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  About this book




  The scope of this book is deliberately limited to basic novel writing guidelines, first practical steps in building and operating a social media platform for authors, and the process of epublishing a novel on Amazon KDP and other market channels via Smashwords. A list of recommended further reading is provided that covers the subject matter, should readers wish to delve deeper into these areas.




  This edition of The New Author does not contain a method approach to novel writing, advice on publishing in print or a prescriptive ‘silver bullet’ approach to ebook marketing.




  The internet is a labyrinth of blogs, websites and web-based tools. User interfaces are constantly being improved, upgraded and changed. No screenshots have been included in this book in order to avoid early obsolescence and to keep the format and page display simple and readable. Hyperlinks to the internet have not been used for similar reasons and to avoid accidental use by the increasing number of ereaders with touch screens.




  Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the content of this book, but the nature of publishing is continuously changing and internet platforms are constantly updated. The publisher and author assume no responsibility for errors, inaccuracies, omissions or inconsistencies contained within. They disclaim any personal liability, directly or indirectly, for advice or information presented. The book is sold with the understanding that neither the author nor publisher is engaged in rendering any legal, psychological or accounting advice.
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Foreword





  From Jim Williams, author of ten internationally published novels including the Booker Prize nominated Scherzo. His most recent novel is The English Lady Murderers' Society.




  The New Author is an excellent piece of writing, combining deceptive simplicity, lucidity and charm: a trick which in practice is very difficult to pull off. The book is also informed by considerable intelligence and analysis founded on firsthand experience. Ruby Barnes has succeeded in e-publishing and he knows what he’s talking about.




  The book is simply and logically structured in three parts. The first part deals with what can loosely be called the Rules of Writing. This is not specific to the e-format and covers the commonly accepted points of writing technique in a clear commonsense manner and with an appropriate level of scepticism as to the possibility of writing by rule. It's a useful summary and most writers probably need nothing more. The truth is that the trick is in the practice not the theory, and what most aspiring writers need is informed critique of concrete pieces of work.




  The heart of the book is in the second part, which is explains how to parlay your e-book into a bestseller by leveraging the opportunities provided by Twitter and social networking sites to create a product brand, and an aware and active readership.




  For six hundred years the printed codex has been the technical format of books. The e-book looks set to displace that codex as the preferred reading format. I can envisage a future in which books develop almost as two separate art forms, like theatre and film. A small stratum of bestsellers may survive as hard format books, sold through limited outlets suited to casual readers, and behind this will be the cloud of e-books. Where does “choice” stand in this scenario? In the world of the hard format, it will be very reduced. In the realm of the e-book, however, the range of choice will be vast as new entrants, who in the past would have been excluded from being published through bad luck or incompetence, pile into e-books. Here the question is whether the enhanced choice will be meaningful, or perceived as white noise, a mere cacophony.




  Ruby Barnes’s book faces up to this changed scenario and says – rightly, I think – that predictable success can only happen through deliberate manipulation of social networking in all its forms. In the second part of The New Author he takes the reader in detail through various techniques for doing this and identifies key forums of opinion.




  The third part is a detailed exposition of how to convert a manuscript into an e-publishable form compatible with commercial e-readers. It goes on to explain how to place the book with a free e-publisher such as Amazon, and various post-publishing matters such as reviews, pricing and tracking of sales.




  Barnes explicitly warns against the trap that engagement at the required level can become obsessive and time consuming, and in a couple of nice vignettes he makes his point with wit and style. The New Author is a terrific companion for independent e-publishing and I recommend it.




  Jim Williams




  


  





  My grateful thanks to Jim Williams for taking the time to read The New Author and writing the above foreword.




  There are at least three reasons why you should read this book:




  1. you want to be an author;




  2. you have already written a novel and want to publish it as an ebook;




  3. you want to promote yourself as an author.




  This book is a beginner’s guide on how to do the above. It isn’t a magic elixir for foolproof million copy marketing of your ebook. It is based upon the experiences of this author and a broad-based peer group.




