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Part I - The Self-Published Author
The self-published author is sometimes viewed like a dog without a pedigree.  I won’t mention the woman by name but the sister of a writer I know once said, “Self-publish?  Why anyone can do that.  You aren’t really a writer.”

Well I am proud to say that I am a self-published writer.  Instead of viewing them as dogs without pedigrees I think of self-published authors as brew masters.  To explain I need a few props. 

The first is this plain brown bottle.  It holds a pint, 16 ounces. This spring my neighbor gave me this bottle filled with beer and a cap on top.  Do you know why someone who makes homebrew uses 16 ounce bottles instead of 12 ounces?  It takes fewer bottles.  Now this neighbor of mine brews his own beer and shares it with his relatives, friends and neighbors.  It was a hearty beer brewed with wheat and barley, not too heavy for a summer day and just perfect for a cool spring afternoon.  I told him how much I liked his brew.  I did not tell him it was as good as Budweiser.  He was not trying to brew Budweiser.

Now in Coeur d’Alene there are several people who are self-published authors.  They write and publish stories that they share with relatives and friends.  They are working on a small scale just like my neighbor who brews beer.  Let’s call them the home-publishers.  An example is the book of my mother’s short stories that I put together and had 25 copies printed for family members.

Exhibit two is this 12-ounce bottle; unlike the first prop this bottle has a very colorful label.  This is a product from the Coeur d’Alene Brewing Company.  It did contain Huckleberry Ale.  Now Huckleberries are not a usual ingredient for making beer or ale.  Coeur d’Alene brewing company is a micro-brewery.  They have their own outlet and they also distribute to local grocery stores.  I have sampled their brews and that of the micro-breweries in Post Falls and Sandpoint too.  At such establishments they will always ask you how you liked their beer.  Be honest.  Tell them what you liked and what you did not.  Don’t tell them it was as good as or even better than Budweiser.  Like my neighbor they are not trying to brew Budweiser. 

Now in Idaho we have several people who are self-published authors but they have printed more than a few copies of their work.  They still share their writings with relatives, friends and neighbors but they also make an effort to sell their books in local stores.  They are the micro-publishers.  A few are very successful for example from Idaho - My First 90 Years by Hap Murphy. 

In many ways this next prop looks like the last.  It’s a 12-ounce bottle with a colorful label.  This once held Fat Tire Amber Ale from New Belgium Brewing Company. That is FAT TIRE not FLAT TIRE as my wife might call it.  My son who lives in Colorado was visiting my daughter who lives in Oregon and she brought him some Fat Tire Ale. She was surprised when he told her that he drank Fat Tire all the time.  She thought that since it was obviously a micro-brew that it was the product of a local brewery.  In the usual tactless way that a brother corrects a younger sister he said, “Read the label.  New Belgium Brewing Company, Fort Collins, Colorado.”  Some micro-breweries do distribute their products region wide. Like the Coeur d’Alene Brewing Company you will find that New Belgium Brewing Company does not follow the normal recipes for brewing beer that the national brewing companies like Budweiser follow. They are not trying to make Budweiser.  They are making their own brew. They are called independent breweries. 

In Colorado there is an organization called Colorado Independent Publishers Association.  It started just like the Idaho Writers League or Spokane Authors and Self-Publishers.  A few writers got together to share their love for writing and ending up sharing their efforts to improve their skills and market their works.  We’ll call these authors independent publishers. They differ from small press only in that they publish only the works of one author. My best example of this is the Howling Wolf Publishing.  It prints only novels by Kirby Jonas.  Kirby also does his own art work.

Now wine is bottled and sold much like beer but the individual vineyards get more credit then the farms that grow hops or barley. Let’s say you are dining at Beverly’s some night and looking at the wine list.  Now in the fifteen years I’ve lived in Coeur d’Alene, I’ve only dined at Beverly’s twice.  But I would imagine that their wine list includes a wine like Cabernet Sauvignon from Robert Mondavi Winery in the Napa Valley of California.  If you read the back of the label, you will be assured that this is a Napa Valley wine made from the finest grapes grown under ideal conditions carefully crafted and even stored in French oak château barrels until it reaches the peak of perfection. Notice there is a sketch of the winery on the front of the label.  There are strict expectations for a wine sold at Beverly’s.

In writing there are parallels.  In Christian romance there is an expected theme, style of writing, expected length and even acceptable covers for the novels.  The Winds of Sonoma by Nikki Arana is a novel that meets all the expectations for a great Christian romance.  It is so good that it won awards. Still it is fiction and as such it has three roles to play - entertain, inform and inspire. This novel does all three.

Let’s go the local grocery store, which is where I buy my wine.  I like to wander down the isle and look at the colorful labels. One that caught my eye was a Dunham Cellars label.  The wine is a red table wine and the name on the label is three-legged Red.  Now not only is that a strange name for a wine, the picture of a dog on the front of the label is even stranger.  Turning the bottle around I read the back of the label.  What I read did not assure me of the finest grapes, ideal growing conditions or French oak barrels.  Instead it is the story of Port.

“It was a sunny day in the summer of ‘94 when I met Port. I heard the distinct sound of an animal in distress. It took only moments to realize what was happening across the field from my house - a very small animal had fallen into harms way and was being attacked by a Pit Bull. I ran to the scene, broke up the fight and found the small animal was a puppy that was very badly injured.  Instinctively, I wrapped him up and took him to the veterinarian. I agreed to pay for the emergency surgery and recovery. The puppy had lost a leg, but found a home. With only three legs, and two on the port side, I named him Port, and he is my best friend. - Eric Dunham, winemaker”
Of course I brought the wine. I saved the bottle because I liked the message.  Now I am a writer and my latest novel is A Walk in the Rain.  A writing teacher said I should rewrite the story to be told by the female protagonist.  An agent told me that it is too far short to be a mainstream novel.  A publisher advised me “If you have been published under another imprint, you must change your name before we will even consider looking at your writing.” They are all correct.  My novel does not conform to the expectations of commercial fiction. Nonconforming is the trade mark of a self-published author.  But wouldn’t it be grand if it became the three-legged Red of self-published fiction.

