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      I love writing. I love the swirl and swing of words as they tangle with human emotions.

      ―James Michener
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      First forget inspiration. Habit is more dependable. Habit will sustain you whether you’re inspired or not. Habit will help you finish and polish your stories. Inspiration won’t. Habit is persistence in practice.

      —Octavia E. Butler

      

      They say that you teach what you need to learn. At least, that has been my experience writing this book. As with my previous nonfiction book, Painting the Past: A Guide For Writing Historical Fiction, I’ve been kicking around the idea for The Swirl and Swing of Words for some time.

      I’ve considered myself a writer since the sixth grade when my teacher asked me to write the class graduation play. I think the request had more to do with my neat handwriting than any precocious writing skills I might have shown at age 11, but you take what you can get.

      I was one of the lucky ones. Throughout elementary, middle, and high school I had teachers who took a moment to tell me that I was a good writer; as a result, I began to believe that I was a good writer. If you hear anything enough, good or bad, you begin to believe it. Since high school, after encouragement from my American Literature teacher, I had it in my head that I should become a writer. After a few hits and misses, I found my calling in writing novels, primarily historical fiction.

      One of the most important lessons I’ve learned is that a creative life is an ebb and flow. Creativity can present you with the most miraculous highs. Other times, not so much. Like other writers, I had trouble finding my creativity at the beginning of the COVID epidemic. While I’m a homebody who is happiest at home with my books, my cats, and my writing, the strangeness of living in a shut-down world made creativity harder to access. I know other writers suffered the same. In her book Writing On Empty, Natalie Goldberg said about her own difficulties during the lockdowns: “I didn’t want to be a writer anymore. I didn’t want to teach writing. But when I stopped both, a chasm opened. Endless forms of suffering slapped me in the face.” I felt the same. Writing—the one thing that has always given my life a sense of purpose—became a chore I couldn’t force myself to do. While I had trouble finding the headspace to be creative, I felt a lack within me, with a widening void following close behind.

      During that time, I read a lot. I journaled, I colored in coloring books, and I painted in my art journal. I started doing yoga again, and I started meditating after a too-long break. I cooked, I baked, I watched TV, I sat on my patio watching the sunset, and I drank too much coffee and tea. I was learning how to be in the moment, which is something I’ve never been particularly good at. I watched YouTube videos about slow living and realized, hey, that’s what I’m doing! I’m living quietly, taking each day at a time, learning to appreciate this moment instead of staying lost in the past or worrying about the future. It sounds easy, doesn’t it? To appreciate the moment we’re in? Anyone who has ever tried it knows that it’s a lifelong practice to learn how to appreciate every moment for what it is—a gift.

      Like most creative people, I’ve had several brushes with burnout over the years. Although writing can be hard, I love it. Like James Michener, I love the swirl and swing of words. I love the challenge and the puzzle of making them do my bidding. When I write, I feel most at home in my skin. I feel as if I’m doing what I was put here to do. Writing has saved my life more often than I can count. From the time when I was a teenager journaling my family-filled angst into spiral notebooks, writing has been my way of making sense of my life. Writing allows me to connect with others when there seems to be no other way to bridge that gap. John Green said, “Writing is something you do alone. It’s a profession for introverts who want to tell you a story but don’t want to make eye contact while doing it.” I love telling stories above all else, and creative writing allows me to tap into my imagination in limitless ways.

      I thought it would be helpful for me to share my experiences with embracing the writing life. As the kids say, your mileage will vary. I hope other writers will recognize some of themselves in the joys and struggles that come with choosing a creative life. While writing itself is a solitary activity, we are not alone in our dreams, concerns, and backaches. When we accept writing for what it is—one of the best things we can do for ourselves—then we can embrace it with all that we have to give.

      As with my previous nonfiction book, this book isn’t about selling as many books as you can, writing 15000 words a day, or marketing anything. This book is about sharing a deep, abiding love for writing, a love that has sustained me through many storms. This book is about how I came to embrace the writing life over trials and errors, ups and downs, experiments and, finally, acceptance of my creative life how it is and not how I wish it to be. Writing this book has helped me clarify my experience with living an authentic creative life in this precious time we have. Perhaps you would like to do the same.
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      What are you willing to give up in order to become who you really need to be?

