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      This little book contains what I’d let someone else call ‘all my writing wisdom’. I have called it Headstrong Girl because, as a child, that was my favourite kind of character. Headstrong girls always knew which direction to go, they had strong moral compasses, and sure people thought they were bossy but more often than not they were right.

      When it comes to writing, more often than not, I am right.

      But I would say that… I’m quite headstrong.

      The first part of the book is a collection of short pieces on the writing life. They are not particularly recently written, because they are drawn from my social media and I gave up on social media a few years back: because I am headstrong and I think social media is the biggest fucking waste of anybody’s time and mental energy, and especially for a writer. I have chosen pieces that I still stand by, and refreshed them if they seemed dated.

      The second part of the book is a collection of columns on the craft of writing. These are all aspects of craft I still teach, when I teach (which is not as often as it used to be). They are intended to be useful little tips and tricks that will improve your writing right this instant.

      I would say that my ‘writing wisdom’ may very well have developed since some of these short pieces and columns were written. If anybody asked me for my best writing advice now, I would probably say something like: Don’t mythologise your writing; have a much more workmanlike and practical relationship with it. Have a writing buddy who is working at approximately the same level as you who’ll give you honest feedback. Read a lot more; some writers think if they see a lot of Marvel movies they can write a good book and that’s probably not true (those things aren’t mutually exclusive: I love Marvel movies and I like to think I write good books, but I don’t learn a lot about writing craft from Marvel movies). Most of all, for God’s sake, don’t use the hashtag #amwriting. If you are using the hashtag #amwriting you’re fucking lying. You’re on Instagram. I can see it.

      The path to happiness in writing is always in the process: the imagining and the writing. And maybe your writing doesn’t even matter as much as you think it does. There are so many ways to use your imagination and be happy. Daydreaming. Playing games. Talking shit with friends.

      For what it is worth, though, what follows is a headstrong girl’s take on the writer’s life, should you wish to take that path. Godspeed!
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      When I was a little girl, I read a book that would affect me profoundly. It was Gladys Malvern’s The Dancing Star, first published in 1944, an account of the life of Anna Pavlova, written for children. Like many little girls, I dreamed of being a ballet dancer but unfortunately I was very, very bad at dancing and didn’t progress beyond the one disastrous Christmas concert (let me just say: if you’re a blue fairy and you’re with the pink fairies when you’re not supposed to be, you stand out). But it wasn’t the stuff about ballet that affected me so deeply, it was the stuff about work.

      According to the book, Anna Pavlova was obsessed with dancing. She practised all the time. She did it until her toes bled and she just. kept. going. This notion, that one could work so hard and push through barriers of extreme discomfort, really took hold of my imagination. From that moment on, I understood the incredible romance of work: diligent hours spent on something that mattered to make an outcome appear in the world.

      This is why I don’t hold much with the myth of inspiration: the idea that somehow you must have about yourself the perfect set of preconditions for creativity to be bestowed upon you by a muse. Coleridge stopped writing ‘Kubla Khan’ when a ‘gentleman from Porlock’ stopped by on some business or another, and interrupted his flow of inspiration (Coleridge clearly never had responsibility for small children, who are magnificent porlockers). The myth of inspiration is pleasantly mystical, I suppose, but it isn’t nearly so effective as work.

      So work in the early morning hours when the family is asleep. Work until late when the words are flowing. Work on a freshly printed manuscript with a brand new pen while it rains outside. Work when it all seems too hard and your metaphorical toes are bleeding and you have to push through the pain. Work on something you care about so passionately that, like a new lover, you can’t leave it alone. Art, when viewed in this light, is not a divine bolt from above, but the sweet, constant labour of real human beings manifesting things with their feet in the soil. And there is no idea about art more pleasing to me than that.
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      About a year ago, I dreamt that I found an old notebook with outlines and ideas for a story I was writing when I was eight. On the cover was a yellow-and-gold-toned photograph of the sea at sunset, and inside was lots of my loopy, girlish writing. Finding this notebook filled me with impossible bliss. I’d found it! That thing that made me happier beyond all other happinesses! When I woke in the grey dawn, I almost wept. That pleasure of putting stories together as a child was what had driven me to write for most of my life. But becoming a published author (or, in my case, two published authors) and having deadlines to manage, not to mention a job to hold down and children to raise, had recently made writing a task to be scheduled into a busy life. Often, I would sit down feeling distracted and despondent, and take a good half hour to get any momentum. I was still writing, still enjoying my stories, but it wasn’t like in the dream, where it was the most perfect joy of them all.

