and see a logical 

'what would happen next' time line with a bit of 'what could go wrong' thrown in.  We start with 

conflict of Conal wanting to give up on his brother.  We have conflict when he realizes others 

saw the map, and we have more conflict between him and father's friend. Conal, who is the 

main character, has to face and deal with each one. 

Your Turn: 

Take the first of your list from Step 2 and expand it out to four or five points.  Keep the scene in 

your mind and see not only what your MC is doing, but what is going on around him or her.  

Find the exciting part things and jot them down -- but always remember that when you actually 

write, you can change, ignore or expand anything on your outline. 

Do this for all your sections, and you'll have an easy outline to work with.  You can even leave 

expanding each section until you have written the one before it, thereby giving yourself more 

material to work with. 

Write as much or as little as you like in the outline.  It's to help you.  Don't worry about anything 

anyone else thinks of it! 
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Extra: The simple NaNo outline 

For NaNo, the trick is to write at least 1667 words each day.  If you start with a list of 31 

sequential things that happen in your story, you will have something to write about each day.  If 

you do this, you are less likely to be stopped by the one thing that makes most NaNo people 

drop out before they finish -- the inability to decide what should happen next. 

Unless you plan to do totally random things for NaNo (and that can be fun), having a simple list 

like that  to do a simple NaNo outline and to have something to write about each day.  Write out 

the 31 items.  Do this work early, and then put it aside.  Do another one on a different story, if 

you like.  Give yourself choices on what to work on, and don't fret over them.  Remember that 

NaNo is fun. 

Don't go for anything complex.  Don't think of this as an outline but more as cue cards you can 

glance at for easy ideas.  Like the material in the rest of this article, remember that the NaNo 

outline is not set-in-stone.  Change it as you go, expand it, delete lines and add new ones.  Try 

to keep at least one line for each day left in NaNo, though, just to keep moving. 

Here is the last little NaNo trick -- the more entries you have, the fewer words you need to write 

for each one.  If you go with 31, you will need to write 1667 words for each section.  If you have 

62 entries in the outline (two for each day), you need only write 807 words for each entry.  93 

entries (3 a day) equals about 538 words for each section.  More sections make each section 

easier to write.   

Always remember that the word count isn't going be exact.  Sometimes you will get more words 

than you need and other times you will get less.  As long as you keep up with what you need for 

NaNo, don't worry about it.  However, if you are constantly running short of words, look at 

description as a way to fill in.  Details are often the things we skip when writing quickly. 
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Here is an example of 10 points for the start of a simple NaNo outline.   

1. Mandy argues with boyfriend Bob  

2. Mandy, annoyed, heads for work.  Gets ticket.  More annoyed.  

3. Arenith May, Elven Prince, is lost in suburbia  

4. Arenith is being pursued.  He's never been to human world.   

5. Mandy, startled by something running along the sidewalk, hits the gas to get away.  

6. Mary Sue hits Arenith, scared she's killed him, calls boyfriend who is surly.  

7. Arenith, a bit dazed, wakes up to find a hysterical woman standing over him.  

8.  Boyfriend arrives and more misunderstandings and near fight with Arenith.  

9. Attack by those who were after Arenith to begin with.  

10.  Arenith confronts the enemies and uses magic to save them all.  

This type of outline leaves plenty of room to add in anything, including ninja pirates, if that's 

what you want.  However, it also gives you at least one thing to write about each day.  If you 

write the entire outline, you can let it sit until November or add to it -- or even expand it into 

chapters like I did the earlier material in this workshop.  Or you can do several and pick which 

one calls to you on November 1.  They also make a great exercise just in learning how to make 

those forward movement steps in a story, even if you don't actually use the outlines afterwards. 

Don't be afraid to experiment with outlines and see if you can find something uniquely your 

own.   

Have fun and don't stress over the writing, especially for NaNo. 

Good luck! 
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Market Analysis: 

Mar's Market Analysis #5:  
Realms of Fantasy 

By Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

Copyright © 2009 by Margaret McGaffey Fisk, All Rights Reserved 

 

Finding new markets is only the first step of the research process. A crucial part is to 

consider what can be learned from the material already published by the editor or 

editors. This column will contain analyses that evaluate a specific publication based on 

one or more issues (or at least a month of content for webzines without designated 

issues).  

