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			PRAISE FOR 
Finishing School

			“The authors of Finishing School, a unique and genuinely helpful guide to actually completing that magnum opus drawing dust on your cluttered desk, help you remember why it is you wanted to write your book and understand the long and challenging work of sustaining a project through pesky blocks, the loss of energy and enthusiasm, the omnipresent fear of not getting it right, and crippling deadline pressure. Tennis and Morton are writers; they feel our pain. More importantly, they get the pleasure of creation and know how to instill it in those who have lost their way. This book helped me.”

			—George Hodgman, New York Times bestselling author of Bettyville

			“A must for every writer and artist of any kind, Finishing School belongs on the bookshelf right next to Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird and Stephen King’s On Writing. I can’t wait to tell every writer I know to buy it.”

			—Cole Kazdin, four-time Emmy Award–winning television news producer, writer, and performer

			“Cary Tennis and Danelle Morton accomplish something remarkable in Finishing School—an actually useful book for writers (or anyone) about how to complete a project and not let their doubts, fears, or anything else interfere with successful completion of an article, a novel, or a dramatic play. And they do it in simple, easy steps that make sense and will resonate with anyone who writes.”

			—David Cay Johnston, Pulitzer Prize winner and New York Times bestselling author of The Making of Donald Trump

			“Finishing School is the ideal book for writers who are great at starting things but not so great at completing them. Cary Tennis and Danelle Morton know the reasons a piece of writing, begun with such enthusiasm, can languish on a shelf for years. With wisdom and compassion, they’ll inspire you to cross the finish line.”

			—Sy Safransky, editor and publisher of The Sun

			“Practical and specific, Finishing School guides the writer who needs structure. It is for the writer who has abandoned a dream partway through. ‘You did not keep your promise to your story,’ the authors say. ‘The project becomes your adversary . . . The answer is Finishing School.’ For a great many writers, it will be so.”

			—Pat Schneider, author of Writing Alone and with Others and founder of Amherst Writers & Artists

			“With warmth, humor, and a really personal touch, Tennis and Morton show you how to neutralize the emotional barriers that impede writing—including fear, doubt, and shame—and provide a great plan for the actual writing and finishing of your book. Even if you’ve read plenty of other creativity books, you’ll find lots of great insights here.”

			—Hillary Rettig, author of The 7 Secrets of the Prolific

			“This book insightfully pinpoints the importance of time budgeting and management, and of setting reasonable expectations for completion. . . . Its advice and methodology will be useful for countless writers and would-be writers, and for people wanting to complete unfinished projects of any kind.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			Introduction: 
Why We Don’t Finish the Projects We Love

			NOT FINISHING A piece of writing can feel like the death of a dream. That bright and beautiful impulse to express something truthful represents the very best in you, the part that wants to connect to other people and share with them how you make sense of the world. Many writers start strong, with big ambitions, but eventually reach a crisis of completion.

			Untold numbers of novels, screenplays, and memoirs, begun with hope and a little hubris, lie in envelopes that haven’t been opened in years, on dusty shelves in the back corners of seldom-used rooms, in rarely accessed files on computer desktops, and in the far reaches of their creators’ minds.

			You may unconsciously expect that by ignoring your project you can make it disappear, and that the obligation to complete it will fade. That is not the case. Partially completed novels, short stories, and personal essays seem to become proof of your personal limitations. You did not keep your promise to your story.

			As you gradually abandon the effort, as the weeks, months, or years pile up, the project becomes your adversary. When you think of it, you cringe. You start to wonder why you began it in the first place, yet you can’t let it go.

			—

			IT DOESN’T HAVE to be that way. The answer is Finishing School.

			—

			FINISHING SCHOOL RESTORES order to your work. It helps you set aside a realistic number of hours each week and define a task that can be completed in whatever time you have. Every week you finish something and, week by week, you get the project done. Your steady progress restores your interest in the work and your confidence in your talent.

			The two authors of this book, Cary Tennis and Danelle Morton, came to Finishing School as writers with very different styles and experiences. Cary started as a music critic and fiction writer and later wrote a popular advice column for Salon.com. Danelle is a journalist who has written fifteen books, most as an uncredited ghostwriter. Both eventually found themselves unable to complete a much-loved project.

