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Key Terms in This Book
This book is written primarily for people who have some interest in at least one facet of the publication process, whether it is writing, editing, graphic design or marketing. For most of us, the writing component is the strongest attraction, which means everything else, including having to sell books, needs some help and some guidance. Putting the pieces together isn’t easy, but the main goal of this book is not to give a series of pep talks. You have to know that even if you do all the work yourself, writing and selling a successful book can be done. My primary goal is to show you how.
And more to the point, it is to show you how the publishing industry has changed so much in recent years, that you could literally do all the work yourself if you choose to. I mean all of it. You may choose not to, and outsourcing strategically is also easier now than ever. But if you do, this book is your road map and your guidebook. I am someone who has the experience of self-publishing in every facet, who has suffered all the aches and pains of going it alone. But now we are working together so you can take the lessons I learned and apply them to your own path.
At the start, it is worth it to be clear with yourself about what kind of success you are looking for. Commercial success is measured in book sales and royalty checks. Personal success is tied to finishing the book and knowing it is the best possible product you could put out at that time. Your ambitions probably lie somewhere in between. This book definitely places an emphasis on commercial success. If your goal is strictly personal, you can still use the beginning chapters of this book to get your work published. If your goal is commercial, then this is really a book written for you. The second half of the book focuses on selling your work.
It is an uphill battle for commercial success in the book industry these days whether you publish through a major publishing house or self-publish your own work. Rising production costs, including marketing and advertising expenses, have forced major publishing houses to run on a top heavy business model. Only the biggest names are given the attention by major market publishers because they are guaranteed to make money either from book sales or tie-in marketing. But those authors with the greatest fame are also the ones who need the promotion the least. So the independent writer has to find other avenues to success.
One way is to write a book that you know you can sell. For most writers, that means finding a niche market, or a targeted industry, and becoming an expert in that subject area. Niche writing, on any topic, sells well (as does most nonfiction) because by default, it targets your work to a specific audience who is hungry for books on that topic. You don’t waste your time, energy, or advertising dollars on people who would never be interested in the book to begin with. And publishing within a niche category makes it easy for people with specific interests to find your titles among the hundreds of thousands of titles published every month.
But niche marketing has a wrinkle and it is an important one. Your book is not the product being marketed. What you are selling is yourself as an expert on the subject. Marketing niche books is a matter of creating a persona of expertise. When people talk about the subject, your name should come up. And if you manage to achieve that level of notoriety, no matter how granular the topic, your books will sell. Readers presume upon the expertise of a nonfiction writer simply because the book was published. This can be to your advantage when you are still building your credibility because it gives your work some authority that you may not have earned.
Yet fiction writers also rely on their reputation to sell books. There isn’t a niche topic, per se, that makes them an expert at fiction, but within genres, fiction authors can become well known. Fiction writers sell their stories. It is only a handful of fiction authors whose fame has as much to do with who they are as it does with what they write.
The truth is that no matter what you write, selling your book is going to be the biggest roadblock to success. Most writers, except for the top tier of published authors, need a grass roots approach that focuses on networking, exposure and building your credibility. The condition of the industry demands it.
Just by way of example, there are somewhere between 3 million and 4 million actively listed titles on Amazon.com at any given time. Let’s assume you have written 8 of them. That means you are potentially competing with 2,999,992 other titles today for your customer’s attention and money. And that will be true tomorrow, and for the foreseeable future. It is also true that to really account for an accurate picture of your competition, you would have to differentiate between fiction and nonfiction. It is also true that you could further categorize your work by genre or niche, reducing the number of titles that you are truly competing with. But the example is important. Suppose of the 4 million or so titles, 20% are true competitors. That is still 800,000 books that are competing for your sales dollars. You should be daunted.
There is some good news out there too. The ease of print-on-demand publishing is a major blessing for the independent writer because it eliminates one of the biggest obstacles; printing and production costs for books that are never sold. Books are only printed when they are ordered and paid for, eliminating the need for either you or the distributor to store large quantities of your title. Internet stores like Amazon.com also increase your exposure automatically and the ability to sell across a wide swath of the planet without any additional set up. I currently sell digital books (albeit in English) internationally. I don’t currently market my books in non-English speaking countries, but the ability to do so is now easier than ever. And the explosion of social media, if utilized properly, gives you a way to connect with your fans on a scale that truly never existed in the past.