Part II - Why do I write?
As a self-published author I don’t have an agent or publisher encouraging or directing me with regard to my next novel I have only my own muse. So why do I write?  

Recently, I learned something more about myself from a very unexpected source.  I have a collection of old records that I am copying to CDs.  Among them is a concert by John Denver.  The concert is in Los Angeles, California.  In the dialogue between songs John recalls the first time he visited California.  He was a college student working for a civil engineer.  Since the engineer’s family went to bed early that summer, John would go down to the ocean and sit on the lifeguard’s stand and work on songs he was learning and work of songs he was writing and in his words, “literary ache for someone to sing to.”  

Now when I sit at my computer and write I think of John sitting on that lifeguard stand, changing a word or two and singing the song again.  He wanted to get it right before anyone heard him sing it and yet he wanted someone to hear it now.  As I revise my novel, I change a word or two and read it again.  Wanting it to be right before someone else reads it and yet wanting to read it aloud to anyone who will listen. 

We both have something to say but it was something very different.  That is why John Denver wrote songs and that is why I write novels.

So I conclude that I first write to be heard, and I believe most authors do.  Let me return to music.  Love songs put me in the mood to write a love story.  Try it and I bet it works for you too, but there is another lesson to learn from listening to love songs.  I like the song You Don’t Know Me especially as sung by Jerry Vail.  Jerry is an Italian tenor and he strives for perfection in craft.  In his recording he is accompanied by a full orchestrator.  It is a near-perfect presentation of the song.  Jim Neighbors also recorded this song and it was a hit for him too.  Jim had a deeper voice and it has a great deal of warmth in his production.  It is hard for me to choose between the two.  Another artist did a recording that sold even more records that either Jerry or Jim, this was Ray Charles.  He is not a perfect tenor like Jerry nor does he have the warmth in his voice of Jim Neighbors.  Ray Charles plays the piano as he sings and the beat, the pitch and sometimes even the words are far from the original piece.  But Ray put so much emotion into his voice that his fans love it.  The song You Don’t Know Me has been recorded by many different artists from Eddy Arnold in 1955 to Ben Folds and Regina Spektor in 2008. 

How does this relate to writing?  First each of these artists knows his strong points and recorded the song to showcase them.  A writer must recognize his strong point too be it character, location, vocabulary, central theme or plot.  Know what you can do well and build around it.  

Second know your audience.  Ray Charles was not singing to the same people that Jerry Vail was.  In writing it is even more important to know your readers.  If your story takes place back in time, are you writing for young readers who know little of that era or to older readers who might have lived through it? You will write the story differently for each group.  

Also acknowledge that your reader will know you or quickly get to know you. My first novel, The House in Harrison, has not one but two love stories within it.  If an old man like myself asked if you wanted to read a love story he’d just written, you would probably smile and decline.  But when that same man asks if you would like to read a Ghost Story that he has written and this story takes place in small town here in North Idaho, a more positive reply is likely.  

Once the reader opens the book all the responsibility falls back on the author.  It is the author who must keep the reader interested.  Surprisingly many readers will give the author a lot of latitude but if a ghost story is promised then a ghost there must be. 

In a novel a young man will naturally be attracted to a young woman he meets just as in real life.  The expression of that attraction must fit the age of the character and the time in which the story takes place.  

The time of the story is important in other ways too.  If the man is of draft age and the Vietnam War is in progress, his feelings about the war must be expressed.  

Getting back to the attraction between two characters in the novel, this can be the main issue of the story or a side issue but beware.  Once sexual tension enters the story it tends to dominate.  Some ghost story writers then switch to horror to keep the focus on the ghost and not the love story.  I prefer to have my ghost interact with the lovers.  It isn’t easy but I just don’t like to write horror.

Sometimes this author is surprised when the novel is finished at how much he has learned.  When I was writing A Walk in the Rain, I needed to describe a wooden bridge and how it would be constructed.  This was an important part of the story.  I did my homework and read some books on bridge construction and competitions among bridge builders.  I wrote that part of the novel with great pride - a novel should entertain, inform and inspire.  To be on the safe side I approached a few engineers that work for the Forest Service here in town.  They referred me to John Kattell, an engineer over at the Regional Office in Missoula.  I exchanged a few emails with John and explained what I was doing.  After faxing a few pages of the references I had for both the wooden bridge I planned in this novel and the bridge contests that take place we got down to business.   John was more than willing to help and I soon found I needed his help.  He corrected both the design of the bridge and the sequence of construction.  I sent him a copy of the completed novel and he sent back an order for five more copies.  He said that he wanted to give them to his children.   He told me he had been an engineer all his life and this was his only contribution to literature.  John had something to say about building wooden bridges and up until now no one had asked. 

We all have something to say.  Until we sit down and write it we do not realize what it truly is we wish to say.  I write ghost stories and I am the first to admit that I do so because the ghost gives me something to hide behind.  

“No one is so insecure as the seemly secure.”  I read that in a novel by Isaac Asimov years ago.  All writers are insecure even Stephen King says so in the book “On Writing.” 