			For Cary, it was his novel, and for Danelle, it was a book proposal. Cary had worked on his novel fitfully over eighteen years. Danelle had had the idea for the book for two years but had never been able to get the proposal completed. By working the Finishing School method, both, in the space of three months, renewed their energy, restored their interest, and eventually completed what they set out to do.

			The mechanism is simple. Finishing School meets once a week for two hours, during which writers identify specific tasks related to their overall goal and map out specific times during the week to accomplish those tasks. Cary invented the Finishing School method and has been teaching it since 2013. Danelle took his class in 2014 with four others: two screenwriters, a novelist, and a woman writing a short memoir.

			At the beginning of Danelle’s first class with Cary, the students examined their calendars and identified times in the next week when they could commit to writing: say, two hours on Wednesday and a longer stretch on one weekend day. Then they set goals for what they wanted to complete in that amount of time. They were paired up with partners whom they agreed to text the moment they began to write, so they would be accountable to someone for their commitment.

			When they met a week later, they did not share the writing they had completed during those seven days, only the experience of trying to write during the scheduled time. Finishing School is not about judging and improving the work; rather it is about doing the work no matter how good or bad the writing seems on a particular day. This is an important distinction. Elsewhere in this book you will read about the dangers and pitfalls of critique groups—how even the best-intentioned remarks can lay waste to months of work. Finishing School is different because it focuses solely on your commitment to write.

			As Finishing School got the writers moving again, it also revealed what they hadn’t understood about the emotions behind their writer’s blocks. When they were not writing, they spent that time abusing themselves for not writing or being terrified about what others might eventually think of their work. The not writing, the related self-abuse, and the confusion about what to do next merged into seemingly insurmountable writer’s block.

			Finishing School revealed that emotional blocks appeared first as mechanical ones. Writers sabotaged themselves repeatedly to avoid work. They set unrealistic goals, underestimated the time tasks take, and failed to account for how their jobs, their houses, their relationships, and the many machines and pets for which they were responsible competed with the commitment to write. They allowed these things to take their writing time away from them, and then they lost their way.

			The plain, nonjudgmental format of Finishing School helps writers get control over their emotional relationship with time and appreciate how their yearning to be judged perfect—and the fear that they will not be—creates doubt, shame, and arrogance. You will soon read about the Six Emotional Pitfalls, but for now, if you’ve picked up this book, heartsick that you’ll never, ever, finish what you started, we want to tell you: don’t lose hope.

			The Finishing School method doesn’t require you to change, to become a better person who is more organized, more disciplined, and has life under control. It asks only that you take a few simple steps. This book first covers obstacles to finishing, both emotional and practical ones. By exploring these issues, you will come to understand some of the reasons why you are not finishing your work.

			Those reasons are deeper than a lack of discipline, but this does not mean you have to spend years in psychotherapy. You can learn to acknowledge them when they come up, and keep going. That is the beauty of it. You may be briefly derailed by an emotional pitfall, but with the support of Finishing School you can keep moving at a comfortable pace.

			It may take some writers longer than others to finish. So what? Only you know when a piece is ready to be shown to an audience. As long as you are showing up for work and grappling with it in all its dimensions, you can remain proud and confident.

			Through Finishing School, writers once again experience how truly good it feels to write.
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			Part 1

			The Six Emotional Pitfalls

		

	
		
			How We Chose the Six Emotional Pitfalls

			Danelle

			WHEN FINISHING SCHOOL strips away the excuses and the unreasonable expectations we bring to the act of writing, we see our behavior in stark relief. What is behind the irritation, the clouded thinking, the sudden desire to deviate from the plan? For this book to be helpful to all, and not just for those who want to commit to taking Finishing School classes, we thought we should explore what we have learned about the emotions that prevent people from finishing writing projects.

			We have observed some truly astonishing things in Finishing School. We have seen that when people used the simple techniques in this program, the thoughts and feelings that had held them back became transparent to them. People who had been stuck got unstuck. People who had been fearful became confident. People who had been unhappy with their work enjoyed it again. Insights and breakthroughs brought people a lighthearted relief they had not felt in years.

