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The EVERYTHING® Guide to Writing a Novel

Dear Reader:

We began this book because so many people ask us about different elements of novel writing. In every workshop we give, there are collected We’ve questions that all deserve good answers. We’ve collected a great deal of knowledge through the course of writing more than forty books. The problem was finding a way to put all of those answers together.

There are plenty of workshops and seminars for writers that break down many of the answers. But small chunks of information gathered from hundreds of different sources are sometimes confusing and difficult to remember. We wanted to put as much as we could in one place.

We hope the information contained here will be easy to use. Writing and publishing can be a strange and mysterious world. Our goal here was to take away some of the mystery with clean, straightforward answers. Hopefully, we’ve accomplished some part of de-mystifying the process for everyone who reads this book.
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Top Ten Reasons to Write a Novel

1. You have a story to tell. You have to write it or you just might explode.

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

3. You’ve experienced something you feel the world should know.

4. You’re dissatisfied with the books you read. You believe you can write better.

5. The story you want to tell is too detailed and involved 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 you never have to retire from.

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 capture a piece of the fame, wealth, and glory that a successful novelist can enjoy.


Introduction

[image: Il_9781593371326_ps_0012_001] WHEN THE FIRST NOVEL WRITER sat down with his parchment and a quill in hand, the entire world shifted. It was 1605. Miguel de Cervantes had written Don Quixote. Nothing would ever be the same again.

In the seventeenth century, epic poems and lengthy short stories were already in vogue. There were plays and sonnets galore. But no one knew what to expect from this new art form. What could a longer, more complex story offer a reader?

As it turns out, novels have offered millions of readers around the world a means of escape from their familiar, sometimes humdrum lives. Even though over 100 years passed before the next great literary novel would appear, the concept eventually flourished. Writers like Daniel Defoe, Jonathan Swift, and Henry Fielding kept scribbling away, creating works like Robinson Crusoe (1719), Gulliver’s Travels (1726), and Tom Jones (1749). Imaginations took flight and publishers soon learned there was money to be made from the prose of these talented masters.

Readers have gone to the ends of the earth with daring explorers like Phineas T. Fogg and Allan Quartermaine. They have witnessed the colonizing of Mars before it ever seemed technologically possible. A reader was onboard the first manned space station years before the human race ever went into space. Readers have fought in the foxholes with soldiers and have been present at the coronation of kings — and all without leaving the comfort of their armchairs.

Millions of novels have been published since the idea for one first crossed a writer’s mind. Thousands of writers have made their mark on the wall of literature. Many of them spend their entire lives working on their masterpieces. Many more don’t get started until they’re past the responsibilities of family and job. Other writers of all ages give up before they ever see the end of their first novel.

This is understandable: Writing isn’t always easy. Long hours in a solitary dream world can wreak havoc on a person’s life. Creating just the right form, character, and plot can be as hard as trekking up the side of a mountain. But like any other good climb, it’s the view from the summit that takes your breath away. When you’ve seen the sun rise at the top of the world, nothing else will do. There is an unbelievable exhilaration that accompanies the completion of every new book.

In essence, novel writers have the power to give birth to people, worlds, and ideas. They can ask the most daring questions and propose the unthinkable. Novel writers make all of us take a hard look at who we are and the stuff we’re made of. They challenge the bounds of society and the boundaries of the imagination. Novels stretch our minds and quicken our pulses.

Looking back at Jules Verne’s submarines and E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith’s Skylark and Lensman space sagas, the question comes to mind, Did the art of novel writing create the reality that we know today? If so, what are today’s novelists forecasting and creating for our future? Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein seemed farfetched almost 200 years ago, but it’s not so impossible today. How far away are we from Michael Crichton’s Jurassic Park? As a novelist, you’ll have the power to create entire worlds or change the thoughts of thousands of people. As clichéd as it sounds, the pen is mightier than the sword. Something that you have to say could affect how people view the world in another generation. [image: Il_9781593371326_ps_0013_001]
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Chapter 1
Novel Writing

Novels have taken readers to the jungles of Africa with Tarzan and to living on the planet Pern with dragons. They have illuminated minds and evoked visions of terror. A good novel can quicken the pulse or get a chuckle. Where would we be without Captain Nemo or Peter Pan? Novels are book-length works that have changed over the years but continue to entertain, mystify, and inspire their readers.

