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 1 The Book






“If one cannot enjoy reading a book over and over
again,

there is no use in reading it at all.” ― Oscar Wilde






1.1 Write a
good story

This quote
from Oscar Wilde says it all. How many books have you read? How
many are on your reading list for the next week? Month? Year? What
did you like about them? What did you dislike? Would you read them
again?

These
questions are important if you want to write a book. If you read
good books, you can learn from them, and understand what made them
great in the first place.

This is the
place to start. Step one, if you like. There are some things that
you can do at the same time or even in advance, but if you want to
publish a book, you need to write it.

There are an
innumerable number of online resources and books on what determines
a good story, and it is not the objective of this course to teach
those essentials.

What readers
do want, in short, is a plot that draws them in, characters with
whom they can empathise, and a story that is easy to read. Using
difficult words or too technical terminology will frustrate the
reader and often lead them to stop reading, even if they haven't
yet finished reading the book.

People read
books to relax, or learn something useful without being preached
at. The essential objective of fiction and non-fiction may differ
from the genre or the intended audience, but you still want people
to read it and enjoy the experience.

In fact, you
want your readers to become fans, and to do that you have to write
a good story.






1.2 Creative
writing courses

There are
several good online writing courses available in South Africa and
internationally [Chapter 11: Creative writing courses]. If you
haven’t written a book before, it is a good idea to do either a
course or study several books on writing.






Tip: See the lists of references and
useful links in Chapter 11 for an idea of where to go to get
started.

Tip: Writing is craft, not art and
can be learned. Writing courses will teach you what you need to
know, but to be a good writer takes time and effort. This book is
aimed to help you learn the non-writing skills you will also need
to be a self-published author.






1.3 Genre vs.
Market

People often
ask what they should write about. Do you need to be worried about
what the market wants or doesn’t want?

With the
change to the new democracy in South Africa, now more than twenty
years in power, are the stories about the apartheid struggle still
news? Will they sell books?

What about vampires and werewolves? Do people want to read
another Buffy,
or Twilight series?

Are zombies
the new ‘thing’?

And erotica?
With all the 50 shades of anything and everything books that had
seen the market since the trilogy by E.L. James, should this not be
the kind of book to write?

What about the
‘new adult’ genre?

What sells in
South Africa? In the rest of the world?

These
questions do not have yes or no answers. The answer actually lies
within the author himself or herself. What do you love to read?
What is the book you are looking for, but cannot find?

The answer is
as varied as the people you ask, but the essential answer is to
write what you want and makes you feel comfortable (or perhaps
uncomfortable). Dig deep and write the story that has been
festering inside your mind and keeping you awake at night.

Your market is
also important. Do you want to write for children, teenagers or
adults? Women or men? Or both?

If you want to
write for children, you will need to decide which age group and use
appropriate language suitable for a child of that age. Does the
story require illustrations? Yes, for younger children, it
does.

If you aim to
write for teenagers or young adults (YA), you will need to
understand what they like to read.

The adult
market is actually the easiest to write for, since the restrictions
are only in your head. For the adult market, the differentiation
lies in the genre and the expectations of the reader who prefers a
certain kind of book.

Few people are
comfortable writing sex scenes - erotica not pornography! If you
don’t read erotica, or find writing a scene to burn up the bed
sheets difficult, this is not the genre for you.

Romance
stories don’t have to have sex scenes. The basic structure of any
scene is to move the plot forward. If it does not, and that
includes a steamy sex scene, it is a waste of time even to write
one.

By so doing,
you insult and frustrate your reader, and he or she will not buy
your next book.

So which genre
to choose? First and foremost, write the story that you feel should
be told. Afterwards, you can decide what genre, or mixed genre it
could be classified as.






* Example: a
romance novel with a murder mystery sub-plot can be considered a
romantic mystery. Or a story about a private detective solving
crimes can be described as a mystery suspense novel. If the PI has
a love interest on the side, it does not make it a romance novel,
it only serves to make the character more believable to the reader.
*






Although the
boundaries between sci-fi and fantasy can be a bit grey, you will
need scientific knowledge (or do a lot of research) to write
science fiction, since your reader might be an expert in the
subject. It is generally accepted that sci-fi novels have real
scientific-based contents, or at least part of it should have.

Think about
space travel. To us, the concept is grounded in science. Fifty
years before the first moon landing, it floated in the realm of
fantasy. Warp speed? Well, who knows whether in fifty years from
now it will still be the exclusive domain of the creative mind of
the author, or if it will be the reality of the scientist.

As mentioned,
the boundaries between sci-fi and fantasy have become a little
blurred. This statement is also true for other genres. There is not
just romance any more. The choices have expanded to historical,
paranormal, contemporary, fantasy, sci-fi, futuristic and erotic
romance, among others. The mystery buff and the science geek have
their own expectations of what their favourite reads should entail,
and it will benefit the prospective writer of any genre to find out
what his or her market expects when they pick up a book to
read.






1.4 How many
books?

While this
also depends on the author, many authors would like to sell more
than a few books. For that to happen, you have to convince your
readers that you are serious about being a writer.

If someone
reads your book and says “I cannot wait for the next one,” it will
be disappointing to your reader if you do not deliver the next
one.

However,
research by Smashwords [Chapter 11: References] shows that most
authors only start to sell after they have published five books.
There are exceptions to this, of course, but in general it takes a
while for readers not only to find your books, but also to become a
fan of your work. Fans are what authors want. Fans are the people
who tell the rest of the world to buy your books. Also, they are
the first people to buy your latest offering.

So, get your
first book out there. Do your marketing [Chapter 6], but your
primary focus should always be on writing.






1.5 Word
count

The word count
is just a general guideline, but if you take part in competition
writing or an anthology, make sure you stick to the rules.

