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Who I am…

John L. Flynn, Ph.D.

 Author of 19 books

 Received 3 Hugo 

Nominations for my SF writing

 Member of the SFWA and 

the MWA

 Creative Writing instructor for 

30 years (or more)

The Kate Dawson Thrillers
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Start with your 
idea…

I want to write a novel about…

 Terrorism.

 The Roswell crash in 1947.

 BDSM.

 The Sex Trade and Human 
Trafficking.

 A Religious Cult.

 The Deadliest Virus on Earth.

 Presidential power. 

 The Illegal Arms Trade.

 Drugs.



Start with your 
idea…

Ideas - The truth of the matter 
is that ideas are really a dime a 
dozen.

Other people may have the 
same idea as you, but that 
should not stop you from 
developing your own story.

It really comes down to what 
you as a creative individual can 
do with that idea.

Two people with the same idea 
are likely to have two 
completely different outcomes.



Take your idea 
on a field trip…

Research
 Go to the Library, and 

read texts on your 
subject matter.

 Delve into other forms 
of media (the Internet, 
Videos, Live Shows…)

 Interview people 
about your subject.

 Immerse yourself in 
some real-world 
research.

 Become an expert.



Select a 
location…

Setting - The environment in 
which the story takes place.
 It must include specific 

information about time and 
place; climate and geography 
(including man-made things); 
mood and atmosphere.

 If your setting is a real place, 
make sure you know it well.  If 
fictional, you must build it from 
the ground up.

 The locale or setting should be 
another “character” in your 
story. 

Middle Earth

Mars

San Francisco - 2019

The West of the 1870s Feudal Japan



Cast your 
characters…
As the “casting director,” what 
roles must you fill?

 Protagonist (hero)

 Antagonist (villain)

 Comic Relief

 Love Interest

 Mentor

 Secondary Character(s)

 Minor figures with a purpose

 Tertiary Character(s)

 Stock or background figures



Get to know your 
characters…

“You will meet a tall, dark 
stranger…”

When you first meet someone 
new, they are a total mystery to 
you. Over time, you discover 
details about them:

 Their backstory, 

 Their core beliefs, values, 
likes, dislikes and 

 Details such as their favorite 
sayings and expressions. 



Character 
Archetypes…
Are my characters distinct 
from each other?  

Does each have an 
identifiable voice?  

What are their goals and 
motivations?

Does each character have 
his or her own biography or 
back story?  (Your reader will 
never see this, but you must 
know this.)

Rely on archetypes to help 
you define who your 
characters are and what 
their character “arc” is...

Each character in your story represents a specific 
archetype.  Each archetype has its own journey, goal, fear, 

weakness, and strategy for his/her life.  



Choose your 
narrative voice…

Narrative Voice – tells whose eyes 
the reader sees the story through.
 First Person – the story is told by a 

person who is involved in the 
action.  (Uses “I” “Me”)

 Third Person Limited – the story is 
told by someone outside the 
action who is only able to tell 
about one character’s thoughts 
and feelings. (Uses “s/he” “they”)

 Third Person Omniscient – the story 
is told by someone outside the 
action who is able to tell about all 
of the characters’ thoughts and 
feelings, often called the “god” 
point of view. (Uses “s/he” “they”)



Plot the Story…

Gustav Freytag’s Pyramid 

of Dramatic Structure

According to Freytag, a story is 
divided into five parts, or acts:

 Exposition 

 Rising action

 Climax

 Falling action, and 

 Dénouement.



Plot the Story…

Exposition
The exposition is the portion 
of a story that introduces 
important background 
information to the audience; 
for example, information 
about the setting (location), 
events occurring before the 
main plot, characters' back 
stories, narrative voice, etc. 



Plot the Story…

Rising action
In the rising action, a series of 
events build toward the point 
of greatest interest. The rising 
action of a story is the series 
of events that begin 
immediately after the 
exposition (introduction) of 
the story and builds up to the 
climax. 