Getting Started
This book is divided into major tasks roughly in the order you will tackle them to go from writing to publishing your book independently. First, you need a product – a completed book. Second, you need a good editor. But since this is a book about doing it yourself, guess who just volunteered? Third, you need to strategize the design of your book. I’ve included a special chapter on book covers. Finally, this book wraps up with a couple of chapters on distribution, marketing and advertising, with some attention to the pros and cons of social media. And along the way, I’ve included essays highlighting related topics that will help your formulate your plan.
This book is called Writing a Blockbuster because that is the attitude you need to write and publish a successful book. Whether or not that success is measured by personal or professional achievements, it requires proven strategies, a bit of risk, and the right philosophy to pull it off. Within the pages of this book, I will offer some specific advice, plus my philosophical take on aspects of the self-publishing process, and highlight the resources you need to write and self-publish a blockbuster. Starting right now.
Read, Read, Read
My advice, even before you start writing your own book, is to read everything you can get your hands on. While you write, while you slave away polishing it into the perfect work, while you design the interior and create a brilliant cover, pick up someone else’s book and read. There is no better way to build on your craft than to sneak a peak at the competition. And guess what? They are happy to have you do it! So read as much as you can! And don’t stick to your favorite genre. You can learn just as much about the craft of writing while reading a biography as you can a book about zombies. Every book, good or bad, gives you fresh ideas on how to make your writing better.
Be a Showoff
No one likes what you write more than you. And it is important to sell yourself at every possible avenue. I am advising you to take advantage of every possible conversation with strangers, friends and family and mention your book. Talk about projects in progress and how you plan to market the book when it is finished. Let people know you are, or plan to be, a published author and how meaningful their support will be to you. And practice talking about your book in informal settings, so that when you do start to get some attention from media outlets and more formal arenas, you know how to present yourself and your work. Speak with enthusiasm about the material and talk honestly about the amount of work you put into the project. People will appreciate your candor.
Quality Sells Books Too
You will get a lot of advice in this book on how to push people to buy your work. But the best possible strategy is to write the best possible book you can. People recognize quality, and a good read makes them feel like they are getting their money’s worth. But more importantly, you should be proud of the work you have done, and that starts with putting forth your best possible effort and creating a quality work.
Listen to the Experts, and then Ignore Their Advice
The book industry is in shambles. Digital books are taking off as print sales decline, but the support for digital distribution is still weak. Social media is the great architectural foundation of our future, but for driving sales conversions, it is pretty useless. But as a society, we haven’t given up on books. The good news is that people still embrace books and reading. So willingly dive into your plan to write a blockbuster. To achieve your goal, you need to seek out the experts, but only use the advice that works for you. Sometimes your tactics will be experiments. Results will vary. But there is no longer a fixed game plan for achieving your goals. Don’t let anyone tell you they have the only path that works. There are as many roads to publishing now as there are writers to take them.
Work with the Right People
This book is built on the premise that you intend to do most or all of the work yourself. It is a tough road. When you do seek help from others (and you will) you need to make sure you are working with the right people. You have limited time and resources and you don’t want to waste either. Identifying the right people to partner with is essential to marshaling your resources so you maximize your opportunities.
Remember That No One Will Care More about Your Book than You
However you measure success, no one is going to care more about your book than you will. That means you have to put forth the maximum effort to achieve your goals, and see the project through to the end. The results will speak for themselves. Let’s get started!
Contrary to popular belief, the first book is not the hardest. Until I turned thirty, I had half a dozen partially completed stories that were kernels of good ideas but would have made terrible books. But there arrives a moment in every writer’s life where the book goes from complete to worthy. Then you think about publishing it. The hardest book to write is the one you intend to sell.
Some people come to writing not from a personal love of the craft but based on other goals. You see book sales as a potential revenue stream or to complement a hobby of yours. You already teach classes on a subject and now you want to apply your expertise in a book. For those people, the first book is the hardest because they started with commercial aspirations. It helps if you can treat publishing as a secondary source of income. You may only sell 20 copies, but at least you can still pay rent. But the fact that you don’t need the money doesn’t lessen the pressure of success. And then there are people who are looking to make a living off of book sales.
Write Something
By whatever means you arrive at wanting to publish, the first step is, sadly, having something to sell. Why sadly? It might seem obvious that having a book is a requirement to selling one, but the fact is that most of us don’t just hover over a computer banging on keys for a couple of days until a book pops out. It is nowhere near as difficult as birthing a child, but it can take just as a long and there are a lot of aches and pains and interruptions along the way. And one of the more obvious, but understated, facts about books is that most of them are garbage. Not necessarily “bad” but “disposable.” See the difference?