This issue will analyze Realms of Fantasy.  

http://realmsoffantasymag.com/
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Analysis: 

Realms of Fantasy is one of the leading pro 

speculative fiction magazines. It's been around 

long enough to secure that position without a 

doubt, counting fifteen years since its debut in 

1994. This is why the decision by Sovereign Media 

to close the magazine caused such an uproar. 

Warren Lapine, owner of Tir Na Nog Press, Inc., 

stepped in almost immediately and purchased the 

rights to Realms. Along with the magazine, he 

secured the same editorial team, allowing for 

editorial continuity despite the switch in publishers. 

However, this raised questions as to the 

magazine's quality and its position as a pro 

market. Submissions have not yet reopened, but 

the first issue released since the change should 

help relieve the concern about quality while fiction 

editor Shawna McCarthy's editorial bespeaks of 

plans for fostering talent. Though this issue 

contains less fiction than Realms traditionally 

offers (an exception according to art and nonfiction 

editor Douglas Cohen who says the next issue will 

Statistics: 

Age 
15 years, since 

1994 

Genre Fantasy 

Cost Per 

Issue 

$7.00 (lower with 

subscription) 

Author 

Payment 

Pro Rates ($0.05 

(5 cents) or more 

per word up to 

7,500) 

Editor Shawna McCarthy 

Publication 

Schedule 
Bi-monthly 

Issues 

Reviewed 
August 2009 

Essays in 

Issue 
5 

Reviews in 

Issue 
14 

Stories in 

Issue 
3 
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have a lot more), the magazine itself is 

substantially the same, enough so that I forgot 

about the difference in publishers until I got to the 

editorials at the end in which Shawna McCarthy 

characterized the August 2009 magazine as the 

zombie issue. They did have some copyediting 

problems, but according to Lapine, those were due 

to a misunderstanding regarding the state of the 

material that was transferred with the rights, and 

not an indication for the future. 

All the content in this particular issue was written 

by staff or professional writers. That said, many 

fantasy authors have made their pro debut 

between the covers of Realms of Fantasy, and 

with the same staff, I see no reason for the trend 

to change. Additionally, with the content heavily 

weighted to staff, this issue should be a strong 

indicator of editorial preferences. 

Realms offers both fiction and non-fiction content 

of interest to fantasy readers, movie goers, and 

gamers. This magazine is printed in 8 1/2 by 11 

inch, glossy format with a mix of articles, reviews, 

 

Poems in 

Issue 
0 

Flash in Issue 1 

Advertising? yes 
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artwork, and fiction. While most magazines avoid 

or minimize advertizing, Realms interlaces 

advertisements for books, games, conventions, 

and other products of interest to the 

fantasy/gaming crowd with the content, offering a 

window into the fantasy culture as well as a heads 

up on what new books and games are coming out. 

Of the ads, only the actual insert (a foil envelope 

containing product samples) bothered me, 

because it was too heavy and tore the page when 

I tried to remove it. The magazine is heavily 

illustrated with both photographs and full-color 

drawings, making for a visually exciting 

presentation. 

Individual reviews ranged from three pages in 

length (where a page is approximately 1,100 

words) down to a quarter of one page. There was 

also a review article which covered eight young 

adult novels as a group. Books, games (video and 

dice), and a graphic novel were reviewed, 

spanning almost all subgenres of fantasy. Each 

review offered an honest perspective, listing what 
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the reviewers considered weaknesses as well as 

strengths. Though many of the book reviews 

offered a plot summary of the story's beginning, 

the focus was on analyzing why a reader would be 

interested in the novel, with occasional predictions 

as to award qualifications. 

The four short stories included one flash fiction 

with the others at seven, nine, and nine pages in 

length respectively, not counting the full-page 

artwork that introduced each piece. Though the 

point of view was split between first and third 

person, all four were in past tense. The stories 

were divided equally between mood and moral as 

the main focus with the flash story making a 

statement about the rite of passage as young girls 

grow up and the other moral story looking at the 

corrupting influence of power. The mood stories, 

on the other hand, focused more on dropping the 

reader into an unusual situation and absorbing 

them into the feel of the place whether it was a 

European city during the Black Plague or the life of 

a modern man faced with an incredible secret. 
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Two of the stories were more traditional fantasy, 

one clearly urban fantasy, and the fourth harder to 

classify as it is about sorcery but through the 

funnel of time travel into the far future, which has 

more of a science fiction feel. 

