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Are You Still Submitting Your Work to a Traditional Publisher?
Are you self-published, an Indie Author or Just waitin’ around?
This article is something different for me, the King of the long ball opinion and promotion. It will consist of a short tips on how to become an Independent Author, and join the thousands of us who have awakened to the fact that the publishing world has changed and that most authors are just waiting around for something to happen with their work — something that never happens.
First blast over the bow is this. The difference between a self-published and an Indie Author. Self-published authors have employed some means to get themselves into print and have a few big boxes of books in their garage, which they peddle about on weekends, or not. They have paid a fortune for these copies and rightly wear the label “vanity-published.” An Indie Author has managed to engineer their work into print and e-Book on a no-inventories POD distribution point and has mastered the art of promotion so that they can make a few bucks, and more importantly, establish a beachhead of bon fide readers. The big difference is that the Indie Author has not laid out any cash for this experience — either FREE, or a few bucks for a proof copy. Indie Authors DO spend money, but usually under a hundred dollars a year to make their mark. Of course, there are those who still shop around in a ever waning traditional publishing industry trying to be one of those 1% of authors who are accepted, and then must trudge along for a year of pre-production, OR wait for the rejection and move on to the next house.
The First Step is Validation
Becoming an Indie Author means, you must take all the responsibility for yourself in print (or e-book). That means that all the things that a traditional publisher would give you if they weren’t in such a precarious position to take on one in 80,000. The first of these responsibilities is a hard one. The HARDEST one. Is your work publishable? (Not marketable — that’s a different question and has nothing to do with writing). Is your work good enough? Too many writers think that every word they write is a blessing from Mt. Olympus. In fact, most writers think they are perfection — first draft is magic, immaculate — eat your heart out Stephen King. However, the fact is, if you want your work published, you need to validate your talent. Not with your friends and family either, because they will tell you’re the next J.K. Rowling — and they will never buy your books. (Rule of the Jungle — Friends and Family do not buy your books). What you need is the opinions of 1) perfect strangers —- beta-readers, and 2) a professional editor, agent, or an annotated rejection from one of the Dead-Tree houses (a fond, but catty name that Indie Authors have coined for traditional publishers).
Stephen King says that authors are “always outrunning their doubts.” However, you must do it. You must reconcile yourself to the fact that every novel you write (and even non-fiction), must go through many passes. You must develop your style so it is consistent and recognizable. (You will find that when you are marketing a book to readers, you are marketing yourself, not your titles). You need to validate your talents and face facts. It takes time and nerves (and tears, sometimes). Treat a reader of your unpublished manuscript as gold, and you will learn to treat every reader as gold. Treat their feedback as platinum, and you’ll learn to treat every review of your published book as platinum. Listen to an editor (and you need to get one — free is best, as there are many that will work for free, if they like or love your work). Editors can be hellish — cruel, and tell you that your work is crap. Listen and change. Don’t fight them. Submit your book and see if you get a rejection beyond the “good luck.” A rejection tells you nothing about your talents. It took me a long time to get an annotated rejection that told me about problems in my style, and then a rejection that came after an interim letter that told me my work was publishable and passed two of the three tests to get into print (from Mundania Press). Only the last editor (the one for Marketing) passed on the manuscript. I was delighted. It validated my talent.
If your work is poor, mediocre or even just good — don’t publish. It’s the kiss of death, because the first readers will publicly proclaim your stuff “crap.” It also hurts all Indie Authors when a writer thinks they are ready for prime time and they’re not. It’s a hard first step in the process, but be sure you’re ready and get those beta-readers and mean editors rolling over your darling manuscripts. You will find there’s a point when the question goes away (usually after you’re published and the reviews come rolling in). Then, and only then, have you “outrun your doubts,” and you’re dancing with Uncle Stevie. Sometimes it’s a leap of faith.
We know why you write — so, why do you want to be published?
The second hallmark of becoming an Indie Author is as core as having the talent chops validated. It has to do with your motives, ulterior or otherwise. You must ask yourself the question: Why do I want to be published? Wouldn’t I rather just write a few articles and blog away in quiet obscurity? Doesn’t that get this writing-bug out of my system?
1 - If you want to be published just to see your writing in print, get a grip, get some money and a vanity publisher. You don’t need any other quantum of reason (which is like a Quantum of Solace, only it has an abrupt ending — sort of like that vacation to Disney on the last day). We all want to see our novels in print, and although that is technically “published,” it DOES serve a purpose. It keeps printers in business and it breaks the ice at parties.
2 - If you want to be published to become rich and famous, you shall be sorely deprived of your sanity. The rich and famous are published and get richer and famouser (SIC). Unknown titles zoom to the top by pure luck (ask King and Rowling). Too many times, I run into an Indie Author who is frantically watching the till and panicking because their book is selling one or two copies a quarter. Their motivation has usually caused them to spend money that don’t have and to overprice their book, because they are focused on sales and marketing and not . . . #3.
3 - If you want to be published so you can be read, and if you are focused on the reader, guiding your style and pricing (marketing) accordingly, you will succeed on the first sale (that ever-loving first sale that makes you AN AUTHOR, Indie or otherwise).
It is my humble (not so humble, really) opinion that if you’re about to independently publish, you should get your mind in order. You will no longer have “rejection” notices, but with the improper mindset, you’ll still get rejection — public rejection. If you put the reader, and engaging the reader, FIRST, you will accept the small royalty as a nice to have. Readers are gold, and good reviews are platinum (and good reviews are read by happy readers). If you set yourself up to be “rich and famous” from Indie Authoring, you are destined to be “poor and (perhaps) notorious.” There are Indie Authors I will not read because they have out-priced themselves and in their descent into madness have become obnoxious promoters. (Please buy my book . . I’m begging you, sort of thing).
When I started Indie publishing, it was tough to get my first books sailing (not selling — sailing). However, since I put the reader first, those that bought came back for more, and told others, and reviewed me well. When I released my latest tome (a big 600-page sucker), I had a reader (who widely reviews) state on Amazon: “Patterson has become an author I look for. Whenever I see he has a new book out, I’m in line to buy it. I’m not gay, but I like people, and his characters are likeable, full of spirit, going places and when they decide to go do something . . . I won’t be left behind!” Readers first — and reviews will come; and you can concentrate on the writing and less on the marketing.
So you have validated your talent with a leap of faith and you have the proper mind set to launch your work. The next step is more technical, but crucial.
Editting — Grandma and Spielling Countt
The last of the non-technical pre-requisites has to do with taking the responsibility of editing from the “dead-tree” houses, perhaps the one major service that traditional publishing gives you (if they give it to you). Writers are notoriously poor copy editors, especially for their own work. (We strut fine over other author’s works). The reading public will forgive some errors — but not many. It’s just like buying a car and saying “whoops, only one windshield wiper works. Sorry. Better luck next rainstorm.” Your reader deserves your talents and a perfect read. PERFEKT! Impossible. However, one must strive for it. A review that says “Wonderfully written. Great story. Needs editing.” KILLER.
Make up your mind to put into effect a completely new skill set before launching a work into print or into e-book-land. One thing that keeps the stigma on Indie Authors is “they make boo-boo’s.” If you are lucky (and most of you are), you’ll have someone who will proof-read for you for FREE (love, chocolates, a dinner and a free copy of your book — hardcover, if possible, signed — and a nice gift certificate to Border’s at Christmas). Such saints are so caring that they have invested in your success. Such is a blessing — so pray on it, because God is now your agent.
You must also rely heavily on your own IMPROVED copy editing skills. Catch those bad quotes and malapropisms. Here a misplaced comma, there a passed/past. An acquisition editor is a marketing guru. A literary editor will separate your crap from your cream and make you revise until your deadlines come home, but you must be an uber-proof reader. I can’t stress this enough. I have the arrow wounds in my ass to prove it. Fortunately, Indie Authors of my ilk (who publish with no up front cost) can revise their works in e-book and print at will, which is something you are rid of with traditional publishing where change is costly, time consuming and . . . nearly impossible. You mustn’t make that an excuse, however. You should plan a “maintenance” revision for every published book.
A good guide to remember is that writing, revision, copy editing, proofing and maintenance are all different skill-sets. When you are proofing, you should not be writing. That person should be off writing some other work. Use the ten sides of your brain. Is it easy? It is the toughest part of relinquishing the stranglehold of the traditional publisher — BUT it can be done.
Publishing Trends — Sunrise and Sunset
You might think I will now trash the traditional publishing world and sing the praises of Print-on-Demand (POD), but I shall not. This is a brief entry to say that authors misunderstand the current publishing processes and trends. They think they need query letters, agents, publicists and a host of rejection letters before they can publish a book. It ain’t so. Because Traditional Publishers (Dead-Tree Houses) have dicey profit margins and must worry about inventory, blockbusters, mid-range titles, returns, discounts and other, non-writing concerns, they are selective in their choice of authors. That selection has little to do with quality and more to do with marketing. If your book is lousy, it will still be a marketing decision that floats you a rejection. If your book is one that people will be reading one hundred years from now, your rejection is still based on all those marketing considerations. A thing of the moment. Publishers are as nervous as cats on a griddle, and deservedly so, because they lack basic market projection skills. (I’m a former Director of Marketing at a Fortune 500 company and smell this fur on the griddle).
With Print-on-Demand (POD), certain concerns are eliminated, or rather transferred to the author. The process remains the same, except that you query yourself, be your own agent, publicist, editor, and send yourself the rejection, hardy har har. Transfer of process is the keystone. Marketing the book is one transferred task. However, as any traditionlly published author will tell you, their publishing house does little in the way of marketing and will turn to you for your marketing plan anyway. “It’s your book — we printed it, now you sell it.”
However, some things are truly eliminated, like inventory control, returns, and bookshelf worries (blockbuster and mid-range). The POD house takes your file (generally, as is — the importance of quality and editing is your responsibility; and also layout and cover art), they set it up, send you proofs, and then funnel it to a distribution point where it is printed on-demand for a customer. The same is true of e-books, but in the case of electronic delivery, there are price breaks to the customer and cost breaks for the author. We’ll address e-books at length, because there are places where the “e-book doth languish” and other places where they sell like hotcakes (KINDLE, for instance — and delivered WiFi via whispernet).
What you need to know here is that Traditional is NOT bad, but since the publisher accepts the liability, they are in control, not you. With POD, you are in control (and responsible or not. If not, you have one damn big liability, which is your fault — go stand in the corner). In both cases, you have no up front costs, and in both you are contracted for royalties. However, with POD, generally you do not relinquish your rights, except for the use of the ISBN, which belongs to the imprint (unless you buy your own).
The BIG warning label here is: beware the old fashion vanity houses turned POD. “SEE YOUR NOVEL IN PRINT.” In addition, be wary of POD houses that offer you marketing services to publish your book for a few hundred bucks. Some, like BookSurge, iUniverse and Lulu are legitimate and do a fair to good marketing job, it’s according to how lazy you are and how much you are not willing to do yourself. In most cases, you can accomplish these tasks for FREE or for minimal cost. However, beware such infamous POD publishers that charge you like a vanity publisher would, offer you editing services they do not fulfill and marketing services that permanently damage your book’s chances in the marketplace.
In short, seeking POD solutions should be a serious pursuit. However, look to the NO COST houses first and consider e-book not as an alternative, but as a tandem publishing pursuit. You want readers, after all. Modern readers read in many formats. Moreover, keep in mind that the process hasn’t changed. You are picking up the ball for many. However, you are lifting that ball past the marketing barriers that publishing houses are forced to erect to protect their investments and profit line. As an Indie Author, your profit is 100% beyond your first sale, so you can dash or crash. It’s your choice.
Deciding What to Publish
This topic will be brief. It’s part of the prerequisite to Indie Publishing. If you have only one book in your personal catalog that has been talent validated, thoroughly edited and ready to shoot the rapids, then this is a moot point. However, your first Indie book must be sufficiently packaged to attract a reader to an unknown name. It’s a point we shall take up later. However, if your book is an 180,000 word epic fantasy novel, you are asking a tall order from your new reader, in print — less so in e-book, because you can lower the price to something like $3.99 and some readers are more price driven than others. If you have a few literary properties up your sleeve, publish the shortest, and the most intense first. Use the tools that we’ll discuss to give a sample of your writing style. Write a blurb that will get someone’s attention.
If you marshal your work properly, effectively priced, you’ll get a reader. If you can get that reader to review the book, you’re sure to get another reader . . . and another reader . . . and then that reader will read your next book . . . and your next book. And that’s how the process works. This topic begs more questions than answers, I know. However, I mention it here because you must have a plan in your head on which material will lead out, or the initial frustration might send you screaming back to that scheisshole of queries and pitches and agents and bored acquisition editors and the gates of Dead-Tree house hell. (That would make a glorious book title – The Gates of Dead Tree House Hell). In my own case, I published three novellas and two books of poetry first. Now, whatever I publish, I can get a reader (at least one) to buy and read. My first book sold two copies in the first month. My last book sold 30 copies in the first 2 weeks (and it was an 180,000-word Fantasy epic). In addition, with eight books out there, they haven’t mid-shelfed yet. I was even able to sell the poetry books, which as we all know, is a labor of love. Love deserves to be shared and read also.
Just in Time, I’ve Found you Just in Time
. . . or so the old song goes. There is nothing like a good old brick and mortar bookstore for browsing, touching, wishing, and hoping. I’d be the last person to eschew the experience of the stacks. I remember Mendoza’s in downtown Manhattan, where the aroma of books (which in my novel Turning Idolater I called bibliodiferous) kisses your mind like no other perfume. BUT, let’s get real. Books take up space and cost money to warehouse. They can crowd us out and make short work of a complete choice in your local Barnes & Noble. (I remember when Barnes & Noble was a noble barn on 14th Street in New York City. Ah, the wonders therein. Now it’s a pick and choose sterility).
Enter AMAZON.COM
How cold, you might say. Complete and with marketing savvy, but nothing like the real thing. However, as an Indie Author, Amazon.com offers you a virtual slot on a virtual shelf that anyone can bump into or be led to or even promoted to. They also have a wonderful new contraption called The Kindle (aw, that’ll never catch on. It’s a toy. It’s a gimmick. It’s a . . . revolution — just ask Oprah Winfrey or any of my many readers). With e-Books delivered via WiFi at 1/2 to 1/3 the price, Indie Authors have a playing field that’s leveling. To see your book in the rankings between King’s and Maupin’s is an electrifying sensation.
Now, what would be really nice is if the Just In Time technology of Print On Demand (POD) could guarantee a spot on Amazon’s distribution and shipping system also. That would be ideal. It would also be nice if you could get an e-book in some other form than the Kindle (let’s say mobipocket, pdf or blackberry) and have Amazon take care of that too. Well, here’s a secret that’s no secret, but most authors ignore, even those independently publishing. As of November 2007, Amazon covers the full spectrum.
One of the web’s most prominent “no Up Front Cost” POD publishers is CreateSpace, which is owned, operated and blended into . . . Amazon.com. CreateSpace will not only POD your book with no minimum purchase, give you an ISBN, but provide you with an Amazon Product page, pricing discounts (not at your cost), set up Search Inside the Book, give you options for Suggested Retail Pricing (latitude), give you a separate web page for your directed sales and specialized discounts, great pricing on author books, distribution to ALL Amazon network sites including Target and overseas markets. Plus, all the other perks of an Amazon product page (tags, reader reviews, blogspace).
Kindle by Amazon is known as Digitalpublications.com and now includes the recently discontinued AmazonShorts. Any author can publish for the Kindle using the DTP interface. The process is free, simple and relatively quick. You get a product page, an ASIN (e-Books do not have ISBNs), upload functions for covers, categories, tags and pricing from $.99 up. (There is a $6,000 Kindle book on Nuclear physics that Indie Authors believe is a hoax.) The product pages, after processing, are connected with your CreateSpace product pages (mutually) so non-Kindle owners can find your paperback books.
This is just scratching the surface, but for No Up Front Cost, an Indie Author can publish a paperback and an e-Book and have it printed and/or distributed by Amazon.com. THAT’S WHY it is an imperative that you validate your talent and edit like a Viking picking through an English village. That Amazon’s system is simple and free — we print, distribute — we don’t edit — we keep a percentage and pay you a royalty. So if your book is a sack of hammers, you can publish it at no up front cost within an hour of reading this paragraph, but it will still a sack of hammers.
The good news is, with no warehousing, returns, mid-shelf crisis or any other brick and mortar concerns, the Amazon arrangement is exactly what a printer/distributor/author relationship should be. Neither should constrain the other in the pursuit of their “thang.” Amazon’s quality is top notch. Are there glitches? You bet there are, at times — many avoidable, but they are nothing compared with the dumb-ass snafus of the traditional publishing house over months and months. Moreover, Amazon.com owns Mobipocket (another format covered).
I mean to drill down on my own experiences with CreateSpace and Kindle. The set-up processes can be scary to the novice, but they’re actually less scary than your average query letter. There are also other alternatives to Amazon’s pure solutions. Moreover, there’s marketing and promotion, key to selling the damn things. Amazon no more sells your books than Doubleday, except Doubleday likes branded names that sell themselves (and that’s a concept that could be pursued). Whoops, when I wrote that last sentence, Doubleday was still in business. Point taken.
Manuscript Preparation — One
Preparing a manuscript for Indie Authoring depends on the place and formats you will be using (POD and e-Book), but since I go CreateSpace and Kindle, I have set-up a rhythm which takes a few weeks to prepare for a launch. I also own a Kindle, so I get a view of how the manuscript looks on the device. However, many of my Indie Author friends do not have a Kindle and rely on tools such as mobipocket reader to guesstimate look and feel, and then ask the Indie Author Community to validate the results.
