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Foreword

I decided to become a fiction writer when I was twenty. An odd choice, believe me. Where I grew up, storytelling was something you did in bars, not a career option. Working for a utility was a career—good benefits, nice pension, and it was really hard to get fired. But writing? It just wasn’t done. But after I’d dropped out of two colleges and my parents were losing patience and probably the hope that I’d ever amount to anything, I took stock of myself and realized two very important things:


	Writing was the one thing I always loved doing that I was actually good at.

	I sucked at everything else.



Sad, but true. I have no other marketable talents. I played a few sports well, but other kids played them demonstrably better. I dreamed of being a pilot or a doctor, but I’m terrible at math and don’t particularly like science. I considered becoming a journalist (safety-major number one, college number one) but discovered I wasn’t fond enough of facts (dropout number one). Next I decided to become an English professor (safety-major number two, college number two) but discovered that while I did indeed love reading books, I didn’t much enjoy talking about them (dropout number two). So I took a big breath and went off to my third college to major in creative writing and hopefully make a living telling stories.

It sounds so heartwarming in retrospect—the young lad off to make his fortune with nothing in his pockets but some lint and a dream. How Algeresque, how American. The truth was, though, I was petrified. No one did this. The people I grew up with became electricians, firemen, social workers, cops, contractors; some even got rich but no one became a writer. So there I was, 1,300 miles from home, terrified, but also certain that there was no going back. Third college, third major, three strikes, you’re out. One night I went back to my dorm room, wrote the following on a piece of paper, and taped it above my desk:

“No one cares.”

It sounds so cold. It looks cold. But it wasn’t meant that way, not entirely. What I was telling myself was that if I failed, no one would care. If I never published, no one would notice. If I never fulfilled my dream, it wouldn’t make a bit of difference to anyone else on the planet. “No one cares” meant no one was watching, no one was keeping score, no one was judging. I was free. Utterly (and at times, it seemed, inconsolably) free. And that purified the writing process; it made it about the words and me. That’s it—nothing else in the equation.

The words and you. That’s all this is about. If you’re reading this, you must have made some kind of decision to become a writer. Good. Congratulations. Right about now you’re probably composed of equal parts terror and courage, and I commend you on the latter because it is not easy to think you have something to say to the world. Or to think the world might want to hear it. That’s a tall order. As to the terror, remember that it’s about the words and you. Hemingway said it was a matter of writing the truest sentence you know. You then follow that true sentence with another and so on. The late short story writer Andre Dubus used to read his drafts into a tape recorder and play the words back to himself until they had achieved the sound of “fork tines against a wine glass,” whereupon he knew the story was ready to send out. Successful writing entails more than the sound of the words or even the truth of them—it entails depth of character, depth of insight and structure, authentic dialogue, and a certain sense of dramatic inevitability—but the foundation is the words. And you.

Think about it: You have never existed in the world of literature before. Your voice, your vision, your unique stamp. I’ve read or seen a few hundred Westerns, but I felt as if I were discovering the form for the first time when I read Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. This country has the South, and then we have Flannery O’Connor’s South. I’ve read Nadine Gordimer’s and J.M. Coetzee’s novels of South Africa, and they are equally indelible, yet neither could have been written by the other. In great writing, the teller and the tale become so inextricably linked that to attempt to discern where one begins and the other ends is to court farce. So the next time you look in the mirror and think of your own writing, remember that the face staring back at you is your most potent weapon. It’s the thing you bring to the table that no one else can.

So now that I’ve made you feel good, let me deliver some different news: Wanting it and earning it are two totally different things. You are to be commended for even attempting to travel a road as potentially heartbreaking and forlorn as the one the aspiring writer travels. But once the commendations are given, the work begins. You roll up your sleeves, and you learn how to write. And that takes time. And toil. Too often aspiring writers ask, “How do I get published?” (Often the ones who ask this are the last ones who should. They’re akin to a first-year med-school student who asks, “When do I get to perform an angioplasty?”) The answer to “How do I get published?” is simple, not easy, but simple: Learn how to write well.

If you learn how to write well, you will get published. The cart follows the horse. Simple. Not easy, mind you, because the learning is hard. It separates the men from the boys, the women from the girls, the authentic from the poseurs. If you are writing merely to get published and you equate publishing with seeing your name in lights, with adoration, with your very self-worth, you are writing for the wrong reasons. E.L. Doctorow has said that a writer’s duty is to be true to the times in which he lives. David Mamet, in his book on craft, Three Uses of the Knife, says that the duty of art is to celebrate truth. Not triumph, not order, not the status quo, just truth. And the truth he’s talking about is the organic truth of the work itself, the truth that you, through the creation of your narrative, discover and raise up to the light of day.

Now while that may sound portentous or even pretentious, it is the job. If not, why else are you writing? There are hundreds of easier ways to make money. Thousands of better methods by which to self-actualize. Millions of less taxing ways to entertain oneself. You should write because you can’t not write. You should write because some stray scrap of your soul is trying to manifest itself verbally. You should write because story is your preferred method by which to make order out of the chaos we call existence. You should write because even though the process terrifies you, the absence of that process terrifies you more. Which is to say, you have to love it. Unconditional love and, often, unrequited. There is no guarantee it will love you back. No guarantee you’ll ever make a living at it. No guarantee that anyone but you and yours will ever see your words. That’s why it can’t be about anything temporal—the publishing, the parties, the name in lights. Only the words. And the truth you find in them.