Of the five articles, two were editorials by Shawna 

McCarthy and Warren Lapine about the change in 

publisher for Realms and the impact of this 

economy on short fiction markets necessary as 

proving grounds. The remaining three involved an 

in-depth look at Harry Potter and the Half-Blood 

Prince, including interviews with those involved; a 

piece about artist Michael Hague and his adoption 

of digital techniques; and a thesis on the social, 

religious, and political impact of music throughout 

the ages up to modern day. These articles ranged 

from a quarter of a page up to eight pages, with 

the non-editorials all at least four pages in length. 

Only the editorials were in first person, but all of 

them were written in present tense, including 

Mystic Rhythms overall, despite the discussion of 

historical traditions. 
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In a time when short story markets are struggling, 

whether funded by subscription or donation, and 

publishers are giving up the ghost for economic 

reasons, Warren Lapine's move is one to be 

celebrated and supported. If you're reading this 

article, it means you are interested in submitting 

short fiction and non-fiction related to the 

speculative fiction genre. Not everyone can afford 

subscriptions or donations, but if you can, 

remember to support your favorite markets. Help 

protect the future of short fiction.  
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Advice for Young Writers: 

By the Way, I'm Not Perfect 

By Elizabeth Chayne 

Copyright © 2009 by Elizabeth Chayne, All Rights Reserved 

 

Back in middle school, I went through a bit of a Superman phrase. A 

superhero from another planet, with x-ray vision, the ability to fly and 

superhuman strengthðit was fascinating.  

There were two things that irked me, though. One was his tacky costume, 

the other was Kryptonite, or to be precise, Supermanôs Kryptonite 

weakness.  

Why, I wondered, would anyone create a superhero who wasnôt super all 

the way? Isnôt that the point of calling him Superman? Shouldnôt he have 

perfect immunity to all weapons? How could the people writing/drawing 

Superman failed to realize that very important fact? 

So I set out to write a super story about a real superhero, one who could 

handle everything and who wasnôt scared of rocks. 

At first, things went great. My friends liked the stories and were constantly 

holding their breath as the hero walked into one dangerous trap after 
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another. And they loved the way he could walk into a room and knock out 

all the bad guys in a few seconds. He could turn invisible, move objects 

with his mind, fly, and see through wallséwell, those were the powers I 

gave him to start with, but as situations got stickier and stickier, I bestowed 

more and more superpowers on him to help him get out of them.  

Gradually, however, the stories started getting predictable. Everyone knew 

that the hero would get away okay, so they stopped worrying about him. 

And what happens when people stop caring about your main character? 

Well, they stop caring about the story too. 

Truth be told, it wasnôt only my friends whoôd lost interest in the super 

superhero; I found myself thinking it boring as well. What was the point of 

making up elaborate traps for him to get stuck in if he was going to walk 

away unscathed in a few seconds?  

Iôve heard the same piece of advice from many sources many times over 

since then: donôt make things too easy for your main character. Make 

people work for what they want. Donôt make any character perfect. 

Only when your characters are sweating will your readers start sweating 

too. And when readers care about a character, they start caring about the 
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story you have to tell as well.  

What does it mean to make a character sweat? Hereôs an example. Say 

you want your protagonist (letôs cal him John) to get from the wooden hut 

where he now lives, to the palace to see the king about a neighbor whoôs 

stealing his [Johnôs] horses.  

Yeah, clichéd tale, but bear with me here.  

Now if all John had to do was get on a horse and ride to the palace, there 

wouldnôt be much of a story to read. The whole thing could be written on 

half a page of paper and still leave room for a drawing.  

Obviously, something will have to happen to John between the time he 

walks out of his front door and the time he walks into the palace.  

You can use your imagination here. Maybe even before the journey begins, 

John will run into the problem that he has no more horses to ride on, so he 

must walk all the way to the palace. Another problem might be the fact that 

he has no idea where the palace is.  

