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I'm Christine Amsden, and I'm a writer. After that, I am any number of other things, but I've been writing 

since I was a little girl, so I'm sure about that one.  

 

My first two published novels are Touch of Fate (paranormal mystery) and The Immortality Virus (science 

fiction). Cassie Scot: Normal Detective, a 4-part paranormal/fantasy romance series, will be coming out 

next year, and I have never had more fun. I realized I've been trying to put more romance in my novels for 

years, as subplots, but I'm finally giving in to my inner romantic and making it important.  

 

My reading tastes are varied and change by mood, but they are also eclectic. I read a lot of romance, 

especially since I started writing Cassie Scot. I like my romance straight up, historical, filled with suspense, 

mystery, and definitely fantasy -- but whatever the sub-genre, I like it with strong (as in well-developed) 

characters. Weak characters make little sense to me in romance, because how can I believe two people are 

falling in love if I don't really know them outside of an archetype? (Which isn't to say I don't devour the 

occasional mindless "beach read" in an hour -- but that's usually because I'm out of other romance to read, 

and I still want romance. )I am also well-read in science fiction and fantasy, and in fact, I consider that 

to have influenced my early writing training. I went to a "boot camp" in 2033, led by Orson Scott Card, 

who wrote the Ender's Game and Ender's Shadow series. (Two of the best examples of science fiction out 

there, at least post-1960's, for anyone who wants to give it a go -- and my, what fascinating characters!)  

 

I have a book blog where I review all these books I read: 

 

http://christineamsden.com/wordpress/?page_id=200 

 

And I do professional critiques/editing: 

 

http://christineamsden.com/wordpress/?page_id=1445 

 

On a personal note, I'm married with 2 kids and a cat. When I have a free moment, I enjoy playing games -- 

board or card.  
 
I would like to take this opportunity to welcome my guinea pigs to this new and highly interactive style of 

character-building workshop. This is something I've been interested in doing for a long time, and I'm 

thrilled to have the opportunity to give it a try here with you. I may be tweaking along the way, so if you 

have any questions or suggestion, definitely do not hesitate to ask! 

 

When I look at how I build my best characters, I can't help but think about how I make a friend. In the 

beginning, when you meet someone, you typically have one thing in common, and it usually relates to how 

you met. I'm a mother of a 4 and 6-year-old, so of late I've met plenty of new friends at playgroups or 

picking my kindergartener up from school. What we have in common is children of approximately the 

same age. After that....could be anything. Maybe that's all we'll ever have in common, and that's okay. For 

minor characters (or the most distant acquaintances), they usually do no more than fulfill one specific need. 

It doesn't make you a bad friend if you don't closely follow the needs of every far-flung acquaintance, and it 

doesn't make you a bad writer if you don't know any more about your random secretary than her job.  

 

This isn't a workshop for minor character, though. This is a workshop for developing the one or two most 

important characters in your book. We're going to push past those awkward first meetings, where you 

perform the complicated dance of disclosure and retreat. Disclosure: “So, I'm a writer. What do you do for 

a living?....A financial analyst.” Retreat: “Hmmm, that's...nice.” Disclosure: “Do you like baking? Really, 

http://christineamsden.com/wordpress/?page_id=200
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you mostly eat at McDonald's?” Retreat: “Yuck.” Disclosure: “I love card games. You, too? Which ones? 

Not a big fan of pinochle, but we should definitely play bridge or spades sometime.”  

 

The big difference between making a new friend and making a new character is that you get to control 

every aspect of the character you make. That's the good news. The bad news is you may be tempted to 

overlook the value in making the unexpected choice. Complexity is derived when characters aren't exactly 

what you'd expect, or when they don't fit neatly into a package. This is when they begin to drag the plot 

somewhere you didn't see it going. Sometimes, you have to go back and make changes to your character 

because the new direction isn't something you want. Other times, it'll be brilliant. As always in writing, this 

is a cyclical process, with a new idea requiring you to go back and make retroactive changes. But it never 

hurts to start with a complete and complex character, and usually, if you remain true to them throughout the 

story, they'll write it for you.  

 

Workshop Overview 

 

At the end of this workshop, I want every participant to know their main character(s) intimately. 

 

The first week of this workshop is going to cover the basics of character building, and it will include daily 

(yes, you read that right) interactive assignments. When I say interactive, it means you interact with 

everyone else, and they interact with you. Participation is very important.  

 

WARNING: The first week's assignments (5) are not meant to be bulk-posted. There's a reason I made 

them daily. Each one steps you through the process, forcing you to think about your character a bit at a 

time, and then encourages you to have a bit of a Q&A with your peers. So if you post a day late, continue 

posting a day late. You can keep posting those first 5 assignments into the second week, if you need to. 

Your character(s) will each have their own topic, and you can control the pace of the conversation within 

that thread.  

 

I'm calling this first phase the character meet and greet. You will be participating “in character” for every 

assignment, both when you post, and when you field questions from others. I'm going to challenge you (and 

hopefully others will, too) to push past those first awkward greetings and really get to know your character. 

You may even make heat-of-the-moment decisions you regret later, but never fear. Nothing is set in stone 

until it's published, and even then, there are sometimes second editions.  