If you reach that mental place and you live it, chances are that you’ll get better. If you get better and you keep putting one foot in front of the other, chances are that you could get good. And if you get good, make no mistake, there are editors and agents—right now, at this very moment—salivating to read good work. I have heard of agents and editors who don’t care about the quality of the prose but care only about commercial potential and the bottom line. I assume these are crass people with shriveled dreams and tiny hearts, but I can only assume, because in my twelve years in this business, I’ve never met one of this clan. The editors and agents I have met all want the same thing: They want to be delighted. Engaged. Taken in hand by a confident voice and led down a path of vivid sights and sounds to a place they’ve never quite been before. They want prose that is clean and concrete and quietly poetic. They want a narrative that unfolds and unfurls and evolves. They want characters whose authenticity is so unquestionable that it serves as a form of seduction. They want, as Ann Rittenberg, my own agent (and co-author of this book), often says, to fall in love.

To make them fall in love, you need a toolbox, like a carpenter needs a toolbox to build a house. You will need to learn how to use those tools, how to apply them, and reapply them so consistently that you reach a state of effortless facility. (We all know what a hammer is for; we all know how to drive a nail, but have you ever watched a master carpenter drive a nail? He barely looks at it, yet he drives it home, straight and true, in two or three swings of the hammer.) The tools are in this book, as are the exercises by which you can work toward a mastery of them. Laura Whitcomb and Ann Rittenberg have done a fine job compiling your toolbox for you, and I’ll let them show you how to use it.

But let me just add this about the toolbox: Don’t reach for the band saw before you’ve proven you can use a screwdriver. An unfortunate affliction that besets a lot of aspiring writers is one I’ve dubbed the Ticking-Clock Syndrome. You feel time sweeping past (tick, tick, tick), and your loved ones are starting to wonder when you’re actually going to, you know, publish something (tick, tick, tick), and maybe you came to this writing thing later in life, around the time you realized just how limited our time on Earth is (tick, tick, tick), so while you would like to learn how to use every tool in the toolbox, you’d also like to get out there and build the damn house (tick, tick, tick, tick). So maybe, you think, you could take a shortcut or two, just shave a year off the process, hell, maybe two.

To which I say: I understand. I do. I empathize. But please remember the tortoise and the hare. This is a marathon, not a sprint. Please remember the part about wanting something vs. earning it. And please remember the “no one cares” part because if you show your work before it is ready, before it has the power to make someone fall in love, no one will care that you confused wanting it and earning it. They’ll just reject it. And on that day, you’ll say, “Darn. I wish I’d waited. What was I thinking?”

Ticking-Clock Syndrome extends beyond the point where you may or may not be ready to publish. Once the disease has taken root, it becomes a self-perpetuating virus, one that extends to all aspects of your career. You get over that first hurdle—you land an agent. Wow. An agent. But instead of enjoying it, you immediately begin wondering why that agent hasn’t placed your book with a major publisher yet. I mean, it’s been, like, three weeks! What are they doing up there—sipping lattes when they should be selling your book? How dare they!

From that point on, nothing’s ever good enough. Let’s say your book gets accepted. Your dream has just come true. But you don’t even notice because Ticking-Clock Syndrome has already convinced you that not only should the book be published, it should be published as Big Noise, the Next Bestseller. You should be feted, sitting up front at the National Book Awards, not schlepping from strip-mall bookstore to strip-mall bookstore, where the only readers who approach your signing table do so to ask where they can find the latest Grisham. (Yes, Virginia, this does happen. A lot.) You become agitated, worried all the time, convinced there’s a conspiracy (oh, you’d never use that word, not out loud) to keep your voice from your public. And you start searching around for another agent, another editor, another publisher, someone who will appreciate your brilliance. Because you worked too hard to get here, you sacrificed too much, there were far too many lonely nights. A few years and a few publishers and agents later, your calls aren’t getting returned. You never had that Big Noise. You can’t even book an appearance at the strip mall. How did this happen? It happened because you forgot something you learned in kindergarten without knowing you learned it and have known implicitly ever since:

All business is personal.

Ticking-Clock Syndrome is not your agent’s problem or your editor’s (unless you make it thus). It’s your problem. And those who show no loyalty give up the right to expect any in return. I know what you’re thinking right now: But that’s so easy for you to say, Lehane. You’ve had a bestseller. You’re on easy street. Why, you were a success right out of the gate.

Here’s what a success I was out of the gate: Within a year of landing Ann Rittenberg as my agent, the Chicago agency she worked for was bought out by a much bigger agency. Ann called me and said that this bigger agency would probably take me on as a client, but she was going back to New York to start her own agency out of a basement in Brooklyn. She’d understand if I didn’t want to join her. She would. The big agency was all set up; they had the contacts, they had the infrastructure, they could fast-track me, if they so chose, and they could sell my book. A Brooklyn basement, on the other hand ... A woman starting over, if not from scratch, then certainly from, well, a basement. But this same woman, let’s remember, had read my book and fallen in love with it. She had believed. Up until that point, with the exception of a few teachers and friends, no one cared. She cared. She was the first one outside of my rather limited circle to say, “Your words matter.” What sort of price do you put on that? What sort of price do you put on selling out another’s faith in you? And how do you buy it back once you realize you shouldn’t have sold it?

