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  Welcome to the world of coffee. I mean writing.

 

 

            I’ve been writing forever.

            As a kid, I created stories and shared them with my family and friends. In high school, I started an “underground newspaper” (which had more in common with Mad magazine than any real journalism) and created a musical comedy that our drama club put on, which was held over for more performances. In college, I wrote for the college newspaper and of course, papers for my various courses. In law school, I was editor of the student newspaper. After graduation, I had a column for a small Boston newspaper as well as for the newsletter for a lobbying group I worked for. I then helped to establish a live action role-playing game and created material for the gaming world while writing and editing all the newsletters, Rule Books and Players’ Guides. And of course, as a lawyer, I submitted lots of briefs and articles. Finally, as I reached middle age, I tried fiction, and found that hey, people like it. As of today, I’ve had six novels, a novella, six non-fiction books, thirteen anthologies I’ve edited, and around twenty short stories published in various anthologies and magazines.

            And the more I write, the better I get.

            It didn’t matter whether it was fiction or nonfiction, my skills improved for both.

 



 

“Writing fiction and non-fiction differ and yet are the same. By that I mean that both forms of writing have a story to tell. In fiction, the story comes from your imagination (and research); in non-fiction, the story is derived from fact.” —Janice Gable Bashman



 

 

            Writing is like any other activity requiring skill— when you first start out, you suck. I get embarrassed when I look back at the early stuff I produced. (Ten years from now, I’ll look back at stuff I’m doing today and I’ll be embarrassed. Not as embarrassed, admittedly…) But that’s normal. Sucking at some-thing is the first step to getting good at it.

            So, my first piece of advice: write, even if you aren’t planning to publish anything. Lots of authors started off writing fan fiction, creating stories with characters from their favorite book or movie, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that (unless you mistakenly think you can sell that to the owner of the copyright or publish it yourself and not get caught). Go ahead and write that fan fiction! More power to you! You’ll have a great time writing it, and even if no one ever sees it except the other fans, you’ll improve your writing skills and learn a lot. I will never criticize someone who has fun writing what they want to write.

 



 

“The biggest mistake I see aspiring authors make is deciding up front that they want to write for franchises. I constantly hear, ‘I have an idea for a Star Trek novel! How do I sell it?’ Well, the answer is, you don’t. Pocket Books isn’t actively looking for new authors. And agents aren’t looking to rep novels that they can only sell to one market. I always tell them that if they have an idea that’s really that compelling, come up with original characters and an original universe, and sell that. That way you have any number of markets you can approach, and you own all the underlying rights.” —Peter David



 

 

            Just write. Often. A lot. No one picks up a guitar and instantly becomes Eric Clapton. No one grabs a pencil and morphs into Leonardo DaVinci. No one picks up a basketball and plays like Wilt Chamberlain. And no one sits at a computer keyboard and becomes Charles Dickens.

 



 

“The only way to improve as a writer is through trial and error. You need to write, a lot, and learn from your mistakes.” —David Wellington



 

 

            And despite what some writing advice books will tell you (“You must write at least 1,000 words a day!”), do this at your own pace. Do what feels comfortable to you. But at least do it. You’ll never improve without it.

            So don’t get depressed. It’s okay to suck at first. And no matter how good you think you are, trust me—if you keep up at it, eventually you will look back and realize that you only improved over time, and that stuff you thought was so great no longer meets your standards.

            This book is meant to help aspiring writers in ways beyond just making you feel better about writing and, well, not sucking. It’s a collection of short essays that I’ve written over the years, sharing what I have learned about writing and the business of publishing. I’ve tried to organize all these thoughts into some semblance of order, but it didn’t always work—some topics cross many categories. And because it’s a collection of essays, sometimes advice may be repeated, or you may think something I wrote in one essay contradicts something in a previous one. On the other hand, you don’t have to read this book in order, either. You can open it anywhere and hopefully, there will be some advice in there that will mean something to you.

            Some of what I say here will be obvious. Maybe only ten percent will be useful, but that ten percent will be different for each person. I know that when I learned or discovered some of the things here, I thought, “That’s obvious! So why didn’t I think of it before?”