 

The second week will keep you busy as well, although you won't have daily homework – just two 

assignments (that can both go up at the same time, if need be). During the first week, most of what we 

discover about our characters will be as they are at the beginning of the novel, but the events of the novel 

should change them. So during week two, we'll start by talking about dynamic characters. After that, we'll 

get into choosing the right point of view for your story, and getting inside your character's head. 

 

During the final two weeks, there will be no planned lessons (although I have been known to get chatty and 

throw extra tidbits around at random) and only one assignment: To write the first 3k words of your novel. 

The characters aren't truly alive until you start writing their stories, after all.  
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Introduction 

 

If you've got character worksheets, go ahead and bring them. There's nothing wrong with having a 

centralized place to jot down useful biographical data, and many of those worksheets get into details it 

could be difficult to remember later. Some of them also ask some questions that get to the heart of a 

character: history, relationships, motivations, etc., and if you can use that – great.  

 

Personally, I do not use character worksheets. I have tried to use them, but I've never finished one. They're 

too tedious for my tastes, and throw out questions in an impersonal, almost dead manner. When I make a 

friend, I don't get to know them by asking questions on a checklist, and I can't create a character that way, 

either. My process is more free form, with one detail inspiring another in a haphazard manner, often 

overlapping with world building and plotting elements. I'm also anti-formula. I see the creative process as 

fluid, and in fact, it only works properly when you don't try to control it. Creativity is something you 

nourish and guide, not something you program or force. (Clarification: This doesn't mean you sit around 

and wait for lightening or inspiration to strike. That isn't nourishing a thing, and it's how artists starve.) 

That's what I'm hoping to do here, especially in the first couple of weeks – nourish and guide as the details 

come together. 

 

For the purposes of this workshop, I want you to pick one or two main characters to get to know. This will 

probably be your hero and heroine. (Or your hero and hero, or heroine and heroine....I won't discriminate 

except against polyamorous relationships, and then only because of time constraints.) If you know in 

advance that you will be writing a first person novel, then stick with your narrator.  

 

I will bring in examples, from published works when I can, but largely from the paranormal romance series 

I have coming out next year. The reason is that I know Cassie from her inception, I know how I “met” her, 

and I know what came next. When I read another author's work, I can only guess at which details grew 

from which, and how it was put together. (I do sometimes try to guess, out of writerly curiosity.) 

 

Step 1: First Meetings 

 

When I first met Cassie, I knew one thing about her: That she was born into a powerful family of sorcerers 

but had no magic of her own. That was it. I didn't even know she was a woman, and for a week of 

brainstorming, I called her Nicolas. (One of her brothers is now Nicolas.)  

 

In this case, my character was the basis for the story, but this isn't always true. Sometimes, the plot comes 

first, or you picture an event, or (if you're writing with a science fiction or fantasy angle) a cool new world. 

Wherever you start, you will eventually introduce yourself to a character, and you will probably know one 

important thing about them right away. If you're writing a mystery, perhaps you know you need a sleuth. 

You may not even know if your sleuth is a man or a woman, a P.I., a cop, or a nosy neighbor, but you need 

someone to solve the mystery. That will be your first introduction to your character.  

 

Step 2 – Adding Dimension 

 

Truly complex characters have both depth and breadth. You may have our sympathies clearly engaged 

because of your character's abusive childhood, but that is not ALL he or she is. So, before we go deeper 

into your character's past, we're going to cast our nets wider, and while we're at it, try to make things far 

more interesting.  
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Today, I want to know one or two important or exceptional thing(s) about your character(s). This is when 

we get to have a little bit of fun, because anything goes. I'm not talking about plot-essential elements 

(although they will be incorporated into your plot so seamlessly that in the end, they may seem essential to 

the plot), and I'm not even talking about delving into their pasts. I'm talking about setting aside what we did 

yesterday for a few minutes and thinking of something else that might make for a good character, 

something to broaden their horizons. No one of us is just one thing, after all.  

 

The best way to explain what I'm talking about, and how it can dramatically impact both a character and a 

story, is through a detailed example. Let's say that yesterday, when pressed, you decided your sleuth was a 

woman who writes mystery novels. Kind of reminds me of Murder, She Wrote, along with countless 

others. If we can't come up with some breadth of character, our critiques are going to rightly point out that 

this has been done before.  

 

It's time to brainstorm.  

 

Suggestion: Don't go with the first thing that comes to mind. Really challenge yourself to come up with a 

list of ideas before you decide on one (or two), and here's why: The first few ideas you come up with tend 

to be the obvious ones, the ones that don't really challenge the plot or the character. They may even be 

cliché. So once you write those obvious ideas down, and get them out of your system, keep pushing 

yourself until something really clicks.  

 

Let me run through a sample brainstorming session for Angela Lansbury, er, Angie: 

 

She's had writer's block for years and hasn't produced anything new. (cliché) 

 

She was a cop before she wrote mysteries. (eh) 

 

She has a twin sister who....(you know what, let's avoid identical twins without a seriously good reason. 

They already seem to populate fiction at a much higher rate than the 1/1000 they populate the real world. 

) 

 

Her mother disapproves of her career choice. (ok, but can I do better?) 

 

Her father abandoned her and her mother. (ok, but can I do better?) 

 

She only has one leg.  

 

She can read minds. 

