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What They’re Saying

 

“I’ve been working with Mark on my autobiography for several months. He is insightful, talented, and a wonderful asset in bringing my life’s story to the page. He made it possible and pleasant. And fun!” – K.C.

 

“5 Stars for an informative, and inspiring online workshop given by Mark McNease. The well organized 2 hour workshop provided just the right amount of content to help writers begin their creative path.  As an author of three books I found this course provided new insights into the craft of writing as well as reinforced others that needed a refresh.” – Robert M.

 

“Level up your writing game! I recently took this workshop and transformed my skills. McNease is a pro – always as an author I’ve long enjoyed, and now as an instructor. His knowledge and passion for writing are infectious.” – Rick R.

 

“I’m just beginning to dabble in fiction writing, so I was nervous about participating in Mark’s workshop, worried that I would not belong among more-experienced writers. It turns out that I had nothing to worry about! I was warmly welcomed and encouraged by Mark and the other participants. Mark’s workshop was logically organized, well-paced, and packed with useful information. I highly, highly (yes, that’s repetitive) recommend this workshop for anybody interested in beginning or moving forward in their writing journey. You won’t be disappointed.” – Amanda M.

 

“I had a blast! Mr. McNease’s workshop was a revelation. His ability to quickly break through this writer’s inhibition and get you to simply write is refreshing.  He quickly set my mind at ease! Highly recommend him.” – Al M.

 

“As someone who isn’t a writer, I was a bit nervous about attending this workshop. I needn’t have been, because the relaxed and convivial tone Mark set had me feeling like I was at a retreat rather than a classroom. He employed thought-provoking prompts which stirred something within me, and I not only did some writing but I thoroughly enjoyed the process. I’d happily recommend his workshops to anyone looking for an out-of-the-box way to connect with themselves or others.” – Randi S.

 

“Mark McNease’s KDP workshop takes a potentially overwhelming path to self-publishing and makes it both practical and manageable.  The workshop covers the most salient points for navigating the KDP site and addresses tips for avoiding glitches with fonts and formats.  Mark provides materials to reinforce the presentation and tales of his own fifteen-year journey in the self-publishing world.  I highly recommend the experience for both beginning and seasoned writers.” - Victoria Short, author of Find Your Mini Pumpkin 

 

 


 

Dedication

 

For my mentors 

Bob Delegall and Sal Romeo

somewhere across the universe.

 

And for all the others who teach us

to believe in ourselves.

 

 

 


 

 

Introduction

 

 

Once upon a time there was a boy with a vivid imagination—some might say wild—who loved the astonishing variety of worlds offered to him in books and stories. He was very fond of reading Edgar Allan Poe and Nathanial Hawthorn, highlighting all the big words they used, which he would then look up in a dictionary. It expanded both his ability to envision all these worlds, and his own vocabulary. He was determined not to be left behind just because he didn’t know the meanings of ‘tertiary’ or ‘circumlocution,’ or ‘succinct.’ It was like learning a foreign language he already spoke, a set of keys to mysterious passageways leading away from his everyday life into places that had been unimaginable the day before. 

The boy knew by the age of ten that he, too, wanted to create worlds that first existed in his mind. He wanted to detail them, populate them, and color them in with words. He started writing short stories in spiral notebooks, and by the time he was a teenager his fate was sealed. He would write or cease to exist. Creating was both his only way in, and his only way out. Out of the challenges a young boy faces. Out of the confusion, out of the grey areas. He knew what salvation was—he’d been to church many times—and he knew the written word would be his. 

Many years later, he offers what he’s learned in this slim volume: the essentials of fiction writing, how to create characters who are as alive as the man driven mad by the beating of a heart beneath the floorboards, or a woman brought up among a family of circus freaks, or a widow solving murders in a small river town. How to take what’s been written and publish it, from ebook to paperback to audiobook. And how to get from ‘Blank Page to Bookshelf’ with determination, discipline, and a very wild imagination. 

 

- Mark McNease

 


 

 

Actually, You Can

 

 

I have several talismans situated around my writing desk: a Day of the Dead skull I got in Mexico City on a business trip long ago; an Edgar Allan Poe pendant dangling on a nail; a wooden heart with wings spreading out to the sides. The two Emmys for co-creating and writing a children’s program (Into the Outdoors) don’t really count as talismans, but they don’t hurt. They raise their globes to the ceiling on shelves just above my sight line.

Another creative helper, if you will, is a small wooden block with the words ‘Actually, I Can’ written on it. I loved it the instant I saw it, and I fastened it to the corkboard on the wall above my computer monitor. Long before I bought it in a local shop, I’d believed it to be true. Actually, I can. I’ve believed it since I was a teenager who was certain I wanted to be a writer. I’ve never been an imposter and don’t indulge in thinking I am. Perhaps beginning to write at the age of ten, and knowing it was both my rescue and the one thing I would want to do my entire life, the through line of it all, helped me be sure. There have been many times I’ve wondered if I could finish something I was writing, but never a moment’s doubt that I could write. 

