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Introduction

	About 40 books and three screenplays ago, when I was stretching my wings as a beginning writer, searching for methodology, format, and voice, I went through volumes of ‘how to’ books. About half of those went in the trash because they assumed I’d already completed a couple of manuscripts. The remainder fell into two categories. First, writing is really hard, but here is a secret, and second, what I can only call smoke and mirror advice that would never work for a fledgling writer. The bottom line: nothing spoke to me as an absolute beginner writer. When I contacted successful writers, they had little advice I could use. Agents wouldn’t talk to me without a retainer. I finally found two books that spoke to me. I talk about those at length later. I also fell back on some advice from a creative writing teacher I had in high school who was a published writer. (I should have listened to him in the first place.) I’ve written this book because of the lack of guidance in the how-to-write fiction category and the first steps necessary for the beginning writer.

	Where this book starts

	This book starts at the beginning. I’ll guide you in creating the writer’s attitude and developing the fierce determination necessary to complete a manuscript. Next, we’ll discuss the difference between a good idea for a story and one that can be put into story form. In the process, you’ll learn where your best ideas come from and how to harness them.

	With a story idea firmly in mind, we’ll move on to the fiction writer’s fundamentals: Where you sit when you write, how long you sit, and how to calculate a reasonable number of words you’ll put down in one sitting. In the process, you will gain self-confidence and learn to write a predictable number of words and pages. This book is not about providing a method so much as helping you create a personal skill set. Along the way, I’ll show you how to determine a writing method that fits you, one you can add to your skill set. Outlining, creating step sheets, writing from the seat of your pants, and even “writing into the dark” will be examined to help you choose the one that feels right for you. Although many of the precepts in this book are for the writer just starting out, they are arguably what all writers have passed through, adopted, or experienced.

	Throughout this book, you’ll acquire the ability and capacity through deliberate, systematic, and sustained effort to carry out the complex activity of writing smoothly, and that starts with the development of your personal fiction writer’s skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Fundamentals

	The fiction writer’s skill set fundamentals are essential first pieces to the puzzle of putting down your story in words. They consist of knowing how many words you write in an hour and where and when you write.

	Your skill set defines you as a writer. We all want to put out that unique story. Quality formatting, editing, and a great book cover are a given. However, how you write that unique story is based on your skill set. Someone once said that writing is easy: All you have to do is sit staring at a blank sheet of paper until drops of blood form on your forehead. Sadly, many writers have taken that statement seriously. When you write within your skill set, you avoid the premise that writing necessitates bloodletting. But you also need a healthy fiction writer’s attitude.

	Knowing the number of words you can write in an hour helps develop your thoughts about yourself as a writer. Serious writing is not a hobby, a time filler, or an easy way to make money in your spare time. Your head should be in your book project even when your body isn’t at the keyboard. To succeed as a writer, at any level, you must have regular work hours and a regular workplace and know the number of words you can produce in an hour. These three skill set fundamentals, along with seriousness of purpose, equate to predictability and healthy expectations.

	The one sure way to become a successful writer, whatever your definition of success, is to write a lot. And the easiest way to write a lot is to know how many words you can write in an hour. Once you have your story idea, knowing the number of words you can produce hourly allows you to set deadlines, page, and word goals.

	Before I get into words per hour, I want to cover the myths and merits of writing fast. Simply said, writing fast does not equate to poor writing. Both Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald were fast writers. Walter B. Gibson, AKA Maxwell Grant, author of the Shadow mystery series, wrote several episodes a month to the tune of over a million words a year. Generally, writing fast means writing more, and as I mentioned, in writing, more equates to better. Now, let’s take a look at the number of hours in a day and calculate words per hour.

	Let’s say you write a single manuscript page of 250 words in about 15 minutes. That’s one page in 15 minutes. Now, if you write 15 minutes daily for 365 days (one year), you’ll have your novel. That would make you a one-book-a-year author. Just think that if you wrote 30 minutes daily, you would have two books at the end of a year. Imagine.

	Now, here’s an ugly question. If you’re writing 30 minutes a day, what are you doing with the other 23 and a half hours? I’m sure your boss demands an eight-hour day and a high level of productivity for that day. They might also expect an increase in productivity in that eight hours over days, weeks, or years on the job. Would you ask any less of yourself for your writing time? The difference is, of course, that your book will become passive income, while your day job stops paying when you stop working. Indeed, your book will be selling somewhere in the world while you sleep.

	Remember, writing fast equates to better writing and more books, which equals broader marketing for greater passive income. This leads us back to knowing how many words you write an hour. Time yourself. Dialogue is slow for me, and action is fast. I write between 700 and 1,000 words an hour. When knowledge of your skill set includes knowing your words per hour, you can adjust the number of hours you want to write out of 24 or the number of words/pages you want to produce in a day. That’s choice, and I love it. Sit down and time yourself. Write one 250-word page of pure action and then one with scene and dialogue; those numbers are the variable portions of your skill set. The more you write, the better writer you’ll become, and the faster you’ll be able to write, and on and on it goes.

	Twenty-five years ago, in 1999, I wrote Body Parts, a 200-page medical thriller, in 30 days. That works out to roughly 1,500 words a day for 30 days and that equates to an hour and a half of writing a day for one month. This wasn’t a surprise because I knew my skill set.

	Take the time to figure out the number of words you can predictably produce in an hour and add that figure to your skill set.

	Another key factor determining how long you’re at the keyboard involves the ability to get the idea into words, on paper, or into a computer. The ability to move the idea via the fingers to the page is typing. But remember that George R.R. Martin, famous for Game of Thrones, writes his stories in longhand. Quentin Tarantino likes to write his screenplays by hand. However, Larry McMurtry, author of the Lonesome Dove series, uses a typewriter. James Michener says that he first spent 12 to 15 hours a day at his typewriter.

	What do these authors have in common? They all excel at their skill set. Write, pen to paper, on a typewriter, or use a computer. Choose a method that works for you, and you’ve added to your skill set yet again. Now, it’s time to look at where you write and why.

	Many good story ideas have been lost in the minutiae of life. Mark Twain locked himself in a room to write, not to be disturbed. Should he be needed, his wife would blow a horn. Robert B. Parker, who wrote Spencer for Hire and the Jesse Stone series, began pounding out a story from when he got up in the morning until noon. My point is that these two authors knew how to pull themselves out of the whirlwind  of life. I’m not saying you need to lock yourself in a room, but having a place to write is part of your writer’s skill set.

	Think of it this way. In your TV room, you watch television; in the kitchen, you cook; and in your garage, you park your car. Call it a writer’s den or whatever your creative mind desires, but that’s where you write. This is where you do the deed. You may wander through the day with a plot or character in your head, but once you enter your personal writer’s domain, that plot plays out, and the character you’ve been nurturing all day comes to life.

	The last of the three skill set fundamentals is deciding how long you remain at the keyboard, and it’s the first skill set fundamental that allows you to make that decision and feel comfortable about it.

	You have a story idea but you’re not certain how long it’s going to be. Sixty thousand words are about 240 pages. Find a paperback that’s about that length. How many chapters does it have, and how long are the chapters? Now, find a paperback with about 360 pages. How does that one feel? Let’s say that you figure somewhere between the two, 320 pages. You’re not really shooting for that number of pages but are using 320 to help determine how long you’ll write each day based on words per hour.

	We’ll take my 1000 words per hour. I know I can write for one hour in the morning, which is four pages. Between noon and five, I can squeeze in three hours, that’s twelve pages. From six to ten, I can write another three hours, another 12 pages for a total of 28 pages a day. That writing schedule would allow me to write a 300+ page book in eleven days. That seems fast, so now I get real. I live in the mountains, and as of this writing, I’m preparing for winter. I have a small business downtown that demands my attention three days a week, and well, you get the picture. I set word goals for each day. Sometimes, I set them in advance, but most days, I set my word goal for the day when I first get up. The truth is that a 300-page book would probably take me a month or more.

	First and foremost, I know my story inside and out. I know the hook, the middle, and the end. But I also know where and when I’m going to write, and of course, I have a good idea of how many words I can expect to write in an hour.

	But there is something else. The chair I sit in and the 1920s oak writer’s desk I sit at all scream out what I’m supposed to be doing. I wouldn’t dream of cooking in the garage or parking my car in the living room, and I can’t imagine doing anything but writing in my writer’s loft, in front of my computer, sitting at my desk. Whether I’m writing for only an hour or six, I feel like a writer, and that’s a feeling you want to include in your skill set.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	The Right Stuff

	The right stuff to become a writer is part reality, yours, and everyone else’s. It takes commitment and the allure of the craft. It takes an internal stirring, a thirst that can’t be quenched, and a story that needs to be told.

	This book is for the beginner writer, meaning you’re ready to write that first sentence or work on your second or third manuscript.