 

Hmmmm...okay, I always have a speculative element in my books, so I can get into that last one. Some of 

you may still need to brainstorm, but if it were me, I'd decide on the limits of her psychic abilities and post 

that as her interesting/exceptional thing. It isn't even related to the fact that she writes mystery novels, 

which makes it an extra dimension, instead of an extension of the first. When I cross the two together, I 

find myself wondering if she gets much closer to her characters than the average writer, because she uses 

what she hears from people's heads? Maybe her mysteries are “ripped from the headlines” and she finds 

ways to interview the participants so she can sneak a peak into their heads?  

 

Also worth noting: I took a story that has been done before, and gave it something fresh. This is how you 
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do it – don't just feed off of one idea, Take two seemingly unrelated ideas and bring them together. It's how 

you add dimensions to characters AND plots. 

 

Step 3 – Relationships  

 

Your character doesn't live in a vacuum, he or she forms and is formed by the people in his or her life. 

Personality may be more or less established by the age of five, but relationships can still deeply influence 

our choices, and our destinies.  

 

Back when I used to watch Dr. Phil (in the first season or two), he would talk about identifying the seven 

defining moments and three key people in your life. I'm not going to put a number on it, but I have adapted 

that advice to character building. (We'll do defining moments tomorrow.) That's what we're going to do 

today – we're going to go back into our characters' lives and find some important people back there.  

 

Important people are not necessarily inspirational people. We're not searching for heroes, although there 

may be some. If your main character was terribly abused, then their abuser is a key person in their life. 

Perhaps someone has helped them overcome this, making them another key person, or perhaps they've 

bottled it up inside and are going to deal with it over the course of the story.  

 

We're also going to figure out who is important in their lives now. What kind of support structure do they 

have? Who would they call if someone broke their heart?  

 

I recently commented to some fellow writers that I was amazed by how many main characters in books and 

stories are all alone in the world. I know this can happen, but so often in stories it stinks of laziness. You 

want a vulnerable hero/heroine, so you isolate them. That way, they have no one to turn to and you don't 

have to worry about any relationships except (for romance writers) the one between the hero and heroine. 

They were an only child. Their parents are dead. Their parents were only children. And, apparently, they've 

never even had a particularly close friend. Hmmmm.... 

 

When I see this happen in romance, it also feels like the characters are being defined by the romance, rather 

than defining the romance. Their whole life was leading up to – and will end – with this story. Insert 

cookie-cutter hero and heroine, throw them together, make it a little steamy, and voila! Sex on the beach. 

And hey, we've probably all enjoyed those kinds of stories from time to time, but do we remember them 

afterward?  

 

Memorable stories start with memorable characters. Memorable characters have a past, a future, and a life 

outside of the story.  

 

Relationships are complicated. I've heard it suggested that each relationship is a character in and of itself, 

because we don't act the same with every person, and in every situation. I don't work up a separate 

character for each relationship, but I do keep this advice firmly in mind when I work.  

 

Step 4 – Defining Moments 

 

When I talk about defining moments, I'm actually talking about two slightly different (but highly 

interconnected) things, both of which are important in writing fiction: Moments of Impact and Moments of 

Refinement. 
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There are, of course, the moments that impact the course of the rest of our lives – the day you got into a car 

accident and became a paraplegic...the day you decided to become a doctor...the day you got your first 

publishing contract in the mail... 

 

Some of these moments of impact are a sort of crossroads, where we had a choice, and we went one way or 

the other. Others left us feeling helpless, but defined us nonetheless.  

 

Moments of refinement, on the other hand, are the kaleidoscope of little things that makes a character who 

he or she is on a daily basis, often as a result of those moments of impact. If you've heard the advice, 

“Show, don't tell,” until you're sick to death of it, then brace yourself because it's coming at you again. You 

have to show me what a character is like, you can't just tell me. You accomplish this through “telling 

details” and defining moments...the little things that come together to form a complete picture.  

 

In the story itself, the moments of refinement become the what, and the moments of impact become the 

why. Both should absolutely be worked into the text itself, so if you have a mind to do so, write these 

moments as vignettes that you can later paste into your story.  

 

To come at this idea from another direction: Don't you hate being told by an author that their heroine is 

passionate? I've been told this so many times that I've put “passionate” on my list of throwaway words. 

What does it mean? And in this case, what is she passionate about? A person could be terribly dull most of 

the time, but you get them rolling on their favorite topic and suddenly...wow! There's life in their eyes you 

never knew was there.  

 

Another common throaway phrase is to say that a woman has a generous spirit. Does that means she wishes 

she can help people, but doesn't actually manage it most of the time? Don't tell me this, show me your 

heroine being generous.  

 

A moment of refinement could show your heroine bringing food to orphans (historical), or hosting a charity 

event to raise money for AIDS research (modern). Great! Now we see your heroine behaving generously, 

but you know what would really help? Knowing why. (When it comes to generous spirits, the why often 

tells us what they're passionate about as well.) 

 

So does she host an AIDS benefit because her brother has the disease? (The discovery would be a defining 

moment of impact.) Now, I'm getting a fuller picture, because not only do I know what she cares about and 

why, but I see that she has enough passion about the cause to take up a leadership role.  