So we went to Brooklyn. When four different publishers said they’d take the book if I’d just change one major component (my female protagonist was also a battered wife; apparently there are no battered wives in America), I held my ground. And Ann supported me. There was no money coming in and a growing pile of rejections, and my agent said, “Stick to your guns. She’s a great character.”

The book finally landed with Claire Wachtel, an editor at Harcourt Brace who took it over her boss’s objections for the whopping sum of ... well, less than minimum wage. But I was going to be published, and Claire risked her job to help facilitate that dream. Then Claire got “downsized” (it wasn’t my fault, really, I swear), and my book was published and sold a few-thousand copies. When I had fulfilled my contract with Harcourt Brace, I followed Claire to William Morrow & Company. She and Ann and I sat down and came up with a career plan. Here was how I sold myself:

“I will never write a bestseller. You two get that; don’t you?”

They got it. My aesthetic vision was too dark, and I had no desire to climb on the hamster wheel of a book a year. Bye-bye bestseller. We decided then and there that the operating principles of my career would be consistency and longevity. Ann and I would never rake Morrow over the coals in contract negotiations; Claire and Morrow would never ask that I write any kind of book except the best I was capable of at the time.

And so it went—through books that didn’t quite live up to financial expectations, through corporate takeovers and big-name agents who would try to draw me away from Ann over drinks, through rumors of rival publishers prepared to make mind-boggling offers, through my decision to walk away from a detective series just as it was reaching a tangible level of success so I could write my dream book about a large-scale tragedy affecting small-scale lives in a fictitious neighborhood of Boston.

When that book was released, it climbed The New York Times best-seller list and stayed there for a dozen weeks. I was surprised. Hell, I was stunned. Claire was not surprised; Morrow and its parent company, HarperCollins, were not surprised; Ann was not surprised. They’d put in the work, you see, ten years of pushing slowly uphill to achieve my “overnight success.”

Why?

Because I stuck by them and they stuck by me.

Because I didn’t drive them crazy with Ticking-Clock Syndrome.

Because they loved the words.

And maybe most of all, because good agents and good editors and good publishers (and they’re out there; believe me) want to believe in the same collective dream: If you put in the work, they’ll put in the work; if you care about the words, they’ll care about the words; and if you make them fall in love, they’ll do their best to make sure the world (or the small part of the world that still reads) falls in love, too.

—Dennis Lehane, author of Mystic River


Part 1
Writing Your Novel

BY LAURA WHITCOMB


1
Preparations

LISTENING FOR THE IDEA

In the beginning, there is only an idea.

If you are reading this book, you want to write a novel. If you want to write a novel, you already have an idea, whether you realize it or not. When the first storytellers stood up in their caves and moved closer to the fire, when they looked into the eyes of that first audience and said, “Now listen to me,” they did so because they had a story to tell. Now is the time to call your idea out of the shadows. Even if you’ve never written a line of fiction in your life, you can start now. Begin by writing down your idea. So far, it might be only a single sentence, but write it down all the same.

Your idea might be a character you want to follow, a setting that haunts you, or a scene that plays out in your mind. A writer conjures ideas from everywhere—by watching people pass in the crosswalks, by elaborating on childhood memories, by retelling nightmares, by taking pieces of history and contemplating alternate outcomes. Inside you there is already the seed of a story that drives you to move closer to the fire and speak. Give it a name. Not a title—that comes later. Just name the idea so it will know its master. You might call it “Hunted Preacher” or “Underwater Schoolroom.”

Your idea might be an overview of the whole tale or just a glimpse. Michael Crichton conceived The Andromeda Strain by reading a footnote in one of his college textbooks. Most of my ideas start out as a single moment: A man waits in the woods for his beloved. A child sits in a bush listening to fairies no one else hears. A woman watches the farmhand praying. If this moment is meant to grow into a whole idea, it will follow you around and beg to be picked up.

Stephen King wrote The Dead Zone by imagining the last moment in the story—a lone gunman attempts to assassinate a popular presidential candidate. Under what circumstances could this assassin be right? How could he be the hero? Your idea could be the last moment of the story, or it could be the first. You see a man answering the phone: A ransom must be paid, or his wife will be killed—only he has never been married. It could be a climactic moment from somewhere in the middle of the plot. You don’t know why, but a woman in uniform is running through a stream, trying to get to her village before the enemy arrives.

Some ideas start as a character or a set of characters. You keep imagining a healer haunted by a past failure, three sisters building a bridge, the husband of a woman on death row who writes notes on the backs of their wedding pictures because she will not speak to him. You see your character and picture her in various situations or imagine him telling his story aloud.

Other ideas start as a setting—a place so vivid that you can smell the damp hay, hear the submarine engines hum, or taste the volcano ash in the air. If the little desert town you grew up in, the South American nightlife you adored on vacation, or the sinister factory where your aunt worked for thirty years keeps creeping into your daydreams or nightmares, it might become the setting of your novel. Of course, you don’t need to have visited a place to write about it. You can create settings from scratch. J.K. Rowling conjured up Hogwarts as she stared out her train window somewhere between Manchester and London.

As a writer, you should always carry paper and pen. When your idea shows up, write it down. More pieces of the story will follow if you welcome the first. Write everything down. Don’t worry about fitting the elements together yet. Just take notes. Your muse is brainstorming.