	Consider that your choice to become a writer is a commitment to change. Listen to yourself. How often do you find yourself saying: ‘I don’t have the time.’ If that’s true, and between a demanding job and family obligations you honestly can’t find the time for anything but the same routine, writing isn’t for you. But you really have a story to tell; here comes the first change. Morning, noon, or night. The morning before the family is up, on your noon lunch break, or at night when everyone else is asleep. Make the time.

	Perhaps the most difficult change is in your commitment. Truth, the more it leaks out among family and friends that you’re writing a book, the more their personal doubts will be heaped on your shoulders. You’ll never get published. You won’t be able to afford an editor. Then you’ll run into those who could write a book if they wanted to. Commitment is attitude. It allows you to smile in the face of doubters and laugh at all your friends who could write a book if they wanted to. A fierce determination is necessary to get you past all the distractions.

	There is no substitute for good study habits. It begins with something as simple as spell check. If you want to be a better speller, you’ll delete (or whiteout) every misspelled word and type it in correctly. I have books on writing from every angle, syntax, grammar, spelling, scene structure, dialogue, character, you name it. I listen to how people talk; I read screenplays for the excitement of the action scene. I’m always studying and learning. It’s said that a fiction writer’s learning curve is nearly vertical and goes on forever.

	If a beginning writer had a compass, the needle would be spinning back and forth from one direction to another. The new writer is constantly confronted with decisions: Novel, novella, or short story. Outline or write from the seat of your pants. Write to word or page goals. Use that old typewriter or a computer, MS Word or Scrivener. The questions that need answering are endless, and the decisions you make will determine the direction you take.

	When was the last time you took stock of your inner self? Whatever you write, it will reveal some aspect of yourself. Does self-revelation scare you? Personal feelings and emotions are at the center of good fiction. Author Jack M. Bickham says that’s one of the reasons fiction writing can be so tiring, and it’s something nonwriters can’t understand. Writing a strong emotional scene is powerful. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve had to stop writing to wipe away the tears. Then the next day, when I read my work out loud, I can’t finish because I get all choked up.

	The beginning writer should be writing for the chance of success, whatever that is to you. If you become a writer, you need to write against all odds: critiques, praise, rejection, hope, and despair. The requisite for a successful writer isn’t talent so much as guts and knowing in your heart of hearts that if you stop writing, that chance for success is gone. As a beginning writer, you need the guts to beat back the internal demons and fend off the external doubters. Can you do that? This book is about arming yourself for the journey ahead.

	 


CHAPTER 3

	The Writer’s Mind Set

	I’m convinced that the writer’s mind is always plotting and creating characters and then placing them in really tough situations. Think of the mind as the primordial soup that produced life; only in the case of the writer it produces stories. The following answers the question I’m asked most often: Where do story ideas come from?

	We all have what I call flash, stroke, epiphany, eureka, or lightbulb moments. But an idea is rarely a single thought. It is a series of connected ideas that seem to appear as one to the creative mind. But what separates the creative from the not-so-creative isn’t so much the ability to come up with ideas but the ability to trust them or trust ourselves to realize them. That trust comes in knowing we have the skill to produce an initial idea. Then, the willingness to take risks with the idea. That would be to push the idea and the self beyond the safe and comfortable. Still, where do ideas come from? They come from within and without and the interaction of the two.

	There are five steps for preparing a mindset that will be receptive to an idea.

	Step One: Preparation

	
		Ideas come to those prepared to receive them. For the fiction writer, this means keeping an open mind for a potential plot line or character situation.

	

	Step Two: Paying Attention

	
		Recognize the need for a story idea and take note of the world around you.



	Step Three: Curiosity

	
		This is the open mind taking in the immediate environment and asking ‘what if?’



	Step Four: Effort

	
		Ideas are cheap. Capturing them and putting them down in words is hard work.

		Serendipity is two-fold. First, it’s about having the correct receptive fiction writer’s mindset. Second: The ability to make connections between ideas.

		Develop these five elements, and you’ll start engaging with your world more creatively.



	What’s the takeaway from all this?

	Acknowledge that you’re a writer of fiction. Keep an open mind for all ideas. Pay attention, stay curious, and be ready to work a string of ideas into a story.

	Step four says it all. Effort. How does the writer go about putting down the words? You know how they’ll look when you do. We all know about distractions, most of which we can effectively remove. But what about writer’s block? There’s a word for when an action has an effect opposite to the expected outcome. Counterproductive. During writer’s block, you may feel flat and uncreative. You re-read your step sheet and still can’t connect the dots.

	The expected outcome is that if you sit down and write, it will be counterproductive, non-creative, and certainly won’t get you back on track with your story. Remember that you’re working to get past writer’s block first and back to your story second. Once that is accomplished, you’ll easily fall into step with your story. So, the writer’s block solution is simple: you’re a writer, write. Put down anything and, in the process, let go of all the emotion that comes with being unable to write what you want. No guilt, and there is no shame in being blocked. There’s only guilt and shame when you give in to writer’s block.

	You’re sitting in your writer’s den, at your writer’s desk, and up until a little bit ago, you were writing. Then, wham, writer’s block sets in. Change gears and write about anything else. The simple act of writing will often draw out the creative in you. I personally don’t believe in writer’s block. What?

	I worked in the medical field for many years and found that if I gave the patient a diagnosis, they would live up to it. Kind of the opposite of a placebo, given a sugar pill and told it will cure their ache, and guess what? It does. If you lean back and curse that damn writer’s block, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Next thing you know, you’re going to the internet. You Google in writer’s block, and all the symptoms come up on the screen, and sure enough, they validate your worst fear, yup, writer’s block.

	Before I list the steps you can take to get rid of writer’s block, I want to equip you with the thinking pattern that will keep it from returning. Because if you work your way out of the black hole and simply get on with your story it will surely return. So here’s a pep talk that gives you the patterns of thought that will prevent it from returning.

	Like Dorothy in the Wizard of OZ, remember the ending; all she needed to do to get home was click her heels together three times while reciting, ‘There’s no place like home.’ Don’t get caught up in the writer’s block journey. Unlike the scarecrow, the tin man, and the cowardly lion, you have a brain filled with the knowledge necessary to write, a heart overflowing with fierce determination, and the courage of your convictions that, indeed, you are a writer. In place of the ruby slippers, you have a keyboard, so click away and remember that you’re mentally equipped to write, have a fierce determination to finish your book project, and have the courage of your convictions to take all the critics with a grain of salt.

	Almost everything you do in life, from the first steps to getting your driver’s license to learning a musical instrument, you go through a learning process. In every endeavor, you will have setbacks and times when you don’t feel like you are improving. In a conversation with my friend Steve Smith, drummer for the group Journey, we discussed how it takes 10,000 hours to become accomplished at almost anything you choose to do. With writing, it’s 300,000 words or three manuscripts. Since this book is for the beginning writer or the writer with their first manuscript, it can only be expected that you’ll struggle a bit and, yes, encounter writer’s block.

	If you’ve recited the mantra: I am a writer and have tried sitting in your writer’s den leaning over the keyboard but are still drawing a blank. It’s time to shift gears. The following steps will help you out of writer’s block and set you up so you’ll never get stuck again.

	1.The first step in dealing with writer’s block is to be preventive. Before you start on your first book project, line up two others. Actually, start with five ideas. Write a paragraph on each describing the entire story. You’ll find that a couple of stories will be easy to sketch out, while the remaining are a drag. Work up to three. Your favorite idea is the one that really floats your boat. It will call to you; it will be all you can do not to start on that one right away. But now you have three.

	The idea is that if you’re in the middle of that first choice and hit a brick wall, set that story aside and start with the hook on the second. No writer’s block here; you simply switched to another idea. What you’ve done is keep the creative juices flowing. You may complete your second choice or jump back on the first and finish it.

	2. The second step in dealing with writer’s block is a natural choice you made early on. Formal outline, step sheet, or mind map. At some point, when you begin to flesh out your story idea, you choose a method.

	When you stall out in the middle of chapter 13, go back to your method. Follow the character and all she had to go through from beginning to end. Relax and remember how excited you were when you finished whatever method you used. Go back and figure out where chapter 13 occurred. Is it a place where the story slows? If that’s the case, it’s probably because it wasn’t your favorite part of the story but was an aspect you couldn’t leave out. Now’s your chance to pump it up and get excited about it.

	3. The third step is to read the story out loud, up to where you hit the wall. Get dramatic; get into the plot, character, and scene. If you have notes, read them out loud.

	4. This is perhaps the most important for the new writer. Give yourself a break. You have a daily word or page goal; let it go for a day. Give yourself a mental break. Guilt-free. Don’t make any excuses for not writing; just don’t write.

	5. Perhaps the best cure for writer’s block is to know your story inside and out. But to escape it totally, there is nothing better than having another story in the wings.

