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INTRODUCTION


Have you got a novel inside you? Many people say they have. They’ll
get round to writing it some day – just not now. Or, if now is the
perfect time, they’re not sure how to go about it.

Maybe you already write. In which case you
know there’s a lot to worry about. Character, plot, arcs, plot
points, tone, narrators, narrative, viewpoint, metaphor, themes,
language, imagery, genre, research, pacing. Phew. You’ll probably
also know that a novel is a holistic organism in which each of
those elements sparks off all the others.

How do you hit all those marks AND make a
fascinating story?

Most things we do we have a plan for. In most
jobs, if we have a task to do, there’s a project plan, a schedule,
a methodology.

But many people start a novel and hope
they’ll muddle through.

I’ve been writing novels for years and
helping floundering writers find their way. What I notice time and
time again is that so many make it very hard for themselves, even
experienced authors.

I’m not saying writing a novel is easy. Nor
that anyone could do it.

But there are ways to make it much harder
than it needs to be.

For instance, many writers paint themselves
into a corner because they are tackling a problem at the wrong
time. They get blocked because the critical parts of their brain
are inhibiting their creativity. Or their overactively inventive
imagination is stopping them seeing the simple, rational solution.
Or they are attempting to spice up a dull story by adding more
events, when really they need to find a way to examine the ones
they already have.

There are times when you can usefully fret
about phrasing, or whether your character saw her boyfriend last
week or last night.

And there are times when that is a colossal
waste of energy.

I hate wasting energy. And as a professional
I can’t afford to. I’ve developed a method to tackle all the
milestones of writing a novel, from initial inspiration to final
polish. It’s smart and efficient. It draws on techniques from
Hollywood scriptwriting, improvisational drama, project management
and sports psychology – because experts in those fields have
already solved problems that novel-writers come across.

I’m going to tell you the way to nail your
novel.

 Who am
I?

I am a professional writer with more than a
dozen finished novels under my belt. I ghost as other people and I
write under my own name. Eight of my novels are bestsellers. I also
freelance for a critiquing consultancy. I love stories and
storytelling – if you do too, drop in on my website,
www.nailyournovel.com - inspiration and creative provocation for
writers.

My method will not only help you finish a
novel, it makes the whole writing business a lot more creative and
fun. A thoroughly planned novel takes less time to write. Even
better, it is more likely to succeed in today’s market because it
will have been properly structured, fixed and polished.

If you’ve never finished writing a novel
before, imagine how you’d feel if you got all the way to the
end.

 What this book is

This book is a complete project plan for
writing a novel. It’s a short book because there’s no need to make
it a long one. And if you’re trying to start a novel you don’t need
yet another thing to do before you can begin. Your time is precious
and you need to get going.

Some writing guides make you go through a
series of exercises to warm you up before you embark on a ‘proper’
piece of writing. Write 200 words every morning on a noun picked
at random from the dictionary – that sort of thing.

There’s none of that here because I don’t
believe that’s necessary. This is the age of communication. You can
all text, email, tweet, blog, comment, review and write letters.
You already know how to put your thoughts into prose.

What I will make you do is quite a lot of
tasks that aren’t writing the actual text of your book. But they
will all be work on your novel. But no exercises, no time wasting.
From the word go, you are getting on with your novel. This is all
work that will shape the finished book.

 How to use this book

This is not a book about the detailed
mechanics of plot, character etc, although I will give thumbnail
notes on the essentials when you need to be thinking especially
about them. There are many good books that go into those aspects of
writercraft in exhaustive detail, and we all have our own
favourites according to the genre we write and the kind of tutoring
we relate to.

But this plan can be used no matter what
genre you want to write. Whether you’re a first-timer or an old
timer.

It will help you use stories – and what you
learn from other books – to the maximum because you will get the
best out of your ideas.

It will also enable you to troubleshoot. Not
just logistical problems such as how to get your characters out of
a sinking boat, or how to spot if your plotting’s a mess. Writers
also need to battle hiccups in their confidence and motivation. I
know all the enemies to writing and the destroyers of creativity.
I’ll help you outsmart them. The bad times when you don’t know what
to do, or you’re fed up with the manuscript. Where your creativity
is mired in sludge and your writer’s block goes from wall to
wall.

