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THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO WRITING YOUR FIRST NOVEL

Dear Reader,

I was one of those people who was sure that I'd never write a novel. Not clever enough. Not creative enough. No unique life experiences. I'd never come up with a good enough idea, and even if I did, I'd never have the stamina to wrestle it through 300 pages to a satisfying ending.

Then, one day, a wonderful story idea came to me and I decided to try writing it. I opened a new file, fingers poised over the keyboard, and right away I was stymied. Would it be “I” or “she,” past tense or present, and where oh where to begin?

Writing those first pages was like squeezing blood out of a turnip. A writer friend who critiqued my fledgling effort wanted to know: From which character's viewpoint did I think I was writing that opening scene?

Viewpoint? Scene? Were those things that I needed to know about?

It was news to me that I couldn't simply plunge into writing fiction using all the techniques I'd mastered over years of writing nonfiction. More bad news: All these years that I'd been reading novels, I hadn't paid much attention to how it's done. That was understandable because, as I would later come to realize, only bad writing draws attention to itself.

So, gentle writer, I hope this book spares you the kind of ugly trial and error that I went through in order to write that novel that you know you've got in you.

Sincerely,
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Urgent warnings
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Top 10 Reasons to Write a Novel

1. You have a story you're bursting to tell.

2. You love reading novels and want to try your hand at writing one.

3. You have a passion for words and you love to write.

4. You've experienced something that you want to communicate to others.

5. The story you want to tell is too long and complex to fit into a short-story format.

6. You want to have the satisfaction of knowing you've completed a manuscript.

7. You want to try your hand at getting a novel published.

8. You're looking for a career that will last a lifetime.

9. You're looking for a career that can travel with you, no matter where you go.

10. You want to see if you can experience some of the fame, fortune, and prestige that successful novelists enjoy.







Introduction

IN 2008, MORE THAN 53,000 works of fiction were published in the United States according to Bowker, which analyzes data for the book business. Most of them were novels, and together they comprised more than one sixth of all the books published that year (including traditional print as well as on-demand titles but excluding audio and e-book titles).

That's more than a hundred novels published each day! And while there's no easy way to figure out how many of them were debut novels, it's safe to say that thousands of first novels are published in the course of the year.

Are novels big business? Take the #1 bestselling novel of 2009, Dan Brown's thriller The Lost Symbol. It sold 5.5 million copies. The #3 bestseller, Kathryn Stockett's mainstream fiction The Help, was a first novel by a previously unknown writer. Its sales broke the one million mark.

The profits publishers earn from books by brand-name authors like Dan Brown help to underwrite the risk of bringing to market novels by unpublished writers. Publishers and agents alike are looking for the next Dan Brown (thriller), the next Janet Evanovich (mystery), the next Danielle Steele (romance), or the next Barbara Kingsolver (mainstream). It can't be you if you never write that novel that you've got bottled up inside of you.

This book is designed to help you get that novel written.

No, there are no shortcuts or magic formulas, and it can't be done in a week. But writing a novel is not rocket science, nor is it some mysterious art form that only the most brilliant among us can master. It's challenging, but what is there in life worth doing that isn't?

The Everything® Guide to Writing Your First Novel will explain main-stream and genre fiction categories of novels, and take you through the process of coming up with an idea for a novel and transforming it into a premise. It will guide you through the process of conjuring your novel's main plot and subplots, its cast of characters, setting, context, and time frame.

No planning method is a one-size-fits-all. Because each writer has different strengths, a range of different planning methods is presented so you can choose the ones that suit your temperament and work style.

This book discusses research, how to learn what you need in order to write page one, and that additional ongoing research that you may need to do to nourish your story. Then it provides guidance for writing the novel, from the first scene to the final one. The basics of writing dialogue, writing action, and writing conflict are discussed with tips and insights for getting it right, and pitfalls to be avoided.

With guidance and diligence, and by using the material provided in this book, you should be able to complete a first draft, from writing the first scene to typing “The End,” in six months. From there, you will be ready to revise and polish your novel until it is just as good as you can make it, and formatted so that literary agents and editors will take you seriously.

Then, maybe the next breakout bestselling novel will have your name on its cover.





CHAPTER 1

Defining the Novel

A novel is a work of fiction that tells of a series of connected events and the characters who experience them. A novel may be literary or genre fiction. There are few rules or conventions about what constitutes a literary novel, but the genres of fiction are very much defined by reader (and publisher) expectations.


