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INTRODUCTION

Let me make one thing clear. I’m not a pro at this whole author-publisher thing.

Well, technically, if you make money doing something, that makes you a professional. So… I guess I qualify. I write and have made some financial return – I guess I’m an amateur pro.

I’m also a mother. In that, I’m a pro. I quickly absorb vast amounts of information in stressful situations and love to share my newly acquired knowledge with anyone willing – or unwilling – to listen.

I began writing and publishing long enough ago to make mistakes and learn from them, but not so long ago that I’ve forgotten the pain. I have new systems in place, but before I forget the details, I want to pass along my glorious amounts of wisdom.

Like any good mother, I want to share both the good and the bad with you. I want you to follow a clear path with fewer speed bumps and avoid the same traps I hit.

Disclaimers:

1) What I’m sharing is accurate as of Spring 2026. In the fast-paced world of indie publishing, things may change. At least you have a starting point and may find questions you hadn’t thought to ask.

2) Any product mentioned is simply because I’ve heard of it. Most I have not used, but I know they are out there and may be useful to you. I do not make any financial gain from mentioning them, and I’ll do my very best to keep comments neutral.

***

Here’s the stuff I wish someone had calmly explained

before I panicked.

 


 

SO YOU WANNA WRITE. BUT…

Are you a ‘pantser’—or a ‘plotter’?

Huh?

Do you start with a general sense of where the story will go and love to see where your mind takes you as the chapters unfold? Or do you have everything mapped out ahead of time? Do you already know the name of the neighbor’s cat and exactly which plant in your yard he likes to dig up?

In any writing community, authors love to talk about their preferred method and the glitches and hang-ups each one brings. Usually, it doesn’t matter whether you fly by the seat of your pants or plot everything out ahead of time. At some point, you will find a middle ground. You will find the preferred method that is instinctually and perfectly for you.

That being said, when I started writing, I lived in my own bubble. I didn’t know about extremely useful tools that could have helped me from the beginning. Some were ‘duh’ moments, and others were ‘I didn’t think of that!’. Now, I don’t start any new project without them—no matter what my actual writing style is.

You may be knee-deep in writing your first book, or already finished, but there are a few practical writing tips that might help iron out some stress wrinkles and improve your system.

 

Character Sheet

Might seem like a no-brainer, and I had something that could qualify as one… a random list of notes on a few scraps of paper.

Then I had moments of ‘Oh, crap, what color were her eyes?’ ‘Was his tattoo on his left shoulder or his right?’ That’s when I realized I needed something more concrete. One place to put everything.

Mine is embarrassingly long, and most of the information I write about a character is completely useless—except that I really, truly get to know the inner mind of an imaginary person I create. I might not ever mention religion in my books, but maybe a character has a strong moral sense, and it shows in how he treats others. Or she is hiding a knee injury under long skirts, limping to the left when it’s cold, and that becomes the reason the two leads meet.

Writing down the bones of the characters will help solidify your book. Also, you will have one place to go, either on paper or on the computer, to track down that her eyes are green.

There are many free, downloadable templates on the web you can gather ideas from. Here is a basic example of one I created. I recommend taking time to compare other examples and create your own that is more in-depth. 
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Style Sheet

Simply put, a style sheet is your very own personal dictionary.

But it’s more than that. It’s a one-page log of weird words that can slip past a computer proofreader. Is it OK or okay, hiccup or hiccough? AM, am, A.M., or a.m.? If you have to look it up twice—write it down. But try to keep it to a single page.

There are several official style guides that ensure consistency in grammar, punctuation, formatting, and citations, such as the AP Stylebook for journalism and the Chicago Manual of Style for non-fiction. Each guide is available as a book and can be read online. That said, in fiction, the rules are slightly more relaxed, and consistency is most important.

One thing I learned early on is that I truly can’t live without my personal style sheet. I didn’t know they existed until I took a writing course, and then I realized that real writers weren’t magically remembering everything. I don’t remember all the small writing rules that matter, like whether an album title is in italics or in quotes, or whether a particular food is capitalized.

Writing my first book became daunting. By the time I reached page 300, I had sticky notes everywhere. Yes, I could go back through my manuscript to find the last time I used the word, but that only made me lose track of my storyline. It doesn’t help that I’m writing a fictional book set in Korea, so words like hyeongwan make me pause.

Style sheets can be in whatever format works best for you. With a quick Google search, you can find several examples to get an idea, then make your own. 

As an example, here is my working style sheet for book two of my Insatiable7 series, which follows a boy K-pop group. This system works for me. I like the ‘miscellaneous’ boxes for items like apartment numbers, album and “song titles,” and pet names (if they are male or female). I can also include a note that a sansjang is the outdoor fitness area, while a sinbaljang is the shoe cubby by the front door.

I do break my own rule and include a second page. My excuse is that I’m writing a series. When I finish a book, I make a new copy of my page in preparation for the next book. All words specific to the first book but probably won’t be needed again go into one column on the second page. Then, let’s say in book six I want to mention the family restaurant from book one… I can check the style sheet and, in the book one column, quickly find that the restaurant name was ‘MinGo’. No digging through past paperbacks or Word documents… It’s right there.

(True confession: in my final proofread of this very chapter I found I had misspelled Insatiable7 — my own series name. Style sheet. Use it.)
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ALLLLL the extras

Okay. Not alllll of them.

Another fun trick I learned in my writing class that helps tremendously is using pictures.

Get ideas out of your head and onto paper or into a computer file. Does your character live in an apartment? Draw it. It doesn’t have to be exact or pretty. But having a clear image of what the main character sees when they walk through the front door can help. Does he see the couch? Is it centered or pushed against the wall? The kitchen… is there an island? Where is the sink? What does the house or apartment look like on the outside? The clearer the image you have, the better you can write about it.

Are you writing a pirate book that includes various ships? Find good images and save them. Tape them to your wall and write a quick bullet-point summary: number of guns, sails, decks, etc. What costumes would they wear? 
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