When the words somehow fall together and a scene with both action and emotion crystallize, I print it out and rush to my wife, interrupt her and read aloud what I had just done.  My interruptions were not always well received.  Finally she taught me to respect her agenda.  I also realized that this was the wrong approach.  John Denver didn’t sing a verse of his song he waited until he had completed the song.  

To a degree a scene should be able to stand alone and be understood but the role of a scene is like that of a piece of a jigsaw puzzle.  It should have enough information to give you a clue to what it represents but it really is not seen until it disappears.  By this I mean the edges of the puzzle pieces are no longer visible to the mind’s-eye but the color and the images on them now form the larger picture.  An individual scene in a novel is not met to shine alone but to be a part of the whole story.

Part III - Introducing a character 
One skill I am seriously working on is to portray the character of the characters in the novel.   This is not double talk.  A character comes on the scene for the first time in the novel and the reader wants to know who is this.  We can and should give a physical description.  We can sometimes slip in a little background.  “Lara a short redheaded waitress walked over to the table set a cup of coffee down without being asked.”  This gives the reader a brief physical description and suggests Lara’s role in this scene but the reader still wonders if Lara is important in any way to the rest of the story.  Let’s take a tip from song writers. Here is a verse that is so old that I am sure the copyright has expired.  It comes from the old western song, “Colorado Trail.”

“Eyes like the morning star, cheeks like a rose, Lara was a pretty girl, God almighty knows.” 

Now writing a song is much different from writing a novel but still the above example prompts the listener that Lara is an important character with a great appeal.  Now it wouldn’t fit for Lara, the redheaded waitress to have eyes like the morning star but we can do something with her introduction if she is to be the love interest in the story.

Lara walked over to the table. “Morning Tim.”

He looked up, “It’s not morning until I see your smile.”

It was a warm smile that spread quickly from her lips to her eyebrows.  Without being asked she filled his coffee cup to the very brim, then calmly turned and walked away. 

 What I am trying to say is when the reader meets Lara for the first time it is more important to learn that she is Tim’s love interest even if he has not won her over yet.  She has a friendly reaction to Tim’s flirting but she counters his advance by filling his cup to the brim with hot coffee and walking away.  I think insight into Lara’s character and her role in the story, are far more important than telling the reader she is a short waitress with red hair.

Now I am sure there are several people just waiting to tell me you can’t use the words from a song in writing unless you pay the song writer.  Well that is why I picked a song so old that the copy right had most likely expired.  To be careful I checked the internet.  It’s not an absolute authority but in this case it gave me more information than I asked for.  Roger McGuinn is a writer and singer of country songs both old and new.   From his website I got the following story.  

Colorado Trail, The  . . .  A cowboy love song.  All sources point to a cowboy from Duluth, MN whose name is unknown.  He was brought to the hospital after being thrown and trampled by what he called, ‘a terrible bad hoss.’  A surgeon, Dr. T. L. Chapman, treated the wrangler for ‘bones of both upper and lower legs broken, fractures of the collar bone on both sides, numerous fractures of both arms and wrists, and many scars from lacerations.’

As the unknown cowboy was convalesced and his strength returned, he sang across the hospital ward in a mellowed tenor voice, and the other patients always called for more.  One of the songs he sang was Colorado Trail. 

Perhaps I should email Roger and ask permission to quote his website but there is a more important message here.  You don’t know where you will find inspiration.  We were addressing how to introduce a character in a novel.  Well look at the great job that Roger did in introducing this unnamed cowboy.  If I can do as well in my next novel, I will be really writing.

Part IV - A story outline.

I often write a story outline because I want to see if I have thought the story all the way to the end.  I don’t have to have a detailed idea of the ending in fact it often changes before I get there.  Writing the ending is the second hardest part of a novel.  The hardest is writing the beginning. The story outline is easy by comparison.  Why?  Because I do not feel obligated to follow the outline.  I can depart from it at any point in the story. 

This morning I revised the outline for a future novel.  In 2005 the outline was labeled Two Feathers Love Story.  In 2006 I revised the outline and called the story Hit and Run.  In 2007 it became Four Captains.  In all I have revised this outline seven times.  All of the outlines have the protagonist Joe Wilson and the story take place in Two Feathers a fictional name for Coeur d’Alene.  Joe’s age changes from one outline to the next as does the number of his children.  In all outlines he is a widow who is searching for the person who killed his wife.  In all outlines he finds the killer but he also solves a few other crimes along the way.  In all the outlines he falls in love and this helps heal the pain of losing his wife. 

My outlines are not done in very great detail.  I spend as much time identifying the main characters as I do the main plot.  Subplots and minor character will come later. After settlings on an outline I usually write a few chapters.  This allows me to meet my characters and set the tone for the story.  Of course I must decide on viewpoint characters and if I will tell the story in first person or third.  For a good mystery I prefer one viewpoint character and first person but I find I am not very good at writing in that style.  Writing the first few chapters allows me to see what works for this story.  Here I am completely free to try anything with regards to writing style.  Often I settle on a writing style because of my own abilities.  For example I find it extremely hard to write a scene from a woman’s viewpoint.  In A Walk in the Rain I took this as a challenge because I believe a love story needs to be told from both the woman’s and the man’s viewpoints.   In a mystery I try to keep important information from the hero and sometimes the reader.  My wife says that too many times I try to fool the reader and that is not good writing.  To let the reader in on the secret the story needs a second viewpoint character. 

Now this future novel will be both a mystery and a love story.  It will be a challenge to keep the reader interested in both finding the killer and falling in love.  Yes the reader must join in the story.  The reader must want to find the killer and fear what might happen if she dose not.  The reader must also fall in love just as the main character in the story falls in love. It ain’t easy but it is great fun.