  I have to warn you right now, this is not going to be an easy journey. Less of a country stroll, more of a trek up Kilimanjaro. The good news is that almost anyone can trek up Kilimanjaro with the right support, appropriate equipment and a positive attitude. See you at the top.




  
About the author





  If you’re worried I’m going to drag you off to my writing lair, show you my first pencil perfectly preserved in its hermetically sealed glass case, invite myself to dinner at yours, and then indoctrinate you into my personality cult, then please feel free to skip forward to the practical content of this book. Alternatively, if you want to know a little about me and why I wrote The New Author, then read on.




  First things first, cards on the table and various other clichés. I’m not a million-selling author. This is the story of a regular guy who has learnt how to write, publish and market ebooks. I have a thirty year career behind me in international technology sales and work daytime in performance improvement. Marketing, strategy and influence are the way I think. Six years ago I decided to take my writing hobby to the next stage and write a novel. The day job had taken me to twenty-nine countries. I’d done business, got drunk and partied in most of them, so I figured that qualified me to write an international adventure novel à la Tom Clancy. I wrote that novel in six months, then I wrote another one, then I crashed down to earth with a bang. Agents and publishers weren’t interested in my novels.




  I paid good money to have my novel professionally assessed and it repeated what my long-suffering wife and beta-reader had been saying for the first year. Good plot, amateurish writing. She took me aside, by the ear, and thrust a newspaper advertisement in my face. National University of Ireland Maynooth - Creative Writing for Publication. Three years later and the true horror of my early novels became apparent to me. Those works languish under my bed and that’s the best place for them.




  With the subsequent support of two multi-published authors as mentors, writer peer review groups in Kilkenny and Dublin, and two online review websites, I produced a third novel and then a fourth. I read and reviewed hundreds of novel excerpts, learning craft from the successes and mistakes of others, attempting to implement that learning in my own writing.




  The third novel was quirky and genre-bending. Not quite a thriller, partly farce, dark humour, not literary, almost lad-lit. Agents and publishers began to reject it in droves. I figured it was part of the learning curve. My writing wasn’t good enough, the concept insufficiently commercial, characters too unlikable etc. So I sucked it up and went ahead with the fourth novel, trying to keep one eye on commercial viability.




  Then I had an epiphany. If the third novel wasn’t going to get a breakthrough with traditional publishing then why not launch it as a Kindle ebook on Amazon? Nothing to lose. Here in Ireland folk just didn’t understand. Ebooks? They’ll never catch on. But the internet was humming with a global impetus that spoke of the future. Not being one for half measures I threw myself in at the deep end.




  My college lecturer was fascinated by the brave new world of indie ebooks and asked me to write a paper on ebook publishing for the next year’s students. I was happy to oblige and also embarked upon a series of blog posts covering various aspects of the authoring process. That was the springboard for my blog which subsequently had thousands of hits from writers and readers around the globe.




  Modest success is how I would describe my first year as an independent ebook author. At the time of writing I have sales of just under twenty thousand ebooks, albeit many of those given free to obtain a readership. My blog has had over twenty thousand views, admittedly some of those looking for elephants rather than ebooks (more about SEO, tags and keywords later). I’m pretty sure that the twenty thousand common number of sales and blog views is coincidental. I’ve sent two thousand five hundred tweets to two thousand five hundred twitter followers, published seventy blog posts and accumulated six hundred plus friends on facebook. The mass of my social media platform continues to mushroom. My first novel occupies the first ten pages of title + author internet searches.




  Am I still writing? Yes. I published a second novel in November 2011 and have the next one underway. Oh, and I wrote The New Author.




  Mistakes have been made en route, some of them serious. I haven’t had extraordinary luck and my brand was completely unknown before March 2011. I haven’t sold a million ebooks but I have tens of thousands of readers and a brand that is en route to firm establishment. The way I look at it, if I can do it then anyone can.




