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            FINDING YOUR WRITER’S VOICE

          

        

      

    

    
      Voice. That It Factor. The Holy Grail. Every writer has one. Every writer knows what it is, but not everyone can put their finger on how to develop it. Join Jeannie Lin and Bria Quinlan, two award-winning, best-selling authors, as they chase down this elusive element. This book discusses the hierarchy of developing a professional voice as well as concrete tips and techniques for discovering and enhancing your writing voice so that it emerges as a unique and compelling force that has readers turning the pages for more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT IS VOICE & WHY IT MATTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      We’ve all read books we’ve liked, maybe even loved as far as the story went, but nothing about the book stood out to us when we think back on it. As readers we may just shrug that off and move on to our next read. Our job as authors is to get beyond that forgettable pitfall. We want our work to be more than a moment’s enjoyment.

      Author voice, or what we refer to as Voice with a capital ‘V’ plays a huge part in that. If you ask most writers what their Author Voice is, they’ll often say something like, “I have a humorous voice” or “I have a lyrical voice.” But that’s actually just a shorthand description and it’s absolutely the tip of the iceberg. It’s like when we say “ditzy blonde” or “dorky computer guy.” These are shorthand descriptions that refer to stereotypes. Stereotypes may have some basis in reality, but aren’t actually true descriptions of an entire group.

      Take, for example, our “dorky computer guy.” This stereotype assumes everyone who works with computers is male and that we all have the same definition of “dorky.” There are connotations attached to the word, but even those will differ. Or, if someone is wearing glasses, they must be incredibly intelligent...and dorky. (One Owl feels particularly annoyed by this example.)

      When someone says “funny voice,” it leaves us with the same problem. Your humor and my humor may differ greatly leaving a chasm of misunderstanding between us when we think we’re using the same language.

      Because Voice is difficult to define and elusive to grasp, the thought of how to strengthen Voice  leaves even seasoned authors feeling at a loss. Your voice deserves more attention than shortcuts and stereotypes. It deserves to be a key player on your page. A stereotype is seldom a source of power.

      To harness the power of Voice, you need to push further than a generic description  and vague approach.

      So why does it matter, if you can define your own voice?

      Defining your voice allows you to pinpoint usable aspects. This is the first step to being able to enhance  and utilize Voice in the most effective ways. Describing one feature of your voice, like above, is a great way to start. But it doesn’t encompass the full magnitude of a well-oiled Voice and the added authority it brings to your work.

      Through this journey, you’re going to not only enrich your voice but draw upon your newly acquired knowledge to push your writing to its full potential. We want each of you to broaden your understanding of Voice, find its furthest boundaries, and then focus back in to finding your own Signature Voice in a way that allows you to stand out in a crowded market.

      There are several things we’ll be working on to accomplish this:

      •	Defining Voice and its hierarchy

      •	Deconstructing the building blocks of a strong Voice using examples

      •	Solidify understanding of craft topics as subsets of Voice

      •	Developing your unique voice for maximum effect

      Just like any journey to self-discovery, ours will take hard work and scrutiny. But don’t worry! We’re here to make it fun as well as informative.

      Which brings us back to that enjoyable, but unremarkable read. Story is what the reader is initially aware of, but Voice is the key to creating an unforgettable reading experience. Without a clear Voice, the story is in danger of being lost. Even the most exciting adventure can become dull in the execution.

      Let’s take the first step today!
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            WHO WE ARE & WHY WE’RE WRITING THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re picking this book up, it’s because you’re a writer who has already worked on their basic level of craft. Now you’re looking to jump into deeper waters and really dig in.

      We’re Jeannie Lin and Bria Quinlan, and we’re thrilled to walk you down that road. Both of us are passionate about writing craft. But how did it all begin?

      Lonely Owls refers to the often lonely journey to improving our craft. We found that, while people are constantly talking about the nuts and bolts of the publishing business, we’ve seen a slow and (to us) sad shift away from discussion about the craft of writing itself. We love craft and we’re not ashamed to admit it. We’re the Lara Crofts of Craft. It’s an adventure and always worth the risk.