Most novels are purchased by women so I need to make the novel one a woman would also enjoy.  There is often a conflict here and choices must be made.  When I write this story, please note I said “when” not “if,” I will introduce both the principle male character and the principle female character early in the novel.  I will not tell the reader the setting, main characters, their challenges and what these mean to them in the first chapter.  I hate such books. 

After writing a few chapters, the outline must be revised.  The reader needs to meet someone early in the story to love, something to fear and something to hope for.  With a murder the fear is easy, will the person who killed Joe’s wife strike again.  Someone to love is harder because you don’t want the person to be weak but they must have a need, something in their life that is not fulfilled.  Joe had lost his wife and missed her greatly but this must be translated into missing a woman in his life.  Now there will be two women who might fill the void one is a divorcée and the other is married to his best friend.  Now the women readers are interested.  No. Not so fast, I can’t just come out and say this in the first chapter.  It should be foreshadowed.  I love the concept of foreshadowing.  I wish I could do it better and maybe in this novel I will. 

I have a very simple model for writing a love story.  It comes from a movie Finian’s Rainbow.  Now this movie is a musical so there is not a complex plot.  Near the end there is a scene with the hero and the fair maiden.  It goes something like this.

He says, “It ain’t not true is it?”

She says, “What ain’t not true?”

“About you being a witch.”

Here’s the stinger, she says, “Of course it’s true.  Kiss me.”

He kisses her and the music plays.

A simple scene but in it I found the elements for a love story.  First you need two people one of each sex and they each find the other attractive.  But there is an element of doubt for one or both.  In Finian’s Rainbow she is perceived as being different and he begins to wonder.  Is she a witch?  In the last scene she says yes and that ends the power of his question.

Now most novels have a plot more complex than that in a musical but I like to include the elements two people each of whom finds the other attractive but one has a question.  It could be where did she come from?  Is he married?  If he or she is divorced then why did the marriage end? Is he or she of a different religion, one in which the other could not accept?  Does he or she have children and what do they think?  Keep the problem under cover, don’t let the two of them discuss it openly for the first thirty chapters of the novel because once it is in the open they must deal with it and the suspense is gone. 

Now in Hit and Run I have two pairs of character with which to play this game.  One pair must be more important than the other but with two the games will overlap. Isn’t this easy? 

Now the novel is a challenge to me.  I can’t wait to start writing in earnest but there are three other novels in the Que ahead of this one.   

Part V - Write what you know.
 The advice is often given “to write what you know.”  I write fiction and I don’t want to write about my own life in any detail.  I found a way around this by letting it apply to individual scenes or subplots.  

My novel The Man in the Closet opens with a scene of a young boy hearing a rat in the wall beside his bed.  When I was young, we lived in a row house in Washington, D.C.  There were rats in the neighborhood and sometimes they even made their way into the houses.  The females would burrow into the walls between the houses to make a place to have their young.  I can still remember awaking a night to a sound in the wall and imagining a giant rat about to poke her head through the wall beside my bed.  To this day I have a fear of rats.  After writing that scene in The Man in the Closet I felt good, relieved even a little free from the past.  I had exposed my fear and could see it for what it was - a childhood fear.

Another example is found in my novel A Walk in the Rain.  Here Andy Davis comes down with Ménière’s Disease and it results in a mid-life crisis that almost ends his career as a bridge engineer.  Well I have Ménière’s Disease and I went through a mid-life crisis that did not end but greatly impacted my career.  Writing about Andy’s troubles did not change my life but it helps me put the past in a different perspective.  

The point is a writer should welcome these opportunities to put what they know or have experienced in the story.  Remember the self-published writer is always free to write the story he wants to write in the style he feels comfortable.  In doing this I enjoy writing and the more I write the more I learn about myself and my own view of life.  Now let’s take a side trip and I will yield to someone who can explain this better than I.  From Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert M. Pirsig, comes the following advice.

“Mountains should be climbed with as little effort as possible and without desire.  The reality of your own nature should determine the speed.  If you become restless, speed up. If you become winded, slow down. You climb the mountain in equilibrium between restlessness and exhaustion.  Then, when you’re no longer thinking ahead, each footstep isn’t just a means to an end but a unique event in itself.  This leaf has jagged edges.  This rock looks loose.  From this place the snow is less visible, even though closer.  These are things you should notice anyway. To live only for some future goal is shallow.  It’s the sides of the mountain which sustain life, not the top.  Here’s where things grow.”

So I conclude that being a writer is a journey and not a destination.  As I write my latest novel I encounter scenes that are similar in nature to ones written in earlier novels but I know this time I can do better.  This time I will ask myself if I were in this scene what would I really feel and what would I dare to do?   

I used to put a lot of internal thoughts for the protagonist in my stories.  I wanted the reader to know that what the character was doing or saying was in conflict with what he wanted or thought was the right thing to do.  A friend told me that she felt cheated when I did that.  She wanted to surmise from the character’s actions and words what he really wanted or thought.  Stating it outright is like telling the reader who did it early in a murder mystery.  I strive to limit the thoughts of my characters and slowly I am making progress. 


Part VI - Dialogue

I have from the beginning thought of the plot as my high card.  When I read passages from my first novel to members of the Idaho Writers League, I received comments on grammar, style and dialogue.  It bothered me that no one commented on my wonderful although complex plot.  When you read a single scene or even a chapter the listener cannot see the plot.  So I worked on what they gave me and struggled with grammar, style and dialogue.  Recently someone commented in a very positive way on the dialogue in my latest novel, A Walk in the Rain.  I was surprised because I had the help of two editors and both often made suggestions for the dialogue in my novels.  When I am writing, I tend to make most of the characters sound alike.  In good dialogue the writer does not need to add the tag “Betty said,” “Alice said,” “Dan said” or “Ralph said,” because each speaks differently.  