      That dream made me revisit my priorities. It’s taken some time and some tough calls, but right now I am writing the sequel to Daughters of the Storm (tentatively called “A Sea of Wings” and yes, it is mostly set by the seaside, just like the photograph on the cover of my dream-notebook), and the feeling is back! I wake up itching to write. The story is playing in my head like a movie the whole time. The solution all along was to make time and space in my mind all throughout the day, rather than forcing myself only to think about the story in the small windows of time I had to write. I’m writing reams and reams and it’s massaging my soul; I’m so happy. I’m even getting great ideas for the next book, so I’m hoping to continue riding this wave for a long time to come.

      Remember, kids: know the difference between what is urgent and what is important. Writing is the most important thing that I do. Everything else can wait a little while.
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      When I worked on a monthly writing advice column, I asked some friends to suggest topics, and was very interested to see a set of questions crop up about how to manage interactions with others while working on your writing. The stereotypical image of a writer is somebody who works alone for long uninterrupted stretches of time, who then emerges with a complete manuscript independently. The truth is, writers have to rely on others for help and support—family, friends, professional contacts—and managing those relationships will make your writing career run much more smoothly.

      How do you tell your friends and family you are writing a book?

      You must be prepared to specify what you see as their role in your writing life. Your mother may want to read what you’ve written thus far with a critical eye. Your ungrateful teenage children may prefer you spend your writing time driving them to parties. Your best friend may ring you daily to ask how much you’ve written to ‘put some pressure’ on you. So you should say up front, ‘I am writing a book, and what I need from you is...’. Try not to demand too much. Remember what Stephen King says in On Writing: ‘life is not a support system for art; it’s the other way around.’

      How do you know if somebody is giving you good criticism?

      This is tricky, because nobody likes to be criticised, so our default setting is to want to reject criticism when it comes along. But there are some things you can look out for. Does this person read in the genre? If not, their criticism is of limited use. Do you get a sense of the person enjoying their power over you too much? If so, their criticism may be harsher than necessary. The best criticism will usually resonate with you the strongest. It will articulate that weakness you thought you’d managed to hide or gloss over. It will make you uncomfortable rather than wounding you mortally.

      How do you survive writer envy?

      If somebody else you know is a very good writer, that doesn’t mean they could write your story better than you. Nobody is more qualified to write your story than you, because it came out of your head. If your envy is attached to a writer’s public or financial success, remember Anne Lamott’s fabulous advice in Bird by Bird: never compare how you feel on the inside, to the way somebody else looks from the outside. I know plenty of miserable rich and successful people. You’d be better off adopting a dog if happiness is your goal.

      How can you ask people to help without being pushy?

      By being frank. You tell them that you are uncomfortable about asking, and you tell them you will understand if they say no. You honour their time, and you promise to pay it forward. And one day, when you are a bigshot writer, somebody will ask you for help. So keep your promise.
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      Shit just got real around here, with me needing to start a new Kimberley Freeman, finish my novella collection, and write an academic paper. It’s a big scary bottleneck of WRITE SOMETHING, BITCH so I’ve had to have a long hard look at my writing habits, which have been a bit slippery of late.

      We all understand that to write we have to sit at our keyboards (for example, I’m sitting at mine right now, in bed with the electric blanket on … this is my favourite way to work). But I don’t think sitting at the keyboard is specific enough advice anymore. Do you know why? Because of the siren call of the FUCKING internet, which clearly doesn’t want me to get my work done.

      Because in every writing project – creative or otherwise – there comes a moment where you hit a slow spot and you’re not quite sure what to write next. Now at this stage, many of us will pop open an internet browser. Guess what, you just walked away from the work. You just got up and walked away. Worse: you just put your writing out of your head too. At least if you take a little walk around your garden, you can still be mulling it over. Let me make this really clear to you:

      •When you Google a bit of research, you have walked away from your work and are now in a library. That’s kind of okay, but

      
        	When you open Facebook, you have walked away from your work and are now in a room full of your friends and they are all bored and talking derp and exchanging hilarious animal pictures.

        	When you start instant messaging, you have walked away from your work to chat with a friend.

        	When you slide over to your favourite blogs, you have walked away from work and are reading a magazine instead.

        	When you check your email, you have walked away from your work and up to your letterbox, collected your mail and opened it and started composing responses.
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