I need to pause here, and without calling out certain authors whose fame and reach exceeds my own by one million fans give or take, but not everything that gets published is high quality writing. The vampire craze of the last five years saw the world inundated with fanged-themed books, but some of them were bad. Worse than bad, some of them smacked of unreadable. It is an ugly label, but it had no affect on their sales. The point, for now, is simply that even poor writing can overcome some inherent deficiencies and have great commercial success. However, if you ask me, you don’t want to bank on writing one of those.
I began my modern fantasy novel, Getaway, in January 2010 with ambitious commercial intentions. I wanted to bang out the best quality book in the shortest amount of time and begin selling books as soon as possible. Life got in the way, and for a long period of time that year, while I hacked away at the writing, my focus was elsewhere. Come December, I had one solid sixty-page chunk of story and lot of chronologically dubious paragraphs on the pages and pages that followed. By December, my commercial aspirations were deflated and I actually found myself saying the words, “I don’t know if I’ll ever publish again.”
I hadn’t given up on writing, but what I found was that the attempt to spark commercial success was taking away the fun of writing in the first place. So I didn’t even have a book to sell. Recognizing the mistake I made, I deliberately shifted my focus to make the project a personal one. My response to friends who asked (and the few who were waiting, patiently, for Getaway to be finished) was, “I have to finish this book, even if I don’t sell a single copy.” But I was unable to offer them a deadline. When it was finished, they would know.
Something mighty strange, but in retrospect wholly expected, happened. The words flew out of my fingertips. My self-imposed completion date of January 31 came and went, but I wasn’t discouraged. I had rewritten the first sixty pages and added another 40,000 words to the mix. Two months later, the book was complete, and I had already begun the editing process. I realized sometime towards the end of March, that in order to make it a better book, I needed to rewrite the last 100 pages. So I started to work on that which also meant I will need to restart the editing process essentially from scratch. But at that point, commercial aspirations kicked in again and I realized in order to make it a more marketable book, other tough decisions had to be made. And I made those hard choices too. But it was easy to do because the book was done. Now, I had a book I could sell.
I mentioned earlier that the intent of Writing a Blockbuster assumes most of you are working with commercial aspirations, but even if your intent is solely personal, you can use this book as a guide to achieve your publishing goals. If you not consumed with selling copies, your job becomes easier. Just not right now.
The second step in writing is to be clear on what kind of book you are writing. A couple of decisions need to be made right off the bat. Fiction or nonfiction? If the answer isn’t obvious, you need to take a step back. Narrative voice? Remember back to English class in ninth grade and you learned about first person, second person, third person and all the derivative styles therein? It helps to know who is telling your story. You can change your mind, but the amount of rewriting and editing involved in refocusing your narrative voice will drag down the project. Finally, why are you reaching out to your audience, to educate or entertain? It is important to understand what your audience gets out of it because it drives a lot of other decisions about your book, from tone to page length. True, you can make the decisions later, but as I’m about to explain, an author that plans is an author that sells.
Write with an End in Mind
I distinctly recall the shift in my overall approach to writing books involved developing an outline before I started writing. Remember how I said I had half a dozen unfinished books? When I started using an outline, suddenly I was able to complete full-length projects. I had heard other authors argue for outlining before I ever started doing it myself. But since I never knew where the story was going, what possible use would an outline be?
Take a moment to think about that notion. I never knew where the story was going… Ouch. No wonder so many of my early projects were never finished. I trusted my own instincts to lead me to the endpoint instead of determining the endpoint first and working my way towards it. Actually, even more revealing was that my goal was built on a vague foundation like “write a fiction book.” I just assumed that in the act of writing, the rest of the details would work themselves out.
This attitude might work for a few writers, but for the rest of us, a more systematic approach is required. Outline is an intimidating word for those who don’t already do it (like the word “budget” is for your finances), but it doesn’t have to be. First, a detailed outline is not always necessary and it might be counterproductive. A fiction writer, for instance, might benefit more from a rough outline of the plot, detailed enough to track the progression of the story from chapter to chapter. But in fiction, discovery is part of the process and if outlining the minute details stifles your creative instincts by giving you too few options, then don’t do it.