  
Part 1 - Writing a novel





  This is not a comprehensive guide to novel writing. It’s an overview of the different aspects of novel writing that a new author should consider. If you prefer a prescribed approach then there are numerous extensive texts available containing detailed advice (see Recommended Reading at the end of this book).




  
 Have you got what it takes?





  I’ve always felt that I have a novel inside of me. When I hear someone say this, a mental image appears of surgery being performed on the speaker to extract their story. Dripping with the experience of life, it emerges from the donor, be it memoir, fiction or a travelogue of sub-Saharan Africa.




  There is almost no one on this planet who has led a totally uninteresting life. Even then the reason that they have led such a life might in itself be interesting. A twenty-first century glut of celebrity memoirs and novels shows that everyone is capable of producing a story of sorts. The trick is in the writing. Does it engage the target audience? Fact or fiction, there is an art to storytelling. In Ireland a Shanachie is a gifted verbal storyteller. To hear one is to never forget the story or the Shanachie (Niall de Burca is a good example). A novel author should look to leave the same impression.




  Unless you are trained in writing, it’s unlikely that you will produce a best-selling masterpiece with your first attempt at writing a novel. Those that do often have an education and career in journalism behind them, having written to the moon and back.




  Disheartened? Well, there is another alternative. Pick up one, or why not several, of the renowned How To books on writing. Read them all, digest and internalise the content and apply immediately to your writing. Wait a minute, isn’t that writing by numbers? Will the result resemble a picture painted by numbers, similarly lacking in spontaneity and creativity? More than likely, yes.




  So now we come to the crux of the matter. As a new author if you want to write a good novel then, in almost all cases, you need to build your experience of writing. You might be a marathon writer, throwing yourself at an entire novel. Alternatively you’re a sprinter and that means short stories. Either way, a literary athlete. I hope you’re dressed appropriately.




  
 The time, space, support continuum





  Now that you’ve made the decision to write (if you were already writing regularly then this doesn’t apply), when, where and how are you going to do it? Here are some characteristic approaches.




  The Hemingway - tortured author, tapping away on a typewriter in a mountain retreat. Wild hair, scant meals, sleep-deprived, continuously slightly drunk and chain-smoking.




  The Media Junkie – listening to fast music on iPod or laptop, oblivious of the surroundings which might be a café, train, family TV room or workplace. Laptop has ten windows open for ‘research’ including email, twitter, facebook and Wikipedia.




  The Midnight Oil – when the house is quiet and everyone else’s day is over, this one is just starting work. Typing through the tiredness and pain barrier. Pulling together the inspiration of observations and events from the preceding daylight hours. Pausing to reflect upon the words written, listening to the drip of the bathroom tap, the hum of a transformer in some electrical apparatus somewhere in the house.




  The Peacemaker – a scented candle, Buddha Bar on the music system. Pilates exercises performed with control and precision, establishing the inner core. Elsewhere in the house family rampage at a safe distance, out of earshot. Writing flows from the spirit. Characters talk aloud and their dialogue falls upon the keyboard.




  The Early Bird – rising at the hour of milkmen from yesteryear, moving from bedroom to study and pushing the door firmly shut. Chapters formulated subconsciously during sleep are thrown onto the page to be edited during some lull in the day. As the family stirs, heading off to the bathroom and using time under the shower to think a way out of the present predicament of the main character.




  What do you think of these approaches? I’ve tried them all at different times over the years. Any consistent method can be productive providing you ring-fence the time and space. That needs support and understanding from the other people in your life. They need to understand and appreciate your needs as a writer.




  
The Rules





  There are books about the rules of writing. If we all followed these rules to the letter then every novel would be the same – minimalist, adverb-free, grammatically perfect, sanitised, identical. You could probably write a computer programme and whack everyone’s manuscript through it. House style.




  In fact, the rules are just guidelines. It’s fine to transgress them, as long as the result remains readable and entertaining. But that's like comedic bad piano playing. In order to hit a deliberate bum note, without derailing the whole piece, the pianist needs to be highly skilled.