			We thought this book should ask why that is so, and offer some answers. We made a list of things we had heard people say, voices and beliefs that tormented them and kept them from finishing. We read the list out loud. It was a little embarrassing at first, saying these things out loud, because they hit home, sometimes uncomfortably so. Once we got going, though, it turned out to be fun. We were shouting out all these awful statements, many of which became chapters in this book.

			The next time we met, it was clear that the pages that chronicled this negativity easily divided into six categories: doubt, shame, yearning, fear, judgment, and arrogance.

			DOUBT—I can’t do this. I’m a terrible writer. No, I’m a good writer, better than most people I know, but I’ll never be like Flannery O’Connor. My brain isn’t that big and my ideas are not that original. I’ll never finish, so why go on?

			SHAME—I’m a loser. I never finish anything and now I’m not going to finish this. I’m ashamed to even look at the writing I did two years ago. Everyone knows I’m a loser. Where did I get the idea that anyone would want to read my stupid words?

			YEARNING—This has to be perfect and it has to be good enough to make me famous. I’m going to write something beautiful and perfect, and everyone will know that I am perfect too, because this is an expression of me. I cannot make a single mistake. And unless every sentence is perfect, it’s not worth doing.

			FEAR—If I do finish, it will be a failure. Getting rejected will be so humiliating and discouraging that it’s better not even to try. Those people who say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger are liars. What doesn’t kill you destroys some piece of you. What doesn’t kill you makes you want to go crawl into a hole and never show your face again. If I never finish, at least I’ve never failed.

			JUDGMENT—My writing sucks. I’m scared to let other people read it because I don’t want to be found out as the mediocre person I know myself to be. If I finish, I’m going to be the butt of jokes I’ll never hear, banned from family gatherings because of the things I wrote about them. When I reveal to others my true self, they will despise me. The idea of sending my work out for sale, or to agents, makes me sick to my stomach.

			ARROGANCE—I don’t need any help to get things done. I just do it. That’s what I do. I get so annoyed by writers’ groups, those losers. None of them has ever published anything. I don’t want to share the credit, or the pain, with anyone. My pain is so much more exquisite than the pain of losers, because I am not a loser and I do not want their unexceptional support.

			After we whittled the list down to six, we decided it was very useful for anyone who wanted to examine the reasons why they had not finished their work. The pitfalls that resonated for Cary were different from those that resonated with me. We found that our students identified with one, two, or three, but not all. Everybody resonated with shame. Cary felt shame, arrogance, and fear; I felt arrogance and judgment, with shame coming in third.

			The list helped writers get back to work by making them understand that they weren’t necessarily lazy or undisciplined but were facing big emotional issues when they sat down to write.

			Creative people need a way to speak about this without fear. By naming these emotional blocks and exploring them in this book, we hope to take away some of the sting these statements carry, just as we experienced on the day that we exposed to each other our most depressing judgments about ourselves and our work. This is why a significant part of this book is devoted to trying to identify and explore the Six Emotional Pitfalls.

			How can identifying them be useful to you? It can help you to be honest about the turmoil the pitfalls cause and to recognize that in this turmoil you are joined by everyone who has ever tried to write. All writers who have written about the difficulty of writing cite these emotions, be they famous and successful or amateurs writing alone and just for themselves. These emotions are real. They reflect the seriousness with which you take the task, but they are not a verdict. They are, like all emotions, something that comes and passes. If you have a way to discuss them, you may find the process of recognizing and releasing them easier, and because of that you will get back to work.
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			Doubt Masquerading as Self-Knowledge: “I’m a Terrible Writer”

			Cary

			DO YOU EVER say to yourself, “I’m a terrible writer”?

			You just shouldn’t say that, because it’s not true. It can’t be true. Here is why. If you are feeling bad about yourself, fine. I feel bad about myself too. But saying “I’m a terrible writer” is what cognitive therapists call global labeling, or globalizing. It not only isn’t true—and that’s one good reason not to say it—but it can actually harm you. Cognitive therapists know that the things we say about ourselves affect our moods; saying them can actually affect how we feel and, in a sense, bring about the very things they assert. That is, if you keep saying, “I’m a terrible writer,” you will find yourself unable to write and thus will never achieve the thing you want to achieve.