Nonfiction writers on the other hand, have a much greater necessity for outlining in detail the exact steps the book will take from the beginning to end. Most nonfiction is presented linearly because the subject largely determines how the book should be organized. This book is a perfect example. I could start a chapter on marketing and sales, but in the publication sequence, it is one of the last components of the process independent writers consider. At best, a book about writing that starts with marketing and sales will confuse readers. At worst, it will turn them off and they won’t read the book.
So maybe you’ll hate me for saying so, but the outline needs to be detailed enough to keep you on track without inhibiting your freedom to tell the story you are trying to tell. Creative license, even in nonfiction, is an essential tool for the writer. If your organizational plan buries your creative energy, then you need to plan less and write more.
I believe strongly in the outline as a means to focus my creative juices in the right direction, and I have used an outline for every book I have published. In fact, I start to outline the direction of my book up to a year before I ever sit down to write a single word of it. But I am savvy enough to change direction if and when the narrative calls for it. Particularly for character driven stories, I reach a point where I know the characters so well that the decisions they make within the context of the story more convincingly determines where the story goes than any outlining I have done. Where the characters go, I follow.
A plan also allows me the time to actualize the defining characteristics of my book. Who is my core audience? What is the overarching tone of my book? Who is the central narrator (or is there more than one)? What will my audience gain from reading my book? The more I understand these elements, the easier it will be to write the book and, as I’ve already suggested, sell it.
If you’re unconvinced, or you don’t traditionally outline before you write, I still recommend it. Start simply. On a piece of paper, write down your chapter titles in the order you believe they will appear in the final book. Remember, you can change your mind later. Then under each chapter title, write three sentences about that chapter. It can be an event that happens within the chapter, the overarching theme or even the setting where the action takes place. Then when each chapter has some points, start writing. If you find it turns out to be helpful, you can add more detail the next time.
One trick: before you start to outline, give yourself a deadline to be done and move on. This is an essential rule of any brainstorming session. Whatever you capture on paper before you reach your deadline is what you use. Then move on. You could outline the rest of your life and never sit down to write the book. If that happens, outlining ceases to be a tool and becomes either a burden or an excuse to avoid doing the work. And you can’t sell your outline.
Let Your Writer Out
In an ideal world, the process of writing is an organic one. The words flow from your fingertips on to the page and, though not perfect, more or less begin to organize themselves into a coherent narrative. I always visualize the keys of a computer keyboard as the keys of a piano. I watch musicians, in particular pianists, and admire the way their fingers fly across the keys. As a writer, I have days like that. The productivity levels are off the charts and, though not perfect, I’m still perfectly satisfied with what I have written when I finally beg off the laptop, exhausted mentally and physically. I crawl into bed with the hint of a smile on my face and fall into a deep, restful sleep.
Okay, so that is rare for me. I struggle with the words as they come out. I type, but then I retype. I consider, then reword. My story fights with me. My characters threaten to strike. I can’t think of the word I’m looking for, so I use another. I write a paragraph and then backtrack to see if it made any sense. My eyes cross and the words blur. Other thoughts intrude. I am a mess, and before I know it, the time I set aside to write has come and gone and I have nothing to show for it.
Writers of any level of experience encounter similar troubles. It is part of the writing process that we question, judge, and mix and match our words until they express the precise manifestation of our intentions. Writers rarely feel like they have the luxury of creating a picture that exactly expresses the thoughts in their brain. In part, that is because the best writing is a template with which the reader’s imagination fills in the gaps of the narrative.
But it is not the only reason. During the writing process, there are constant impediments that writers face. Our physical environment is one. Another is our own self-editor. Whether or not you consider yourself to be an accomplished editor, you have an internal instinct that guides how you express yourself. It is an innate skill that we sharpen as we grow up, and for writers, it can create a constant war with the words on the page.
Self-editing, like outlining, is good as long it doesn’t impede the creative process. Writing is artistry, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. But the artist and the editor don’t always get along. One embraces a level of chaos that doesn’t always make for a publishable finished product. Striking a balance between your internal artist and your internal editor is a tough task. But which is tougher? Telling your artist to get lost, it is time to get real, or telling your editor to shut up during play time?
I would argue that uninhibited creative expression is more difficult because we are taught to be critical of ourselves. Not just in writing. We are taught from an early age social mores of please and thank you, and a million other rules of social interactions that are deemed critical to be a civilized person. Worse, we refine those among our friends, willingly adopting new tiers of social rules as we go along adapting as the situation requires. That is the same as self-editing.