Manuscript preparation begins with the proofing. Now that your work has been fully revised (at least twice), you should do a final go-through on the computer. Be sure that automatic spell check has been SHUT OFF. It’s bad enough that writers are poor proofreaders; we don’t need any help from MS Word’s algorithms. You make a typo and Word will attempt to correct it. That’s how I was able to miss the following line: “Huang Li-fa pissed his paints,” instead of “pants.” Luckily, it was on the beta-copy and a beta-reader brought it to my attention with all the hilarity it deserved.
1 - SHUT OFF Automatic Spell Check.
2 - Read your manuscript not as a writer, but as a wicked old editor. Catch those “their/they’re”, ”past/passed”, “hopped/hoped” errors. Add your missing “thats”, kill every adverb that can be slain, check that all commas are placed properly, delete errant quotes and other untidy punctuation, and be consistent with “iffy” stuff, like capitalization of certain words, italics for thought bubbles and DO use the proper progression of action (“xxxx, and then xxxx”). Detect POV errors and adjust with “probability text — possibly, probably, perhaps . . . you know what I mean (and if you don’t — don’t publish yet. You’re not ready. See your editor). In addition, watch pacing. Kill darling lines that extend metaphors to more than two references. “He was like a cat on a roof that’s on fire in the rain.” You KNOW what I mean. And BE MEAN to yourself.
3 - Print out these pages (double-spaced) and do the same thing again, but better than that — have a proofreader do it. You might have to pay someone, but four eyes are better than two, and twelve eyes are better than . . . I’m blind in one eye, so two eyes are better than one.
4 - Go through the manuscript and effect changes and corrections and then . . . get your manuscript uploaded to your Kindle. (No Kindle? Transfer it to Mobipocket reader for the computer). The point is this. Your proofing skills change with each media change. You will catch things at one point size on paper that you won’t catch at another on the screen.
5 - Read your book on the Kindle setting the font to a larger size (three is good). You’ll be surprised at how much you can catch. When you find an error or a change, use Kindle’s line highlighting function and add-notes to keep a running file of edits. Then, either download the file to your computer, or (what I do) just hold the Kindle in your left hand and effect edits with your right (and chew gum and dance the meringue at the same time. We all know that writers can multitask, as my Irish Aunt once said: “I’ll shove a broom up me arse and sweep the floor.”)
6 - THEN, run MS word spell check with grammar check ON to catch all the other things everyone missed. It so happens that as you do those little revisions (changing passive to active, etc), you leave “ghosts,” extra words that should be deleted OR tense remnants (tenses and verb conjugations that should have changed with the change but you didn’t change them because . . .). Grammar check will catch most of these.
7 - Be sure that your manuscript has “printers” quotes on, that em-dashes are properly formatted with a space on either side and that ellipses are like this ( . . . ) and not ( ... ). Then, if I were you, and you were me, read the work over again. There will be something wrong. Always is. However, if you are 99.95% clean, the .05% can be rectified in a maintenance edition later on without travail.
With all that done, you are now ready to reformat your work. I work with single spaced manuscripts, but tradition says double-space is best. I disagree, but that’s a matter of style. Therefore, the first thing you need to do is implode your spacing and tickle your styles. And on that note . . .
Adding Pages for Kindle Manuscript Preparation
You now have a clean manuscript ready for publication. Indie Publishing this work only needs a few more formatting tricks. First, for the Kindle, and then, for POD. My usual modus operandi is to prepare the Kindle version first. The front page contains the cover art for my novel. On the Kindle, color covers will convert to gray scale. In Word, I insert a reasonably sized jpg representation of my cover, and resize it so it takes up half the front page. I then page break for the Title Page. You can have a formal title page with Title, your name, a publishing logo OR, I just begin with the colophon, which contains the follow:
Series title (if applicable)
Title
Subtitle (if applicable)
Author name
Author’s imprint name (usually a website url Version and date
Copyright information
List of published books with ISBN’s
Cover acknowledgements
Email or other contact information
The copyright can be any established legal text that protects your work and deems it original. You might need disclaimers, such as all characters are fictional etc. I use a standard copyright text for all my books (see below). The imprint is a nice touch, as your book’s publishing imprint on the Kindle is Amazon Digital. Don’t put that. Use something that you have, particularly from your website. Mine has been, and still is Dancaster Creative. A list of your works (which needs to be updated in maintenance releases) is important also, so you can recommend to the reader other books that you have penned, and by supplying the ISBN, they can always find them on-line. Kindle books, like all e-book, do not have an ISBN. You’ll get that when you publish the book on CreateSpace. However, they have ASIN, which is an Amazon product ID. Don’t use that in your colophon. DO list your unpublished works and update them with ISBNs as they are published. Finally, include your email address so the reader can contact you with feedback, and then you can convert that feedback into a review.
NEXT, add a preface or a few words thanking the forces that supported your efforts. Thank your beta-readers. Thank your fifth grade teacher. Thank Dickens. In short, sell yourself as the humble scribbler who offers this work to a worthy reader.
Include a Table of Contents (if you’re good at this Kindle thing, you can add optional hyperlinks)
Be sure that every section and chapter starts on a new page using Word’s page break feature. Have all section titles (Part I, Book One, BIG CHUNK THREE: The Monster Lives), start on a separate page, and do not center it. Have it start flush to the top of the page. Trust me, it’s a Kindle thing.
Be sure that your work is single-spaced and that it’s ragged left. If you justify the margins, you’ll create rivers for your reader on the Kindle and will prevent them from changing their reading format choices.
Finally, include your biography at the end. Mostly your book flap bio, but add your published and in progress works there as well. IN ADDITION, your motto — a slogan that you use to help define you as the real product. I include my picture too, for the Kindle version.
SAMPLES:
The Colophon for my last published book The Jade Owl & the Biography page for the end.
The Jade Owl Legacy Book I
The Jade Owl:
In Search of the Old China Hand
Edward C. Patterson
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Edward C. Patterson has been writing novels, short fiction, poetry and drama his entire life, always seeking the emotional core of any story he tells. With his eighth novel, The Jade Owl, he combines an imaginative touch with his life long devotion to China and its history. He has earned an MA in Chinese History from Brooklyn College with further postgraduate work at Columbia University. A native of Brooklyn, NY, he has spent four decades as a soldier in the corporate world gaining insight into the human condition. He won the 2000 New Jersey Minority Achievement Award for his work in corporate diversity. Blending world travel experiences with a passion for story telling, his adventures continue as he works to permeate his reader’s souls from an indelible wellspring.
Published Novels by Edward C. Patterson include No Irish Need Apply, Bobby’s Trace, Cutting the Cheese, Surviving an American Gulag, Turning Idolater and The Jade Owl (Jade Owl Legacy Series Book I). Coming soon: The Third Peregrination (Jade Owl Legacy Series Book II), The Dragon’s Pool (Jade Owl Legacy Series Book III), Southern Swallow (Nan Ya), Look Away, Silence, Belmundus, The Road to Grafenwoehr, and Green Folly. Look also for The People’s Treasure (Jade Owl Legacy Series Book IV) and In the Shadow of Her Hem (Jade Owl Legacy Series Book V). Poetry books available are The Closet Clandestine: a queer steps out and Come, Wewoka - and - Diary of Medicine Flower.
Dancaster Creative www.dancaster.com
From my mind to your imagination . . .
Launching your Masterpiece on the Kindle (Start Your Engines)
Before you start the Kindle launching process, go to http://dtp.amazon.com/ and read the terms of agreement (the contract) and sign up as a Kindle author. This will allow you access to your DTP Dashboard. (DTP = Digital Text Platform). The next step is to have a manuscript ready for upload. This can be one of three different formats, depending on how complex your manuscript is: We’ll go for “simple.”
WORD DOC: Your word document .doc version is good enough to create a Kindle upload file. There could be some formatting issues, but if you have a Kindle, you can test it by emailing the document {your email mailto:name}@kindle.com and it will download via whispernet to your Kindle for viewing. You can do that with all three types of Kindle upload files. I used this format (.doc) for all my earlier books with no problems. Be sure that all section headings start on the first line of the page, and for your reader’s ease, page break before each chapter and do not justify text. In addition, for every line break (double space) that you have in your document, the Kindle version will double it — so be careful with spacing. Too much is disconcerting and never double-space the entire document unless you like the sound of readers cursing. Don’t worry about page numbers (the Kindle does not use page numbers) or Headers and Footers. (The Kindle creates its own header).
HTML: You can also save your document from WORD 7 or later to an .html file and upload that instead. This is good if you are going to create links within the document. You can edit your html or bring it into Dreamweaver or another GUI html editor.
(best) PRC: The final Kindle native format is a PRC file (on the Kindle it is called .AZW), which is also the native format for Mobipocket. Therefore, the surest and cleanest way to upload is to create a PRC file. How do I do that? Go to http://www.mobipocket.com/en/DownloadSoft/default.asp?Language=EN and download both the Mobipocket Reader and the Mobipocket Creator. They are easy to install. Then, in Creator, load you word doc file and process it. This will create an HTML file. Then, press the “Build” icon — IMPORTANT: select “standard Compression” and do not select DRM — the locked version of the PRC file. Then run it. That produces the PRC file. We’ll upload that when the time comes.
Some more preparation for launch:
DESCRIPTION: Carefully (and I mean carefully) craft a blurb for your product page. Kindle gives you space for up to 4,000 words. Don’t use that many. Don’t do something like: “The book is about Olympian Gods and Goddess’ dancing the Irish jig on St. Patrick’s Day, and then they do this and go there and blah blah.” Do something more like: “Arthur Pimp has a problem — he has taken too much Viagra. In his quest to reduce the swell, he meets a host of helpers. Thrills and chills (and perhaps spills) go forth.” OR do my favorite. Get mysterious and give the reader a sample of your style. (From The Jade Owl) “In China they whisper again . . .”
The description sells books, so make sure the spelling is perfect and it draws the reader in, much like the first paragraph of your book.
COVER ART: Design or get someone to design a cover. You’ll need it for the POD version anyway. I’ll speak about cover art soon, but there are royalty free stock photos that can be used if you’re artistically challenged (go to Google or Wikipedia), and any one of several digital programs can help you get the TITLE TEXT and your NAME on the cover. I am lucky to be a certified Photoshop artist, but I have used stock covers for three of my books. Sometimes the stock stuff suffices. DO NOT LAUNCH WITHOUT COVER ART. The cover graphic on Amazon sells books. I have even changed covers and have gotten a sales spike. Don’t judge a book by its cover. Hell, yes.
CATEGORY: Decide which genre you want your book to be categorized. It’s important for the rankings and the genre lists (more on those later). You get up to five categories. In addition, decide on some key words prior to starting the launch.
PRICE: You get to set the price. Make it as low as $.99 or as high as $6,000.00 (There is a Kindle book out there for that price on Nuclear Physics). This price will also set your Royalty (which will be 35%). Word to the wise — keep the price as low as possible. I price on the Kindle for $3.99 regardless whether it is a 98-page book (Bobby’s Trace) or 600 pages (The Jade Owl). This gives me a $1.40 royalty, BUT you will learn that it is all about getting readers, not making money. If you disagree, go re-read the earlier topics on deciding why you are publishing. If you go over $7.00, you will find resistance from readers to purchase your book. You can always lower or raise a price at any time.
Have all that. Take a deep breath, because we’re going to DTP and launch your book.
Launching your Manuscript on the Kindle — Let’s Do It!
You’re armed for bear. If not, re-read the last post and arm yourself. You should have already registered on DTP before starting (I will assume you have). Now, go to http://dtp.amazon.com/ and sign in. If you’ve been there before, it’s just a button press.
Click on Add a New Item and you will see a 3-part form appear.
ENTER PRODUCT DETAILS
UPLOAD & PREVIEW BOOK
ENTER PRICE
Entering product Details:
Title: Enter your book title. Be careful that it’s spelled correctly and, if you are also going to publish a paperback on Amazon via POD, be sure it matches that title. E-books do not have ISBN’s, therefore the cross-referencing of your various media pages that do not have ISBN’s but ASIN’s relies on title (correct and precise title).
ISBN: Enter that here if it applies. I usually enter that later on, after the fact, when I have an ISBN from the paperback. Leave it blank otherwise.
Publisher: Leave this blank for now (or put the owner of the ISBN here). I fill this in after the fact.
Language: If English, leave default.
Publishing Date: Leave blank, Amazon will autofill that in.
Categories: (press add/edit) Select up to five categories. On the Kindle, rankings are revealed by category. Rankings are extremely important in promotion, so choose these with care as every sale you make will be reflected in the top 100 of each category’s ranking, exposing you to more sales opportunities. You can adjust these later, if the ones you have chosen are not working for you.
Authors: (press add/edit) Put your Author Name as it will appear on the Product page. Remember that YOU are the product, so use a consistent style throughout all your titles. Remember “author” is a searchable feature on Amazon. I always, for example, use my full name with middle initial on all my titles — Edward C. Patterson (with a period after the C.) If you use a pseudonym, I do not suggest screen names — YippieYapster012 will not sell books. Screen names are wonderful for blogs and comments, even Amazon ID’s, although as an author you should use your authorial name on Amazon profiles and “real-name”authenticate it. If the work is co-authored, this is where multiple authors are listed.
Search Keywords: Put as many as you want bearing in mind that this is where you can pick up niche search result from readers. If your work is set in Palmyra, Ohio, Palmyra is a good keyword. Save broader keywords such as novel, fiction, mystery, for “tagging,” BUT don’t be lazy — keywords help sell books.
Product Image: Upload the cover or image representation for your book. Books without images on the product page are rarely purchased by anyone unless they are generic rehashes of Shakespeare. Covers sell books. Think of your image on a bookshelf (lists of 25 titles in Amazon searches). You compete with other titles by name recognition, number of stars (reviews), and number of reviewers, ranking and book cover. You may not have stars or review numbers at first, nor will your name compete with Stephen King, but you can enter the cover beauty contest to attract a click to your product page. My covers all have a similar look and feel, part of selling myself. When a reader of my last book clicks on my next book, they should feel they have entered my universe when it comes to covers.
Edition Number, Series Title, and Series Volume: Leave the default at 1 and leave the other two fields blank. I’ll talk to those later. They can be tricky and can cause travail if not done properly (It’s an area that DTP needs to improve).
[Save your Entries] Now
Upload & Preview Book:
Media Location: Type or search your computer for your manuscript, which should be either a Word Doc, an html file or .prc (as per previous discussion). Once found, press the upload button. If successful, you will get a confirmation.
Preview: Press the preview button. Your uploaded manuscript will be displayed in its entirety for your review. It approximates what it should look like on your customer’s Kindle. If you don’t own a Kindle to do a preview before uploading your manuscript, then it’s important that you review page by page looking for odd line breaks (caused usually by errant tabs or double spacing). If you’re not satisfied, return to your manuscript, adjust, re-uplaod and preview. If you have reviewed the results on your Kindle, still preview to assure that you have uploaded the correct file or file version. One of the beauties of both Kindle and POD publishing is that you can upload an entirely new manuscript at any time. With traditional publishing, you cannot, at least not without considerable cost. With this new age of publishing, it is cost-free and affects no inventory — and with Kindle customers, they can download your changes at any time via WiFi. Some author’s have even used this capability to publish serial novels.
If everything is to your satisfaction, save your converted work.
Enter Price:
This is simple, but tricky. Enter the Suggested Retail Price (SRP) for your title. I suggest you keep it low. All my Kindle books, whether 100 pages or 600 pages are $3.99 (part of my marketing image), but priced to attract readers. At $3.99 my royalty is $1.40 or about the price of a Diet Coke in a vending machine. To date I have over 300 Diet Cokes. If you wish to up this price and model (as an unknown name in a sea of a gazillion books, competing with DVDs and TV as entertainment media) go right ahead. You may sell some, but I guarantee you’ll be a bit thirstier. The consensus on the Kindle-Author forum is that $7.00 is the ceiling for an Indie Author book on the Kindle or in any electronic medium. Stephen King sells his at $9.99. Good for Uncle Stevie as he could get away with $12.00.
Note: Amazon may discount your price to something like $3.19. It doesn’t affect your royalty, which is still based on your SRP. You can also go as low as $ .99, which I will do when I publish this little sermonette on Indie Authoring. You can also change your price at any time
Save your Pricing NOW
Take a deep breath, because you’ve done it and you are one button press away from being published. Okay, do it. Press the publish button and watch the wheels turn. You should get the ubiquitous banner saying that your work will be published between 12 and 72 hours. So go watch TV, take a weekend vacation or just sleep. It will take that long . . . but relatively shorter than 6 months with one of the Dead-Tree houses, especially if they are on the skids, as most of them are.
ARE YOU THERE YET? Not quite yet. “Aha, there’s a catch,” you say. No, not really. Amazon is more a process than a publisher in the true sense. You are the publisher. All the information you supplied now needs to be processed, and it’s processed in separate streams. Your product page will be built in stages . . . and that’s the next topic.
Pieces of Eight — The Amazon Product Page (Kindle)
Now you have submitted your manuscript for publication for the Kindle on Amazon.com. You’ve been told it will take between 12 and 72 hours before it is live. So what does LIVE mean? It means that the product page will be available in some fashion. In order to know what’s there, what’s complete and what’s missing, you need to know the “pieces” that are separately processed. Unfortunately, this part is a bit like going to the casino. Your page may start coming together in 12 hours or 72 hours. In addition, you may get the whole product page or part of it. You must know that you will get the whole thing, but sometimes it takes a week or more for the entire thing to come together. With eight published books on the Kindle, I can say — sometimes I’m lucky. Sometimes I’m not. However, given the vagaries of traditional publishing, I’d rather go to the casino with a sure thing than to the crap tables with a risk.
Here are the various pieces of the product Pages and what they mean.