Flash fiction:
any number of words up to about 5000.

Short story:
minimum 2000, maximum 15 000.

Novella: 20
000 to 55 000.

Novels are
more difficult as there are no real limits. There are, however,
guidelines for different genres because of readers’ expectations
and history.

Romance: 55
000 to 120 000 (including mixed genre stories)

Fantasy: 90
000 to 180 000 (including mixed genre stories), but there are a
number of published books out there that exceed 200 000 words.

Science
fiction: more than 90 000.

Others: 75 000
to 150 000 (including mixed genre stories)

Literary works
have no minimum or maximum limits, but to be considered a novel a
minimum of about 75 000 words is recommended.

Non-fiction
has no prescribed word count recommendations. The subject matter
will determine the length of the publication.






1.6
Anthologies

A short story
bundle is usually compiled by a single author. The stories do not
have to be related, nor do they have to be the same genre or theme.
The bundle can have a common element, such as the same cast of
characters or the stories take place in the same village.

The bundle can
also include a mix of poetry and prose.

The word count
of the stories and the total bundle is up to the author, but it is
recommended to have a ‘rhythm’ to the bundle. This means that the
stories should be of similar length, or if poetry is included, that
it forms part of the logical layout of the bundle, either in
timeline, plot, or some other element to please the mind of the
reader.

An anthology
is a collection of stories by several authors, usually with a
common theme, or a common genre; for example, ghost romance. The
number of authors is up to the group or the leader of the project.
The word count limitation of the individual stories is also
determined by the project leader.

Anthologies in
which three or four authors collaborate to tell one story have also
been published. For example, a romance bundle telling the story of
four brothers finding love in the harsh Namibian desert.

The authors
will use the same setting, the same characters and the same
background to write each individual brother’s story in the bundle.
Timelines are important, and close collaboration between the
authors and the project leader is essential to make it an
experience your readers will enjoy.

Collaborative
projects can be fun, but also a great challenge.






1.7 A last
word

It doesn't
matter which genre you write, or what length your story ends up to
be - what matters is that you wrote the story you wanted.

Doing a
creative writing course, or studying books about writing are tools
that can help you to hone your skills. These tools will not write
your book for you; applying your butt to your chair is the only way
to guarantee that it will get done.

In the next
chapter, we will discuss in more detail some of the tools available
to writers.



 2 Writing Tools

Whether you
are a planner, a pantser (a writing-by-the-seat-of-your-pants
writer), or a plantser (a writer who uses both planning and
pantsing when writing), there are tools that you will need when
writing a book. Not all the tools are the same and not all of them
perform the same function.


2.1 The good,
the bad, the ugly: Planning vs Pantsing

Before we get
stuck into the details, let's take a quick overview of the two
kinds of writers: the planners and the pantsers. Before you ask:
there is no one right way to write a book.

Planners by
definition know everything about their story – the characters
(inside and out), the setting (from the grass to stars), the plot
(conflict, resolution, beginning, ending; the works), and whatever
intrigues and sub-plots should be interwoven into the main plot
structure to add tension and colour to the story.

Pantsers have
no idea what is going to happen. They might have a notion about a
plot, or maybe the main character (or the villain), but overall
they just sit down and write the story, starting at the beginning.
They literally write by the seat of their pants, creating the story
as they go along.

As mentioned,
there is no right way to write a story, but there are some big
differences once the editing starts.

Since planners
don't have to write the scenes of the story in sequence (they know
what will happen in each scene), they might need to fill in plot
gaps or correct mistakes in the plot, especially where one scene
flows over into the next.

Pantsers,
typically, don't have to do that.

However, since
pantsers don't plan the major plot points, they will have to spend
more time sorting and editing the structure [Chapter 11: Writing
resources] of the story – take out the boring parts, address
conflict issues and so on.


** Personal note: I started my writing life as a pantser and have written many
of my books based on instinct alone. However, I do appreciate the
merits of planning a story and have tried to do so on occasion.
What I did learn was that planning a story in its entirety does not
work for me.

My writing has
evolved to the extent that I now consider myself to be a plantser.
I do proper character sketches, develop the setting in significant
detail (sometimes even sketching it on paper) and write the major
conflict in the story down in some detail. Then I start writing the
first draft. By doing this, I have managed to reduce my editing
efforts by about fifty percent.

For a mystery
novel, I have all the details about the murder victim sorted out
before I start writing the first draft. I do a character sketch,
set the scene of the crime, and make a list of suspects with a list
of their motives for killing the victim. This prevents me from
having too many suspects, and losing sight of the main plot line –
solving the murder.

I remain a
pantser at heart, but adding some planning to my story before I
start writing helps to keep the story on track and reduces the time
I waste fixing mistakes afterwards. **


2.2 Writing
software

Every writer
has their own opinion on what software to use for writing. You have
to remember that people are not the same and what works for one
writer, may not work for you at all. It is best to do your own
research – talk to people, download sample versions of the
programs, and use them to find out what works for you and what
doesn’t.

Most writing
tools are designed for planners, and so they should be. Planners
plan their plots out to the finest detail, and then sit down and
build the flesh around the bones of that plot.

Software such
as Scrivener and YWriter5 [Chapter 11: Writing Resources], offer
you different levels of sophistication, but provide the same basic
platform on which to work. Unless you are a programmer, who can
write a tool to suit your exact needs, you will have to find a tool
that suits your needs the best.

Some people
plan on paper and on their computers. Others plan only on paper
although they write on their computers. Whatever you prefer to do,
search the Internet for paid and free tools that best serve your
needs and writing style.


2.2.1 What
about word processing software?

Many writers
do not use anything except the normal word processors with
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