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How This Course Works and What to Expect 
by the End: 

The Become a Professional Author Course is 
made up of three basic parts: 

1. Write Stories That Work 

In eight Lesson Modules, you will learn the basic 
structures of all successful fiction and be encouraged 
through practical exercises to produce stories of your own 
which grab, glue, guide and control readers’ attention. 

2. Sell Stories Effectively 

In four Lesson Modules, you will discover how marketing 
really works and work through several practical exercises 
so that you will have customers who like, buy and 
recommend your work to others. 

2. How Clarendon House Can Help You 

In two Lesson Modules, you will be shown how Clarendon 
House lays out routes of opportunity for you to get 
published and acquire a readership of your own. 

IT’S IMPORTANT THAT YOU DO ALL THE EXERCISES 
TO THE BEST OF YOUR ABILITY TO ACHIEVE THE 

MAXIMUM BENEFITS FROM THE COURSE. 



LESSON TWO: 
GETTING YOUR 

MESSAGE 
STRAIGHT 

Once writers clarify their 
message, they find it much 
easier to write quality short 
stories, scenes, chapters, entire 
novels, and more. As we will 
see in Part Two, this clarity will 
spill over into marketing.  

But why does this work? 
It works, as we have said, 

because without a clear 
message, fiction tends to be 
just ‘noise’.  

Remember: 
Noise is random 

fluctuations that obscure or 
do not contain meaningful 
data or other information.



In unsuccessful fiction, 
characters, scenes, 
dialogue, plot lines, 
everything is a kind of 
mess because it’s not held 
together by a strand of 
meaning or an intention.  

Unless a piece of work 
has a clear message, 
readers drift by in droves; 
with a clear message, they 
are drawn to it like moths 
to a flame, hooked by it, 
controlled through it, and 

are eager to see how 
things are resolved at the 
end.  

What’s more, when they 
reach the end, they’ll want 
more.  

It’s the difference 
between hearing an 
orchestra make a lot of 
noise with its instruments, 
or play a piece of music 
together. 

That’s a huge difference.

Unless a piece of work 
has a clear message, 
readers drift by in droves



How do you know if the 
message you’ve discovered 
in your work is the ‘right 
one’?  

You’ll know. 
It will strike you as a 

‘eureka’ moment. 
All the peripheral noise will 

recede and you will say to 
yourself ‘So that’s what I’ve 
been trying to say!’ 

 Your writing will make 
more sense; your characters 
will fall into place (coming to 
the forefront or receding into 
the background of your tale 
as appropriate); your plots 
will become clearer; your 
sense of satisfaction while 
writing will increase, 
sometimes vastly. 

Without a clarified 
message, writing itself can 
be an effort and you’ll be 
easily distracted from it.  

Until you clarify your 
message, nobody will listen 
to you, no matter how much 
time you spend on your 
stories or how adamant you 
become that the world is 
unfair to writers.

Course 
Exercise # 6: 

Do you already 
know what the 
message of 
your work is? 

Note it down in 
your Course Log as 
clearly and 
concisely as you 
can. It may need 
refining as you read 
on, or it may be 
crystal clear right 
now. It is the 
foundation stone of 
your success.



And no one will buy 
your books. 

After writers clarify their 
messages, they often 
double, triple, and even 
quadruple their output, 
and writing quality goes 
out the roof. The apparent 
'lack of time to write’ melts 
away because with a clear 
message comes renewed 
purpose and that brings 
about schedule 
rearrangements and 
adjustments in priorities. 

This works for novel 
writers as well as those 
who exclusively pen short 

stories; it works for 
playwrights and poets, 
genre writers and literary 
authors. Why?  

Clarity leads to 
simplicity and simplicity 
leads to production. 

This applies no matter 
the field. 

Writers want to get their 
books on the market and 
into readers’ hands, for 
sure; but more than that, 
they want to 
communicate their 
message. 



It even goes as far as 
this: 

Writers who 
understand their 
messages but can’t write 
competently can achieve 
more success than 
competent writers who 
don’t have an 
understanding of 
message. 

So what’s your 
message?  

Can you say it in a few 
words?  

Is it simple, powerful 
and transmissible?  

Can it be 
communicated in 

compelling ways 
throughout your fiction?  

Can you adjust your 
characters, your scenes, 
your chapters, your entire 
novel to better align with 
your message? Later, can 
you adjust your blurbs, 
your cover designs, your 
website, your entire 
marketing output to 
better align with your 
message? 