Title, Author and Vitals: This is your Title listing, with your name and the vital statistics (book size, ASIN number, sold by, publication date). These are generally the first things to show up, and they sometimes show up alone.
THE BUY NOW BUTTON: The price of your book and the purchase button. If this doesn’t show up, there will be a NOTIFY ME WHEN AVAILABLE button. This is one of the most important elements to show up. I have had the entire Product Page available without a purchase button. All dressed up and nowhere to go. Can’t sell books without that button.
The Sample Button: Kindle users can get a free sample of your book downloaded via whispernet. This is a great feature for both prospective readers and authors. It generally shows up with the BUY NOW button.
PRODUCT DESCRIPTION: That lovely blurb you crafted to catch people’s attention. Well, it might show up a week after the book is ready to sell, which makes it hard sometimes to promote. There are ways around this using your Amazon Author’s blog, if you get a sponsor. (later topic). If not, be patient. It will show up eventually.
Rankings: Rankings generally do not show up until after your first sale. Rankings are important to promoting and marketing your book on Amazon (and frustrating and fun at the same time). You can invest in getting in the rankings by purchasing a copy of your own book if you have a Kindle. (Only one to a customer).
Cross References: These are links to your title in other formats, i.e. paperback. Of course, you need to have a paperback in place on its own separate product page. However, cross-referencing is important, especially when reviews start coming in.
PEOPLE THAT BOUGHT: After your first sale, book images from your customers show up. This helps sell other author’s books as well as your own on their product pages.
PRICE DISCOUNT: Don’t be surprised that your Suggested Retail Price is discounted from the get-go. That’s Amazon’s prerogative right out of the gate and in the contract. However, the discount might not show up for a while.
Also, press your name link to assure that you are in the author searches. All your books should show up in a list.
DO give yourself 5 stars as a rating for the product page.
DO tag your book with popular tags (later topic)
Once your product page is “live,” your DTP dashboard will indicate that. Immediately capture the URL for promotion purposes. The URL is usually an Amazon address that includes your ASIN.
You’re published. Congratulations. Press the Reports button on your DTP Dashboard and the current monthly report link to see your sales for the month, which should be (unless you made that one self purchase) blank — but here is where you can check your sales and commissions at any time, unlike a traditional house where reports generally are weekly and monthly or after teeth pulling.
You’re published, but your work has just begun. Now you need to promote, which is a chore by any standard. However, you’re on Amazon and can use many official and unofficial Amazon tools to self-promote as well as websites, blogs and other engines. You will need reviews and stars, an exciting pursuit if you have really validated your talents (otherwise, your stars will be more like moons or goose eggs).
However, before we move on to promotion, let’s publish this manuscript again . . . as a paperback on Amazon’s CreateSpace. Two formats are better than one, and promoting one book in multiple formats makes sense.
Preparing Your Manuscript for CreateSpace
Preparing your manuscript for the Print-on-Demand Publisher (POD) can be as simple or as painful as you want. The end game is that you will need two (2) .pdf files — the Innards and the Outers (Cover). If you are adept with publishing programs (I am, but still prefer the easier course), like PageMaker or InDesign, you can layout your inner manuscript (usually through importing) and “do your thing”. Remember that your publication size is NOT 8.5 x 11, but 6 x 9. You can spend considerable and worthwhile time designing your publication, and then creating the .pdf for the inner manuscript. The Cover is a different story and requires some skill, not only as a graphic artist, but also in laying out front, back and spine. You can use stock art (copyright free) or your own creation. OR go to a professional cover designer, which is a valid option. There are reasonably priced design houses that work within Indie Author’s budgets, such as bddesign (contact gregb@bddesignonline.com) that specialize in the POD cover arena. (If you mention this book’s title and my name at that site, you’ll get a price break).
However, it is possible to take your current 8.5 x 11 word manuscript and covert it to a POD- ready .pdf with little or no pain using the PATTERSON recipe. In this case, you use another POD Company’s on-line design tools and utilize the results for the CreateSpace publishing process. That “other” POD is Lulu.com, and is a viable POD publisher, but not for this particular exercise. The on-line book creator at Lulu.com is a fine platform for doing the job, and we’ll have a step by step in the next topic.
Step 1 - Save the manuscript you used for the Kindle uploaded under a different name. (I add the letters POD to the file name). It’s important to keep your base manuscript for maintenance, and repeat these steps when making maintenance changes to the print copy.
Step 2 – On the Lulu.com site, download the manuscript template file, which can be found at http://www.lulu.com/en/help/book_formatting_faq select 6 x 9” Word (doc).
Step 3 – Open this file in Microsoft Word. Save it to a new filename such as YourManuscriptPOD.doc
Step 4 – Open your Word manuscript. Press Ctrl-A (Slect All), and copy to memory.
Step 5 – Switch to the templat document and paste your manuscript. Save and close the origignal manuscript.
Step 5 - Add your page numbers (footers) – centered. If you need fancier pagination or left-right numbers, use a Desk Top Publishing program and abandon this recipe.
Step 5 - Center the title on your title page. Use a dingbat font, if you want to add interest (not required). I use wingding and a nice Celtic leaf repeated four times above my title, and then again below my name. I also use this on Section breaks. Since I use this same dingbat in all my books, it becomes part of the brand. No copyright stuff etc. on the title page. Be sure that the Title matches the Title of your Kindle product page, otherwise your cross references will be lost.
Step 6 - Now it’s time to step through your manuscript. You’ll notice that it has grown (page-wise). The page limit for this process is 750 pages. If the number of pages exceeds this, lower your body text point size by .5 or 1 point. If this doesn’t do it, abandon this recipe or (dependant on the book length) consider two volumes. (Lulu’s limit is 750 pages, perfect binding 6x9. CreateSpace goes to 850 on white stock).
Inspect your new POD manuscript, page by page. Be sure there are no widows and orphans or strange line breaks. IMPORTANT: Be sure that every Chapter, Section or Major Commencement page begins on an odd page number. This means forcing blank pages. Walk through your entire manuscript making adjustments. What you see is what you’ll get. Save your POD document.
Step 7 - If you plan to create your own cover and upload it as a graphic, design the artwork in a paint program (Photoshop is perfect for this). The size must be 1838x2757 pixels for artwork. The file will be huge, but I generally save it in a few sizes for the web and Kindle cover and advertisements. Save the useable file as a .jpg, and retain an editable copy in native Photoshop format. If you use the graphic to imprint your Title text, be sure it matches your Kindle Product page title. If you used an outside cover professional, you will still need to create a cover in Lulu, but what it looks like won’t make a difference. However, you will need for the process — TEXT — A blurb (which you should already have from the Kindle upload) and your biography. You can also have your photo for the back cover or a logo (for a series or for design inspiration).
Now you have a POD-ready word file and materials for a cover (TEXT at a minimum, as you can opt for a stock photo or template in Lulu). Now go to Lulu.com and sign up to publish (no cost and you’re not going to publish it here anyway).
Lulu’s Book Wizard
There are a few Book wizards on-line — Wordclay is one, but I use Lulu, because it’s topnotch and matches my recipe quite well. Plus you are not committed to publish your book there, but you can have a copy sent to you (at higher price, but if you’re anxious to see it, it comes in a few day). You can also convert your paperback to hardcover (an expensive purchase, but free to create, and I always order at least one hard cover for readings, where you need a book with a tamed spine in front of a microphone. They also make nice gifts for the special people in your author-life like your editor).
So you have a POD word file, some artwork for the cover (.jpg), if needed, an account (free) with lulu.com, and text with your biography and a book blurb. Fire up Mr. Machine and go to Lulu.com. Find your dashboard and “create a new project.” Select “private project.” Select Paperback book, and then enter the title and author. Save that, and then select size, binding, and a paper color. In this case 6x9 perfect bound, white (or cream) paper. Save, and you will be asked to upload your manuscript file. Browse your computer and get it uploaded to the wizard. Once done, have the wizard create a .pdf for you. Gears will turn (literally) and when done, your are told that your file was converted. Once converted, view it. A .pdf file is launched in acrobat reader. Look your file over carefully. Do this at 100% size so you can see that your fonts are legible. Go through the entire document and note the number of pages. It should equal the length of your Word POD file that you created in our last session. When satisfied, save a copy of the .pdf to your hard drive, and use a sensible name like {Novel Title}POD.pdf. Lulu names the file with an id number, which if retained in your own files will drive you nuts later. Go back to Lulu’s wizard and save this file to the project.
You now arrive at the CoverWizard. This is the fun part. Study the many creative things you can do in this wizard. I’m not covering all of them, except the basics. You can choose a theme or basic colors. I usually have a .jpg to load. Select the front cover and load your prepared .jpg. If you have embedded your Title text and Author Name in the .jpg, be sure to turn those elements off when you get to the text editor. If you do not have a .jpg, select a graphic from Lulu’s ample stock graphics. There’s art for almost any genre.
The back cover can also have a prepared .jpg. I usually select a plain patterned Lulu stock graphic from their library, because the blurb and biography go on the back, and become illegible over fancy graphics. You can also select a mug shot of the yourself, or an icon and logo from your computer and upload it to the back cover’s insert box. There’s an interactive representation of your work as you go, so wait for the screens to redraw to see your progress.
For the spine color, I usually select a solid color that’s congruent with a transition between front cover and back.
The text editor section allows you to add text to front and back covers and the spine. IMPORTANT, on the back cover and the spine, deselect the LULU LOGO so it doesn’t appear in your .pdf since you are not publishing under the lulu imprint. If you need to create title text and your author’s name, the text editor provides you with a wide range of font styles and colors. Suppress title and name if you have already embedded these items in your .jpg graphic.
The back cover should contain your book blurb followed by your biography (or vice versa, your choice). Be sure that the color contrasts enough to be seen overlaid on the back cover graphic. Also, leave at least an inch and quarter space at the bottom for Amazon’s ISBN bar code. If you don’t, CreateSpace will reject your cover .pdf.
The spine can have text also IF it is a book of 175 pages or higher. If you submit a narrow spine with spine text to CreateSpace, they will reject it.
You will play with the wizard for a bit — it’s fun and you want it perfect. BE sure everything is spelled correctly and words aren’t missing. Nothing like screwing up text and grammar on the cover. It’s like mooning your reader at twenty paces. Once you’re satisfied, save and continue. You’ll confirm that this is a private project. You won’t want ISBN’s or a LULU product page or all the marketing upgrades that they try to sell you at this point, unless you really want them. Remember, this is a pass through to get two .pdf files.
You can retrieve your cover .pdf file by returning to your dashboard and selecting the project. Scroll down to the cover and download the .pdf to your file. I name it the same as the innards POD file, except I add CVR to the filename.
And that’s it. You can create another project converting your paperback to hardcover, but no rush for that or need. You also do not need to buy a book from Lulu.com, however I believe in fairness, so I usually order 2 or 3 as optional payment for using their excellent on-line wizard. Be sure to check the two .pdfs over carefully. If you find mistakes or want to make changes, go to the project and press revise. Then run through the process again. In addition, when you need to make changes during a maintenance revision during the life of your book, you start with the Lulu dashboard, the project and a revision, to create revised POD .pdfs.
Forward March into Print — CreateSpace
As I mentioned before, there are several ways to get to this point, including through a Desk Top Publisher or a professional file formatter. However, you began your journey using my simplified method — creating 2 pdfs from another on-line POD software program at Lulu.com. Now assuming that you have registered (FREE) at CreateSpace.com, and you have your .pdfs ready to go, all you will need is your book’s blurb and your author biography to cut and paste into CreateSpace’s form. (Registering includes providing payment methods for author copies and information for royalty payments and taxes).
CreateSpace set-up is a four-stage process, but simple:
1 - Title Setup
2 - File Review
3 - Order Proof
4 - Print Ready
Title Setup establishes your work on the CreateSpace Dashboard. It covers:
Title Information
Physical Properties
Adding Files (your pdfs)
Sales & Promotion
Review and Submit
From your CreateSpace dashboard, select “Add New Title”
A form will appear. Begin as follows:
Title: Type in your Title. Be careful that it is spelled correctly. (You laugh, but . . .) Be sure it matches the title on your cover and your title page
Subtitle and Volume Number: I would leave these black, even it you have a subtitle and a series number. Reason: Amazon pages tend to lose cross-referencing when you add extra stuff. You could saddle yourself with a marketing dilemma by filling in these fields.
Description: Cut and Paste your book’s blurb here. This will show up on your Amazon page. I usually use the same one as the Kindle. However, you only get 1,000 characters here, while the Kindle allows 4,000 characters.
ISBN: Check off “Assign my book an ISBN- 13/EAN- 13 immediately.” This will assign an ISBN to your work at no cost. If you already own an ISBN and want to use that, do so. The ISBN assigned by CreateSpace belongs to them and is a bona fide ISBN. Once published, your work is ISBN blessed, registered and searchable from Timbuktu to Venus. However, don’t be surprised if you can’t find it at Barnes & Noble due to marketplace rivalry between Amazon.com and Ingram.
Imprint Name: Leave it blank, unless the ISBN belongs to another publisher.
Category: Choose the best one for the book. This is important for searches on Amazon
Reading Level: Be honest here. If it’s nuclear physics, select a high education level. If it’s Bambi, select the kindergarten set. If it uses cuss words, be sure that you select a level over age 18 (like 12 year olds don’t cuss).
Previously Published: Leave blank unless applicable
Country of Publication: Select a country. It defaults to United States (which should be used)
Publication Date: Unless previously published, leave blank. Amazon will take care of this.
Language: As appropriate. (I would love to see a choice reading “I should hope so.”)
Search Words: String along several keywords separated by commas. (Don’t get lazy unless you’re not promoting your book).
Number of Authors: Select as appropriate
Author 1: First Name and then Last Name (HOWEVER, if you use a Middle initial in your Author’s name and on your book, put that initial in on the First Name field. If your name on the manuscript doesn’t match your name in this set-up, CreateSpace will question it.) This attention to title and author detail is connected to ISBN registration, so do not take it lightly.
Author Biography: Cut and paste your author bio here.
Save and Continue
You will now be asked to upload your Inside and cover pdf files. This is simple. Just browse you computer for the appropriate .pdf file, select and upload it. If you named these pdfs to distinguish between the inner manuscript and the cover, you should do just fine. When finished, save and continue.
Next, you will set the number of pages. Provide the number of pages from the uploaded pdf. If it is an uneven number, Amazon will add a blank page upon set-up and change the number of pages. Books end on a right hand (that is an even) page.
Interior type is Black & White
Trim Size is generally 6” x 9”
Binding is US Trade Paper
Paper Color is White (you can get cream — your choice. If you have a book of 500 pages plus, white is better on the binding. In fact, white holds up to 870 pages, while cream, Lulu’s limit, is 750 pages.)
Sales & Promotion is easy also. You are automatically set at the default plan. I highly recommend you select the ProPlan, which costs $39.00 and well worth the cost. If you don’t want it, you can always upgrade afterwards. If you upgrade now, you will be brought to your on-line cart and to make a purchase at this point. If not, continue down to Promotion.
Set your list price. A minimum price is stated. You cannot go below that price. CreateSpace sets a fair minimum price giving you leeway to set your list price as inexpensively as you want. Some PODs force you to charge your readers high prices, which cut down on the number of reader opportunities (which read: sales). Once set, you can see what your royalty will be. (Look down in the Amazon.com box below). If at the default plan, your author copies will cost more and your royalties will be lower. If on ProPlan, your author copies will drop in price dramatically and your royalties will be higher. Pay more attention to the Amazon Royalties than the CreateSpace Store Royalties. No one goes to the CreateSpace Store, unless you direct them there. All of your sales traffic will be through Amazon.com.
The ProPlan benefits are not that you save money by paying $39.00 up front. If you need copies of your book for consignment sales, the cost differential pays for itself. More important, the higher your royalties, the lower you can price your book. A fair royalty is $1.40. I set my price with an eye on the lowest royalty. I prefer to have readers than petty cash (although, if you get readers, that petty cash mounts up).
Be sure that both CreateSpace Store and Amazon.com are set to “enable.”
Save your Promotion section when satisfied.
You have completed the Title Set-up portion. IMPORTANT. Submit your work for publication using the button at the bottom of the form.
Your book is now in CreateSpace’s hands for review. Now you wait. What happens next?
The Short Waiting Game
Now you’re waiting for the CreateSpace’s support team to review your files. This takes a day or two. They are in California, Monday through Friday, so if you submit your file on Friday evening EST, you won’t hear anything until Monday evening. Submit on a Tuesday and you’re likely to hear on Wednesday. Things that will reject your file are generally:
1 - You didn’t leave enough space (an inch and a quarter) on the back cover’s bottom for the ISBN Bar Code.
2 - You included spine text on a thin book (175 pages or less)
3 - Your formatting was way off. You created your .pdf at Lulu (or wherever) in a different size than you selected in CreateSpace. (I did this only once and it’s a “stop the presses” issue).
4 - Your cover title is different from your title page text or your set-up text.
In these cases, you will need to recreate your .pdf making the suggested adjustments. Other things are changed, but are not show stoppers, i.e. Your set-up name does not match your author name on the title page or the cover — the author has a middle initial, for example. Your page count is wrong in set-up. Support automatically corrects this for you.
Once you get your approval email, your dashboard is ready for the next step, which is ORDER PROOF. The price of this proof is the price of an author copy (inexpensive). You press the Order Proof button and you will be sent to the shopping cart to complete the sale.
Now you need to wait for either:
1 - Your proof to arrive for your visual inspection OR
2 - Your Proof Approval button to appear on the dashboard (sometimes within an hour of your proof order).
If you want to review your copy before you go live, do so. However, if you are confident in the results (especially if you bought a few copies through Lulu), press the Proof Approved button, and your title is PUBLISHED.
