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				Introduction

				So, you want to write a novel? Great! Writing a novel is a worthwhile goal. It’ll challenge you, stretch you, and change you. Getting it published will gain you respect from your family and friends, and it may even earn you a bit of fame and money.

				But respect, fame, and money aren’t the only reasons for writing a novel. The only reason you need to give for writing a novel is that you want to write a novel. Don’t let anyone bully you by demanding some better reason; there isn’t one.

				Whatever your reason, Writing Fiction For Dummies can help you make the leap from writer to author. You can write a powerful novel. You can get it published. And you can be the author you’ve always wanted to be.

				About This Book

				Writers like to think of themselves as artists, and rightly so; writing fiction is an art form. But artistic talent is not enough. Writing fiction is also a craft — a set of practical skills you can learn. This book is about teaching you the craft of writing fiction so that your art can shine through. So if you’re a budding novelist, then we wrote this book specifically for you. This book teaches you the craft you need, shows you how to edit yourself, and takes you through the process of getting published.

				If you’re more advanced than a beginning writer, that’s great! You’ll find some parts of this book obvious. We hope to surprise you with some fresh insights, though, so stay alert. We’ve found that even published novelists are sometimes weak in certain areas. Our aim is to give you a solid foundation in every aspect of writing fiction.

				We focus on novel-writing, but if you’re a screenwriter or you want to write short stories, you’ll find virtually all the material here useful to you; however, we don’t try to cover the specialized things you need to know to write screenplays or short stories. Again, our goal is to give you the foundation that every fiction writer must have in order to write strong stories.

				As you build your craft, remember that every rule we mention in this book can be broken. Every rule. If we sometimes sound horribly dogmatic on some of the rules, it’s because they’re almost always true. When we sound less certain with a rule, it’s because it’s true more often than not. The one unbreakable rule of fiction writing is that no rule is unbreakable — you should use whatever works.

				Conventions Used In This Book

				We use the following conventions throughout the text to make everything consistent and easy-to-understand:

				All Web addresses appear in monofont.

				New terms appear in italics and are closely followed by an easy-to-understand definition.

				Bold text indicates keywords in bulleted lists or highlights the action parts of numbered steps.

				The English-speaking world is still trying to sort out how to deal with generic pronouns. In the bad old days, he was understood to refer to both men and women, which never made sense, but it was the standard. Now there is no standard. Replacing he with they is awkward, so in most cases, we try to use he and she in roughly equal numbers.

				Because more fiction readers are women than men, we often tilt toward using she when referring to the reader. Because a great many editors are women, we often use she for editors and he for agents, but we’re not consistent. We try to mix up the he and she usage when referring to characters. Forgive us if we don’t get our pronouns quite even. We tried, and anyway we know you’re smart enough not to be confused.

				What You’re Not to Read

				We’ve written this book so you can easily find information and readily understand what you find. We also simplify the presentation so you can identify “skippable” material. Sidebars are the shaded boxes that appear here and there. They share useful facts, but they aren’t essential for you to read.

				Foolish Assumptions

				Every author writes with an ideal reader in mind. Here are some things we assume about you:

				You want to get published. You’re a creative person, but you intend to act like a professional right from the start. You’re willing to do unglamorous tasks, like researching your category and target audience, because you know that fiction writing is a business, not just an art.

				You want to write a novel. This book focuses on writing novels, which typically run 60,000 words or more. If you prefer to write short fiction, the information on craft applies, but you’ll create a simpler plot and use fewer characters. If you want to write a screenplay, you’ll find all the information on story world, characters, structure, plot, and theme valuable, but we don’t discuss the formatting you need to know for screenwriting, and we don’t tell you how to sell your screenplay (you can find that kind of info in Screenwriting For Dummies, by Laura Schellhardt [Wiley]).

				You recognize that fiction is a big tent with many different opinions on what’s good and what isn’t. In this book, we give you broad guidelines that apply to most kinds of fiction, but there are no rules that apply everywhere and always for all writers. You’ll strongly disagree with us sometimes, but you’re smart enough to take the advice that works for you and ignore the rest. You know that many other writers will find the advice you reject useful.

				You want to figure out how to tell a great story rather than how to fix grammar and punctuation. You already have a good handle on grammar, or you know where to find the help you need (perhaps you plan to enlist your grammar-guru friends, consult Geraldine Woods’s English Grammar For Dummies [Wiley], or hire a freelance proofreader). When you do break grammar rules, you claim artistic license and do it on purpose.

				How This Book Is Organized

				This book is divided into five parts. Dive in wherever you like. This section describes what’s in this book and where we put it.

				Part I: Getting Ready to Write Fiction

				A little planning can go a long way. We believe strongly in strategic thinking — setting goals, defining story, choosing a category, developing a creative style, researching your novel, and getting the right tools. If you need help in strategic planning for your next novel, check out this part and see whether you can find some ideas you’ve never seen anywhere else.

				Part II: Creating Compelling Fiction

				Writing fiction is about giving your reader a powerful emotional experience. To do this, you need to master several main aspects of fiction, including creating a great story world, constructing believable characters, building a well-structured plot, and overlaying it all with a theme. These are your core skills, and this part gives you step-by-step guides for developing them. After you’ve mastered this part, you’ll have all the tools you need to write the first draft of your novel.

				Part III: Editing and Polishing Your Story and Characters

				After you have a first draft, you need to edit it to a high polish. Editing isn’t hard, but you need a strategic and tactical plan to help you analyze your characters and your plot. This part shows you how to ask the right questions of your manuscript and how to use your answers to rework your story. We give you many practical tips for editing your manuscript from top to bottom.

				Part IV: Getting Published

				With an excellent manuscript in hand, you’re ready to take it out to the world and knock ’em dead with your story. You’ll want to get a second opinion, of course, but after you’ve been through that, you’re ready to find out about editors and agents. Don’t be terrified of these folks — they’re looking for writers (like you) with great stories. If you have what they need, they’ll become your instant lifelong friends.

				This part shows you how to research and identify the agents or editors who are most interested in your kind of fiction. You discover how to pitch your work to agents and editors who are looking for exactly what you have.

				Part V: The Part of Tens

				This part contains some quick resources on two subjects of undying interest: Ten steps to designing your story and ten reasons people in the publishing business reject novels.

				Icons Used in This Book

				To make this book easier to read and simpler to use, we include some icons in the margins that can help you find and fathom key ideas and information.

				[image: tip.eps]Tips provide advice that’s short and easy to remember that you can use right away.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]This icon marks a writing exercise that you should do to move forward on your novel.

				[image: remember.eps]Remember icons flag advice you’ll come back to again and again over the years.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]This icon indicates a warning note about some special hazard that you should avoid.

				[image: truestory_manage.eps]The True Story icon marks anecdotes that illustrate what we’re talking about.

				Where to Go from Here

				The great thing about this book is that you decide where to start and what to read. It’s a reference you can jump into and out of at will. Just wander over to the table of contents or the index to find the information you want.

				If you’re new to writing fiction, you may want to start at the beginning of this book and read through to the end. If you’re more experienced, then you can find a topic that interests you and turn right to it. If you’re interested in character development, check out Chapter 7. If you’ve already written a story and want to analyze the plot, flip to Chapter 13. And if you want advice on finding an agent, try Chapter 17. Whatever the case, you’ll find a wealth of information and practical advice. Ready? Set. Go!

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Getting Ready to Write Fiction
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				In this part . . .

				We know you’re excited to start writing, but before you begin, you need to do some strategic thinking. In this part, we consider exactly what makes a great story and how to find the fiction category that works best for you and your reading audience. Next, we take a look at four common methods writers use to write a novel. Finally, we delve deeply into the important subject of managing your time — and yourself.

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Fiction Writing Basics

				In This Chapter

				Setting your sights on publication

				Getting your head ready to write

				Writing great fiction and editing your story

				So you want to write a novel? Great! But is that all you want to do? After all, anybody can type a bunch of words and call it a novel. The trick is writing one that’s good enough to get published. This book is for fiction writers who want to write an excellent novel and get it published. That’s a tough, demanding goal, but it’s entirely doable if you tackle it intelligently.

				If you’re going to write a novel, you need to get your head fully into the game. That means making a game plan that’s a proven winner and then executing your game plan. After you have a plan, you need writing (and rewriting) skills — lots of them. Writing fiction means developing a raft of technical skills, both strategic and tactical. None of these steps are hard, but they’re a lot easier to pick up when you have some guidance.

				After you’ve written a great novel, whether you choose to get an agent or make the deal yourself, selling a strong story is about making the right connections with the right people at the right time.

				Our goal in this book is to take you from being a writer to being an author. We have every confidence that you can do it, and this chapter explains how. It can happen — and it will happen — if you have the talent and persistence to do what you need to do.


				Five urban legends that can hurt you

				As soon as you admit to your family and friends that you’re working on a novel, they’ll start feeding you all kinds of urban legends about writing. These are things that “everybody knows,” and yet they’re dead wrong. Wrong or not, they can kill your career before it gets rolling. Here are some of the urban legends we’ve heard, along with answers you should have ready:

				Legend 1: You’re not smart enough to write a novel. How smart do you have to be to write a novel? How do you know? What does IQ have to do with writing fiction? The fact is that the main thing any novelist needs is the ability to tap into her own emotional wellsprings and create a story that can move her readers. We know plenty of novelists, and they run the gamut on intelligence from average to ultra-high. But every one of them is a person we’d be happy to be stranded with on a desert island for long periods of time. Fiction writers are exceptionally honest people who don’t balk at telling their own inner truths. If you can do that, you can write fiction.

				Legend 2: You’re not talented enough to write a novel. What is talent? Does anybody know how to measure talent? What if talent is something you grow, not something you inherit? The fact is that writing fiction requires quite a few skills. We’ve never met anyone who had all those skills when they started writing. Every single published novelist we know spent long hours learning the craft of fiction. They all had one thing in common: persistence. We have no idea what talent may be, but we do know persistence when we see it. If you have persistence, you have as good of a chance of getting published as anyone else.

				Legend 3: You have nothing to write about. Is there only one kind of novel that you can write? Do all novelists have to come from New York City? Do they all have to be trendy and cool? Why? If you’ve lived long enough to be able to type, you have something to write about. If you’ve ever known fear, joy, rejection, love, rage, pleasure, pain, feast, or famine, then you have plenty to write about. If you’ve survived a miserable childhood or a wretched middle school or a toxic relationship — if you’ve been to hell and back — then you have enough material to write about for your whole career. If your life has been one long happy stream of nicey nirvana from beginning to end, then you’ll need to work a little harder, but you should still be able to scrape a story out of that.

				Legend 4: You have to know people to get a novel published. Who knew Stephen King before he got published? Who knew Tom Clancy? Who knew J. K. Rowling? If you have great writing in your pocket, you’ll get to know people quick enough. All you have to do is show around what you have, and the right people will find you. Yes, really. Great writing trumps great connections every time.