I must have slowly gained some skill in dialogue and as I look back at A Walk in the Rain I can see a pattern.   What I did was simple.  I create a character who is very different from the protagonist.  In this novel there are two protagonists, Susan and Andy.  They do most of the talking.  It isn’t too hard to keep their dialogues consistent, keeping them interesting is harder.  The trick is in the character.  In the first chapter Andy says, “Yes, but in life there are winners and losers. I build the best wooden bridges in the world, and I won’t be satisfied until the rest of the industry recognizes that.”  Susan’s reply indicates something of her character too, “Why do men always want to be the best?  Can’t they be happy being good at something?”

It appears that a simple conflict has developed in the first meeting of Susan and Andy over nothing of importance but this is a love story and the self-image of the character Andy is most important to Susan.  Later he will have questions about her.  

The easiest dialogue to write is for the oddball minor characters.  In A Walk in the Rain this would be Jane “Easy” Gamble.  Not only does she have an odd name and far from normal appearance her first words, when asked about the progress of the report for the stockholders meeting are, “Frank is cool. Hamilton is almost cool.  You, Mr. Davis are like wind.” 

 Andy looks through the draft of the report and gives Jane some instructions to which she replies, “Clear as beer.  I’ll put the first two sections together with the cover and bring them by for your comments.”  

Writing scenes with Jane in them was fun so much so that I added her to two other chapters late in the novel.  The more offbeat the character the easier it is to write dialogue.  Think of the character and what image you want the reader to take away when you write his words.  Susan’s father, Walt, is the kindly old man who has one dream left, to build a wooden bridge as part of a tribute to his late wife.  Walt is kind to all and tries to hide his fear of going blind.  To Susan he is the loving father, but he treats Andy with the same fatherly concern.  By his words you know when Walt is speaking.  He is always concerned for the person he is talking to. 

Another father image in the story is Charlie the man Andy goes to work later in the story.  Like Walt, Charlie plays the kind father role but there is a difference.  In every scene with Charlie, there is a strong business movation.  Charlie cares about Andy health because he wants Andy to build the bridge.  He may personally like Andy too but the business component is in everything Charlie does.

A writer can spend time on vocabulary, the beat of the dialogue and the style - quick exchange or structured one.  To me these are all secondary to the character.  Dialogue should express who he is and what’s important to him.  I used a lot of internal dialogue in my first two novels to express the character of the protagonist.  Now I have him speak to someone even if it’s only a dog.  One of my many weaknesses is my protagonist.  It is usually a man.  I really struggle with a female viewpoint character.  By the time I finish the novel I have become the protagonist or he has become me.  What’s bad about this is I am not a very dynamic person.  I am quiet, conservative, and shy.  My character Andy is strongly assertive about his knowledge and creativity in building a bridge but he stumbles over his words when talking to a beautiful woman like Susan.  He thinks of himself as an intelligent man but not an attractive man.  Many readers will want a more bold assertive man especially in a love story.  I had to put this aside and write a character that I could identify with or the whole novel would be one long struggle.

Part VII - Why Self-Publish?  

At a writer conference a woman examined one of my novels and admitted it looked like a real book.  But she quickly added, “The thing wrong with self-publishing is you won’t make any money.”

As a general statement she may be correct but there are a few exceptions thanks to the internet one can publish and market without the vast resources of the big publishing houses. Speaking for myself, the day I decided to end my trials at becoming a commercially published author and publish one of my own novels was a turning point in my writing career.  Every self-published author is free to write the kind of novel he wants to write in the style he feels comfortable using.  

Just as there are many different self-published authors from home-publishers to independent-publishers, there are many different motivations behind each author.  My first book I published just 25 copies, enough to share with friends and family.  Today my usual first printing of a novel is just 500 copies.  My goal is to sell 1,000 copies of each of ten self-published novels.  But the motivation for the doing so is the same as for the first book I published - to share what had been written with others.  

Well I said a bit about why I write but why self-publish?  

As I said earlier, all self-published writers are free to pen the story they want to write in their own style.  I write the kind of novel I want to read.  I am often surprised at the turns and twists that my own story takes.  Somehow what I really wanted to say comes out in the last revision.  At this point the novel is mine.  The title like the story may have changed from the first draft and an image of the book in print has formed in my mind.  I hate to be negative but when some publisher stands up at a meeting and states that he has final say over the title and book cover my reaction is to counter, “Then write your own damn book.”  

Pride of ownership has led me to more than once walk away from the opportunity to pitch my novel to some publisher and editors.  My wife says I am a control freak.  

Another reason I self-publish is I have a long term career plan.  At the first writer’s conference I attended an agent asked me what I wanted to do as a writer.  I told her my plan was to write ten novels in ten years and then market the best of them.  She was interested until I added that I would rather sell ten thousand copies of each of ten different novels than a hundred thousand copies of just one.  She was no longer interested.  I later came to realize that I was saying, “take me as a client and I expect you to work ten times as hard for the same amount of money.”  I wouldn’t want to do that myself.  


Marketing is not my high card and my goal would now be restated as I want to sell a thousand copies each of ten different novels.  I have published three and have four more in progress.  If all goes as planned I will publish a new novel each of the next four years.   