A Definition

If you have an idea for a work of fiction that can be narrated in 50,000 words or more, then you are noodling around with an idea for a novel. Your story and characters may be completely of your own invention. Or perhaps your story is based on events that actually happened to real people. But as a novelist you have to be prepared to take “the fiction leap” and transform those real events and people into a compelling story. The story in every good novel has a shape and meaning often lacking in the characteristically chaotic unfolding of real events.


Types of Novels

Generally, novels fall into two types: literary fiction and genre fiction. The differences between literary and genre fiction can be quite subjective. Literary fiction is serious stuff that aspires to higher literary standards and often defies easy categorization. Genre fiction falls into specific categories and generally is written to conform to the conventions of a particular genre such as romance or mystery.

You may hear the term “mainstream” or “general” fiction, too. These are fuzzy terms often used to refer to novels that are more accessible to the average reader than a literary work, but that cannot be readily categorized into a genre. Some pundits joke that a “mainstream” novel is nothing more than a literary novel that finds a wide audience.

Each year Bowker analyzes data for publishers and booksellers. The list below shows their accounting of the percentage of fiction titles among all books sold in 2009.


	General Fiction (7%)


	Romance (7%)


	Mystery/Detective (5%)


	Fantasy (3%)


	Young adult (3%)


	Literary/Classics (2%)




Despite the fact that authors of “general” fiction and genre fiction such as romance, mystery, sci-fi, and fantasy don't get taken as seriously as authors of literary novels, their works dominate the fiction market.


Literary Fiction

There are no hard and fast rules defining a literary novel. A literary novel can tell the story of one day in a single character's life, as James Joyce did following Leopold Bloom through the streets of Dublin in Ulysses, or it can tell the stories of generations of characters over a century as Gabriel Garcia Marquez did following the villagers of Macondo in One Hundred Years of Solitude. The writing may be evocative and poetic as in Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway, raw and biting as in Chuck Palahniuk's Fight Club, complex and intellectually challenging as in Umberto Eco's Foucault's Pendulum, or vividly sensual as in Laura Esquivel's Like Water for Chocolate.
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To find outstanding literary and genre novels from the present and recent past, lists of prizewinners are available on the Internet. The website of the Sacramento State Library (http://library.csus.edu) is an excellent source.



Literary novels are often rich in language and imagery and typically deal with transcendent themes. In most literary novels, character and technique may be even more important than plot, and often the author's goal is to say something profound, and in a new way, about the human condition.


General or Mainstream Fiction

A novel is considered “general” or “mainstream” if it is written for the average reader, cannot be categorized into a specific genre, or is so well written that it can be said to “exceed” its would-be genre. In addition, loosely defined subcategories like “men's fiction,” “women's fiction,” and “chick lit” can all be considered mainstream fiction.

Some bestselling novels that would be considered mainstream include The Lovely Bones by Alice Sebold, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo by Stieg Larsson, Message in a Bottle by Nicholas Sparks, and Water for Elephants by Sarah Gruen.

Mainstream fiction usually has a strong hook or premise that is intriguing to a wide range of readers. The novel can be either plot driven or character driven, but usually the plot conforms to a traditional rather than a more experimental structure. The writing usually doesn't draw attention to itself, but serves the story.


Genre Fiction

Many novels fall into genre categories. Readers expect these novels to respect the conventions of the genre. If you are writing a genre novel, you should read them. Get to know the rules of that genre even if you plan to break every one of them. The main genre categories for fiction are mystery, thriller, romance, science fiction, and fantasy.

Mystery

A mystery novel is about a crime, often a murder, and the story involves a fictional sleuth solving the puzzle, or whodunnit. Sleuths come in all shapes and sizes. A sleuth can be a pro whose job is solving crimes, like a police officer or a private investigator. Alternately, a sleuth can be an amateur such as a teacher, librarian, or caterer who gets inadvertently drawn into solving a crime. Delightful mystery novels have even featured a dog or cat or sheep as sleuths.

Mystery novels come in series and as standalones. In a series, the same sleuth continues from one book to the next, each time out solving a new crime. Some bestselling series include Sue Grafton's Kinsey Millhone series, Michael Connelly's Harry Bosch series, Janet Evanovich's Stephanie Plum series, and even after all these years, Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot or her Miss Marple series.