Your book will be immediately available at the CreateSpace Store (which no one seems to go to, but you can direct early sales there). Your cover graphic will show up in five days. Your request to appear on Amazon.com is sent. (Be sure that the Amazon.com option is enabled and the option changes to Request Submitted). This will change to “Live”, when your Amazon page is in place. This can take up to 15 business days. However, the most it has taken me, with eight published titles, is six business days. You can check the actual page as it’s being built. It will be at an URL that follows this format:
http://www.amazon.com/dp/yourISBNhere
At first, you’ll get an Amazon error page. Then, a page with your cover art, some info and that “the book is out of date.” Ignore that. Gradually, the page fills in until it’s live. “Search Inside the Book” is automatically requested for your title through CreateSpace. It takes a few weeks to implement.
Now you are published in two formats. While you’re waiting for a “live” status, you can be writing Press Releases, peppering author promotional forums with advance notices, writing blogs, updating your website and a dozen other promotional activities.
PROMOTION. Well, that’s the one thing that you need to do whether you have published your book traditionally or independently. In both cases, you’re all dressed up with . . . well, a book doesn’t sell itself. You need to do it. You do it by enlisting troops of promoters called “readers.”
The rest of this discussion will deal with the many, many, many (did I say many) ways to promote your book(s). It’s a task that may be harder than writing the damn thing and might be far less enjoyable if you do it wrong. Do it right and you’ll find the thrill of success, and new author friends, networks of readers and enough feedback to bring your writing to the next plateau. There is always another plateau, because we never stop growing and improving. The best is always yet to come.
Promoting Yourself on the Amazon Discussion Groups
Being published and distributed is a big step, but it doesn’t mean you’ll have a sale or a reader. This is not one of these “If you build it they will come” things. You need to tell people about your book. So climb to the top of the roof with a bullhorn and shout. (I’m serious. Do it and do it now). However, besides selling a copy to your newspaper boy and the police who come to ticket you for disturbing the peace, you might not do any better. (I’ve sold books to my pharmacist, my hair-stylist and my manager at work). Don’t rely on family and friends. They may read your books, but they rarely BUY them. In fact, they might duck when they see you coming. You need a new set of friends that are your friends because of your books. Therefore, you need to network. First things first.
Approach selling your book not as a necessary evil or a frustrating chore. It’s a labor of love. You are bringing yourself to readers — you and your books. You don’t need an extensive marketing plan nor do you need those companies that will market your book (ya ha, you might think) for $499.00 (bag of chips — ouch). There are several things you will need, which might cost you a modest outlay. Here they are:
Readers
Reviews
Press Releases
Promotional Pieces
A web site
Prominent blog(s)
An Amazon Author’s blog
An Amazon Profile
Amazon Promotional Forums
Genre Networks
Community Support
Reader Enclaves Club
Let’s start with Readers.
“Readers are golden.” To get a reader, you need to catch their attention either with your book blurb on a forum or your product page. Better still, by joining forums and communities of Indie Authors and supportive readers, you can make friends. Making friends of authors and their readers is essential. There are many writer forums on the net. If you write in a specific genre, you should join discussion groups on line. Go to Google and find them. More important, however, are the self-promotional discussion groups on Amazon.com. These are discussion groups founded by supportive readers for the express purpose of allowing authors to shamelessly promote their works without being accused of spamming. These forums also engage in important shoptalk and have a social element.
Here’s a basic truth about obtaining readers. Readers are golden. Readers that give you reviews are platinum. Reviews are endorsements. Some of these can be from a friend posting an “OMG, wow! Great stuff,” or an insightful commentary recommending your work for its specific attributes. On Amazon, you get stars for that – stars that are added to your title in the catalog and lists of books found by readers on searches. Stars that might get a prospective reader to dig further.
Although a WOW review is nice to have, the “in-depth” reviews sell books and attract interest. Many readers will not post reviews. So be it. Some will, and there are readers who thrive on reviewing. Find them. In addition, other authors are readers that are likely to post reviews and recommend your work. Find them. Pay it forward. Buy their books and review them. A promotional snowball creates something called “buzz.” Buzz gets readers and sells books. You will need to devote a portion of your precious time to this effort, but you not only move your book forward, you make new friends, join new networks, learn lots of new stuff. You’ll have discussions on geek stuff and the proper use of adverbs — all the great topics of our time. Most important, you are selling yourself, and soon you will become “the buzz.”
When posting promotions in the various discussion groups and networks, do not be timid. Do not say: “I’d like you to read my book. It’s called Buns of Diamonds and you can find it somewhere on Amazon. It’s about something or other – you’ll know.” Too many authors are timid, or perhaps intimidated that they are bothering readers by hinting that there’s a book out there to be read. Although constant shouting and begging is undignified (and counter productive), good promotion includes a peek at your writing style and enough, if not all, the information to give the reader a clue about your book. This includes URLs directly to the Amazon product pages, links to samples and excerpts, your web site, articles, blogs. It includes reviews — bringing reviews directly to the reader. A new review is an excuse to promote your book. Also, use your author name and not some screen name. Readers want to buy books written by Chris L. McPhearson III, not Slinkylady or Axeman254. Tracking the discussion groups will fill your mailbox up quite fast, but it is important to get and read all the discussion messages.
AND Pay it forward. Offer advice to new authors, especially on pricing and your experience. Offer to beta-read. Offer to edit. In addition, buy a book or three or seven and post reviews. A purchased book is a better and more enjoyable investment of time than a $500 Ad that will be lost in some soup of a newspaper and get you one sale, maybe.
Where do I find these readers and authors? They are listed at the following discussion group address:
At this link, you will find a list of the following discussion forums (thanks to a supportive reader and Our Lady of Indie Authors – Esmerelda Luv):
African-American Forum
Children’s Forum
Fiction Forum
Nonfiction Forum
Ghosts Forum
Horror Forum
Gay/Lesbian Forum
Romance Forum
Mystery forum
Sci-Fi Forum
Historical Fiction Forum
Fantasy Forum
Action/Adventure Forum
Thriller Forum
Poetry Forum
Spirituality Forum
Memoir Forum
Literary Fiction
Suspense Forum
Holiday Forum: Thanksgiving
Holiday Forum: Christmas
Holiday Forum: Halloween
Nature Forum
Comedy Forum
Young Adult Forum
WWII Forum
Women’s Forum
War Forum
Three other important discussion forums are:
Kindle Indie Author Forum (the main home of an important network of authors and readers): http://tinyurl.com/4c4s4b
Promotion Forum (discussion of promotion techniques and other stuff): http://tinyurl.com/549kxp
The Shameless Promotion Forum (the name says it all) http://tinyurl.com/4qymy9
A good promotion should include all or part of the following:
A lead-in line. Something interesting — not “here’s my book” or “Thank you forum founder.” Something bold like “Ready to curl up by the fireplace with a scary ghost story?” (I find a question a strong and engaging lead-in line).
Title by YOU
ISBN number – Number of pages and publication date
Links to all purchase pages in all formats, with the price at each location. This will be two links at a minimum, paperback and Kindle, both on Amazon. I also have Mobipocket and, for .pdf formats, a site called Smashwords.com
Description. From your product page.
A link to an excerpt. (I use Authors Den at www.authorsden.com)
Three Reviews (if you have them).
Your full name
Your web site address
Posting a promotional on these discussion groups should be no more than once per week per book. (I have eight books, so I get to do it daily). In addition, your book will fit into multiple discussion groups. I have one book, The Jade Owl, that fits in 14 discussion forums. Get organized. Create short cuts to each forum and cut and paste your promotion piece efficiently where and when you want it.
There are many other places to promote, and many other ways, which will be discussed next. However, the Amazon forums are essential. You can dance around the web all you want, but if you neglect this primary set of networking, you shall be at a disadvantage.
Working the On-line Streets
With every work that you write, publish and need to promote, you should be collecting your blurbs, biography, articles, reviews, links and excerpts in a central and convenient place. They are like your calling card, and need to be available on a moment’s notice for an email, a discussion or a comment on a blog. Look into Author’s Den (www.authorsden.com ). As you work the Internet, there are some important things you need to know.
Amazon.com is a powerful tool. Besides heralding and distributing your book, it also gets you on dozens of internal and external search engines. Be sure to tag your product pages with as many tags as possible. Ask your networked authors and friends to tag your book(s) also – and tag theirs (tag for tag). Also tag their reviews as “helpful yes.” All this gets books out into Internet search engines. Be sure to register each of your titles and your full name (as it appears on books) with Google Alerts. This is how you can physically track and visit the unlikely places your books show up.
Amazon also provides “rankings” which tell you how your book is doing sales-wise and within the search engines. (CreateSpace and Kindle also give you real-time sales reports on books sold and your royalties. This is different from most traditional publishers, where it’s generally monthly or by sending the editor to a dentist to have these figures extracted). For paperbacks, the ranking is a number between 1 and 5,000,000. The lower, the better. If your ranking is 900,000, there are 900,000 books that are doing better than yours, BUT 4,100,000 books that are doing worse. Do not have an anxiety attack if your book is ranked at 1,250,000. Anything below 1,500,000 is good to average. You will see after a sale that your ranking jumps into the triple or even double digits.
Kindle rankings are different. They rank your book in several categories in addition to the overall Kindle ranking. The category rankings list only the top 100 books in a category. With Kindle rankings, the number currently is between 1 and 220,000, so your ranking is good to average below 100,000. The trick is that when your rank soars to #1 in a particular category, it attracts higher sales potential. That’s a good time to have reviews and stars attached to the listing. The rank will slip over the next few days until another sale comes in or it dips below 100 in that category. It’s downright inspiring to click on your ranking in a particular category and find that you outrank a branded author (for the moment). However, it means your book is in “the running.” The rankings help you decide which book (if applicable) needs a promotional push. You can track all your rankings (and other books rankings) using a handy web tool (free – in beta) at www.titlez.com.
The other advantage that Amazon provides is “real estate.” You have a product page. You can also have a blog on AmazonConnects. To get your blog on your product pages and automatically available to your customers, you need an Author’s Blog. To establish that, link to http://www.amazon.com/gp/browse.html?node=3309511 and scroll down to AmazonConnects. Link to the set-up page where you can add your titles to a bibliography. These need to be verified by either your publisher, editor, or publicist. Since you are an Indie Author, you will need to tap a favor from a professional. In my case, I have a professional editor of long standing that is also a verifier. If you don’t have a professional verifier, go to the Kindle Indie Forum(s) and ask a favor from the group. Someone will come forth without doubt and offer to sponsor you. Once you specify that verifier’s email address and telephone number, an email will be sent to your sponsor, who will verify that the work in question is in fact yours. Your title will then appear on the Bibliography portion of your Profile. When it does, every blog that you write on your Author’s blog will appear on your product pages. I have 17 product pages (to date). With one post, I cover a wide swatch of Amazon real estate . . . and that’s prime real estate.
Speaking of profiles, you should have your full biography there and use your real name. Get “real name” verified. It’s cute to have an Amazon user ID like Gaydynamo, but when you’re a professional, you need to be a professional. In addition, when you receive those many emails that track the discussion forums, click the poster’s ID, which will take you to their profile. If they are interesting and you would like to extend your network, invite that author to be a friend. The combination of the Amazon profile and the promotion discussion groups, pinpoints fellow authors. We’re all on the same boat, so you might as well review the manifest.
Speaking of blogs, they can be an infernal waste of writing energy. If you are a serious writer, you should be directing your writing energy into your works or pieces that support your work or the work of colleague authors in your network. Blogging is a good way to let off steam, but so is eating a double helping of beans. Still, blogging has an important place when you are demonstrating your style, discussing the themes and characters in your novels or writing guest blogs especially about your craft. Each helps promote you, the author, and provides paths for readers to your other work. I generally write an article a week for my Amazon Author’s blog, which I also post to three other blog sites. I’ve connected these blogs to blogcatalog.com and joined writer’s groups there. My blogs need to be of article quality, because I also post them on Author’s Den (www.authorsden.com) a reader/author promotional site with over 1 million members. For exposure, you should list all your books on Authors Den.
Guest blogging is a great way to write articles (and not journal/diary blogs). Whenever you write a blog think in terms of writer’s inventory. This entire work (including the articles on the writing craft) that you hold in your hand or on your Kindle or your Mobipocket was published on www.blogit.com for feedback (sort of a beta run). Diary of Medicine Flower, a work I coupled with a poetry book, Come, Wewoka, started as a blog, also on www.blogit.com. In short, don’t write blogs – but create blog inventory. If you need to chatter about the stubbed toe you got when you tripped over the cat while watching Barack Obama on Oprah Winfrey, tell it with style on a promotional discussion forum. Your reading public needs to know you as a person as well as a writer, so avoid scribbling. Unless, of course, you are a celebrity, and then you probably aren’t reading this book.
Tie all these things together with an Author’s Web site. This should be a site that you either create yourself or have made a modest investment. However, you need one. Your name should be the most prominent thing on the site. Your books should be simply represented with links to purchase, descriptions, reviews and articles (all those blogs you didn’t waste). Getting traffic to the site is an entirely different topic for an entirely different book. Things you should avoid on your web site are music, animation, bells and whistles, although if you have a book trailer, that’s fine. (How do I do a book trailer? see Sondi Miller’s Recipe for a Book Trailer http://www.amazon.com/Recipe-For-A-Book-Trailer/dp/B001NXC19G/ ).
And there’s more . . .
Your Book and the Public
Two promotional pieces should not be neglected. Press Releases and Reviews. One is something you design to announce news. (The availability of your book is news). The other can absolutely never, never be written by you, but by your readers. Reviews are your best source of feedback and, when they are good, they are the best promotional material you can have, because they are endorsements.
First — Press Releases.
Many places on the web will craft and distribute your press release . . . for a fee — sometimes mucho buckos $$. So why not use a free Press Release site? Pundits will tell you that free Press Release sites are a waste of time. However, all Press Release sites can be a waste of time. Press Releases are best when you direct them. That is, once they are published, you use them in your emailing (you should have a list of contacts, prospective readers, readers, even the infamous friends and family list). Include a link to the Press Release. It has impact on those who know you. (Wow, lookee, lookee. Eddie P has a Press release out about his book. I’m impressed). In addition, the Press Release is distributed and seen, although I will admit I cannot attribute one sale or a new reader to a Press Release. It’s window dressing, but it’s professional window dressing and it’s expected. No Press Release and a published book is not legitimate in some literary circles. So do it for Free at PRLog — http://www.prlog.org/ , a free release site that’s user friendly. You already have the makings of a Press Release — blurb, ISBN, links, description, your biography and perhaps an advance review if you’re publishing something that has been beta tested. Create a headline that makes your book release a media event. “First time in Public and Anywhere, Vampire’s Suck Radioactive Isotopes and Turn Green.” Have fun with the release and . . . do two of them. Release your first one two weeks before the book comes out. The second release a day or two after the book is available for purchase. You might do a third or fourth when you get a superlative review, or have an event surrounding the book. For example, I did the world’s first on-line book signing and reading. Big news. Press Release and a nice one.
Link the Press Release to your website and to library sharing sites. Print copies and use them at book signings, if you still do the traditional flat-footed “Consignments-R-Us” deal. Every little bit helps. Just don’t shrug it off. It’s important. Heck, when my apartment complex wanted to include me in their newsletter, I gave them a link to the Press Release of The Jade Owl and I had a handsome article in every neighbor’s door, complete with biography and cover picture.
Now for Reviews — Reader’s Gold.
Getting reviews can be a challenge. However, if you are on the Amazon discussion groups and someone buys your book there, you have a contact. Sometimes you need to nurture that reader and solicit their opinion, and then ask if they would consider a review. Authors who are seeking reviews will buy your book and review it with the notion that you will pay it forward. DO IT. As you review, so you shall be reviewed. This is not cheating. In fact, there’s only one way of cheating on a review and that’s writing and posting your own. DO NOT DO IT. It’s poison and readers will not buy your book and authors will chastise you, casting you into oblivion. Write and post your own review and you shall know how an unpicked grape feels a-drying on the vine. It is the kiss of death. However, getting an in-depth honest review from another author is not cheating or incestuous. Authors are readers too, and have valuable and marketable opinions to express.
Seek reviews from readers who contact you to tell you they have enjoyed the book. Remember that you included your email address in the book. When they do, thank them and encourage them to post a review. Most readers will not review, but some will. You could ask your friends, but friends and family sometimes don’t read the book and post things like, “Wow, beautiful stuff. Buy it.” Reviews like that cheapen your product. Leave friends and family to their happy good wishes and ignorance, unless, of course, you’re married to Tabitha King.
You can approach top Amazon reviewers by looking at profiles and emailing requests. However, take care. Reviewers sometimes are bogged down and can be annoyed when they are barraged with requests. Do it with care. There are also review sites on-line. Find these by genre, or better still, look at the reviews on other author’s websites. Where did they come from? Go to those review sites and read the requirements carefully. If it fits, send a submission request and be patient. Whatever you do, DO NOT pay for a review with anything more than a copy of your book. It is perfectly legitimate for a reviewer to move your book up in the review queue if you have sent them a free copy. If you write historical novels, look for sites that review historical novels. My books are all gay-themed or have gay characters. I submit all my books to Rainbow Reviews. Read the requirements for the review site. Don’t submit a children’s fairy book to be reviewed by a site that specializes in “bodice rippers.”
Reaction to reviews can be nerve racking. If you get a three to five star review, be grateful. If a review makes a negative comment, break a pencil, and then read it again. Remember that this is an opinion and could be truth. Never react publicly to a fair or bad review or a good review with one negative comment. It’s not only bad form, but no one will touch your book for review again. If all your reviews are bad, then you should have read the first entry in this article, about validating your work. However, be of good cheer. Even bad reviews validate your work. Unfortunately, it’s best to hear the bad news in private where you can recoup. In public, there’s much more to recoup. Suck it up and correct the problem for this book or your next, or take up baking cookies or something less lethal.