How many readers are 
you missing out on 
because they can’t figure 
out what you’re trying to 
say within the first five 
pages?

Message is all powerful, and 
even overrides technical 
competence.



Multiple Messages 

Is it possible to have more 
than one message in any 
given piece of work? 

Certainly, yes.  
To Kill a Mockingbird, for 

example, is about prejudice 
and racism, but it’s also 
about growing up and 
family relationships and so 
on. Each one of these 
themes is directly traceable 
in the text. Harper Lee has a 
position in relation to each 
one, which can be 
determined by studying the 
text. But the main theme — 
and consequently the main 
message — is about the 
prejudice which runs 
through the town of 
Maycomb and how one 
man, Atticus Finch, deals 
with it and advises others to 
deal with it. 



Great Expectations is 
about infatuation. Pip’s 
desire for Estella leads him 
into all kinds of difficulties. 
At the end, Dickens as a 
mature author steps back 
and leaves it to the reader to 
decide how that theme 
plays out, but in doing so he 
manages to convey his 
message: obsession is both 
inevitable and dangerous.  

There are other things 
happening in the novel, not 
least various revelations 
about class and criminality 
and the Victorian legal 
system. Dickens has things 
to communicate about 
each, which he does 
through character, events, 
dialogue and images. But 
the focus is on his message 
about obsession. 



Shakespeare’s work 
probably has the most 
messages of all: scholars have 
studied his plays for centuries 
and are always finding new 
angles on the themes of love, 
power, humanity, death, loss, 
psychosis and so on that are 
clearly visible in the texts. 

Messages are always 
present in successful fiction.  

In genre fiction, it’s the 
same: the message might not 
be very original in some ways, 
but an author is still delivering 
it, and the more effectively it is 
delivered, the more successful 
the story will be. The most 
successful genre authors are 
the ones who communicate 
their messages most clearly 
within their genres. 

Usually in fiction there is 
one primary message and a 
few secondary ones, but they 
are there and can be found, 
highlighted and discussed.  

They are what make the 
difference between a 
successful piece of fiction and 
a collection of words and 
scenes which is going 
nowhere. 



Noise 

Why does this business of 
finding out a writer’s 
message work? What’s 
happening in the brains of 
readers as they discover a 
message in a piece of 
writing?  

As we have said, there’s a 
reason most fiction — the 
kind of fiction scribbled by 
passionate writers in rooms 
all over the world and now 
often self-published 
through Amazon and other 
platforms — doesn’t work: 
it’s too noisy.  

Readers don’t know how 
to process the information 
on the page. Too much, too 
unaligned — it asks too 
much from them and they 
turn away, often very 
quickly. 

The more simple and 
predictable a 
communication is, the 
easier it is for the reader to 
digest. 



Successful pieces of fiction 
have simple, predictable 
messages. 

‘Whoa!’ I can hear 
someone saying. ‘But 
Shakespeare and Tolstoy and 
Joyce and so forth— they all 
write stuff that is far from 
simple and predictable…’ 

Yes, and no. 
Yes, the great authors have 

work which is rich and deep 
and multi-faceted and yields 
layer after layer of meaning for 
the student; but every great 
piece of fiction has an 
underlying simplicity of 
message. 

Great fiction attaches 
almost unlimited depth and 
complexity to simple and 
powerful messages. 

That’s what makes it great.

Successful pieces of 
fiction have simple, 
predictable messages.



And readers sense that, within the first 
few pages of a text — often within the 
first couple of sentences. 

As an example, here are the opening 
paragraphs of Leo Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace, regularly touted as the greatest 
novel ever written: 

"Well, Prince, so Genoa and Lucca are 
now just family estates of the 
Bonapartes. But I warn you, if you don't 
tell me that this means war, if you still try 
to defend the infamies and horrors 
perpetrated by that Antichrist— I really 
believe he is Antichrist— I will have 
nothing more to do with you and you are 
no longer my friend, no longer my 
'faithful slave,' as you call yourself! But 
how do you do? I see I have frightened 
you— sit down and tell me all the news.” 

It was in July, 1805, and the speaker 
was the well-known Anna Pavlovna 
Scherer, maid of honour and favourite of 
the Empress Marya Fedorovna. With 
these words she greeted Prince Vasili 
Kuragin, a man of high rank and 
importance, who was the first to arrive at 
her reception. Anna Pavlovna had had a 
cough for some days. She was, as she 
said, suffering from la grippe; grippe 
being then a new word in St. Petersburg, 
used only by the elite.