      —Elizabeth Gilbert

      

      Writers are like anyone else. We require shelter, food, and water. We need companionship, in human or animal form. We do better if we recognize our purpose in this world. For me, that purpose is writing.

      I’m not sure that being a writer or embracing the writing life are the same things. We can be writers without pining for the writing life. Placing words on the page isn’t always a creative act, though it is for me and most writers I know. For some people, writing is their business and that’s all it is to them. For me, writing is the lens through which I see this crazy world. My identity is largely connected with being a writer. While I’m talking specifically about writing, you can fill in the blank with any artistic endeavor. Perhaps you pine for the painting life in the same way that I pine for the writing life, which is to say that I seek to embrace every ounce of creativity offered to me.

      I should begin by saying what I think the writing life isn’t. A writing life doesn’t mean you have to write all day. It doesn’t mean you have to write every day. It certainly doesn’t mean you have to make your living writing. Most writers don’t make a living writing. Some do, but most don’t. Being a writer doesn’t mean that you have to be an alcoholic or a starving artist. You can pay your bills, eat regularly, and write just fine.

      So what, then, is the writing life?

      The writing life is making a commitment to putting words on paper, whether by hand or by keyboard. It means staying in close contact with the storyteller inside you. It means being attuned to the inspiration all around you. It means rediscovering your inner child—the one who loved to play make-believe, dress in costumes, and create worlds under homemade tents. It means remembering the activities you loved when you were younger and probably still do deep down somewhere, buried beneath grocery lists and unpaid bills.

      The writing life means freely admitting your love of language, rhythm, and story. The writing life is born from a love of words—first in relentlessly pursuing other people’s words and then in pursuing our own. The writing life means seeking beauty in the everyday that others, who are not artists, might consider mundane. For me, sitting on my shady patio in the cooler morning air, especially on so-hot desert summer days, enjoying the green of the plants surrounding me, drinking a cup of tea, watching the trees, and seeing the valley in the distance is a perfect morning. I can listen to the birds sing and simply be. That is a moment of true beauty.

      While it doesn’t seem like sitting outside should have anything to do with writing, it has a lot to do with writing because it’s those little moments of contemplation that help to fill our creative wells. Think of a water well. Those wells could be full, overflowing, or they could run dry. It’s the same with creativity. Sometimes, our creative wells are full. We dip our bucket down and plenty of thoughts, inspirations, and visions rise to the surface. Other times, our creative wells run dry and our buckets come up empty. Leaning into the writing life allows me to refill that creative well. For some of us, leaning into the writing life means accepting who we are at face value and using our unique perspectives as a strength instead of a weakness.

      Henry David Thoreau said, “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” For me, living deliberately means accepting that I’m not a complete person unless I give these stories breathing fire within me free range. For some of us, writing is our calling, so embracing the writing life means discovering that calling, acknowledging it, and staying true to it despite the myriad of challenges we face every day. Embracing the writing life means tapping into our creativity, letting our souls roam free, and sharing the truest part of ourselves. Often, it means that we go against the grain in how we choose to live because predetermined expectations don’t work for us.

      I’ve certainly experienced down times when writing has felt like a chore, as if it were something I did because I expected it of myself. Lawrence Kasdan said, “Being a writer is like having homework every day.” There have been times when I grew tired of the homework and lost the joy that writing had always brought me. I forgot how much fun it was to write a story for the story’s sake, because I got to spend time in a world that I created. I mourned the loss of that joy, and I wondered how to get it back. What is the point of writing if you don’t enjoy it?

      You may be familiar with the Zen term shoshin, which is translated as beginner’s mind. Here’s a wonderful definition of beginner’s mind from Leo Babauta from the website Zen Habits: “If you’ve ever learned something new, you can remember what that’s like: you’re confused because you don’t know how to do whatever you’re learning, but you’re also looking at everything as if it’s brand new, perhaps with curiosity and wonder.” I had lost my curiosity and wonder. I had lost my beginner’s mind. My goal then was to reclaim it. Embracing the writing life takes effort. It requires persistence.