All these problems have solutions if you know
how to find them.

 Start
now – right now

You can start work now. The step-by-step
process will tell you all you need to do as you go along.

Your working day starts with a cup of coffee
and this book. You read a bit, then do as it says. When you’ve
completed that task, read a bit more. I’ll anticipate when you’re
likely to get stuck and I’ll tell you how to get out of it.

If you’ve got a novel abandoned in a drawer,
you can use this book to resurrect it. Not just that but your
enthusiasm, that little flame of belief that got you all excited in
the first place.

Whether you’re starting from scratch or
revisiting a previous attempt, if you follow the steps all the way
to the end you’ll have a finished, polished novel in your
hands.



1 WHY PEOPLE START NOVELS BUT DON’T
FINISH

 Where does it all go wrong? Let
me tell you a little story. Long ago, I had an idea for a novel.
I’d got a set-up and some characters, and a cracking setting based
on a place I knew. The creative sap was rising and I couldn’t
contain myself any longer. I plunged in and started writing.

It started so purposefully and I thought I’d
just see where it went.

After a couple of weeks I was finding each
day more difficult. The characters had headed up several dead ends
and I didn’t know what to do.

You wouldn’t have known the book was so
aimless by looking at the beginning. I used to go to a writers’
group, and I read out the first 20,000 words over the course of a
few weeks. The opening contained the lightning bolt of inspiration
- everyone loved it and was intrigued. Where on earth would it go,
they asked.

I wished I knew.

But I don’t give up easily. I ground out
60,000 words before I had to admit nothing had developed and it
wasn’t getting any better. I could not squeeze out any more twists,
or think of anything else the characters could do. I hated what I’d
got them into and couldn’t see how to rescue it. Writing it became
like torture, a treadmill with no ending.

The five big problems

There are five main reasons why people start
writing novels and don’t finish them.

1 They ground to a halt after the first flush
of enthusiasm

2 They kept seeing other books they wanted to
make it like and kept changing their mind

3 They lost confidence

4 They had to leave it for a while and then
couldn’t pick up the thread

5 They don’t get much time to write

How the method solves these problems

Problem 1… You grind to a halt after the
first flush of enthusiasm

Some of us are lucky and can start a
manuscript with little planning and keep going until the end. Most
of us can’t, myself included, and find it all turns ugly.

Most successful writers spend a long time
planning before they write a word of the actual text. They don't
plunge into the text straight away. In fact, that's the stage
they're often reluctant to start, cheerfully referring to all their
research and mulling as procrastination. Of course, some take this
to ridiculous lengths, but in most cases it’s sensible.

Solution You plan where you’re going
so you won’t run out of ideas. I can always move forwards with the
novel I’m working on. I never have a day when I’m sitting there
with my mind an endless blank from horizon to horizon like the
Arctic.

I do get stuck, but temporarily and on a
minute scale – a matter of not knowing how to get from one scene to
the next. Sometimes that can be bad enough, like the moment in a
Bugs Bunny cartoon where the hero discovers that the small crack
across his path is a yawning crevasse that goes all the way down to
the bottom of the world. But getting across only takes a short
hop.

Problem 2… You keep seeing other books you
want it to be like

Often this happens because you hadn’t tested
your idea strongly enough.

Solution You don’t start writing until
you’re fully committed to your novel and satisfied with the way you
want to do it. You know what you want to write and what kind of
story you want to tell. You’re pleased with it and not so likely to
have your confidence dented by reading something else.

Problem 3… You lost confidence

Writers write well when they feel confident
and comfortable. But it also helps to know you can finish, and that
when you encounter problems you can sort them out.

Established writers aren’t put off by lapses
in inspiration or other bugbears because they know what to do about
them. This coping mechanism is often what novice writers lack.

Solution This is really the same
problem as #2. Planning your book will give you confidence. I’ll
show you how to devise developments that will excite you, so you
will be involved and immersed in the story and want to keep writing
all the way to the end.