The conventions of the mystery genre include:


	Much of the story is narrated by a sleuth/protagonist


	Bad things happen; there's at least one murder


	There are multiple suspects


	There's a central puzzle for the reader (and the fictional sleuth) to solve


	The author plays fair with the reader, revealing everything the sleuth knows


	The reader feels satisfied at the end that justice has been served




In the best mystery novels, the solution delivers credible surprise; something that the reader didn't see coming but that, in retrospect, seems inevitable. Mystery novels that fall short rely on coincidence — some essential part of the solution depends on contrivance and chance — or have an obvious solution that readers get, long before the sleuth. A passive sleuths makes for a weak mystery. The sleuth needs to actively solve the crime rather than have the solution fall in his lap.

Finally, mystery writers cheat their readers when they don't “play fair.” Readers expect to know everything the sleuth knows, when he knows it, not to have essential clues withheld by the author.

Thrillers

The main ingredient of a thriller is suspense. The reader stays on the edge of his seat turning the pages, feeling both anxious and afraid to discover what happens next. The stakes are as high as they can be, and evil itself is often what the protagonist is up against.

Thrillers often have multiple narrators, plus plenty of action and violence. Their stories move swiftly. Thrillers tend to be longer than mystery novels (400-plus pages is not uncommon) and the story often involves threats such as bio-terrorism, nuclear bombs, or political upheavals.

Some classic thrillers include Robert Ludlum's The Bourne Supremacy, Daniel Brown's The Da Vinci Code, Tom Clancy's Patriot Games, and The Last Spymaster by Gayle Lynds.

Here are some of the genre conventions of a thriller novel:


	The pace is fast, often unrelenting


	There's tension from page one


	There are lots of exciting, surprising plot twists


	A “ticking clock” ratchets the tension as it counts down to disaster


	The stakes are high


	The story often takes place in an exotic location


	The hero tends to be a maverick who follow his own moral compass


	The story often revolves around a “high concept” (like impending environmental disaster or terrorist threats to humanity)


	In the final climactic scenes the protagonist triumphs over ostensibly insurmountable odds




Thrillers are often written using a broad canvas, but sometimes the author falls in love with multiple viewpoints and the reader loses track of the plot. Another typical shortcoming is inadequate characterization; the author lavishes all his attention on the story and fails to develop believable, three-dimensional characters. Sometimes, too, the plots of thrillers stretch credibility past the breaking point. Too much high-tech and gee-whiz gim-mickry also can keep the reader from suspending disbelief. Another common failing is the hero or villain who is all-powerful. Main characters need flaws in order to be interesting.

Action in a thriller is a requisite; but nonstop action with characters that never slow down keeps the reader from absorbing the magnitude of what has happened and caring about what's going to happen next.

Romance

Romance novels are about a romantic relationship (usually) between two people, and about overcoming the obstacles that keep them apart. These days there are plenty of the familiar heterosexual romance novels as well as gay and lesbian romance novels.

There are two general types of romance novels: category romance and single titles.

Single-title romance novels tend to be longer and have fewer constraints. Category-romance novels are shorter; they follow specific publisher's guidelines about aspects like historical backdrop and the level of sensuality.

For many years, so-called “Regency romance” (set in nineteenth-century England) by authors like Georgette Heyer and Barbara Cartland were wildly popular; more recently paranormal romance has surged to the forefront led by the surprising success of Stephenie Meyer's Twilight series that became breakout adult bestsellers.

Romance readers expect:


	A love story


	A central obstacle or conflict that keeps the lovers apart and must be overcome


	Erotic scenes and often hot and steamy sex


	Main characters who grow and change over the course of the novel


	An emotionally satisfying and upbeat ending




Writing a romance novel is demanding, and exotic settings and historical time frames require a sense of authenticity. A romance novel that is insufficiently researched will disappoint readers. Another typical short-coming in a romance novel is the clichéd character — the evil mother, the shrinking violet, the profligate rake, and the other stock characters of romance novels that have been written a million times. The challenge for the writer is to come up with new twists on old clichés. Clichéd plot twists can also weaken the novel. Estrangement driven by a misunderstanding, for example, has been used and overused. Sex is an important ingredient in romance fiction, sex scenes written with purple prose and flowery euphemisms will generate more laughter than heat.

Science Fiction and Fantasy

Science fiction and fantasy are sometimes lumped together as “speculative fiction.”

A science fiction novel envisions a scientifically plausible world in the future, in some alternative past, or in an alternate timeline. Sci-fi heroes may be scientists, or starship captains, or computer geeks. Classic sci-fi novels include Frank Herbert's Dune, Robert Heinlein's Stranger in a Strange Land, and William Gibson's Neuromancer.

Fantasy novels take the reader to an imaginary, fantastic world that might be deep in the earth's core, in the heavens, or in a setting from mythology. Characters that may or may not be human typically have extraordinary powers or the ability to work magic.