And on the way, you can have him meet people who might not be what 

they seem. A frog whoôs actually a princess, or a serving maid whoôs 

actually a powerful sorceress. Alternatively, you can also make John run 
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into financial difficulties, or lose his belongings.  

After youôve thought out all these adventures for poor John, you have to 

make sure that he makes wrong choices for some of the encounters. He 

should not emerge unscathed throughout everything and anything that 

happens to him; that would make him way too super to be good. Let him 

get turned into a toadéitôll be good for him.  

John should not be Mr. Perfect Guy who knows all the rules (even if he 

does know all the rules, he doesnôt have to follow all of them. And even if 

he does follow all the rules, thereôs no guarantee that everyone else is also 

following the rulesé) Make him worry about his fate; donôt hand him the 

power to fly away from everything that looks dangerous.  

The fun doesnôt have to stop when he gets to the palace, either. You can 

make the king an evil tyrant who couldnôt care less about John and his 

horses.  

But wait! Who says John has to get to the palace? Perhaps along the way 

heôll meet someone and realize that having horses stolen isnôt so important 

after all. Or maybe he mistakenly thinks that something else is more 

important than his horses, only to discover that it isnôt.  
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Hopefully the above has given you some idea of how to make life hard for 

your imperfect hero.  

Butðand this may sound confusingðmaking your character imperfect is 

not the same as making him useless, because knowing heôll mess 

everything up every time is just as predictable as making him sail through 

everything with perfect marks. If he is useless most of the time, give him a 

couple of victories too, or let him have one thing heôs really good at. Or 

make his silly mistake the right solution to a problem.  

Whatever kind of character you create, make him or her human. Nobody is 

perfectly perfect or completely imperfect. Everyone has their triumphs and 

failures. Your characters shouldnôt be any different.  

Further Reading 

Being a Teenage Writer, By Lorianne Watts 

http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue%2016/teenagewriter.htm 

Insightful essay written by a teen writer. 

  

http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue%2016/teenagewriter.htm
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Writing 101: So You Want to Write a 
Novel 

Part 2: Writing a Novel 

By Valerie Comer 

Copyright © 2009 by Valerie Comer, All Rights Reserved 

 

You've got your plan in place as we discussed in the July edition of Vision. You've taken your 

idea(s), developed some characters, setting, and conflict. From this you have created an outline 

to the level that you currently feel comfortable with. You know where to begin the story. It's time 

to face the blank page and start putting words on it. 

Be aware that right now, before you start, your novel is a perfect piece of art. Not long after you 

start writing -- perhaps five minutes -- you'll see problems. You'll wonder why you ever thought 

you could do this. You'll be certain you're the worst writer on the planet and that all those people 

who encouraged you to fulfill this dream should be taken out and shot.  

Please know that this is a normal stage to go through. Don't let the combination of frustration 

and fear stop you before you even get started. 

LONGHAND 

Even in this electronic age, a number of writers prefer to hand-write their first draft on paper. 

There is nothing intrinsically wrong with this method, at least if your handwriting is legible! It will 

take longer this way, but if it works for you, go for it. You'll likely find yourself doing light editing 

as you type it into the computer later. 
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COMPUTER 

Most folks create directly on the keyboard using some sort of word processing program, such as 

Microsoft WordÊ. At this stage, don't worry too much about how to format the document, 

though I'd recommend turning off all variations of "Smart Quotes" (under preferences) before 

you start. These are difficult to dislodge later and are the cause of the funny little squares and 

odd characters you'll sometimes see in forum posts and emails. It's best to get rid of them 

before they grab hold. 

Use whatever font and size feeds your creativity--whatever helps your mind know that this is 

Novel Time. Simply the act of double-spacing lines helps me to create this mindset. It's simple 

to format the manuscript later to meet agents' or publishers' guidelines. 

Envision your first scene as best you can, and start typing. Realize that you'll need to fix it later. 

It doesn't have to be perfect. You just do the best you can today. Don't worry about description, 

or the balance of dialogue, or showing versus telling. Don't worry about making sense. Today's 

job is just to solidify that first scene, to introduce the main character(s), and to get the action 

rolling in whatever way comes to mind. 