Problem 4… You had to leave it for a while
and couldn’t pick up the thread

Real life, with non-made-up people, has a
habit of getting in the way of hobbies and routines. And when you
come back to your novel, it looks like alien babble. Worse, you
can’t remember what you were going to do next. How will you ever
get back into it?

It’s not only amateurs or beginner writers
who have this problem. Working writers have often got several books
or projects on the go at once. They’ll finish one, then have to
start revisions on another they last looked at months before.

Solution Having proper preparation
documents helps you get back into the swing of your novel quickly.
It’s far more efficient than just picking up the manuscript, trying
to work out where you’d got to, what your underlying purpose was
with everything and what was going to happen next.

So if you need to put your novel aside to get
on with something more pressing in the real world, you can easily
pick up where you left off.

Problem 5… Don’t get much time to write

Solution We all have greater and
lesser amounts of spare time. You have to see writing as a regular
activity in your life; a routine like your gym sessions or studying
for professional exams.

Writing must be first a resolution and then a
habit. It is not something to dip into when you’ve got the
time.

The difficulty many novice writers have is
that they are stopping themselves committing to writing. It is
solitary; an indulgent and fantasy world that excludes real people.
A frivolous hobby, learned haphazardly by tinkering. It’s never
going to amount to anything. They don’t tell anyone else they do it
and they fear that real writers would unmask them and run away
cackling.

If that’s you, you have to push those
negative thoughts aside. We were all beginners once, but those of
us who succeeded decided writing was important and prioritised it
as a thing we did routinely.

The good news is that you can do a lot of
valuable work on your novel without any kind of pen or writing
instrument. On the bus, on the tube, walking to the station. With
your hands on a steering wheel, a set of weights, a carving knife
and an onion. This is called thinking time and it’s every bit as
valuable as typing or scribbling. Then, when you get the
opportunity to lock yourself away with a pen or a PC, you’ll be
focused, you’ll have something to write and you’ll be able to make
the most productive use of your time.

Other realities of writing life

1 Writer’s block

Whole books and websites are written about
writer’s block. It’s described in a number of ways, which mainly
come down to lack of ideas, lack of enthusiasm. And those all boil
down to confidence or a lack of it. You believe you haven’t got
anything good to write, or anything to write at all. And so you
stop.

That’s the big mistake. Giving up.

Writing is not just about doing it when you
feel the muse is flowing. It’s about doing it, period. If you're
the kind of person who believes that block will stop you, you're
the type to get it.

Of course, writing is not easy. Or maybe I
should say, writing well is not easy. Even successful authors don’t
find it easy.

Working writers know that writing is a craft
and a job. They don’t waste hours of hard-earned writing time
wondering what to do. So says Henry Miller: ‘when you can’t create,
work’. And Agatha Christie: ‘I assumed the burden of a profession,
which is to write even when you don’t want to, don’t much like what
you are writing and aren’t writing particularly well’.

To finish a novel you need persistence and
stamina. And purpose. With my method, you won’t start writing
anything until you are properly prepared. And so you will always
have something to write.

2 Writing is rewriting…

You will notice that my system involves going
over aspects of your novel again and again. Sometimes tearing it
apart – again and again. The vast majority of the words you write,
you will have to rewrite, edit, cut, remove, put back again, have a
think and rejig yet again.

That might look very inefficient, not to
mention a mite boring. But writing novels is a process of repeating
and refining.

All writers have to rewrite their novels.
Several times. It’s simply part of the process. Novice writers
don’t realise that this is normal.

There are writers who claim to write only one
draft and get it perfect - but they will have done all the editing
in their head first of all. Personally, I don’t feel comfortable
planning in my head




2.1 Writing is not always writing



FAQs

 1 Won’t a ‘system’ kill creativity?





2 And spontaneity?


3 How can a system help you write a much
better book?



4 Why all the steps?









 Your personality type








 Tailor the system to your needs












 Got an abandoned manuscript you want to
finish?






One final point
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