Once you get in the habit of collecting ideas, you’ll find that they will come more often and more clearly. Sometimes ideas wake you up in the morning, nagging to be written down. Ideas open up like flowers in the steam while you take a shower. They evolve into other species of themselves while you drive to work. Ideas hide in the back of your mind, then slide forward when you hear a certain chord of music or smell burning leaves.

I like ideas that sit next to me during a play and nag my pen to scratch notes in the program margins, dictating phrases that help me recall the idea later. “Confuses cat with dead son,” it will whisper. “Write that down.”

I like characters who loiter on top of the television or under my seat at the movies and tell me how they would behave in the same situation—“Not me. I could never walk away from a crying woman,” says my character. “And, by the way, I’ve never been able to wear a wristwatch. They stop working or run backwards. Why do you think that is?”

I like settings that keep house behind my eyes, appearing like ghosts when I blink; settings that can be heard like a phantom ocean in the cup of my hand. I like settings you can smell as you fall asleep—the creak of the bamboo in a tropical cemetery. The scent of hot wax floating from the cathedral doorway. A cigar’s red ember throbbing like the eye of a cyclops in a darkened office.

Often ideas come from seeing something in a new way or combining two elements you had never pictured together before. While watching a movie, you might hear a line of dialogue spoken by a priest and imagine it spoken by a prostitute. What if those words from the lips of a serial killer came from the lips of a four-year-old boy as his mother tucks him into bed? What kind of story would you have if Rhett Butler wasn’t coupled with Scarlett O’Hara but Boo Radley? Imagine Sam Spade locking horns with Eleanor Roosevelt or a partnership between Lady Macbeth and Joan of Arc.

Think about the kinds of moments you love best in your favorite novels. If you read mostly mysteries, you might love the moment when the first clue contradicts the current theory of whodunit. If you read romance, it might be the first physical contact. If you read horror, it might be the satisfaction of stopping the monster/alien virus/psychopath at the last possible second. This is what I call the “that oughta do it” moment. One of my favorite moments is the first time our protagonist comes across something that can’t be explained without the introduction of the supernatural—the “wait a minute now” moment. Another favorite of mine is the moment when a character reveals something about herself that makes her real, a surprise expansion into three dimensions. Gone With the Wind’s Belle Watling goes from the stereotype of a brothel madame to a woman of depth when she donates to the war effort in private to protect Melanie Wilkes’s reputation. To Kill a Mockingbird’s Boo Radley goes from a cardboard curiosity, the subject of childish skits, to heartbreaklingly human when the children find images of themselves carved out of soap, left for them as gifts.

If you have a favorite kind of scene in the novels you read, that might be the place to start with your own story. Ask yourself, “What is my ‘that oughta do it’ moment? Where is my ‘wait a minute now’ scene?” If you are starting with a character, imagine what that character wants the most, then imagine his moments of failure and moments of success. If your idea is only a setting, imagine what kind of problems that setting might imply—you see a garden between two skyscrapers in Chicago. Does someone want to buy that space from the reluctant owner? What is growing there? Who designed the stepping stones? Who was married there? Who hides there? What is buried there?

Write down every idea, and make a file folder or envelope in which to keep them safe. These are the fragments of your novel that will fit together later. Imagine taking a story and ripping it up, tossing the scraps like confetti. It’s like that, only backwards. You are gathering the bits of the story you will one day hold in your hands.

PREPARING THE LEFT BRAIN

You have a split personality—everyone does—your right brain controls your creative side, and your left brain controls your logical side. Some people call them the writer and the editor. Or the artist and the critic. Whatever you call them, you’ll want to keep them on good terms with each other, because you’ll need them both.

When you prepare to write, you need to satisfy your left brain’s desire for organization, correctness, and good old-fashioned work ethic. When your left brain is given more than half the control, though, it becomes judgmental and starts calling your right brain an undisciplined dreamer, doomed to failure. You want to keep your left brain in line, but you don’t want to kill it. If it weren’t for your left brain, you’d rarely get any work done and what you did produce would be unstructured and riddled with mistakes. You don’t want to shut down your left brain—you want to keep your left brain happy so it will allow your right brain to fly free.

The Necessity of Reading

Reading feeds both sides of the brain. To the right brain, reading is the air, the water, the rich soil where your spirit grows. Your right brain reads to escape into worlds unknown and fall in love with people who don’t even exist. It’s magic.

To your left brain, reading is exercise, analysis, and research. The left brain likes the cerebral calisthenics of reading. But remember, you are what you eat. If you only read bad writing, your brain will unconsciously give out what it’s been given.

Read the kind of novels you admire. The more your mind hears what great writing sounds like, the better equipped you’ll be to produce great writing of your own. Some beginning writers wonder why they have to read at all. Why not use that extra time to write? Warning: If you are the only writer you want to read, you will be stumbling over your ego for months and years to come. Get a grip. We can all learn from other authors.

The left brain also likes to analyze what works and what doesn’t in the fiction you read. When you read a novel you love, write down some notes on why it affected you. You fell for the hero. You were so scared that you stayed up all night to find out who murdered the nun. You couldn’t get those foster children out of your head because they were so sad and funny.