 

What about the woman bringing food to orphanages? Is it noblesse oblige? In that case I'm much more 

inclined to suppose she's just doing her duty as a society lady, rather than think she has a generous spirit. Or 

does she, perhaps, go above and beyond? Has she sent doctors out to tend to sick children? Has she 

personally established her own orphanages with better facilities and staff than the norm, and at her own 

cost? Now, I'm more inclined to think she's generous, but less inclined to believe it's random. I'll be looking 

for a moment of impact to feed into this situation. Did she grow up in an orphanage, perhaps?  

 

This is how you create depth. 

 

You may have noticed that I haven't asked you for personality traits, and I won't. Personality, or the heart 

and soul of a person's inner self, are impossible to define with basic words; they need moments. Next week, 

when I talk about voice, I will talk about how to to show a character being who they are, rather than 
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passively telling me who they are, but it starts right here.  

 

If you're one of those who has found yourself using certain personality/trait words, I want you to pick them 

apart. Ask why the character is that way, and what shows him or her being that way. Here are some 

example words to expand: 

 

Passionate 

Generous or kind 

Sad or melancholy 

Angry or hot-tempered 

Independent 

Outgoing or personable 

Selfish 

 

Just to name a few. Hopefully, this gives you an idea of the kinds of words that need to be back up with real 

experiences to bring the trait to life. When I see these types of things in books, I expect them to be backed 

up with facts. Or actually, I really like it when an author is confident enough of his or her own ability to 

show a character's inner self that they don't use these words at all, only the experiences. (I admit -- I am not 

always confident enough myself to completely forgo the words. It's something I still strive to perfect.) 

 

Day 5: Motivations and SYmpathies 

 

 

I can't entirely separate sympathies and motivations in my mind. I've heard a lot of explanations about what 

makes one hero likeable, and another unlikeable, but for me it often comes down to this: Do I GET him? 

 

Two heroes can do the exact same thing in two different books, but I can like one and loathe the other. I 

have a strange and not-so-secret fascination with kidnap romances, for example, but in a love-it-or-hate-it 

sort of way. To love it, three things have to be in place: 

 

1. The hero has to have a darn good reason for kidnapping the heroine. 

2. The heroine has to try like heck to escape. 

3. He can never cross the sometimes very thin line into rape. 

 

The first one is key. It's why I disliked “Captive Bride” by Johanna Lindsey, in which the so-called hero 

arranged an elaborate kidnapping because he wanted her. That's it. He saw her, tried polite interaction, was 

rebuffed, and so he kidnapped her.  

 

On the other hand, in my favorite example of the sub-genre (and you're going to get more examples from 

this one next week), “Perfect” by Judith McNaught, he doesn't really mean to kidnap her. It's just that he's 

been in prison for a crime he didn't commit, and he escaped, but the whole thing went bad. He was only 

going to hitch a ride with her, not kidnap her, but she heard the radio report and... 

 

Two men, both kidnapping a woman. One I get. One I don't.  

 

It is always worth noting that these things are matters of personal opinion. Both of the books I just used as 

examples are popular and well-read (even if they are a few decades old). Not everyone is going to “get” 

your character, no matter how good you believe his motives are. And some readers won't condone certain 
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actions even if they do get it. It's a part of the equation you simply can't control, although if enough readers 

are suggesting your characters are unsympathetic, you really out to consider why.  

 

But basically, the first and most important thing you can do to make your characters likeable and 

sympathetic, is to answer this question for the reader (the sooner the better): What does he or she want?  

 

Give them a goal. A purpose. In romance, this goal may change, or end up being at cross-purposes with the 

romantic interest, and that's fine. But first and foremost, a character who wants something, and goes after it 

is easier to like than one who doesn't want anything, or who doesn't try to work towards his own happiness.  

 

The second most important thing to do to make your characters likeable is to make them full and believable 

– which is to say everything we're doing in this class. Now, there are certainly some decisions you can 

make that are more easily sympathetic than others. Most of us like people who are generally nice and good, 

although perfection can be grating. (So noble, but flawed.) It is also easier to sympathize with a character 

who is going through a relateable situation (ie the death of a loved one). But every story is different, and 

they aren't all about the sorts of things that easily evoke sympathy. So whatever you're writing, work 

toward having the breadth and depth to make a character pop off the page.  

 

 

Homework: 

 

Start a thread for up to 2 main characters in the Character Chat section of this workshop. Tell us, in his or 

her own words, and in the first person:  

 

1. The first thing you knew about him (how you "met" him or her for the story), then give us a few more 

important details to fill things out.  

2. Something else important, exceptional, interesting, or multi-dimensional about him or her. 

3. Tell us about the most important people in his or her life past and present.  

4. Give us one defining moment of impact, and one defining moment of refinement. (You should definitely 

come up with more than one, but for the sake of time...) 

5. Tell us, as concisely as possible, what it is your character wants. What is his or her goal? 

 

THEN 

 

Respond to other's characters. Ask the character questions directly. I may make some (out of character) 

comments, but this is a meet and greet, so ask questions that help refine, define, and enrich the characters as 

presented. We're going to flesh them out.The characters should answer, once again, in their own voices and 

words.  
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Have I described what I mean by an extra dimension well enough, or do you need more examples?  

