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Introduction

 


You signed up for the
30-day writing challenge called National Novel Writing Month, most
commonly known as NaNoWriMo, and now it’s over. Maybe it ended
weeks ago or maybe it ended yesterday, but in all cases, you’re
left wondering what the heck happens next? There’s a lot of advice
out there on what’s supposed to happen after you write a novel, but
due to the unique nature of the NaNoWriMo challenge, we’re not all
in the same place when the event ends. Depending on how the last
month went for you, you’re probably in one of three different
places right now.


	
You finished neither your
NaNoWriMo project nor reached the 50,000 words.



	
You reached the
50,000-word NaNoWriMo target, or whatever number you set for
yourself if we’re talking about Camp NaNoWriMo, but you haven’t
finished your story yet.



	
You finished what you set
out to write.





You’ll notice I didn’t
distinguish between people who finished their story but didn’t
reach their word count goal or people who reached both because it
doesn’t really matter. As far as I’m concerned, if you finished
what you set out to write when you signed up for the challenge,
you’re in good shape for what’s to come.

But what
is to come? Well, that’s
what I’m here to help you with. See, I’m a published author
(traditional and indie) who has not only racked up a decent
bibliography over the years but has also participated in dozens of
NaNoWriMo and Camp NaNoWriMo challenges. I’ve been at all three of
the states listed above at the end of the challenge, so I’m in a
unique position to guide you through what happens next, no matter
how your month ended up, because I know exactly what you’re going
through. I’m also an official NaNoWriMo Municipal Liaison a.k.a.
ML, which means I’ve already guided hundreds of writers just like
you through their first novels and beyond.

What follows is a quick
and non-threatening roadmap to exactly what to do with the stack of
words you wrote during NaNoWriMo, no matter the size of it. It’s a
guide on how to not only to parlay what you’ve already accomplished
into a real writing habit throughout the rest of the year but also
to take steps to achieve your writing dreams, whether they include
publication or not.

But first, I want to have
a private word with each of you about your current
status.


​ To the writer that finished
neither their NaNoWriMo project nor reached the 50,000 words

I’ve participated in
NaNoWriMo since 2002, and from 2002 until 2007, I lost every single
year. Two of those years, I wrote less than 5,000 words. For one, I
signed up and then wrote exactly zero words, and I don’t even have
a good excuse for why.

I mention this because I
know how easy it is to beat yourself up when you fall short of a
goal you set. I think this feeling is just as bad if you came in at
49,999 or if you meant to participate but never ended up writing a
single word. But you need to understand that no matter what you
were told in kindergarten, the opposite of a NaNoWriMo winner is
absolutely not a loser.

I see you out there on
social media tossing around hashtags like, #epicfail, and I want to
make sure you understand up front that not winning NaNoWriMo is NOT
a fail at all, let alone an epic one. You know what’s an epic fail?
Not even signing up. Having dreams and just sitting on them without
doing anything at all to make them reality. You didn’t do
that.

The first step to anything
is making the commitment to what you want to accomplish, and just
by signing up, you crossed that hurdle. You took that very
important leap to realizing your goals, and you cannot
underestimate the importance of that. That’s absolutely an epic
win.

You also learned something
very important about yourself during the month-long challenge. You
know when you worked your hardest and when you slacked. You know
what kinds of curve balls life can throw you that strike you out
and which ones you can reach and hit out of the park anyway. You
learned just how hard it really is to write a whole book and what
kind of commitment that will require of you if you want to do it
again in the future. Those are all very important lessons you need
to teach yourself if you want to achieve your goals.

Look at the words
you did write.
Even if it was less than you planned, each one still represents an
accomplishment, a step towards achieving a very difficult goal, and
it’s something to be proud of. Everyone says they want to write a
book someday, but very few ever even start one. You’ve started, and
that’s much further than many people ever get.

So be proud of yourself.
And then get determined because your writing journey doesn’t end
here. It’s only the beginning. And now it’s time to get serious
about making it happen. That writing you didn’t get to do during
NaNoWriMo? It’s time to do it on your own time and do whatever it
takes to finish that book.

You’ve already taken the
first step; now keep those feet moving until you reach your
destination.


​ To the writer that reached
their word count target but didn’t finish their story yet

It was such a tremendous
high to hit that word count goal, wasn’t it? It doesn’t matter how
many NaNoWriMo challenges I’ve done, there’s nothing like the rush
of setting and crushing a goal—of committing to do something and
doing it. Boom!

You’re feeling pretty darn
awesome right now, and you should be. You got such a huge chunk
done, and you’re well on your way to finishing your story at last.
For many of you, this may be the most you’ve ever written in your
life, or in such a short amount of time, and you should absolutely
be basking in the glow of victory. Look at that mountain of words
you’ve got and know you’ve written more in a single month than many
will write in their entire lives. Bust out the champagne and
celebrate that because you freaking ROCK!

But there’s that pesky
elephant in the corner of your room pooping on your festive mood.
Because while you did accomplish the difficult task of writing
50,000 words in a month, you didn’t actually finish the story. You
don’t have a finished first draft of a book, and now all the fun
and motivation of NaNoWriMo is over so how are you going to
motivate yourself to keep writing?

Breathe. You’re in good
company. This is where the majority of NaNoWriMo winners find
themselves as the month ends.

I know how tempting it is
to take a break from your novel, just for a few weeks, because you
deserve it, don’t you after all that work? But then you get
involved with family stuff and the holidays, and suddenly it’s
months and then years and you’ve lost not just the thread of your
story, but often the interest in writing it at all. The fun and
frenzy of NaNoWriMo is so great that you’re a little unprepared for
how much harder it is to make yourself write without all the bells
and whistles of the challenge and community. Even though I’ve got a
regular writing habit and log five-digit word counts every month,
the NaNoWriMo months are still always my biggest writing months.
It’s just so much easier to write with all the hubbub of the
challenge than it is when it’s just me and my keyboard all
alone.

Your future self isn’t
going to prioritize this book like the You of Now. That lazy jerk
can and will try to sabotage all the hard work you did. This is why
I need to stress that you can’t stop now. Your story is fresh in
your head, you’ve got some momentum behind you, and you’re already
in the habit of writing regularly. If you wait, you’re only making
it harder for yourself to pick it back up again, and many find they
never can.

The word-count goal of
NaNoWriMo is an arbitrary benchmark
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