When you read a novel that disappoints you or drives you crazy, try to figure out why it failed. Where did the author go wrong? Usually you’ll know exactly why. The love story was not believable. The dialogue was awkward. The protagonist wasn’t likable. The ending has been done to death.

Go into detail: Why was the hero unlikable? He didn’t care about the wounded woman. He was dishonest with his partner for no good reason. He did everything for his own benefit until the last three pages—by that point it was too late, you already hated him.

When you write your own novel, you will now have these notes in the back of your mind. You’ll write protagonists who are worth caring about because you’ll remember how one author succeeded while another one failed.

Read novels in your chosen genre—novels written for the audience to whom you want to sell your own story. If you want to write romance, read the best romance novels. If you want to write a Western, read them. You need to research what’s out there and what is doing well. You should always write the story you feel called to write and write it the best way you can, but you should also be well informed on what your potential fans desire.

Give yourself permission to close the cover halfway through if a book fails to hook you. Start something else. Life’s too short. You will never read everything, so choose books that are the most helpful.

You don’t need to put off writing your own novel until you’ve read every bestseller in your genre, but if you haven’t been much of a reader so far, start now, read every day, and never stop.

Practicing the Craft: Left-Brain Exercises

Only about one out of every billion humans will sit down one day, having never written a word, and produce a masterpiece. Writing is mostly practice. Think of the number of laps a track star runs before she breaks a record or the number of hours a dancer spends at the barre before he’s ready for a performance. There’s nothing wrong with hoping your first draft will be brilliant—hope is required—but know that it’s normal to need practice before you succeed.

Some baseball coaches use a training trick on their players, a machine that shoots tennis balls at 150 mph. Each ball is painted with a colored number. The player at bat has to call out the label on the ball (red three, blue seven) before he swings. This exercise improves one’s batting average because it brings back the basics—keep your eye on the ball. The player stops thinking about every detail—his grip, the distance to the pitcher’s mound, the angle of his shoulders, the turn of his hips, or the spacing of his feet. Writing exercises do the same thing—they give you something else to focus on so you don’t trip over this word or that comma. You want to keep your eye on your idea.

Here are some exercises to warm up your right brain and satisfy your left brain’s desire for a workout.


	TIMED WRITING SESSIONS. Set a timer on your computer or cellphone. You want to hear it go off, but you don’t want to see the seconds tick down since that might break your concentration. It doesn’t matter what you write—no one needs to see it. You can write about your characters or what you dreamed the night before. The trick is to keep your fingers moving on the keys or your pencil scratching on the paper. Don’t worry about spelling or punctuation. Don’t stop to think or rewrite. Just write at full speed. Now read it. You might end up with a great sentence or idea for your novel, or you might have nothing you want to save, but it doesn’t matter. The point is to warm up.

	JOURNALS. Write in a journal or diary each day before working on your novel. It doesn’t matter if you write a list of what happened the day before or your innermost fantasies—the act of putting words on paper is a warmup.

	VOCALIZATION. You can literally talk aloud to yourself, or you can dialogue with yourself or your characters on paper. Talk to your novel. Ask where it hurts. Don’t be surprised when it starts answering back. Play truth or dare with your hero. Play twenty questions with your villain.

	BOOKS ON TAPE. You can turn your commute to the office into a grown-up story time. Browse your public library. Look for research materials, novels in your genre, and writers who inspire you.

	FIRST LINES. Take a stack of novels, and read only the first sentence of each.




The year that Buttercup was born, the most beautiful woman in the world was a French scullery maid named Annette.

—The Princess Bride, by William Goldman

There are two things you know. One. You were there. Two. You couldn’t have been there.

—Challenger Deep, by Neal Shusterman

The church was all heat and white sunlight, dust and the smell of dry grass and manure pushing in through flung-open doors.

—The Blackbirder, by James L. Nelson

Her body moved with the frankness that comes from solitary habits.

—Prodigal Summer, by Barbara Kingsolver

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.

—Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen

Getting through the night is becoming harder and harder; last evening, I had the uneasy feeling that some men were trying to break into my room to shampoo me.

—Without Feathers, by Woody Allen



Opening a novel and randomly choosing a line can also work, but the magic of first lines is that the author is setting the stage for you and trying to hook you. As you prepare to start writing, think: “What is it about my own story that will draw the reader in?”


	FIRST-LINE STORY STARTERS. This time choose a novel, copy down the first line, and continue to write your own version of what comes next. Go for five minutes. Again, no one needs to see it but you, so let your imagination run wild.

	WORD ASSOCIATION. Write down one word, then write down another word that the first word brings to mind, and create a chain of single words or phrases in this way.




novel, book, shelf, cupboard, hiding place, stowaway, tall ship, storm, tempest, magic, curse, secret, clue, code, puzzle, joke, seltzer bottle



Often this process leads to an idea for a scene, as in this imaginary list for Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol.


snow, winter, Christmas, high spirits, ghosts, the past, the Ghost of Christmas Past, the ghost taking Scrooge to his childhood, Scrooge seeing his classmates without them seeing or hearing him, him seeing himself as a child sitting alone and unwanted, the schoolhouse not quite deserted—a solitary child, neglected by his friends, left there still




	BACK READING. Reread some of what you’ve already written before you start writing for the day. Hemingway used to read everything he’d written the previous day before he’d add any new material.