J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter novels, Madeleine L'Engle's A Swiftly Tilting Planet, and Diana Gabaldon's Outlander novels are stellar examples of the genre.

Here are some conventions that make both science fiction and fantasy novels work:


	The protagonist takes a hero's journey to reach some powerful goal


	Their fantastic or future worlds are utterly believable and internally consistent


	The hero is often the only person who can stop a powerful villain or evil force


	Heroes typically have someone or a special force that helps them and explains what challenges they face


	By the end, most of the main characters survive, having been transformed




A particular challenge for the fantasy and science fiction writer is to build a believable alternate reality that is consistent from the beginning of the novel to the end. Another challenge is to create a story that is not merely a series of episodes, stopping points in a journey. The story has to build, and the characters change as a result of what's happened to them.


Formats

Today's books come in a wide range of formats. The traditional book, printed on paper between hard or soft covers, is still the most common format. But audio books are popular, and electronic books are growing quickly in market share. Authors have more formats in which their books can be published than ever before.

Hardbacks

Books published between hard covers are the oldest format available. This format is the most expensive, and a hard-soft deal in which a book first comes out in hard cover and later in soft cover, is still the goal of many literary agents and their writers. Although the price of hardbacks puts them out of the reach of many readers, this is the basic format libraries stock on their shelves, so a single hardback often reaches multiple readers.

Mass-Market Paperbacks

These are the small paperback novels that have been popular since the “dime novels” (aka “pulp novels” that were first published in the late 1930s) became popular. Mass-market paperbacks are cheaper, easier to carry, and more likely to be readily available in airports and supermarkets than the larger trade paperbacks.

Trade Paperbacks

Trade paperbacks are published in a larger format than mass market and tend to use somewhat better quality paper and a larger typeface. These large soft covers are priced between mass-market and hardbacks. Literary and mainstream novels, later editions of bestsellers, as well as original editions of books from small presses often come out in this more prestigious format.
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Bowker reported that of all books sold in the United States in 2009, 34.9% were hardbacks, 35.2% were trade paperbacks; 21.4% were mass market paperbacks, 1.6% were audio titles, and 1.6% were e-books. E-books were the single most rapidly growing category.



Electronic Books (E-books)

With the growing popularity of electronic devices like Amazon's Kindle, Barnes & Nobles's Nook, Apple's iPad, and the Sony Reader, the market for books delivered in electronic format is exploding. Books in this format are less expensive to publish because shipping, inventorying, and manufacturing costs are eliminated. Early on, these books are being priced about the same as a trade paperback, but only time will tell where those price points settle.

Audio Books

What we used to call “books on tape” have become very popular, especially for readers who like to listen to a lively narrator read the story. Audio books can be rented or purchased on CD or downloaded from the Internet (like e-books) as MP3 files and put onto players like the iPod.





CHAPTER 2

Getting Started

Your first task as a novelist is to take yourself seriously. You need a place to write your novel, the tools to write it with, and the time to get the job done. The good news is that these are probably gifts that you can give yourself. Read on for tips and advice on getting yourself into the mindset of a novelist.


Get Serious

It takes time, determination, and persistence to write a novel. If you take your writing seriously, the other people in your life will take your writing seriously, too. Setting aside time and space to write are first and foremost.

Here's some basic advice for getting started:


	Schedule time to write: Set yourself a schedule and set aside at least two hours, preferably more, each day to write.


	Write when you're at your best: Are you a lark or a night owl? Set aside that part of each day when you are at your sharpest.


	Create a dedicated space: Set up a place where you can write, uninterrupted by the ebb and flow of your home life; if not a separate room, then at the very least block off a corner of a room.


	Get disconnected: When you start writing each day, turn off the phone and your e-mail; you might even disconnect your computer from the Internet so you are less likely to get sidetracked.




And a final piece of advice: Don't quit your day job: Learning to write fiction well takes time; selling your work takes even longer; so unless you have an independent source of income, it's wise to keep your regular financial lifeline flowing.
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Virginia Woolf said it most eloquently: “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is going to write.” In today's equal opportunity environment, that often-quoted adage applies to men as well as to women.



Your “Office”

Even if it's just a corner of your bedroom, blocked off from the rest of the house by a bookcase or by a screen, set up your writing space like a professional. Though you may be one of those people who need to write the first draft longhand, these days publishers require manuscripts to be delivered electronically. You'll need access to a computer with basic word processing software and e-mail.