				Legend 5: You’ll forget your friends when you’re famous. Which famous writers ever forgot their real friends when they hit the limelight? Why would they do that? If you become famous, you’ll be besieged with people posing as friends who are looking for a piece of your fame. Soon enough, you’ll find out that the friends who knew-you-when are the only friends that you know for sure love you for yourself. You won’t forget your real friends — you’ll value them more than ever.



				Setting Your Ultimate Goal As a Writer

				If you’re writing a novel, don’t be modest about your goals. First of all, you want to write a really good novel, right? You aren’t in this game to write a piece of schlock. You have some talent, and you have a story, and you want to write it well.

				Second, you want to get the darned thing published. Don’t hang your head and say, “I’ll be happy just to get it written.” Write to get published. Humility is a fine thing, but false humility can keep you from doing the one thing you really want to do.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Do this right now:

				 1. Take a piece of paper and write down these words:

				 “I’m going to write a novel and get it published. I’m going to do it because writing a novel is worthwhile and because I have the talent to do it. I’m going to do it because I have something important to say to the world. I refuse to let anything get in my way.”

				 2. Put today’s date at the top and your signature at the bottom.

				 Hang it where you can see it every day, and tell your family and friends about it.

				As of this moment, you’re a writer. Don’t be ashamed to say so. On the happy day when you get your novel published, you’ll be an author.

				[image: tip.eps]It’s all too common for a writer to say (hanging head in shame), “I’m an unpublished writer.” Banish that word unpublished from your vocabulary. You are a writer. Call yourself a writer, whether you’ve been published or not.

[image: truestory.eps]

				Randy’s path to publication

				Back in 1988, Randy decided that he was going to write a novel and get it published someday. Never mind why — just because. He started writing that novel, and about a year later, he’d written enough that he felt ready to go to a writing conference. He met some other writers there, got some great training, and joined a critique group.

				Another year passed, and Randy’s skills were developing. At a certain point, he realized that the novel he’d been working on for more than two years was fatally flawed. He put it in the drawer and never looked at it again, but he didn’t abandon the vision. The goal was not to get that novel published; the goal was to get some novel published. Randy kept writing, worked hard, and after a couple of more years, he finished a novel.

				He then began looking for an agent. Meanwhile, he began writing the next book. Within a year or so, he met an agent at a writing conference and within a few months signed an agreement for literary representation with him. The agent submitted the manuscript to a number of likely publishers. Randy kept writing.

				One by one, every publisher on the list rejected Randy’s manuscript. The agent submitted it to more publishers and resubmitted it to some publishers who’d rejected it but seemed interested. One of the publishing houses eventually rejected it three times. Randy kept writing.

				The last publisher on the list saw some merit in Randy’s work. The publishing committee looked at the manuscript for several months — and then rejected it. However, they took the time to point out three major problems that prevented them from buying the work. Randy’s agent called him with the news that the novel was dead. He also explained to Randy the publisher’s three concerns.

				That day, Randy began working on a new novel, one that didn’t have any of those problems. This time, he felt sure, he had a winner. This one would be the novel that got published. His agent liked the idea and told him to pursue it. Randy kept writing.

				Three months later, the agent died. Randy was devastated. He’d now been writing for eight years. He’d completed a novel, done his best to sell it, had it rejected everywhere, and then lost his champion. He kept writing.

				Shortly thereafter, Randy went to a writing conference and made an appointment to talk with an editor he’d never met before. He stumbled through his pitch, making a perfect hash of it. Finally, the editor asked to see a writing sample. Randy pushed five pages across the table, and the editor skimmed over them. “You write pretty well,” he said. “Here’s my card. Send me a proposal and 100 pages.”

				A year and a half later, without an agent, Randy sold that novel to that editor’s publishing house. The novel appeared in the spring of 2000, 12 years after he started writing. At last, he was an author. That novel, Transgression, went on to win a Christy Award, and Randy went on to write several more award-winning novels. He became well-known enough that conferences began asking him to teach.

				Fast-forward another nine years. Randy has taught hundreds of writers. He’s mentored a number of them to become authors. He’s seen his students hit the bestseller list. And he’s now seeing them as finalists for major awards. In this book, he’s distilling what he’s learned over the last 21 years on the art and craft of writing fiction.



				Pinpointing Where You Are As a Writer

				Now that you’ve set your goal — to write a novel good enough to get published — we can talk strategically about how to get there. It won’t be easy, but it will be straightforward, so long as you do things in the right order.

				We’ve identified four stages in the life of most writers on the road to publication. They’re analogous to the four years of college, so we like to call these stages freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior.

				Please note that these stages may take more or less than a year to work through. We’ve seen a writer go from sophomore to senior in less than a year. Randy is pretty sure he was stuck as a junior for about eight years. If he’d had a coach, he could’ve zipped through that painful junior stage in about a year. That’s why he takes such joy in coaching writers.

				This section looks at those four stages and explains how you can advance to the next level.

				Freshmen: Concentrating on craft

				Freshman writers are new to the game, and that’s okay. Every Ph.D. was a freshman in college at one time, and every author was a freshman writer at one time. It’s one step along the path. Typically, freshman writers have been reading fiction all their lives, and at last they’ve decided to start writing a novel. They write a few chapters and then discover an unpleasant truth: This fiction-writing game is harder than it looks.

				Some freshmen give up at that point, but those who persist decide to get some training in the craft of writing fiction. They read books, take courses, join critique groups, and maybe go to a writing conference. Most importantly, they keep writing.

				[image: remember.eps]Nobody ever got good at writing by talking about it. Or hearing about it. Or reading about it. You get good at writing by doing it. Then you get your work critiqued, figure out what’s not up to par, and try it again. And again. And again.

				At first, freshmen writers feel like nothing is happening — those miserable critique partners never seem to be satisfied, and new flaws seem to pop up before they solve the old ones. But persistence pays off. Eventually, after months of hard work, freshmen writers wake up one day to a surprising truth: They’ve gotten better. They’ve gotten a whole lot better.

				[image: remember.eps]A freshman advances by writing and by getting it critiqued and by studying the craft of fiction and by writing some more.

				Sophomores: Tackling the proposal

				Sophomore writers have been writing for a good while, and they’re no longer rank newbies. The other writers in their critique group are telling them, “That’s pretty good. You’ve made a lot of progress.”

				A sophomore has generally taken at least one course on writing or has read several books on writing. A sophomore has almost always gone to at least one writing conference. He or she is starting to feel pretty confident. This writing game no longer seems hopeless. The craft of fiction is no longer a mystery.

				But one thing is still an enigma: By now, a sophomore has heard how hard it is to break into publishing. There’s a thing called a book proposal that needs to get written, but who knows what that’s supposed to look like? And it requires a dreaded synopsis, and that sounds too ghastly for words. And how are these things related to a query letter? Typically, a sophomore feels a mix of confidence and terror: A growing confidence in craft, a rising terror of marketing. (If you’re curious about query letters, synopses, and proposals, see Chapter 16.)

				Retreating into defeatism here is easy, but that way lie dragons. The winning strategy is to keep writing — advancing in craft — but now to begin figuring out how to market yourself effectively. Writing marketing materials like a query, a synopsis, and a proposal is a skill that no novelist can afford to ignore.

				[image: tip.eps]If you’re a sophomore, it’s high time to go to a good writing conference armed with a proposal (and a finished chapter or two) and show it to somebody — maybe a writer. Maybe an agent. Maybe an editor. The proposal will likely need a lot of work. Go with that attitude and ask for a critique of your proposal. Make it clear that you’re not pitching the project yet; you’re just learning how to pitch. You’ll get all the critique you can handle. (If you’re uncertain about the difference between an agent, an editor, and a publisher, see Chapter 17.)


				Can’t wait! Practicing your proposal

				Does a novel need a nice, long proposal to be sold to a publisher, or is a short synopsis good enough? Most writers Randy knows always prepare and submit full proposals, even to publishers that they’ve worked with frequently. The agents Randy knows all insist on receiving a proposal before agreeing to represent an author, and most of them use proposals in submitting potential novels to publishers. One editor says that she loves proposals because they help her get ready to take a project to her committee.

				Randy insists that figuring out how to write a proposal is a highly valuable exercise for any writer. Many writers of commercial fiction need them, and this is becoming even more true as publishers find the economic screws tightening — they need to know that the project has a good chance to sell well.

				Please note that the fiction proposal is substantially different from the nonfiction proposal. A query letter is often part of the process (all of which we explain in Chapter 16). However, proposals are very important for a great many novelists, and it’s unwise to remove them from the table. If you meet an agent and he’s interested in your work after reading your query, he’ll ask for more — either a manuscript or a proposal with sample chapters. It’s far too late at that point to suddenly realize you have to learn to write a proposal. Even agents who don’t want a proposal will be asking all the same questions that a proposal answers.



				Go home and rework that proposal. And then do it again. And again. Sooner or later, you’ll find that by some magic, you have a terrific proposal to go along with your excellent writing. You’ll be a junior.

				[image: remember.eps]A sophomore advances by writing, by studying how to write a proposal, by writing that first practice proposal, and then by testing the proposal at writing conferences.

				Juniors: Perfecting their pitches

				Juniors are excellent writers. They’ve mastered most of the skills they need to get published. Their critique partners are saying, “Why aren’t you published yet?”

				A junior has typically taken a proposal or a sample chapter to a conference, showed it to an editor or an agent, and heard the magic words, “Send that to me.” The junior has also heard back a few months later with the news, “Your work isn’t right for me.”

				The junior year can be frustrating, humiliating, and depressing. It can be exhilarating beyond words at the same time. The junior period carries great highs and great lows, but you get through it if you persist.

				If you’re a junior, then you need to be writing, writing, writing — perfecting your craft. You also need to be polishing proposals and pitching them, preferably in person at writing conferences.

				It’s quite possible that you’ll find an agent late in your junior year. Or you may hear from an editor that your book is under review by the publishing committee. Or a published author may read some of your work and tell you that you’re almost there. If any of these things happen, you can be quite confident that you’ve become a senior.

				[image: remember.eps]A junior advances by striving for perfection in craft, by polishing proposals, and by pitching projects to live agents or editors.

				Seniors: Preparing to become authors

				Seniors are those chosen few who are destined to get published. This is clear to everyone — their critique buddies, their family, their friends, their agent. But it doesn’t always feel that way to the senior.

				Your senior period can be supreme agony. You are that close to getting published. You know in your gut that you write better than many published authors. In a just universe, you ought to be published. So why aren’t you?

				The answer is that you just haven’t found the right publisher with the right project at the right time. Making that connection takes time: the time you spend as a senior. Any senior could be published at any time.

				Your action plan as a senior is simply to follow the process. By this time, you must have a very polished complete manuscript and a strong proposal. Get your work out to editors (or better yet, have your agent get your work out). Keep getting it out, ignoring the rejections. It only takes one yes to get published. Keep looking for that yes.