Unless otherwise stated, you can spread a review to the high heavens. Post them on forums, on your website, in articles, and in public toilets if you’re so inclined. Before printing them on book covers, however, I’d get permission from the reviewer. Being reviewed in print is more difficult. Local magazines and newspapers might undertake it, but they are still part of that establishment that thinks that self-published means substandard. They are professional writers themselves after all (as you are), and probably harbor a wall of rejections from Traditional publishers. Why should they cheerfully give you the hand-up that they have never taken themselves? It still can be done. Then, you can go on Oprah Winfry . . . well, one can still dream, although the sudden surge in Kindle sales is owed to Our Lady of Harpo Productions.
We’ve come a long way. You can do many other things, like selling your books on consignment and giving readings at book-signings. These are traditional activities, which I won’t delve into here, but it’s nice to know you can still augment your free, sit on your ass in the living room on your computer promotions with your get up and hawk your book on the street methods. CreateSpace’s author book prices are very reasonable. In addition, you can extend your exposure by listing your books on Facebook and MySpace, although these social network sites will not give you a professional spin. That’s your call. You can also list your books on book sharing and library sites. Librarything.com, goodreads.com, nothingbinding.com, Weread.com, authorhouse.com and authorsden.com. Author’s Den is special. Putting your books, short stories, poetry, blogs and articles there is not only convenient, you will get traffic and sales. You can also sell your books there on the “Signed Book” program, which I haven’t used to date, but it looks intriguing — a unique avenue.
You can also sell your books through mobipocket.com in their Mobireader and other formats. For .pdf and blackberry, Smashwords.com is an alternative. You can create a .pdf yourself, or go to Zamzar.com for a free conversion. Then use PayPal on your website for those 100% royalty sales, which happen twice a year (if you’re lucky). If you want to discount your books, CreateSpace’s on-line store allows you to set discounts. Direct a friend or a group or run a special on your paperbacks and direct traffic there with a redemption coupon number. Zazzle.com is a great place to turn your cover art into key chains, notepads, mugs, shirts, and postage stamps. Great handouts and special rewards for beta-readers. Nothing like a promotional tote bag to advertise your book. You can also push your blogs as promotions through a site called adoptic.com, which runs blog campaigns as free advertising across the web.
So if you build it they won’t come. However, if you sing the sweet carols of promotion, the readers will hear and be cajoled by your title and, if you demonstrate your talents and genuine sweet nature, will take your soul into their hands and sail on your dauntless sea.
Writing Good Stories
Writing Good Stories
What constitutes a good story? The debate rages. Is it a great plot, or interesting material? Is it climbing inside the reader’s head with well-crafted character studies and globe stopping themes? As any published author can tell you, if you have a good subject, a well-defined theme, a detailed plot and a battery of super-characters, you will probably write the great snooze work of the century. Well, perhaps not, if you know what to do with most of these elements, which in most cases is to trim, muddle, blur and curtail them. As J. R. R. Tolkien said in his introduction to The Lord of the Rings, “This story grew in the telling.” That is how good stories are born-in the telling.
If you now are shaken because you have researched materials for five years and have enough elemental surplus to populate seven novels, be of good cheer. All you need to make it work is to tell a story. Remember, you have material, characters, plots, images, and dare we say, themes. But, in the long run, unless your readers are bored literature professors who are looking for thematic prevalence, all you need to do is tell your story and, most important, engage the reader.
Engaging the reader is the most important key to commercial and literary success. If you fail to engage your readers, you lose your readers. With no readers, you have library shelf dust. Is this pandering? No. You need to know who your potential readers are and, especially in genre fiction, if it is a specific readership slice that requires particular treatment. For example, if you are writing in the Slice of Life genre, you know your reader needs some emotional impetus; while, a mystery/adventure needs puzzles and solutions. However, no genre is so grounded in itself to exclude a variety of story telling techniques to the exclusion of a more general readership. It is true that if your subject material is Bloodletting in Medieval Malta, you may exclude a portion of potential readership. However, story telling begins after the reader is seized between the covers, not before. It begins on page one, and must engage, engage and continue to engage until the end.
There are five sound story-telling techniques discussed here, which can be used to engage the reader in most genres. There are others to be sure. These are shared with the buoyancy that, hard and fast rules make for grammar, not style. These five techniques are easy to remember, especially when reviewing your work prior to an editor’s touch. Remember that your editor will shine you up more if you have applied as much polish as you can before submission. These techniques are: twist, resonate, image, seed and move.
Twisting is something we generally lose when we gain clear sight of characters, plots and themes. We may have planned a great plot twist, but we fail to remember that twisting is an old story telling technique, a technique key to every campfire since stories have been told. From the tall tales of Homer to the great yarns of Mark Twain, twisting the story is the great differentiation. Such twists, of course, need to be carefully considered. In fact, twisting may be an exercise you engage before you write. You do not need to bother the reader with all your twists, only the results-the engaging results. Here is an example.
You have a scene set on a lonely road. A main character drives up and stops, obviously lost. He walks about his car looking at a map. Suddenly, he sees a farmhouse nearby. Driving to it, he knocks on the door to ask for directions. An old man emerges and gives him a glass of water and advice. The main character thanks him and drives away.
Thinking about the above scenario, it is part of a larger story, and in fact, a necessary piece as it establishes the remoteness of the final destination. However, it seems like filler, a technique to give a sense of time and distance passing. It would occupy, when written, a paragraph or two. Surely, the reader would not nod off here, their books crashing down onto their heads in bed. Surely, they would! So, add a twist to your original thinking. Make the place even more desolate and dusty. Make the main character even more lost and desperate. He has no map. He sees, not a farmhouse, but a campfire. There, before the fire is an old woman-a Native American woman, who knows him by name and knows where he is going. Startled, he retreats to his car, only to tumble into a ravine, his leg injured. He gets to the road, where the old woman awaits. She drives him to his destination.
Now, with a twist in the original scenario, you have a better canvas to keep the reader engaged. Before you write it, you might add a pet dog or coyote. Perhaps, this woman speaks only Cherokee, an interesting challenge for dialog; or perhaps, not. In any event, twisting needs to be carefully considered. Your imagination should shine through, and twisting is the product of your imagination. The only caution is to avoid twisting to excess. You can tell when the twist becomes incredible. In fact, incredibility is a good way to disengage the reader, making twisting a technique bordering on art. With such genres as Adventure and Speculative Fiction, you have a wider boundary of incredibility. However, even in those genres, the art is presenting the big twists and making them feel like reality. In that respect, the second technique plays an important part-Resonance.
Resonating with the reader is important. Resonation is a musical term where the listener becomes tuned to the mood and tones the composer sets. A listener may not be able to name the difference between C major and E minor, but they certainly can feel it. For an author, words go beyond their intrinsic meaning for their sound and cultural value. Sound value, both the mode of the sentence and the sound of the word, frames the reader. Changing to the passive mode, for example, will lull the reader; while, the active should be stirring. Mix the two together and you can orchestrate frustration and confusion (with skill). Choose soft words for rain and snow-harsh ones for heat and pain. Sound, in this case, is very much like poetry without the cryptography. Dickens, for all his prose, was a fine poet within his prose, setting moods and resonating with his readership. Some of that resonance is lost today as we are not his readership and need a cultural guide to value the full weight of this resonance. That does not mean we should disregard the lesson taught.
Here is a use for all that researched material. As you introduce interesting facts and points, make them feel less absurd or less like classroom intrusions by resonating with the reader. Use a modern cultural reference or perhaps a cuss word. Introduce facts through dialog, where the reader can take up one of the character’s roles and be included in the conversation. Invite the reader to the party. Engaging the reader-that is, telling the story, means resonating with the reader’s knowledge base allowing your reader to participate as a collaborator. Give your reader credit for brains. Do not insult their intelligence with details that the reader can fill in as obvious extensions of the story’s activity. If a character is on an airborne plane, there is no need to mention that they are flying. If they drink, there is no need to describe the glass (unless it is the murder weapon). You bring the resonance and the necessary skeleton. The reader will bring the bric a brac.
Another major point of resonating with the reader is your presentation point. Words can be presented in many styles within the same paragraph-from Austen to Hemmingway. These will resonate differently, but adds variety to the story. A brief sentence, such as “He wept” or “The door opened,” one active, the other passive-both Hemmingwayesque, is very effective for capping or moving a story along. However, a passage such as “It is in the realm of human experience that men generally do not weep unless provoked in the extreme,” or “Shaken by the thunderous waves below the terrace, the mighty door decided to release its unbidden secrets,” are good examples of Austenian (and Dickensian) presentation. Both have their place, especially if we add a drop of humor or whimsy. Humor resonates well, and is very engaging.
Combining twist with resonance, we get image. Each reader has a wealth of experience that they bring to your work. If you tap into it, you resonate and engage. If you add to it, you engage relentlessly. Therefore, you should always be conscious of the images you create. Thinking of images brings the old yarn spinner to mind. You could write: “The moon shimmered over the water reflecting the tree-line to the mind’s eye.” Or, you could twist and resonate this into a memorable image. “Like Trojan horses against the night moon, the old oak forest lorded over the sleeping pond-a beach head of foreboding.” Now that is an image that engages. It is also a building block for more images of a Homeric kind, allowing you to reference everything from ankles to doublets, from Helen to Iphigenia. It is also more interesting, and therefore more engaging. Spin the yarn to its credible limits.
There are local images, such as the one referenced above, which engages the reader as they travel your words; and there are global images, which are built on situations, great big twists and bigger than life resonance. These are the icons of your work. The reader will most probably not remember your words, but they will remember the big pictures - the icons. When we think of The Wizard of Oz, we think tornadoes in Kansas, Scarecrows, Flying Monkeys, and Emerald Cities. We do not think of L. Frank Baum’s words. This is due to a famous movie. However, like the movies, the reader will remember iconic scenes. Therefore, to get a reader to say to another (potential) reader “My favorite part was when the cow fell out of the sky and landed on the pitchfork,” you must provide both cow and pitchfork, although not necessarily the sky. Even if your genre is Slice of Life psychoanalytical, you must provide an iconic scene, the grand image, for remembrance. When we think of Anna Karenina, we think Woman throws herself under the wheels of oncoming train (with snow and all the trimmings).
Engage the reader’s memory by seeding. Think of the story and its logistics. Introduce objects and people as seeds for later development. A spoon used to stir the tea, may very well be the twist that turns the story line. The chance meeting of a street bum might be an opportunity to have that street bum become the main character’s sister’s cousin. Perhaps he was an accountant fallen to hard times. Perhaps you will need an accountant to take inventory of the spoons. Like kneading bread, the more you use and reuse characters and objects, the more engaged your reader becomes. The reader begins to feel at home within your world, because they now have a vocabulary of things and people they trust. The more they trust them, the more your opportunity to twist through contradiction.
A vital part of seeding is structural. As you seed, you shore up the overall structure of your novel. You can seed by using scenario patterns or similar characters. Patterns are redundant behaviors in the plot, mirrors so to speak, that emphasize some part of your theme. At the same time, it hides major beams in your structure. A good example is from J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, which repeatedly has a departure image of a shining woman fading further and further away until disappearing. Tolkien also creates a pattern of danger and safety again and again, until the reader inherently believes that the characters will inevitably be in danger and, likewise, will be saved. Such patterning can be applied to similar characters, usually brothers or sisters, who extend each other’s depth by dipping from the same gene pool. This can be seen with Dickens in Nicholas Nickleby with the brothers Cheryble; or, the variety Jane Austen creates with her family portraits. These patterns are part of seeding the work to engage the reader better.
Finally, and most important, movement is critical. Stay in the same place for too long and you risk disengaging the reader. Therefore, you need to know when to dwell and when to move. Move too quickly and the reader is puzzled-too slowly, they nod off. In both cases, disengaged. Remember, if you cease to tell the story, the story ends. The trick for serialized genres, for example, is to forecast story movement so the reader can be disengaged from the story at a point in time and reengage immediately a week later. You can move forward by moving backward, although flashback is somewhat cliché. Nonetheless, you can move backward in story telling by having the characters tell the story. You can manipulate speed by changing points of view, although changing from first person to third person can be disconcerting if not handled well. Dickens discovered that in Bleak House. However, if you need to control the speed of delivery, try this: In a third person novel where character A is always the point of view for the reader, begin a chapter where character B is now the focal point. This will change speed and tone (and will have your English teacher screaming bloody murder. As long as your editor does not commit suicide, you are safe).
Many authors have difficulty moving forward. Their plot points call for a character to go from point A to point B, through many interesting subpoints. They manage to waste a good deal of time and effort writing non-essentially, using valuable materials and disengaging the reader. The secret of moving forward is just that. Do it. Have the character at point A, with a notion that point B is the destination. Then, start a new paragraph at point B. Use a short phrase like, “It was raining at Point B.” The reader adjusts to this immediately, and will not miss the mounds of walking, hiking, flying, and swimming (although swimming might be worth a subpoint-sharks and barracudas). They will be in the story and very much engaged. They do not need the infamous three asterisks (***).
In conclusion, a good story is one that fully engages the reader by twisting the elements into something worthwhile and memorable. You constantly tell the story, resonating with the reader’s natural ability to simulate into the world you create. Give the reader interesting images and some icons, and they walk away satisfied. Hold this world together through seeding and patterning; and, above all, keep it moving. Tell a good story and your characters will write themselves and your material will team with themes from cover to cover.
The Novelization Process
The Novelization Process
When my grandmother gave me a typewriter in the days of yore, I never thought of writing as a process. In fact, I never considered writing as an element in a process called authoring. Who would, until you’ve done it? I was always amazed by the authors who wrote complex stories; journeys to the ends of the earth, with hundreds of characters and locations and subplots, and still managed to see clear to a cogent, comprehensive work. How did all that genius spill out of quills into the world’s libraries and collective imaginations? The answer I only discovered now, after authoring three epic works (with plenty left in the pipeline). In the doing is the learning. The PROCESS.
I also learned that every author develops their own process. These processes are all akin, but cleave to personal temperaments, craft proficiency, schedules and styles. Some are free form and flimsy. Others are nattered and painterly. All depend on one thing: dedication to writing daily.
My process begins with several weeks (sometimes months) of thinking about a subject. THE RULE BOOKS say: write it down or you’ll forget it. Carry a notepad around. That doesn’t work for me. If a subject is forgotten, it was forgettable. If it comes back a few times, its worthy of consideration. There are many things the BOOKS say that I disregard, but what surprises me is that many writers fail in their novelizations because they don’t really know what a novel is. My definition is: A Novel is a story that starts in the author’s imagination and takes seed in the reader’s imagination, germinating into a complete and satisfying experience for both. Of course, this definition depends on a corollary definition. What is a story? Well, here’s what I’ve come to learn. A story is a reflection of character reactions and development to setting, organics and a series of events. That covers all the main elements of a novel, but as a reflection, it places the one element that many writers omit-the reader’s imagination and participation in the realization of the piece. Many authors forget this. They chug out a plot like the little engine that couldn’t-cars filled with places and characters, who are all aboard for the ride, but never are given the chance to drive the train.
I digress . . .
Once the subject is decided upon, I structure the overall contour of the work (happy, sad, flamboyant . . . protagonist does this, a character does that . . . there’s a scene in such a place, a dark corner exploding with fire, a flood, a train chase . . . and so on). Nothing on paper! I mull this over while driving to work, or in bed at night, or in the shower, or daydreaming (hopefully not while driving).
Once the contour is formed, I nail the ending. All stories need a beginning, middle and end. I start with the end. Not the details of how the story is resolved. No one, not even I, know that. That’s up to my characters. I mean, the last scene . . . the one that leaves the most lasting impression on the reader. That complete, I nail the opening. This is trickier, because the opening must capture the reader’s interest and suck them in, committing them to continue reading the work. It must also serve the work; that is, it shouldn’t prostitute the work for the sake of a catchy opening sentence or paragraph. (It was a dark and stormy night!). None of that. Once that’s settled, I start the BLUEPRINT.
I don’t use outlines. Outlines are death to a novel. They tend to work out details long before they should be details. They tend to pigeonhole characters into behaviors they wouldn’t take if they had their own way. Instead, I use a Blueprint. I start with little love notes to myself (confidence builders, reasons for the work and what I want HERE-what I’d like THERE). Not the theme. Themes are grafted onto novels after the fact. Never let a novelist tell you he had a specific theme in mind at the start. Remember, Novelists are professional liars. I then follow my love notes with THE PITCH. This is three or four paragraphs dumping the contour, major plot items, character development suggestions and high points into a reference form. It’s fun to compare this PITCH, after the fact, to the final work. They are always light years apart, but I think of it as the meristem. The flower can only blossom if a bud exists.
Next, I high-level (sketch) the first four or five chapters, followed by a paragraph or two of directions for the next stages of the work. The blueprint grows with the writing. It will change. I like to use strikethroughs for things I change, to both track my original thinking and watch it evolve. I don’t know why I do this, but I do. To me it’s not a working blueprint unless I can look backwards and forwards.
Then the first draft happens. And it . . . happens. I read my blueprint for the chapter. I beef it up a bit, and then think about it. I test it for logic and flow, and then write. I try to write the chapter straight through, not worrying about anything but telling the story and seeding the initial imagery. This is the best time for writing. I write in either one of two places (I’m specific about this), and once I’m writing, I’M IN THE ZONE. Some day I expect to come out of the zone and find that we’ve had a nuclear war and I’ve missed it.