History of the Genre

Most scholars consider Don Quixote, written by Miguel de Cervantes in seventeenth-century Spain, as the first modern novel. Don Quixote follows the exploits of an old man who envisions himself as a knight errant fighting dragons and rescuing damsels in distress. Robinson Crusoe, written by Daniel Defoe in 1719, is considered by many to be the first novel in English. Prior to these books, there were lengthy epic poems and short stories.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0015_001]

The sixteenth century was just the beginning. It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that the ability to print many books cheaply expanded the genre to the popular market.

The Pulp Novels

The birth of mass-market paperbacks is attributed to American publisher Beadle and Adams. In July of 1860, the company released Malaeska, a romance novel that sold for one-tenth of the price of other books — all it cost was a dime! Dime novels, as they became known, were 4½ by 6[image: Il_9781593371326_ps_5] inches. They were made from less-expensive paper than their more refined counterparts and were cheaply bound. They were also enormously popular. With the advent of dime novels came the first attempts at marketing books to draw in potential readers, such as through the creation of colorful covers.

The late 1800s and early 1900s were the heyday of the pulp paperback. Writers like H. G. Wells, Jules Verne, William (Buffalo Bill) Cody, and Ann Stephens began their careers in this new format. Stories of heroes, mystery, science fiction, and romance began appearing around the world. No one had ever seen anything like them. Ellery Queen, Sam Spade, and John Carter of Mars were born between the pages of these “trashy” fiction novels.

Novel Genres Today

The early novel genres like mystery, romance, adventure, and science fiction are still striving and serve as the basis for all novel writing today. All those heroes and heroines who astounded and surprised readers years ago are still around. Plot lines may be a little more complex but the basic story at their heart remains the same. Heroes like James Bond continue to save the world, and villains like Hannibal Lector continue to threaten them. Men and women still fall in love and get their hearts broken. Wonderful places on distant planets continue to appear on the horizon. For all of the changes that novels have gone through, they remain very much the same as those from 200 years ago.

From Leather-Bound Tomes to E-Books

Many things have changed since the first novel was published. The size and shape of the novel has gone through many incarnations. Leather-bound books became hardbacks that in turn became paperbacks. Today, a book may be published in one of the following formats:

• Hardbacks: This format is the top of the line and a goal of many writers. The price of the hardbacks puts them out of the reach of most publishers, unless the author is well known or the publisher specializes in a hardback market, like library sales.

• Mass-market paperbacks: These are the smaller paperback novels that have been popular since the 1930s. Mass-market paperbacks are cheaper, easier to carry, and more likely to be on bookstore shelves.

• Trade paperbacks: These are larger paperbacks, as expensive to buy as most hardbacks, but easier to produce than mass-market traditional paperbacks. Trade paperbacks have recently become the darlings of small presses.

• Electronic books (E-books): The new kids on the block — electronic books are sent from computer to computer or E-book reader, and they are rarely seen in print. They are simple to produce and cost-effective because there’s no paper involved. E-books are growing in popularity, especially with travelers and teenagers. They’re usually much less expensive than a traditional print novel.

• Audio books: Once used by the blind, books on tape and CD are popular among busy “readers” who listen to them on the go.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0017_001]

Electronic and audio books both call for special formatting of the manuscript. Writers need to be aware of which publishers are involved in working in these formats and how to prepare and submit these works for publication.