			Saying “I’m a terrible writer” can be pretty useful, though, in one sense. It’s a great way to avoid feeling things you don’t want to feel.

			So when you find yourself thinking, “I’m a terrible writer,” ask what it is you don’t want to feel. Is it the uncertainty of ever attaining your hopes and dreams for yourself as a writer? Is it your fervent but fragile desire to be understood and appreciated for your writing? Is it the particular emotions that come up during your actual writing, feelings that seem like they might get out of control or threaten your secure sense of who you are, what you are worth, and how you look to other people?

			Saying “I’m a terrible writer” must serve some purpose. If it didn’t matter to you, you wouldn’t say anything at all. It’s a clear signal that you have some powerful feelings about the issue of your writing.

			Well, surprise. Those powerful feelings you have about your writing—those feelings that in the past have stopped you from writing—can actually be used to stimulate some good writing, perhaps the best writing you’ve done in a long time. Because they’re real feelings. Real feelings make good writing. That’s the simple, honest truth.

			So make no mistake: I am saying that you shouldn’t say, “I’m a terrible writer.” You should never say that, because it is masking some other thought or feeling you are having about yourself. If you do say it, here are some of the things you might actually mean:

			
					I am uncomfortable revealing my true self.

					I want to learn to write better but I fear being judged by others, so I beat them to the punch.

					I’m not sure how to improve, so it seems pointless to begin.

					It’s frustrating to do something when I’m not better at it than everyone else.

					I was hurt once by something someone said about my writing and I never forgot it. I don’t think about it consciously all that much, though, do I?

					Saying “I’m a terrible writer” has often elicited sympathy and agreement, so it’s easier than saying I’d like to improve my writing but don’t know how.

					When I say I’m a terrible writer, I actually mean that I feel shame, disgust, hopelessness, fear, and anger too—anger at all those who would critique my writing without giving me concrete suggestions for getting better.

			

			Okay, now try this, just as an experiment. Say to yourself, “I’m a terrible writer.” Notice how it feels. What event or experience is flashing through your mind? What do you see? What do you remember?

			As writers, we can work with negative statements like that. We can neutralize them by using them as jumping-off points for imaginative and emotional work. We can make good writing out of them.

			Write about what it means for you to say, “I am a terrible writer.” It might be something someone said about your writing, or getting a bad grade on a report, or whatever. Write about that. Recall it in detail. That memory is yours and yours alone, and it is powerful and worth writing honestly about. If you write honestly, it will not be terrible writing. In writing something that is not terrible, you will have disproved the axiom “I’m a terrible writer.”

			Maybe you don’t want to disprove the axiom. The axiom can get you out of things. Long-term, though, it’s stopping you from doing something you want to do.

			So write about the event that flashes through your mind when you say, “I’m a terrible writer.” Pay attention to what happens as you begin to write about this thing.

			You may start to feel drowsy or irritated or frustrated. Maybe that is when the thought comes to mind, “I am a terrible writer.”

			Keep going. When images come into your head, pay attention to their physical details, the quality of light, the voices. Write it all down. It’s material!

			No person is free from negative thoughts like these. What makes a writer different from other people is that you can look at a negative thought and make a choice to use it. You can turn it into something. You might attribute it to a fictional character and ask that character, “Why do you say that?” And the character might answer, “I say that because in fifth grade I turned in a paper and it came back with red marks all over it. So, in my fifth-grade mind, I decided I must be a terrible writer.”

			If you continue to interrogate this character, images may arise. You might imagine the desk of this child and the voice of the teacher and the stuffy air in the classroom and the tears that fell onto the paper, that wide-lined pulpy paper of elementary school. You’ll feel the smooth, laminated plywood surface of the metal desk with the compartment underneath. You’ll feel how the child sitting at that desk fervently longed to be able to write, how the dream of being able to write hovered over him like a glimmering object just out of reach. In handwriting class, he tried to get the letters right but kept reversing the P and the R. Some girls in his class had such beautiful handwriting that he wondered how they did it. Their handwriting seemed one with their beauty and their person, and he marveled at their unattainable grace. You’ll remember how worried he was that if his parents saw his paper with all the red marks on it, they would think he was screwing up in school. You’ll feel the humiliation he anticipated and how he cried when he showed his mother the paper and how his mother was so kind about it. But still, many years later, when the grown man had to write a report for his boss, sometimes he would hear that voice in his head saying, “I’m a terrible writer.” He’d look around for someone else who would write it, or he’d delay writing it, or he’d wait until the last minute and then dash something off. After all, he believes deep down he’s a terrible writer.