We already know, if we 
have picked up War and 
Peace to read, that it deals 
with the grand conflict 
between Russia and 
Napoleon Bonaparte in the 
first part of the nineteenth 
century. We can guess that 
the main theme will be 
something to do with the 
book’s title. But at first it 
might seem that we don’t 
know from this opening 
what exactly the author has 
to say about his theme. 

Or do we? 
This brief glimpse of a 

conversation taking place in 
the high social circles of St 
Petersburg is explicitly 
placed in time by the author 
as 1805 — well prior to the 
events of Napoleon’s 
infamous invasion of Russia 
in 1812; it is viewed ironically 
— clearly we are meant to 
regard the hostess, Anna 
Pavlovna as superficial, 
inconsequential, overly 
dramatic; her declaration 
that Bonaparte is the 
‘Antichrist’ is thus positioned 
as suspicious for the reader. 



What often matters when 
delivering a message in fiction 
is what is not said or not done. 
Tolstoy didn’t begin his story 
with a random guest talking 
about something random, but 
carefully constructed his 
opening to introduce us to his 
central subject matter, the 
threat of Napoleon, from a 
particular time, space and 
viewpoint. 

Readers pick up all all of 
that, consciously or 
subconsciously. They might 
not be able to articulate it, but 
they ‘know’ it, in the same way 
that you know a piece of music 
is affecting you without 
necessarily being able to label 
the notes and chords that are 
doing the affecting.





The message of a 
piece of fiction helps 

readers because it 
aligns everything 

around it.
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And you know, as a reader, 
when you’re listening to a 
message, not just ‘noise’. 

Tolstoy can then ‘hang’ 
whatever he wishes upon his 
central message, as long as 
the message itself is not 
obscured. Being a great 
author, he chooses to tell us 
only things which will 
reinforce that message in 
some way: in this case, Anna 
Pavlovna’s cough and her 
sophistication of it anchor 
her as an air-headed 
socialite. A sardonic view of 
society’s interpretation of 
historical events is what 
Tolstoy is communicating to 
his readers.  

As War and Peace 
develops, we get the same 
historical events relayed to 
us through different 
characters, some positioned 
as reliable, some not. But the 
message is coming through 
all the time. 

The message of a piece 
of fiction helps readers 
because it aligns 
everything around it.

The message of a 
piece of fiction helps 

readers because it 
aligns everything 

around it.



 3

Once readers sense 
messages, they can relax: 
experience has told them, 
time and again, all the way 
back to their first nursery 
rhymes, that things are 
going to hang together 
around the message.  

Things can get as 
complex, multi-layered 
and colourful as the 
author wants to make 
them, as long as the 
underlying message is still 
visible. Some writers 

manage to get a message 
through despite all the 
weight of detail; great 
writers use the weight of 
detail to reinforce their 
messages every step of 
the way. 

Readers are constantly, 
consciously or 
subconsciously, scanning 
texts for core messages 
which will help them 
understand everything 
else.



Like people wandering 
through a forest, readers are 
always looking for the path, 
the chain of images, 
meanings, words, events, the 
meaningful track which will 
guide them through to a 
resolution. 

If an author rambles on and 
on about costumes, or 
unrelated material in dialogue, 
or includes images which 
don’t resonate with the rest of 
the story, readers start not to 
care. Why? Because they 
begin to suspect that that 
information isn’t helping them 
experience the deeper sense 
of meaning, or the emotional 
pay-off, or the resolution of a 
problem which they are 
looking for from the story. 

So what do readers do when 
writers blast uncoordinated 
noise at them?  

They put the book back on 
the shelf (even if they bothered 
to pick it up in the first place); 
they walk away; or, if they have 
bought the book, they put it 
down and give up on it. 

That gives us Writer Error # 
1.



Writer Error # 1: 

Noisy writers fail to 
focus enough on the 
central message that will 
help readers understand 
and process the story. 

Stories that wander 
away from their core 
messages fail to captivate 
audiences.  

Nobody’s interested in 
stuff that’s not related in 
some way to the message. 
The message might be to 
do with how to survive, 
how to live a better life, 
how to be accepted, find 
love, achieve a goal, defeat 
evil, or something else. 
Something human beings 
care about; something 
that produces feelings.



The human mind is 
constantly processing 
information and filtering 
out what’s necessary and 
unnecessary. In Pride and 
Prejudice, for example, we 
don’t want to know what 
any other characters are 
talking about at a dance: we 
want to know what Darcy 
and Elizabeth are talking 
about. And we don’t want to 
hear everything they say, 
either: just the things that 
are relevant to the story’s 
central message about…
well, pride and prejudice. 