  Bestseller lists and award shortlists abound with examples of novels that break rules in the name of style. Cormac McCarthy is one author I admire who flouts convention, mixing direct and reported speech, eschewing punctuation around dialogue.




  If you want to break the rules then you must be sure-footed and consistent. Readers, publishers and agents might then accept it as style, or not. To begin it’s best to play safe.




  The rules of writing are about what not to do: don’t over-write, don’t tell when you can show, don’t use clichés, I could go on. There is an excellent book called How NOT to Write a Novel: 200 Mistakes to avoid at All Costs if You Ever Want to Get Published by Mittelmark and Newman. I can highly recommend it for an entertaining take on the most common new author writing mistakes as observed by literary agents and publishers. Mittelmark and Newman’s listed pitfalls are something you have to learn through writing. They’re part of the heavy pack that you must carry up Kilimanjaro.




  Here follows my take on the rules, a lighter set of guidelines, survival rations for the trek. They’re not exhaustive and quite subjective, based on my views as an author, reviewer and reader.




  
Plot and premise





  This is the cornerstone upon which you build your novel. A foundation must be sure and true because everything stands upon it. The plot also pretty much defines the genre and gives you your novel tagline:




  

    	

      man saves unknown woman from becoming a murder victim – crime fiction;


    




    	

      leper falls unconscious and wakes in a strange land to find he has special powers – fantasy;


    




    	

      last outpost of the human race comes under threat of annihilation by aliens – science fiction;


    




    	

      young boy reaches high school age and finds out he's a wizard – YA fantasy;


    


  




  and so on.




  The premise can be fantastic but it must be believable. Your job is to suspend disbelief.




  Stephen King, in his On Writing, calls plot the good writer’s last resort and the dullard’s first choice. The story which results from it is apt to feel artificial and labored. He only goes as far as to place one or more characters in a predicament and watch them try to work themselves free. King takes an intuitive approach and merely observes what happens, writing it down. That approach has obviously been successful for his type of writing.




  I’m not going to give you a definitive guide to the seven basic plots or variant thereupon, although there are books that do that (see Recommended Reading). If you can describe in one sentence (your Elevator Pitch) what your story is, then you have your plot cornerstone. Where you go from there depends upon your approach to planning.




  
 Planning and structure





  You have your plot premise. Now what are you going to do with it?




  Here are some characteristic planning approaches as food for thought.




  The General plans a novel with military precision. The protagonist has landed in a predicament and must make choices. Those choices have consequences beyond the actions themselves. Circumstances and an antagonist conspire to frustrate the main character’s plan and the story races towards success or failure of the mission. A chart stretches around all the walls of your study and maps out each chapter, layering tension upon tension until the eventual climax. If you have your complete plot in your head and the only hindrance is getting it down on paper, then this is for you.




  The Puzzler articulates a premise and then writes the final chapter, or even the final line. The rest is a journey through the maze, urging the main character to survive a catalogue of trials and tribulations in pursuit of the intended outcome. A lyric by Talking Heads springs to mind: We know where we’re going, but we don’t know where we’ve been. This approach relies upon the author’s trust in their self, that they can bring their main character through the rain to safe haven.




  The Allotment Grower considers the premise as more of a seed than a cornerstone and lets the thing grow organically, making occasional sanity checks along the way. There is no preconceived ending. The author is as surprised as the reader with the denouement. This approach is a dare to dream, translating subconscious intuition into ninety thousand words. The risk here is that things will go awry and the first draft will require substantial analysis and rewrite. I am that soldier.




  Do you recognise your preferred approach to planning in any of the above? If your novel is going to be character driven, rather than plot driven, then the emphasis is going to be on your literary writing skills. If you’re ready for that, then great. If not, then have a plot, use your personal approach to planning and on with the novel, for life is short.




  
Characters





  The story is taking shape so let’s meet your characters. Every novel has characters. Like a film, there are leading roles, supporting cast and extras. Your job is to engage the reader in the experiences and emotions of the leading roles.