Changes in the Publishing Industry

Publishers have changed too. Many small publishers with one or two authors have merged into megaconglomerates that support hundreds of authors. Sales are so important that the novelists must be involved in selling their books. Writers must worry more about the “hook” that will keep the reader going than the beautiful scenery or back-story that would have been included in a Victorian novel. The dime novels of yesterday are now $10 and $20 apiece. Publishers carefully orchestrate their promotion and marketing. Book covers are competitive, vying for space and attention on crowded store shelves.

What Stayed the Same

Despite all the changes, there’s one thing that has stayed the same — to be successful, a novel must be a great story. No one can argue with a wonderful tale, masterfully told. Ask any agent or editor and they’ll say the same thing. They’re looking for the stories that thrill them, scare them, or make them believe in love again. That single fact hasn’t changed since Don Quixote was published. Readers still want to be entertained. And if the writer manages to educate or challenge the readers at the same time, so much the better.

Novelists Yesterday and Today

Throughout time, fortune and fame smiled on many novelists. In the nineteenth century, they were celebrated and copied, and some even had statues built of them. Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan novels, wildly popular in his own time, are still made into movies today. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was mobbed whenever he appeared in public.

On the other end of the spectrum were authors like Robert E. Howard, who committed suicide before his Conan the Barbarian novels became popular. Many other writers achieved literary heights after their deaths. No doubt, countless more wrote in obscurity and we will never know their works or their names.

Many female authors like sci-fi writer Andre Norton (Alice Mary Norton) and George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans) chose male pseudonyms. Only since the 1960s has it become “acceptable” for women to write in genres other than romance.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0018_001]

Even today, authors write under pseudonyms for various reasons. Several male romance writers write under female names — Harold Lowry writes under the pseudonym Leigh Greenwood. Many times, two people writing together will publish under a single name. For example, John Muncie and Jody Jaffe write together as John Jaffe.

Contemporary Novelists

Today, thousands of manuscripts cross an ever-shrinking number of editorial desks. The numbers of novels being sold is not diminishing, but corporate mergers have made the number of novel markets smaller. At the same time, there seems to be an ever-increasing group of people who want to write.

At one end of the novelist spectrum are the giants: Stephen King, Danielle Steele, and John Grisham. These writers churn out bestsellers year after year. In the middle are the authors who are not household names but manage to be no less viable: Leigh Greenwood, Jean Lorrah, and Kenneth Flint. The last category includes hundreds of authors who are known only to a few readers: Mary Taffs, Daniel Bailey, and Richard Helms.

Despite dire predictions, the contemporary novel market is alive and well. J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books have shown all writers the possibilities. She’s proven that every major literary market is still open to a good story told in an engaging manner.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0019_001]

Book sales in the United States alone totaled over $26 billion in 2002. This represents a 5.5 percent increase in sales over the previous year. For the first time, these statistics included not only the traditional forms of publishing but also electronically published books.

What They Have in Common

In looking at profiles of the better-known novelists of yesterday, it’s easy to see that they have a great deal in common with today’s novelists. Beyond working hard to get their writing published, there are other characteristics that seem to define successful novelists:

• Focused enough to finish an entire book but restless and unhappy in other work

• Strongly creative, usually in more than one art form, despite childhood admonitions to be more practical

• Tend to have many different jobs in their lifetime. (Others interpret this as lack of commitment, but writers see it as research.)

• Have problems with being labeled “dreamers”

• Have a burning desire to tell a story and can see their story played out before them like a movie

As you may have noticed, these traits aren’t always desirable, particularly outside of the writing world. In fact, they usually cause heartache and disappointment to the would-be writer.

There’s a Novel in Everyone

Many readers finish a book and declare, “Anybody could write that!” The power of the imagination takes over and the important question — what if? — comes into play. This single question has spurred thousands of people to take inspiration from a novel they read, or from an incident that happened to them in their life, and turn it into a 100,000-word novel.