Don't worry about chapter breaks unless you want to. If you look in published novels, you'll find 

chapters as short as one page and as long as fifty. Do think about scenes, though. A scene 

takes place in one time and setting, and has various combinations of characters, dialogue, 

conflict, and change. Scenes are the basic building blocks of the novel. Chapters are simply a 

way to group one or more scenes and aren't intrinsic to the story structure. 

Mark your scene breaks with a simple # on its own line. This will make it easy to find later, and 

can be formatted to whatever standards are required at submission time. 
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THE LONG HAUL 

Writing a novel is a long-term process. Even if you're a fast typist with a lot of spare time, expect 

that you'll need thinking time in the middle of it all. I'd advise trying to set times when you will 

write, then do your best to meet those times. If all you can set aside is half an hour, three times 

a week, do so--and guard those brief moments with your life. If you can set aside an hour a day, 

5-7 days a week, you'll find momentum. Do the scene visualizing ahead of time so when you sit 

down, you're ready to spill out the words. 

WRITERS' BLOCK 

There are times when you sit at the keyboard and you have no idea what comes next. You look 

at your notecards, and wonder what drug you were on when you wrote that drivel. The only 

thing you know for certain is that you're not writing what is on that card. This is especially likely 

to happen at the 10-15K (K in writing word count means thousand) mark, when the characters 

have come alive on the page. You now visualize them standing there with their arms crossed, 

shaking their heads. They are not going to play the game by your rules. 

What to do? Free write. Open a new document, and pour out your frustration. Write what you 

want them to do, and why they won't do it. Write what they want to do. Write the repercussions 

of going their direction. Write whatever comes to mind for a period of at least fifteen to twenty 

minutes--or longer. You'll most likely discover a route through the story that works for all of you. 

Sometimes at this stage you look at what you've written thus far (say, a prairie romance) and 

suddenly get the urge to throw in some flaming dragons. It may be best to set aside the dragons 

for another story! It takes a fertile, active mind to create a garden bed where other ideas may 

take root and grow. But don't fall into the pattern of deserting your current story to work on what 

is new and shiny or you'll never finish anything. Make a few notes about the fabulous new idea, 
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and close the new file. Then back to the current story. If, however, flaming dragons would fit the 

story you're writing and would jazz it up in a positive way, feel free to add them. 

INNER EDITOR 

There are two halves to your brain: the left, logical side, and the right, creative side. First draft 

writing demands the attention of your creative brain. This is no place for applied logic, especially 

if you've already got some semblance of an outline. The left brain had its chance for input then 

and will have plenty to do in later drafts. For now, send it on vacation. It's your right brain's turn 

to do its job. Trust your creative mind (your muse, if you will) to churn out the good stuff, to 

connect the dots you can barely see, and to pull genius out of thin air.  

Some writers have difficulty finishing a first draft because they endlessly fiddle with what they've 

written thus far. Resist the impulse, because this way lies madness. If, as you go along, you 

think of something cool you should have added in chapter three to create a deeper conflict in 

chapter seven, make a note of what it is, then carry on as though you'd already written it that 

way. You can fix it later. 

First drafts are supposed to be messy. Don't let your Inner Editor tell you otherwise. When it 

pokes in its nose, remind it it'll have plenty to do later. For now, just follow your outline, follow 

your muse as it feeds you the story line by line over the course of however many weeks and 

months it may take to get to the other end. Keep at it! Remember the adage: You can eat an 

elephant, one bite at a time. Writing a novel isn't for quitters. It takes a lot of time and 

dedication. 

OUTER EDITOR 
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It's rarely a good idea to have anyone reading your draft as you produce it, whether it is your 

best friend or your critique group. You stand the very real likelihood of getting mired in their 

vision for your story instead of your own. Trust yourself, and keep writing. The time for other 

people's input is coming, but it isn't here yet. 

NEXT STEP? 

Coming up in the Writing 101: So You Want to Write a Novel series include: Revising a Novel, 

and Submitting a Novel. 
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Scrivener Hybrid Outlining 

By J. A. Marlow 

Copyright © 2009 by J. A. Marlow, All Rights Reserved 

 

Outlining styles differ among authors, varying from none, to extremely minimalistic, to highly 

detailed. Over the years, Iôve tried many outlining methods and have eventually come up with a 

hybrid method that gives me flexibility during this stage. 