Part VIII
The Golden Braid

Nikki Arana, an accomplished writer of both fiction and nonfiction, has often advised me that in a novel the external plot and the internal plot must be carefully linked. Here I will expand her “carefully linked” idea to the Golden Braid.  First let me present a simple example of linking the external plot to the internal plot.

Ben is the captain and quarterback of the high school football team.  Jill is the pretties of the cheerleaders.  Each finds the other attractive but neither had made any advances.  

Game one and Ben leads his team to victory.  After the game there is a dance, at which he asks Jill to dance with him most of the night.  Ben is feeling confident and in control.  Jill sees this as her chance to get to know him and more importantly let him get to know her.

Game two, and Ben leads his team to a come-from-behind victory.  Now he is heralded as the team leader.  Jill is thrilled to be the one he asked to dance with.  Perhaps this is when they share their first kiss.

Game three, Ben leads the team to a big lead but is hurt in the second half. The team still manages to hold on to the lead and win. Ben is not so confident. He goes to the dance with Jill but they spend most of the time talking.  Jill sees Ben not as the invincible captain of the team but as a boy who needs her support and encouragement.  

Game four will be against another team that has started the league play with three wins. You get to write what happens then.  

The main external plot is the schedule of the games.  Ben’s main objective is to be the man who leads the team to victory but winning Jill’s attention is also on his agenda. Jill has some interest in her high school’s team being victorious but she is more interested in getting Ben attention. With each game the tension rises and the outcome is more important than the last. With each post-game dance the interplay between Ben and Jill becomes more important.  The external plot, the games, is linked with the internal plot, the relationship between Ben and Jill.  The reader will begin to wonder about the story in terms of both plots.  What if Ben cannot play in the next game?  What if he plays but the team loses? How would either affect the relationship between Ben and Jill? 

Now if we look carefully at this example we will find there are differences in the external plot for Ben and for Jill.  Ben assumes responsibility for the outcome of the game while Jill watched from the sideline.  The internal plot is also little different for our two characters.  Here Jill may be the one with the greater influence on the outcome. 

Let’s leave this simple example for a classic one with four plots. It is found in a song.  The point here is to show that the link between plots is more dictated by the order of presentation than the timing of the events.  Since there are four plots, let’s call it a braid not a link.

The Riddle Song also known as ‘I gave My Love a Cherry’ is an old English folk song that came to this country with those who settled in the Appalachians. It is related to Child Ballad Number 1 and Child Ballad Number 46.  Burl Ives recorded it in 1941 for his album Okeh Presents the Wayfaring Stranger. Since then, it has been recorded by many artists from Pete Seeger and Joan Baez to Carly Simon.  I have it on an album by the Lime Lighters. The traditional lyrics are given next.

The Riddle Song

I gave my love a cherry

That has no stone

I gave my love a chicken

That had no bone

I told my love a story

That has no end

I gave my love a baby 

With no crying.

How can there be a cherry

That has no stone?

And how can there be a chicken 

That has no bone?

And how can there be a story

That has no end?

And how can there be a baby

With no crying?

A cherry when it’s blooming

It has no stone

A chicken when in the shell 

It has no bone

The story of how I love you

It has no end

A baby when it’s sleeping

It’s not crying.

I gave my love a cherry

That has no stone

I gave my love a chicken

That had no bone

I told my love a story

That has no end

I gave my love a baby 

With no crying.

I think about this song as a simple example of braiding a story. In the first stanza four statements are made.  In the second four questions are asked. In the third stanza four answers are given.  In most performances of the Riddle Song the four statements from the first stanza are repeated at the end but now they have more depth and understanding. 

The four statements are related but they could be stated separately. Consider the following presentation of the riddle.

I gave my love a cherry

That has no stone

How can there be a cherry

That has no stone?

A cherry when it’s blooming

It has no stone

 I gave my love a chicken

That had no bone

And how can there be a chicken 

That has no bone?

A chicken when in the shell 

It has no bone

I told my love a story

That has no end

And how can there be a story

That has no end?

 The story of how I love you

It has no end

I gave my love a baby 

With no crying.

And how can there be a baby

With no crying?

A baby when it’s sleeping

It’s not crying.

Now the same information is there but something has been lost.  We must stretch our understanding to link the four ideas or plots together.  In the first presentation the sequence of the lines helped braid the four ideas together to form one idea or plot.  My simple answer to the riddle is I love her.  

When we take four related issues, ideas, or plots and braid them together, the sequence encourages the reader to think of them as one. So it could be with the plot of a novel, several subplots come together to form a master plot. The mind of the reader will see and explore the connection without the author ever stating there is one.  The fitness with which the braid is done is of great importance.  There should not be abrupt jumps from one subplot to the next.

Again I will take examples from music. Long long ago a teacher tried to teach my fifth grade class to sing a song.  All I remember is the refrain “Row row row you boat gently down the stream.”  One side of the class would start the song and the other side would join in but they would be one-stanza behind the first.  It would have sounded fine if we were not fifth graders whose voices were changing.  But the concept is simple two or more refrains being over laid to song.  

In jazz one of my favorite pieces is Take Five.  In the rendition by Dave Brubeck there are four instruments Acoustic Bass, Acoustic Piano, Alto Saxophone and drums. The piece is nine and a half minutes long, so it was rarely played in its entirety on the radio.  It is to me a grand example of changing rhythm as one player after another takes over the lead role. The important point is the smooth transfer from one to the next and then back to the original tempo.  I can feel it. I begin to anticipate it.  And yet I know almost nothing of music.  

If we write a novel with shifts from one plot to a subplot and back with the same finesse as this song is played the reader will feel the shift in the story from one plot to the next and begin to connect these shifts and even anticipate the coming scenes.  If we can do that we will have the reader hooked.  