The Allure of the Craft

What is it about writing a novel that people find so attractive? It takes real effort to put together 100,000 words, whether it’s on a word processor or an old-fashioned typewriter. Yet people have been writing novels for the past 400 years! In today’s busy lifestyle, you’ll find writers getting up at dawn or slouched over a keyboard at midnight. They’ll mortgage their homes for a chance to meet with an editor. They get fired for working on their manuscript during work hours. The burning desire to create a literary masterpiece must rank high with other forms of madness.

Being a novelist comes with its own special charm. It’s more than just the joy of seeing your name in print or the potential for appearing on The Oprah Winfrey Show. Writing a novel is a statement of accomplishment. It means that you are in the company of the masters. As you type away at your keyboard, Papa Hemingway is beside you pounding at his typewriter. The spirits of Victor Hugo and Mark Twain are smiling down at you.

When a writer types “The End” and holds a completed manuscript, it’s nothing less than the birth of a child. Of course, there’s always the possibility that your baby is going to be brilliant. The New York Times bestseller list is full of dreamers who were willing to work hard at their creations. But there are also lots of writers who have worked for years and never came closer to being published than a polite rejection. There is never any guarantee of success.

Finding Your Story

Whether your idea for a novel comes from real life or a good imagination, pulling all the pieces together to create a masterpiece requires initiative and commitment. One of the first things the writer must accomplish is making the story real to him or herself. Only then can the writer convince readers to suspend their disbelief and enter his or her fictional world.

Your story should haunt you. It should wake you in the morning and keep you up at night. It should make you wish you could quit your job just so that you could get the whole story out of your head. Finding an idea that has power over you creates its own magic. Once you find your story, the trick is to be able to tell it to everyone else in such a way that leaves them gasping for more.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0021_001]

Hundreds of would-be writers, desperate to get published, are taken in by scam artists every year. Look out for unscrupulous agents and publishers who promise to help you — for a fee. Always check credentials and never pay anything up-front unless you know what you’re getting into.

The Realities of Being a Novelist

Jim Rohn, a motivational speaker, once said, “It takes what it takes.” He was referring to finding the right place to live your life. For most writers, working at a manuscript is the right place to live their lives. It’s a dream that can become reality, but not without some hard work.

Finding the Time

It takes a long time to write a novel. Everyone is different. Some writers are like Monet, able to finish a project quickly and easily. Some writers are like Michelangelo; it takes years to complete what others do in months. The one thing every novelist has to do is realize that writing 60,000 to 100,000 words is a difficult process. There is always something to be revised or edited. Telling a lengthy, complex tale requires time and patience.

The realization of what it takes to finish a novel is enough to dissuade many people from beginning to write one. If you can’t imagine yourself sitting at a computer or word processor for extended periods of time, it might be better to contemplate another dream.

It Takes Commitment

Committing to any project is difficult, especially a project that requires learning a whole new skill set just to get started. Most beginning novelists have a family, work other jobs, and have many responsibilities. They have demanding spouses who don’t understand their compulsion to write and well-meaning friends who remind them that they will probably never get published.

Putting your butt in the chair is what most struggling authors call commitment. It means finding time for character analysis and revamping your plot when you’d rather be at a ball game or shopping with friends. It can mean staying up late, getting up early on Sundays and holidays, or giving up afternoon naps.

There is also a financial commitment. A good writing course can cost anywhere from $100 to $1,000. Buying marketing books or attending marketing seminars can set you back $30 to $500. Sending out manuscripts to be critiqued or joining writing groups can get expensive. That’s not to mention trying to get your work published. Starting a novel can be daunting if you truly realize what you’re letting yourself in for. But the better prepared you are for the task, the better the chances are that you’ll be able to complete it. Thousands of writers start writing a novel every day. Only a few finish.

Good Material

Is your story a novel? That’s an important question to ask yourself. Do you have enough material to create 400 to 600 pages of text? Many would-be novelists find as they start writing that their novel is really only a short story. There is no hard and fast rule for trying to decide if you have a novel in you. But by taking the time to carefully examine what you want to write, you can save yourself the heartbreak of beginning a manuscript that is never completed.