  Those that have the story told from their perspective (see Narrative Voice below) tend to be the main characters. The good guy is the protagonist, the bad guy the antagonist. Of course, things aren’t always black and white. Your main character may be an anti-hero or an underdog. You might even take the bad lad as your main character.




  New authors often make mistakes with characterisation, such as:




  Pop-up characters - the main characters are described in adequate detail, ideally through their actions and words, but other characters are cardboard cut-outs that stand by the wayside as the plot trundles past. This is what reviewers mean when they say your characters are two-dimensional. Think of the pop-up figures that feature in those shooting ranges where the gun wielding trainee has to decide which are the bad guys that need shooting and the good guys that need saving.




  He took a long and loving look at his reflection - characters are introduced with a snapshot description, like a pin-on set of doll clothes. A device is often used such as they catch their reflection in a shop window or a mirror, else another character describes them as they appear. I recently read a novel where every character was introduced in this way, like a Penney’s radio advertisement for clothes. Unless you’re a fashionista this can be a real drag. It presses the pause button while the complete ensemble is described. The character is now three-dimensional but hollow, a mannequin.




  Angels and demons - the protagonist is improbably virtuous, an angel thinking only pure thoughts and behaving impeccably. The antagonist is Dr Evil, their twisted deeds driven by inhuman motivation. Side characters talk and behave in ways convenient for the plot. In reality, nobody’s behaviour is black or white. All real people are a shade of grey, they aren’t caricatures. Even serial killers are somebody’s son, or daughter.




  Clone wars - there is no discernable difference in the language that the characters use when they speak, the way they think and move, the way they react to the plot as it unfurls. The reader starts to become confused about who is who. In extreme cases the characters even have names that are too similar – Dr Liffey, Mike Caffey, John McCaffrey, Laura Casey. In real life people are diverse and instantly recognisable by their voices, the way they walk, habits of speech and behaviour, and so on.




  I find that once I’m laughing, crying, despairing, feeling pain and celebrating with my characters they have come to life. A tutor of mine says authors should have conversations out loud with their characters. (If you decide to try this method then I suggest not doing it in a public place, especially on a train!) Write out one page of who the character is, how they look (including clothes), what they’ve done and plan to do, their characteristics of speech and their typical behaviour. This confirms that the character is a real person and allows you to articulate the mechanical details without listing them in your novel. Drop incidental details in as part of narrative or dialogue. He hitched up his jeans by the belt loop. It was the third time she’d seen him do it that evening.




  
Narrative voice





  Who is telling this story? Well, I know you, the author, are writing the story but whose voice are we hearing in our heads when we read?




  All-knowing – the omniscient narrator is a supreme being who knows what everyone is thinking and doing all the time. This is the ultimate fly-on-the-wall and permits the story to head hop at will. The danger is, in the wrong hands, omniscient is obsessed with detail, leaves no mystery and doesn’t let the reader identify strongly with key characters.




  He, she, they – third person is a limited form of omniscient where the author is detached from the characters and doesn’t know what everyone is thinking, doing or has done. This can lead to a high degree of detachment from the story and characters as it’s purely observational. What is more normal is to have a limited third person viewpoint where the story is told in a he / she / they fashion, giving the narrator all the knowledge, emotions and experiences of the viewpoint character. The author might also, from time to time, change the character whose viewpoint is taken (this usually involves a new chapter).




  I, me, follow me – first person narrator makes the story teller the main character, usually the protagonist. Everything is told from the knowledge, emotions and ongoing experiences of that person. This approach puts the reader right inside the head of that viewpoint character. That’s a good thing as long as it’s a bearable place to be. First person is asking the reader to empathise to some extent with the character, running the risk that not all readers will be comfortable with that. It’s also possible to change the character whose viewpoint is taken but, with first person, each character must have a distinct and unique voice. First person runs the risk of monologue with a leading ‘I’ (I did this, I saw that, I had a cup of tea), so a very healthy smattering of dialogue is advised to avoid that pitfall. Also watch out for the tendency of first person narrator to produce a linear story.
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