			A writer can experience something and then enter into the emotion of it and unpack what is there by following the images that come to mind. This is the great power of being a writer: anything that comes into our heads, however screwed up or crazy it is, can be used as material. We can do this with our very worst secret and most shameful thoughts and feelings. We can attribute them to fictional characters, and if people ask us if they represent us, we can say, “No, of course not. It’s fiction.”

			These thoughts, these awful thoughts that haunt us, we use them as fuel for our work. We burn them up in the furnace of the heart. The memories, the pain, the crazy things that come into our heads—they’re all just fuel. We burn them all in the furnace of the heart.

		

	
		
			Doubt Clothed in Cynicism: “All My Ideas Are Clichés, but Clichés Sell”

			Danelle

			MANY PEOPLE SAY they have a book in them, and I believe them. Everyone has lived through at least one time in life that could become a book if they could find the way to tell that story. All you have to do is ask a few questions and it tumbles out, even if you’re chatting with strangers. The trouble comes when you try to take it from the perfect way it exists in your mind and get it onto the page. The story may be strong and clear in your head, but when you sit down to write it, the ghosts of dozens of successful novels smother your confidence, and you begin to think that your beautiful idea is a tired cliché.

			At a New Year’s Day party in 2016, I tried an experiment that demonstrated this, although I didn’t intend it to.

			I had moved to a new town and wanted to make friends. As I was driving to the party, I tried to think what I could ask people besides where they grew up and what they did for a living. I wanted to come up with a question that would reveal something more. I decided to ask, “Did you ever have a moment when your whole life fell apart?” That’s a bold question, so I expected some would refuse to answer, but I knew that those who answered would be more likely to become a friend.

			People were not put off by my question, but they answered bluntly, without details: divorce, bankruptcy, death of a friend. As the party progressed, I started to think that the question was not a good one. In my last attempt, I interrupted a man who, if I remember right, was talking about beer.

			He paused before he answered, as if he were not sure he wanted to tell me. Then he raised his right arm and pulled back his sleeve to reveal his forearm. The muscle bulged thick at the back of his wrist and swelled broadly at the middle, outsized for his limb.

			“This is my thigh muscle,” he said. “I was in a car accident that stripped everything to the bone. And I’m a bass player.”

			I had an impulse to embrace him, because I believed I had felt some of his pain and I wanted to take a bit of it away. The intensity of the moment was uncomfortable. I deflected this genuine connection by starting to describe a car accident in which a friend of mine was almost killed. All I got out of my mouth was, “I have a friend who . . .” The man held up his palm to stop me. “Please,” he said. “I can’t hear comparisons.”

			I felt that rebuke, and then I felt the power of his story more strongly. I respected his instinct to protect it. He couldn’t bear to have what he had experienced ranked against others’ losses. For that reason, he kept a good deal of his story private. Yet he said these three sentences to a stranger because this was a story he still needed to tell.

			We come to the craft of writing with this same emotion. Something happened to us: we witnessed something or observed something that defined us or reordered our world. If we can describe it well, we may illuminate this experience for those who read about it. The story is not like other stories because of what we bring to it, and we want with a full heart to get every detail of it right. This story is our own, but it is not our possession. It is something we ache to give to others because in doing so we can touch another, as that man touched me. Yet often we hear people talk about writing as if it were a gimmick or a racket.

			You’ve heard the people I’m describing here, the ones who scoff at every book on the best-seller list, every author who is a commercial success or has a franchise through which he’s published dozens of novels, like James Patterson or perhaps a more high-toned series, such as the novels of Alexander McCall Smith. These cynics say popular books are all crap, just commercial products like every other bastardized commodity produced in corporate America. They look at a ghostwritten memoir of a reality television star, a cheesy self-help book, some noisy spiritual advice from a charlatan that has sat on the best-seller list for ten weeks, as proof that if you want to be a successful writer you have to sell your soul.