            This book is intended to be a quick and easy read with very basic advice, meant to point you in the right direction. Almost every chapter in the book can be expanded upon, and in fact, you can find entire books discussing any one of the topics I bring up—so search those out if you want more detailed lessons.

            So then why listen to me—Who am I to tell you what to do? And what can I share with you that other books on the same topic have not, including those written by hugely successful authors?

            Other books may give more advice, different advice, contradictory advice. And none of them are wrong.

            My favorite quote about writing comes from Somerset Maughan: “There are three rules for the writing of a novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.” And what that means should be clear: No one can agree on the best writing advice, because it’s so personal. We’re all just throwing ideas at you, and then you can decide what works for you and what doesn’t. Read as many of these books as you think you need to. The more advice you get, the better, and you can pick and choose which advice works best for you. There’s no bad writing advice—there’s just writing advice that isn’t right for you.

            And in case it’s not clear from what I’ve said so far, let me emphasize: Writing is hard. It may look easy, but it isn’t. People who think writing is easy are usually writing crap. Writing well takes skill, patience, and hard work. It’s a skill like any other, which you need to practice until it gets easy—but it never gets easy, because then you’re smart enough to realize you could always be better. (More on this later.)

            In my years, I’ve talked to and interviewed many writers, and I’ve found that they often fall into two categories:

            First, there are the brooders who think they’re no good. “I can’t stand what I’ve written! I refuse to look at it again. No one will buy this book, because I’m such a terrible writer!”

            Then there are the egotists who think they can do no wrong. “This is a masterpiece! It’s the best book ever written! It’s sure to be a best seller and be made into a movie!”

            You know where I’m going with this, right? That the truth is that there are some absolutely terrible and some amazingly talented writers in each group. The key is to mesh these two opposing personalities into a seasoned writer who knows when their work really sucks and when it is a masterpiece.

            Still, the problem arises when you recognize which of these categories you fall into, and then learning to take a step back and trying to view your own work objectively. That’s not easy. It’s always difficult for any creative person to look at their own work and analyze it fairly. And that’s understandable. Your children are smarter, prettier, and more talented than everyone else’s children, right? And let’s face it—you write the kind of stuff you like to read, so you’d probably start off biased in favor of it, even if it had been written by someone else. So try to step back and read it as if you weren’t already in love with it.

            It’s important to have a healthy ego and be proud of your work. It’s what keeps you striving and happy. Many authors in that first group never get very far because they’re not confident enough in their own work to promote it properly (or even finish what they started).

            But at the same time, you have to know your limitations. I am perfectly aware that I am not a great writer—but I am very proud that I am a good writer! I can be proud of my characters and my plot twists and the way I keep my story moving while acknowledging that I’m still learning the techniques to make it read even better. And I’m constantly aware that I have to keep working at it, and that I will improve the more I do.

            Anyway, welcome to the world of writing. Hope you get something out of my comments. I’ve also included some insightful quotes from writers, editors and agents I’ve interviewed over the years. (Keep in mind that I mostly write fantasy and science fiction, so the authors I have interviewed primarily write the same.)

 



 

“What advice would I give to a starting author? Quit. If you’re going to be discouraged, be discouraged now and save yourself all that time and frustration. But if being told to quit just pisses you off, then maybe you have the determination to keep going no matter how frustrated you get.” —David Gerrold


  The main thing to remember about writing advice

 

 

            This is not a science. This is an art. For any rule a writing teacher may give you, there is a very successful author who has broken it. Even grammatical rules have been broken. Just ask James Joyce.

            You are reading this book. That means you’re not a successful writer yet. Yet. So therefore, I advise you to listen to those who are successful and pay attention. The rules are there for a reason.

            And when I talk about “the rules,” I am referring not just to grammatical rules but generic rules about how to tell a good story, how to keep them turning pages, and how to get readers interested in your work in the first place. (Basically, all the stuff we’re going to delve into in this book.)

            I had a conversation with one of the authors in an anthology I edited that went something like this (adjusted for humor):

            Me: You need to cut out the first six pages and start the story here.

            Writer: Why?

            Me: Because you need to grab readers earlier. All this other stuff is background that isn’t important to the story.