 

It's a little hard to describe, because where that extra dimension goes depends upon where you start. If you 

start with a very basic character, made up of a name, age, job title, and basic role, that extra dimension 

might be the key to unlocking both her and the plot. It might be very important. That's the example I gave 

you in the lesson -- the writer/sleuth who then ended up having psychic powers.  

 

But many of you have characters whose primary characteristics are already big picture things -- and I 

suspect much of the plot has been planned as well, if not written -- if this is the case, you can add 

dimension by the simple little things that make a person a whole. A nervous tic. A hobby. A love of 

fashion. A stamp collection. A pet ferret. Something -- anything -- that grabs your interest (it always has to 

start there) and will therefore grab our interest as well.  

 

For me, the key is to come at your new dimension from a different angle. Don't play off of what you've 

already got, try to think of something completely different, almost as if you are coming up with an entirely 

new character, but then merge it together. The result can be entertaining, and you'll feel a click when it 

works. As an outside observer, reading your ideas, I also feel a click when it works. It's like your character 

was in the ER flat-lining, but someone shouted "clear" and for a second, their heart started up. They won't 

completely come to life until the actual story (which is why I'm having you spend the last two weeks 

writing), but there's something coming.  

 

Please ask questions if you don't get it, and don't be afraid to try something, even if you're not sure it's what 

I'm talking about. We'll keep shooting ideas back and forth until we get that click. (Or until you get the 

click, and tell me to leave you alone because you're clicking already! )  
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The events in your story will cause a change in your characters, and this is never more true than in the 

romance genre. Romantic tension is created by the perfect ebb and flow of two opposing forces: That 

which brings them together and that which keeps them apart. In order to achieve their eventual HEA, 

something (or someone) has to give ground. The best romantic tension is created when we desperately want 

two people to get together, but truly understand that for now, at least, they cannot. They are not yet the 

people they need to be for their HEA to happen. 

 

This is the part of characterization that overlaps with plotting. Good story-telling isn't perfectly formulaic, 

but it does lend itself to twists, turns, partial successes, and partial defeats before the end.  

 

For example, when you read a mystery novel, you expect that the sleuth will follow leads, including false 

leads, always striving towards the goal of finding out whodunit. What would happen if, instead, the sleuth 

desperately yearned to find out whodunit, but doesn't take any action towards figuring it out? Or what if 

they gathered all the information they needed in chapter two and spent the next twenty chapters going in 

circles without accomplishing anything? 

 

Good stories require movement and change, just as complex characters do. The two factors (plot and 

character) work together, and are usually inseparable. (Note: There is room in fiction for simple main 

characters, but since you're taking this class, I'm guessing that's not what you're interested in. An example 

of a simple character put to good use is Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot, who is intended to do no more 

than guide the reader through the solution of puzzles.) 

 

Whether you outline or write by the seat of your pants, you will need to consider carefully how your 

character reacts to and is changed by everything that happens. If they see a dead body for the first time, that 

should do something to them. If someone is trying to kill them, then their entire world has been turned 

upside down. How will they respond to that kind of pressure? (People are rarely the same in an emergency 

situation, some for the better, and some for the worse.) 

 

In romance, too, your characters need to work towards goals, and they need to react and change in response 

to their efforts. In fact, in a romance (or even a romantic subplot), the most important “movement” to the 

plot is going to happen inside the characters. Their goals may even change as time goes on, as well as those 

two opposing forces (that which brings them together and that which keeps them apart). 

 

I can't give you a formula for handling this, because every story is so different, especially when your 

romance works together with another type of story. There's an entire sub-genre of romantic suspense out 

there in which the action-packed suspense element takes up so much page time that there's little room for 

the romance to grow or change alongside it. In the worst classified books, I deny the “romance” label at all, 

calling it instead a “hook up.” (In these books, the suspense element had better be good!) In better 

examples of this blending of genres, the romance takes one or two turns along the way.  

 

Two things are important when it comes to change. First, it has to happen. Second, it has to be *earned*.  

 

Things can't change for no reason. If your rake has been determinedly not commuting for years, then I want 

to know: Why now? If you characters finally realize they love one another, then I want to know what 

finally convinced them. The answers can come gradually or suddenly, as long as I believe them when they 

happen. 

 

At this point, you will have to contend with a wide variety of opinions that may or may not match your 
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own. For example, I do not care for what I call “The Quest for the Three Magic Words,” which I blogged 

about a while back: http://christineamsden.com/wordpress/?p=142  

 

Change should happen early, and often.  

 

There is little duller than a story that spins its wheels. In the beginning she can't marry him because 

someone broke her heart and she won't risk it again and he can't marry her because his family needs him to 

marry an heiress. Twenty chapters later, even though they've had many passionate interludes, she's still 

afraid of risking her heart, and he's still afraid of defying his family.  

 

Change does more than entertain, though. When the romantic tension shifts and changes, it creates 

moments that squeeze a reader's heart – perfect pain. You can also think about it as “things getting worse 

before they get better.” What if, in the setup I just threw out there, we change things up a bit: Maybe she 

finally decides to risk her heart, but the day she works up the nerve to tell him, she reads the news of his 

betrothal in the paper. Heartbroken, she flees, just missing the hero who was on his way to tell her that his 

family had put the announcement in the paper, but he had no intention of following through. Now, that 

which keeps them apart is a series of tragic misunderstandings. 

