
  
    [image: Committing Novel]
  


  
    
      Committing Novel

    

    
      
        Phyllis Irene Radford

      

    

    
      
        [image: Book View Cafe]
      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
      

      
        
          1.
          Getting Started
        

        
          2.
          Manuscript Format
        

        
          3.
          The Idea
        

        
          4.
          The Synopsis
        

        
          5.
          Plot: Part I
        

        
          6.
          More Plot
        

        
          7.
          Research
        

        
          8.
          World-building
        

        
          9.
          Characters
        

        
          10.
          Point of View
        

        
          11.
          Voice
        

        
          12.
          Show, Don’t Tell
        

        
          13.
          The Dreaded Info Dump
        

        
          14.
          Using Landscape as a Character
        

        
          15.
          The Muddle in the Middle Blues
        

        
          16.
          Is It Love or Just Sex
        

        
          17.
          A Dynamic Ending
        

        
          18.
          Revisions
        

        
          19.
          Beta Readers
        

        
          20.
          Long or Short?
        

        
          21.
          The Million Word Myth
        

        
          22.
          Electronic Submissions
        

        
          23.
          Traditional Publishing, Small Press, or Indie?
        

        
          24.
          Loving Your Work
        

        
          25.
          Why Steampunk?
        

        
          26.
          Epilogue
        

        
          27.
          About The Author
        

        
          28.
          About Book View Café
        

      

      
        
          Also by Phyllis Irene Radford
        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Getting Started

        

        Is NaNoWriMo the right way?

      

    

    
      National Novel Writing Month started up in 1999. At the time it sounded like a good idea for writers just starting out and needing a motivational boost to finish a novel. Or start one. Too many people have a great idea and bang out a marvelous first chapter. Then the hard work of writing begins and the pace slows down. They might get 10,000 or 15,000 words. But then a miracle (or not) happens and they get the best idea ever, abandon the first project, and start the new great idea. Lather. Rinse. Repeat. So making the commitment to a challenge of 50,000 words in thirty days seemed like the thing to do, to force themselves to finish something.

      I didn’t even consider joining the movement at the beginning. I had page proofs for one book—everything in the house comes to a screeching halt for the seven to ten days I have to mark up and return the pages to the publisher—another book in the final editing stages, research for the next project, and a short story due for an anthology before the end of the month. Add in the disruption of a convention weekend and Thanksgiving, and I was not in a position to sit down and spew out 50,000 words.

      When I have a chance at a normal routine of creating a first draft, I regularly churn out 25,000 words in a month. I rarely need the push to finish a project on time. Thirty-eight books, under a variety of pen names, plus enough short fiction to fill three collections, in 21 years speak for themselves.

      Every year I see more and more established writers joining NaNoWriMo. They are looking toward jumpstarting a new project. Most of them earn that little “You’re A Winner!” logo. They don’t win anything other than the sense of accomplishment and bragging rights to their peers. And a first draft, the skeleton of a story to work with.

      You can register at the web site and record your daily progress. This feels like an obligation, another incentive to keep going. You can also form writing circles on the site, or have the software find other participants in your geographical area for writing meet ups. Reporting failure to people face-to-face can be humiliating if you let it. That provides more incentive to apply butt to chair and hands to keyboard, and reach your writing goal.

      How many of my colleagues publish what they create during NaNoWriMo? Most do, after multiple rounds of revisions. I know very few published authors who are one-draft writers. And 50,000 words is a short novel. Very short. Most traditional publishers are looking for 80,000-100,000 words, or more for an adult novel. Young Adult works can be shorter. I’ve been known to turn in 225,000 word manuscripts in my Merlin’s Descendants series and still feel that I needed more.

      So, that 50,000 words completed in the thirty days of November are a draft, not a completed and polished novel ready for submission to New York. Or even worthy of self-publication. It’s likely full of typos, run-on or awkward sentences, incomplete scenes, shallow characterization, and plot holes you can fly a dragon through.

      But you do have a draft, something to work with. And you did it. You completed a draft. You didn’t abandon the book for another neat idea and never finish anything. You are now in the top 10% of your peer group. And you have until next November to get organized for the next NaNoWriMo.

      So, with or without the commitment to NaNoWriMo, apply butt to chair and hands to keyboard and finish the book, in the genre of your choice. But finish it. I have found that you will learn more about your characters and plot by finishing a rough draft than by any amount of fiddling with the beginning.

      In the following chapters I will lead you through my process for finishing a book. Yours may vary. You may find my ideas useful. It’s more important that you write your book than follow my procedure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Manuscript Format

        

      

    

    
      You can find many articles on proper manuscript format on the internet. I recommend the one listed on www.sfwa.org. You cannot go wrong with the classics. Keep it consistent and easy on the eyes.