Clubs and Organizations

Many writers find it useful and comforting to be part of a writing group. A group of sympathetic ears and hearts that are all going through the same thing can be a great motivation to keep going.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0023_001]

Watch out for clubs, organizations, and societies that charge large amounts of money to join but offer nothing of real value in return. Know what benefit you’re getting for your dollar.

Mystery Writers of America (MWA)

For mystery and suspense writers, that group is the Mystery Writers of America. It is a national group of about 3,500 writers, agents, and editors that has regional chapters. The group has programs and information useful to the aspiring mystery writer. Once a year MWA gives the Edgar Award to the best mystery novels, which are nominated by publishers. They have annual dues and a quarterly publication sent out to all members as well as insurance benefits and a fund set up to help struggling writers. Writers don’t have to be published to join the group, but only published members are allowed to vote for officers and on other group issues.

Romance Writers of America (RWA)

The Romance Writers of America is an aggressive group dedicated to the romance genre. They are 8,000 strong in the United States and several other countries. Local chapters in many different cities hold monthly meetings.

At their annual convention, they give out awards for the best romance novels published that year (the RITA) and for the best unpublished work (the Golden Heart). RWA has many programs set up to help the aspiring romance writer, including critique groups, agent and editor meetings, and workshops on the craft of romance writing.

Writers don’t need to be published to be a member of this group and all members are eligible to vote on group issues. They charge annual dues at both the local and national level. RWA sends out a monthly magazine and local chapters usually send out a newsletter.

Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA)

The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America is one of the oldest writing groups in the United States. SFWA is a national group that produces a quarterly newsletter for its members. There are no local groups, but SFWA has a great deal of useful information for writers, including the best reports on scams by disreputable agents and publishers. Writers must be published in book length or magazine sci-fi or fantasy to join the group. There is an annual fee to be a member.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0024_001]

Despite the wonderful camaraderie found in groups of writers, keep a close eye on your time. Too much time spent at groups talking about writing can deter or destroy your writing efforts.

Author’s Guild

Probably the oldest generic author’s group in the United States, the Author’s Guild promotes its members through publications and their Web site. The group was founded in 1912 to fight for author’s rights. The guild also helps with legal issues such as copyright infringement and plagiarism. You must be published in novel format by an established American publisher to join the guild. They charge yearly dues that include their publications. There are no meetings for this group.

Local Writer’s Groups

Most big cities, small towns, and rural counties have local writer’s groups. These groups support and help find ways to promote their members. Usually anyone with an active interest in writing is eligible to join. Activities include anthologies, participation in literacy campaigns, and just getting together to share one another’s woes and successes. These organizations are usually a diverse group of writers. There are groups for every type of writer, from poets to novelists. The goal can be publication or fellowship.

These groups meet at libraries, art councils, and restaurants on a weekly or monthly basis. They are a good source of beginning networking for writers. One way to locate a writer’s group near you is to go online to a local arts council or city/county government page. You can also find them listed in the arts/books section of your local paper. [image: Il_9781593371326_ps_0025_001]
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Chapter 2
Defining the Novel

The novel is a work of fiction written to a certain length. There are quite a few novel genres, but the differences are minor, and quite a few “rules” apply to all novel formats. Publishers around the world generally acknowledge and expect to have these rules followed. Writers who want to be novelists should take heed and follow guidelines carefully. Even beyond editorial directions, readers have certain expectations. Part of the challenge of being a professional writer is to create a fictional world within these boundaries.

Fact Versus Fiction

There’s a fine line between reporting the facts and creating fiction. Sometimes, this line tends to get a little smudged. It’s easy to emboss fact with just a little fiction to keep it interesting. And it’s equally easy to get caught up in the facts and forget that your work is supposed to entertain. The distinction between fact and fiction is there for a reason.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0027_001]

Spend enough time checking out a prospective publisher. Don’t get involved with someone who is only trying to make money from writers unhappy with rejections. Understand the difference between paying a publisher to publish your book and a publisher paying you.