As Iôve been asked repeatedly how I outline and with what program, In this article I hope to 

share a few of the tidbits Iôve learned along the way using the writing program called Scrivener 

(http://www.literatureandlatte.com/scrivener.html). 

Note: Potential alternatives to Scrivener, which is Mac only, are SuperNotecard 

(http://www.mindola.com/snc/) for planning and outlining and Liquid Story Binder 

(http://www.blackobelisksoftware.com/) for writing and organizing. 

Outlines 

Outlines are very individual to the writer and the book. Some books do well with a minimal 

outline that may be a line or two per chapter. Other books are more complicated and need the 

intertwining of subplots and intricate character development. The type of outline Iôve come to 

use is a combination of a scene outline and a phase outline. Bringing the two together has been 

working well to keep the first draft cohesive and give me a very good idea of any plot problems 

before writing the draft. 

For the outlining itself, weôll be using Scrivenerôs virtual corkboard and index cards. First, open 

up a new Scrivener project. For this demonstration weôll be using the childrenôs nursery rhyme 

ñHumpty Dumptyò. 

http://www.literatureandlatte.com/scrivener.html
http://www.mindola.com/snc/
http://www.blackobelisksoftware.com/
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The Scene Outline 

Make sure you have access to the Binder (click the far left icon in the toolbar if you donôt see it). 

Click once on the folder named ñDraftò. Your virtual corkboard with a first blank index card 

should pop up. 

 

I use each individual index card for one scene, although this could also work by making each 

card a chapter. Click in the title area to name the card something that makes it easily identifiable 

to you. In the body of the card I start with "POV: (character)" if known, and then try to create 

only one sentence describing the overall scene. I really try to nail this sentence, as I also plan to 

use it to generate a synopsis later. As such, only the description of the scene goes in here but 

no notes, location details, or bits of dialogue. Make this as concise as you can to capture the 

heart of this scene. 
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How do I define a scene? A scene is a stretch of story with a beginning, middle and end that is 

about one thing. When the subject, character, or the conflict change then it's a new scene, even 

if the story shows no break. There is no limit to how long a scene can be. It can be one 

sentence, several paragraphs, or an entire chapter. 

The Phase Outline 

I work in scenes at the top level of the outline, but at the same time I want it easy to put in notes 

about subplots, bits of world building and various other details that I need to keep in mind while 

writing the drafts. This naturally fell in line with the Phase Outline which I first learned about from 

Zette's free Nanowrimo ebook (link: http://www.lazette.net/). She also has a great article about it 

in Vision (link: http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue%2015/phase.htm). I like using it in 

instances where the scene may be more complicated, and it's important to have certain mini-

events happening before or after other mini-events. Examples of this may be placing clues, 

action sequences, arc developments, and dialogue points. 

Scrivener has an easy way to handle the details of the phase outline. Open up the Inspector 

(the round blue icon on the far right). This brings up a side-bar on the right. In this side-bar is the 

synopsis that I put in the index card, plus below that is an area for notes. The phase outline plus 

all the notes for the scene go in this area.  (Note: SuperNotecard can also handle these kinds of 

notes.) 

http://www.lazette.net/
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue%2015/phase.htm
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Other items that may go into the notes are any steps leading up to big events within this scene. 

If it is an action sequence then this might be the choreography of the movements with the 

highlights of a win or a loss included. If it is an argument, it might be the movements around a 

room and the dialog bullet points along with who make them. It might be the steps towards a 

discovery or a character realization. 

By using the index cards for the scene and then the notes section for the phase outline within 

that scene, I'm able to keep the plot easily in sight in nice bite-sized chunks. When the time 

comes to write the story, I can see all the world building I've already done along with the grand 

overview. I am much more likely to catch plot problems before the story goes into a first draft. 

The notes can help clue you in if you have too much exposition all in one place. Details of the 

'world' should be spread out instead of all lumped together, and the notes can help you figure 

out where you can put these types of details, helping to prevent info-dumps. 






























































