      A computer with decent word-processing software allows you to type your book however you think it should look, or how it pleases you. I have one friend who insists upon composing with single spaces between lines and a 9 point font size so that she could see an entire page at once on her computer monitor. That’s fine because it pleases her artistic sensibility. But when it comes time to submit her manuscripts, she has to spend quite a bit of time converting it to standard.

      The key to manuscript format is that it must be easy on the editor. Editors read hundreds of pages a day, thousands a week. That’s a lot of strain on the eyes. One inch to 1¼ inch margins and 12 point type are essential. Even with modern devices that can enlarge or shrink the font size, if you start with the classic 12 point, you lessen the distortion.

      A font with a serif (those little tails on the letters) is also essential. Those extensions on each letter make the space between each letter predictable. The eye depends on them to make sense of the symbols and therefore, reading is less tiring. Courier and Courier New used to be the standard. Both are readable and mimic the old typewriter. Modern computers seem to think Times New Roman is the standard. That font was developed for journalists to cram as many words on a single line as possible while maintaining a serif. However, that cramming is difficult to read more than a page or two at a time.

      I prefer Bookman Old Style for my own work. Palatino Linotype and Garamond are also nice. When I edit work that is submitted in Times New Roman, the first things I do is Select All and modify the Normal Style to my standard Bookman Old Style. I don’t always remember to change it back when I return the marked-up work.

      When all else fails, read the guidelines for that publisher. They may specify a font, margin, or style. Remember, the publisher is always right, no matter how plain or ugly or inconvenient you might find standard manuscript format.
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      A lot of people approach me with the line, “I have this really cool idea for a book, but I don’t know where to start.”

      Since I am now in the throes of writing a first draft (a perpetual state in my office), I thought I’d share my process for taking a book from idea to completed draft. The process is not the same for every person, nor for every book by the same person, but this is generally how I start. Thistle Down, Pixie Chronicles #1 (DAW Books, June 2011) began with a simple premise and quickly became book one of a series. Writing a second book in a series is very different from the first.

      A couple of years ago, Thistle Down woke me up in the middle of the night and wouldn’t let me go back to sleep until she’d wiggled her story into my brain.

      Thistle is a Pixie who has been exiled from her own kind and grown to human size, minus her wings. Her purple hair and lavender skin have morphed into normal human colors. Then she was dumped, buck-naked, into the middle of a fountain during morning rush hour on a very hot August day.

      Come morning, I had to write down what Thistle said and figure out some questions for the next time she took over my mind. I wrote an opening scene, very rough and disjointed, but Thistle walked on-stage, a complete character, and her predicament intrigued me. By that time I had a few more ideas about who she was and the trials and tribulations she’d have to go through to get home. I wrote those down in a character sketch.

      I was on deadline and couldn’t devote more than a morning to my dear Thistle at that time. Then my literary agent retired from the business and I had to produce new material to entice another. Thistle looked like a way to break into light and fluffy paranormal romance, or so I thought at the time.

      The idea fermented for a few months until I had time to devote to Thistle. Over the weeks, a thought would jolt me and I’d add it to the character sketch.

      By the time I could actually work with Thistle more than three minutes at a time, I had enough notes to write the first three chapters. I did what I advise others to do: I applied butt to chair and hands to keyboard, and wrote and wrote and wrote, until the next scene was no longer obvious. Lo and behold, I had three chapters, plus a bit more.

      As an established author, I generally sell on a proposal of three chapters and a synopsis. I was halfway to a proposal to submit to agents and editors.

      Other books have begun in different ways. One idea came from me imagining what my life would be like if I managed to become a contestant on a popular dance program. From that I came up with a story on a Thursday evening. I had the proposal to my new agent by Tuesday morning. The idea hummed from the first word. This looked like the first book in a strange new series.

      Coming up with ideas for sequels to already-written books can be like pulling teeth.

      If I know where the story has to end up, but not how it starts. I’ll play with scenes, thinking I have a good start, only to realize later that I started one third of the way into the book and have to come up with much better beginning.

      Word processors make finding different starting points much easier than the days of the manual typewriter. I don’t miss the bad old days much.

      Please remember that a premise does not a story make. Some ideas just don’t have enough meat to expand into 100,000 words. Maybe the writer doesn’t have the right “take” on the idea. Another writer might sit down with that idea and pound out a book in a matter of a few months. If the idea goes nowhere, don’t be upset if you have to set it aside. Just don’t throw it out. You never know when inspiration will strike and allow you to finish.

      How do you know if a story is going nowhere or if you are back to the old habit of starting but never finishing something?

      You learn in the synopsis
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"Radford's clear, concise writing advice will
kickstart a beginner's book and provide more
experienced authors with food for thought"—
Patricia Rice, USA Today bestselling author of
the Unexpected Magic Series
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