Don't wait until you lose a day's or a week's work to get serious about backing up your files. Back your files up regularly — some writers save their novels to a thumb drive or e-mail files to themselves several times a day. An automated backup system is an even better idea. A printer is essential, too, because there will be times that you'll need the distance that the printed page creates in assessing your own work.

Here is a summary of the essential elements of the novelist's office:


	A computer connected to the Internet


	Basic word processing software (like Microsoft Word)


	A comfortable desk chair with good back support


	A generous, well-lit work surface


	Paper and a reliable printer


	A file cabinet or two


	A “Keep Out” sign to stick on the inside of your office door




The Internet has pretty much eliminated the need for reference books that were once indispensable, not to mention most trips to the library. Encyclopedias, dictionaries, multiple versions of the Bible, a thesaurus, Bartlett's Familiar Quotations, and The Elements of Style by William Strunk and E. B. White, not to mention references and all manner of books and images, including photographs of just about any location where you might want to set your novel, are easily accessible on the Internet.


Create a Support System

Writing is a solitary endeavor — there's no water cooler or coffee machine where you can take breaks and reconnect with humanity. So it's important to create a support system to give you the perspective that you need and to keep you from going stir crazy.

There are hundreds of wonderful communities of writers, and it's easy to connect with them on the Internet. It's well worth the yearly dues to join an existing organization and grow a network of writer friends. Many of these groups have local chapters that meet regularly, publish newsletters and handbooks for writers, sponsor chat rooms and forums and conferences, and even provide expert staff who can answer the questions that arise when you are wondering whether to accept your first contract.

You may want to join a writers critique group or create your own group of like-minded writers with whom you can share the pains and pleasures of writing.


Organizations for Writers

There are hundreds of organizations that provide an easy way for writers to connect with other writers. Here are some of the major organizations for mainstream fiction and genre writers:


	Poets & Writers, Inc. (www.pw.org/) provides information, support, and guidance for creative writers. Poets & Writers, headquartered in New York City, is the nation's largest nonprofit literary organization, serving poets, fiction writers, and creative nonfiction writers. Their Directory of Writers and message forum help their members connect with one other. Their literary events calendar posts events by city and state, and their online grants and awards database includes an inventory of writing contests. They also publish Poets & Writers magazine.


	Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) (www.sfwa.org/) is a professional organization for authors of fantasy and science fiction. Unpublished writers can become affiliate members. SFWA sponsors member forums and provides a member directory. They host the Nebula Awards, provide an Information Center for novice authors, and the Writer Beware area of their website is one of the best clearinghouses for information educating writers about schemes, scams, and pitfalls to avoid.


	Romance Writers of America (RWA) (www.rwanational.org/) is the premier organization for writers pursuing a career in romance writing. RWA hosts an annual conference and sponsors awards including the RITA Awards for published romance novels and the Golden Heart Awards for unpublished manuscripts. Regional chapters of the RWA host regular meetings as well as regional conferences.


	Mystery Writers of America (MWA) (www.mysterywriters.org/) is an organization for professional crime fiction writers. Writers who are not yet published can become affiliate members. MWA sponsors an online forum and gives the prestigious Edgar Awards at an annual Edgar Weekend in New York City, where their main office is located. There are active regional chapters throughout the United States, many of which host regional conferences and keep up a lively calendar of meetings.


	Sisters in Crime (SinC) (www.sistersincrime.org/) is an organization that supports the professional development and advancement of women crime writers in their effort to achieve equality in the industry. They have a lively online forum and newsletter. There are many active local chapters throughout the United States, and their on-line Guppies (“the great unpublished” ) chapter is one of the best mutual support organizations for unpublished writers.




Writers really do help other writers, and joining an organization like one of these can help keep you informed about the latest trends in publishing as well as provide you with an extended support group.


Connecting Through Social Media

Readers and writers hang out online and social networking sites like Facebook, MySpace, and LinkedIn allow you to set up a profile for yourself. Think of it as your own web page, and use it to connect with other writers and readers.

Join GoodReads (www.goodreads.com), Writerface (www.writerface.com), or WritingRoom (www.writingroom.com), for example, or one of the many other online groups, and stay in touch with likeminded people who share your passion and enthusiasm for reading and writing. If you post regularly in public forums and develop a wide network of “friends,” you'll have a leg up on getting known even before your book is published.
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Readers use social media: According to Bowker, 47 percent of women book buyers are on Facebook and 9 percent are on Twitter. Genre readers are most likely to be on social networks.