If I finish a chapter and still have some forward motion, I will seed the next chapter with bulldonk, but I never exceed 4,000 words per sitting. My creative energy flags after 4,000 words. However, laying down parts of the next chapter prevents the dreaded writer’s block. Sometimes I stop short of a full chapter (especially when it’s split in subchapters), to reset the creative energy. ALWAYS I try to defy the blueprint. For example, I recently wrote a scene, which the blueprint calls for a moonlight dialog session inside a bedroom on a clear night. Instead I wrote (the same material) outside on a balcony in a fog. I didn’t know I was going to do that, but the characters dictated it; and the dialog session was curtailed adding more action.
I never know what direction the session will take before I write. That’s a good reason to have a fluid blueprint instead of a rigid outline. I finish a session with a computerized spell check and an aloud read (or 2). This catches errors, omissions, and sloop, but it is not a true revision. It’s just an effort to have the best material possible to scorch and burn in the revision. I sometimes will re-read and make changes after a major sub division, mostly to help guide my continuity and make mental notes of possible hot spots (places that might be too much, or indeed too little).
I do this for 3 or 4 months until I have a novel draft. The draft MUST impress me (and only me). I lose little sleep over the condition of the draft in detail. The only thing I require is that it be hefty enough to inflict cuts and be a valid expression of art. It should be nowhere near publishable, although some false birdie will sit on my shoulder and say it’s good. The work then is put in the can and forgotten for 7 to 10 weeks (longer if need be). It’s not like bread. It doesn’t rise and double in the dark, but the time is needed to distance myself from the material and cleanse my palette of my deepest creative muse. Revision work requires a different set of writing skills than writing the original material.
When I crack the work open for revision, I first read it ALOUD (reading aloud is essential for pace, sound and sense), and make notes. These are structural notes. I make a list of problem scenes and cuttable materials. I’m always surprised at how the draft is less pleasing to me after these 7-10 weeks. However, I wear a different set of eyes now, and the toolbox that’s out is not the artist’s, but the artisan’s. The thousands of tricks, twists, touches and rules that I hone as my craft now come into play. All those things like: cutting all adverbs, what motivates character A to do that? The word smile is used 25 times in the spans of five pages. Yikes! The Soup-I can see it, touch it, taste it, but can I smell it? All the things I need to assure that the novel is a valid experience. No, a great experience for the reader is accomplished in the second revision. Dialog, Descriptive, Narrative, and texture must all be brought into balance. That’s why I need to complete the work before revising it. You can’t tell what needs revising until the entire work is complete in draft. I also pay attention to redundancy and overstatement (methinks she protests too much).
Revisions vs Re-Visions
Approaching Revisions
The mechanics of revision involves a walk through the entire work, tightening and snipping. At least 1/3rd of the original draft should be CUT. If a section is so precious (because it highlights my marvelous writing), it should be CUT. It highlights the wrong thing-ME and not the story. This is called “Killing your darlings.” Revision also means adding elements. Occasionally a new scene, but generally an enriched nuance to a character- the TLC needed to bring a 2-D character to 3-D.
I check the broad sweep of the work’s structure, assuring that it still has a beginning, middle and end, and hasn’t drifted off into the murk. Themes are a good thing to graft on now, to shape the work accordingly. I’ll now make broad statements like: “This novel is about impending death and how to make the inevitable worthy of the living.” Then, I tap and hammer and twist elements along those lines. In short, the revision is less fun, but more important than the draft. The draft touches your writing soul. The revision touches your writing mind.
The last revision(s) (The Jade Owl had eight, while the Third Peregrination had five) are reactive revisions. You let your ideal readers read the work and listen to their feedback. You also listen to editors and your agent (if you’re lucky like me to have one that can actually write). You then do another walk through and polish, cut, add and adjust. In fact, these last set of revisions never end, especially as I am constantly changing, evolving, getting better, but no closer to author’s nirvana. When toting manuscripts of 180,000 - 280,000 words in length, editing becomes a full time job. The cleaner your mms. is, the less distracting such tsetse fly issues as “it’s-its” and “there-their-they’re” become. My own pet peeve traps are “peek-peak-pique.”
Now I have never proposed that writing a novel is easy or formulaic. Even Stephen King’s wonderful work On Writing prescribes some excellent methods that King himself violates more than half the time (when one is branded, one can define the process and never need to defend it), but I hope this introduction helps summarize the need for the details that shall now follow. So much for whys and wherefores. Bring on the Beef.
Ready to revise? Has at least 7 weeks past since you wrote the last word? If not, tsk tsk tsk . . . not yet. If so, print yourself a paper copy of your manuscript or (if you have a new-fangled Kindle edition, which is easy to order) download it NOW. Reserve a quiet space in your favorite chair. Get a notepad (not a big one, mind you; just a jot pad will do). Put on your readers’ hat . . . you know the one, because you use it 50% of your waking hours, if you’re a writer . . . and then start reading your work. This read-through is to assess just how good/bad your work really is, and can be a frightening experience. If you’re a self-doubter (and every true writer is), remember that Stephen King suggests that you: Outrun your fears. To me, it’s more frightening to declare Revision 1 (the Draft) the finished work, and then send it out into this world . . . alone and shivering without the benefit of revision.
First: You are really starting the second Revision. I always call my Draft, Revision 1, because on some level a small amount of revision work has been applied just after the words fall onto the paper . . . not much, but some.
Read your work with your readers’ hat on (75%), and your Critic’s hat on (25%). Use your self-doubt to outrun your fears by being your best critic and . . . be brave about it. Writing a novel is a lonely affair. Here’s your chance for company, although it’s of the schizophrenic kind. Look for the BIG problems, and these are always:
Structural Imbalance:
Somewhere along the line, your novel got off track. You forgot it has to have a beginning, middle, and end. You forgot that this is equated to Act I (Exposition), Act II (Development) and Act III (Resolution). These three parts have their own inherent pace. Perhaps at the end you decided not to resolve, but to introduce. That will throw the reader a left upper cut and may put your novel down for the count. Maybe you resolved key issues in Act I. You didn’t mean to do it, but we are all in a hurry to reveal. We had no clue about Chapter Ninety-five when we wrote Chapter Seventeen. Perhaps you broadcasted your punches too much in the development, so much so it undercut (anti-climaxed) your Act III. Tag all of these.
Redundant chapters and sub-chapters:
Some chapters should have never been written. I shouldn’t say that. They needed to be written, but now that the work is complete, they become excessive or redundant. Tag them for trimming or cutting. (I wish I had listened to an editor of my epic novel, The Jade Owl, who reviewed one of my favorite chapters in one word: ‘Why?’ I was offended. Seven revisions later, the Chapter died a graceful, but permanent death. She was 100% correct.) Always listen to professionals who try to help you, even if they are delivering tough love.
Flat Stretches:
Be sure the writing still engages you. Don’t worry about tightening the work at this point. Concentrate on those moments that make you nod off. And they will be there. This means that your writing is flat. Hopefully these lapses are few and far between. It could be a mismatch of style with local genre. (You’re using passive mode for an action sequence) or it could be talking head syndrome. (You have a single character droning on without a sense of time or place or even tone). Or it might be sense disengagement. (Your setting is dull, hasn’t a feel, a stink or even a touch of color).
Consistency:
Does your story start one way and end another? This is normal, especially when it comes to characters and sequeling (reactions to actions). In Chapter Three you have a character who decides to cut off his right hand. In Chapter Twenty Six, you have this character wave a machete with both hands. Story and motivations change, so consistency needs to be tracked in this read-through. Also, note the spelling gnomes. These are character names or objects spelled differently in different places. I use Chinese names and often get Lin Ling-po in one place, and Ling Lin-po in another.
Major Cut Candidates:
Decide where the novel could improve with major cutting. Your goal is always to cut one-third of the work. You might never get there, but you MUST try; so, do a what-if as you go along. This is hard. It might mean killing your darlings, but remember that your best-loved writing will remain in Revision 1. I enjoy reading stretches of my Revision 1’s against the same stretches in Revision 4. It measures my growth as a writer. Screw the darlings. Having darlings is nothing more than a writing pretension. Readers read novels for the story and not for the pretensions of the author. BTW, don’t confuse style with writing pretension. If you’ve grown, what emerges is your stamp, and if you sell that stamp it will be renamed your brand. Another contender of the Major Cut type is:
Material Overshoot:
Did some great research, did you? Are you an expert in sewing and have one of your characters quilt using every known stitch in the book over a five-page stretch? Remember that self-knowledge and researched knowledge are like an iceberg. Only the tip should be given to the reader with the knowledge (credibility) that there’s a lot more beneath the surface. I am a sinologist, holding a Master’s degree and doctoral credits in Chinese History. I often need to cut back on detail overload for my reader’s sake. The little I impart is enough to establish the elements needed for a good story, and yet there’s a lot more that stands behind it. In my novel The Dragon’s Pool, I needed to describe a Tuscan feast. Therefore, I read a cookbook and spent hours preparing dishes, sniffing the aromas and noting the tastes. It took a month. All that for what amounted to (and correctly so) two paragraphs in the novel. However, my readers are there, at the table, but are not distracted by the food. The feast enhances the characters as they reflect on the events and, in this case, become organic to the scene. Be an expert. Write from the character’s point of view. When you go overboard, tag it for cutting, and paste it in Wikipedia.
Headliners:
Note the Big Picture items. Is my title good, and efficient? (Is it unique? Google it). Does a titled character or object show up within the first 20 pages? In my novel The Jade Owl, the title bird isn’t mentioned until page 120. My agent noted that one for me, and now, with the insertion of a two-paragraph addition on page 23, the title object gets coverage.
Also, consider the opening chapter, and the closing - the denouement. Both areas prove to be the crux of many structural problems. Both need to sweep the reader along. We generally acknowledge this aspect in openings, but closings sometimes get perilously bumpy. The reader has stuck with you this far. You must be sure to deliver the promised goods, and it must be the fireball of your piece. The work has peaks and valleys. Tag those too long valleys as potential “goodbye reader” points, and be sure the peaks crest like a tsunami, whereby the last one is the most devastating.
Mini-nods to Pacing:
Pacing is something that changes as you revise. When you cut something (or add it), it changes the pacing to areas you never touch, which means you’ll need to touch them too. It’s like working with watercolors that never dry. There’s a great deal to be said about pacing as it concerns poetry (rhyme, rhythm, sound and sense); however, when things feel too abrupt or too swift, when events come up too fast, tag it for pacing revision. Usually you’ve forgotten to sequel and/or play it forward. Easy to remedy, but you need to note where the rocks are, so you can cross the river.
Motivation:
If you’ve been true to your art, you’ve only written as well as your best character has directed you. Since I never force a character to do something it can’t do (but often force it to do something it doesn’t want to do), motivation usually tracks well. However, sometimes a character is made to say or do something for the sake of that evil word “plot.” This stymies character development and squelches that reflection the characters need to project. This causes a contrivance. Find them and tag them during this read-through.
Theme:
Think about what is being said in the daft (Revision 1) and, more important, what could be said. Then, begin to say it. Come up with a major theme. Fill in the blank: This work is about ______? It might not be about that in the draft, but it will be when you revise it. Some call this cheating, but I (and thousands of authors alive and dead) call it reason d’etre. Novels that begin with an upfront theme generally wind up unsuccessful pretensions. It is near impossible to be theme-cogent when writing the draft. Themes are for the revision process. So now’s the time.
One misconception about revision is that it involves massive and wholesale cutting. How else will you get your word count down by a third? Easy. An agent put me on the correct heading. She said, “Revising is like shearing sheep. You clip a bit here, snip a bit there, but always you’re shaping the final product until it emerges as an aesthetic whole.”
By rights, after your initial read-through, tagging, and note-taking, we should discuss “change control,” which is defined as affecting those cuts and modifications that you have tagged, all of which ripple throughout the work. For example, if you change your ending to include a stronger motivation or a punch on your grafted theme, you must now discover where the end starts. Endings do not start at . . . the end, but are set-up. So you need to pre-position the ending somewhere in the body of the development. This is one of several important change control items to be considered, but . . .
Instead, I note more tactical items, the first ones consider - “Tightening.” Tight writing has many friends, including the jettisoning of fluff, bad imagery, redundant phrases, clichés, and a host of other things, but here I’ll talk about the most tactical and ongoing task.
After you complete your read-through, roll up your sleeves and start revising chapter by chapter, sentence by sentence . . . and yes, word by word. There are a number of tasks, techniques, and tricks, you should consistently apply to revision that you do not normally notice when writing the draft. This first I call - Concise Inference.
Here’s a fact that most writers do not consider: Reading and writing are different. Huh? What’s he, nuts! Think about it. When we write and read it back, we never considered the physics of these two acts. When we read back what we have written, we fire up the same gray matter that we stimulated when we generated the writing. We therefore fail to notice that, when someone else reads what we have written (for the first time), a different set of triggers fire. When we recall our own writing, it travels across a roadway that’s already paved, while when others read our words, they are paving for the first time.
What the hell is he trying to say? Well, simple. When we write a sentence with multiple thoughts, ideas or actions (a perfectly logical and grammatically correct concoction), the effect on others is lessened when they read it. For example:
John ran from the building and Emily sought the fire hose.
Perfect: except, these are two actions that have been logically run-in (not run-on). The reader might understand both, because the clauses are short enough, but the sentence is loose. Given four such sentences in a paragraph, and ten such paragraphs in a sub-chapter . . . and your writing has sagged. So:
John ran from the building. Emily sought the fire hose. In John’s haste, Emily was left to fend off the giant tarantula.
Of course, the act of creating multiple single sentence clauses can create a choppy effect, which in some cases is desirable. However, another secret of the brain comes into play. The reader can infer meaning. This is a key accomplishment to help aid a writer in the detection of redundancy. However, for tightening purposes, it allows us to defy the rules of grammar and use that object, known to grammar and spell-checks around the world, the Sentence Fragment.
The Sentence fragment is our friend. Why have something like this:
Steve’s eyes bugged, the blue turning red. He felt queasy. There was a sense of falling. Soon, he felt the ground spinning about him and he tumbled earthward with a pitiful howl.
Despite the flagrancy of passive sentences in this example, we have managed to track Steve’s fall in a slush of loose goosey writing. The sentence fragment to the rescue:
Steve’s eyes bugged. Blue became red. Queasy. Falling. The earth spun him to the ground. He howled. Pity.
Not exactly poetry out of context (if such context was ever needed), but tight, concise and most of the grammatical syntax is inferred. You might challenge this and say:
“What’s queasy - Steve or his eyes?” but ambiguity is sometimes a happy accident; sometimes not. So, what is being inferred must be considered and discharged correctly? Remember that the Classical Chinese language infers 40 % in every written measure. Nifty, but takes advantage of the reader’s innate capability to interpret inferences.
Here’s a real life example of applying this tightening in revision (from one of my works - blush):
Before:
I should leave, Rowden thought. I should just head back to the airport and go home. Why should I give them any satisfaction? He sauntered to a bench and cracked his knuckles almost dropping the balled up paper. He loosened his tie, wiped his hands on his gray slacks, closed his eyes and spit. Where would I go? All these years waiting for this or something like this, was shattered like the telegram he mashed; was shattered by the telegram he mashed. Years of proper research and classroom application. A sea of bored faces cropping his mind - students without interest, without aptitude; nothing to reward the serious scholar; the passionate expert in things Chinese. Here it was, before these doors, the opportunity of a lifetime, the reward that comes to the worthy. Only now that reward lay tarnished in words ill met by downcast eyes. I wish they hadn’t led me here. But they had. He had; and to Professor Rowden Gray, that made the telegram burn as if it had teeth biting into his palm, eating his composure to the marrow.
After:
I should leave, he thought. I should just head back to the airport and go home. Why should I give him any satisfaction? Rowden sauntered to a bench and cracked his knuckles almost dropping the balled up paper. He loosened his tie. Hands wiped on his gray slacks. Eyes closed. Spit. Where would I go? All these years waiting for this or something like this, was shattered like the telegram he mashed. Shattered by the telegram he mashed. Years of research and classroom slavery. A sea of bored faces cropping his mind-students without interest, without aptitude. No reward for the serious scholar, the passionate expert in things Chinese. Here it was, before these doors, the opportunity of a lifetime, the reward that comes to the worthy. Only now that reward lay tarnished in words ill met by downcast eyes. I wish they hadn’t led me here. But they had. He had, and to Professor Rowden Gray, that made the telegram burn as if it had teeth biting into his palm, eating his composure to the marrow.
Big differences? No, subtle tightening, starting with using a pronoun instead of the character’s name in the internal dialog tag, and then transmuting ‘them’ to ‘him.’ We’ll talk about the pitfalls of plurality later. At the tie loosening, we have an example of chopping things up and using fragments as concise inferences. Notice that they are regimented for better pacing. Short. Shorter. Even shorter. Shortest. This intensifies the action. “He loosened his tie” is a complete clause. “The hand wiping” drops the subject. “The eyes closed” is actually a passive sentence, but this is a case where passive scintillates. Then “Spit” infers action and is a de facto punctuation word. This is followed by a long measure, which in turn goes into a stretch of short clauses, each firing a new exasperation. (No change here. I got it right in the draft.) The rest flowed okay and needed no tightening for my purposes, although one can tighten until the words become as tart as lemons and unattractive. Note the use of the word “downcast,” which is archaic, but I soon establish that whenever I narrate in this character’s point of view, I will use archaic language. He’s a professor and highly educated, but he’s also Brooklyn-born and can curse like a trooper. The juxtaposition of archaic words and here and there a fucking-A, adds interest, development and anchorage to this character.
You might ask: Why such analysis of this simple paragraph? Answer: This is what revision is about, not wholesale annihilation of your work, but a careful analysis, testing and deepening of your understanding of what you wrote. Your subconscious meets your conscious allowing your creative mind to work its magic, shining to high luster things you never knew you said; and flushing things you wish you hadn’t said.