	Being able to deal with writer’s block is another skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER 4

	Structure

	I’ll assume that you now have a rough idea for a book. Right now, it’s in your head, or maybe you’ve sketched out a few ideas that you feel will make a good story. Before you establish the fundamentals that will aid you in laying down that story, and before you choose a method for formatting and deciding on a personal style and voice that will go into the creation of your manuscript, you need to understand the bare bones of story structure.

	Unlike poetry or sonnets that demand a specific structure, the fiction novel isn’t so rigid. There is a nonspecific framework for a novel, and that’s where I’ll begin.

	The beginning of your book should lay out promises and possibilities. It may scatter bodies across a field or create an immediate emotional moment. Whatever you decide, it should happen within the first paragraph. Maybe you’ll use a prologue to set the tone or to introduce special information about the protagonist. But that first page needs to reach out and grab the reader; that’s your hook.

	The hook is exciting, but the excitement can’t stop there. There’s nothing worse than creating a really hot first chapter that leads into a sea of story minutia, which leads us into the body of the story and how not to fall into that miasma. Pages are filled with paragraphs filled with sentences.

	That seems simple enough, but it’s the number of pages, length of the paragraphs, and quality of the sentences that make the book a page-turner to the very end.

	We’ll start with the number of pages. This can vary based on the font size but it is generally accepted that a page is 250 words. That would make a 300-page book roughly 75,000 words. Common novel size ranges from 60,000 to 90,000. Pages are broken into chapters. Some authors prefer to keep the chapters the same length. There was a time when chapters were between 12 and 20 pages, but as of this writing, it’s recognized that the reader may not have the time to consume a long chapter in a single sitting. People are busier today than in decades past.

	Paragraphs fill the chapters. They may be long or just a few sentences. Keep in mind that a page that contains only two paragraphs can be a little mind-numbing unless it’s exciting stuff. When you’re changing points of view or moving on to the next topic, you’ll create a paragraph break to let the reader know there’s a change, and at the same time, you’ll be letting a little of the paper show through and that makes reading easier on the eyes. Generally, it’s thought that shorter paragraphs tend to convey more forward movement in your story, something that is invaluable to a page-turner. Paragraphs consist of sentences.

	Sentences will open the paragraph and should be short, to the point, and lead the reader deeper into the paragraph. Your sentences can be transitional and lead the reader to the next exciting chapter. A 250-word page may have five fifty-word paragraphs. Each of these paragraphs may contain sentences ranging from ten to twenty words. Read your paragraphs out loud. The sentences should carry you along and be readable. One rambling sentence can slow the paragraph and the entire page. The last paragraph of the last page of a chapter should be a mini hook that causes the reader to continue reading to find out what happens.

	The end of the book is just as important as the opening hook. You don’t want to keep the reader on a roller coaster ride through the book only to have an anticlimactic end. The end of the book should answer the story question, make connections, or even answer a question posed in the hook. You can always use an epilogue to explain what the protagonist did after the dust settled. You can also use an epilogue to lead to a sequel.

	You now know the barest of bones of story structure. Now it’s time to flesh out your story idea.

	I’m going to start with the plot because that’s the framework you hang your story on. Plots may vary, but for your first manuscript, you can’t go wrong with a three-act structure. First, define a problem, quest, or challenge. Then, describe the obstacles that get in the way of solving the problem. Finally, resolve the problem in some way so that the character grows or has new insights about themselves. This is your one-sentence premise: a plot where a character wants something, but there are obstacles in the way, and they must pay a cost or personally change to get what they want but ultimately come out the better for the effort. Simple enough. Now you have to dress it up.

	Your obstacles live in scenes and are your story action. Within a scene, there is usually a goal, conflict, and failure, all leading to the next scene. Scenes move the story forward. Scenes are show, not tell, and not something going on inside someone’s head. Chapter by chapter, scenes unfold that challenge the protagonist’s character. If the scene is to move the story forward, it must not end well. The protagonist is the main character, usually the good guy.

	Before we get into the creation of your character, it’s time to decide whether you want your story plot-driven or character-driven. You’ll often hear that character drives the book. However, if you have a great plot and a mediocre character, the reader may finish the book and pick up another of the author’s works to see if the character has grown any. On the other hand, you may have a well-described character that the reader can really relate to, but they may never finish the book if there is a weak plot.

	Conclusion

	You need to create a character that makes the reader care what happens to them and develop a powerful plot to challenge the character at every scene.

	If you have several characters and aren’t sure who should be the lead, just assign that title to the one you like the best. 

	Character development can be a study in show don’t tell. As your character is consumed by a scene’s obstacle, don’t tell how they’re challenged by a snowstorm. Show by describing the resulting frostbitten hands as they cling to the ski poles and how his squinting eyes see only blurs. Tag action to his hands and eyes. Each scene with its goal, conflict, and failure is your chance to drag the reader into that scene for an emotional moment. And in that moment they will read with bated breath to see how the character grows and survives. 

	Let your character develop throughout the story. Fiction writing has changed over the years. Decades ago, every time a character entered a room, the author was compelled to describe them. Unfortunately, that often slowed the momentum of the book. Enter character development. The reader’s first view of the character should be a sketch, and then with every page, paragraph, and scene, they develop, and the reader becomes more and more attached to that character’s outcome. By the end of the book, the reader has been through scenes that challenge the protagonist and feel a kinship.

	Scenes should be vivid yet not so much that they diminish the obstacle that awaits the character and then they undermine the character. When the character becomes engulfed by the obstacle, the vivid scene should drop to the background. Often, a good scene description is the obstacle. Like an ocean or a mountain snowstorm, the scene is the obstacle. With so many images on the internet, your scene will have to sing with factual description, which will make the reader relate to the danger lurking in the ocean because of a memory from a movie like Jaws or a personal experience. A short descriptive sentence sets the stage and triggers the reader’s memory. Enter the protagonist, and the reader winces and draws in a breath as the character is knocked off the sailboat and, splashing, watches the ship sail away.

	What is the take away from this chapter?

	
		You understand bare bones story structure.

		You understand the role of the hook, middle, and end of your story.

		You understand the relationship between page, paragraph, and sentence.

		You understand Character development.

		You understand the importance of scene.

		You understand plot, three-act structure, and the story question. 



	 


CHAPTER 5

	Story

	You should now understand the value of knowing your story, as I like to say, inside and out. You’ve established the first three skill set fundamentals, feel good about when and where you’ll write, and have a rough idea of how long it will take to put your story into manuscript form. But there’s the matter of method, or how you’ll lay out your story, and that’s what this chapter is about.

	Knowing your story inside and out comes first. It would seem that an outline would be a necessity for producing quality writing. However, several professional writers would disagree. Best-selling mystery writer Shannon O’Cork served on the board of the Mystery Writers of America for four years and describes the writing method used by a professional as follows:

	She writes a scene, and ideas run in her mind; possibilities. She mumbles and mutters happily thinking what ifs. The pages mount. Characters begin forming out of the fog. She writes on, working from the vague to the concrete. Chapters roll by. But O’Cork ends with a cautionary tale. Give yourself every chance for success; start from strength. Your outline is your map; you’re going to have a plot, and you’re going to outline it before you begin. O’Cork evolved from outline to writing free-form and has a skill set for creating her story.

	It doesn’t end with a formal outline. Author Jeffery Deaver spends months making plot plans that can run to a couple hundred pages. By the time he’s ready to write his mystery thriller, he knows all the intricacies of the plot even before the first draft. On the other hand, the author James N. Frey uses a step sheet. He says that he can actually watch the story unfolding in his mind as he creates the step sheet and that he could quickly change it if he suddenly got a burst of inspiration.

	Let’s take a look at the different methods of laying out your story.

	The formal outline hasn’t changed in fifty years and, depending on your age, is the one that put you to sleep in your high school English class:

	Write down the title of your book.

	1. Characters

	A . Main characters

	a. Hero

	b. Bad guy

	B. Secondary characters

	2. Conflict

	You get the idea. There are as many formal styles of outlines as you have fingers and toes. At the other end of the stick is writing into the dark.

	Dean Wesley Smith, the author of over 600 books, describes “writing into the dark” as not using an outline. Type in the first word and head off into the dark, writing a novel with no plan, no character sketch, and nothing but pure exploration. He says that’s what writing into the dark is about. Pure exploration of a story.

	Frytag’s plot plan looks like this:

	
		Exposition: Setting the scene. The writer introduces the characters and setting, providing description and background

		Inciting incident: Something happens to begin the action. A single event usually signals the beginning of the main conflict.

		Rising action: The story builds and gets more exciting.

		Climax: This is the moment of the greatest tension in the story. This is often the most exciting event. It is the action that the rising action builds up to and that the falling action follows.