Research

Research is not only a good way to pacify the left brain; for most novels it is a necessity. You might be writing a veiled memoir from your high school days that needs no research, but even then there will probably be at least one thing you’ll need to learn to make the story more vivid. One of the characters might be into something you don’t know enough about—reptiles as pets, chess tournaments, making model castles. Details make the story come alive.

Often research involves a broader scope. Unless you’re already a Civil War buff, if your story takes place in South Carolina in 1864, you’ll need to research it. And some research needs to be completed in advance. You will probably not want to start chapter 1 of a book about a carpenter in nineteenth-century China if you know nothing about that world. On the other hand, it’s fine to start writing about your high-school days before you start researching model castles.

Research can be dangerous. Some people have so much fun checking out library books, surfing the Web, and taking notes that they never get to the actual writing of the novel itself. If you are prone to this kind of compulsion, either give your research a timeline (I will research for two weeks and then start my outline) or give your writing a timeline (I will write for one hour every morning before I begin researching). You can always go back and fix things later. The one kind of research that must be done before page one is the kind that colors the whole novel, the kind that determines the makeup of your protagonist. To find out what your hero believes and cares about, to know what his wounds and fears are, you might have to research the background of your setting in history and culture. A teacher in Victorian London will have a different psychological outlook than a teacher in Renaissance Florence, even if they both teach math. You can’t just insert a different year and city later on—you need to know what makes your protagonist tick before you write her first thought.

Another danger of research is fixating on accuracy. Of course you want your story to be believable, but remember: This is fiction. You’re a storyteller. If you can’t find a single book, online citation, or magazine article that tells you exactly what the ladies’ room of a Harlem Renaissance movie theater looks like, move on. You’re not writing a nonfiction book on 1920s restrooms. Make a logical leap from the closest thing you can find.

If you are new to research, here is a general list of resources and examples of what you might find in each area.

Resources

For an example of treasures you might find using various resources, let’s use the fictional topic of American carnival performer Jack Cross, magician and psychic, 1851–1944, and see what kinds of sources we might expect to find, were he an actual person.


LIBRARY BOOKS, MAGAZINES, FILMS


	book on history of American carnival life

	magazine article on sideshow psychics

	documentary on turn-of-the-century magicians on DVD



INTERNET SEARCHES


	article on the 1901 Robbinsen Circus (Cross was a member from 1903–1923)

	short YouTube of rare silent footage “Robbinsen Circus train arrives in Chicago” from 1922



REFERENCE LIBRARIANS


	help in finding interlibrary loan of rare book of carnival photography, 1850–1950 (Cross in three photos)



NEW- AND USED-BOOK SELLERS


	physical bookstores—new book on Depression-era circus life and used book on hoaxes and deceptions (Cross mentioned in Dubb Family circus scandal of 1901)

	cyber book shops—used copy of out-of-print book on 1920s show-business art includes Jack Cross’s tent drop from 1877



EYEWITNESS INTERVIEWS


	phone interview with historian Jon Thuess, who saw Cross perform in 1941



NEWSPAPER ARCHIVES


	microfilm newspaper from 1939 Fort Worth, Texas, with article on Moslowski Carnival (Cross was a member from 1937–1944) causing church protest

	museums—exhibit on Civil War photographer William A. Watts, county art museum, photos of 1869 carnival life



HISTORICAL SITES


	Leer Hills, Idaho, site of last Northwest performance of Moslowski carnival with Cross performing



COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES (LIBRARIES, STAFF, FACULTY)


	rare magazine article from 1941 on psychics, found at Trudey College in Meadow, Oregon

	interesting book on 1930s fear of Satan, found in Washington State University library

	short interview with history professor Epetha Kiley on Depression-era slang





If you need assistance with any of these types of resources, ask the reference staff at your local library for advice. They can not only help you find things but teach you how to refine searches when you’re working on your own. Sometimes it’s just a matter of knowing what keywords to use or rearranging your keywords in a different order.

You might be tempted to read as many novels as you can that share your own story’s location and period of history or subject. There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s good to know what already exists, but don’t go overboard. You don’t have to read every novel ever written that has an army chaplain in it before you write your own. And remember: If you are reading every novel you can find on New York in the 1920s, hoping that in one of them someone will walk into a ladies’ room in a movie house in Harlem and describe it for you, you’re wasting precious writing time. It’s probably better, for instance, to read three carefully chosen nonfiction books on career circus clowns than to read twenty books in which the characters visit the circus. (If you are afraid of getting too many other novelists’ ideas in your head, by all means stick to nonfiction research.)

PREPARING THE RIGHT BRAIN

Your right brain is your creator, your free spirit, your passionate artist. The right brain is the heart of your writing self. If your right brain is given too much power, it starts calling your left brain an evil dictator. You want to keep your right brain in check, but you don’t want to shut it down. If it wasn’t for your right brain, your left brain would write a book with three-hundred pages of perfect spelling and grammar with zero emotion. The goal is for the left and right brains to live in harmony.

Finding Inspiration: Right-Brain Exercises

One way we prepare the right brain for writing is to feed it, and your creator/free spirit/artist hungers for inspiration. I picture inspiration in three categories: writing, career, and life. The following exercises will stir your imagination by focusing on these three areas and remind you why you want to be a novelist.