Balance sheet - example 1=182 words. Example 2=177 words. 5 words down 30,000 to go.
Rethinking and Revising Imagery in Novels
Imagery in a novel is essential to lock into the reader’s five senses. When we are vomiting our draft guts out, we sometimes (not sometimes . . . we do it indubitably) over-image or . . . under-image. Finishing imagery for the reader is what we are about as novelists. Without similes or metaphors - without those attacks on the reader’s senses, we are nothing more than court reporters. Now I don’t want to demean the reporter’s trade. Dickens began that way and managed to spray his works with the crisp rat-tat-tat of journalistic style that still smacks of genius today. Twain did the same thing. A bit of second person extrapolation can fit into everyone’s work, and should, but effective imagery means tight writing. It also means a palette selection from a defined range of colors. It means reining in your more spleen-based inclinations to take-off into a self-indulgent peregrination akin to Melville’s devoting a long chapter in Moby Dick to depict the color White.
With skill, your draft should contain sixty-percent of your imagery before you start revising. With luck, more; and, if fortune has smiled upon you, you’ve captured some bizarre images that you can revise into under-wrought passages that support your overall tonality.
Here are some tips:
1 - Define the tone of your work and the palette of images to be used. There’s a word pool that will constantly swim past your harpoon. These palletized words are related. Their use is not disruptive. They are second nature to your canvas.
For example:
Matthew was as old as the hills and twice as wise.
Besides the use of a cliché, this image is as flat as a pancake.
Try:
Matthew was as tough and tawny as the oak desk that cuffed him.
Don’t quote his age, or the hills or his mental state. How can we? An image must be seen and we can see ‘tough and tawny,’ and certainly we can see the desk and its utility.
2 - Cut multiple-choice imagery - imagery that forces the reader to choose. We all do it. We see things two-fold and can’t make up our mind, so we leave it to the reader. This causes redundancy and also flabbiness.
Example:
He fought with the spirit of Hercules against the Hydra or Achilles against the tide.
Which is it? Brave like Hercules or resigned like Achilles? Why not leave it up to the reader. NEVER. Make a choice:
He fought like Achilles against the Trojan tide.
Note: By saying with the spirit, you no longer have an image, but a proxy adverb and, if there’s one mantra you must repeat over and over as a writer, it is this: “Adverbs are pernicious weeds that foster flabby, lazy writing.” Again now. And again. Therefore, we make it a pure simile and use the word like, and for pace and cadence we add the two-syllable adjective, in this case Trojan. We could have just as effectively used the roaring tide, but the alliteration of the t’s makes for a better image. The word with is also ambiguous bringing into question the object of the fight.
3 - Carry images across whole paragraphs. Here’s an example from my own work (blushing again):
“When souls are islands, life washes the shore with a tide that draws its line on the strand, a fortress to errant gulls and plovers, but when the spirits are connected, the waves take the sands down, the castle melting in the ebb. Rowden watched Rose’s bastion melt with each tiding from Meng Ka-bao’s maw. She expressed no shock that the egg was a true egg, beyond its paragonic substance. She could have surmised as much when she first spied it a Lung-hua. A pretty pink and yellow egg, like the alabaster one I had in our apartment, Rawden. Do you remember? She had seen it for what it was, but had not known that inside its creamy heart grew a crimson critter that was held in stasis by some elemental that changed the natural order of things. Nor was Rowden concerned by Rose’s simple remembrance of the round red stone atop the rock pyramid at Yu-shui-ch’ien’s gate. In fact, her expression was downright tell me something I don’t know. The irksome response, however, was Rose’s natural inclination to the practicability of fulfilling such warrants.”
Note: In this case, we begin with an image stated in second person, which suspends it over the chapter. What it does is make a statement that sounds a bit biblical, and therefore a stain-glass truth. (You know; like Austen - “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a man of good standing etc. etc.”) When the characters enter (and the POV shifts to third person, limited), the words bastion and ebb extend the image into an action. Another character has previously provided some information, and referring to that act, we use tiding instead of piece of information, as it further extends the image, albeit a pun. Then we start talking about eggs. These eggs are intrinsic to the plot, but since we have an image concerning sea birds, we further extend it. One other point is the use of the word paragonic. If you go look up that word, you won’t find it. In the context of this story, there are rocks and minerals that are called the paragons, so when we apply an adjective to the word substance, we draw from within our established palette of colors and invent a word that would have no other meaning beyond the context of this novel.
4 - Test all five senses in every scene. Which ones are important? Which ones are missing? Which ones get in the way? When you revise a section, can you see things, feel things (touch), taste them, and smell them? My own personal style tends to omit smell, so in revision, things get pretty stinky. Characters’ perfumes (Ivory soap’s a favorite), onions, cooking, gas (including natural farts - can there be any other kind?).
Touch is important in action sequences:
Example:
Thomas thought the blade sharp enough to do real damage.
Note: We can see it, but touch here is an assumption; and if this is an action sequence, we’re moving sidewise with a polemic.
Better:
Thomas bristled. He knew that blade. He had felt it before, his hand a witness to its sharp bite.
This is terse. Action packed. It refers to empirical knowledge of this particular blade. It bodes potential damage.
Best:
Thomas parried the sword, his wrist scored by the awful blade - a serpent’s bite.
Note: Here we are. Touch! In addition, with the help of our friend the em-dash (-), we have a resulting fragment that attaches to form a complete image.
Sound is important also. I like to add a sound to a vacuum. Vacuums happen when dialogue ceases and we have drawn the reader into a sightless, odorless place. It is then that I will have something like:
A hawk cawed above the quiet Sycamores.
Sounds corny, but it’s as effective as taste during a dinner conversation. So, always ask that question about the five senses and add/delete as needed.
5 - Limit metaphors and similes in action sequences. Action sequences are a special topic and deserve full treatment. (Maybe a later article). There are tense tricks and pacing techniques galore which many authors miss because these do not roll naturally from their established style, because action sequences, by definition, ditch our natural style in order to stand out. Still, nothing kills action like passive tone; and metaphors and similes.
Example (time for a rather bad stretch of a seventh revision - my own):
“This is enough, Nick,” Rowden said. “We should pack it in.” Before anyone could move to secure the bird, however, the flowers began to flutter, their petals appearing to be wings caught at the tips of flashing fingers. Soon, they left their stems, whirling about in colorful little cyclones tinted by the grim green glow.
“Butterflies,” Nick said smiling, mesmerized by the little whirls of color buzzing about his head.
“No,” Rowden said plucking one from the air and examining it. “Not butterflies.” They may have appeared to be swarms of gentle butterflies or cottony moths, but Rowden could see these were flanges rather than wings, little metal rudders to navigate the air and perhaps do critical harm to such things as brick and wall and skin. “These are metal demons, Nick.” He turned to the others. “Audrey, Simon, watch out. Griffen, cover your eyes.”
Rowden saw hundreds of silver and gold metal buzzers spin about Audrey’s head. This was a dream. It had to be a dream. His lack of sleep had made him delusional and he was seeing the full complement of Dali’s or perhaps Bruegel’s master works whiz before his eyes. This had to be the result of some bad tofu.
The above is a mess (tofu indeed). It takes place in a garden that comes alive, attacking the characters. I knew what I was writing when I approached it, but my imagery undercut me at every turn. Things appear to be things, instead of being things. Things leave their stems instead of flying. The protagonist examines the attacking petals, instead of feeling the danger. Dialogue tells us what these things are instead of showing us. The protagonist sequels for probable reasons and gives the reader a multiple-choice of artists to chose from in the image - one from column surreal, one from column Dutch allegorist. We end with a mini-joke about to-fu. If there’s any image on the face of the earth that lacks action appeal, it’s to-fu. What a mess!
Revised (more like, rewritten):
Audrey approached a pink camellia, puffed full with wiggling petals. Rowden was drawn to investigate also. A single crimson rose, a mere seven petals that clicked open and shut like castanets. Nervous flowers, straining for freedom, shaking their tethers. Rowden sensed rebellion. Anger even. They tugged until liberated. Airborne. Tops propelled above the pylons like butterflies. Rainbow funnels. Cyclones. Beauty to the eye. Magic to the ear.
Nick raised his hands in near worship, mesmerized as buzzing color swarmed about his head. Audrey templed her hands to her lips. Rowden held his heart. What a show. Compared to this, Pandas were an everyday occurrence. He grinned. His natural empirical impulse led him to pluck a dancing flower from its flight. Sharp pain sliced his hand.
“Not butterflies,” he shouted. He closed his hands on his capture. Crimson petals were gone, replaced now with crimson blood - his own blood. He glanced at Audrey and Nick. “Don’t touch them. They are not what they seem.” Rowden saw hundreds of buzzers spinning around Audrey’s head. This was a dream. It had to be a dream. Lack of sleep had launched him into some Dalian nightmare. He waved his hands trying to divert these pests from the lady, but they turned on him with absolute malice. They pursued him to the koi pond.
Note: Notice the slow take off and acceleration of imagery using fragments and sensory clues. Notice the imagery is not like a cyclone, but just Cyclone. Notice that when the protagonist examines the flower, it bites him. It ends with a frenzy of internal and external motion, and the only metaphor used (except the cyclone) is the surreal one - Dali won the race. No more tofu.
Imagery is key to a successful work, but too much sends the reader into a cloud of mush, while lack of imagery gives the reader a background of white static and noise. However, it is in revision that we reach the balance. PS: There are times when zero imagery is appropriate as a technique, but it needs a careful hand and an astute eye to lay it down. When done correctly, the absence of imagery becomes a powerful image in itself.
Revising the Horror of Stage Directions
Revising your novel’s draft can be stressful enough - attention to minutia - balancing your global structure. However, nothing spells ruination more than entering a scene and tripping over the furniture. As writers, when we settle into the zone and get on a roll, we tend to visualize things in progression. A character moves from point A to point B. Simple enough. However, we over-manage the maneuver by having that character stand, raise his left hand, scratch his ass, take three steps to the right, hopscotch over the coffee table, crack his knuckles, and then dust the table with a big feather poised in his right hand. An over-statement, or course, but we somehow feel that our characters need to act through a logical chain of actions. So, they stand and throw - walk and sing - crouch and wobble. This creates multiple focal points, which is an oxymoron, because you can only have one focal point. When a character stands and throws, we must assume that the throwing needs the standing and that our reader is not so stupid to be told that the character is standing. By introducing the ancillary action, the throwing ceases to be the focal point, and the active becomes passive. This does not mean we cannot have two actions, but they must be crafted sequentially, using the comma-and-then construction, creating a progression:
Thomas stood, and then threw the stone like Paris tossing the golden apple.
Pruning these stage directions helps tighten your sentence sculpture, creating a paragraph landscape. I call it a parascape. We don’t write sentence. We craft them; sculpt, if you like. Never write a sentence that sags, even if you need to resort to a single-word fragment. Therefore:
Morton stood, reached up and twisted the light bulb - should be
Morton reached up and twisted the light bulb - better sculpted as
Morton twisted the overhead light bulb.
Applying the playwright’s craft in the novelist’s domain forces us to set the furniture. It’s just the way we tend to think when we write. A room’s contents may or may not be critical to the story. If it sets the atmosphere or helps the characters to assume a specific mood, please, set the furniture, by all means, but not like this:
The room was wide and had two chairs, a cabinet and a table. The table had a full service setting for five stacked on a lace tablecloth. The dark wood was polished and the floor was parquet with inlayed tiles.
I have encountered such set design instructions in plays, and unfortunately, in novels also. If there is an important piece amongst the stage set, i.e. the butter knife that gets plunged into the baron’s wicked heart; or the salad cruet that harbors the arsenic (forget the old lace), surely mention these. However, to set the stage, think more in terms of tightness and tone. The above sprawl could be re-written thus:
Baron de Guise kept an unusual dining room. It had the typical complement of chairs and tables, but set with China from a Romanian kiln - one that specialized in dark, mottled sheen and the crimson De Guise crest. Spread about a dark leather runner, these plates winked in the dim sunlight that streamed across the mealscape beneath a ballet of late afternoon motes. Drapes shut. Light shunned. The Baron’s footsteps apparent now across the Romany floor as he awaited his guests to trespass across his threshold.
Of course, I’m making the above up on the fly, but notice that the room should reflect the character and the ultimate action. We know more about this room than we do about the first room, because each reader will imagine a different place with a similar tone, much more in keeping with their own experience. Moreover, when do we set a stage without lighting? I could add some aromas as well, but here, the absence of aroma helps foster a sterile tone.
Another tip on stage directions pertains to redundant kinetics. Some actions are married to colloquialisms. Writers, particularly amateur writers, plop them square into their narratives, overlooking them even in revision. Here are a few examples:
He kicked the door with his foot - should be
He kicked the door. (Unless there’s a focus on a silver spurred cowboy boot).
She clapped her hands - should be
She clapped.
I shrugged my shoulders - should be
I shrugged.
You get the idea. Test these redundancies by asking the question: Is there any other way to perform this act other than with the available anatomy. Of course, in dialogue (that is colloquial) be sure to have such redundancies - they flavor the stew.
If you overlook these things, will your novel fail? No. However, Acquisition Editors look for such things as an excuse to close your manuscript and go to lunch, branding it amateurish (your manuscript, not the lunch; although you never know). We should never give them an excuse to flip us back into the slush pile.
The other issue with stage directions is the props themselves. This is a matter of how we visualize people and things. It has been my experience that by describing things and people in detail, we rob the reader of the opportunity of collaborating with us. Novels are supposed to begin with us, but never end with us. If we want a reader to buy a set of steak knives on eBay, we take a photo, and then describe every blasted tooth in the serration. However, if the steak knife is needed to kill the Baron De Guise, we can describe its relative place on the table and its apparent sharpness. If it’s just going to be used to cut steak, it probably shouldn’t be described at all. We must assume that our reader knows that steak is cut with a steak knife. The phrase, they ate steak, should suffice as a stage direction, unless they suddenly toss the A-1 away, plow their faces into the plates and attack the steak doggie-style, which would indeed be worthy of detailed description. Still, the point is clear. Only dwell on objects of importance and let the reader set the stage in the comfort of their imagination, where our words must trickle down, reaching the heart and, if we succeed, the soul.
Maintaining and Violating POV in a Novel
Are you revising a section of your novel and something doesn’t seem right? Have you checked all aspects and still it isn’t anchored to the rest of the work? Have you tested for POV inconsistencies?
Many rules just beg to be broken in writing, and we should all try to break them (even this one), but the most consistent and stalwart of them all is maintaining the correct point of view (POV). If you jump from one character’s head to another’s in any particular chapter, your reader must constantly hold on their seats trying to figure out where the heck they are. For working purposes, here’s my take on this golden rule:
For each chapter, you should select one character as the point of view character. All things are seen, sensed, ruminated, vibrated, reciprocated and deliberated in that character’s mind. If your novel is in the first person, this is a no-brainer. If you are writing in the third person (limited), you have a choice at the beginning of every chapter or sub-chapter. If you are writing in second person, you’re writing the Bible, so don’t worry about it. The reader will put down your book as often as they put down the Bible or the Silmarilion, whichever comes first.
Whenever you change POV, you should change chapters or use the infamous double space and asterisks (***) as you would in scene changes. (Scenes never really change, by the way. POVs change. Think about it).
Most writers know these rules from their first short story in Mrs. Palmerton’s entry-level creative writing class. Still, POV violations sneak up and bite every writer in . . . well, it bites. Example:
Samuel knew that the bee would sting him. He just knew it. He sensed it. Prunella also sensed it. She tried to swat it away, which only made it worse. Bees anger when confronted with swat-currents.
Now this represents the most common error. We are in Sam’s head (POV). His companion (Prunella) also senses the bee’s impending action. However, by saying so, we are now in her head. It ends with a complete shift in tone from third person to second, which is legal, and might have obfuscated the POV violation. This amplification of sensitivity to the point of sharing is easy to rectify by including a probability element or an element of logic. In the above, the logical element is already evident: only made it worse PLUS the closing sentence in second person voice. We’ll correct this with:
Samuel knew that the bee would sting him. He just knew it. He sensed it. Prunella probably sensed it too, because she tried to swat it away. It only made it worse as bees anger when swatted.
By adding the probably, we stay in Samuel’s head, as he can observed Prunella and could justify her actions with the logical extenders. Of course, for flow and rhythm, other things are revised also. The last sentence now is attached to the logical extension, therefore comes out of the second person, and as such we remove second person vocabulary, which always borders (and needs to) on the pretentious. What are swat-currents anyway? A type of berry.
This seems to be a simple fix, but the word probably after its tenth use becomes a writing flattener. Boring. It doesn’t fall into the background like the dialogue tag said. Therefore, you need to vary that word and the approach. How else can Samuel tell that Prunella senses his danger? She could say it.
Samuel knew that the bee would sting him. He just knew it.
“Watch out, Sam,” Prunella said, snapping her fan toward the bee.
Bees, however, are rarely deterred by gentle threats and Prunella only made it worse - an angrier bee.
Another common POV violation is what I call character walk-away. Your POV character has the reader firmly in the scene. Suddenly they walk off (exit stage right), but the scene continues in another character’s POV. This transference appears natural to a writer, but can be disconcerting to a reader, especially if the original POV character returns. Here’s an example:
Sam watched Luke’s eyes. They were poker eyes, protecting his hand. Sam had nothing - this evening was a bad poker dream, especially since he had a dream like this two days ago.
“I’m out,” he said.
“Then get some more chips,” Luke snorted. Sam shuffled off. Luke glanced at Cory. “I raise you.”
“Five-hundred?” Cory said. “Too rich for me.” He folded.