		Falling action: Events happen as a result of the climax, and we know that the story will end soon.

		Resolution: The character solves the main problem/conflict, or someone solves it for them.

		The ending: At this point, any remaining secrets, questions, or mysteries remaining after the resolution are solved by the characters or explained by the author. Sometimes, the author leaves us to think about the theme or future possibilities for the character.



	James N. Frey’s step sheet is a numerically detailed telling of a story. It allows you to start at the beginning. Each number is an event fleshed out to include character scenes, obstacles, and whatever makes up your story. The numbers can run into the fifties and allow you to carefully track the order of events. I’ve used a step sheet and find that by working it long enough, I can avoid writing numerous drafts.

	Outline, plot plan, step sheets, or write into the dark; how do you choose? You should take the bare bones of your story and try all but writing into the dark. One will lay out your story so that you can make changes and flesh out scenes with keywords that will trigger thought patterns later when you begin writing your story.

	Writing into the dark is for a writer with at least five finished manuscripts. But by the time you’ve created five stories, you’ll have developed a feel for the process and will have a better shot at making writing into the dark work for you. I use it for a 2-Hour Mystery series, which are simple three-act structure Novellas that range from 17,000 to 40,000 words. There is a time when you probably want to use a formal outline: If your characters are required to plot or plan a heist or an attack. Murder mysteries thrive on compelling, sensible plots. But if you just can’t get your head around a formal outline but it seems to you that the complexity of your story demands one, try a step sheet.

	Choose your method. Whatever you decide is part of your writer’s skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER 6

	Style

	What is style?

	Style is the way you personalize your writing. It is your word choice, sentence structure, figurative language, and sentence arrangement that all work together to establish mood, images, and meaning in the text. My brother has a distinct style in that he dropped using dialogue tags. Having a clever story doesn’t define your style; it is the way you deliver it. Before you can share your story in a way that will compel the reader to consume the tale cover to cover, you need to have a basic understanding of grammar, spelling, and punctuation. If you want to express your story in a personal style that will become your author’s signature, you must submit it to an editor, and that 300-page manuscript can cost thousands to have edited. One way to defray that cost is to edit it yourself first to reduce the time put in by the professional.

	Because the internet and every bookstore in America can provide you with volumes on punctuation, I’ll limit this chapter to 15 key editing tips and 20 of the most common errors beginning fiction writers make. You may turn up your nose at some of these, and others will drive you to a book on grammar and style, but I urge you to read them all.

	 

	TIP 1. Use adverbs carefully: Adverbs are words that add depth to a verb.

	Example:

	Weak verb-Bill ran

	Weak verb+ adverb: Bill ran fast

	Strong verb: Bill sprinted 

	Make your verbs count.

	TIP 2. Avoid slow sentences: A slow sentence has filler words.

	Example:

	Slow: I saw that there was a cat on the sidewalk 

	Tight: I saw a cat on the sidewalk

	TIP 3. Vary the length of your sentence: The variety in the length of your sentence will determine the flow.

	Five to ten-word sentences are fine. Long back-toback sentences, and you should start looking for filler words.

	TIP 4. Avoid overused words: Overused words are often used to set up an event.

	Example:

	Very, really, great, maybe, and just top off the list. Many overused words are considered vague and may slow the sentence.

	TIP 5. Cliches: may be used if they help define a character but are avoided otherwise.

	TIP 6. Don’t use redundancies; they can make your reader feel stupid.

	Example:

	Bill slid onto the frozen ice. (I believe ice is always frozen.)

	TIP 7. Don’t repeat.

	Example:

	Bill walked to the car, then to the van, and back to the building.

	TIP 8. Use transition words: Your reader follows your train of thought, and transition words show the relationships between different ideas.

	Example:

	Similarly; in order to; as a result.

	Tip 9. Don’t tag your dialogue. Robert B. Parker was the master of tagging his dialogue. But unless you have his level of success, don’t. Use dialogue tags when three or more people are speaking. There is nothing wrong with using ‘said’.

	Tip 10. Less is more. Make every word count.

	TIP 11. Keep your flowers in the garden. Don’t flaunt your vocabulary; it will ruin the flow of your writing.

	TIP 12. Keep your writing momentum up; watch your use of pronouns.

	TIP 13. Bring your characters to life; have them use all their senses.

	TIP 14. Pace your story. Don’t get caught up in your power of description. Pace is the speed at which the reader is moved through obstacles. Character action and dialogue should never slow the pace.

	TIP 15. Be a word mechanic. When you misspell a word, take note. Delete the word and write it again. Take note of homonyms, words spelled the same but with two meanings.

	Example:

	Wind, a gust of air. Wind. He tried to wind the kite string around a stick.

	He played bass in the band. He was fishing for bass. Also know the difference between there and their, and to, two, and too. Remember that spell check will never catch homonyms—it’s up to you. Read your manuscript out loud and keep these 15 tips in mind.

	 


Here are the 20 most common errors made by beginning fiction writers:

	 

	
		Don’t have events happen for no reason. Remember cause and effect.

		Don’t lecture your reader. Show, don’t tell

		Don’t mangle the character’s speech. Make dialogue clear, so it maintains the momentum of the story.

		Don’t assume. When in doubt, always look it up.

		Don’t be afraid to say “said”.

		Don’t make your character two-dimensional; let them think.

		Don’t ask non-writers to read your manuscript.

		Don’t doubt yourself.

		Don’t forget to constantly find ways to expand your writer’s skill set.

		Don’t make excuses; write on your book project every day.

		Don’t be afraid to “kill your babies”. If your favorite scene was great when you wrote it, read it out loud for pace and flow.

		Don’t expect miracles. It takes at least three finished manuscripts before you find your style.

		Don’t use friends as characters in your story. If they recognize themselves, you may have to do a rewrite.

		Don’t describe the paint on the wall unless it has blood on it.

		Don’t forget which character your reader is supposed to be following. Viewpoint.

		Don’t forget your genre and stay within its lane.

		Don’t wait for your muse, re-read chapter one. That explains where ideas really come from.

		Don’t forget to build your reference library.

		Don’t forget that your story idea may only be a novella.

		Don’t forget to learn from the writing process and to have fun.



	Now you’re ready to create your personal style. But beware, if your manuscript doesn’t read smoothly and easily, you’ll lose your reader. The bottom line is that your style should be a natural extension of who you are.

	Read this chapter twice, add to the lists, and always use it to edit your manuscript before handing it to a professional. It could save you hundreds of dollars. Saving money while producing a tight story is a part of your skill set.

	 


CHAPTER 7

	Setting the Stage

	At this point in assembling your skill set, you should be equipped to formulate your idea, review, and finalize your plot. Now it’s time to add character visualization, establish your time frame, and choose your point of view.

	Character is connected to the viewpoint. If you want your readers to really get to know the character, help them see through the character’s eyes in first person.

	If, on the other hand, you have a single protagonist but many characters, good and bad, like a police department, you might choose third person. Your prologue may be third person to show a lot of action or to set a time and place for the story, but the body of your story may be in first person. 

	If you want to write a character-driven story, you’ll let your mind review some of the interesting people you’ve met over the years. You might create a character based on the you you’ve always wanted to be. That said, the characters in your story will fall into three categories: Protagonist. This is the main character; if first person, your story will be told from their point of view. Your bad guy or gal is the antagonist and the protagonist’s chief opponent. Finally, you might have secondary characters. You can think of these as the supporting cast.

	Using these categories, list all the characters you’re planning for your story. Look at the list and assign names. These can always be changed, but for most of us, names stimulate many emotions and stereotypes. Break down each character into how they look and what they like. At the top of your list, put down the traits that will figure most prominently in the story. You don’t need to include every trait in the story. In fact, most are just so you have an idea of who you’re dealing with. If you have several protagonists, the way to pick the lead character is to see who you bond with. Make sure that all your characters have human characteristics. Unless you’re writing a story of super humans, you need to keep your characters down to earth.

	The more you list the traits, likes, and dislikes, the more you’ll know your character, and the better you’ll be able to portray them. Be careful that you aren’t so eager to introduce your characters that you write a scene just for them or bring them into the story fully portrayed. Your protagonist grows with every challenge they face and fail to resolve. The reader should wonder how your character will make it through the next challenge and how that obstacle will shape them.

	First-person is the best way to pull your readers into the challenge so that they are experiencing the blizzard through the eyes of the protagonist. The scene is also the best way to establish the time frame. Although you usually want to do this in the hook or the prologue, don’t forget to use each scene to remind the reader of the period and the time frame within the story.

	The timeline of your story can be as simple as day and night or the changing of the seasons. Be careful of having a character mark the time based on a clock. Often, the time between events is much shorter than in the real world, and when you use the time on a clock, that fact becomes apparent to the reader. When a series of events happens at night, it’s more difficult for the reader to gauge the time, and they tend to go along with the action more easily and without question.

