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			After seventeen years in the publishing business, I decided that it was time to finally pen this book, a comprehensive guide to writing and publishing. While the novice writer can benefit from this book, I am especially writing this for those people who have a desire to establish long-lasting careers in the industry.

			Writing one book is rather simplistic; the question of success or failure aside, you set out to accomplish that goal, complete it, and let the chips fall where they may. A lot of people only want to write one book, particularly those who want to pen a memoir or a self-help book based on their own experiences, or those who want to get one major point across—and there is nothing wrong with that. Others want to write a book to make some fast money. Everything is wrong with that. Does it mean that that concept can never, ever work? No. It means the odds of it happening are very rare.

			I was having a conversation recently about the number of authors who disappear from the scene every single year. A lot of that is a consequence of their initial purpose for writing. If your motivation is money, you won’t likely succeed. What drives you to do the work of writing a book should be based in sincerity and passion, otherwise a lasting career is nearly impossible or, at best, unlikely.

			My passion for books started at a very young age, probably around two or three, when I first started reading. Once I entered middle school, you would never catch me without a book either in my hands or nearby. I was born with a vivid imagination, and my mind never shuts down. I confirmed that recently when I participated in a sleep study and they showed me a printout of my dreams. I dream four times more than the average person throughout the night. Even when my physical body is exhausted, my brain is on overdrive. Becoming a writer as an adult was a natural progression from who I was as a child. All of my teachers prophesied it as I went through school, and it turns out that they were right. At this point, I cannot even imagine doing anything else as a career. I am blessed to never feel like I am actually working.

			This book is for published and unpublished authors alike who want to achieve that same feeling. After all, the biggest room in anyone’s house is the room for improvement. Too many people reach a certain point and fail to realize that they can go even further beyond the sight line. A true writer always craves to become better and better. A true writer wants to be challenged, even if they create those challenges themselves. Writing is an amazing concept, whether it is done as a hobby, professionally, or simply to vent. Continual evolution is a part of life, whether we want to embrace it or reject it.

			Not everyone who thinks they want to will be able to write a book or become a published author. Many will have to settle for finding other outlets for their emotions, like art or music. The process of writing does not fit every person’s temperament, and a creative spirit does not have to be confined to one medium. Writing professionally may not be your strong point, but do not give it up. Find other ways to express yourself, and continue to write for your own personal benefit. Writing is a process which can help you express yourself in other areas of your life and can be both healing and cleansing.

			In this book I cover all of the elements needed to create what I call “the perfect storm” of creative writing. Stirring up this perfect storm requires learning what it takes to create, be compassionate, and transform and revolutionize lives all at the same time. That has always been my purpose in writing. Even now, with this book about the book industry, it is still my imperative to accomplish those three things.

			Part 1 of the book is about writing, while Part 2 is concerned with the steps of publishing. I provide you with writing samples and exercises in Part 3.

			There are keys to success and there are keys to failure. I delve into both within these pages. I tell you what to do to flourish and how to prevent withering away. So if you are ready to embark on this road together, let us begin.
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			WRITING AND THE CREATIVE PROCESS

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

			Discipline

			Forming Your Writing Habits

			Finding the time to write can be a major factor in the lives of most aspiring writers with other careers and responsibilities. Even for those of us who are full-time, successful writers, it can still be a painstaking chore to lock ourselves away with a pen, pad, or a laptop to embrace our passion. I say passion because it goes hand in hand with discipline. It comes down to how bad you want to be able to complete a manuscript. While there is no surefire method to the madness that brings about much reward, I have a few suggestions.

			First and foremost, do not panic over it. That will solve nothing and will only set you back in your efforts. Even if you have a book under contract and the publisher has established a deadline, you should not feel compelled to turn in something that is not what you consider your best effort. Speak up in the beginning if you do not feel like you can make an established deadline. The publisher can push the date back or, if there is space in the timeline, allow you some extra time.

			I am also a publisher, and here’s an example: this morning an agent called me and asked if her author could turn in her manuscript in February of next year instead of November of this year. I agreed immediately and amended the paperwork. I do not want my authors to feel like turning in a rough draft is acceptable. I will discuss that in more depth in another chapter. Stressing yourself out is the least effective way to complete a well-written book.