 

One of the first romance authors I ever read was Judith McNaught, and I still enjoy her stuff because she 

does such a great job with those tension-shifting elements. My favorite novel of hers is Perfect, which I will 

use as an example:  

 

Setup: Hero escapes from prison, which doesn't go off as planned. He ends up hitching a ride with heroine, 

and then kidnaps her when she recognizes him. (He was a movie star before he went to prison.) The heroine 

resists hero because he kidnapped her and she believes he's a murderer. Hero resists heroine emotionally 

because he's on the run, though he has no problem with seducing her. After a series of escape attempts, we 

get to the first... 

 

Shift: The heroine comes to believe the hero was innocent of the murder. She's very attracted to him, and 

visa versa (bringing them together). But the hero is still on the run, so they still can't stay together for 

longer than a few days (keeping them apart). 

Eventually, the heroine goes home, and the hero escapes to Mexico. She wants so badly to get together that 

she tells him she's pregnant so he'll let her go into hiding with him. Things seem like they're going to end 

happily when... 

 

Shift: Heroine comes into some new information which convinces her the hero is actually guilty of murder.  

 

What follows is the most painful part of the book, so I'll stop before giving away anymore spoilers. There 

are two more shifts, though. I do highly recommend this book, with a fair warning that the initial setup 

takes quite a while.  

 

HOMEWORK 

 

Start a new homework thread for this assignment. You'll be using the third person, and if you've been 

working with a hero and heroine, you'll discuss them both together in a single thread.  

 

Post the initial dynamic between your characters. What brings them together? What keeps them apart? 

Then, think of some ways to shift that dynamic. What changes? What keeps them apart now? What brings 

http://christineamsden.com/wordpress/?p=142
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them together? In the end, how will they deserve their HEA? 

 

For those who are not writing straight romance, I hope you will also share any character changes that come 

about due to your blended plot. Fox example: If she doesn't believe in ghosts, but there are ghosts in your 

novel, what finally convinces her?  

 

Try to summarize things as succinctly as possible, especially if you've already done a lot of work on this 

story and know every detail. We don't need to know every detail, just an overview.  

 

RESPOND with critique and suggestions. If a particular change doesn't ring true, say so. Honesty is the 

best policy, especially if it prevents someone from investing hours in a plot that won't work. 
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Point of view, or POV in internet shorthand, describes who is telling the story and more importantly, how.  

 

The most basic aspect of POV is person: first person (I), second person (you), third person (he/she). Fiction 

is most commonly told in first or third person singular. Second person is very rare outside of instructional 

manuals (such as cookbooks), though it is notable in the old “Choose Your Own Adventure” books that I 

used to read as a child.  

 

Going hand in hand with person is tense, which breaks down into past (I went to the movie.), present (I go 

to the movie.), and future (I will go to the movie.). Most fiction is told in the past tense, though there is a 

small but growing trend toward present tense stories.  

 

Before you can begin writing, you have to determine whether you will be telling your story in first, second, 

or third person and whether it will be in past, present, or future tense.  

 

I'm going to stop here and say that if you don't have an amazing reason, stay away from second person and 

future tense. Present tense is becoming more common but it, too, can raise some hackles (including mine, if 

I'm being honest) and is difficult to do well. I find that it has a dreamlike quality and in fact, have switched 

to sections of present tense narrative for describing dreams. The other common use for present tense is in 

synopses and summaries (such as for querying agents and publishers), which should always be written in 

the present tense.  

 

Probably because most stories are told in past tense, it is easier for most of us to think that way, which is 

why, all else being equal, I recommend using past tense.  

 

First Person 

 

A first person story is one in which the narrator (or story teller) relates events that happened in his or her 

own life. Since the narrator is talking about himself, there is a certain degree of intimacy with that narrator. 

We're reading his own words. On the other hand, since we generally assume that the narrator is talking 

about events that happened some time ago, there is a distance in time. We (the readers) are aware that the 

narrator knows how it all ends and probably, that he lived to tell the tale. This also means that the dramatic 

tension in the story is less likely to center around mortal danger to the main character.  

 

When a first person narrator is telling a story, the narrator is a character and his motives for relaying the 

information can be important. Why is he telling the story? When? Is he writing in journal entries 

throughout the course of the story (in which case he may not know the final outcome) or is he looking back 

on his youth while sitting in an old folk's home? And why is he writing all of this down, anyway? These 

questions don't have to be answered directly in the story, but they are good things to keep in mind as they 

will help you find your character's unique voice.  

 

First person narrators are not as restricted by perfect writing etiquette as third person narrators are. (Note: 

This is not a license to write badly.) They can crack jokes, talk directly to the reader, blatantly foreshadow 

future events, etc.  

 

Aside from creating a distance in time, another big difficulty with writing a first person story is establishing 

gender and name, both of which happen easily in the third person. “I” is gender neutral, and it is an 

inescapable fact of human nature that we tend to want to know, first and foremost, is it a boy or a girl? 