	 


CHAPTER 8

	Research

	Research is the backbone of your story. I write adventure and mystery thrillers. Through each book is a thread of truth. Twenty-four years ago, I wrote Body Parts, a story about the sale of human body parts on the black market. Guess what? Before I could put down the story, I had to research the black market. For my book Body of Evidence, which was about the meth market … you got it. I had to research the local market. I remember reading a detective drama that was a real page-turner, but I stopped cold on page 154 when the gumshoe pulled out his Glock 19 and clicked off the safety. Wait a minute, I have a Glock 19 and can tell you they don’t have a safety. Again, I was reading a western, but when the gunslinger pulled a Colt Dragoon, I closed the book. The gunfight was set two years before the invention of the Colt Dragoon, not to mention that it weighed six pounds.

	You can write fiction and stretch the truth but only ask your reader to suspend disbelief so often.

	Research is exciting and can be addictive, so be careful. I used to spend hours in the library going through volume after volume, only to come away with a single informative fact. But in the days before the internet, I had no choice. My research was limited to phone calls to authorities on the item I wanted defined or hours at the library. I still make phone calls to experts from time to time, but now I spend my research time on the internet. The problem is that there is a lot of false information out there. Before I break down the best methods for sifting through facts you’ve Googled, I want to describe your reference library.

	If you’re writing fantasy, you may be making up facts as you go, and that’s fine. But for those of us that are earth bound in the 21st century, it’s different. I write a two-hour mystery series that deals with the strange and unexplained. The protagonist is a female reporter who works for a tabloid called the Urban Legend. In a used bookstore, I found a single fat volume: Encyclopedia of Urban Legends. It has over a thousand entries. But my reporter also deals with the very strange that is being offered up as supernatural.

	Again, at my favorite used bookstore, I found two volumes: The Book of Bizarre, Freaky Facts and Strange Stories by Varla Ventura and her second volume, Beyond Bizarre, frightening facts and blood-curdling true tales. Both books are filled with great stories I can spin ideas off. My favorite reference books are from Writer’s Digest The Howdunit series. I have about eight of the twelve-book series. They cover every aspect of homicide, from the detective or private eye’s view to the technical aspect of poisons and body trauma. Best of all, they are written by detectives, private eyes, and other experts. I can take the facts from these books and quote them as gospel. Often, there is a helpful procedure involved. I have specific books for each of the series I write. But I also write standalone. I suspect I have at least one reference book for each. Still, sometimes it is just easier to Google my question. 

	It’s easy to pin down the specifics about a gun, car, or almost any single item. But events are different. Murders, avalanches, tidal waves, or other events you’re attempting to use will be one-sided. Years ago, a commercial jet got into trouble, so the pilot landed it on the Hudson river, not a life was lost. Looking back on the interviews with the passengers, there were almost as many variations of the event as there were passengers. Anyone that the police have ever questioned knows that they ask the same question over and over. Why? Because the more you’re asked about the event you witnessed, the more you will recall. When you begin to repeat yourself, they stop because they know you’ve come up with everything you can remember. You need to be like a police officer when googling events, except you would go to different sources. When you find two or three sources that recount the event the same, or nearly so, you can run with that fact.

	There is a genre that came to prominence because of a guest on the Oprah Winfrey Show. The guest told the tale of a World War II concentration camp child who received an apple periodically that was thrown over the barbed wire fence by another child. The authors, the children now in their late 80s, made up the facts. I believe the genre would have been historical fiction. Even though the concentration camp issue and the child inside were true, the heart-tugging part of him getting an apple was not. Usually, with a fiction writer, it is the opposite. There is a made-up event, but the circumstances are portrayed as true or factual when they are not. My stories are fiction with made-up characters, but a thread of truth always runs through the story.

	In the case of the Rye and Claire medical thriller about a meth superlab up in the watershed above Ashland, Oregon, I had to research the meth market in the Rogue Valley. It turns out I didn’t have a clue about the drug or the business of selling it and spent hours researching, which included calling the local police and the state attorney general. I fabricated the entire situation, scene by scene, but the challenges that Rye and Claire faced, including the involvement of bad cops, were based on fact.

	One of the aspects of research is what I call stranger than fiction. On several occasions, I’ve made up some facts, and after a re-read, realized I needed to research my made-up facts, and to my absolute shock and surprise found that the stuff I made up was surrounded by facts. But as with most things, there is an exception to the rule. Twenty-five years ago, when I was writing Body Parts about the sale of human organs on the black market. I wanted my hook to be textbook surgery for removing a heart. I verified every fact and procedure right down to the staff, but when it came to the name of the tool used to remove a rib, I was at a loss. So, I made up a name. Of all things, I called the tool a “snike”. To my utter amazement, I got an e-mail from a doctor who complimented me on the accuracy of the procedure, even though I’d used a made up word for the surgical tool. Go figure.

	Knowledge of how to research. Having a reference library of hand-picked books that validate aspects of your story and knowing how to use the internet to find real facts is an important part of your fiction writer skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER 9

	Groups

	Writer groups can greatly help you hone your story, but beware. I was invited to speak at a writer’s group, and it was a great experience. Not because they laughed at all my writer jokes but because they were all into applying the information I offered to their own work. At the end of the talk, I found out that many of these new writers had been through a dozen different groups. I was told that in many groups, they were expected to read from their unfinished manuscripts, but when it came to reading their latest chapter, everyone in the group based their comment on how they wanted their own work to sound.

	It’s called transference. Members in a given group come with different experiences as beginner fiction writers. Some outline, others never use dialogue tags. I remember handing out manuscripts and asking friends to read them, comment on the story, and point out continuity and flow problems. Almost to the person, they red-penned the entire story. When I asked them what they thought of the action or the protagonist and scenes, I got a blank stare. When I handed out the story, it was with the caution that it was rough and unedited. Hmmm. A professional attitude comes to mind.

	Writers working on their first manuscript, even those with a finished body of work, tend to project. In the formative period of your writing, which should extend to 300,000 words, you’re not just putting down your story; you’re developing your voice and style. These are what, in the end, will make your stories stand out.

	What should a group comment on? If you read your material for the group, participants should be listening for flow and purple prose; they might point out your long explanations or characters who do something that doesn’t fit the story. Take notes on whatever they say, then go home and see if they apply. Many of the groups I’ve spoken at were a gathering of writers searching for techniques that made the writing process easier. At these gatherings, one individual usually had more writing experience. I also discovered that some of the authorities in these groups were traditionally published. Their experience came from publishing house editors who simply spelled out where a correction should be made, or a character added, or removed altogether. They were published because they complied, not because they understood the recommended correction. When you attend a writer’s group, consider the source. The number of contests won or reviews does not make the writer.

	When you attend a writer’s group, listen: Are they all asking the same question? If everyone takes a turn reading, but it’s not your genre, perhaps you should find another group. If there is a domineering leader of the group that controls protocol and the question of the night, this could signal that this should be your first and last visit. The groups I spoke at that seemed the most content often tossed questions into a hat and were discussed at some point. When you go home after a night with other writers, you should have new insights into your story or your chosen writing method. If, on the other hand, you come home deflated and want to throw your manuscript into the fire, it’s time to rethink your reason for attending that particular group.

	The very nature of writing is a solo endeavor. Yet we write for the masses, for the joy, adventure, or excitement the reader will get out of the story. Often, the new writer goes to a group just to have someone else read their work, which is kind of like an early review. Don’t do it, seek your own counsel. Simply put, the more you write, the better you get, and the more you hone your writing skills. Indeed, the more you feel like a writer. That’s the reason for the 300,000 words I keep mentioning. By the time you’ve finished your third manuscript, you have a sense of who you are as a writer. Up until then, you are searching. In the chapter on Research, I didn’t mention that I had two books that list the most common mistakes made by a fiction writer. Sometimes, I pull them from the shelf, blowing off the dust, and sit in front of the fire going down the list. One of these days, I’ll get to the end of the book having discovered that I haven’t made any of the mistakes listed; well, one can always hope.

	Author Dean Koontz is known in the writing world for his tight stories and for editing pages ten and twenty times. I think 52 times is his record. I can’t say enough in favor of learning to edit your own work. The chapter on editing expands on this. I mention it here in the chapter on writer’s groups because editing your work is the best way to discover how you want to reach your reader. The writer’s group you attend should move you in that direction. I need to say right here that editing your work does not replace an experienced professional editor, one that works only with your genre. When you edit your work, note spelling and grammar errors, syntax, and flow.

	You might seek out a group that passes around copies of each other’s work, purposely ignoring the story line but spotting grammar, syntax, and spelling errors. Wow, what a great learning experience that group would provide. You figure a room filled with beginner writers gathering, and all are on the same page in wanting to improve grammar and spelling. 