Journalism

It’s important that fact is kept clear of embellishments. As a society, we depend heavily on our newspapers and other forms of nonfiction to keep us informed. Newspaper reporters and nonfiction book authors should get detailed accounts of every situation. Nothing should be left to the imagination or added on to make the truth easier to swallow. Every fact should be validated.

Fiction writing has no role in this media. All writers should understand the difference between creating a world and telling people about the real world. Reporters who manufacture stories from their own imaginations are not likely to be in this field for long. And novelists who only list the facts won’t sell many books.

Fictional Accounts

Novel writers many times start with a grain of truth or even an entire real-life event and turn it into a fictional novel. It may be as simple as a nurse who witnesses a doctor being less than professional. Using her imagination, the nurse/writer begins to think about the rest of the doctor’s life, or perhaps she extends his lack of regard for his patient into murder. Anything is possible. From the tiniest bit of reality, whole other worlds may be constructed. The writer can move away from any incident to go in any direction she chooses.

Some novelists have used real people as their characters and included accurate accounts of their lives. In most cases, this is a bad idea. Many writers have been sued despite the disclaimer at the beginning of every novel that says that all characters and events are fictional. If a book contains a story about your next-door neighbor murdering his wife and it has his real name, address, and other statistics, expect trouble. No one wants that kind of attention, even if the charge is false.

To avoid problems, convert fact into fiction. If someone takes you into his confidence about something that happened to him, you can write an entirely fictional account with different names and different locations. Being a successful novelist means having the ability to take real-life events and change them into exciting fiction.

Separating the Field

The writing world is full of rules and regulations. Many of these rules can be bent; some novelists even change grammar rules to suit their story. Nevertheless, many of the rules are so stringently followed, it’s like they’re engraved in stone.

Word Count and Number of Pages

Today’s novel is classified by word count and the number of pages. Word count begins for most novelists at 50,000 words for a complete manuscript. Publishers and agents maintain that this is the bare minimum standard for works of novel length.

At the other extreme, most commercial manuscripts won’t exceed 100,000 words without being broken up into more than one book. Some lengthy tomes can go as high as 150,000 words, such as Diana Gabaldon’s time travel romances. But by today’s standards, that would be a difficult length for the beginning novelist to sell. Since most novel writers are hoping to have their work published, it’s best to keep your manuscript between 85,000 and 100,000 words. If you have a story that simply can’t be told in less than 300,000 words, it would be better to consider it as a trilogy of books.

Most writers use the word-counting function located in the Tool section of their word-processing software program to keep track of how many words they’ve written. Some writers still use the old-fashioned method of counting their pages. Until the advent of personal computers, when novelists didn’t have the luxury of a machine that counted the words for them, they estimated that the average typewritten page contains about 250 words with proper spacing and margins.
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What is the best word processor for writers?
Many writers prefer using a Macintosh computer over an IBM PC compatible. While the Mac users claim greater artistic flexibility PC users claim greater compatibility. In short, the best one is what works for you.

Novellas and Short Stories

By comparison, the smaller version of the novel is the novella or novelette. This format is frequently sold in pairs to make one book. Ace Publishing coined the phrase “Ace Doubles” for these books back in the 1960s. Harlequin Romances markets a pair of novellas as “Duets.”

The novella contains all of the basics of the novel: plot, characters, dialogue, and setting, as well as a beginning, middle, and end. But its length is usually between 20,000 and 40,000 words. Some writers set out to create these mini-masterpieces, but many would-be novelists end up with a novella instead of a novel because of a lack of planning. There’s a big difference between writing 20,000 words and 100,000 words!

By today’s standards, some of the best-known authors of the pulp fiction novel era, such as Robert Heinlein, actually wrote novellas. Length requirements began to change in the late 1960s and early 1970s. As the price of novels began to climb, readers expected more for their money. The shorter novels became novellas and writers began to look for longer, more complicated plots and characters.