(Hence the first question we ask after finding out that a woman has had a healthy delivery.)  
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Simply spilling out biographical information is usually a bad idea, but somehow, either through action or 

voice, you need to make the details seem natural and interesting. You do have one convenient tool – the 

voice of your character – to help you, but be careful. Your primary goal in the first few paragraphs is to 

hook the reader, which is unlikely to happen if you begin with, “My name is Christine.” This may mean 

that your reader will go several paragraphs or even a page or two without knowing the name or gender of 

your main character.  

 

Another limitation of first-person stories is that you will typically only have one viewpoint character. I have 

read stories with alternating first-person narrators and it sometimes works, but this is the exception rather 

than the rule. Usually, if you want to offer the reader more than one perspective, you want to write in the 

third person.  

 

In my opinion, first person point of view is the more difficult choice for beginning writers, even though it is 

by far the more common choice for those same writers. When I began writing, I sort of saw myself as the 

star in my own stories and naturally chose the “I” to tell them. Later, when I learned what I was doing, I 

chose to learn the craft through third person and only recently decided to try my hand at first person. 

 

You may think it would be an easier method for beginners, since I specifically said that first person 

narrators can be a little bit more informal and aren't quite as tied down to the rules, but breaking the rules is 

more difficult than following them, at least if you're going to break them in a way that works. It's best to 

understand the rules before you start trying to work around them.  

 

This isn't meant to be discouraging, but rather to get you to stop and give serious thought to the reasons for 

and implications of using a first person narrator. Ultimately, you can do it just because you want to, but 

giving it a little study and thought can, if nothing else, help you understand your readers' expectations.  

 

I'm going to go out on a limb here and say that good first person has a distinctive voice that lets the 

character show his or her personality through the words. I don't enjoy first person stories if the words “he” 

or “she” could be substituted for “I” with minimal consequences. This approach throws away all the 

advantages of the first-person narrator (character intimacy and stylistic freedom) while embracing all the 

disadvantages (distance in time, limited viewpoint, establishing gender, etc.) 

 

Note for romance writers: I originally wrote this section for my world building workshop, aimed at science 

fiction and fantasy writers. It all holds true for any fiction writers, but I will give one additional word of 

warning to romance writers: You probably want to write in the third person. Almost all genre romance is 

third person, either going back and forth between the hero and heroine, or told in a loosely omniscient 

manner. Knowing what both characters think and feel creates interest and tension.  

 

There is one exception: Urban fantasy/paranormal romance (a cross-over genre that is still in its infancy but 

gaining rapid popularity) is often told in first person from the point of view of a strong female heroine who 

is the primary focus of the story. My own Cassie Scot novels are told this way, and for the following 

reasons: It is a sub-genre norm, the story ultimately belongs to Cassie and no one else, and because I get to 

write with a bit of attitude. And even I have quasi-cheated by using third person limited omniscient in 

prologues and epilogues, to get into the romantic hero's mind. I found it very difficult to write a complete 

romance without having some inkling of what was going on in his mind as well. (Prologues and epilogues 

don't have to follow the same rules as the rest of the story and are considered outside of it. Even so, I took a 

risk in making that choice.) 
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Third Person 

 

The classic third person tale takes the form of an omniscient narrator who knows all and sees all. He can 

relate any event and the thoughts of any character. Quite the opposite of the first person narrator, the 

omniscient third person narrator is close in time (relating events as they happen) but distant in character. 

This is typically a shallow perspective in the sense that we don't get intimate with any of the characters or 

deeply immersed in their thoughts. We might get relevant thoughts as they become important, but that's 

about it.  

 

The challenge with this sort of viewpoint in modern writing is that we have to compete with the television, 

which gives us live-action audio/video stories. We need to find a way to give the reader more, and one 

thing that books can do better than movies is get inside a person's head.  

 

This is where third person limited omniscient comes in. It is a relatively recent movement in literature, but 

it is my favorite, both to read and to write. Limited omniscient means that we know everything that one 

character knows and sees but nothing that he doesn't know and doesn't see. It's like the narrator is sitting 

inside his head, relating details from within his own brain. This perspective has huge advantages – namely 

that it is distant in neither time nor character. We are right there, in the moment, and in the character's own 

mind.  

 

You do have the option, in a third person limited perspective story, to move from perspective to perspective 

when telling the story, but there needs to be a clear break when you do this (either a chapter or a page 

break). It is also best, whenever possible, not to introduce a new point of view character until we have met 

or at least referenced him in a previous part of the book. This is particularly good advice if you have many 

POV characters.  

 

Note to romance writers: Due to different genre expectations, you may introduce the hero and/or heroine 

without us having met them through another POV first. This is because we know they're going to exist, and 

are looking for them to appear. However, you run a huge risk if you introduce another viewpoint character 

before introducing the hero and heroine. We're going to assume that the first two comparable opposite-

gendered characters we run across are your hero and heroine. 

 

If you use third person limited omniscient, we will expect to know what each POV character knows as it 

becomes relevant, so if you want to hide information, you may want to limit perspective. In other words, if 

Bill knows who killed Susie, and you don't want the reader to know who killed Susie, don't put us in Bill's 

head! 

 

When in doubt, I recommend third person limited omniscient. There is a lot to be gained by learning this 

technique well, even if you go off to use other points of view in the future.  

 

Withholding information in POV: I was originally trained as a writer in the speculative fiction genre, and 

though I have broadened my horizons since then, one thing I learned in the beginning still follows me 

around: Withholding information in POV creates annoyance, not drama.  