And because it is built into the fabric of our society and us as individuals, it is no wonder we are often hogtied to let our internal artist roam free. Granted, not everyone is so inhibited, but you can’t let the internal artist free reign forever either.
When you first start a new writing project, the best tactic is to let the internal artist take over. Let loose your restraints, throw caution to the wind and just write. Let it out. So what does that really mean? For one, don’t get caught up using your dictionary or thesaurus too often in the beginning of the writing process. During the editing process, you can look up every single word if you need to, and that is the time to nitpick. Instead, load your first page and try to make it through the entire rough draft without using the spell check.
It is hard to do, and I am as much a victim of my own internal editor as any writer. Particularly, the longer I work on a project (even if I’m still technically on the rough draft) the more likely I will write side by side with a thesaurus. It is easier still because computers by default display misspelled words and often want to correct your spelling without your permission.
So how about I propose a compromise? Most of us don’t write our entire rough draft in one sitting. So instead of checking and rechecking your writing as you go along, how about only checking on spelling, word choice and other editorial decisions either at the very beginning or the very end of your writing session. That way while you are actually writing, you are keeping your internal editor in check and letting the creativity run, if not exactly wild, at least less inhibited.
Here again is the same caveat though; don’t spend your entire writing session just reading and editing what you have already written. If you find yourself doing that, you are sabotaging your own creative process. You can edit every line and every paragraph of your book from now until the day you die, and your book will never be complete. At the drafting stage, the primary goal is to write the draft. There is plenty of time to agonize over what you wrote later. And you will.
…And Eat First
Finally, as we get started, we need to address your physical environment. We build in distractions into our day to day lives. Your television is an obvious culprit, but it is not the only one. Telephones, radios, pretty much any electronic device can become a distraction. Any time you have turn something on and off, you have to assess how much of a temptation it will be to turn it on. Anything that makes noise is a potential impediment to your writing. There is admittedly a lot in our lives that can work against you, disrupting your concentration and wasting the time you set aside for writing.
Your physical surroundings need to be conducive to writing. I’m the biggest hypocrite when it comes to this. So I will tell you how it should be, and freely admit I don’t walk the walk. I don’t own a desk (my desk at work functions as a proxy writing environment on occasion). I sit on my couch, slouch really, with a keyboard in my lap and my legs propped up on the coffee table. I sit twenty feet from my television. I listen to my fifteen hundred favorite songs on my mp3 player while I write. I can hear the noise from the neighbor’s television upstairs while I type. I check my phone for messages every twenty minutes. And at least once every two hours, I open a web browser and read Facebook and Twitter status updates.
Yes, I am a bad example. You should have a dedicated space for writing, preferably a set up that is comfortable and conducive to sitting for long periods of time. You should maintain good posture while you work, be free of outside noise or unnecessary distractions, and refuse the temptation to try to do two things at once. Yes, I am a bad example. But…
But I write consistently one to two hours a day both before and after my day job. On the weekends, I set aside around seven hours over two days just to write, more when I can. I use my one device, the mp3 player, to drown out all other distractions. I schedule blocks of time for writing, and I block out other time for maintaining my websites, updating my Facebook fan page, working on design elements and planning promotional activities.
I’m practiced enough to recognize when I need extra sleep, when I’m burnt out, or just need a mental break. I take my breaks as seriously as I take my work schedule. When I’m out with friends, or watching a movie, or just getting some extra rest, I don’t think about the book. I completely block those kinds of messages from reaching my brain because that is the best way for me to recharge. I also budget a precise amount of time for mental breaks. Particularly when I log on to Facebook to see what’s new, I give myself a time limit. And when time is up, I’m back to work. And believe it or not, I plan my schedule around my meals. Because when I’m hungry, I’m not focused on my work.
No, I am not superhuman. I am super-organized and maybe you aren’t. If not, let me suggest that you start by doing two things. First, create the best possible, distraction-free environment you can within the space you have to work with. If your desk is not ergonomic heaven (or you don’t own a desk), do your best to create a comfortable space. Second, set aside time every day to write. However else you organize your day, schedule a block of time, as little as a half-hour or as long as a few hours, for writing. And during the time you have blocked off, write. No excuses.
Producing a complete book is a commitment, and if it is more than a personal endeavor, there is the added pressure to succeed. So what’s stopping you?