	I’ve listed some dos and don’ts and cautions for those of you who feel the need to surround yourself with like-minded writers.

	
		Never pay to join a writer’s group unless they allow you to attend one meeting for free.

		With three manuscripts under your belt, consider joining The Authors Guild. They’ve been around since 1912 and work tirelessly for authors’ rights.

		Keep an eye on the time spent in groups; remember your word and page goals.

		Look to yourself for the answer to your writing woes; look to the members of your writer’s group to help you through the hoops and over the hurdles.

		When attending a writer’s group, treat the members how you would like to be treated. If an individual poses a question and the group doesn’t respond, scribble down the question and greet that member with your researched answer at the next meeting.



	Understanding what you want out of a writer’s group is a great skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER 10

	Editing

	How do you choose an editor?

	There are many considerations when it comes to hiring an editor. Part of that equation is the number of pages they can edit per hour, and of course what they charge an hour. From that criteria, you control how many pages they can edit an hour.

	If you hand an editor a raw manuscript with spelling, grammar, and continuity issues, the number of pages they can get through per hour may drop to three. And if continuity is in question, you may end up being charged for phone calls. If, on the other hand, you take the time to run your manuscript past the 15 editing tips and 20 most common mistakes listed in chapter four, and use the method you established from chapter three, the amount of spelling, grammar, and continuity errors will be at a minimum. This will allow an experienced editor to increase the number of pages they can edit per hour and decrease the number of hours they spend editing. You can plainly see that the better the editing you do before handing over your manuscript, the less you may be charged. 

	Considering that this book is for the beginning writer or  the writer with her first manuscript, you may not want to pay a bundle for your first story. Remember that it takes at least three finished manuscripts before you can establish your personal style. Part of that is the time and high word total it takes to produce quality prose and flowing continuity. 

	“Wait a minute,” you say. “Everyone knows that you can’t edit your own stories. It’s just impossible.”

	This is just wrong thinking, and I don’t know where the notion that you can’t edit your own work came from. Hundreds of authors and editors will argue with me on this. So, it is not without a certain amount of trepidation that I step into the murky waters of self-editing. Let me state up front that I am not suggesting that the first-time writer attempt to edit their own writing. Indeed, you may have no desire to edit any writing, let alone your own. With that said, here’s my side of the argument:

	Again, I’m assuming, for the sake of argument, that you want to edit your finished manuscript. The first thing would be to put it away somewhere where you won’t see it. You might even start another book project. After about six weeks, pull it out. You’ll be looking at it with fresh eyes. Like any editor, you’ll need a strong command of the English language, spelling skills, and knowledge of accepted grammar and punctuation.

	Beyond that, you must look at this, your manuscript, not as a work of art but as a product. Just as you want any product you buy to be the highest quality, you want this one carrying your name to be the best it can be. This means that when you come to the sentence that goes on and on describing Newton’s third law of motion, you delete it. When you arrive at the chapter that contains that really cute bystander that doesn’t fit in with the plot you need to remove her, and that purple prose that highlighted the opening scene in chapter ten, you got it—it goes.

	Still, after you’ve hacked and hewed away, you need to pull the manuscript off the computer, print it out, and go through it again, then take those corrections and enter them back into the manuscript on the computer and go through it one more time. You’re not done yet. You still need to run the entire story through several spell checks, Word and Grammarly, maybe twice each. Finally, take it to an English major (a teacher would be great) who would like nothing better than to reveal the flaws in your writing and spare no verbal jab when describing your story’s shortfalls.

	There it is, my argument for being able to edit your own material. But keep in mind that if you lack any of the steps I just laid out, or you fail to look at your manuscript as a product or have thin skin, then a professional editor is for you. Also, if you tend to buy into publisher propaganda, then again, find an editor.

	Enough said. By now, you should understand the need to seek out an editor. We’ve already discussed how you can keep their fees down. Money aside, there are five important qualifiers. When you talk to the potential editor you’ll need to play 20 questions. Many editors will cite all the books they’ve edited or the number of years they’ve been at it; they might even bring up a formal education. But there is a criterion that goes beyond that. The following five areas of editing expertise should help equip you with questions and keep your expectations down to a low rumble.

	1. Expertise in the subject matter:

	It’s an editor’s responsibility to ensure the readers get a quality book and that the story flows and is easy to understand. The editor must be familiar enough with the subject matter to assure the writer that the original meaning will not be lost or changed. With that in mind, I caution the new writer with their first manuscript to ensure their potential editor reads the genre they write in. If you write erotic and the editor reads romance, it is not a fit. If you write supernatural and the editor reads fiction, no match. The reason is that unless your editor has written their own books, they will have ideas about how your story should shake out. If your editor reads genre similar to yours, kinda, no match, they will tend to edit in the direction of that similar book and author.

	Your editor should read through your material and ask questions about your intent. Being a good editor is far more than being able to correct your grammar, spelling, and continuity. They should be able to bring out the theme of your story and provide the overall best representation of what you have in mind.

	2. Command over the American English Language: 

	Dialogue in a story is not the dialogue you might hear in a crowd. A conversation on the street may have pregnant pauses or hand gestures that add meaning to what someone says. It is the editor’s job to remove all traces of realistic dialogue. The sunset that opens chapter three may need to be described but not down to the shimmering light that shines through the window onto the wall.

	Again, it is the editor’s job to remove the purple prose. The editor’s first task is to decipher the overwritten, outlandish eloquence, and to do that, they must have a command of the American English language. I make a point of American English because there are editors out there who are qualified but edit with an eye influenced by a foreign language.

	Command of a language means that the editor has a portion of her brain that is a thesaurus. When they come across a word that goes too far, they will know which word still conveys the meaning but perhaps in a more subtle way, or at least in a way that allows the story to flow smoothly. It is not the editor’s job to second guess the audience your story will please. If they believe that’s part of their editing ability, run. The editor’s task is to take your idea and eliminate all the grammar spelling and continuity errors so your intended theme shines to the story’s conclusion.

	3. A sharp eye:

	A qualified editor should be able to spot errors in grammar, punctuation, spelling, and syntax without using MS Word. The human mind works so that if you are reading something written by someone you know and trust, a blind spot comes into play. In this case you tend to overlook mistakes made by the person unless they are very obvious and jarring. Unfortunately, the sharpest of sharp-eyed editors usually belong to what might be referred to as a harsh editor, one without a good bedside manner. At the same time, they need to be someone of reason, not one of the raging egotists that occupy the field of editors.

	The editor must understand that each author may have their own writing style, which may or may not be according to their taste. They should be objective in a scenario where the author’s style of writing may not be in tandem with their personal taste and should be able to take a call without letting their personal bias get in the way.

	4. Prudence:

	An editor should be a guide and mentor for new writers and show signs of an organized and balanced mind, with perspective and understanding that will allow them to make corrections but not change the author’s intent. They need to have the ability to maintain their calm. A high on excitement should not take a toll on their accuracy, judgment, or sanity. It is also the editor’s responsibility to organize content and source ideas for content that will hold the interest of the reader the author has written for. It is imperative that she be thoughtful and objective and sense how to get the best out of the writer.

	5. The ability to accept criticism:

	The new writer striving for success may be critical of the changes made by the editor and say so. Part of the editor’s role is to soothe the writer with calm explanation. Often the new writer feels that the hours she poured into her first manuscript are being usurped by the editor. Most writers are very sensitive to criticism, so the editor may find themselves wearing many hats other than that of the editor’s cap.

	The editor must be able to deal with all the criticism that may come her way and still deliver with as much drive and passion as necessary. She must have the ability to sort out disagreements with the writers without getting personal and handle criticism without taking it personally.

	The ability to pick an editor who will truly represent your story is an invaluable skill set. 

	 


CHAPTER 11

	Manuscript

	You’re now sitting at your writing desk. To your left is your checkbook with a near-zero balance; ah, but on your right is a polished manuscript. Bless the editor, but now what?

	In this chapter, we’ll go through the title, back blurb, and original cover.

	Somehow, through the process of being edited, you went through three different titles. The final choice should be made with your cover designer. Like picking an editor who reads and maybe even writes in your genre, you want a cover designer who has produced covers for your genre. I can’t tell you the times I’ve purchased a book based on the title and cover only to discover that neither related accurately to the story. Your title should be no longer than three words; you can have a tagline if necessary.

	My Urban Legend series has what looks like a newspaper headline that boldly declares Urban Legend, then in a different font, the tagline states what the story is about. Dream Master, or The Haunting of Langdon Hall. The latter takes place on an island, and that’s depicted on the cover. The back blurb hints at the story. You get the picture. The cover intrigues the reader, the title grabs them, and the back blurb piques their interest. All three, the title, cover, and back blurb, are meant to give the reader an idea of what’s inside, and what the story is about. But the wrong title, a cover from a template, and an exciting but misleading blurb will lead the reader astray.