      For me, living deliberately includes making space for writing. I’m not writing because I have to, because it’s that dreaded homework. I’m writing because I want to. Because it’s an authentic part of who I am. Because it makes me happy. Because it brings me peace. When I talk about writing, I’m talking about the act of world-building and storytelling, but I also mean the physical act—sitting my bottom into the chair and dancing my fingers across the keyboard, typing out words that become sentences that, in time, become essays or novels. Toni Morrison said, “But writing was the real freedom because nobody told me what to do there. That was my world and my imagination. And all my life it’s been that way, even now.” The freedom writing gives me is palpable. When all else fails me, as it sometimes does, writing saves me.

      Whether you love to write, or if you have some other creative endeavor that lights you up from the inside, your time may feel fuller when you decide to include the magic of creativity. Writing is how I suck the marrow out of life. “Writing is the act of reaching across the abyss of isolation to share and reflect,” said Natalie Goldberg. And it should be writing spurred by joy. By leaning into my creativity, I’ve found that joy again.

      As Elizabeth Gilbert asks, what are you willing to give up in order to become who you really need to be? Are you willing to give up wasting time living according to other people’s expectations? According to preconceived ideas about what your life should look like? Your own outdated vision of yourself in five years, ten years, at the end of your life? It takes a lifetime to accept ourselves for who we are. It’s a journey I’m still on. Leaning into a creative life is a process, and it’s a challenge I’ve finally embraced.
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      Popular success is a poor barometer of work and worth. In order for a work to connect commercially, stars must align and none of them relate to how good a project is. It might be the timing, the distribution mechanism, the mood of the culture, or a connection to current events.

      —Rick Rubin

      
      We tend to define our achievements according to popular success. As Rick Rubin said, there are often factors beyond our control that determine how commercially successful a creative work will be. I’ve learned to focus on the factor of success I have control over, and the only things I have true control over are the books I publish.

      My most successful books have been the Loving Husband Trilogy, a paranormal fantasy about a vampire living in a human world. Her Dear & Loving Husband, the first book in the trilogy, was published in 2011 at the height of vampire fever. After the final book in the trilogy was published in 2013, I could have left my job because I was making enough money from book sales. The books I’ve published since then haven’t been as successful, at least not monetarily. Does that mean those books are failures? Not at all. It just means that they didn’t hit the cultural zeitgeist like the Loving Husband Trilogy did.

      When I started writing, I thought success meant making a million dollars and having my books turned into films. While I would never turn down a million dollars or a chance to see my stories on the screen, I’ve learned that success isn’t always what it seems. In traditional publishing, most author advances are between $5000 and $10000. Independent authors have to pay for book cover design and editing before their books are released. With time and experience, I’ve realized that making a million dollars from my books isn’t likely to happen. As a result, I had to redefine what success meant for me. I decided that, while the huge bestseller wasn’t likely to happen, perhaps I could make a living from writing. I don’t need a million dollars to live comfortably. Making as much as my salary at my job would be adequate.

      We’ve all heard that quote about how we should enjoy the journey instead of the destination. I was so focused on my destination, making a living as a writer, that I forgot to enjoy the journey. When making a living as a writer became fraught with expectations, it sapped my creative bliss to the point where I thought I would never love writing again. I had convinced myself that I wanted to make a living as a writer, but the things I needed to do to make that happen didn’t align with how I wanted to spend my time.

      I had to accept the truth about the type of books I wanted to write. If you read those “How to publish” articles, often they state the obvious: the books that sell the most are genre fiction, such as romance, fantasy, mystery, thrillers, and science fiction. Some authors who sell a lot of books write to market, meaning that they see what genres or sub-genres are hot; they write books in those genres, and they publish their books as quickly as they can. There’s nothing wrong with writing to market if that’s what you enjoy doing.

      When I was at university, one of my fellow students wrote romances for Harlequin, and she told me I should give it a go. My classmate was in her 50s, with long yellow-gray hair. She wore flannel shirts over rock band t-shirts, faded blue jeans, and Doc Martin boots. She was a chain smoker, which you could smell at a close distance as well as hear in her gravelly voice. She said that she and her husband wrote the books together. They were able to write quickly, and they made a solid income. I’ve come back to her advice over the years. There have been times when I decided, “I’ll write romances since they sell well. Then the money I make writing romances will finance my literary novels.”