	THE LIST. Make a list of one hundred things you love. Woody Allen has his protagonist in the film Manhattan lie on a couch with a handheld tape recorder and list things that make life worth living. One hundred sounds like a lot, but just start writing—it’s contagious. Especially if you play the game with somebody else and read back parts of your lists to each other. Hearing what someone else loves reminds you of your own delights. For example:




	hot baths

	Monday Night Football

	blue lights on airport runways

	Marx Brothers movies

	fresh lobster

	the smell of libraries

	when the weather turns cold



Anything, even strange things that you would not normally confess to liking, can go on your list. If you don’t want to show it to anyone, don’t. It’s for your right brain only.


	using old college term papers as kindling

	watching reruns of Seinfeld

	reading comic books in bed

	watching the neighbor’s cat stalk a squirrel

	wearing sweats all day on New Year’s Day



Include things you love that you want to see in your novel.


	rainy nights

	mysteries unfolding through dreams

	World War II songs

	1960s cars

	a nun with Tourette’s syndrome

	dinosaur bones

	lost letters found




	HAND-COPYING. Choose one of your favorite pieces of writing (no more than three-hundred words) and copy it by hand. You can copy poetry, a paragraph from a novel, a passage from a play, the lyrics to a song—but choose writing you wish to aspire to. The process of rewriting great words, feeling them travel from your eye to your brain, down your arm, into your hand, and onto the paper will train you to recognize fine writing. You’ll know what it feels like. This exercise might sound strange, but it’s effective. Try it at least once. Some favorite passages that I have copied in the past include: the speech from Peter Shaffer’s play Amadeus in which Salieri describes hearing Mozart’s music for the first time, the first page of Mary Stewart’s novel The Crystal Cave, and the poem “Choose Something Like a Star” by Robert Frost.

	MORE VOCALIZATION. A variation on the earlier vocalization exercise is simply to read aloud a short passage of writing you consider superb right before you start your own writing for the day. The difference between this and the reading exercise we looked at earlier for the left brain (in which you chose a book off the shelf at random) is that here you are choosing your favorite moments. It carries a ritual power because you are making a statement: This is great writing, and I am choosing to read it out loud because I want to write like this.

	CAREER INSPIRATION. Career inspiration feeds the worker in you. There’s nothing wrong with encouraging your business sense. There are times when seemingly noncreative tasks like retyping your revisions, going to the post office, or making copies can inspire you to focus on your career as a writer.

	POSITIVE FEEDBACK. If there is any truth to quantum physics, it couldn’t hurt to give the universe and yourself some positive feedback in advance. Take the file folder, manila envelope, or cardboard box you keep your manuscript in, and with a bold marking pen, label it with success. Call it names you hope it lives up to someday: “Excellent,” “Brilliant,” “Superb,” “Breathtaking,” even “Award Winning,” or “Critically Acclaimed.”

	COVER ART. Take a few minutes, and sketch a design for the cover of your novel. When you walk through bookstores or flip through book-club catalogs, take a look at what’s out there and fantasize your perfect cover. Will it be a watercolor landscape or a comic-book cartoon? Will it have bold print and bright colors like an Elmore Leonard book? Will it have a faded photograph or a Da Vinci–like sketch? Your real cover will probably look nothing like the one you create here, but that’s fine—this is a visualization exercise to draw your success to you.

	RAVE REVIEWS. Pretend you are a book critic, and write yourself a gushing review. No one has to see it. This is an inspirational exercise. Be in love with your story and your writing. Go into detail. What are the best parts of this wonderful novel you’re about to write?

	JACKET COPY. Along the same lines, write your own book-jacket copy. Read a few covers from other novels, and then compose your own. What is it about your novel that will entice a potential reader to choose your story? This exercise can be useful when it comes to writing a query letter later on. If it is clear to you whom the story is about, what the main problem is, and where the story takes place, you’re in good shape to start writing. In addition, if you understand what kind of book you’re writing to the extent that you can write your own jacket copy, you’ll have an easier time writing your outline.



As part of this exercise, create quotes from rave reviews and famous authors. Feel free to quote your own rave review from the preceding exercise.


	BIO. Compose your own author biography. Look at other books to see how much or how little is said. Write two versions: a short version (a sentence or two) to be printed under your photograph and a long version (one paragraph) to be used in your marketing materials once your book has sold.

	SHELF SPACE. Go to your local bookstore, and find the area where your book will be shelved someday. Smell, feel, and browse the books there. Get a tactile sense of your novel’s future home.

	VISUALIZATION. Before you start writing, close your eyes and picture your book’s success. Use any image that feels inspiring. Maybe you picture the box arriving with your book inside. Or a display in a bookstore window. Maybe you picture your checkbook with five figures. Receiving a call from your agent. Reading a positive review to your grandmother over the phone. Ordering lobster in a four-star restaurant instead of waiting on the table. Sending a signed copy of the book to your tenth-grade English teacher. Whatever form success comes in, hold it for a moment in your mind before you start to write.



Inspiration for Life

Inspiration for life means things you do for the person who is writing this novel (you need to take good care of yourself). You shouldn’t only feel excited about what you are writing and the career you hope it brings you. You should feel inspired about yourself and life. Writing a novel is a long process and can be stressful. To survive it in good health and happiness, you need to be kind to yourself.


	Play basketball, do yoga, or go dancing (some kind of physical activity).