			Secondly, be realistic about how often you can write and your writing speed. Some people write a page a day. Others write ten thousand words a day. Most writers fall somewhere in between—anywhere in between. Then there are those that may write for a couple of weeks, take a couple of months or even a couple of years off, and then write for another couple of weeks. It all depends.

			However, I am an avid believer that if you want to truly be a writer, you will do it daily so that it becomes routine, like brushing your teeth. Even if you have writer’s block, it is imperative that you keep the habit up. Write about another topic instead of the one you are stuck on—whatever comes to mind. If you keep it real with yourself about your abilities, then all the pressure floats away.

			Thirdly, you need to test different places and times of day to see when you are most effective. Some people write better in the middle of an Internet café, Starbucks, or the dining section of their local grocery store. They like background noise and are inspired by observing people going about their day. Others still feel the power in numbers but noise irritates them, so they may write in the quiet room of the local library. Then there are “the loners.” The writers that prefer total isolation so they can immerse themselves in their imaginations. They may have some background noise like the television or listen to some music. Some even have particular songs that motivate them to keep going. I have done all of the above at one time or another. My needs vary so I mix it up. However, if I had to pick one way to write, it would be with music. I have written some books and listened to the same “theme song” practically the entire time that it took to complete them. You need to experiment with different things and see what works best for you.

			The biggest key to discipline as a writer is time management. You can find the opportunity to do it by tweaking some of the other things you waste time on. When I first started writing, I was working a full-time, stressful career. However, I made the commitment to spend at least four hours per day working on my passion after spending eight to ten hours a day working on someone else’s passion. Instead of hanging out at happy hours after work with coworkers, watching television for several hours, or talking on the phone, I entertained myself with my mind. And the funny part is that when I was doing it from 1997 to 1999, the thought never crossed my mind about actually publishing anything. I would have continued writing, even if that decision was never made.

			Also, writing comes easier with a clear head. I would suggest working out—even if it’s just walking—prior to writing, or possibly going for a drive, doing a jigsaw puzzle, logic puzzles, or even washing dishes. Whatever works for you personally. Journaling is a great thing as well. Writing down all of your personal concerns in a journal and then leaving it all there frees you up to explore something better or more interesting. There is a great free website called penzu.com that will provide you with a password-protected journal that you can access from anywhere. A lot of people are apprehensive about keeping a hard copy journal because their privacy can be so easily violated. I have had that experience and it was not pleasant. However, the beauty of journaling is that you can go back years, even decades later, and witness where you were in that space and time. Sometimes it renews your beliefs and reminds you how special you are. Other times it shows you how far you have come and how much you have matured. And yes, there are those times when you read your old journals and wonder what the hell you were thinking. Memories are all valuable, positive or negative. The site will even send you a daily reminder email that it is time to write and you can take that as your cue to journal or work on your book. Even if you do not do that, set an alarm to go off on your cell phone to let you know when it is writing time.

			Always have something handy to write with, whether it is a tablet, phone, pen and pad, or computer. Even the most prolific writers come up with incredible ideas and then cannot remember them later if they do not write them down. I am still trying to remember what I considered to be the perfect book title a couple of years later. I hope it comes back to me one day because I regret not writing it down. You will have to learn how to zone the rest of the world out when necessary. In today’s society, there are even more distractions than there were a decade ago. But I contend that if you want something bad enough, you will do whatever it takes, even if you have to think outside of the box. Most people do not have endless leisure time because of work and family responsibilities, but you will have to hold yourself accountable to make the time to write. Like all habits—bad or good—once you establish one it is easier to keep going and harder to break it.

			Developing a Mind-set

			When I first began to write, it was not with the intention of becoming published. It was a creative outlet for me. I gave away my musings for free over the Internet for more than three years. Other people began to enjoy my work, but if no one ever had, I still would have continued to write and share. I’ve now written and published more books than I can count, but truth be told, the majority of the things that I have written still remain unpublished and might very well stay that way. Some are incomplete novels, others are short stories in which I was simply venting about something bothering me. A lot of the writing I’ve done is in the form of personal journal entries about my life. So not everything I write will have its moment in the sun.