Part of the reason that 
detective stories work is 
because readers are 
constantly assessing 
everything that the author 
is telling them in order to 
decide what is relevant or 
not to discovering the 
perpetrator of a crime.  

Something similar 
happens in all fiction: 
readers track with the 
message and don’t want to 
or need to know anything 
that isn’t related.



If a writer includes 
material which doesn’t 
support, reveal or clarify a 
story’s message, readers 
start to have to work hard to 
try to see through the 
resulting ‘fog’. 

That leads to Writer Error 
# 2, which is a corollary to 
the first error. 

Writer Error # 2: 

Noisy writers cause their 
readers to work too hard to 
understand their message. 

Some readers actually 
physically skim read things 
they feel are not part of the 
message. As author Elmore 
Leonard famously stated, 
‘Try to leave out the part that 
readers tend to skip.’



It’s like there’s a 
mechanism inside readers’ 
minds designed to tune out 
if the message isn’t clear. 

In most unsuccessful 
pieces of fiction, readers 
have to burn energy trying 
to figure out what it all 
means, how it all hangs 
together. 

Readers love to figure 
things out as they go to 
some degree — that’s part 
of the fun of fiction — but 
they soon sense when they 
are working too hard. 

Some authors, like James 
Joyce, thrive on the kind of 
readers who love to work 
hard. Joyce’s readers delight 
in the intellectual 
contortions needed to find 
what Joyce is saying — 
most readers turn away 
rapidly. The truth is, though, 
that once you have figured 
out what Joyce’s message 
is, the rest of his work tends 
to start to fall into place. 

Course 
Exercise # 7: 

Choose a 
couple of your 
favourite 
authors. 

In your Course Log, 
note down their 
messages. Trace 
how they reveal the 
message through 
motifs, symbols, 
character 
archetypes, 
dialogue and so on. 

Take your time 
doing this until you 
can really see the 
connections.



Poetry is often the same: 
embedded meaning 
conveyed through 
messages woven around 
words with multiple 
meanings and complex 
rhythms. This puts many 
readers off. But poetry has 
its audiences. Once you 
‘decode’ a good poem, 
every other element in it 
takes on a new radiance. 

So all readers of all fiction 
everywhere like to work a 

little bit to get to the 
message, otherwise writers 
could just scribble the 
message down on a piece 
of paper and try to sell that. 
It’s the ‘trimmings’ of fiction 
— character, plot, dialogue, 
images, and all the rest of 
the devices which make up 
a story —which make 
fiction what it is. 

But readers like clear 
messages to show through 
all the trimmings.

Readers like clear messages 
to show through all the 
trimmings.



If writers don’t signal 
what their message is very 
early on, readers will tune 
them out. 

These two errors—failing 
to focus on a central 
message and 
overcomplicating things 
around the message — are 
what undermines most 
fiction that never ‘makes it’. 

Some ways of 
communicating work; 
some don’t. 

Stories that have 
survived for generations, 
for decades, for centuries, 
have obviously used some 
form of communication 
which has been successful.  

Those which didn’t, 
perished. 

This isn’t an accident: 
good stories survived 
because they were 
thought worthwhile 
enough to preserve and 
pass on; poor stories 
weren’t kept. 

Thousands of years of 
human storytelling gives 
us a rich mine to study to 
find the things that work. 
People passed it on, 
perhaps verbally at first 
and then in writing, 
because for them it 
communicated something 
meaningful.  

Studying successful 
fiction gives us the means 
to build more successful 
fiction.



Noise and Message 

Noise can be an invisible, stealthy, 
subtle, surreptitious foe. Noise is 
sneaking, cunning, crafty, almost 
Machiavellian. It artfully disguises 
itself in your writing as ‘things you 
need’ or ‘style’ or ‘colour’. It’s 
deceptive. If not identified and 
removed, it will completely conceal 
or distort what you are actually 
hoping to do.  

Noise is mainly what’s wrong  
with your first draft, for instance. 

Noise is what a competent  
editor will tell you to get rid of.



Noise tricks you. You can 
come to believe that the density 
of words and the complexity of 
your story shows your maturity 
as a writer of fiction; you think 
it’s what readers love; you think 
it’s what you love. 

No: readers love your 
message. 

You love your message. 
Readers love messages 

which are beautifully dressed 
or decorated, but still clear 
and loud. 

Here’s a difficult thing: it’s 
very possible that what you 
have been calling storytelling 
has really been largely clutter 
and confusion.  