 

The romance genre as a whole is very guilty of having its characters withhold information, often in the 

form of some “secret” the hero or heroine doesn't want to other to know about. It often comes out to the 

reader when it comes out to the other party.  
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After years of reading romance novels, I have *grudgingly* come to excuse this technique, but I hate it, 

hate it, hate it!  

 

Example: Romancing Mister Bridgerton by Julia Quinn. I really like this author, so don't get turned off 

because I'm picking on her. It just so happens that this particular book could have been my absolute favorite 

in her Bridgerton series, but it wasn't. Why? Because the heroine knew something she wasn't telling. The 

information was relevant, in-her-face, and we were theoretically inside her head, yet somehow, it just didn't 

get mentioned until about the halfway point. Which meant, essentially, that for half of the book I didn't 

really know the heroine at all. I was cheated – and not because I couldn't figure out the secret (I rather 

suspected it was coming). Worse, I was cheated out of an honest relationship with the heroine who 

reminded me more of myself than any other heroine in the series (the wallflower). I even read it through a 

second time, wondering if knowing the secret for sure would change my opinion, but it actually made 

things worse.  

 

A lot of times, writers believe that keeping something back creates drama, but this only works in mystery 

novels, when the protagonist is just as in the dark as we are, and we figure it out together. True drama is 

created when we know exactly what is going on, and care very deeply about it.  

 

Which brings me to... 

 

VOICE 

 

When I had you writing as your character last week, I encouraged you not only to answer the questions 

posed by others, but also to try to answer it in the way your character would have. This is voice. It's not just 

a collection of memories and facts – it's also attitude and personality.  

 

Whether you write in the first or third person, you get us particularly close to your characters when you 

offer us a touch of attitude.  

 

But wait, there's more! Attitude conveys emotion, and can even evoke emotion in the reader. Going back 

to, “Show, don't tell!” Attitude is the show. The tell is a clinical summary of how someone is feeling:  

 

Mark was happy to see his father again after all these years.  

 

vs. 

 

Damn, it felt good to see his dad again after all these years.  

 

Attitude calls upon everything you know about a character, and brings it to life. It's more than the icing on 

the cake, because without it, we can't even taste the cake. Ultimately, attitude is the tool you use to strip a 

character from a worksheet, and put it in a story. It's the reason I structured this workshop the way I did. 

 

When I'm alone, and don't have a group of eager peers with which to brainstorm, I use first-person journals 

to help me capture that attitude. Basically, whether I'm writing in the first person or not, I sit down and tell 

a character's story in his or her own words, and I keep telling it until I feel that spark of life. Eventually, 

instead of throwing out rote facts, I'll be giving opinions, even biased ones, complaining, telling jokes, and 

trying to understand.  
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I continue to use journals during the writing process as well. I call these chapter journals, although I don't 

have an entry for every chapter. When I feel the need, I get back into my character, having them relate what 

has happened so far, and telling me how it has impacted or changed them.  

 

Even in third person (and thanks to the limited omniscient option), we want to know what a character 

thinks about what is going on at all times. As often as you can, ask yourself, “How does he or she feel 

about that?” Then relay the information to the reader.  

 

HOMEWORK 

 

As soon as possible: Choose your POV. Who is telling the story? First or third? Past or present? If third, are 

you going to try for limited omniscient or something else? If you're not sure, run it by the class and we'll 

see if we can help. If you are, move on to... 

 

Work on your final class project. You have two weeks to work on it, although if you get done sooner, I 

welcome you submission so I don't have to read each and every one on the last day of class!  

 

Start a new thread one last time for this project. 

 

Let's see how your character's voices are working right there on the page. Please submit *no more than* 3k 

words (you may submit less, especially if you just don't have time to write that much – give us your best 

500 words if that's all you have). You may do this two different ways: 

 

1. Submit *up to* the first 3k words of your novel. This is the right option if you are writing in the first 

person, or in third person with only one viewpoint character. 

2. Submit *up to* the first 1.5 k words of your novel. Then skip to the part where your second main 

character first enters the story, and submit *up to* the first 1.5 k words of their perspective. (If you've had 

to skip over something important, briefly summarize it before giving us the new perspective.) 

 

If you're going to be telling this story from both your hero and heroine's perspectives, I want you to do #2. 

The reason is simple: I have seen an amazing number of writers settle more comfortably into one character 

than the other. This will be our last look at your main characters, so let's give them each a fair shake.  

 

RESPOND to at least three other assignments. Since there is a large group of participants, I'm going to tell 

you which three to read. (It won't be entirely random – the first 4 participants to submit a story will be a 

group, then the next 4, then...)  

 

We are focusing on character, so especially offer your perspectives on the character and voice, but if 

something else jumps out at you, don't be afraid to mention it. There's no reason to waste a perfectly good 

critiquing opportunity, so if you have a setting issue, don't be afraid to say so. (I won't!)  

 

If you have time, read and respond to others as well. There is a strange truth about crit groups to consider: 

You often learn as much or more from crits of other people's work as you do from your own. You're too 

close to your own, but if you see how a comment rings true for someone else, it might suddenly help you 

understand something about your own work.  