				And keep writing. You may one day wake up with a brilliant idea for a novel. You know instantly that this is The One — this novel will be your ticket. If this happens, follow your instinct. Write that novel in a white fury. You now have all the skills to write an excellent novel, and you’ll find that you can write it far more easily than you can revise that old worn-out thing you started as a freshman writer.

				Someday — this usually happens on a miserable day when the car’s had a flat tire, or when the washing machine has leaked soapy water all over the floor, or your 3-year-old son has decided to iron the cat — on a day like that, the phone rings. It’s your agent, calling to tell you that a publisher has made an offer on your novel. On that day, you suddenly forget all those years of striving, rejection, and heartache. On that day, you’re an author.

				[image: remember.eps]A senior advances by ignoring rejections and continuing to submit a polished project until a publisher buys it.

				Getting Yourself Organized

				Most writers hate organization. We do, too. We probably hate it twice as much as you do, because there are two of us. However, we’ve found that we’re a whale of a lot more productive when we do a bit of organization first. It isn’t fun, but it makes the fun stuff easier.

				It helps to know exactly what that fun stuff is, so in this book we begin (in Chapter 2) with a high-level look at why fiction is fun and why your reader wants to read your novel. What keeps your reader turning pages at 3 a.m. when the alarm is set for 6? We show you that secret and what you need to do to keep that reader up all night.

				In Chapter 3, we discuss your niche and your genre. You can’t appeal to every reader ever born. But the good news is this: Neither can any other author. Some readers walking this planet may find you the best author they’ve ever read. You need to figure out what those readers look like and how you can best meet their needs. When you know that, you’re ready to write the perfect book for them.

				[image: remember.eps]You’re unique. That means that you’ll probably use methods different from your friends’ for getting the first draft of your story down on the page. Some authors (Peter, for example) love outlines. Most authors hate them. Our job is not to tell you the one best process to write your novel. Our job is to show you (and we do so in Chapter 4) a variety of roads to completion and to let you choose one that works for you — or better yet, to find a unique road that fits you perfectly.

				You have only a few resources that you can use to write your novel: time, energy, and money. Manage those effectively, and writing fiction will be a joy. Fail to manage them well, and writing will be a grind. In Chapter 5, we share some ideas we’ve found helpful.

				Mastering Characterization, Plotting, and Other Skills

				Novice writers have great ideas. Great writers have great ideas and great craft. Your first task is to understand the craft you need to turn your great ideas into great stories. Here’s what you need:

				Story world: Your novel doesn’t happen in a vacuum. It’s set somewhere. That somewhere is usually called the setting or milieu, but we prefer the term story world because it’s the world in which your story takes place.

				 In Chapter 6, we show you what goes into constructing a great story world. It’s harder than it looks, but we give you a checklist of key concepts you need to nail down to have a fully defined story world. We also show you the most common backdrops that make a story world cry out for a story to fill it up with meaning.

				Characters: Your characters have a past, a present, and a future, and you need to know each of these. In Chapter 7, we show the ideas that go into building a believable backstory for each character. And we show why backstory is essential for knowing the possible futures of your characters. Finally, we show you how the past and the future intersect in the present — right now — to create a compelling story that moves (and moves your reader).

				Plot: The typical modern novel has a plot that contains six layers of structure, ranging from the 100,000-foot view all the way down to the up-close-and-personal view. As a novelist, you need to master each of these six layers and put them together into a harmonious story. In Chapters 8 through 10, we coach you through each level.

				Theme: Every novel has a core idea — a theme. The twin hazards of theme are to put in either too little or too much. Go to Chapter 11 to see how to find your theme by listening to your characters. We also show you what to do to fix the most common problems.

				Editing Your Fiction

				[image: remember.eps]Great writing never happens in the first draft. It happens when you edit your work — keeping what works, chucking what doesn’t, and polishing it all till it gleams.

				You can’t depend on your editor to fix your novel. Modern editors are vastly overworked and underpaid. When you hand them your masterpiece, it needs to be burnished to a brilliant shine already.

				Editing your fiction is hard work, but it’s not a hard idea. It comes down to two primary tasks:

				Reworking your characters so that they come fully alive

				Revising your storyline at all six layers of plot

				In Part III of this book, we tell you what you need to do and show you how to do it. In Chapter 12, you find out about character bibles, backstory, values, ambitions, story goals, and most importantly, the subtleties of point of view (POV). And in Chapter 13, we show you how to create a hook for your story that will be the number one sales tool at every link in the seven-point sales chain that comes between you and your masses of readers. We teach you Aristotle’s three-act structure, but we add to it a three-disaster structure that Aristotle never dreamed about.

				Your scenes are critical to making your story work, so in Chapter 14, you find out how to triage a scene — when to kill a scene, when to leave it alone, and how to fix it when it needs fixing. In Chapter 15, we show you how to analyze your story paragraph by paragraph to put your reader right inside the skin of your characters.

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				What Makes a Great Story?

				In This Chapter

				Satisfying your goals and those of your readers

				Writing about change

				Understanding the five pillars of fiction

				Using the seven core tools of the fiction writer

				Your readers desperately want one thing from you when they pick up your novel: a powerful emotional experience. Readers want to feel something, and they want to feel it deeply and fully. If you fail to deliver that emotional punch, you lose, no matter how clever your story or charming your characters.

				But assuming you deliver what readers want, you also have the freedom to give them more — possibly much more. It’s up to you to decide what else you want to give, if anything.

				The art of writing fiction is built around five key tasks, which we like to call the five pillars of fiction. You must construct a believable setting, fill it with interesting characters, create a strong plot, develop a meaningful theme, and do it all with style. Most writers excel at only one or two of these, but you must become reasonably competent at all of them before you’re likely to get your novel published. You also have seven tactical tools to use in your writing: action, dialogue, interior monologue, interior emotion, description, flashback, and narrative summary. When you use these effectively, you give your readers that all-important powerful emotional experience.

				Choosing What to Give Your Readers

				Why do you write? We’ve asked many writers over the years what drives them to write fiction. We’ve heard zillions of different answers. Here are six of them:

				To see my name on a book cover

				To be a famous author

				To make lots of money

				To educate people

				To entertain my readers

				To persuade people to accept my views on politics or religion

				These are all fine reasons to write a novel. Your reasons for writing are your reasons for writing. You don’t have to justify them to anybody. But it’s important to know what they are. Otherwise, how will you know whether you’re succeeding?

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Take a few minutes right now and write down why you want to write fiction. What do you hope to get out of it? What do you want to do for your readers? On the same sheet of paper, write down the reasons you read. Circle the one that’s most important to you. If you’re like most readers, the main reason you read is to have fun — to be entertained.

				In this section, we discuss how novels can educate, persuade, and, above all, entertain readers.

				Creating a powerful emotional experience: What your readers desperately want

				What is entertainment? After writing and teaching fiction for many years, we’re convinced that entertainment can be boiled down to one thing: giving the reader a powerful emotional experience. Here we unpack this concept a little:

				Why emotions matter: Emotion is common to all fiction. Think about any of the major genres of fiction, and you see that each of them packs some sort of emotive punch:

				 • Romance novels and erotica deliver some combination of love and lust, as does any novel with a romantic thread.

				 • Suspense novels, thrillers, action-adventure novels, and horror fiction all deliver various flavors of fear.

				 • Mysteries arouse a strong sense of curiosity and usually deliver a healthy dose of fear.

				 • Historical novels, fantasy, and science fiction all give the reader an experience of being “elsewhere.”

				 • General fiction and literary fiction can deliver any of the preceding emotions, along with a strong sense of feeling understood.

				Why emotions must be powerful: Think about that for five seconds. Do you know anyone who ever bought a novel in the hopes that it would deliver an insipid emotional experience? Of course not! Powerful emotions make stories more enjoyable and memorable. Most people want excitement when they read a novel. They want a lot of excitement. Boatloads of it. If your readers want it, that’s all the reason you need for giving it.

				Why the experience is critical: Your readers don’t want to read about somebody else having powerful emotions. That’s actually rather dull. Imagine spending hours of your life watching somebody you don’t know crying or shivering in terror or kissing somebody you’ve never heard of. That’s boring.

				[image: remember.eps] Your readers want to become somebody else for a few hours, to live an exciting life, to find true love, to face down unimaginable terrors, to solve impossible puzzles, to feel a lightning jolt of adrenaline. Give them that, and you’ll earn fans for life. Give your readers anything else, and you’ll lose them forever.

				The rest of this book has one goal only: to teach you — as simply and as quickly as possible — how to give your reader a powerful emotional experience. Nothing matters more.

				Educating your reader

				Some novels educate readers, allowing them to explore other cultures, speculate on scientific discoveries, build up their stores of trivia, or just understand a bit more about how the system (or the world) works. English professors would add that great fiction explores what it means to be human, but don’t feel pressured to explain the meaning of life — plenty of readers just want a little mental exercise.

				Virtually all historical fiction has some educational value if the author has done his research well. James Michener is famous for fact-packed novels that let his readers painlessly discover vast amounts of historical information. Jean Auel’s Clan of the Cave Bear series comes loaded with lore about life in Ice Age Europe. Likewise, many science fiction novels teach all sorts of things about science and engineering. If you really want to know about Mars, one easy way to find out about it is to read Kim Stanley Robinson’s brilliant series Red Mars, Green Mars, and Blue Mars.

				Readers who love military suspense and technothrillers enjoy finding out about the latest military hardware and technology. Those who read Amish novels are intrigued by the Amish subculture. Fans of legal thrillers enjoy learning about the law. Police procedural buffs thrive on understanding how cops think. Educating your readers is perfectly fine, as long as you’re writing the kind of book where readers expect to learn something.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Don’t bore your reader. If you want to work in some information that you find fascinating, make sure it’s also fascinating to your reader. You do that by making it essential to the story. If your characters can’t survive unless they know the details of quark theory, then your reader will want all the quantum details. Remember, though, that you’re not writing a research paper.

				Practicing the gentle art of persuasion

				Many writers don’t merely want to teach their readers; they want to persuade them of something — often an economic or political or religious or ethical opinion. Many novels carry a strong message of some kind. For example

				Ayn Rand’s novels, such as Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead, make her case that a strong and unchecked capitalism is the finest economic system.

				Tom Clancy’s early military technothrillers show his conviction that the Soviet system was corrupt and would soon collapse under the weight of its own incompetence.

				The Left Behind series by Jerry Jenkins and Tim LaHaye presents a detailed and adrenaline-laced roadmap for the authors’ beliefs about Biblical end-times prophecy.

				Michael Crichton’s novel Next explores the ethics of unchecked genetic manipulation in modern biotechnology.

				Each of these authors found many readers who agreed strongly with their messages. Each of them has been criticized for preaching their messages too fervently. Yet each of them succeeded in persuading numbers of “nonbelievers” to change their minds.

				A novel can persuade some readers if it’s also entertaining, but it’s most likely to find its main audience among those who already believe and who enjoy having their beliefs reinforced. Nobody ever bought a novel because they wanted to change their economic theories, switch political parties, or convert to a new religion. Nobody.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Respect your readers by first meeting their need for a powerful emotional experience. You can never persuade readers unless you first entertain them.