      But who are we as writers?

      

      BRIA HERE:

      Everyone’s path to publication is different.

      I’d gone to school to get a degree in Lit and Creative Writing and a minor in Secondary Education, as well as a copyediting certification from another great school. The goal was—of course—to write. But, after a personal tragedy, my writing was knocked on its butt for years.

      It took a long time to start writing for more than just myself again. Like any young writer, I was lightly skipping down that path to publishing where everything was new and rosy—back when the path was narrow and included a direct line to querying agents and a lot of wishing and hoping. I joined local writing groups in an attempt to find critique partners and mentors. It didn’t take long to realize you couldn’t just walk in, get accepted, and have the silver bullet handed to you.

      It was discouraging (and one of the reasons I still do at least one new writer critique a year). Someone suggested I check out an online writers forum they were a member of. This was back when online writer groups were mostly still private, cost a lot to join, or had entry qualifications a newbie writer couldn’t meet.

      The forum was a surprise. The group buzzed with talk about craft, had a room for doing writing sprints, hosted monthly workshops, invited newbie questions, and matched writers for critiques.

      I met a bunch of writer friends there, including Jeannie Lin.

      A few months later, she was in the area for work and asked what she should do with her free night. I jokingly said, Come have dinner with me!

      Jeannie is our outgoing Owl. She’s an incredible people person with a heart to match, as well as a born marketer. By the time I got her answer, she was in the car.

      Wait, what? Does she not know I’m afraid of people and that was a joke???

      This was definitely a surprise for me because I’d never met up with anyone from the internet before, but she seemed (relatively) sane. Little did I know that she would become an amazing friend and partner in writing-crime. After hours of chatter and debate around every craft topic that crossed our minds, we realized we shared a deep passion for not only writing, but writing craft.

      Not to mention, we were kicked out of the Cheesecake Factory. Apparently people wanted to go home.

      

      JEANNIE

      My path to publication started with an incident while I was teaching high school. One Friday, I broke down crying from the pressure after the students had gone home.

      That weekend, I figured out the problem wasn’t my classes or my students or the school. It was me. I needed balance, because it was so easy for teaching to take up every drop of time and blood and sweat. I had always wanted to teach, but there was one other thing I had always wanted to do: write a book.

      One of my strengths that I bring to the Owl table is that I have no natural talent for writing. Instead, I’m a perpetual student. I took a class on writing a romance novel and wrote pages on weekends and during spring and summer breaks. I read craft books.

      I also joined an online writers’ forum so I could network with other writers. As I hung out there, picking up writing advice and craft tips along the way, I started seeing a certain Bria Quinlan showing up in the same threads I frequented. One day, the opportunity came to meet face-to-face.

      By the way, let it be known that I’m not necessarily the outgoing Owl. I just have poor impulse control and perpetual wandering feet. Driving for hours to hook up and talk about writing seemed like a great idea! As our Lonely Owl moniker implies, writing is often a lonely endeavor. It’s in my nature to seek out others with the same geeky tendencies. Owls of a feather and all.

      Eventually I finished my first manuscript and started the cycle of querying and submitting and contest stalking. I latched on to RWA’s Golden Heart® contest as a way to get my writing out there.

      Bria, ever the ringleader, asked in the forum if anyone wanted to exchange pages for the contest. It was the start of a beautiful relationship. We stayed together as critique partners through our first published books and, over a dozen books each and a decade later, we’re still at it. We grew together as our careers developed and the industry changed from the focus on traditional publishing through the emergence of indie publishing to today’s hybrid market. At the heart of it, we were still crafters, looking hard at what we were doing as well as the books we read in order to figure out what was working or not working.

      Whenever we met up at professional conferences or writer meet-ups, when it was time to socialize, we were talking craft, constantly trying to pull elements out of the mist.

      “You two should teach a class,” said an innocent bystander.

      Light bulb moment!