Now if your tastes are more toward classical music consider the William Tell Overture by Rossini.  This is another of my favorites and it contains several shifts in the tempo and in featured instruments of a full orchestra.  Even a music know-nothing like myself can enjoy the many dimensions of the masterpiece.  Let’s call it a golden braid of a symphony. 

So we have several parts to the golden braid concept with regard to a novel.  We have plots, both external and internal, and they must be braided together.  The outcome of one must affect the outcome of the other or others. The sequence in which scenes appear in the story must be braided not only in the time line but also to impart the relationship of one element in the story to the other.  We need to establish a rhythm. 

Can this be done?  Well, my approach is not to worry about it in my first draft but to listen for it in the third of fourth revision. In some cases just reading the novel aloud will unveil the rough spots.  I find a second pair of eyes and ears are necessary to really do the job for the author will fill in any blank spots, rush past any rough shifts and slow down for the important scenes.  So I have a professional editor read and critique my novels.  She finds all the blank spaces where I failed to tell the reader something important to the outcome of the story. She also finds the over done melodies where a feeling is revisited too often. When I can see my story as plots and subplots like pieces of string braided together to form a piece of twine then I know I am getting close to a golden braid. 

I find the concept of looking for rhythm when revising a novel inspires me to read the story just one more time.  When I do I almost always find something to change. This last revision is the time to reveal the true message of the story.  In music the soul of the song is found in the blending of the notes from individual instruments.  In a novel the subplots are braided together to form a master plot. In it lies the theme or truth of the story.             


The concept of the Golden Braid I took from a Pulitzer prize winning book, Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid by Douglas R. Hofstadter. The book is a masterpiece by someone far more knowledgeable and intelligent than I.  It is intimidating to consider the logic of Kurt Gödel and his incompleteness theorem.  Equally intimidating but more entertaining is the artistry of M. C. Escher, picture a fountain of water that seems to flow in a continuous loop.  And last my real venture into the unknown is the work of composer Johann Sebastian Bach. It doesn’t stop there for Hofstadter explores the connection of both elements of self-reference and formal rules that cause a system to acquire meaning despite being made or meaningless elements.  This applies to all music as far as I am concerned. The subtitle is An Eternal Golden Braid. I find this seductive. 


What I have gleamed from this masterpiece of Hofstadter so far is the idea of the braid as applied to writing.  If you read this book I am sure you will find others ideas to explore.


Part IX Why do I read?


After that last section this one will be simple. I read for entertainment, information and inspiration but not necessarily in that order.  In college and in my work I read first for information.  I was for more than thirty years a statistician for the Forest Service. Most of my reading in that capacity was for information.  I needed to keep up to date in the progress in the field of statistics and in forestry.  Rarely was any of this material entertaining or inspirational. This week I am reading two novels and I have just finished reading a third.  The principle motivation is entertainment.  When writing a novel I read a great deal for information because I want the facts in the novel to be correct.  Inspiration is an elusive thing.  It is far more likely to be found in a novel than in a technical book or article. 


Why should I wonder why I read?  Well, if I know why I read I might be able to surmise why someone else might want to read something I have written.  Take this manuscript The Dog Ate My Synopsis as an example. Most people don’t know or care what a synopsis is but writers do. So I want a writer to read this.  I also want the reader to be entertained, hence the title. The learning process is often a bore just ask any student in highschool.  If I can make this piece a little entertaining and still supply the information, the reader is more likely to read to the end.  Only at the end of a piece of nonfiction or fiction can one really raise the question ‘Was this inspirational?’ 


Of the two novels I am presently reading this week both promise to be inspirational.  Thus far one is more entertaining than the other. You don’t have to ask which I am reading more often. Not only the style, and the characters make the story entertaining, the plot also contributes. It is the reader who decides if the novel is entertaining and readers have different interests. Some like a good mystery, but others want a love story.  If the novel is a murder mystery and it also has a love story within it I am more interested and hopefully will be more entertained.  However, it is dangerous to do so.  When I find the sexual tension between the character rises, I may lose interest in who killed who. 


In the beginning of each novel I read I look for the style of the author.  I don’t like long sentences but there are few exceptions.  I don’t like fast beginnings for a plot.  Too much action in chapter one is exhausting.  It’s like drinking a double-whisky before a meal.  As the whisky takes effect, I don’t care what is on the menu. 


What do I like?  Well, I give the author a lot of latitude in the first twenty pages.  I want a promise of the nature of the story.  Let’s say the title is Gold in the Yukon and the cover shows a dog team running through the snow.   Do I care about gold in the Yukon? No.  Why then would I read this novel?  I would read it if the first twenty pages introduce at least one interesting character and one plausible motive for going to the Yukon other than getting rich.  I don’t want to know how much gold he finds.  I want to know why he went, the hardships he had to endure and the reward he hopes to gain, not gold but something else.  Now I don’t need it spelled out in three short sentences. It can be found in his background, his character, what little things he cares most about. The difficulties can be foreshadowed.  He can wonder as he plans his trip why no one has explored this area of the country. 


I rely heavily on the back cover of a novel to tell me what the main plot of the story is. The first twenty pages tell me more about how the story will be told.  I find it hard to read novels that are written from the viewpoint of the primary female character. I find it almost impossible to write scenes for a female viewpoint character. Women see, hear and smell differently than I do. A super strong male character can also turn me off.  Now I read a lot of Mike Hammer and James Bond novels in my younger years.  But as I recall even these super macho characters had their soft moments. There are more mysteries than I would like to recall that I got half way through and tossed in the trash.  Twenty pages I’ll grant the author to set up the story but after that the characters better be believable as well as interesting. 