	Here are five tips for creating a title for your book:

	
		Study titles across all fiction genres, then look to see which one truly depicts what the story is about.

		Create a picture with your title. Remember the game charade. How would you portray your title in a game of charades?

		The title should roll off the tip of the tongue. The words in your title should be common yet inciting. They can rhyme so that they stick in the mind because of the simple yet descriptive nature of the words.

		Keep your title down to three words. In my 2-Hour mystery series. I have two-word titles. Ghost Detective, Urban Legend. Both titles, even without a tagline, conjure up an image.

		To be sure that your title somehow connects with the theme of the story, review your log line, which is what some people call the elevator sentence, that describes the essence of the story. Talk to your editor and consult with your cover designer.



	The back blurb takes a mental shifting of gears from writing your book to selling it. That’s right, the back blurb is the first marketing tool you’ll be faced with unless you hire out your marketing, and then the back blurb will be the only marketing you’ll do. I strongly advise you to write your own blurb for a couple of reasons. First, no one knows your story better than you. Second, writing that blurb takes a change in mindset if you are planning on handling your own marketing or writing more than one book.

	For me, when I’m writing, the story is my baby. When it’s complete, it is my product. I market my books. I look at it this way: I get great satisfaction with every book I write. When that book sells because of my efforts, I once again feel great satisfaction; another is no doubt that I want to keep all the money and not spread it around between an agent and a publishing house. More on that later. I tend to have a difficult time beating my own drum. But my desire to get my story out for as many readers to enjoy as possible often overrides that difficulty.

	So, how do you make that mind shift? There are five steps to writing a back blurb and through those steps, you will make that change.

	STEP 1. Write down the remarkable aspect of your book. This is not a log line or a synopsis; it is the aspect of the book that people would talk about. Perhaps how the hero came through obstacles of fire unscathed. People might talk about that aspect of the book. When I think of the Donner Party that became stranded in the Sierra during a blizzard that dropped 24 feet of snow, one family came out intact and went on to live prosperous lives. I would call that remarkable. Maybe your hero remarkably saves the Earth. Whatever you use, make it short. Almost like you’re writing down a highlight.

	STEP 2. Lead off with the obstacle that faces the hero. Oregon private investigator and ex-CIA profiler Fred Smith wanted nothing more than a quiet retirement-but murder got in the way. In 22 words, you introduced the hero, Fred Smith, what he wanted, quiet retirement, and the challenge: Murder. You could be a little more subtle. Shirley McGee never liked the grotesque antique mirror that was to be her wedding gift. On the eve of her wedding, she discovered why. In 24 words, you identified the protagonist’s gender and her dread of an object but didn’t say why. You could use a thing or location to hook the reader: When a mile-wide asteroid … In a tiny cave in Central Africa. Any of these lead-ins take the reader into the remarkable aspect of your book. Think of that first line of your back blurb as the first hook. When the reader turns to the first page of the story, they encounter the second hook. If you use Fred Smith in the back blurb’s hook, it’s vague; use him in the story hook now you have the reader concerned or curious about Fred Smith.

	Four elderly women live in the dreary town of Port Orford, Oregon. An act they inadvertently carried out in their youth has come back to haunt them. Now, they are about to learn the price those who think they can get away with murder must pay. Four women, an ocean-side town, and a price to pay for a long-ago murder. Forty-six words, and you’ve set the stage.

	STEP 3. Word count. Notice that in step two I kept counting the words: 22, 24, and 46. That’s because the back blurb isn’t the only message on the back of the book. Again, this is where you need to consult with your cover designer. The back of your book may also be the location of your bio. It may also have a large font title above or below your blurb, and there could be a bar code or imprint representing the press or publisher. The cover designer will help you decide the size of your book, determining the amount of space available.

	Keep in mind that the back blurb is often the last stop for the reader before she clicks on the purchase button or takes your book from the shelf to the cash register. Your back blurb can be a compressed paragraph under the title that is a very short synopsis of the story. In this way, the reader turns the book over, and they see the title again and with a teaser.

	The three-paragraph blurb is composed of three descriptive sentences, often separated with words like fast-paced or page-turner. Each sentence is a little longer than the one before and a little more suspenseful. Then you have three paragraphs that really draw you in and at the bottom in big bold letters is the book’s title.

	STEP 4. Brainstorm and look at the back blurbs on other books in your genre. Count the number of words: usually, you’ll find it under 200. Your lead-in went 24 words, and you decided to break the blurb into three paragraphs separated by suspenseful teases. That’s just what I used for my thriller, Time Ripper.

	When successful psychotherapist Theodore Bond discovers that two of his patients are appearing in each other’s night terrors yet they’ve never met, he decides to use past life regression and discovers the detail of their nightmares is shocking.

	A Terrifying Revelation

	When he discovers that their grandparents were acquainted:one the murderer, one the victim, he probes deeper and discovers a horrific past.

	Fight for Survival

	Now the clock is ticking, he must resolve the nightmares before a terrifying past slides into the future, and he and his clients are consumed by an unspeakable Evil.

	In three paragraphs, separated by three words, I was able to build suspense in 98 words. You’ll also notice that my paragraphs got shorter, a technique often used to create suspense.

	STEP 5. Read your blurb over and over. It should flow but sound more like an enticing speech than an ongoing narrative. If you’ve captured the suspense, the remarkable aspect of your story, then it won’t sound like you’re trying to make a sale. Always read it out loud and slowly. Does it still flow? The goal of the blurb is to get the reader to open the book or on Amazon, read more. Write several versions. The chances are that the more versions, the better it will get. Your back blurb can be used with Facebook or anywhere you want to advertise it. With that in mind, write some versions that shorten it and will work on a variety of platforms.

	But before you do, find a sample of your genre and see how the author customized their Blurb to fit a particular platform. 

	 


CHAPTER 12

	The Cover

	I cannot say enough about the importance of having the right cover designer for your story. The cover designer should wear many hats, be a good people person, and understand deadlines. What you’re looking for is original cover art. Your cover should look great on a 6 x 9 paperback and just as sharp on the postage stamp size cover you find on Amazon. It should pick up on the title and carry the theme of the story.

	I want to start this chapter with a Facebook survey conducted by Joanna Penn, author of best-selling thrillers and dark fiction and voted one of the UK’s Top 100 creative professionals.

	The survey was directed at two Facebook indie author groups. The results are taken from 116 respondents.

	The question: Is it worth investing in a book designer with all the free tools, templates, imagery, and DIY advice out there?

	Most of the members of these groups are professional indie authors who take their writing careers as seriously as a traditionally published author.

	Results:

	
		70% indicated they worked with a professional designer or design company.

		27% indicated they did their own covers.

		3% indicated they purchased pre-made cover design templates.



	Conclusion:

	If 70% of the authors in this sample place a high enough value on book design to consult and hire a professional, it seems reasonable to say that debuting authors should do the same. 

	Jason Anscomb from Rawshock Design says book cover design can derive from one sentence or crystallized moment in a book. He goes on to say that book covers should be seen as sales reps. In his study of booksellers assessments of publisher marketing efforts, 75% of the 300 booksellers surveyed (half from independents and half from chains) said that, of all the book elements, the cover design was the most important … The book jacket is prime real estate for promoting a book.

	I’ve included these two surveys to help illustrate how many authors have chosen professional book cover designers. 

	For all the talent creativity and experience a book cover designer has, it falls to the writer to convey the book’s central theme because that’s what should be represented on the cover.

	Because time is money, it’s impractical for the designer to read your book. Again, it falls to the writer to be able to transmit their book’s essential theme to the designer. Clear communication with the book’s designer is a prerequisite for a great book cover. This should consist of a one-page synopsis and log line that the designer can refer to, a face-to-face meeting, or if not possible, Zoom or Skype will do, or simply a phone conversation. The following tips will help you in your search for a book designer.

	
		Check that the designer has an up-to-date website. Take note of their style. Do they design covers for your fiction genre?

		Find out who your designer is, and why they’re in the business. This can easily be done by going to the ‘about’ page on their website.

		Make contact. Phone or a scheduled meeting. Do they arrive prepared and on time at the arranged meeting? Are they light and easy, or hard sell? Find out what kind of communication they prefer and how much input they expect.

		Does the designer ask about your writing habits, how many books, and what genre, or do you have to bring up the subject?



	Before the potential buyer decides on a purchase, they see the book cover and title and then read the blurb on the back. How these three factors: title, cover, back cover, and blurb appear is the job of the book designer, and as mentioned, this is prime real estate. More than that, it is imperative that the cover and title capture the theme or even a critical scene in the book.