      Two former teachers with writing and editing experience and a passion for craft? We should teach a class...which we did. Which led to this book and the Lonely Owls craft brand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OUR PROCESSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Throughout the book we’ll discuss how we hone our voices inside our processes. For reference, we’ll want to start out with a brief description of those processes. We’ll keep it simple, since that could be an entire book within itself. These are ten-thousand-foot views of our individual approaches to help you picture some of the examples we’ll discuss later.

      If you’ve spent any time around writers, you’ve heard the general terms Plotting and Pantsing, two sides of the writing process.

      Plotters plan out their character and story events, i.e., they work out a plot prior to sitting down to write the story. Pantsers are said to “fly by the seat of their pants” and do not lay out a specific sequence of story events ahead of time. Rather than being a hard line in the sand, it’s really a sliding scale that gives authors a template for discussing writing approach and process.

      Picture a line that fades from black down to grey, then back out to white.

      The middle ground covers an area some people would call dark and some would call light. The ends are more defined.

      That’s the type of spectrum we’re talking about.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      BRIA

      On the scale of Plotter to Pantser, I’m on the far end of Pantser. One thing people may not realize is there are a lot of different ways to be a Pantser. But today we’re just going to look at my overall process.

      My first step is getting to know my character, premise, and black moment (the All Is Lost moment). Those three things typically come to me at the same time. Once I let them play in my head, I sit down to write the Disaster Draft.

      Long before I’d heard of Candace Haven’s Fast Drafting method (FD), I pretty much wrote the way she teaches. Finding FD gave me a framework for talking about my process that people had heard of and understood. It also meant other writers stopped telling me I was nuts, because someone had made this a more valid way to finish your first draft.

      Of course, as you saw above, I can’t even call it a first draft. The point—for me—is to rush through getting the story on the page, identifying the blind spots I had going in, and letting go of any idea of starting near “good enough.” I don’t stop for anything (Ok, food…sleep…that pesky day job, but you get the point). There are notes and lists and commentary as much as there are narrative and dialogue. This isn’t about anything but getting it out.

      I then do a read-through (a pass through a book, looking at certain aspects of it). At this point I make a list of everything I need to revise, consider, add, or research. I make as many changes during the actual read-through process as possible. Now I have a first draft.

      The next step is creating my revision cards, searching for patterns and themes. It keeps me focused on the issues and moving forward. I rework the book to where I think it needs to be. This is a big process. This isn’t a “do it all as I  read-through the book one more time” thing. Sometimes it’s spot work. Sometimes it’s an entire pass.

      Then, it’s off to the critique partners and/or beta readers.

      I’ll fix the things they suggest and polish. After that, it’s time for the editor.

      Oh, if only it were truly as simple as that sounds!

      

      JEANNIE

      I fall into the Plotter side of the scale, where I plan out turning points and key moments of the story before I start writing. There are many different ways to be a Plotter, with varying degrees of planning and outlining. I consider myself a moderate Plotter in that I put a skeleton outline in place so I know where I’m going, but I leave a lot of the discovery to the actual drafting process. I’m also an incubator. I will hold on to an idea for a while and let it germinate before even starting to lay down plot.

      In my ideal process, I begin with a kernel of a story idea that I’ll take into the brainstorming phase. During this initial process, I identify themes the story will revolve around. It’s a semi-organic process. Writers have themes they return to again and again, subconsciously or consciously. These are the muses that form our points of view. These core themes feed our unique voices—but more on this later! I’m getting ahead of myself.

      The key factor for me is that I have an idea of the larger themes of the story before I start writing. When I plot, I have an overarching idea or ideas that guide where I lead my characters.

      The first thing I’ll put down on paper is an outline. I started out as a short story writer, so when I switched to writing novels, I had a huge issue with pacing. I picked up the habit of following the standard three-act structure (or the “Six Stage Plot Structure” as described by Michael Hauge) in order to lay out the plot.

      After outlining and incubating, I write an ugly draft full of holes and gaps, but I write from start to finish. Then I run through to fill in the gaps and create what I call a human consumable draft. At this point, I hand it off to a few trusted readers.