				Decide what your goals are for your fiction. Besides entertaining your reader, what else do you want to achieve? Does your mission include educating readers? Persuading them? Something else? Will these goals undercut the reader’s powerful emotional experience?

				Making Life Hard on Your Characters: Conflict Plus Change Equals Story

				A story consists of characters in conflict. Your characters want some sort of change in their lives, a change that (for most of the novel) they can’t have. The change may be

				A change in the relationships of the characters

				A change within a single character

				A change in the story world (setting)

				In The Lord of the Rings, for example, Frodo the hobbit sets out on a quest to destroy the Ring of Power. If he succeeds, Middle Earth will be radically changed — forever freed from the dark lord Sauron. If he fails, Middle Earth will also be radically changed — forever under Sauron’s vicious boot. The stakes are extraordinarily high. Change is coming, one way or another. It’s up to Frodo to change things for the better.

				[image: remember.eps] Always, always, always make your characters want something to change in their lives. The desire for change is what makes your reader invest emotionally in your story. Readers would love to change their own lives, so they respect anyone willing to risk making a change. But you can’t make things easy on your characters. The minute they try to change things, conflict sets in. That’s bad for the characters, but it’s good for your story. The more conflict your characters face, the more emotion your reader invests into them. Your story is an account of how your characters deal with conflict in pursuing change.

				If your lead characters get the change they want by the end of the story, that’s usually a happy ending. If they don’t get the change they want by the end of the story, that’s usually an unhappy ending. (We say usually because in either case, your characters may realize at the end of the story that they didn’t really want what they thought they wanted. But that, too, is a change — a change in mental attitude.)

				[image: remember.eps]What makes a great story great? That’s a complex question, but part of a story’s greatness comes from the depth of the change your character is pursuing. The power of Frodo’s story comes from the high stakes. If he wins, all the free races win; if he loses, so do they. The higher the stakes of the change, the more powerful your story.

				The Five Pillars of Fiction

				Fiction has five main elements, each of which helps you create a powerful emotional experience for your readers:

				Story world (often called setting or milieu)

				Characters

				Plot (which includes structure)

				Theme

				Style

				We use each of these pillars of fiction as technical terms throughout this book. You use each of these story aspects in different ways to move your readers. In this section, we look at each pillar in turn to see the meaning it carries.

				Setting the stage: Your story world

				We prefer the term story world to other common terms, such as setting or milieu. These other words are excellent words, but we want a term that captures the vastness of the stage for your novel. Your story world is all of the following and more:

				The universe or world where the story takes place

				The geography, including national boundaries

				The races of people, other intelligent beings, plants, and animals

				The historical context

				Political, economic, religious, and social structures

				Foods, drinks, and drugs

				Languages, entertainment methods, and sexual rules and roles

				[image: remember.eps] Some genres require enormously complex story worlds; others simply assume the story world of the reader. In either case, the author should know the story world inside out, because it determines what kind of story is possible. In this respect, story world sets constraints on what kind of powerful emotional experiences you can give your reader. A great story world greatly increases your chances of writing a great story.

				Here are some examples of story worlds:

				The Lord of the Rings, by J. R. R. Tolkien, has Middle Earth as its story world. You could argue that Middle Earth is Tolkien’s finest creation.

				River God, by Wilbur Smith, takes place in 18th-century B.C.E. Egypt. Smith appears to have taken a lot of liberties with the actual history, but no matter. His story world is complete and dazzling.

				The Chosen, by Chaim Potok, is set in Brooklyn in the 1940s in a Hasidic Jewish neighborhood. Potok’s story world is close in space and time to modern America and yet worlds apart culturally.

				The Harry Potter series, by J. K. Rowling, is set in modern England but with one important change — some humans are genetically capable of magic. This single change enables Rowling to paint an epic battle between good and evil.

				The Da Vinci Code, by Dan Brown, is set in modern Europe and features numerous tourist attractions, including the Louvre and Westminster Abbey. Brown overlays on this an alleged secret society, the Priory of Sion, and he weaves its tentacles back through centuries of Western civilization, reinterpreting a number of famous historical figures.

				Creating characters

				Characters are the players on the stage of your story. Each character comes into the story with a long and detailed past (known as a backstory). And each character is driven in some direction — he or she has abstract ambitions and concrete goals.

				[image: remember.eps]You can’t have conflict until you have characters. More importantly, your reader can’t have a powerful emotional experience without at least one character. That powerful emotional experience comes when you weave such a convincing account of a character that your reader actually becomes that character. Your characters exist so that your reader can get inside the skin of one of them and do battle with the others.

				Check out some examples of characters and their essential conflicts:

				Lizzie Bennet, in Jane Austen’s novel Pride and Prejudice, wants desperately to find a man of character with whom she can fall in love. But is that possible when her family seems determined to play the fool?

				Jack Ryan, the leading man in a number of Tom Clancy’s novels, is a CIA agent trying to do an excellent job in a world of bureaucrats. Can Jack win against foreign agents and terrorists, or will he be winged by his own side?

				Scarlett O’Hara, in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind, wants to be the belle of the ball forever in a disappearing world of Southern gentility. Can Scarlett find her place when her world is changing in unspeakably horrible ways?

				Ender Wiggin is a young boy in Orson Scott Card’s novel, Ender’s Game. Ender hopes to be chosen as the military leader who will save humanity from the coming alien “buggers.” But can he survive the jealousy and hatred of his fellow students in Battle School?

				Constructing the plot

				Plot is the series of actions your characters take to move the story forward. You have to choose these actions carefully. In real life, things often appear to just happen. In your novel, nothing “just happens”; everything that you show must mean something to at least one of your characters. That meaning is what gives your reader a powerful emotional experience. Therefore, your plot must ignore all events that have no meaning.

				Plot has several different layers, which we detail in Chapters 8 through 10. Each layer of plot is designed to elicit your reader’s emotions. Here, we give examples of four layers of plot and the emotions they evoke (two other layers are the synopsis and scene list):

				The highest layer of plot is a single-sentence summary of the story. In The Hunt for Red October, by Tom Clancy, a Soviet sub captain tries to defect to the United States — bringing the latest low-noise submarine along with him. This one-sentence summary is designed to stir strong feelings of nationalistic pride in Americans.

				The next layer of plot is the famous three-act structure, which normally contains a major disaster at the end of the first act, forcing the lead character to commit to the rest of the story. In Outlander, by Diana Gabaldon, a recently married English nurse accidentally time-travels from 1945 back to 1743 Scotland. Her goal to return to the future hits a huge roadblock when she’s forced to marry a charismatic and extremely attractive Scottish outlaw. This disaster commits the lead character into a stormy romance and is designed to make the reader feel maximum conflict between a woman’s love for her two very different husbands.

				One of the middle layers of plot is the scene, several pages of action that takes place at a single place and time. In a scene in The Pillars of the Earth, by Ken Follett, bandits steal a 12th-century English stonemason’s pig. The mason, Tom, pursues and fights the bandits, but they get away with his pig — the winter’s food supply for his family. This disastrous ending to the scene is designed to arouse in the reader a feeling of desperation in the face of starvation.

				The lowest layer of plot is the paragraph. In a fight sequence in Irwin Shaw’s novel Rich Man, Poor Man, a soldier punches a 16-year-old boy in a street brawl. The boy pretends pain from the ineffective blow and then responds with a devastating combination of jabs and punches. This action sequence covers just a few paragraphs and is designed to create in the reader a lurid fascination with a likeable young punk who loves to fight.

				[image: remember.eps]You must create your plot in all six layers, with each layer designed to give your reader a powerful emotional experience of your choosing. Most paragraphs should try to deliver some emotive punch. Absolutely every scene needs to deliver some emotive content, although not all scenes have the same intensity — that’d be boring. The scenes should work together to deliver powerful emotional experiences at the high points of the novel. And when the book is over, the reader needs to be left with an overall emotive response to the work as a whole.

				Formulating a theme

				Every novel means something beyond the bare story that it tells. We call that deep meaning of your story the theme. Your theme does not have to be profound (by which we mean intellectually deep). It’s hard to pull profundity out of your ear, so don’t make that your special burden in life. Your theme can be as simple as “everybody needs to be loved” or “life stinks” or “crime doesn’t pay.”

				[image: remember.eps]Your burden is to tell a great story, which means nothing more nor less than giving your reader a powerful emotional experience. You can and should try to make your theme emotionally deep. If it also happens to be intellectually deep, then that’s a plus.

				Great novels typically probe emotionally deep themes. Consider two examples:

				In A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Dickens builds a powerful theme of redemption via self-sacrifice. Sydney Carton, a low-living lawyer, loves a woman married to another man. Carton redeems a long life of selfishness by finding a way to save the life of the woman’s husband — at an extraordinary cost to himself. The reader is left with a powerful emotional experience that combines fear, love, rage, and joy.

				Chaim Potok’s novel, My Name is Asher Lev, examines the dark theme of what makes art great. Asher Lev is an Orthodox Jew in a community that condemns the painting of nudes. When Asher creates his masterpiece, it separates him from his community and his family, giving the reader a powerful emotional experience of triumph mixed with bitter sorrow.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps]Many authors begin their novels by choosing some theme that they want to illustrate. All too often, they believe that this means they don’t have to work hard at building a great story world, three-dimensional characters, and a convincing plot. The result is a sermon masquerading as a story. Beware! Sermons hardly ever give a reader a powerful emotional experience, other than the powerful urge to fall asleep. If you build your story to fit your theme, it’ll feel artificial. Write a great story first, and trust your inner artist to find the deep theme hiding within it. If necessary, you can strengthen your theme during the editing stage.

				Expressing your style

				As a novelist, you’ll develop a unique way of expressing yourself — a mix of your personality, voice, tone, intellect, sense of humor, and a whole lot more. We call this mix your style. Your style may be complex or simple, flat or flowery, emotive or intellectual.

				You’ll find your personal style over time. It’s another tool that lets you give your reader a powerful emotional experience — one that captures your essential being.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Don’t try to mimic the style of some other author. Study those other authors, of course. Decide what you like in Austen, Twain, Hemingway, Faulkner, and a thousand others. But at the end of the day, realize that you can’t be any of them. You have to be yourself. If you can’t be yourself, who will?

				Style is an advanced topic. Developing your personal style takes years, and you’ll probably still be tweaking it long after you first get published. Because this is a book on the fundamentals of fiction writing, we don’t cover style in detail.

				[image: tip.eps] Build a strong foundation for your writing by studying story world, characters, plot, and theme. Then write and write and write. Eventually, you’ll find a style all your own. When you’re well-advanced in the craft of fiction, you may find it helpful to get some coaching on style.