This book is the product of fifty years of writing, and fifteen years of self-publishing. Being both highly controlling and someone who always worked ‘a regular job’ until two years ago, I had to learn to do it all—graphic arts for cover design, publishing platforms from Kindle Direct Publishing (KDP), to IngramSpark, to ACX for audiobooks, to website design, to promotion and advertising. I refer to myself as a one-person production company, and that’s very true. It’s also very rewarding.

To the voice in my head that occasionally told me I just couldn’t do this, I say, Actually, I can. 

And so can you.

 


 

 

Why We Write

 

 

If you’re reading this, there’s a better than even chance you’re a writer, or you want to be one, or you’re somewhere along the transition between dreaming it and making it so. My personal conviction is that a writer writes, just as a dancer dances and a painter paints. Who tells someone painting on a canvas or drawing on paper that they cannot claim to be a painter or artist until they’ve had their own gallery show? Or even until they sell a painting? Who tells someone twirling on a dancefloor that they cannot be a dancer until they’ve debuted on a stage or been paid for their movements through space and time?  If you write, you are a writer. You may be somewhere on a scale from aspiring to accomplished (however you define that), but when you put words to paper you are a writer. Accept it. Embrace it. Don’t doubt it. It’s one thing to question the quality of what you’ve written, but never question that you’ve written it.

I know there is disagreement about this. I know there are a great many people, especially in the publishing industry, that maintain you are not a writer, and certainly not an author, until you have an agent, or a book deal with a traditional publisher, or some other official recognition and validation, and they’re free to think that. But remember you are also free to ignore it. The sooner we acknowledge our own writer-ness, the sooner we can let go of confining ourselves and our sense of accomplishment to what other people expect. 

In my workshops, I emphasize that I consider it my job, and my duty, to encourage participants to explore their creativity with writing. That’s why they’re taking the workshop. Some of them have never written before, while others have novels in drawers, and still others have published their stories and books. Expressing ourselves with writing can be a fragile and precious thing. I would never want to discourage anyone. Who am I to do that, anyway? I want to be a nurturer, a bit of nutrient and water and sunshine, allowing the participants’ imagination and confidence to grow. 

Sometimes what comes from this fertile soil is a finished work ready to be published. That’s what this book is about: how to take that world you’ve created and make it available for everyone to visit.  


 

 

Fiction Essentials

 

 

There’s a reason those of us who write fiction choose this form of literary expression as opposed to, say, biography, or history, or essays. To write fiction is to design worlds that did not exist before we brought them forth from the depths of our creativity. That’s certainly why I started on this path. I was a child who loved to read, learn new words, and delight in all the new adventures I went on between the pages of books. There was something very transporting about reading an Edgar Allan Poe story, or heading off into the galaxy with Frank Herbert. I could dare myself to enter the horror of a Stephen King story, or its scientific twin by Michael Crighton (Andromeda Strain was quite a thrill to this 11-year-old when it was first published). My equal love of literary fiction came later with James Baldwin, Katherine Dunn, Toni Morrison, Alice Walker and so many more. In my teens I devoured poetry by contemporary masters of the form, from Charles Bukowski to Nikki Giovanni. (I always tell writers if they want to develop a better ear, read poetry. It teaches us economy of language, as well as pacing, rhythm and sound.)

Writing, like reading, can offer us a way of understanding an often incomprehensible world. Especially for children. My love of books made trips to the library among my favorite outings. Later it became browsing a bookstore—any bookstore—and that remains the case all these years later. Few things enthrall me like entering a room filled with books and seeing all those colorful spines, each one an invitation to go somewhere.

To write fiction is to be the person offering that invitation to ourselves and to others. It says, Follow me, I’m about to head off to a most marvelous place, with interesting people who have amazing stories to tell. Let’s go! We’re the ticket taker and the guide, and we are always the first in line.

 

Something to Try

 

As we approach the entrance, the first step of this journey into the how and why, let’s stop to consider why we’re going on it.


		Write about why you write. What motivated you to want to do this? Was it something you’ve desired since childhood, or did it offer itself to you later in life? 

		What do you think writing is?

		What kind of writing do you currently do, or want to do? And why?

		What do you want to get out of it? Is it a solitary pleasure, or something you want to offer the world?

		Are you prepared to do the work? If you’re already doing it, know there is always more.



 

 


 

​

Why Didn’t I Think Of That?

 

 

Every story starts with an idea.  Where do these ideas come from? You may overhear a conversation in a diner and begin spinning it into a tale in your story-mind. Or you may see a poster on a utility pole searching for a missing cat. Black Cat White Paws, with a photograph of the cat and a phone number to reach its panicked owner. Or an empty swimming pool where suddenly you envision a dead body at the bottom. It was fall, and the pool had been emptied. All it held was a pile of brown leaves and a dead man near the drain. How did he get there? Was he murdered?
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