Turn the question around, what made you decide to write a book in the first place? One of the biggest obstacles to writing is that each of us, you and I, feel like we’re not good enough. Or sometimes, it is even simpler than that. The writing isn’t good enough. Sometimes distractions prevent us from working optimally, but other times, we seek out distractions as a way of avoiding doing the work. If you find yourself looking for reasons not to write, whether you spend all your time editing or you turn on the television when you should be writing, you are sabotaging your own success. Why? Because your writing is not good enough? I’m here to tell you, that is what the editing process is for. While you are writing the rough draft, “not good enough” doesn’t factor in. Your writing is just good enough, I guarantee it. So get to it. The distractions will be there when you’re done.
Key Points from This Chapter
Define the characteristics of your book before you start writing.
Make decisions about your book with your intended audience in mind.
Outline before you start the first draft. Set a deadline to finish the outline.
Set up a functional environment to write in.
Let your creative side run wild while you write.
Take mental breaks from writing and then come back and write some more.
What is most important to a well-written novel? A solid plot, vivid settings or your characters?
I would argue that fully developed, relatable characters make or break a book in a way that setting or plot will not. Reading is a process of taking a world in pages and finding the threads that relate to your own life. Historical novels from the Revolutionary War, horror novels that take place in demon houses, fantasy novels with dragons and faeries, those experiences only exist in our imagination. But as readers, we find ways to connect to the material we are reading by drawing associations with things we do know. Well-developed characters are the easiest way to help your readers do just that.
At its essence, there are three strategies for building characters, and it is worth the time to look at all three when you are writing your book.
Building Character from Dialogue
How a person talks says a lot about who they are. Do they have an accent? Do they stutter? Speak a foreign language? It is easy enough to find ways to write those kinds of characteristics into your characters’ dialogue. There are also regional differences in dialect, nuances of slang and speaking style that can help us know your character better.
Dialogue is tricky for some writers. You don’t want your characters to all sound the same, since they have different upbringings and education. But be careful of just tweaking dialogue with arbitrary speech shifts just to make your characters “sound” different. Remember, these characters should talk like real people. But here is the trick: dialogue is nothing like real conversation. Some things, particularly really strong dialects and heavy accents, just don’t translate to the written page and become more of a distraction than a help. Written language comes with a fairly uniform set of rules and it is not in your best interest to break them without a really good reason.
Besides, a lot of dialect and speaking style can be transferred to the written page without a lot of effort. To prove the point, here is an exercise to try. Find a friend who speaks the way you want your character to speak. Write down what they say word for word, and then look at how just their words alone easily convey a lot of their personality and style. You don’t have to write in a lot of slang to build character. Too much can backfire in a book and sound fake.
Building Character from Action
Do your characters act in character? It sounds funny, but every time they make a decision, it should be a decision that your characters would make. But here’s the trick: the thing about action is not what happens to the characters, but how your characters react. Decision-making and motivation are the components of action that define people and make them fully developed characters. We have to know what pushes a character to take action, and that motivation has to jive with the reader’s expectations of the character.
Trust your instinct on this one. If you think an action is out of character, it probably is. Take a step back at that point and outline your character’s motivation. Ask “why are they making this decision?” Then, whatever the answer is, make sure the reader knows why too.
Building Character from Circumstance
Sometimes, we build characters to serve a particular function (like a doorman at a hotel). Just remember that extraneous characters are just that; unnecessary. Make everyone have a clearly defined purpose. It is not always as simple as “well there’s a hotel, so there should be a doorman.” In real life, there may be a doorman, but in your story, there should be a purpose for you to mention the doorman besides the fact that he hangs around the entrance of the hotel.
Remember, even your main characters can serve a function. Every character has a purpose and sometimes it is within the context of a scene, sometimes within a chapter and sometimes over the course of the book. Make sure you know why a character is there, and then make that clear to the reader. But here’s the trick: as a writer, we don’t always know why a character is there when we first write about them.
It is okay during your first draft to not really know why a particular character is there. It is something you should discover and know the answer to before too long. But sometimes, it is okay just to leave a character in a scene for the time being. You never know when they might become a handy person to have around.
Good characters are an essential component to a good story. Some books do thrive on the plot or intense imagery where the author’s focus is not really on the characters. And the best books will probably delve deeply into all three components generously. There are any number of reasons why a reader has picked up your book, the trick is to understand what is going to keep them around to the end. Building characters that they want to know better is a way to keep your readers engaged and leave them wholly satisfied.