The unpublished writer who creates a presence online and connects with a network of writers and readers can harness those resources while writing. Post questions and find experts with the answers. Discuss writing issues with other writers. Find readers willing to critique early drafts. And once the novel is published, those connections become invaluable, too, for publicizing and marketing the book.


Working with a Writers Critique Group

Some writers get together regularly with a group of other writers to critique each other's work in progress. Some meet in person; others exchange manuscripts electronically and meet online or by phone.

Here are some guidelines, should you decide that a writers critique group might work for you:


	Form a group of between four and seven writers.


	Collaborate with others whose writing is at about the level of yours or somewhat better.


	Establish rules for critiquing and the minimal level of commitment required for participants.


	Develop a regular meeting schedule.


	Set a deadline for sending work to each other; be sure that the schedule gives everyone enough time to read and comment before you meet.


	When you give criticism, be as specific as possible, explaining what you believe are the strengths and weaknesses; critique the work, not the writer.


	When you receive criticism, listen and take notes; ask clarifying questions but do not defend your writing.


	Keep in mind that you don't have to do anything that anyone suggests, but you owe it to yourself and the group to listen and try your best to understand the substance of the critique of your writing.


	Agree to maintain mutual respect and confidentiality: what goes on in the group should stay in the group.




Whether or not you'll benefit from belonging to a writers critique group depends on your personality and work style. Some writers find it extremely helpful to get feedback while they are writing. Others find it distracting and feel that it actually gets in the way of finishing their manuscript.


Tune Your Ear: Read!

As a novelist, you should be an informed reader. Reading current novels can give you an intuitive feel for the current market and for what readers are responding to.

Reading critically acclaimed novels will tune you into what constitutes good storytelling, compelling characterization, and effective use of language and imagery. Reading in your own genre will sensitize you to the clichés of that genre so that you can studiously avoid them in your own writing.
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“Read, read, read. Read everything — trash, classics, good and bad, and see how they do it. Just like a carpenter who works as an apprentice and studies the master. Read! You'll absorb it. Then write. If it is good, you'll find it. If it's not, throw it out the window.” — William Faulkner



When you finish reading a novel, try to figure out what you liked and disliked about it. If you loved it, go back and reread it to analyze what it was about this novel that made it sing. If you hated it, take the time to figure out why. It's often easier to see the flaws than it is to see strengths.

For added perspective, find reviews of the novel and visit online book-sellers' sites to see what average readers have to say about the book. A single reader review won't tell you much, but when a book has twenty or more reader reviews, the comments taken together can be quite illuminating.

Finally, spend time with readers and people who make their living reading and recommending books. Hang out in bookstores and get to know the staff. Let yourself be hand-sold, and listen to how booksellers talk about their favorites. Chat with librarians. Dip into some of the online forums where avid readers are talking about books. By regularly participating at sites like Shelfari (www.shelfari.com), Goodreads (www.goodreads.com), or LibraryThing (www.librarything.com), you can develop a good understanding of the market for novels and begin to connect with and cultivate readers.

Do your research and by the time you are ready to pitch your manuscript to a literary agent, you should have no problem answering these questions: Where does your book fit in today's market? Fans of which best-selling writers will want to read your novel? How is your book unique?

Reading Lists

A good place to begin looking at books like the one you aspire to write is among recent award winners.

LITERARY NOVELS: NATIONAL BOOK AWARD WINNERS (THE NATIONAL BOOK FOUNDATION GIVES THIS AWARD ANNUALLY FOR THE BEST FICTION)


	Let the Great World Spin by Colum McCann


	The Echo Maker by Richard Powers


	The Great Fire by Shirley Hazzard


	Three Junes by Julia Glass


	Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier


	The Corrections by Jonathan Franzen




MAINSTREAM NOVELS: PUDDLY A WARD (POWELL'S BOOKS IN OREGON POLLS ITS CUSTOMERS AND AWARDS “GOLDEN GALOSHES” TO READERS' FAVORITES)


	The Time Traveler's Wife by Audrey Niffenegger


	The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay by Michael Chabon


	Life of Pi by Yann Martel


	Twilight by Stephenie Meyer


	The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo by Stieg Larsson


	The Help by Kathryn Stockett


	Water for Elephants by Sara Gruen




MYSTERY NOVELS: EDGAR AWARD WINNERS (MYSTERY WRITERS OF AMERICA AWARDS AN EDGAR EACH YEAR TO THE BEST NOVEL AND THE BEST DEBUT NOVEL)