Luke scooped the pot to his chest. This would pay next month’s rent, he thought. Wide grin.
This poker example starts out in Sam’s head. We see Luke’s eyes and hear Sam’s thoughts. Luke’s dialogue would suffice if Sam didn’t leave the table, because when he does, the POV shifts to Luke. The logic is violated. Sam is no longer there to tell the reader what the reader is learning from Luke.
This is fixed easily enough by having Sam stay put. However, if the plot has Sam grab a knife instead of potato chips, so his return precipitates a fight over Luke’s winnings, then some other fix needs to be found. There are two solutions.
1. When Sam leaves, we have a chapter break (space and **** or whatever is your pleasure). The dialogue can then continue and should be elongated. Luke’s POV now prevails, and when Sam returns and stabs Luke in the jugular, we can experience the pain first hand.
2. When Sam leaves, we leave the poker table with him, and the ensuing dialogue. Sam (now in the kitchen) is torn between the chips and the knife. We have the opportunity to get Sam’s inner perspective on the bad dream and how that dream is goading him to his next psychotic action. This sequeling is in Sam’s POV. When he returns to the table, we can sense Luke’s win and elation through Sam’s eyes. Stab. Screams. Blood. General mayhem.
In general, when correcting some POV issues, think of the development and creative opportunities you have overlooked. You will be surprised.
Another way to fix character walk away is to have the POV character within earshot. Dialogue can be overheard and people shout. However, you must underscore this fact so it isn’t lost on the reader.
As promised, here are two ways to VIOLATE POV legally:
1. Begin a chapter in your third person POV and withhold POV for the first few paragraphs before anointing one character as the POV vessel. Try it. You’ll like it. The only transference of POV that the reader will safely tolerate is from the Author third person to a character third person, and only at the top of the chapter.
2. This second one is sneaky, but I’ve used it in my epic novel series The Jade Owl. It has a specific requirement - two characters that are telepathic. Since there’s transference of thoughts between them, they both can have the POV at any given time. It is a tap dance, and can become messy, but since it is logical, readers are tolerant of it - for short spurts.
In short, POV is a bulwark of fiction writing. Like most bulwarks, the reader only notices it when it’s out of order. When it is, it exhausts them. They’ll put your books down nary to drink there again.
Logic vs Illiogic - Hanging the Lanterns
So you’ve finished your draft and have all your ducks in a row. You’re ready for the revision and, as you do your read-through, you begin to second-guess the logic of specific elements in your work. These logic flaws sometimes sneak up and stymie when you least expect them. Some are easy, continuity problems and relatively routine to fix. However, others are like quicksand. The more you try to resolve them, the more damage control you need to apply.
To my mind, there are four categories of logic lapses:
1. Continuity
2. Poor Research
3. Counter-active
4. Global
Continuity and Poor Research are the easiest to fix. They are also the elements most evident to editors, long before readers get their mitts on your book. Continuity is a lapse in memory. Simply put:
Paragraph one:
Tom inherited his wonderfully green eyes from his mother.
Paragraph two-hundred and eighty:
Suddenly, Tom’s eyes changed from blue to gold signifying the presence of Sydney’s spirit.
You might laugh, but I have in one of my novels a possession sequence, which has a blue-eyed character possessed by a green-eyed character. The effect was perfect, except I had the eye coloring wrong at two ends of the novel. Now because the continuity error was separated by nearly 200 pages, the reader may never had noticed, but never underestimate the reader.
The simpler paragraph-to-paragraph continuity lapses scarcely need mention. We all know that things that are pocketed are suddenly out in the open or pocketed twice. Characters leave twice, or never enter. However, in my opinion, the worse logic lapse is ignorance - the lack of proper research. Many times, we will make it up as we go along, and many times, we can get away with it. However, even if it is for short stretches, we, as authors, owe our readers a proper look and feel.
For example:
Sergeant O’Hara finished relieving himself in the muddy ditch, and then zipped up his fly.
Considering the above sentence is extracted from a Civil War novel, and the zipper wasn’t invented yet, it is anachronistic slop, which could have been avoided if the writer had taken some time to research Civil War uniforms in all their richness.
Thus:
Sergeant O’Hara finished relieving himself in the redoubt, buttoning up and fastening his buckler.
I once spent two weeks cooking Tuscan cuisine to learn local ingredients, aromas and textures for a scene in my novel The Third Peregrination. I savored my research, not to mention putting on a pound and a half. Results: two well-researched, logically correct paragraphs tucked away as background to an important scene. The research gave the background authenticity, but like the meal ingredients, didn’t overpower the main course - my story.
The logic lapse that can prove most frustrating is the Counter-active. You have an important plot development or a character following a specific arc, then - wham. You begin to second-guess it, because there might be alternative courses of action that are just as logical. You know that the reader will question your twists, and, if questioned harshly, you will earn the dreaded label: Contrived. In addition to the developmental counter-actives, there are other points of question that the reader could contest, such as, How is there light in a tomb that hasn’t been explored in a thousand years? Little things like that. There are two solutions for these common second-guessing points. Remember that whenever the reader second-guesses you, they are thrown out of the story. Reader off track = story flailing (as opposed to story telling).
The first method is to handle logistics appropriately. If a cave will be dark, be sure that your spelunkers are fully outfitted with every prop necessary to light the way. You can’t start producing ropes and riggings, spikes and flashlights mid-scene without tracking, or at least nodding to their origin. Also, be sure that your characters are properly trained to use their props. If there’s an escape using a motorboat, provide a reason why the protagonist is to drive the damn thing to chug away from the villain. The protagonist may not be an expert at watercraft, but he/she could have watched ten hours of Sea Hunt as an unwitting preparation for the sequence.
We walk a tightrope here. Be careful not to over emphasize logistics. I once spent so much time explaining why a tomb had lighting that my surprise ending was no surprise. In that case, I rewrote two chapters to undo my over-emphasis. I just hung a lantern on it and moved on.
Hanging a lantern. This is an old movie expression that every writer should know. When you reach a counter-active point, hang a lantern on it, before the reader does. This means a short brake in the flow - an aside or some otherwise witty and well-conceived comments that says, what was just said doesn’t really make sense, but that’s the way it is folks. Here’s an example from a novel I’m currently writing - Surviving an American Gulag.
****
Avila shook his head and followed. A cricket chirped. Odd and out of season. Perhaps it was some rare Georgian variety bred on mess hall muck. Its chirp did not go unnoticed. Gibbs halted.
“Just the stars singing, Winslow.”
Frank hummed his grandmother’s song.
*****
The lantern is in italics, even in the context of the work. It is important that these men hear a cricket. The sequence is an echo from a previous section and the effect is powerful in context. However, we are in Georgia in February, and crickets don’t chirp in Georgia in February. Therefore, I had a counter-active moment. By hanging a lantern on it, I acknowledge that it’s an odd (illogical) thing to say, because we are out of season. I then add my own take on the science of the comment. Does it change the course of cricketdom in Georgia? No. However, the reader will not stop here and kvetch. They will stay in the story.
Other species of this chameleon happen when characters are trying to solve a problem, choosing a course of action. They choose the one that’s most interesting for the story and befits the character arc; however, easier courses cannot be ignored. In these cases, I generally have a character say, “Wouldn’t it be better if we yatter yatter yatter.” A brief discussion ensues, steering the logic to the chosen course of action. Doing this constantly can become tedious. Therefore, sometimes we hang the lantern latently, during a character’s internal sequeling. This helps demonstrate that the character isn’t so shallow to follow the author’s will without question. In the sequeling, we firm up elements, while becoming the reader’s advocate for alternative solutions. I’m always reminded of that scene in Indiana Jones, when Indy is preparing to saber-duel the thuggish giant and opts to shoot him instead. This is a hanging a lantern moment. The only issue in that instance is that Steven Spielberg is winking at the audience, which breaks the fantasy, something we ought not to do. Hanging a lantern is an art akin to prestidigitation.
Finally, there are Global logic flaws. These are so big they are generally missed. And they should be. These are the great logic flaws that if corrected would shatter the work. These are elements as Shakespeare’s setting Bohemia on the Adriatic, or Frederick’s leap-year birthday in The Pirates of Penzance. The first act of the beloved G&S opera takes place on the sunny Cornish coast, complete with a bevy of bathing beauties. However, the plot turns on Frederick’s birthday being on February 29 in leap year. Have you even been in Cornwall in February? Sunny? Bathing? I think not. I mention The Pirates of Penzance to demonstrate how W.S. Gilbert manages to pull the wool over our eyes. It is the juxtaposition of facts. The illogical facts precede the logical premise. Thus, this is how you hang that particular lantern. If the reader believes you in the first place, you do not need to correct logical lapses in the second place. This is how J K Rowling manages the twisted logic of the elder wand; so much so that readers may go scrambling back to retrace who has which wand. Still, the story is finished by then.
In short, logic lapses may not be a novel’s downfall if we excel in the author’s finest attribute - telling the good lie, one that’s credible, real and hung with enough lanterns to decorate a Chinese garden party.
How to End a Novel
If there is one subject in creative writing that has been exhausted, it is THE OPENING. The hook. Sucking the reader in (as opposed to reading the suckers in). Novelists spend a good amount of time crafting, re-crafting, and re-re-crafting their opening paragraph, assessing the perfect first line and modus operandi. Do we begin with an environmental statement? In Media Res? Arcane? Wistful? However, how many times have you heard a reader say, “It was a good book, but I didn’t like the way it ended.” They might as well have said, “That author saw me coming. I invested my time in their work and, in the end, they let me down.” From that, we can infer, “I’ll be careful next time I come across that author’s work.”
Ending your novel is more important than beginning it, despite the reasoning that the opening entices the reader into the work. Both are skills to master. However, fixing a problematic opening in a revision is simple compared with fixing a befuddled ending. Traditionally, endings are viewed as “happy”, “sad”, “pensive”, “surprise”, “abrupt” and the rest of the gamut. However, it really doesn’t matter “how” your novel ends, it’s “where” your novel ends that is critical.
Novel endings can suffer from a number of issues. Here are six that I’ll be referencing:
1. Anti-climax
2. Runaway train
3. Contrived
4. Developmental
5. Dribble out
6. Epilog
Anti-Climax endings are usually recognized by their failure to please, surprise, or even keep the reader’s attention. It is generally caused by having a more powerful scene a few chapters from the end, which “peaks” your novel too soon. It’s downhill from there. This is corrected by toning down the zenith chapter, although it might break your heart. Usually, the culprit scene and the final scene have similar settings, characters and tone. Change the earlier scene’s intensity, setting and character mesh. Intensify the last scene. The last scene must be the most important and memorable scene in the novel or why should the reader even bother to make the journey?
Runaway train endings are recognized when your pacing is too fast. Your ending comes up suddenly, catching the reader off-guard. “Is that it?” It usually stems from a writer’s “need to finish.” That motivation lends itself to “flat” writing and slipshod parascaping. In my experience (and I mean, my experience), these endings need a complete rewrite. Think about when your “ending” begins. If it starts in the last two chapters, back up and rethink. The earlier your novel’s ending begins, the stronger and firmer paced the ending is. Most novel endings begin in the middle of the work and some in the first paragraph of Chapter One. You must be continually building toward the end. You use this to ground the whole work. Gravity wins in the end (and with endings). A runaway train ending usually means extensive revision. You must find that crucial end-start point and rework everything in between - sometimes subtly, but reworked it must be.
Contrived endings are grafted onto the novel, and usually because the author is using a strict outline. The stronger the outline, the more constraint there is for character development. Characters are forced to say and do things that the author wants them to say or do. That’s not good novel writing. When the work concludes, the end is usually contrived. Readers will say, “What? He rammed his fist into the airplane propeller because his Uncle Fitzgerald cut him out of the will and he needed to get money from his health insurance to bury his long estranged and tubercular wife?” ‘nuff said.
Developmental endings are common. Authors sometimes fail to recognize that their beloved, well-honed style must change as the novel progresses. Expositional styles in the first third of the novel work less and less as the work progresses. Developmental devices stop working by the last third. Too many times last scenes are a suite of settings, flashbacks, hula dances, complex actions requiring science degrees and the like. Endings can be action scenes, but simple ones, with intensely short sentences, devoid of metaphors and similes. Extensive movement should be simplified and clear. Character activity and dialogue should be emphasized. Build, build, build to a climax, and never introduce a new character in the last twenty pages. There’s no time to develop such characters. That doesn’t mean you can reveal a character physically that has been aforementioned in the body of the work, but too many developments make for a confused ending. My personal preference in my own novels is to introduce the necessary mechanisms for the ending in preceding chapters, and then punch through them at the end. You send the reader to class early enough, they are trained to operate your ending better than you. J. K. Rowling uses this technique, so by the time the reader reaches that intense last sequence in The Deathly Hallows, they already are adepts at the mechanisms that rule the sequence. Rowling needn’t explain a thing. Her readers all have degrees in Harry Potter by that time and the end has all the gravitas of a graduation ceremony.
Dribble out endings are evident in works that do not have an ending. They have no impact. The reader is supposed to ponder the ending - the metaphysics and philosophy that should keep them awake a night wondering, “just what happened, anyway?” This is the “forgettable” ending, because the author “forgot” to write one. You ride the train with no destination and are abandoned in the desert to play tennis with the prairie dogs. How to fix this? Have the train go to Las Vegas and end with a jackpot.
Epilogs are good. I use them all the time (not that that a justifies them), but there are always details beyond the ending. The reader wants to know if Sarah Brown married Sky Masterson, and whether or not they have children. The issue with epilogs is they sometimes become incorporated into the last scene or hover beyond the back cover like a bad hangover. Epilogs are “not” the ending. They just come “at the end.” In my own work, The Jade Owl, my climatic scene occurs twenty pages before the end of the book. The book ends in that scene. However, using internal dialogue and sequeling, the protagonist is allowed to settle some details and, in a small “coda” scene, the hero performs a character-defining “heroic” act. THEN, I have an epilog, which is in a different mood and style, as if I was writing another novel. It’s that taste of sherbet between courses, “your novel” and “the reader’s exit to the real world.” Epilogs settle details in a satisfactory way, leaving something open for perhaps another “book” in a series, and makes the reader feel better for reading your work. Sometimes it contains a memorable last line, from the Brontean “sleepers in the quiet earth,” to the Tolkien, “I’m back.” Who can forget, “Tomorrow is another day?”
Be assured that when you revise your novel you “will” rewrite your ending. You should, just as you should craft a dozen openers. Be resigned to it, but don’t regard it as a chore. In fact, it is the one stroke of revision that will transform your novel from a barnyard into a palace, unless you’re writing “The Egg and I.”
Sound and Sense - Shelley vs. Dickens
It should come as no surprise that there is more poetry in Dickens than there is in Shelley. Does that make Charles more the poet than Percy Bysshe? Perhaps so. Poets are raw souls looking into their spleens for passion, while novelists use poetry as catgut to string their violins to play their own special concerti. In fact, a novel without poetic sound and sense, in my humble opinion, is an advertisement on the back of a box of Captain Crunch.
When revising your novel, you will find sections that “do the job,” but somehow lay on the page like over-steamed broccoli. It might taste okay, but on the whole, it’s mushy and stinks. There are many poetic devices that can be employed to restore the dish to interest - too many to discuss here, and many of which should be a part of your palette, such as metaphor and simile. I will only reference seven techniques that may help a sagging section. These are:
1. gravity
2. anapestic
3. rush and full stop
4. cadence
5. bridge
6. coda
7. echo
Gravity is the stuff that keeps us from floating into outer space. It’s also the stuff that makes us age, but that’s another matter. In the case of writing, gravity is the universal well of water that we draw upon that’s specific to an individual work. It means that when we describe stuff or narrate, we should be drilling on relational vocabulary - words that reflect our subject, or situations that repeat by degrees. This creates a solid weave to the work, one that defines overall sound and sense.
Draw on words that you have used before and are pertinent to the characters or the settings. If a character has a scar on their cheek and weeps, don’t describe the tears rolling down the cheek, but “do” describe them runneling over the scar’s arroyo. Factually, you are describing weeping, but poetically you are drawing on a metaphor for running water, and since it comes across a terrain that’s marred, gravity dictates that it should be likened to a wadi or an arroyo. Gravity also means repeating situations in layers for credibility. How many times does Tolkien give us an image of “farewell” as a person wreathed in golden shimmers fading into the distance - Goldberry, Galadriel and Arwen on three different occasions. Another example of gravity is to create doppelganger characters to ground each other, like Dickens’ Cheryble brothers or King’s multiple Jakes in multiple worlds.
Anapestic is a rhythmic device. It’s the gallop we all know from the William Tell Overture, where the stress comes on the third syllable. Ta-ta-dum, ta-ta-dum, ta-ta-dum-dum-dum. It spices things up when things get dreary and too grammatical. It’s effective in getting the reader’s attention at the beginning of sections. BEWARE: It can also highlight an amateur writer for acquisition editors. Therefore, use it with definite effect. Here’s an example:
Flat
In the apple tree’s shade, she ate a peach tart.
Spicy:
She sat in the shade of the old apple tree eating her peacherine tart.
With the second version, we could start an epic poem. Most anapestic can be formed by transforming a possessive into the more rhythmic “of the.” Let’s face it, would you be more inclined to read “Lammermoors’ Bride” or “The Bride of the Lammermoors” (great Scott). In order to get the anapest, I had to add the adjective “old” and transform “peach” into “peacherine,” which is not any word in my or your dictionary. As a writer, you must be prepared to invent new words that have meaning outside the dictionary. A peacherine tart is a wonderful thing to behold and eat, I’ll tell you. Then, get on with your story. Don’t turn the rest of the paragraph into a limerick, or you’ll be the only one reading it.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/316 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!