That’s costing you readers. 
At this point, you may say, ‘I 

don’t think this is for me. I want 
to write rich, complex material 
in which readers (and myself) 
can get lost; I’m not even sure 
what my message is.’ 

Or you might say something 
like ‘I have a novel with three 
different main characters. One 
protagonist is a villain; one is a 
slave; one is an elderly lady. They 
all interrelate in various complex 
ways. What you’re saying all 
sounds too simplistic to me.’



Don’t let noise deceive 
you. 

A story can be rich and 
diverse — look at War and 
Peace, with its cast of 
thousands and storylines 
dealing with every class in 
society from emperors to 
peasants; look at The Lord of 
the Rings, featuring 
invented histories of many 
thousands of years and 
languages of several fantasy 
races; look at Moby Dick 
with its collection of essays 
on whale killings. Inside all of 
these books, and many, 
many more, there is a 
tremendous range and 
depth of colour and 
meaning. 

But the reason they work 
is because they are hanging 
all their colour and 
complexity upon simplicity 
and power. 

Editions of War and Peace 
usually feature Napoleonic 
soldiers on their covers, with 
perhaps a portrait of one of 
the characters; The Lord of 
the Rings normally displays 
a fiery golden ring; Moby 
Dick pictures a whale being 
hunted. 



Why? 
Because these images 

convey the essence of each 
story’s message. 

Stories can be a lot simpler 
thematically than they are 
narratively. 

When you eat a cake, the 
pleasure is simple and direct 
— far removed from the 
complexity of baking it. 

The message of a 
successful piece of fiction is 
thematic. 

If you wiped your story 
clean and came up with one 
image to summarise its 
message, what would that 
image be? 

Get that image right, and 
chances are your readership 
will grow. Why?  

Because you would finally 
have stopped making 
readers burn too much 
energy trying to figure out 
what you’re trying to say. 

What you think you are 
saying to your readers and 
what your readers actually 
receive can be two very 
different things.

Course 
Exercise # 8: 

What image 
best 
summarises a 
story you’ve 
written? 

Is there a metaphor 
for what you are 
trying to say? 

Note down some 
ideas in your 
Course Log. Take 
your time doing 
this until you find 
one or two things 
that really fit.



Great writers long ago 
realised that the key to great 
writing isn’t what they put 
on the page —it’s what they 
don’t put on the page. 

The more you cut, the 
better the story. 

If you want to connect 
with readers, cut out the 
noise. 

Learn to make the 
narrative work thematically. 

Or, to put it another way, 
learn that successful writing 
is all about enhancing a core 
message in various ways.  

Once you grasp this, you 
will always know what to 
write. Writers’ block tends to 
dissipate when a writer 
knows what they want to 
communicate.  

You just have to find 
many different ways of 
saying the same thing. 

This is actually what 
you’ve been trying to do all 
along, but unknowingly. 

Writers’ block 
tends to dissipate 

when a writer 
knows what they 

want to 
communicate.



Readers are looking for 
stories that communicate 
meaningful messages in 
ways that don’t require too 
much work. 

Fiction is an emotion-
making machine.  

It works best when it 
identifies goals, defines 
obstacles and challenges, 
provides a route through to 
a resolution, and leaves us 
vicariously transformed, 
with feelings. 

When we define our 
message, readers become 
more willing to engage 
with our fiction. 

Using this, we can 
transform what we do as 
writers and finally achieve 
greater success with our 
stories.

Fiction is an 
emotion-

making 
machine.



Lesson Two:  
Clarify what you’re trying to say 

through your fiction. Whether you 
write short stories or family sagas, 
whether you script movies or pen 

plays for the theatre, whether 
you’ve been working on your 

Grand Novel for years or just want 
to know how to finish your science 

fiction epic, stop for a moment 
and figure out your message 

before you go any further. 
(Lesson Seven also gives you 

some tips on how to do this.) 
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MESSAGE

Characters

Images

Motifs

Scenes

Dialogue

Settings

Rework the story until you are reasonably happy that 
each element of each story aligns with that story’s 

message. 
Save the story for future reference.

Lesson Two Exercise:  
DEVELOPING YOUR SUPERPOWER

Using a story you have written, try to align each 
aspect around the story’s message:



Your next 
module: 

BECOME A  
PROFESSIONAL 

AUTHOR 
COURSE 

PART ONE:  
WRITE STORIES THAT WORK 

Lesson Three: 
Your Secret Superpower 

Grant P Hudson


