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      For everyone who thinks, “I want to write a novel someday”

      

      Well, here’s your chance.

    

  


  
    
      “When writing a novel, that's pretty much entirely what life turns into: 'House burned down. Car stolen. Cat exploded. Did 1500 easy words, so all in all it was a pretty good day.”

      
        
        ―Neil Gaiman
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      I grew up reading, starting with (as the story goes in my family) teaching myself to read at age four with the ESL books my grandparents brought back from a trip to Jamaica. My reading horizons expanded from there (about bananas and palm trees) to The Poky Little Puppy and The Cat Who Stomped His Feet to childhood classics like The Secret Garden and The Black Stallion and then into fantasy and science fiction with The Phantom Tollbooth, the Amber series by Roger Zelazny, Dune, Stranger in a Strange Land, and then pretty much anything I could get my hands on that was lying around the house: my mother’s historical romance novels, my father’s science fiction, my sister’s Sweet Valley High books. If it was in print, I read it.

      You would think with that much of a love for reading, that wanting to write would be an obvious desire. For me it was, and it wasn’t. My best friend growing up was a Writer, and was lauded for his writing. Who was I to even think of writing when he was So Good? Despite my lack of self-confidence, I did write a little: mostly Star Wars fanfic (at age seven) and some unicorn tales (at age ten). And that was about it.

      And then National Novel Writing Month (aka Nano-wrimo) came along.

      At the ripe old age of thirty (gasp!) I decided that it was time to let go of old thinking limitations (“I can’t write! That’s a Michael thing!”) and try my hand at writing a novel. I loved novels. Read them all the time. How hard could it be?

      So I thought I would give the whole ‘write a novel in 30 days’ concept a shot because I had nothing to lose. And like I had told myself: how hard could it be?

      Let me just put it out there: it wasn’t really hard, so much as bewildering.

      I made a good faith effort that first attempt. I wrote and I wrote and I wrote, the words flying on to the computer screen, but then when I went to read it over, I discovered something truly horrible.

      Nothing had happened.

      Oh, sure. The characters said things and did things, but there was no story like in any of the novels I had read.

      Zip. Nada.

      About half-way through, I gave up.

      But only on that story.

      The next year I decided to try again. This time I would have a plan: I would model my novel on a classic Japanese romance that I had studied for my college thesis (a plot with characters I knew to my bone) and set it on a contemporary Wyoming ranch (a setting I was somewhat familiar with). It seemed like a brilliant idea (to me) and that it couldn’t fail.

      It did.

      Not only did it fail, it failed spectacularly. Maybe it was trying to put 10th century Japanese courtly culture at a Wyoming ranch, or maybe it was writing about a setting I really didn’t know (and which I began to quickly realize I only knew about in terms of sagebrush), or maybe it was just a truly Terrible Idea. In the end, I think I got maybe three chapters in before I threw my hands up and walked away from that draft.

      By my third attempt, I had, what we call in the industry, “a clue”. I wrote a contemporary fantasy (none of that pesky ‘history’ nonsense or ‘facts’ to worry about) set in a library (a setting I knew excruciatingly well since I worked at one). I fictionally skewered co-workers and was generally silly. If I recall, I think there actually was a plot in that one. The important point was that I Had Done It. I had written a complete novel (at 50,000 words) in thirty days.

      But could I do it again? Could I write another novel in thirty days?

      The next year, after reading copious books about ‘how to write a novel,’ I decided that my previous thought about taking a well-written novel and putting it in a different setting was a Fine Idea, but needed tweaking. So instead of taking an ancient Japanese text and setting it in modern day Wyoming, how about taking an ancient Greek text and setting it in space?

      Sounds goofy, but it worked.

      The Odyssey in space (aka my novel A Wine Dark Sea of Stars) took the Greek classic and had the protagonist trying to find his way home after an epic space battle. It had everything I loved about the classic (wild monsters, seductive sorceresses, the fierce determination of the hero to return home) with what I loved about campy science fiction (cheesy space battles, lots of explosions, witty banter).

      Two years in a row: success!

      From there, I went on to ‘win’ Nanowrimo eight more times, and published one of those novels (I blogged about Spring Comes Twice on my website as I wrote it, so you can see behind the writing curtain on that one).

      All of which is to say that I have written a novel in 30 days, multiple times. And if I can do it, so can you.

      

      
        
        THIS IS DOABLE.
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      As if that doesn’t seem like the most obnoxious section  title. There are shelves of books out there that will tell you how to construct poetic sentences, to craft tales of daring do, to shape the narrative of a story.

      This is not that.

      This is about what tools you will need to write. The literal meaning of ‘how to write’.
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            Mindset And Expectations

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A FEW THINGS TO NOTE

        BEFORE YOU GO ANY FURTHER

        (SKIP AT YOUR OWN RISK)

      

      

      Writing a novel (regardless of the length of time you write it in) is like running a marathon: you aren’t going to get rich from it, you might get some kudos from friends and family but honestly no one really cares, and it takes time and often feels like a slog.

      That said, it can be a hell of a lot of fun and very satisfying.

      So just remember: dismiss any ideas of riches and fame and awesomeness. This has got to be something that you want to do for yourself. Because even if you choose to do something like Nanowrimo, ‘winning’ just means bragging rights and a fill-it-in-yourself completion certificate PDF. That is all your friends and family are going to see (or hear) of your accomplishment.

      But for you? You will know that you climbed a mountain, reached the peak, and did it yourself.

      And you will have a bouncing baby novel of joy.

      Write on!
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