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      I talk writing with friends frequently. I mean, what else do you do when you get a bunch of writers together but talk craft and business? Anyway—some of them always seem to be amazed at how far along the path in terms of writing craft and process that I seem to be.

      However, I want to assure y’all that I didn’t spring forth from the brow of Zeus fully formed. I started off in the 1990s (and beyond) completely ensconced in the myths that writing is rewriting, that of course it took a full year to write a novel, and that by insisting that I get paid for my work was somehow cheapening it.

      I sold my first novel back in 2001, when the only real path to publication was through traditional publishers. I worked with a New York publisher for my first three novels.

      Then, my life imploded. I stopped writing. I still did art—I painted watercolors and I quilted. But there weren’t many words.

      Finally, after two years, I decided to get back to the writing. An idea grabbed me and just wouldn’t let go. So I took three years (because it took at least a year to write a novel, don’t you know) to write an unsellable trilogy.

      By the time I finished it, the world had changed. Indie publishing had started and was becoming a thing.

      I wouldn’t say that I jumped in with both feet, because it took me a while to warm to the notion.

      However, before I did that, I was lucky enough to shed a lot of the traditional publishing myths so I could move forward. This journey started when I ran into Dean Wesley Smith’s series on Killing the Sacred Cows of Publishing.

      I was pointed to his site by other writers on a professional writer forum. They were making fun of what Dean was saying.

      Me, not feeling comfortable with what the other writers were saying, went to Dean’s site to see the original source material.

      I read through the myths that he was exposing. And I got really, really mad at myself for believing in them. (The chapter on agents was particularly damning. I mean, why exactly was I taking legal advice on a legal document from someone who didn’t practice law?)

      That was when I started to catch a clue that my methods in terms of writing and craft weren’t necessarily the way that all writers worked. That there was a different way, a different path, and that maybe that path would work for me.

      So this is that journey, working on improving my craft, from the starting point of being a traditionally published author to now being an independent publishing powerhouse.

      Though the steps of your individual journey will be different, I hope the signposts that I’m putting up will help you along the way.

      Are you ready?

      Let’s go.

      

      
        
        Leah Cutter

        Ravensdale, WA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Becoming a Confident Gardener

          

        

      

    

    
      So much of writing and craft is intertwined together. I am going to tease apart the elements that I can. However, I may send you back and forth between the chapters in this book, because the terminology and concepts are the same.

      One of the concepts that I’ll use more than once in this book is the distinction between architect and gardener, when it comes to writing.

      An architect plans out their writing beforehand. It may just be a back of the napkin quick sketch. It may be full blown blueprints. It is what works for them.

      A gardener, on the other hand, doesn’t do that level of formal planning when it comes to plotting out a story. They may do a lot of world building ahead of time, fleshing out characters, worlds, currencies, socio-political patterns, technology, and so on. But they still might not have a clue where the story is going to go, or what’s going to happen. Instead, they race along, madly scattering seeds, then harvesting the bits that grow and are interesting.

      I have never been a full-fledged architect. Even at the start. Instead, I called myself a gestalt writer. I would get pieces of a novel—the start, a few scenes in the middle, and a general sense of the end—but not the entire thing. It always felt like a brilliant flash when it happened. Then I would be able to write the thing, pulling in those pieces as necessary.

      In terms of writing short stories, when I was first taking writing fairly seriously, so in my thirties, I couldn’t finish a story if I didn’t know where the ending was going to be. I had many (many!) short stories that I started and never finished, because at that point, I needed that clear trail ahead of me.

      However, at the same time, I always had to be careful about how much of a story I plotted out. If I told myself too much of what was going to happen, I couldn’t finish the story either. I’d get bored, because in my head, I’d already told the story. Why should I bother repeating that exercise by writing it all out?

      Around novel six, I started a novel without the gestalt feeling first. Just sat down and started writing. I was inspired by Dean to do so. I had no idea if I’d succeed or not. But I wanted to try.

      It was an amazing experience. Exhilarating. Frightening. I started describing it as jumping off a cliff and trusting that my wings would form as I was sailing down.

      I loved that feeling.