I start working on a book six months to a year before I actually write a word. The idea fleshes itself out in notes that I leave myself all over the place. Some of them end up in a draft e-mail I never send. Others are written on bookmarks, on note pages, in documents, or on my mirror in dry erase marker. I’m overly fond of sticky notes which provide a strange immediacy to a process that is anything but. Whether or not I still have the sticky notes six months later is a question with no answer, but hopefully the act of writing the note imparts enough of what I’m trying to remember that it doesn’t matter.
The urgency builds on its own. It is a strange thing, the compulsion to write. But I suspect it is not much different than any other artistic tendency. I wake up one day and say to myself, yup this must be done! My artistic process can stretch out over months or longer. To do it well, I have to create a work that simultaneously satisfies my own expectations and conveys my central objective to an audience. I’m a firm believer that art for art’s sake is bullshit. Without an audience, I am not an artist. I am simply someone who doodles. The fact that my work can be interpreted through a lens of context that is outside my control doesn’t detract from the mission. If anything, it just makes things trickier.
At the beginning of the writing process, though, I am pretty much alone with my intentions. While many other motivations rear their head over the course of the cycle of a particular book, I am always first and foremost motivated by my desire to tell the story. And I want to tell it well. I want people to say to me (or about me), “I really enjoyed what you wrote.” I really want you to enjoy yourself or at least find what I have to say, or how I say it, compelling.
The best books leave wiggle room for interpretation, which is true in any genre even a largely instructional book like this one. Writing is a type of artistry where you want people to fill in the gaps. Readers bring to the story a perspective that you cannot, and should not, attempt to replicate. Rather, you need to string them along so that they willingly participate in your artistic vision. It needs to engage them in unexpected ways. And when the time is right, you need to fully live up to their expectations as well.
That motivation as I just described it is enough to push me to start writing my first draft. I get excited about it, and that is the point where I go from taking notes to writing pages. I compile what I know about the book at the onset into the same document where I will write the first draft. I keep a running dialogue with myself about the book in my phone’s notes application as well (for inspiration that strikes while I’m not in front of a computer). Those two sources combined become the outline which includes a rough idea of how many chapters I expect to write and their titles. Regardless of whether I have fully developed chapters, I always try to include chapters and their titles in the approximate place where I think they belong. It can change, nothing is ever set in stone. The first part of the writing draft is a free for all. I have a ton of energy, a ton of ideas and I need to get them on to the paper as quickly as possible. Everything is done with a rush of energy at this point.
The one thing that is extremely important to me in the early stages is not to let ideas, whether they are snippets of dialogue or plot details, get away. Writing down ideas as I think of them is a great reinforcement tool. I tend to get inspiration when I’m trying to sleep or have just woken up. You can imagine how inconvenient it is to be pounded by brilliant idea after brilliant idea after you are safely tucked in bed on a cold winter’s night. You have no desire to uncover the sheets, but you cannot let it get away. This is how I started writing notes on my mirror – some nights it just becomes the easiest solution available. I only erase the mirror when I have transferred the notes to something more permanent.
I have a rough timeline of when I plan to finish the entire first draft. Just like with outlining, I give myself a deadline (though in this case, I’m thinking in terms of months, not hours) to finish the draft. Then I write. If, towards the end of the process, I don’t think I’m going to meet my deadline, I look at the reasons why. Usually, the culprit is working a full-time day job, or an unexpected illness sets me back because I can’t work while I’m recovering. Then I set a new deadline and press on. Unless writing is your full-time job, you don’t have the luxury of beating yourself up for missing a deadline. Your editor – you! – will understand. The purpose of a deadline is to keep you focused on a goal. It is not arbitrary and it is not punitive.
Do I need to tell you to save and back-up your writing constantly? Most document programs will save as you go along, but you should be saving your draft in at least two different places, preferably three. If your laptop is stolen, you want to make sure you didn’t just lose weeks, or possibly months, of writing.
I do not spend a lot of time editing what I write initially. I open the document to where I left off, read the last paragraph to pick up my train of thought, and start to type. Only occasionally during the first draft do I make a concentrated attempt to edit. And then I attack editing with enthusiasm, starting right at the beginning and editing everything straight through to where I left off. But the trick is not to get so caught up in editing that you never write anything else. If you decide to edit during the drafting process, pick one writing session, make it an editing session and then afterwards, go back to writing. It can be helpful to reread parts of your book, but only as long as it doesn’t become a convenient excuse not to write.