Anything below 20,000 words is usually classified as a short story. This format can go down as low as 100 words, known today as flash fiction. For the reader who doesn’t have time for full-length novels, this is a way to get their fiction fix. Again, the short story has all the makings of its bigger brothers and sisters but without the fat. Short stories are frequently published in groups of anthologies, either by one author or multiple authors. They are the stuff of magazines and sometimes form the backbone of larger works, such as Anne McCaffrey’s Dragon Rider series. Author Stephen King has had remarkable luck having the briefest of short stories made into complete movies. But the majority of short-story writers write for the pleasure of the experience rather than financial rewards.

Novelistic Genres

There are many Internet experts, books, and workshops set up to help the beginning novelist understand what a novel is and how to write one. One of the most important things any writer will ever learn is that professionalism is important. Go to any bookstore and pick up a copy of your favorite author’s work. Compare it to any other author in the same field. Notice the similarities. These are your boundaries.

What Is a Genre?

This defining word for category fiction literature comes to us from the French. It is a hodgepodge of styles, which includes as many worlds as there are readers. As with every other aspect of writing, there are certain guidelines that make a book one of the many genre types of fiction. Each category — whether it’s mystery, sci-fi, or romance — has its own rules.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0030_001]

Author E. D. Hirsch defines genre as a set of relationships: “The best way to define a genre — if one decides that he wants to — is to describe the common elements in a narrow group of texts which have direct historical relationships.” That says it all.

Each genre has its own characteristics; for example, a traditional romance novel always has a happy ending. Different genres also have their own plot devices and elements that readers have come to expect. A good science fiction story must contain elements of understandable science even when they are strained to the ultimate limits of imagination.

Genres have become so diverse as to create subgenres within the market. In mystery, we’ve got the hard-boiled private eye stories of Mickey Spillane and the techno-thrillers of Tom Clancy. Every genre now has its own smaller niches that make up the bulk of what’s written and published today.

Understanding these pockets and learning to write within them can be a daunting task for the beginning fiction writer. Yet, it’s the key to becoming a successful author. Is your mystery novel a cozy or a police procedural? Is your sci-fi a space opera or is it psychological? Is your romance a contemporary or a paranormal? Or both? It’s easy to get confused. A good look at the market and plenty of objective homework categorizing your novel should set you straight.

Some writers are rebels, defying classification with their work. Anne Rice’s vampire novels are difficult to confine in one genre. Are they horror? Or are they romance? Readers have their own opinions. It’s not against the rules to write a book in more than one genre, so long as you understand the combination.

[image: 9781593371326_ps_0031_001]

The large writing groups such as Romance Writers of America and Mystery Writers of America maintain good information on understanding the various pockets in their genre. This information can be found both online and in their publications.

Mainstream Novels

Categorizing mainstream novels is harder than genre novels. Mainstream work can include everything from romance to sci-fi. It can be several different genres and subgenres all in one book. These works tend to be more eclectic, less simple to identify. They are the heart and soul of the publishing industry, while genre and nonfiction are the backbone.

So, what defines the mainstream novel and separates it from the genre novel? That can be a difficult question to answer. Sometimes the understanding lies more in what the mainstream novel lacks. For instance, Message in a Bottle by Nicholas Sparks is a romance that ends in tragedy — it’s romantic fiction but it doesn’t really fall within the romance genre. It doesn’t follow the formula set out for romance novels because the boy doesn’t get the girl.

There’s a fine line between the two categories, but that’s where the differences become apparent. Mainstream authors don’t follow any rules beyond the basics of double spacing and using white paper. They are free to follow their instincts and truly write what their hearts dictate, without the comfort of being able to rely on a genre formula. This is why it’s harder for mainstream authors to be successful. Sometimes the very nature of their work puts them outside established themes and pushes them into obscurity. For every author on the bestseller list, there are 100 authors whose books will barely be reviewed, and hundreds more whose work will never be published.