            Writer: But I want it to establish character. Who says I have to start off with action?

            Me: That’s what every writer’s seminar will advise you to do.

            Writer: Well, you don’t have to listen to the Man! Break the rules once in a while! Who are you to say we should do what they say?

            Me: I’m the editor. And if you don’t do it, I won’t buy your story.

            Writer: Ah, okay. Why didn’t you say that before? (grumble grumble)

            You’ll get lots of advice from authors as you hone your craft: Don’t use prologues. Introduce information gradually, not in an “info dump.” Show, don’t tell.

            Go ahead, google “rules for writing” and see how many pop up. The most famous (and best, in my opinion) comes from Elmore Leonard:

                        1. Never open a book with weather.

                        2. Avoid prologues.

                        3. Never use a verb other than “said” to carry dialogue.

                        4. Never use an adverb to modify the verb “said”… he admonished gravely.

                        5. Keep your exclamation points under control.

                                    You are allowed no more than two or three per 100,000 words of prose.

                        6. Never use the words “suddenly” or “all hell broke loose.”

                        7. Use regional dialect, patois, sparingly.

                        8. Avoid detailed descriptions of characters.

                        9. Don’t go into great detail describing places and things.

                        10. Try to leave out the part that readers tend to skip.

            While this was meant to be a humorous list, in essence, he is correct. These are good rules—especially that last one. (If you’re reviewing your work before publication and find yourself skimming over your own writing, you can bet readers will, too.)

            But we writers don’t like to be trapped. We like to be creative. We like to break the rules!

            Well, don’t. Unless you can. And if you can, do it to perfection.

            There are wonderful examples of writers who break the rules all the time, because they know how. They have the experience (and perhaps talent) the rest of us don’t have.

 



 

“The worst writing advice I ever got was ‘Never open a story with a line of dialog.’ This bit of nonsense is actual ‘advice’ I got from a self-styled ‘expert’ on an internet-based critique forum when I was just starting out.

          There are a lot of people out there handing out advice or even trying to sell it who really don’t know what they’re talking about. It’s always a good idea to check the bona fides of anyone offering writing advice, to see if they ever managed to leverage their own wisdom into a sort of career you might like to emulate.” —Alex Shvartsman



 

 

            Follow the rules as much as you can when you’re getting started. People are advising you to follow them for a reason. They’re not just being mean and stifling your creative genius. You do want people to read your work, don’t you?

            Jazz musicians break the rules all the time. They play notes that don’t belong in that key, change time signatures to contradict what the other musicians are playing, and just go with the feel. And they’ve spent years learning the rules to know when and how to break them.

            Inexperienced newbies doing those things just make noise.


  Things you should not say to writers

 

 

            These are things said to me over the years, and from my discussions with other writers, they’ve had the same experience. When you meet a writer and want to get advice from them, please don’t say these things:

            “I wish I had the time to write.” Yes, of course, because this is just a little hobby and your time is so much more important than mine. Look, if you want to be a writer, you have to find time to write. Very few of us are independently wealthy. We all have jobs and families and responsibilities and the exact same 24 hours in a day as you do. We found the time, and so could you if you really wanted to do this.

 



 

“If you can’t find time to write, you’re not a writer. That’s not to be glib, but some people would rather talk about the reasons they can’t do something than just do it. (My son and his homework spring to mind.) You either do it or you don’t. If you don’t write, you’re not a writer.” —Tad Williams



 

 

            “How much did you have to pay to get your book published?” Me? I never paid one cent; my publishers and agent send me checks every six months, though. This is insulting because the implication is that the only reason your book is published is because you published it yourself. Even if it was self-published, the amount paid to do so has nothing to do with the quality of the book, so that’s still quite an insult to the writer.

            “Will you read my book and give me comments?” There are editors out there who do that for a living. They get paid to do that. If I have spare time, I would rather be working on my next book or reading something I really want to read for entertainment. You’re asking me to work. Do I go to your job and ask you to do it for me for free? Plus there are legal issues: Suppose the book I’m working on has something similar. The next thing I know, you’re suing me even though your book had nothing to do with mine. Come on, you know it’s happened. (Note: this is different from asking me to read your completed book that’s about to be published and then give you a quote for the cover blurb.)