Inspiration is a question?  Many people I know use the word only with respect to God or religion, God’s work.  Some are turned off by sin, especially if it involves the main character.  They want upstanding God-fearing characters to act like saints.  I’m an a religious man but I want my characters without hallows.  A story of saintly people acting out their lives in holy way would not interest much less inspire me.  A story of these same collection of people struggling to do the right thing and some fail and some succeed would be of more interest to me. If the author can get me to ponder why some failed and others succeeded he just might have inspired me.

So now the question is yours.  Why do you read?  Do the books you read tell you something about yourself?  If you were writing for your unknown twin somewhere in the world what would you write?  


Is there someone in this world you know and want to write to?  What might be that person’s interest?  Are they of strong character wanting a challenge? Are they going through difficult time and needing support?  Write your novel for that special person but first write it for yourself. You must understand the message in your novel to expect someone else to understand it.  Now go write that novel.        


Part X  Novels and Movies

Recently I read Break into Fiction - 11 Steps to Building a Story that Sells by Mary Buckham and Dianna Love.  This book uses exclusively examples from movies to teach how to write a novel.  This brought back memories of another book on writing, The Writer’s Journey - Mythic Structure for Writers by Christopher Vogler.  I came away from Vogler’s book with the feeling that writing a story that would later be made into a movie was the star achievement in writing.  He did show the common elements of many stories that became great movies.  Vogler was in the business of making movies so his references made sense.  Mary Buckham and Dianna Love are in the business of writing novels and teaching other this craft.  


After reading Break into Fiction I still had a fear that movies not novels were the star achievement.  Mary had the patience to point out to me that she used four very different movies as references in the book.  This gave each student a reference point to study the eleven templates she provides.  Asking the student to read even one of four novels before taking her class would be asking too much.  I would like Mary to talk to some of the professors in college today.  


After accepting that the movies were there to give examples of elements to telling a story  I read Break into Fiction a third time.  The eleven templates, the key to Mary’s approach, cover the elements of a novel from CHARACTER and CONFLICT on to DIALOGUE and FINAL STAGE (getting a critical review).  Now I am a cross between a plotter and a pantser (one who writes by the seat of his pants).  I carry my plot in my head and just write until I get a feel for the characters and the story line.  At that point I will stop and make some notes for reference and a brief outline of where I hope the story will go.  For those who plot in more detail these templates will be of greater value.  Last week I used them to analyze my latest fiction project.  I found that I had skipped past one of the eleven points and covered another in just one paragraph.  Now I must either revise these sections of the novel or justify why the present writing is sufficient.  Using Break into Fiction as analysis tool shadows the origin of The Writer’s Journey by Vogler and thanks to the templates it is far easier for me to use.  


I am still left with my fear that novels will become more like movies. Once at a writer’s conference I met a man whose novel had been made into the Movie.  He told us of the trials he went through, the movie rights were sold, brought back and sold again before the script was written. In the end he was overjoyed when he saw The War of the Roses.


Well for this reader the experience has not been so rosy.  I have read some excellent novels and then been disappointed when I went to see the movie of the same name.  The Hunt for Red October is a recent example but this rebellion goes all the way back to Louis L’Amour’s novels Hondo and Sitka. Hondo even stared John Wayne but it still changed the story so much I didn’t enjoy it.  My sons complained when they saw J. R Tolkien trilogy of The Lord of the Rings made into movies. I had read The Hobbit, The Fellowship of the Rings, The Two Towers and The Return of the King to then as children.  They both must have liked the stories because each purchased and read the complete series later after they left home. Both complained that the movies did such a poor job in presenting the stories.


Now is there something we see in novels that we don’t see once a novel is made into a movie?  The first thing that comes to mind is length.  Movies are shorter.  They must condense the story into a few scenes while the novel can go on for as long as it retains the reader’s interest. I don’t mean minutes here I mean hours and days.  The subconscious mind works on any question you encounter even when you turn your conscious attention to something else.  Mine works overtime while I am asleep. Time is an important element.  At a book signing another author and I were discussing a novel that had been recently made into a movie.  He complained, “It took me two weeks to read that book and the movies lasted less than two hours including commercials.”  He wasn’t complaining about the parts of the novels dropped as not important in the movies he was complaining about the experience.  He was never challenged to understand or feel the impact of the events because the next event was flashing on the screen. He never had time in the movie to think about the plot as he did in reading the novel. 


 Movies by nature emphasize the visual elements in telling the story.  These include the beautiful actors, the special effects and the setting.  In a novel the reader has at best a sketch of the characters, special effects rely on imagination and the setting like the characters captures only the key elements.  My sons had different images of the Hobbit until the movies came out; then there was one.  I can say the same of myself and the image of Cleopatra before Elizabeth Taylor played her in the movie.  Special effects have a major impact on the story, each time King Kong is remade into a movies the ape gets bigger and more destructive. 


Those are just a few of the obvious differences but the most important one is thinking.  Yes thinking is something you must do if reading a novel.  The reader must put letters together to make words, words together to make sentences.  This primes the brain to remember the characters, elements of the plot, and clues as to what might happen next.  A reader must think to read a novel so the writer should keep him thinking. I always have a theme in mind. It may evolve or change as I write but that is good.  I let my own values find their way into the tale.  


When I started writing The Dog Ate My Synopsis I planned to share what I thought I had learned in my journey to become a writer.  I do not claim to be an expert in any of the ten topics addressed here except maybe the first one.  I still believe the best student in the class is the one who says something that makes the other students stop and think. This project comes to an end but my journey continues.   