	Participate in your favorite hobbies (follow your bliss).

	Drink plenty of water (helps both sides of your brain!).

	Spend time with people who make you feel good (who give you energy and don’t drain you).

	Laugh a lot.

	Write and recite positive affirmations.



One good affirmation comes from Florence Scovel Shinn’s The Game of Life and How to Play It: “What God has done for others, God does now for me and more.” Before I sold my first novel, I would say this affirmation twenty times each day, looking at the cover of one of my favorite novels each time I repeated the words. By looking at these novels, I was honoring their success, and by saying the affirmation, I was reminding myself that I, too, would be granted this same success. So I would tip my proverbial hat to the cover of Gone With the Wind, to the cover of Ragtime, to the cover of Jane Eyre, and remind myself that, just as these successful writers were gifted with publication, I would be, too.

Your Writing Environment

Setting up a working environment might sound like food for the left brain, but it’s actually something you do for the right brain. Anything to make the technical end more manageable helps free your creative mind to create. You want to make your space work so your momentum won’t be interrupted.

Make sure the surface you write on (desk, table, TV tray) is stable and the right height for your chair. Make sure your chair is supportive; you don’t want to quit writing for the day because you have a backache. Make sure the things you need (paper and pen, computer, glasses, tissues, reference books, coffee cup) are all easy to reach.

If you don’t have everything you need at hand, you’ll be tempted to get up whenever you hesitate about the next word to write. For example, if every time you stop to think about the next sentence, you pick up your coffee mug, take a sip, get up from your writing area, and put the cup in the microwave for thirty seconds, get an electric mug warmer and keep it right next to your computer.

Make sure you not only make your writing area convenient but effective. Just because you put everything in reach doesn’t mean the space will work for you. Try it out. Maybe you’ll discover the window glare is too much for your laptop screen. Move the desk, or lower the blinds. Don’t let anything be a hindrance—take care of the details in advance.

Make sure your writing space is yours. Can you use it whenever you need to? Does it feel good? (And here I don’t mean is it warm and fuzzy—I mean, when you sit in it, does it feel like home to you?) This will be the place you go to climb into your story. When you step into it, you need to feel welcome.

Now that the space is prepared, prepare the time. Some simple little rituals can get you in the writing mode faster and differentiate writing time from the rest of your day. You want your writing space to be sacred space and your writing time to be sacred time. You might light a candle while you work on your novel, putting out the flame when you finish for the day. At various stages in my life, I have defined my writing time by putting on a lucky sweater or wearing a certain ring





PROTECTING THE CREATIVE PROCESS



STATE OF MIND



	OWN THE JOB. Once you’ve started your novel, if a friend or family member tells people you are a writer, agree with him. Do not negate the statement by saying you’ve never been published, that you’ve just started, that you don’t have an agent, or that you’re not any good yet. If you keep telling people you’re not really a writer, your subconscious will start believing it. This is the job you’ve always wanted. You are a writer.

	LOVE YOUR STORY WITH AN OPEN HEART. You should be passionate about your novel without being closed-minded. You need to love your story and at the same time be open to advice about improving it. If you are too fixated on the writing exactly the way it is, you will suffocate it. Let it breathe.

	ALWAYS WRITE YOUR BEST. If you hear a little voice inside your head say, “Mediocre is good enough. Look at all those mediocre writers out there who get books published. You could write that stuff with half your brain tied behind your back,” do not listen to it! That’s not the little angel on your shoulder; it’s the little devil. Never listen to anyone or anything that tells you not to bother doing your best. You can’t improve as a writer if you don’t give it your all at each level of learning. That doesn’t mean kick yourself when you don’t write a perfect scene. Nothing’s ever perfect. Your writing just needs to be your best. If you settle for a half-assed job, you’ll start to think that’s all you need to do and all you can do. Do not settle. Your emotional state will be healthier if you write your best every day. (And if your first draft isn’t great, relax. You can always rewrite it!)

	DON’T TAKE THINGS THE WRONG WAY. Emphasize the positive and de-emphasize the negative. Things that go wrong are just little tests to see if you’ll give up. Your best friend isn’t crazy about chapter 1. Your laptop has to go to the shop. You can’t find your research notes. Everything will be all right. Don’t let it get to you. When things go right, celebrate them. These are the true rewards of writing. Give more power to the good news and no power to the bad.

	DON’T JUDGE OTHERS TOO HARSHLY. It’s good to be discriminating (especially when choosing what you read or write), but don’t overdo it. Analyzing what’s flawed in a piece of writing so you can avoid making the same mistake is fine, but spending hours complaining about various books and authors is not. Too much negativity will eventually rub off on you. You’ll feel irritated and uneasy. When you hear yourself nagging about your least favorite novels or writers, switch gears and talk about your favorites.

	DON’T JUDGE YOURSELF TOO HARSHLY. The same goes for bitching about yourself. Don’t do it. You don’t want to imprint your subconscious with insults. You can be kind to yourself because you’re always doing your best.

	DON’T WORRY. Worrying about things you have no control over (literary trends, the speed of the U.S. mail, how agents respond to query letters) wastes energy and increases stress. Unless it’s a problem you can do something about (writing, rewriting, research), don’t fret about it. Again, giving something negative too much attention empowers it. Relax and keep writing.



PROCRASTINATION
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