Telling the Story

The writer is the artist. He creates emotions and characters. He paints a background and introduces the reader to his world. Everything here begins in the mind and ends up on the paper. The reader becomes part of everything that’s going on in the book. The reader can be a master spy or a lowlife scum. She can fall in love or find herself alone.

The Beginning

Everything has a starting point. It’s where the fire begins and the river has its source. For writers, starting is the hardest part. Those first few words, sentences, and paragraphs will be written and rewritten during the course of the manuscript; then they’ll be rethought and rewritten again when the manuscript is finished.

The first words of any manuscript are the most important. They set the mood and lure the reader into the story, making him want to know what happens next. If the beginning fails, the reader will put down the book and never read it again.

The beginning can be powerful, violent, or passionate. It can be subtle like a gathering storm. It can be dialogue or narrative. But however you choose to begin your story, it must be exceptional.
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One of the best ways to get a feel for what the beginning of a book should be like is to go to a bookstore and look at the books you think you would enjoy reading. Compare authors and see what qualities their beginnings share.

The Middle

While the beginning of the book must drag readers away from their everyday life, the middle must catch fire and hold them. It’s not an easy task with so much competition for time and entertainment. The book that an author has pored over and rewritten a hundred times now faces its true test. Will it make the reader stay up late and shiver in the shadows around her? Will it transport the reader to an incredible world that she has never seen before? Can the reader imagine herself falling in love with the hero?

The main bulk of the text has to be powerful. A book is said to have a “sagging middle” if the bulk of the middle is badly written. This is no man’s land, which no writer wants to visit. It exists somewhere between the margins of 50,000 and 75,000 words in a 100,000-word book. This is the place where it’s too soon to end but the manuscript has lost the glory of the beginning. It’s as though the writer gets bored or can’t figure out what to do next, so he kills time by not doing anything important with the characters or plot.

A good middle is like a series of surprise birthday parties. Readers shouldn’t know what’s coming next — but they can’t wait to get there.

The End

Not every book has a surprise ending, and it doesn’t have to be amazing either. The end can be subtle, like a good wine, and it should linger with the reader for a while. It should make the reader want to go out and buy everything else the author has ever written.

In the end, everything comes together. All the loose strings should be tied up neatly. Don’t end too quickly, so that the reader is sent scampering back through the book trying to figure out what happened. Remember that you and the reader are on a journey of discovery together. Don’t leave him out in the cold when it comes to understanding what happened and why it happened.

Every writer wants to create a novel that ends with the reader sighing, wiping away a tear, or turning on all the lights in the house. The words that end a book should always come from the reader and they should be, “That was the best book I’ve ever read.” That is ultimately what everyone writes for. That is the true power behind every story. Most writers will never know how many people their work touched. Fortunately, most will never know how many threw the book away either.

Recognizable Content

No matter what its genre, each novel must tell its story in a way that readers recognize. To accomplish this, every writer must learn a few ground rules about plot, characters, setting, and dialogue.

Story Line or Plot

Every fiction novel must have a plot, and most books have more than one. The plot is the story line: What happens, who it happens to, and why. While it may not be the most important part of the story, it is the part that moves the reader from one place to another. The more cohesive the plot, the more likely the reader will make it from beginning to end.

Though the characters and dialogue sustain the plot, it must be able to stand on its own. Think of it as the art of storytelling. The first tales told by humans were by word of mouth, and their heroes were larger than life, but it was the plot that captured the imagination and passed the stories along.
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What is a subplot?
A subplot is an offshoot of the main plot. It can add to the main plot or be a catalyst for other action in the book.

Characters

The simpering sister-in-law. The evil stepfather. The goodhearted prostitute. The wise waitress. The strong and silent hero. The beautiful heroine who steals your heart. These characters are clichés, but all of them represent the writer’s search for a great presence to dominate his or her book. Who can forget Captain Ahab and his obsession with killing the white whale? Plot takes the back seat to such a powerful character.
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