            “I don’t read books.” So why tell me? More importantly, why do people who say this act proud? “Oh, books, they’re for the little people. I watch films and TV shows instead.” Yeah, I am so impressed.

            “What’s taking you so long to finish your book?” It only takes a day to read it; why should I take a year to write it? Look, if I can get 1000 words down in a day, I consider that a pretty good accomplishment, especially since I have to find time to do it between work and life (see above). I can’t find time to do that every single day. My last few books averaged around 80,000 words, so that’s 80 days if I was able to make the 1000 goal, which doesn’t always happen. Then there’s months of rewriting, editing, moving scenes around, and making sure the story flows properly.

            “You’d probably get more writing done if you weren’t on social media so much.” Telling me I shouldn’t spend the few minutes a day it takes me to post something on Facebook or my blog misses the point—those things increase my audience quite a bit and have helped sales. It’s part of the “job” as well. Plus I need a break every now and then, just like you do! (More on publicity later in this book.)

            “I have a great idea for a book! You write it and we’ll split the money.” Yes, because I have no ideas at all, and writing? Why, that’s simply typing, isn’t it? This one may be the most insulting, because it implies that writing is easy; that the hard part is the idea. I have more ideas than I have time to write, and the hard part of writing is making those ideas exciting and readable. I am not interested in being what you apparently see as a secretary/transcriber. A writer friend of mine usually responds with, “Tell you what—you do the first draft and then I’ll clean it up for you,” and of course, that never happens.

            So if and when you seek out a published author to ask for advice, please do not say any of these things.


  The secret of success

 

 

            I once read an article that spoke of the three elements needed for success in any field, and it struck me as a wonderful summation. You need all three of these in varying degrees if you want to get anywhere.

            The three things are talent, hard work, and—here’s the one people don’t always realize—meeting the right people and impressing them.

            Talent is obvious, right? But that alone will get you nowhere. People who are less talented than you have become successful, and people more talented than you are still waiting tables and wondering why no one has discovered them yet.

            I’m not really convinced that talent can be taught. Not everyone is creative. Not everyone has that extra spark that produces talent.

 



 

“I think anyone can become a good writer, but I’m not sure anyone can become a great writer.” —Caitlin Rozakis



 

 

            I’ve played with various musicians who could take a score they’d never seen before and play it beautifully—but if you asked them to play an improvised solo, they were lost. They’d ramble all over the place, producing nothing memorable. They just didn’t have the talent needed to go from technically proficient to creative.

            There are artists who can recreate a masterwork or paint a wonderful portrait but have no interesting work of their own. There are poets who teach English and have a mastery of the language who have nothing of significance to say in their poetry.

            I don’t want to be discouraging… but there are also authors who write wonderfully but underneath it all, there’s nothing new or interesting about their stories.

            Talent also requires a bit of bravery, which not everyone has. You have to be willing to push your boundaries and ignore your doubts and uncertainties. You have to not be afraid of failing or being rejected. You have to believe in yourself and your work, which does require a bit of ego.

 



 

“I think practice and skill are far more important and useful than talent. Looking back, I don’t know how much of where I started was actual talent versus skills I’d picked up over my life, from reading and telling jokes and getting a pretty good education and so on. But wherever you start, pretty much all of us have to work to improve before we become Good Writers™.” —Jim C. Hines



 

 

            I think talent is a mixture of what you’re born with and the skills you acquire. You need both. You may have a great ear for music, but it won’t get you anywhere until you practice your instrument to the point where you can produce the music you hear in your head. Having great story ideas won’t get you far if you lack the basic writing skills to express them.

 



 

“The thing I always tell people who want to write is that you have to show up for work. Most people haven’t got the patience. The talent doesn’t have anything to do with it. I know a lot of people with as much or more talent than I have… But I will sit there, even when nothing is coming. Anybody can write when the stuff is flowing. But I’ll sit there until, as Red Smith, the great sportswriter said, ‘I’ll stare at the blank screen or page until little drops of blood start to come out of my forehead.’ That’s how you know you’re writing.” —Peter Beagle
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