			The writing cynic speaks about writing in commercial terms, conjecturing how to turn his or her painful breakup into a blockbuster hit. “This could be a great romcom,” one might say, using movie slang for a romantic comedy. “Or a thriller or a thriller-romance with a sci-fi twist.” They think less about how the story might unfold and more about how to shoehorn it into a genre that has a predictable form. Through that form, they imagine, they will receive a big payoff from a long stay on the best-seller list, the very list they scorned.

			This attitude toward writing brings with it a distorted idea of time. These cynics say that because the work they are attempting is formulaic, it shouldn’t take much time to get it done. “I’ll just bang it out this weekend,” I’ve heard people say. “Strap in and slam it out.”

			Cynicism is armor to protect the tender spirit from the widespread world of crap. Our daily interactions with mediocrity and manipulation are bound to make us feel that if this is what sells, the effort required to write something good is hardly worth it. The gatekeepers who refuse to publish good writers’ work have made huge mistakes that make you question why they hold the power they do. Publishing scandals like James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces (3.5 million copies sold) and Three Cups of Tea by Greg Mortenson (four years on the best-seller list) help make the case for such cynicism. These nonfiction best sellers were later discovered to have significant sections that were wholly made up. The writers lied, and the publishers did not check to ensure that readers were not being scammed by a powerful tale. Pile up these frauds and popularly acclaimed phonies and you have a heap of crap tall enough to justify a dismissive attitude toward those who are idealistic about their writing.

			James Frey is a gifted writer, and many parts of A Million Little Pieces are quite moving. They would be moving in a novel too. Frey broke trust with his readers when he said all of his story was true. Saying it’s nonfiction makes him more of a hero of his story. He’s saying he was brave enough not to blink at the terrible things he did, nor to exaggerate for effect. Then he did the opposite. He exaggerated his fall so his recovery would seem more remarkable. As he said in his apology interview with Oprah, who had magnified his success by touting his book in her book club, “I was a bad guy. If I was gonna write a book that was true, and I was gonna write a book that was honest, then I was gonna have to write about myself in very, very negative ways.” He did not want to face the truth of who he was, but he wanted to write a best seller. His ambition, his cynicism, and his insecurity met up on the page to create the fraudulent storytelling that eventually produced his downfall. At first I was angry at the contempt he showed for his readers, but then I saw how terrified he was of them.

			Ken Kesey wrote about America’s fog of cynicism, our lost belief that anything can be true or good. And although Kesey was writing decades ago, that fog seems only to have thickened. Our world numbs us with its superficiality and speed, making all of us, no matter how young and beautiful, feel that we are out of date and being left behind. Value is something established in the marketplace rather than something that reflects our principles, and this makes us feel that what we value is worthless if the marketplace doesn’t value it too. Cynically bad-mouthing the business of publishing may make a writer temporarily feel superior, unable to be fooled. But this knowing attitude is a thin cover for an underlying tenderness the writer is struggling to find the words to express.

			When the cynic discovers that writing the truth is harder than imagined, denigrating publishing becomes an attractive way of avoiding the work ahead.

			If you have this attitude, you will never finish. Contempt for the work does not motivate you to work. If you think this way as you write, you are essentially doing it because it’s not worth doing. If you are going to keep going, you’ve got to love the work, the thing itself, and all it is putting you through. There are no shortcuts through this process, and cynicism is a waste of your time.

			The man at the party was the opposite of cynical about telling his story. He had reduced it to its essence and left enormous space around it by saying it so simply. In those three sentences, he described a whole world. Everyone near him when he pulled up his sleeve at that party rushed forward to feel his loss, as they had felt many of their own. In this way, storytelling can be a bulwark against a world in widespread decline, as it can be a point of genuine connection between strangers. You cannot stop the world from being mediocre, but you can write something that is fine and true and says exactly what you have to say. In Finishing School we put aside bravado and cheap cynicism and find satisfaction in making measurable progress toward this goal.
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