				Seven Ways to Deliver the Goods

				As a novelist, you have seven key tactical tools for giving your reader a powerful emotional experience. These all enter in at the very lowest level of plot — where your story unfolds paragraph by paragraph. You’ll use some of these tools more than others, but you’ll probably use all seven to some extent in every novel you write. A lot depends on your personal taste and on the sort of novel you’re writing. Here are the tools:

				Action

				Dialogue

				Interior monologue (thoughts)

				Interior emotion

				Description

				Flashback

				Narrative summary

				[image: tip.eps]When do you use each of these? How should you mix them? Your yardstick for deciding should always be the same: Use whichever combination gives your reader the biggest, baddest, boldest powerful emotional experience possible.

				This section shows you what these tools are all about. For more info on these tools, flip to Part II, which covers writing, and Part III, which covers editing.

				The here and now: Action

				Action is what’s happening right now. Action is Scarlett kissing Rhett. The T-Rex eating the lawyer. The CSI tech finding the murderer’s fingerprint. The marathoner collapsing at the finish line. The sniper pulling the trigger.

				[image: tip.eps]Action is key to your fiction, but you have to get one thing right: You must always show action happening now. Something that happened two years or two seconds ago is not action. Something that might happen in the future is not action. Something that’s dragging out over minutes or months or millennia is not action. Action happens instant by instant. (Of course, you may be telling your story using past-tense verbs; most novels are narrated in the past tense. But even so, these stories detail action instant by instant.)

				Look at two examples. The first shows actions happening in sequence; the second gives some narrative summary with no actions in it, without the visual detail.

				Example of action: George dropped to the ground, rolled to his left, aimed his Glock at the assassin, and squeezed off a shot. The hired killer screamed and collapsed.

				Example that’s not action: George evaded the assassin for several minutes before finally shooting him.

				[image: remember.eps]Action is sensory. You can see, hear, smell, taste, or feel it. You can photograph it or record it.

				Editors are always telling writers, “Show, don’t tell.” If they’re talking about an action sequence, they mean that the actions are summarizing something that happened in the past, will happen in the future, or is dragging on over a period of time, or the action can’t be seen, heard, smelled, tasted, or felt.

				Showing absolutely everything, however, can slow the story down. See the later section, “Supplying narrative summary,” for info on when writers may not need to show things blow-by-blow.

				Giving your characters a voice: Dialogue

				Dialogue is a special kind of action in which somebody’s talking. Just like any other action, dialogue must be happening right now. The reader wants to hear it exactly the way it’s said, without summary or judgment by the author.

				Dialogue tells the reader the exact words of the speaker. When editors complain that your dialogue is “telling,” they usually mean that you’re summarizing the words instead of quoting them exactly. At times, you do want to summarize the words — when you want to pass along information quickly. But when you do so, you aren’t writing dialogue; you’re writing narrative summary, which we discuss later in this chapter.

				[image: remember.eps]Dialogue helps give your reader a powerful emotional experience because it connects directly to a voice. The human voice is primal. The reader can hear each character’s voice and feel its power.

				Revealing thoughts: Interior monologue

				As a novelist, you have an enormous advantage over the screenwriter: You can show the reader your character’s exact thoughts. The screenwriter is forced to make the viewer guess by showing a closeup of an actor’s face or by using a voiceover (which many moviegoers regard as cheesy).

				Interior monologue shows the reader what a character is thinking. You can choose from several levels of interior monologue:

				Quote the thoughts exactly.

				Summarize them.

				Give the overall flavor of the thoughts.

				You get to decide which form to use — they’re all legitimate.

				[image: remember.eps]Interior monologue plugs the reader directly into the character’s brain. You can’t get more intimate than that. And intimacy is essential if you want to give your reader a powerful emotional experience.

				Feeling with your character: Interior emotion

				Interior emotion plugs the reader directly into a character’s feelings. This is the second major advantage the novelist has over the screenwriter. Use it wisely. You have two levels of interior emotion to choose from:

				Showing your reader the exact physiological responses the character is feeling: This technique is powerful, but a little goes a long way, so don’t overuse it.

				Telling the reader what emotions the character is having: This is less powerful, but you can use this more often without wearing out your reader. Oftentimes, naming an emotion can weaken it.

				Seeing what your character sees: Description

				Description means plugging the reader into the character’s senses. The character sees it, hears it, smells it, tastes it, touches it — and the reader does, too. (Be aware that you can summarize description, just as you can summarize action or dialogue. When you do so, you’re using narrative summary, which isn’t what we’re talking about here.) Here’s an example that mixes together a bit of action and several sentences of description:

				Jack focuses his binoculars on the trees at the edge of the forest. An orange and black-striped form swims into view — 400 pounds of muscle and rage. The tiger’s yellow eyes gleam with the last rays of the sun. It opens its mouth and roars, the sound hitting Jack like a hammer half a second later.

				In this snippet, the reader becomes Jack, doing what Jack does, seeing what he sees, then hearing what he hears. That’s what we mean by description. Many writers overuse description or water it down in narrative summary, but it’s a powerful tool when you use it to put your reader directly inside your character’s skin.

				[image: remember.eps]Description lets your reader see, hear, smell, taste, and touch what your character sees, hears, smells, tastes, and touches. Don’t confuse this with description that’s disconnected from your characters — that’s part of narrative summary.

				Taking a trip to the past: Flashback

				A flashback is a nearly instantaneous transition backward in time to show the reader something that happened in a character’s past.

				Technically, a flashback is a different sort of beast than action, dialogue, interior monologue, interior emotion, and description, because a flashback contains all those things. So we’re almost cheating here by classifying flashback alongside them, but there isn’t any other place to put it, so we chose to put it here and not worry about whether our classification scheme is perfect.

				A flashback has two oddball parts. At the beginning of the flashback, you have to give the reader some sort of cue that you’re changing the time frame. At the end of the flashback, you need to give another cue that you’re returning to the previous point in the story. Between these oddball points, you just proceed normally, as if the past were now.

				[image: remember.eps]A flashback is a container for action, dialogue, interior monologue, interior emotion, and description that happened at some earlier point in the story.

				Supplying narrative summary

				Narrative summary is exactly what it sounds like: a summary of things that happen some time other than right now. They may have happened in the past. They may be planned for the future. They may be happening sorta kinda now but all dragged out. Narrative summary may be a still-life description of something that exists right now but that isn’t changing in any way.

				Narrative summary isn’t vivid or immediate, but it’s very efficient. You can quickly cover a lot of ground using narrative summary.

				The problem with narrative summary is that it isn’t an experience. Your characters can’t see, hear, smell, taste, or feel it. All they can do is remember, plan, summarize, or describe it, and those aren’t nearly as good as experiencing it.

				[image: tip.eps]In the right time and place, narrative summary can be exceptionally potent. However, beginners often overuse this tool. As a rough rule of thumb, use narrative summary for the less emotive parts of your story, and use action, dialogue, interior monologue, interior emotion, and description for the more emotive parts.

				[image: remember.eps] Don’t let anyone tell you that you must always “show, don’t tell.” It’d be exhausting to show all the minute details of a character’s life using action, dialogue, interior monologue, interior emotion, description, and flashback. Use narrative summary as the glue that holds all these elements together; you don’t need much glue, but you can’t live without it altogether.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Finding Your Audience and Category

				In This Chapter

				Looking at the types of books you love to read

				Identifying the characteristics of your target readers

				Choosing a category and audience for your book

				Researching your chosen category

				There’s no such thing as a one-size-fits-all novel. Your novel must be targeted toward a specific kind of reader (your audience), and it’ll be shelved accordingly in the bookstore with similar books (your category).

				You have to identify your audience and category before you can sell your book. Agents and publishers don’t want to figure out your target audience and category — they expect you to tell them. If you don’t know, or if you can’t give an intelligible answer, your work may be rejected, no matter how good it is.

				[image: remember.eps]Professional novelists know their audience and their category. If you want to write professionally, you need to define both of these well enough to enable your publisher to create a marketing plan. We highly recommend that you think about audience and category before you even begin writing. That way, you won’t spend months or years writing a book and only then discover that it’s unmarketable.

				In this chapter, you explore what you love to read and write, get to understand your ideal audience, and choose and research a category.

				Identifying Your Ideal Novel

				You can write the sort of book you most like to read, or you can write the sort of book you’re best suited to write. These aren’t always the same, although many writers and editors believe that they should be. We don’t necessarily agree.

				Plenty of successful commercial novelists love to read literary fiction but don’t have the voice or lyrical style that a literary writer must have. Likewise, the world is full of romance writers who secretly enjoy reading science fiction, mystery writers who love romances, and suspense novelists who thrive on historical fiction. No law says you have to write exactly the kind of book you most like to read. The only real requirement is that you read enough of your chosen category to write it well.

				[image: tip.eps]Write the kind of book that you’re best suited to write. Reading and writing are related, but they aren’t the same thing. So don’t feel guilty if your reading and writing tastes are somewhat different.

				On the other hand, if you choose to write the kind of book you like to read, then you’ll be three steps ahead, because you already know the conventions of the category — the do’s and don’ts — and you know what gets readers excited and what turns them off.

				What if you’re not sure what kind of novel you’re best suited to write? This section includes some exercises that may help you decide.

				Looking at what you love to read

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Although knowing what kind of book you love to read isn’t a prerequisite to determining which kind of book you should write, it can help you get in touch with where your strengths lie. Here’s how to analyze your reading:

				 1. Take an inventory of your reading habits.

				 Make a list of the following:

				 • The ten novels you love the most

				 • The ten novels you’ve read most recently

				 • The ten novels that have affected you most profoundly

				 You don’t have to be rigid with these lists. If each list doesn’t consist of exactly ten novels, don’t worry. The point is to see what your reading patterns are.

				 2. Analyze what these books have in common.

				 Are they all a similar genre (all mysteries, for example, or all romance, fantasy, or suspense)? This gives you a clue about the category that may suit you best.

				 Do they all have a similar setting? A similar kind of lead character? A similar type of plot? A similar theme? Are they all written in a powerful style? Your answers give you clues about what your greatest strengths may be as a writer — story world, character, plot, theme, or style. (For details on these elements, see Chapter 2.)

				 3. Make a list of the ten books you’ve hated the most and think about the ways in which these novels differ from the ones you listed in Step 1.

				 Does this list suggest any genres that you definitely don’t want to write? Any kinds of plots you dislike? Themes you don’t ever want to explore? Styles that would shame you to tears? Knowing what you don’t want to write can help you narrow your list of what you do.

				 4. Complete this sentence: “The kind of book that I love to read most in all the world is .”

				 This may not be the kind of book that you want to write, but you’ll prob- ably want to incorporate some elements of the books you like to read into your own work.

				Thinking about what you love to write

				After you have some idea of the kind of book you want to write, you need to spell it out for yourself in some detail. You’re going to have to explain it to your agent and editor someday.

				[image: remember.eps]You will not have to give any reasons for what you want to write. You want to write your book because you want to write it. That’s all the reason you ever have to give. All you have to be able to do is describe what you want to write.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Take a sheet of paper and answer the following questions. Don’t settle for merely thinking your answers through — write them down. You aren’t committing to anything just yet; you’re simply thinking on paper so you’ll have a record of your thoughts.