	Bookstore browsers spend an average of eight seconds looking at the front cover and 15 seconds on the back cover before deciding to buy. Online bookstores reduce the decision-making time even further. Either your cover is a standout or is ignored, even a turnoff. John Willig, president and literary agent of Literary Service uses a three-second rule on submissions. If the cover doesn’t grab them in three seconds, they pass on it.

	Your book’s cover provides the reader with the first impression of your work, and your book will be judged by its cover. Diana Urban, author and marketer, says that her testing  has shown that a cover alone can account for a 30% difference in clicks on a BookBub listing.

	Professional designers will have an effective process they follow with each client. Generally, it will begin with an initial consultation call or meeting. The payment may be a quote based on the information you have presented or a pre-designed package you choose. Many designers will provide mock-ups of what they think the cover will look like. They usually won’t be polished because they’re fishing for your feedback. Finally, you get a cover you agree on, but there may still be some fine-tuning. At the very least, your cover designer should send you a high-resolution JPEG and/or PDF file of your final design – the front, back, and spine. Not all designers are comfortable providing these files; if it’s important to you, discuss this ahead of time. To keep from jumping from one designer to another, find out ahead of time if they can do 3D box-set covers or covers for audiobooks and website logos and design.

	There is nothing more important than a great cover that is an extension of the theme and nothing worse than a reader who finds that the cover and title have nothing to do with the book’s content. I know of one author who took his book to a writer’s group and set one copy in front of each of the 18 members. He asked that they examine the front and back cover and tell him what the book was about. You can imagine his shock when only two agreed on the content, and they were wrong, as were the other 16, who each had a different idea of what they thought the story was about. 

	 


CHAPTER 13

	Why I Wrote this Book

	In the early days of my writing, when I first realized I had dozens of ideas for stories I wanted to turn into books, I was driven. I wanted answers to my questions about writing NOW. When I went to the library (there was no internet at the time), I was faced with dozens of books on how to write. Unfortunately, they were filled with more information on the authors’ struggles than answers to my questions. These books promised fast, easy, and secret story-writing methods. The books that weren’t blowing smoke, often contained techniques for an experienced writer, Which did me little good. I just wanted my questions answered. With the memory of my early struggles, I have assembled the following questions and their answers.

	The questions come from various writer groups found on the internet as well as groups where I’ve lectured. My answers have come from my personal experience, and conversations with other writers, editors, and book cover designers.

	Some of the questions are taken out of the various chapters of this book because I believe that, like me, so many years ago, you may not want to read an entire chapter to get a question answered. You might turn up your nose at certain questions because you already know the answer. But somebody asked that question. Also, most of the questions were taken from individuals writing fiction.

	I’ve put the questions under the headings: How many, what should I do if … and how do I choose?

	How Much:

	Q. How many words should my book contain?

	A. The short answer is as many as it takes to tell the story. The informed answer is that a novel ranges from 60,000 to 90,000 words or roughly, depending on the font size, 240 to 360 pages.

	Q. How long should my sentences be?

	A. 8 to 14 words is considered easy reading.

	Q. What is the best length for a paragraph?

	A. Easy reading paragraphs will contain 3 to 5 short sentences.

	Q. How many paragraphs should I have per page?

	A. 3 to 7 paragraphs, some long, others short.

	Q. How many words should I have on a single page of fiction?

	A. Calculate 250 words per page. In the end, it will depend on spacing between lines and the size of the font.

	Q. How many words should I have in my title?

	A. 1 to 4. Any more than that, and the font will be tiny when it appears on the spine.

	Q. How many words should I write at one sitting?

	A. It depends on how many words you write per hour and your word goal.

	Q. How many books go into a box set?

	A. 4 is the common amount found in a box set. Consider an entire series of up to 9. Brainstorm your reason for creating a box set, and you will find a number that works for you.

	Q. How many books should a series contain?

	A. You can find fiction series that are dozens of books, but some run into the fifties because that’s all the author produces. Murder She Wrote and the Alphabet Mysteries by Sue Grafton are examples of long serials.

	Q. How much time should elapse between each book I write?

	A. If you have a strong fan base, you want them waiting with bated breath for your next book. Wait more than a couple of months, and you can lose them.

	Q. How many pages are the best sellers?

	A. Fiction in general, about 320 pages, up to 400 for fantasy.

	What should I do if …

	Q. What should I do If I feel flat, can’t produce one more word, yet I haven’t finished my book?

	A. If you have an outline, step sheet, or mind map, then review your story. If you don’t have that option, start another book project.

	Q. What should I do if I get writer’s block?

	A. Start another book project. The block for the book you were writing will pass.

	Q. What should I do if I can’t get reviews?

	A. This is where I recommend a book. Building Your Fan Base by Duolit, O’Neil; Shannon. If you have a good fan base, you’ll have good reviews.

	Q. What should I do if I get a bad review?

	A. If you don’t have any bad reviews, it looks fishy to the potential buyer. Examine your back blurb to ensure it matches your book’s contents and doesn’t lead the buyer astray.

	Q. What do I do if my writer’s group says my characters don’t seem real?

	A. Treat one critic with a grain of salt, but if the entire group agrees that your characters seem off, then it’s time to review character traits with a critical eye.

	Q. What do I do if I finish my first book and hate it?

	A. Keep in mind that it takes about three finished manuscripts before you’re polished. If this is your first, but it’s finished, wait to publish until you finish your second book. Your reader knows when you don’t like a character or story.

	Q. What do I do if my chapters are too long or too short?

	A. If your story flows, then no problem. Generally, long chapters should be shortened if possible. Talk to your editor about this.

	Q. What do I do if my friends don’t like my book?

	A. Unless you have thousands of friends, don’t worry about it. Those close to you will often be your worst critic. Go figure.

	Q. What do I do if I get to the middle of my book but have no idea how to end it?

	A. Review your outline, step sheet, or mind map. Consider an epilogue.

	Q. What if my Romance novel has no sex in it?

	A. Consider that what you’ve written might be other than a romance novel. Romance novels classically contain love, lust, and sex. If it’s a romance novel for young adults, keep out all gratuitous sex.

	Q. What if my Romance novel reads like porn?

	A. In 2001, I wrote Body Parts, a novel about black market body parts. The organs came from porn actors. What I thought was risky then is anything but today. Consider your character and their reason for frequent sex. Cut out the gratuitous sex and read the sex scene with a critical eye. For a more definitive answer, pick up a copy of Angela Knight’s book: Passionate Ink.

	How do I choose …

	Q. How do I choose a genre?

	A. Know your story, then go to a bookstore, find a similarthemed book, and check what genre the store put it in.

	Q. How do I choose my lead character?

	A. Create a profile for each of your characters and choose your favorite.

	Q. How do I choose a writing style?

	A. Until you’ve written about three hundred thousand words, you can’t. Your style will be how you use the English language to tell your story. Talk personal style over with your editor.

	Q. How do I choose an editor?

	A. First, make sure they read your genre. Second, determine bedside manner; that is to say, can they get excited about your story? Third, make sure they’re willing to work to make your story shine, not edit it to fit their idea of what it should be. Fourth, read chapter five of this book.

	Q. How do I choose a cover designer?

	A. First, know that you want original cover art. Start with the basics 20 + years experience and hundreds of covers. Then, make sure they’ve created covers for your genre. Finally, read the chapter of this book on choosing a cover art designer. Remember, they do a lot more than create a good-looking cover.

	Q. How do I choose a price for my book?

	A. That’s a big question for so little space. Your price will be based on the Royalty paid. That Royalty will vary from print book, ebook, and audiobook, which might change from month to month or year to year.

	Q. How do I choose a platform?

	A. I recommend that you look at Draft 2 Digital.

	Q. How do I choose a title?

	A. 1 to 4 words as a general rule. Now, go back and read chapter six.

	Q. How do I choose a writing method?

	A. Try these out: Outlining, step sheets, and mind mapping. For details and examples on each, read chapter three.

	Q. How do I choose an audio provider?

	A. I’ve used ACX with 20 of my books and split the royalty with the producer. Go to ACX.com for details.

	Q. How do I choose writing software?

	A. I write in Microsoft Word. 

	 


CHAPTER 14

	A Final Thought

	The writer’s journey is often fraught with a tidal wave of critics who have never written anything longer than a term paper. Read the following quote and answer the questions at the end. Teddy Roosevelt famously said:

	“It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end is the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither knows victory nor defeat.”

	Can you relate to Teddy’s quote?

	Can you secretly acknowledge that it is not the critic that counts? Indeed, are you the person in the arena daring to strive, not afraid to come up short or err again and again? Are you the one he referred to who knows the great enthusiasm and devotions? Is that you? Are you willing to dare greatly? Does the plight of the person in the arena scare you? Or do you aspire to have those traits and that attitude? Critics of this book, even my editor, will scoff at my use of this quote. “Oh come on.” They’ll say, ‘really’? But then, they’re not writers.
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