      From their critiques and comments as well as my own thoughts, I put together a “revision letter” for myself, highlighting what I want to target during revision. Depending on how deep the edits are, I may split the passes up with one main goal per pass: hero’s motivation, increasing conflict, etc.

      For me, the true crafting of the story happens during revisions. I’m one of those writers who finds drafting a painful and angst-ridden time during which I lose all faith that life will ever be good again. I’m not joking, Bria can attest to that. (Bria here: attesting!) With revisions, I have a defined goal and a set of problems to solve and all is well.

      There is a drastic difference between the last draft anyone sees and the final version. Only when all the structural story and character issues have been resolved do I feel comfortable enough to polish and edit for Voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Both of us come from an education background. With that in mind, we’ve formalized a learning journey that can be individualized.

      This isn’t a “sit down and read it in one sitting” type of book. We also understand that you may just glance at sections knowing you’re past that or nailed this or aren’t ready for the other yet as you go.

      Because of that, we’ve created a framework and exercises to help you drill down to the heart of your voice, absorb your own gifts, and expand on them. Get ready to be really hands-on with your work!

      We’re coming at this with the assumption you’ve already done other craft work. While Voice is an incredibly interesting topic, it’s not a light and simple place to start. With that, we’re also assuming you already have some written pieces to work with. If not, this might be a book you want to put away until you have begun work on your first manuscript.

      We’re going to get our hands dirty. You’re going to need some materials to keep track of your work, so grab your manuscript and a notebook.

      We highly recommend keeping the original version of your manuscript out as you edit and revise so you can see where you started. There will be gems in there you want to keep that you may not spot until you’re nearing the end of the journey. Save those. The goal is to learn to dig deep without over-editing.

      So get ready to dive in and bring your writing voice to the next level!

      

      NOTE: We’re going to reference a lot of authors and books here. There’s a list with links at the end.
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            THE HIERARCHY OF VOICE

          

        

      

    

    
      In our ongoing study of craft, we were both often frustrated with the elusive definitions and discussions around Voice.

      We were always trying to put our fingers on what makes our favorite reads so powerful and how that fed into this thing called “Voice” that everyone was looking for but no one could clearly define.

      Let’s be honest, it’s like that saying “what is art”: Don’t ask me to define it, but I’ll know it when I see it.

      After looking at our own writing, and that of our favorite authors, we compiled a set of logical assertions. From those experiences, we formulated a framework and approach for honing Voice—both in our own writing and when working with others.

      So, to begin with, let’s look at the framework we created to help you move through your Voice journey as an author.

      It became clear to us as we organized our thoughts on craft and Voice growth that Voice could be split into three levels: Emerging, Core, and Signature Voices.

      In this book, we’re going to define and discuss each level, as well as provide suggested exercises to help you experiment and progress from one level to the next.

      Remember, no one element will be the magic bullet for Voice (or any craft issue). But by working through the building blocks and the corresponding exercises you will climb the levels while discovering your strengths and how to capitalize on them.

      For now, let’s look at the basic definitions of the three levels of our Voice Hierarchy.

      
      Emerging Voice

      This is where all writers start. This is a necessary step and is the opportunity for exciting experimentation. Usually we find ourselves putting words together that sound good to our untrained ears. Often we begin the learning process through imitation of things we respect and admire. Another first attempt at honing your Voice could lead to overworking the draft. Or Voice may not be on your radar, so it isn’t being crafted yet at this point.

      At the Emerging stage, you’re either  searching for your voice or you’re underutilizing it while you focus on defining what works for you and how to make it a power tool in your writer’s kit.

      
      Core Voice

      Congratulations. You’ve found the Core strength center of your Voice.

      Once you find it, it’s going to stay with you as the foundation of your work through your career. Here is where you’ve taken your experiments and sharpened them into something that flows more naturally. Most of the work for our journey together will be reaching for and honing this Core Voice.

      Also, you’ll begin thinking less about your voice at this point. You have something that works and the struggle to “does this sound right” is more along the lines of a writing and clarity situation instead of a Voice consistency issue.

      
      Signature Voice

      Your Signature Voice is the final, most specific level
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