				Which authors would you most like to write like? You aren’t going to copy anyone’s writing style; your style will be unique, but it’ll be more like that of some authors than others. Write down the names of two or three authors whose style is close to what you envision yours being.

				What categories interest you most? We talk more about categories later in this chapter. For now, just list one or more that you think you’d like to write for. Typical categories include romance, suspense, mystery, historical, science fiction, fantasy, horror, western, literary, inspirational, children’s, young adult, and so forth. You’re allowed to mix categories, but one of them has to be dominant.

				What story elements interest you most? Do you want to write a story with a complex story world? Deep characters? A fast-paced, twisty plot? A powerful theme? A unique and captivating style? You can choose more than one of these, but remember that no author in the world is fantastic at all story elements. Remember: Choose what you want to write, not what you think you should write or what you think people expect you to write.

				Where and when would you like to set your stories? Name a particular place and a particular time period.

				What special background or life experiences can you tie into your novel? If you grew up in Afghanistan, for example, then a novel set there would ring especially true. But if you’re from Alabama, Southern fiction may be far easier for you to write and sell.

				What length of book would you most like to write? A short novel runs around 60,000 words. A medium-length book is 80,000 to 90,000 words. A long book is anything over 120,000 words. You probably won’t be able to nail down a particular length, but you probably gravitate toward novellas or massive epic sagas or mid-length novels.

				There are no wrong answers to the preceding questions; however, some kinds of books may be much easier to sell than others. If you want to write a book that doesn’t have much of an audience, then write it. But be aware that marketing it to an agent or publisher — and ultimately, to readers — will be an uphill battle.

				Defining Your Ideal Reader

				Enough about you. Now it’s time to think about your reader (that’s reader in the abstract sense — you’ll have more than one in real life). You’re going to find a publisher willing to invest in your book only if you can persuade that publisher that there are readers who’ll want to buy and read it.

				Many writers think that to get published, they need to appeal to a huge, broad target audience. Ultimately, yes, you’d like to have a lot of readers. But at the beginning of your career, you need to think narrow rather than broad. The early marketing has to focus on somebody. A marketing plan that targets everybody is going to be incredibly expensive, and it’s also likely to dilute the message.

				[image: remember.eps]Your book’s overall appeal will depend on how well you write your story, not on the size of your target audience. What small niche of readers can you interest better than any other author in the world? These few readers will burn hottest when you light your marketing flame. If you can find them, they’ll help you find a broader audience.

				This section helps you envision your ideal reader. If your ideal reader is a lot like you, you’ll understand your reader’s mindset well as you write. If your ideal reader looks nothing like you, that’s fine — as long as you do your homework and figure out how your target reader thinks.

				Considering worldview and interests

				[image: remember.eps]These questions may be the most critical ones you consider: How do your ideal readers think about the world? What captures their interest? Are your ideal readers

				Religious or not particularly so? If religious, are they Christian, Jewish, Muslim, or Buddhist, for example? If not religious, are they agnostic, atheist, or just not interested?

				Political or not especially so? If political, what party are they affiliated with? Are they conservative or liberal? Militarist or pacifist?

				Well-educated, or not inclined to consider education a priority?

				Interested in auto racing? Molecular biology? Parenting? Immigration issues? Submarine technology? Erotic liaisons? Hegelian philosophy? Gambling? Camel milking?

				You have a profound opportunity to define your ideal reader in a way that excites your publisher. If you can show that you’ve identified some core group of readers who will love your novel, then you’ve found an audience worthy of a focused marketing plan. Here are some novels with well-defined target audiences:

				Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code was targeted at readers skeptical of the official history of early Christianity. The novel combined lightning action with a series of intellectual puzzles that captured the imagination of the target audience and led to incredible word-of-mouth publicity.

				William P. Young’s The Shack took aim at conservative Christian readers wanting answers to the tough theological question “How can a good and all-powerful God allow evil?” The novel touched the hearts and minds of these readers, leading to explosive sales.

				Note that these two novels target completely separate audiences. The marketing campaign of each one was designed to appeal to a core audience, not to some vague “everybody.” Both campaigns were far more effective because they were focused.

				These next two novels also appeal to polar opposite audiences. Both have succeeded because of their sharply defined niches, not in spite of them.

				Tom Clancy’s The Hunt For Red October created a new subgenre, the military technothriller. Designed to appeal to military men and political conservatives, the novel gained traction when people discovered that “everybody in Washington” was reading the book, including Pentagon top brass and even (according to rumors) then-President Ronald Reagan.

				Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale created a post-nuclear apocalyptic world with a female protagonist required to serve as a childbearing vessel for a couple rendered infertile by radiation. The novel targeted pro-choice women, but its powerful message took it to a far larger audience.

				Looking at gender

				We bet you’re not surprised to hear this: Men and women think differently. They read different kinds of books. They tend to like different kinds of things (though we all know plenty of people who cross those pesky gender lines). Now answer this quickly: Are you writing mainly for men or women?

				If you said either “men” or “women,” then your target audience is likely to be sharply focused along gender lines. That’s neither good nor bad; it’s simply the way it is, and knowing the answer can help you appeal to your audience and help your publisher define your marketing plans.

				What if you just aren’t sure? In that case, your book probably won’t be very gender-specific. Again, this is neither good nor bad; it’s just a fact that will guide your publisher in marketing your book.

				Writing for readers of a certain age

				When you envision your typical readers, how old are they? Children? Early teens? Later teens? Twenty-somethings? Thirty to fifty? Fifty-plus? Each of these age groups has different reading habits. Each age group responds differently to cover art, titles, and back-cover copy. Your publisher will build your marketing plan around the age group of your target readers.

				[image: remember.eps] The most successful novel series in publishing history has been the Harry Potter series. Who was the target audience? Young adults! Not exactly “everybody,” was it? But those kids talked it up, and before you could say “Alohamora!” everybody was reading the magical tales of the boy wizard.

				Defining your niche

				Word of mouth is the best thing going in marketing a novel. Therefore, your publisher will want a sharply focused niche group that it can target when your book launches. If your novel is strong, that niche group will talk . . . and talk. Then word of mouth will carry the message far outside that niche.

				[image: tip.eps]Don’t worry too much about making your book more marketable. If your book appeals to a small segment of readers, you’ll probably face less competition, and you may be able to dominate your niche more easily. Being a big fish in a small bowl is easier, and big fish often move on to bigger bowls.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Write a paragraph describing your ideal reader as precisely as you can — age, gender, political and religious affiliation, hobbies, thought patterns, likes, dislikes. Slam it down on paper as fast as you can. Edit it tomorrow. Save it for later. Your marketing director will love you for it someday.

				Understanding Your Category

				When the bookstore employees unpack your book from the cardboard box in which it was delivered, which shelf are they going to put it on?

				Take a mental walk through the fiction section of your favorite bookstore. You probably see sections with different labels — fiction (or literature), romance, thrillers (or suspense), mystery, true crime, historical, western, science fiction, fantasy, horror, children, young adults (or teens), inspirational fiction (or religious fiction or Christian fiction), and more. If you wander through a dozen stores, you’ll probably find that they all label their sections a little differently. You may see certain combinations of labels, such as “mysteries and thrillers” or “fiction and literature.” Sometimes true crime is a subsection of mystery.

				Labels make two kinds of distinctions. Most of them define a genre, or common class of books, such as romance, mystery, or thriller. But several of these labels define a target audience — for example, children, young adults, or religious people. To confound things, the sections that target particular audiences each contain books from most of the genres. So you can find mysteries not only in the main mystery section but also in the children, young adults, and Christian sections.

				Confusing, isn’t it? Because bookstores define categories in different ways, we’re going to stick pretty closely to the set of categories defined by Publisher’s Weekly, the trade journal of the publishing industry. Here are the categories we discuss in this section:

				Romance

				Thriller

				Mystery/crime

				Science fiction and fantasy

				Horror

				General/literary

				Inspirational

				Women’s fiction

				Children

				Young adult

				[image: remember.eps] You have to choose one primary category for your novel. You can mix categories, but if you do, one category must still be dominant. The dominant category usually determines where the bookstore employees choose to shelve your book, so an inspirational romance will (almost always) go on the Inspirational shelves. Likewise, a literary mystery will (probably) end up in the Literary section. A young adult fantasy will go with the Young Adult novels. The bookstore staff has the ultimate say on where to shelve books, of course, so you may be surprised.

[image: tip.eps]

				Join the club: Writing associations for your category

				Joining a professional writing association can be a good way to understand more about your category, network with other writers, discover more about publishing, and compete for awards for published and unpublished works. Here are some major writing associations and the awards they offer. Some associations require that you have a novel or several short stories in that category published before you can join; others are open to anyone with an interest. Check their Web sites for details.

				American Christian Fiction Writers (ACFW): ACFW sponsors the Book of the Year Awards for published novels and novellas, along with the Genesis Awards for unpublished manuscripts. Visit www.acfw.com.

				Horror Writers Association (HWA): HWA sponsors the Bram Stoker Awards. You can find the HWA online at www.horror.org.

				Mystery Writers of America (MWA): MWA sponsors the Edgar Awards for published mystery novels. Go to www.mysterywriters.org.

				Romance Writers of America (RWA): RWA sponsors the prestigious RITA Awards for published romance novels and the Golden Heart Awards for unpublished manuscripts. You can find the organization at www.rwanational.org.

				Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA): SFWA sponsors the Nebula Awards, the Andre Norton Award, and the Ray Bradbury Award. Find the SFWA online at www.sfwa.org.

				Society of Children’s Book Writers & Illustrators (SCBWI): SCBWI sponsors the Golden Kite Awards and several other awards. If you write children’s or young adult literature, check out the SCBWI at www.scbwi.org.



				Genres: Surveying categories based on content

				When a category or subcategory has a set of well-defined rules that determine the broad parameters of the story, it’s called a genre. Typical genres include romance, thrillers, mysteries, science fiction, fantasy, and horror. We discuss those categories and others in this section. (Historical fiction is a special genre with special issues, which we talk about in the sidebar titled “What happened to historical novels?”)

				Romance

				If you want to break into fiction writing, there may be no better avenue than to write a romance novel. Smirk all you want, but the romance novelists are taking it to the bank. More than 40 percent of all novels sold these days fit the romance category. The market for it is huge, and romance fans are voracious readers.

				Romance novels almost always tell the story of an unmarried man and woman getting together, and they almost always have happy endings. The typical reader is female (we hope this isn’t too much of a surprise), and the genre spans all age groups. Romance includes a bewildering variety of subgenres, ranging from the wildest erotica to the tamest sweet romances.

				[image: remember.eps]The world of romance fiction is a world of narrowly defined niches. You must know your niche well, because there isn’t much slack here. Romance novels tend to focus on the character and story world elements rather than on plot and theme, although the rule isn’t ironclad.