My biggest strengths tend to be dialogue, characterization, and tone. So my first draft seems to have a heavy bias towards dialogue. Action tends to be simplified, and repetitive. I describe facial expressions as a way of expressing the emotion of the character. My goal is to get down on paper a basic trail that leads from the start of the book to the end. If it is dialogue-heavy, then I accept that I can fill in the details later. If I get stuck on a particular phrase or sentence, image or some other descriptive verbiage, I write it as exposition. That way, I can get the ideas down even if, strictly speaking, it is not the most artistic thing I have ever written. Exposition, or explanation, is not really finesse storytelling. It is a way of advancing the narrative directly but it lacks the subtlety of refined writing. But as a placeholder in your first draft, so that you don’t get stuck writing a single page, paragraph or sentence, it is a great way to get the concepts down on paper and keep moving forward.
If you ever read a first draft of mine, you will be pleasantly surprised by the first 60 pages and disappointed by the last 60. For the obvious reason that it exists longer, I spend more time at the beginning of the story than I do towards the end. I’m not advocating this particular philosophy, I just don’t see any way around it. I write linearly and because the first chunk of the book exists longer than the rest, it tends to get more attention, rereads and edits. But that creates an obvious and unsettling imbalance in the quality of the storytelling telling if you read the book as a whole. That is, of course, a very good reason for becoming a good editor but it is also besides the point during the drafting process. It is important not to get discouraged when you’re writing because you don’t think the writing is good enough. Listen up, my first draft isn’t good enough. I already know it. But I have to start with something. So whether you spend all your time writing dialogue (like me) or focus on the nuance descriptions of every street corner your character is crossing, pat yourself on the back for writing anything at all. And in the back of your mind, vow to make it better in the editing process.
Depending on the length of the project, and given that I work a full-time job, it can take me months to finish the first draft. If you plan on living off of your writing, you will probably need to speed the process along, or at the very least, spend more hours a day writing than I do. But I live with the reality that my day job is my primary source of income and anything I make from books is secondary. For me, that is actually freeing. Yes, it means that my books have a longer gestation period, but I also don’t have to live with arbitrary deadlines. The book is finished when it is done, and I know it is the highest quality output that I am capable of producing in that time.
The flip side of the argument, though, is that if you are unable to rely on self-imposed deadlines, you may never finish. So you need to do what works best for you and compels you to finish the first draft.
This will be a good time to point out another piece of my methodology. I have a short attention span. Ask anyone, it is on average about 10 seconds long. While I’m writing, I can concentrate for maybe 70 minutes at time. Sustaining interest in any one project over the course of months is difficult. In order to keep myself engaged, I work simultaneously on two or three projects. They can be at various stages of writing, editing or production, but they all carry on pretty much at one time. It forces me to budget my time between projects to make sure everything is getting done, more or less according to a timeline I established for each one individually. But that is a system that works best for me. And more to the point, it doesn’t prevent me from finishing my projects. If deadlines keep you on track, and focusing on one project at a time means you’ll finish, then do that instead.
I advocate spending no more time than necessary on editing and revision until the entire first draft is done. In essence, you need to spend more time writing new material than you do fine tuning what you have already written. But there comes a time in every writer’s life to address writer’s block. For us, that time is now.
Beating Writer’s Block
Solving the problem of writer’s block requires you to determine the root source. There are an extensive number of books, ranging from scientific to silly, on why writer’s block exists and how to cure it. But unless you’re sleep deprived (a great root source of writer’s block and easy enough to diagnose), it can be a complicated problem.
Motivation is a potential, and potent, root source for writer’s block. So is distraction. But sometimes, you simply meet an unexpected crossroads in the narrative that sinks your creative process. You begin to question your worth, your strategy and your ability to succeed. It is called pressure. Whether it is self-imposed or comes about from an outside source, and whether you are working for financial rewards or personal satisfaction, pressure is a killer root source of writer’s block.
What motivated you to start writing the book in the first place? The desire to be a published author? The desire to make money? To help people? To engage in the creative process? The motivation to finish the book is not the same as the motivation to publish it but both can be crippling. They don’t have to be though. Internal pressure, particularly of the variety to create a worthwhile product, should be your highest inspiration. That translates to you putting your best effort into every hour you spend on the book. Flip around the anxiety that you are not worth it and create an environment where you invest every drop of blood, sweat, and ink into the book. Use that energy to write a blockbuster.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/72947 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!