      As I wrote that book, (the first of the Clockwork Fairy Kingdom trilogy) I found I was getting glimpses of what was ahead, maybe one or two chapters or so, not a lot. I had no idea where or what the ending was. It didn’t matter. The writing grew easier as I went along, trusting myself, trusting the process. I found the ending, and it was completely satisfying to me (and to my readers—it’s still a novel that I get fan mail for).

      That novel was when I discovered I was truly a gardener. I loved making shit up when I hit the page. There was no stopping me at that point. Pretty much every time I sat down, I would hit that white hot flow of creation.

      I finished novel number fifty-five last year. I am quite confident in my ability to tell a story. For the most part, I can now start a short story with no idea of where the ending is, and just write until it’s finished. There are still times, though, when I have the entire story plotted out before I start writing it.

      As for novels, there are times now when I plot things out. But my notes are never extensive. The longest “outline” I’ve done for a novel was 1200 words, where I wrote out a sentence for each chapter. The shortest was thirty-six words. I needed to plot out the emotional arc of the two POV characters. While each character was doing completely different things, their emotional state was almost identical for every chapter, so just a few words on the state of their emotions, nothing about what they were doing.

      I have become a confident gardener, trusting in my ability to write a novel without any idea of where I’m going. I can even now write entire series with only the vaguest clue of where I’m going to end up.

      How did I get there?

      I’ve thought about that a lot, trying to come up with guidance. However, as far as I can figure out, the way I arrived at this stage was by writing. A lot. One novel after another, one short story after another.

      I know that isn’t the answer you wanted to hear. You are (possibly) reading this book in search of the secret handshake. I have an entire chapter on that later. (LINK) But—spoiler alert!—there is no secret handshake. No fast and easy way to suddenly make yourself success. No “skip the line” method for being a better artist.

      You need to put in the work. You need to figure out your process for writing. Then you need to do it.

      Writing is supposed to be fun. I’ll talk more about that later. (LINK) However, for now, if you suspect that you are any sort of gardener, and you want to be more confident in your gardening, as it were, my best advice for you is to get out there and do it. The more you practice, the better you’ll be at it.

      Not every chapter is going to have this as a moral. I just wanted to start out with this, to get the disappointment out of the way. Learn to trust the process. Learn to trust yourself.

      You won’t be sorry when you do.

      In Conclusion:

      
        	Architects plan out their writing in advance. Gardeners don’t.

        	Writing is supposed to be fun. If you find that it isn’t, perhaps you need to look at your style. Try being a gardener for a while if you’ve never done that before.

        	The best way to learn your style, and to become confident writing that way, is to write. A lot. Then write some more.
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      As I said before, I was fully immersed in the myths about how writing is rewriting and how you couldn’t possibly write a clean first draft.

      However, I hated editing. Or rewriting. It was the absolute worst thing in the world to me. I despised every soul-sucking moment of it.

      Yet, I was willing to put up with it if that was what it took to be a writer.

      I could write a novel in six months. (Honestly, that was all it took for my first novel.) By the time I wrote my sixth novel, I was able to write a novel in about six weeks. Then I would take forever to do the rewriting, because I hated it so much. That novel that took six weeks to write? Took twelve weeks to edit. Possibly more.

      My process, from my first novel up until my eighth or nineth, was to write out everything twice. I would hand-write the first draft. I had a collection of beautiful fountain pens that I collected over the years that I used for all my novels.

      While I used expensive pens, I wrote on cheap paper. Just yellow legal pads. I found that if I tried writing in expensive, fancy notebooks, I wouldn’t write anything at all, because it wasn’t going to be perfect, or even good. The cheap paper allowed me to just scribble down anything I wanted and it would be fine if I wasted the paper.

      I would write
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      In Conclusion:

      
        	You don’t have to rewrite in order to produce good work.

        	It may take time to train yourself to write a clean first draft. That’s okay. For me, that work was well worth it.

        	Writing a clean first draft may scare you. Try doing it anyway.

        	You may be one of the VERY few who can’t write a clean first draft. Try anyway, then try again, and try again, until you’re absolutely certain that you can’t. However, most people can learn this technique.
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