			This is the same for most writers. I’ve read thousands of books, manuscripts, and screenplays in my role as publisher and acquiring editor for my imprint, Strebor Books. Unlike a lot of authors who are constantly in full battle gear and act like we are all gladiators in an arena, I thrive from helping other writers achieve their goals. Can I help everyone? No. Do I even care to help everyone? No.

			My decision to publish, mentor, or assist someone is based on many factors. The most important one is whether or not I sense they are serious about writing. Then I have to believe that they are compassionate toward the plight of others. Is that a requirement to be a good writer? Possibly not, but I believe that it is. Unless you can feel empathy, I am not sure how you can create characters whom others will identify with. Even if you are writing a nonfiction book, you still should possess that trait.

			Passion is essential as well. If the passion doesn’t exist, a writer will quickly fizzle out and tap out of the fight before even putting forth any real effort. They will find a way to shift the blame on others for their own lack of accomplishments and perhaps exhibit a sense of entitlement as they pursue help from others to achieve their goals. A few people email me with that attitude. They are not concerned with my workload, my family and responsibilities; they expect everything to revolve around them, and they do not even know me. All of this, and when I finally extend the olive branch, they inform me that they have not actually completed a book.

			If you are meant to be published, it will happen eventually. You have to have the patience to submit your book to existing publishers and work with their schedules and timing, or you can self-publish on your own time and terms. That is the fastest way to get a book out and see what happens, but if you go that route, please make sure that your work is properly edited and packaged well. I offer information and advice in this book on how to self-publish as well.

			Once you’ve completed a manuscript and are seeking a deal, or pursuing the self-publishing route, continue to write other things. Experiment with different techniques and in different genres; push yourself to the limit. Observe the world around you and then go home and make up a short story about someone you saw out and about that day. Let your imagination run rampant. Exercise your brain.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			Writing Style—Only You Can Define It

			What Makes Someone a Writer?

			If you have ever written something down that you needed to get off of your chest because your brain felt like it was overloaded, you are a writer. It may have been a poem, a short story, an entire manuscript, or even a simple quote that you made up. It is all writing, but you must define your writing style and that is based on your overall purpose and vision. The most important thing is to take your time because rushing takes away from the experience for most.

			Cultivating a Writing Style

			Your writing style is the way that you choose to present your concepts and thoughts to a potential reading audience. There are many writing elements that contribute to creating a perfect storm. They include grammar, diction, clichés, punctuation, connotation, dialogue, situation, and purpose. They will all vary based on the premise of the book. For example, if you are writing a young adult novel, the diction and dialogue should be indicative of how teenagers speak and connect with one another. Then you have to break that down further, based on the region of the country where the story takes place, the characters’ educational background, and their overall living conditions and influences. Now, if it is a historical novel, everything changes and you need to do research to make sure all of the elements are as authentic as possible. Readers will pick up on things that do not mesh correctly; that is for sure.

			PIE

			The first thing you need to determine is how you can make a PIE (Persuade, Inform, and Entertain) without losing the attention span of readers or confusing them to the point of no return. One of my many roles for the past seventeen years has been as a life coach/advice columnist. When I post certain advice emails on Facebook, there are often dozens of comments from readers who need clarification on what the person who emailed me is attempting to say. Now, they are not professional writers and I often rephrase it when I realize it will be a major issue. My point is that a lot of people have not been taught the proper way to communicate their ideas. It will likely get worse as society turns more toward text messages, emails, and social networking to communicate instead of actual speaking. Soon we will be faced with a generation of young adults who can barely hold a conversation with one another in person. It is a truly sad plight that is quickly coming to pass. A good writer is a good communicator—both on and off the page. They can make PIEs with their books and they can make PIEs when they speak in person.

			Learn to Write by Reading

			Read as many books as you can. One of the silliest statements that I have ever heard is a writer saying that they do not read because they do not want another writer’s work to influence their own. That is absurd! I read every single day, publish between thirty-six and sixty books a year, and never once have I ever had a fleeting thought about using someone else’s ideas. I became a writer because I loved and appreciated reading. From a very early age, my parents instilled a love of reading in me. In the third grade, my mother enrolled me in a speed-reading class and, by the sixth grade, I was reading a book a day. I feel naked and depressed without something to read when the urge hits me. It is nearly impossible to become a great writer without reading great books. That is not to say that you need to copy someone else’s techniques, but you need to recognize good technique. Too many people feel like they can simply throw a book together and the world will not be able to recognize exactly what they did.