Plot the Story…
Climax
The climax is the turning point, 
which changes the protagonist's 
fate. 
Comedy or Mystery.  If the story is 
a comedy or mystery and things 
were going badly for the 
protagonist, the plot will begin to 
turn in his or her favor, often 
requiring the protagonist to draw 
on hidden inner strengths. 
Tragedy or Doomsday Thriller.  If 
the story is a tragedy or 
doomsday thriller, the opposite 
state of affairs will ensue, with 
things going from good to bad for 
the protagonist, often revealing 
the protagonist's hidden flaws or 
character weaknesses.



Plot the Story…

Falling action
During the falling action, the 
conflict between the 
protagonist and the 
antagonist unravels, with the 
protagonist winning or losing 
against the antagonist. The 
falling action may contain a 
moment of final suspense, in 
which the final outcome of 
the conflict is in doubt.



Plot the Story…

Dénouement
The actual ending scene of 
the drama or narrative. 
Conflicts are resolved, 
creating normality for the 
characters and a sense of 
catharsis, or release of 
tension and anxiety, for the 
reader.



Plot the Story…
“En Medias Res”
A narrative work, beginning 
“en medias res,” opens in the 
midst of the plot.  Often, 
exposition is bypassed and 
filled in gradually by 
dialogue, flashbacks, and 
other narrative devices, in 
order to jumpstart the plot.
For example, in Homer’s 
Odyssey, we first learn about 
the journey of Odysseus 
when he is held captive on 
Calypso’s island.  Later, we 
find out in Books 9-12 what 
happened earlier in the story 
of Odysseus and why he is on 
this journey in the first place. 



Plot the Story…

Plot Structure

Once you have decided 
upon the structure of your 
plot, write a paragraph (or 
more) which describes each 
section of the pyramid.  You 
will have much better control 
over your story if you know 
what is supposed to happen.

But beware of surprises…



Write your 
hook…

The “hook” is a literary 
technique to grab hold of 
the reader’s attention so that 
he or she keeps reading.
 Start with an attention 

grabber.  

 It should be engaging and 
interesting or extreme and 
shocking.  

 A murder, a funny line, or a 
bomb exploding…

Your “idea” is beginning to take 
form as you write phrases that 
herald the start of your book…

Hemingway: “I’ve decided to write about an old man who 
fishes alone.  He’s out in a small boat in the Gulf of Mexico. 
He hasn’t caught a fish in eighty-four days!”

Ernest Hemingway, The Old Man and 
the Sea (1952)



Revise/rewrite the 
hook so it’s your 1st 
sentence…

Now, working with your original 
idea, the characters, location, 
and plot, P-O-V, write the first 
sentence of your novel.

Create a picture in the reader’s 
mind that is so very vivid that he 
or she wants to read more.

One sentence is all you need.

Some writers require more than 
a single sentence, and it’s okay 
to extend your hook to the first 
paragraph or so.

3. “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy 
dreams he found himself transformed in his bed into a 
monstrous vermin.”

Famous Opening Lines:

1. “It was a pleasure to burn.”

2. “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single 
man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a 
wife.”

4. “He was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the 
Gulf Stream and he had gone eighty-four days without 
taking a fish.”
5. “Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.”

2.

1. 3. 5.

4.



Write your first 
book…
Set a deadline

Once you have written the first 
sentence/paragraph and are 
confident you know where 
you’re going from here…WRITE! 

You must keep writing!

If you give yourself a year to 
finish, then your word count 
each day must be 220-280 
words for a standard length 
novel (80,000-100,000 words).

Nothing…absolutely nothing 
must deter you!



Completing your 
first novel…
Celebrate! Take a few days 
off, and toast your success.

Then, when you are ready, the 
real work begins…

 Writing and revising

 Getting your novel into the 
hands of a publisher or agent

 More writing and revising

 Copy-editing proofs and 
proofing the cover

 Marketing your work with 
your own marketing plan

 Starting work on your next 
novel

Your Raw Manuscript



Any 
Questions…

What is the nature of existence?

The answer to life, the universe 
and everything…is 42.*

*According to The Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas 
Adams

Do you have any questions for 
me or about my presentation?