	Bootlegger's Daughter by Margaret Maron


	Citizen Vince by Jess Walter


	Winter and Night by S. J. Rozan


	A Dark-Adapted Eye by Barbara Vine


	LaBrava by Elmore Leonard


	Promised Land by Robert B. Parker




THRILLERS: EDGAR AWARD NOMINEES AND WINNERS (EDGAR AWARDS HAVE GONE TO SOME OUTSTANDING THRILLERS AS WELL AS MYSTERIES)


	Eye of the Needle by Ken Follett


	Day of the Jackal by Frederick Forsyth


	The Spy Who Came In from the Cold John Le Carré


	The Faithful Spy by Alex Berenson


	A Conspiracy of Paper by David Liss


	Vanish by Tess Gerritsen




ROMANCE: RITA WINNERS (ROMANCE WRITERS OF AMERICA GIVES THESE AWARDS ANNUALLY IN A WIDE RANGE OF CATEGORIES)


	Not Another Bad Date by Rachel Gibson


	Snowbound by Janice Kay Johnson


	Lessons of Desire by Madeline Hunter


	Ice Blue by Anne Stuart


	The Husband Trap by Tracy Anne Warren


	Revealed by Tamera Alexander




SCIENCE FICTION: NEBULA AWARD WINNERS (CHOSEN BY THE MEMBERS OF THE SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY WRITERS OF AMERICA)


	Powers by Ursula K. Le Guin


	American Gods by Neil Gaiman


	The Speed of Dark by Elizabeth Moon


	Dune by Frank Herbert


	Neuromancer by William Gibson


	Ender's Game by Orson Scott Card




FANTASY: HUGO AWARD WINNERS (AWARDED BY THE CURRENT MEMB ERS OF THE WORLD SCIENCE FICTION CONVENTION AND GIVEN IN NUMEROUS CATEGORIES)


	Jonathan Strange & Mr Norrell by Susanna Clarke


	Blue Mars by Kim Stanley Robinson


	Hominids by Robert J. Sawyer


	Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire by J. K. Rowling


	To Say Nothing of the Dog by Connie Willis


	The Diamond Age by Neal Stephenson




Beyond these lists, look at the recent lists of bestselling fiction. Books that top the list in New York City will not be the top sellers in Salt Lake City, Utah, or in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, so look at the lists that reflect the readers you are targeting.

The more you write, the more you will recognize good writing and bad. Be sure to take notes, and use your observations to inform your own work.


Story Ideas

One of the questions most frequently asked of published writers is: “Where do you get your ideas?” The answer is that ideas are everywhere. What interests you is likely to interest others. Turning an idea into a premise can be your first step in preparing to write your novel.

Most writers don't have a problem coming up with story ideas. More often, there are too many ideas competing for attention. It's too hard and it takes too long to write a novel, so why waste your time developing an idea you don't care passionately about? Pick the idea that is clamoring the loudest to be told — that's the idea to run with.

Most likely, you will come up with multiple ideas for a novel. Here are some questions to ask yourself to help you narrow the field.


	Which ideas lend themselves to the novel form?


	Which ideas intrigue me most?


	Which ideas will I most enjoy researching?


	Which ideas will generate the kinds of characters and situations that I am most interested in writing about?


	Which ideas could be turned into a novel that I would love to read?
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“You get ideas from daydreaming. You get ideas from being bored. You get ideas all the time. The only difference between writers and other people is we notice when we're doing it.” — Neil Gaiman



As ideas strike you and spark your interest, write them down and save them in a file folder. It may be days, weeks, or even years before you go back and pull that idea out and start to build it into a novel.

Ideas from Personal Experience

Novelists often transform their own real experiences into novels. Personal experiences that are fodder for novels can range from the heroic to the commonplace.

Ernest Hemingway drew from personal experience as a young soldier in World War I and his love affair with an American nurse for A Farewell to Arms. The 2002 novel The Nanny Diaries, with its satirical take on wealthy Manhattan families, was drawn from the experiences of Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus who worked as nannies to about thirty different families on Manhattan's Upper East Side.

Your experiences have the great advantage of being uniquely your own. No one else has gone through them in quite the same way, and no one else can transform them into fiction the way you can.