			There are mediocre books that have become commercially successful with the right marketing and support. I have seen it happen. In fact, I recently decided against publishing a book that I immediately assumed had to be great based on self-published sales. I was ready to make a two-book offer but then decided to set aside a day and actually read it. I was honest with the author. I told him I thought the work was poorly written and wished him well. He was talking about putting out two more books later on in the same year, and I suggested that he study the craft of writing a little bit more. As a traditional publisher, I realized that all professional reviews would be negative and that his book, which was selling for ninety-nine cents, could not sell nearly as many copies at even ten dollars and less at fifteen.

			Whether fiction or nonfiction, you should attempt to persuade readers to think something that they may not normally lean toward thinking. You may be trying to persuade them to do something major like recommitting their life to Christ, or something more inane like running through freshly fallen snow barefoot. You could be trying to convince them that you can be successful in life despite having to overcome incredible odds, or that single mothers can do as good of a job raising boys as men can.

			You should attempt to inform them of something that they never knew. It could be something heavy and historical (e.g. prior to becoming president, John Adams defended the eight British soldiers who had fired upon citizens during the Boston Massacre) or something humorous and inconsequential (e.g. owls are the only species of birds that can see the color blue). Lastly, and often most importantly, the readers should feel entertained. Books are competing with a dozen-plus other media, not to mention platforms like the iPad and Xbox, after all. You have to cause them to feel something—to laugh, cry, get angry, feel sympathy.

			SWOT: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats

			On your pathway to becoming a published author, I would like to suggest that you do a SWOT analysis every three to six months. It is a simple process where you take about an hour to write down four lists: your strengths, your weaknesses, your opportunities, and your threats. What are your overall strengths when it comes to writing? Your overall weaknesses? Are you better at writing narrative than dialogue, or vice versa? Do you write stronger in first person or third person? Are you good at outlining your story or does it traumatize you to even think about it? Determine your strong points and weak points and make a concerted effort to improve on them both.

			Strategies for Improvement, or How to Grow Yourself as a Writer

			When it comes to opportunities, are there any that exist in the literary world for you? Is there a local writers group you can join? Do you have any friends with connections? Do you live in an area where there are a lot of literary events you can attend? Are there any competitions you can enter to try to get exposure for your work? Is there a published author willing to mentor you who actually has the time to do it? As for threats, you need to list everything that is preventing you from achieving your dream, from dream stealers and reality stealers masked as your friends and relatives to yourself, if you allow laziness and self-doubt to prevent you from writing on a regular basis.

			Do not fret if your initial SWOT analysis is terrifying. That is the entire purpose of the exercise: to lay all of your proverbial cards on the table. The objective is to be able to become aware of and completely remove some threats three to six months down the road, add to the list of opportunities, and move some of your weaknesses to your strengths list. You cannot get to where you want to be without understanding where you currently are. That applies to every aspect of life, and you can use this same analysis for an overall self-assessment. I even do one with my college-aged daughter at least twice a year. It is a marvelous tool and it costs nothing but a few moments of your time. It yields greatly beneficial information that you may not even recognize about yourself until you see it on paper in black and white.

			Six Basic Human Needs

			Successful writing is highly dependent on the ability to touch upon what many call “the six basic human needs.” They are, in no particular order: certainty, uncertainty, connection, contribution, significance, and growth.

			If you have ever wondered why social networking is so powerful, one of the main reasons is because people experience the full range of these emotions on the most popular sites. They feel connected to those they know, as well as complete strangers. They feel significant because they can announce that they cooked chicken and rice for dinner and people will like their post. They experience constant growth based on the number of friends or followers they obtain. They feel like they are contributing to something by reposting or sharing what someone else says, or by commenting on a discussion thread. They have a sense of certainty because they know that they can log on anytime, day or night, and the service will be there. They feel a sense of uncertainty from reading about negative news—which always seems to spread like wildfire, while positive items seem to quickly disappear from one’s newsfeed.