				Most publishers of romances list their exact requirements on their Web sites — and we aren’t kidding when we use the word exact. Typical requirements specify a precise word count, the ages of the hero and heroine, how early in the book they must meet, and many other details.

				For more advice on writing romance, check out Writing a Romance Novel For Dummies, by Leslie Wainger (Wiley).

				Thrillers

				The terms thriller and suspense novel are used interchangeably in the industry. Thrillers come in many varieties, including action-adventure, technothriller, legal thriller, war novel, and spy novel. These stories typically have a strong plot and may also shine in story world or characters. Theme is rarely a central aspect of a thriller.

				Readers of all ages, both men and women, love this genre. Some thrillers, such as military technothrillers, tilt more toward men, whereas others, such as romantic suspense, are aimed more at women. Overall, however, the genre is reasonably gender-balanced. The appropriate level of violence in your story depends on the age and gender of your target reader.

				[image: remember.eps]The thrillers category is broad, so you need to choose your niche within the genre carefully to define your audience. You have tremendous freedom to create a new subgenre or make an existing one your own, as Tom Clancy did with technothrillers and John Grisham did with legal thrillers.

				This genre is highly marketable, so if you love thrillers, don’t hesitate to commit to it. The bestseller lists are packed with books in this category. However, the genre is competitive, so breaking in may not be easy for new novelists.

				Mystery/crime

				The mystery/crime genre is closely related to thrillers, but it always includes an intellectual puzzle to be solved, usually a murder but occasionally some other crime. The genre requires that the perpetrator be found and brought to justice, so the reader must not know who the bad guy is until the end of the book. (If you violate this rule, you’re not writing a mystery; you’re writing a thriller.) Mysteries are almost always shelved in the mystery section of the bookstore; one exception seems to be the serial-killer novel, which may end up shelved with thrillers.

				Both men and women enjoy the mystery genre, which crosses all age lines, so the category is very broad. It has many subgenres, including police procedurals, private investigator novels, and cozy mysteries featuring amateur detectives. Many bookstores also include a shelf of true crime books (although these aren’t exactly novels, they use the storytelling techniques of the fiction writer, so classing them here is appropriate). As with thrillers, you have quite a bit of freedom to define your own special kind of mystery.

				Mysteries are intellectual puzzles first, but you have plenty of options on which story element comes second — plot (which has an emotive element) or character is a common choice, but a unique story world can also make your book stand out in the crowd. The requirements of the mystery genre may be tightly defined by some publishing houses and loosely defined by others.

				[image: remember.eps]Like readers of the romance genre, mystery lovers read voraciously, so the market demands a constant stream of new titles. The mystery genre is a strong choice, and it gives you a lot of options. You must study the genre carefully before you try to write your mystery, but an unknown novelist has a good shot at breaking into this category.

				Science fiction and fantasy

				Science fiction and fantasy (SF&F) novels inspire fanatical readers who may avidly follow an author through a long series. Several of the best-selling fiction works of all time have been fantasies, including The Lord of the Rings and the Harry Potter series.

				Within science fiction, you have numerous options, ranging from hard-science novels to space opera set in a galaxy far away. Likewise, fantasy has many subgenres. This category seems to be wide open to wildly new and inventive ideas, so if you have something truly weird, it may be the Next Big Thing. As always, the quality of your writing will determine whether you succeed.

				In both science fiction and fantasy, constructing your story world is enormously important. This process, called world-building, is a requirement for any serious writer in this genre.

				[image: remember.eps]Science fiction and fantasy is not the largest genre, but its readers are exceptionally loyal. Study the genre before you write. Even unknown writers have a reasonable hope of getting published in SF&F. Certain publishers specialize in SF&F, so go over their current listings and their Web sites closely to track which sorts of projects they may be interested in.

				Horror

				The purpose of horror fiction is to inspire mind-bending, gut-wrenching fear in your readers and then resolve that fear in some way. The horror section of your bookstore is probably smaller than most of the other sections, but if horror’s your thing, pursue it. One of the most successful writers of our time, Stephen King, has seen enormous success in this genre.

				In horror fiction, either character or plot typically plays the major role, although you can make story world or theme the star. The rules of horror seem to be a bit less restrictive than those of some of the other genres, so you have quite a bit of freedom to define what a horror novel should be.

				[image: remember.eps]Horror is a small genre, so it may be more difficult to break into than some of the others. In this genre, possibly more than in any other, your ability to create a powerful emotional experience determines your success.

				General/literary

				The general/literary category applies to fiction that doesn’t fit within any of the preceding genres. A novel is literary if it’s language- and character-driven; otherwise, it’s general fiction. Usually, literary fiction is written with a unique and beautiful style and is more intellectually demanding than general fiction.

				Any of the genres we’ve listed earlier can be a literary novel. You can write a literary romance, thriller, or mystery, for example. In that case, the book usually goes in the literary section, but the decision is really up to the bookstore, and a lot depends on how your publisher markets you. The classification of fiction is complicated, and we can’t give you a general rule for it.

				The general/literary category is very competitive, and breaking into it is hard for new writers. Very few rules exist regarding what you can write about or how you should proceed. You can be as strongly oriented toward story world, character, plot, theme, or style as you like. The main requirement is that your fiction be truly excellent. Many fine novelists are trying to sell their work, so you can’t sell a mediocre manuscript or even a pretty good one.

				Many other novels will be fighting for shelf space with yours, so a published novel in the general/literary category may not sell very well. But even if the royalties for your novel make your accountant weep, you’ll likely find this category artistically satisfying to write. Of course, some authors do extremely well in this category, so write your best novel and see where it takes you.

				[image: remember.eps]Absolute excellence in your craft is the main requirement for selling your novel in the general/literary category. “Good enough” is not good enough. You may never be able to quit your day job by writing in this category, but you’ll very likely respect the person you see in the mirror every morning.


				What happened to historical novels?

				A historical novel is a novel set in a time period significantly earlier than the date of publication. For example, if you write a novel set in World War I, that’d be considered a historical novel; however, a novel written in 1918 and set in that year wouldn’t. The line between a recent contemporary novel and a historical is a bit fuzzy, but “more than 50 years ago” is probably close to the mark.

				If you love historical novels, be aware that few bookstores have a shelf for historicals, so you’ll need to adopt some other category and add the word historical in front of it. You can do this with most of the genres. Take a look at some of the many examples of historical novels that have done well in each of the major categories.

				Historical romance novels:

				Gone With the Wind, by Margaret Mitchell, captures the South during the Civil War era in exquisite detail.

				Outlander, by Diana Gabaldon, details the time of the Jacobite Rising in 18th-century Scotland.

				Historical thrillers:

				River God, by Wilbur Smith, is a riveting suspense novel set in 18th-century B.C.E. Egypt at the time of the Hyksos invasion.

				The Pillars of the Earth, by Ken Follett, recounts the building of a cathedral in 12th-century England.

				Historical mysteries:

				The Quality of Mercy, by Faye Kellerman, features William Shakespeare as a player.

				The Arms of Nemesis, by Steven Saylor, stars a detective in Ancient Rome.

				Historical fantasy and science fiction:

				Taliesin, by Stephen R. Lawhead (along with its sequels Merlin and Arthur), is set in Arthurian Britain.

				The Difference Engine, by William Gibson and Bruce Sterling, tells an alternate history of London in the 1850s, where Charles Babbage has constructed his mechanical computer, the difference engine.

				Historical general fiction:

				The First Man in Rome, by Colleen McCullough, along with its sequels, is set in Ancient Rome.

				The Clan of the Cave Bear, by Jean Auel, along with several sequels, is set in Ice Age Europe.

				Historical literary fiction:

				The Red Tent, by Anita Diamant, features the women in the family of the biblical Jacob.

				The Name of the Rose, by Umberto Eco, a serial-killer novel, takes place in an anonymous 14th-century Italian abbey. This novel is a historical literary mystery, but it’s typically shelved in the thrillers section of bookstores. Go figure.

				Girl with a Pearl Earring, by Tracy Chevalier, is set in the home of 17th-century artist Jan Vermeer.

				You can sell your historical novel, but you must first assign it to one of the well-established categories. A historical novel gives you one competitive advantage: By creating a unique and spellbinding story world, you add zest to your novel’s primary category.



				Understanding audience-based categories

				In some cases, your novel’s primary category is defined by your target audience rather than by the kind of story you’re writing. (For more on choosing a target audience, see the earlier section “Defining Your Ideal Reader.”) Take a look at some of these categories.

				Inspirational fiction

				Christian publishing houses produce most inspirational fiction, so people often use the terms inspirational fiction and Christian fiction interchangeably. The category almost always shows one or more characters on a spiritual journey.

				The Christian fiction market has been the fastest-growing segment of the publishing world over the last several years. As a high-growth category, it’s very open to new writers.

				Christian publishers accept fiction in just about any genre (see the earlier section “Genres: Surveying categories based on content”). Be aware that certain subcategories — romance, women’s fiction, suspense, and historical romance — dominate this market. Mysteries do fairly well. Fantasy, science fiction, horror, and literary fiction are very tough sells, although there have been some notable successes.

				The romance and mystery subcategories tend to be tightly defined in terms of plot requirements, but all other subcategories within inspirational fiction allow you quite a bit of freedom in your story. Foul language and adult situations are almost never allowed to be shown (though they can happen “off-camera”).

				[image: tip.eps]If you decide to write inspirational fiction, read enough in the category to get a good feel for what’s allowed. You must understand and respect your readers’ worldview. Study the unwritten rules of the market carefully.

				Women’s fiction

				Women’s fiction includes novels specifically geared to women’s interests. They may be love stories (requited or not), friendship stories, or stories that otherwise involve women’s issues. These novels may have happy endings or unhappy endings. The only real rule with women’s fiction is that it should deal with issues specific to women.

				This category is very broad and has a lot of overlap with romance and general/literary fiction. As we note in the preceding section, women’s fiction is very popular in Christian fiction. Bookstores may choose to shelve women’s fiction in any of these categories.

				Do you have to be a woman to write women’s fiction? No, but we suspect it helps. What you must do is to connect well with your readers, who will be overwhelmingly women. If you write well, you have a good chance of getting published in this category and earning a fair bit of money.

				Children’s fiction

				Children’s fiction includes stories for anyone up to about age 12. There are several different age ranges and many different publishers. This is a highly specialized field, with different rules for each age group.

				The children’s fiction category includes a number of subcategories. Your best bet is to study the Web sites of the publishers who do the particular type of book you want to write. They can tell you what your parameters are.

				[image: remember.eps]You must respect your audience. Children know when you’re talking down to them. Define your niche carefully and then do your homework. You need to study children’s fiction extremely carefully before you try writing it.

				For more information on writing for children (and teens), consider picking up a copy of Writing Children’s Books For Dummies, by Lisa Rojany Buccieri and Peter Economy (Wiley).

				Young adult fiction

				Young adult (YA) fiction is typically written for the 12-to-18 age bracket. Like children’s fiction, this is a very specialized field, and you need to study the existing books carefully.