[image: illustration]

“If the story interests you enough to provoke you into temporarily withdrawing from society long enough to tell it, there is at least a fair possibility that when you are finished, it will interest other people enough to prompt them to forgo companionship long enough to read it. If that proves to be the case, and one of those people is an editor, he or she may actually give you some money in order to make the opportunity available to a whole lot of other people, which is presumably what you had in mind as your ultimate objective when you began spoiling the paper.” — George V. Higgins



Ideas from Others and Their Experiences

You can also find inspiration in what happens to friends, relatives, the people you work with, or in events you witness firsthand. For instance, Sapphire's novel Push tells the story of a dark-skinned, heavyset, illiterate African-American girl who has survived multiple pregnancies by her father. Sapphire found the idea for this powerful, gritty novel when she was teaching girls like Precious in a remedial reading program in Harlem. As Sapphire told an NPR interviewer, “I had the intense feeling that if I didn't write this book no one else would.”

Even when the idea for your novel is based on the personal experiences of others, you will find yourself mining the details of your own life, digging back to recall your emotional reactions in similar situations, and embellishing characters with details from your own experience. But be careful about creating fictional situations that are recognizable. If you don't disguise the characters and the situation sufficiently, you could invite a lawsuit.
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A Virginia family sued Patricia Cornwell in 1992 for revealing factual details in her book, All That Remains. They argued that the information was privileged and part of a real murder investigation that Cornwell worked on as part of her job in a medical examiner's office.



Ideas from News

News stories, large and small, are excellent jumping-off points for works of fiction. Once a story appears in a newspaper it is considered in the public domain and fair game for you to borrow from as a novelist.

Some news stories, like the 1999 Columbine High School shootings or the September 11 terrorist attacks, have inspired numerous novels. Wally Lamb's The Hour I First Believed follows the life of a fictional Columbine High School nurse, and her teacher husband, as they deal with posttraumatic stress disorder after she survived the library massacre. Don DeLillo's Falling Man tells the story of a man who survived the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center. Both authors drew from news stories as well as their own imaginations to craft their novels

Small stories from the news may spark ideas as well. Cemetery vandalism in your hometown, an idiosyncratic string of burglaries, or a local beauty pageant might intrigue you enough to develop into a novel.

Ideas from Dreams

Your dreams are fertile ground for ideas as well, growing as they do out of your own needs and anxieties. Though dreams are often disjointed and rarely have the storytelling logic that a novel requires, they can provide ideas or images that spark a novel.

Jacquelyn Mitchard says that the story idea for The Deep End of the Ocean, her debut novel that became the first Oprah Book in 1996, came to her in a dream. She wrote down the plot, saved it, and three years later after the death of her husband, recovered it from a drawer and started writing. The Deep End of the Ocean went on to be named the second most influential book of the past twenty years by USA Today.

Keep a pen and paper by your bed so that when you wake up from a particularly compelling and vivid dream, you can write it down. The details of even the most disturbing or exciting dream will soon fade from your consciousness the minute you wake up.
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“When an idea comes, spend silent time with it. Remember Keats's idea of Negative Capability and Kipling's advice to ‘drift, wait and obey.’ Along with your gathering of hard data, allow yourself also to dream your idea into being.” — Rose Tremain




Formulating a Premise

A premise is the basic proposition behind a book. Transforming an idea into a well-articulated premise can be the first step you take in writing your novel.

Here are three premises that most readers can easily recognize:


	Suppose a miserly, greedy, petty tyrant is murdered, and what if each of his four sons has good reasons for wanting him dead. (The Brothers Karamazov by Fyodor Dostoevsky)


	Suppose a girl who wants to run away from home is whisked away in a tornado, and what if she lands in a magic land and must find her way home. (The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum)


	Suppose an incurable epidemic of blindness strikes a city without warning, and what if all but one of the city's residents goes blind. (Blindness by Jose Saramago)




Once a premise has been articulated, it suggests all kinds of plot possibilities. You can tack on additional ideas for how a story might unfold with the words “and what if … and what if … and what if.” By transforming an idea into a premise and putting it into this format, you can start to see where you're going with your novel.


What's Hot (and Should It Matter?)

Many writers wonder if they should pick the trendiest ideas to write about in order to game the market. Vampire romance novels may be hotter than hot at the moment, but does that mean you should write one? If the best-seller list is full of thrillers about decoding ciphers and mystery novels about female serial killers, are you making your novel more saleable by adding secret codes and villainous women to your story?

The answer is a qualified “maybe but probably not.” Remember, from the time you come up with an idea, at the very least it will be two years before it hits bookstore shelves — and that's a best-case scenario. By then, vampires and secret codes and female serial killers may be as passé as yesterday's news. On top of that, agents and editors aren't looking for the next Da Vinci Code; they're really looking for the next book to break out of the pack and define its own category.

So trust your own instincts. Write what you care most about and forget about trying to game the market. It's hard enough to write a novel, so why not write one that comes from your heart?
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