			When you are writing, you need to focus on stimulating intelligence, pulling at the heartstrings, and inciting both hope and fear in your readers. A good book may not be popular at the time it is initially published but can nonetheless come to be regarded as a classic over time. And a film can be wildly popular at the time it is released but soon forgotten. Every year, studios make movies that make a ton of money at the box office, but less than two months later no one is even discussing them. They were entertaining but did not have a long-lasting impact. Then there are movies, often made on a lower budget or independently, that are so persuasive, informative, and entertaining that people watch them two or three generations later. Case in point, how many holiday seasons in a row has It’s a Wonderful Life been played on television consecutively? For decades, right? That is because the premise of the story transcends time, and it is still touching and memorable long after the original 1946 release date. Nearly seven decades have passed and people still appreciate it, cry over it, and embrace it, even if they watch it every single time it comes on. That is one hell of a PIE!

			I will give you another analogy. There is a yearly ­women’s conference held in Anyplace, USA. More than two thousand women from all over the globe attend to be uplifted, empowered, and motivated. It is a three-day conference and there is a powerful lineup of speakers, one per day. So on the first day, the one we will call Rebecca takes the stage. Her reputation precedes her since she is the top CEO in her industry. She gives an amazing speech that results in a standing ovation. As the women leave the ballroom, they discuss the speech, but by the time dinnertime rolls around the discussion has pretty much died down.

			The next day, the one we will call Trish takes the stage. She is another top-notch CEO, makes a couple million per year, and looks every bit the part. She gives yet another amazing speech and gets a standing ovation as well. The women are still discussing what was said over dinner that night and into the next morning. A few of them will go back home and share key points with their friends and relatives, but the fascination will wear off within a month’s time.

			On closing day, the one we will call Lisa walks up on stage. Like her counterparts, she has made a name for herself in corporate America and is wealthy, successful, and on track to cash out upon retirement with tens of millions in bonuses. Her speech is life-changing. Not only does she get a standing ovation but many of the women are in tears, some are clinging to each other like they’re experiencing a spiritual revival, and others remain seated, simply dumbfounded and speechless, completely taken off guard because they have been so moved. They leave the convention in Anyplace, USA, prepared to overcome any obstacle, any setback, any drama, any financial issues, any family issues, and everything in between to get where they desire to be.

			A good book inspires people. A good book causes an impact. A good book sparks thought, motivates, frightens, uplifts, angers—sometimes all of those things at once—but it begins with you defining your purpose for writing.

			Now everything that I wrote in this chapter is going to go completely over the heads of anyone who wants to write a book simply to say that they wrote a book. People that are only interested in writing because they think they can make a lot of money will not care about any of my advice. They will continue to throw something together and believe that they are on the top of the writing craft because their limited fan base tells them so. They will put something out on the market or turn it in to their publisher without even doing a single read-through of it. While they may obtain some limited success, the writing community as a whole will never respect them.

			There are many authors who have been published for a long time but have not been able to increase their readership base. One of the main reasons is because they have become too formulaic. They stifle their ability to gain more readers by writing with the same tone and the same overall premise over and over again. They cannot connect to more readers unless they expand their own views and writing topics. That does not mean that they have to change their genre, but they certainly need to attempt to improve upon that genre with each and every book that they offer to the public. Even when you look at popular movie franchises or television shows, they run their courses after a while. No matter how successful a writer becomes, they have to change things up from time to time. Don’t believe me? Take a good look at some of the top authors in the game and see how they have done that very thing.

			You need a lot of patience in this business. Even if you ultimately get a publishing deal, it may be upward of eighteen to twenty-four months before the book actually lands on shelves. Therefore, money should not be your primary purpose in writing. Sure, that is the ultimate goal for anyone wanting a published book but it should not be your main focus.

			Pay close attention to the writing styles of others you admire, not so that you can copy them but so you can understand that they actually exist. I understand my writing style and I admire the writing styles of many others. However, as a publisher, I have also received a lot of submissions from writers with no writing style whatsoever.

			Speaking of books, I suggest that you take the time out to read some style manuals, like the Chicago Manual of Style. Brush up on the basics of grammar and punctuation if you need to. Even the best and the most educated of us are subject to forgetting the rules. Keep a dictionary and a thesaurus close at hand. You may be surprised by how much you have forgotten since grade school. If something is not practiced all the time, it can be easily forgotten. That is why parents who might’ve gotten straight As and Bs in high school math classes struggle to help their fifth-­graders do their math homework. If you do not use it, you lose it.
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