				Young adult fiction offers quite a bit of latitude. The genres are not so precisely defined, and you have freedom to step out and create something entirely new, as J. K. Rowling did with her Harry Potter series and Stephenie Meyer did with her Twilight series.

				You can write YA fiction in most of the genres available for adults — romance, thrillers, mysteries, science fiction, fantasy, or horror. If you choose to write in one of these genres, read a number of similar books and study the guidelines of your target publishers.

				[image: remember.eps]Young adults are practically adults, but they don’t belong to your generation. You’re probably an old fogey to them, so you need to spend enough time with them enough to understand their language and culture.

				Picking your category and subcategory

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]The preceding sections discuss the major categories at some length. Before you begin writing your novel, you need to make two decisions. Get out a piece of paper and answer these questions:

				What is your book’s major category?

				What is your book’s specific subcategory?

				Decide this now — rather than after 400 pages of hard work on a novel that may turn out to belong to no discernible category with no particular audience.

				[image: tip.eps]After you choose your category, read enough novels in your category so that you’re an expert in it. You need to know what’s been done a zillion times and what will be considered new and fresh. We can’t tell you that — it’s up to you to read, read, read until you know your category inside out.

				Finding Your Category’s Requirements

				Different categories have very different requirements. In the earlier sections of this chapter, we talk about identifying your specific category, subcategory, and audience. We also ask you to identify several authors you’d like to emulate in your writing. If you haven’t done those tasks yet, do them now, because in this section, you use that information to figure out the special requirements for your book.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Write down the following requirements list for your novel, and as you read this section, fill in the blanks:

				Word count: _______________

				Number of major characters: _____

				Story’s acceptable levels of the following elements (on a scale of 0 to 10):

				 • Romantic tension: _____

				 • Sensuality: _____

				 • Humor: _____

				 • Spirituality: _____

				 • Offensive language: _____

				 • Action/adventure: _____

				 • Violence: _____

				 • Suspense: _____

				 • Enigma: _____

				Emotional driver: _______________

				Targeting your word count

				Novels for adults typically run from 60,000 to 120,000 words or more. An average-length novel is between 80,000 and 100,000 words. These ranges are pretty wide, so you may be thinking that you don’t need to worry about your word count. Maybe; maybe not.

				Certain publishing houses have tight word-count requirements. This is especially true of specialized lines of romance novels, where the number of pages may be exactly defined and you aren’t given much margin of error at all. If you’re writing a romance novel, you may already be targeting a particular line. Look up the guidelines on that publisher’s Web site and find out right now what the word count of your novel needs to be.

				Other categories in which you may have tight word-count requirements are mysteries or science fiction novels that fit into an existing line. If you’re targeting one of these, check the publisher’s Web site for requirements.

				Children’s novels are generally much shorter than novels for adults, and books for young adults are often shorter than adult-level novels, but they can be long in exceptional cases. Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, by J. K. Rowling, ran to 255,000 words.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]For any category, you can always make a rough estimate of your target word count by choosing a book in your category that’s about the length of the book you’d like to write. Find a full page of text in the middle of the first chapter and count the words on that page. Multiply this by the number of pages. Round the result to the nearest 5,000 words.

				For example, suppose you count 321 words on the second page and you see that the book has 418 pages. Multiplying those two numbers gives you 134,178 words. Rounding that to the nearest 5,000 words gives you an estimate of 135,000 words. Write that down as your target word count. (That’s a pretty long book, by the way.)

				Accounting for major characters

				Your novel will have a certain group of characters who get most of the airtime. If you have too few major characters, you may not have a dense enough storyline. If you have too many, you may dilute your story and confuse your readers. You don’t need to pick an exact number of main characters before you write, but you do need to know what a reasonable number is for your category.

				How many can you have? The minimum number of characters is obviously one, although most novels have more. The maximum number can be quite large. The Godfather had at least ten major characters. The Lord of the Rings had dozens.

				Again, a lot depends on your category. If you’re writing a romance novel, you probably need a hero and heroine and possibly a villain or love interest. That may well be all the major characters you need — it’s enough for a classic love triangle — although you’ll have plenty of minor characters.

				On the other hand, if you’re writing a mystery, you need a corpse and a detective. You also need several suspects, some friends for your detective, and some antagonists. That can add up to a dozen important characters.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Think of a few books that are like the one you want to write. How many major characters do they have? Two? Five? Ten? Twenty? Pick a number that seems reasonable and write that down. (Note: You may get a better idea of how many characters you need if you think of which roles you need to fill — heroes, villains, sidekicks, and so on. See Chapter 7 for details.)

				Determining levels of action, romance, and all that

				Readers of different categories and subcategories have extremely different ideas of what’s acceptable in a novel. You need to think about what those expectations are in advance. If you write a novel that isn’t acceptable to your audience, then a publisher isn’t going to care whether it’s acceptable to you; the publisher is in business to sell books.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]The purpose of this exercise is to make sure you know — before you write your book — what’s appropriate to your reading audience for your category. This can save you years of wasted effort, so it’s worth taking some time to do this work now. Here’s how to get a sense of reader expectations and set some guidelines for your novel:

				 1. Understand the different story aspects, including romantic tension, sensuality, humor, spirituality, offensive language, action/adventure, violence, suspense, and enigma.

				We discuss these story aspects later in this section.

				 2. Consider how much of each aspect appears in other novels in your category.

				 Where can you find the official rules on what’s acceptable? You can’t. That’s why you should be reading books in your chosen category — so you can sort out the unspoken rules that everybody knows.

				 We like to rate books on a scale of 0 to 10 in each story aspect. For example, the amount of violence in Pride and Prejudice is very low — we rate it a 0. The amount of romantic tension is high — we give it a 10.

				Note: Try to measure quantity, not quality. For example, the amount of violence in the movie Casablanca is moderate — we give it a 5. The amount of violence in Rambo is much higher — probably a 10. The quantity of violence in each movie is about what its viewers expect, and you could argue that the quality of violence in each case is therefore high. But whenever quality becomes an issue, endless arguments ensue, which we’d rather avoid.

				 3. Decide how much of each story aspect is acceptable to your ideal reader.

				 Usually, you assign a range of values. For example, if you’re writing a romance novel, your audience expects a lot of romantic tension, so you probably want a range of 9–10. For certain categories, your audience won’t really care about certain aspects, so you may be able to assign a full range of 0–10.

				 Can you push the edges of acceptability as you write? Yes, of course. Bend the edges, but don’t break them. If you don’t know where that fine line is, then read some more books in your category or talk to experienced authors, agents, or editors.

				Now look over the following list, which defines the story aspects and gives you a general idea of the categories in which high or low levels of those aspects may be essential:

				Romantic tension: Romantic tension is the potential for love in a story. Romance novels and women’s fiction typically require high levels of romantic tension. Most other genres consider a wide range acceptable — a little, a lot, or anything in between. Children’s fiction typically has very little romantic tension.

				Sensuality: Sensuality is explicit sexual activity in a story. Some romance subcategories accept very little sensuality, and some erotic subcategories require the maximum. Children’s fiction and Christian fiction allow essentially none. Most other categories tolerate a fairly wide range of sensuality.

				Humor: Humor is anything that’s funny. Most fiction is improved by a bit of humor, but incorporating it is tricky because people’s tastes in humor vary widely. All the categories of fiction allow a wide range here. This is the one story aspect you get to decide, and you probably won’t violate your reader’s expectations, no matter which category you write for.

				Spirituality: Spirituality is a sense of transcendence over the material world. In most categories, less spirituality is considered preferable to more. However, Christian fiction generally prefers more, so long as it keeps within the bounds of historic Christianity. Literary fiction is accepting of a high level of spirituality of just about any flavor, as long as it meets the demanding standards of literary quality. Some fantasy subcategories also favor high levels of spirituality, often in unconventional directions.

				Offensive language: Offensive language is language that is crude or uses curse words. Most readers in most categories accept a wide range of offensive language these days. Obvious exceptions are children’s fiction and Christian fiction, which accept essentially none. Readers of military fiction and certain kinds of thrillers and crime fiction generally expect very high levels of offensive language.

				Action/adventure: Action/adventure includes excitement along the lines of car chases, burning buildings, narrow escapes from death, exploding helicopters, and shooting. It doesn’t necessarily include violence, which involves bodily injury. Some categories, such as thrillers and some types of mysteries, expect high levels of action. Other categories, such as women’s fiction and romance, generally expect much less. Most other categories accept a wide range.

				Violence: Violence involves bodily injury, blood, broken bones, or death. As with action, violence is not merely accepted but expected in most thrillers and many mysteries. It’s far less acceptable in romance, women’s fiction, Christian fiction, and children’s fiction. All other categories are accepting of a very wide range of violence.

				Suspense: Suspense is the anticipation of something horrible. This is different from both action and violence. The movie Witness is an example of a story with quite a lot of suspense but not much action or violence. Thrillers and mysteries generally have very high levels of suspense. Romance, women’s fiction, and children’s fiction have much less (with the exception of romantic suspense). All other categories allow a very wide range.

				Enigma: An enigma is an unsolved puzzle, secret, or mystery that requires a solution. Mysteries obviously require high levels of this aspect. Thrillers often have quite a lot of enigma (in cases where the reader doesn’t know who the villain is), but they can also have none at all (in novels where the reader sees both the hero and villain with equal time). Because any unexplained secret contributes an atmosphere of enigma, this component is very acceptable in any category, even children’s fiction or romance, where long-buried family secrets are a staple. However, enigma isn’t required in any category except mysteries.

				Why don’t we simply give you a table of acceptable ranges for all the categories? Because we can’t. There are a very large number of subcategories, and nobody could possibly keep track of the tastes of the audiences for all of them for all age ranges. Your job as a writer is to define your target audience and category (as we explain earlier in the chapter), research your tiny little niche of the market, and figure out the boundaries for yourself.

				Identifying your story’s emotional driver

				Fiction is about giving your reader a powerful emotional experience. Therefore, every story must have one or more emotional drivers — the particular emotions that you’re trying to excite in your reader. It’s easy to make a long list of possible emotional drivers: love, lust, fear, horror, jealousy, anger, revenge, greed, sorrow, guilt, and so on.

				[image: exercise_creativewriting.eps]Decide which emotions your novel will deliver. Choose two or three. They should be appropriate to your category, but choosing very different emotions is quite all right. One of them should be primary; you add the others for extra flavor. Remember that having too many drivers is as bad as having too few, so limit yourself. You can save some for your next novel.

				The main requirement here is that if you’re writing in a category that demands one particular emotional driver, then that needs to be your primary driver. If you’re writing a romance, love has to be your primary driver. If you’re writing a thriller, you should use fear or horror instead. Aside from this limitation, you’re free to choose almost any combination of emotional drivers that you want, so long as they’re all considered acceptable within your category. (For example, the lust driver won’t be accepted in children’s fiction or Christian fiction; likewise, depression wouldn’t fly very well in a James Bond type spy novel.)
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