      Many authors do just that and it works well for them. For some reason, I’m unable to force myself to write something I’m not compelled to write. One time, I settled my mind to writing a romance and I got as far as page 12 before I abandoned the project. I wasn’t interested enough to make myself write it. I love that quote from Toni Morrison, “If there is a book you want to read and it has not been written, then you must write it.” But the opposite is also true. If there is a book I don’t want to read, then I shouldn’t be the one to write it. There are so many talented romance authors who love the genre and have huge followings who buy their new releases as soon as they become available. Authors who love to read romance are the ones who should be writing romance.

      So…if I don’t write the kind of books that sell a lot, then what?

      When I began writing Her Dear & Loving Husband, my initial idea was to write a paranormal romance about a vampire who finds his one true love. Once I started writing, the story evolved into a hybrid of literary fiction, historical fiction, and paranormal fantasy that examines the good and bad of human nature. When I had Her Dear & Loving Husband critiqued, the beta reader, who was a romance novelist, suggested I turn it into a traditional romance by adding some steamy sexy-time scenes and deleting the literary flights of fancy. She wanted me to turn my main character, James Wentworth, into an alpha male. I thought long and hard about whether or not I should follow her advice, even though such changes would alter the fabric of the story. I was tempted to do it. Finally, I realized that the book she suggested was not the book my heart wanted to write. I decided to write the novel the way I envisioned it, not the novel that would fit more easily into a genre. I knew my artistic choices could cost me readers, but after a lot of consideration, I decided I was all right with that. Success for me no longer came in the form of huge numbers (though I won’t argue with huge numbers if they happen) or even in making a living as a writer. I believed that if I wrote the book I needed to write, readers would relate to it on that level. I believed there was an audience for my Loving Husband stories. Luckily, I was right. Book Three in the series, Her Loving Husband’s Return, landed on the Amazon best seller list the day it was released when I had done exactly zero things to promote it. Is that success? It is to me.

      I’m proud of every book I’ve published even though some have been more financially successful than others. Some of my books I’ve never quite figured out how to market since I’m not entirely sure what the book is, except that the story wouldn’t let me go until I wrote it down and set it free. I prefer to follow my imagination wherever it takes me. If you love writing anything and everything, then do whatever is right for you. The joy of embracing the writing life means that we get to decide for ourselves what works and what doesn’t.

      One interesting fact I’ve noticed over the years is how, whenever the topic turns to writers who write as an artistic pursuit, someone takes offense and says, “Why can’t I write for money? Why do I have to defend myself because I want to make money writing?” You don’t have to defend yourself. If you want to write for money, then write for money. No one is naysaying that idea, especially not me. But if I write because I wish to share my stories the way I see them, then I can make that choice too.

      Actually, I think it’s the other way around. If anything, those of us who write for artistic expression are the ones who feel the need to defend ourselves because we’re not focused on the same things as everyone else. And let’s face it—it can be scary when you make your own way instead of following the pack.

      Just as I had to find my own road as an author, I had to find my own road as a publisher. If I hear about a marketing tip that sounds reasonable, then I’ll try it. I’ll try anything once, leaving my marketing strategy as a kind of throwing spaghetti at the wall to see what sticks. I learn about marketing, I experiment, and I see what works for me. That’s what this is—a grand experimental recipe, and each of us has to find our own ingredients for success.

      There will never be a one-size-fits-all solution for publishing or marketing. We’ve written different books that appeal to different audiences. We have different personalities and different ways we like to connect with people. The best advice I can offer, if I should be offering advice, is to read whatever you can find from other authors who have been there and done that. Weed out the helpful information from the not-so-helpful since all advice isn’t created equal. How do you know what’s sound advice and what isn’t? I like the tried-and-true method of “If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.” There is a lot of good free advice out there. There is also some bad free advice.  I’m not a fan of marketing advice that says, “Do it my way or your book will dissolve into thin air!” What works for one author may not work for you, but you don’t know until you try.

      Once I learned to look at marketing as an experiment, I learned to have fun with it. I didn’t need to drive myself to distraction searching for some hidden gem of knowledge. What I need is to discover and grow. There’s always something new to learn, and there’s no time limit. That’s one
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