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      To write is to adopt an exciting, self-driven lifestyle where you have the opportunity to create characters that readers fall in love with and build worlds that readers want to live in.

      Writing a novel can be both the most rewarding and the most intimidating experience you face in your life. To finish a novel is a huge accomplishment, and no major accomplishment comes easy. A novel is a layered symphony of worldbuilding, character development, dialogue, narrative, and much more. It’s easy to get lost. Many people who start writing a book never finish. I’ve met writers who’ve been working on their first novel for years, some longer than a decade. I’ve talked with many more who have bits and pieces of a novel sitting in a drawer, collecting dust.

      I find these unfinished dreams a tragedy. It’s one thing to decide that you no longer wish to write a book, but if you still dream of writing one, having an unfinished manuscript will always weigh on your spirit and confidence. It’s time to finish that novel.

      I spent years dreaming of writing a novel. I’d written plenty of short stories when I was a child, and I continued to dabble in short fiction into adulthood. I’d jot down story ideas, but I never started a novel, not even a few words. Writing a book was this colossal mountain that I had no idea how to climb. How in the world could I write a 300-page tome when I’d never written more than fifteen- or twenty-page stories in my life? Then one day, I grabbed my laptop and typed a scene that had kept going through my mind. I’d first thought it’d be a short story, but after reading my words, I realized the scene would fit perfectly with an idea I had for a book.

      On that day, I began my first novel, Knightfall. Some days, I’d write a few pages. Other days, nothing. I got stuck a lot, and I had to rewrite a lot. Writing a novel was exhausting, but it was also fun. It wasn’t until after I’d written two more novels that I realized how much time and energy I’d wasted on my first book by not applying any kind of structured process to my writing.

      I spent sixteen months writing my first book. Now, after having over a dozen novels published, I can write a novel in a month. I’ve certainly improved my craft, but what’s made the biggest difference is that I apply a repeatable, decluttered approach to each story.

      I’m now a full-time writer, but I wrote the first twelve books while working full-time as a change agent. I helped companies declutter their processes and environments by cutting anything that didn’t bring value—i.e., the unnecessary work—and then devising plans to ensure that they’d see continual improvements in how they worked.

      The funny thing is that I’d applied these concepts to all facets of my life except writing. At home, I'd decluttered my house using a blend of my training and the KonMari Method, which also applies the same concept of cutting everything that doesn’t bring value (with KonMari, you cut everything that doesn’t bring joy). I considered myself an efficiency expert until I looked at my writing habits and saw that I was anything but efficient. I had convinced myself that decluttering rules didn’t apply to a creative endeavor like writing.

      I was so very wrong.

      When I applied decluttering concepts, such as cutting time-wasters and planning my work in advance, I discovered that I was writing faster and producing higher quality books. Now, I never have to go back and rewrite a scene because something I wrote in Chapter Twenty-Three contradicts what happens in Chapter Three. I write with more enthusiasm and self-assurance than ever before.

      In this Tidy Guide—just thirty minutes of reading—I’ll show you clutter-free steps to planning and writing so that you can confidently write your novel right the first time. And, I’ll show you how you can avoid hitting walls, such as the ultimate procrastination excuse known as writer’s block, by achieving Little Ups every day.

      Embrace the adventure!
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      Write your book right the first time

      This guide focuses on writing a novel, which is “a fictitious prose narrative of book length, typically representing character and action with some degree of realism” (Dictionary.com). A novel may fit into a genre, such as romance, science fiction, mystery, or thriller. Or it may not fit neatly into any genre, in which case it’s labeled general, literary, or mainstream fiction. It may also be directed at a specific age group, such as adults, young adults, or children. This guide applies to all types of novels, though each genre has its own rules that I’ll mention later.

      Inside the publishing industry, book length is determined by word count. Generally, a novel is at least 40,000 words. Anything shorter is considered a novella (17,500–39,999 words), a novelette (7,500–17,499 words), or a short story (fewer 7,500 words). One page usually has 250–300 words; however, fonts, font sizes, and margins can drastically change the actual number of words on a page, and therefore, the number of pages in a book. This is why writers, agents, editors, and publishers all speak in terms of word count rather than the number of pages.

      This guide focuses on novels, though you can apply the same principles to novellas and novelettes. Short stories are written differently since you’re packing a complete story in a condensed package. If you’re writing a non-fiction book, the rules are significantly different, so we’ll cover that type of book in a separate Tidy Guide.

      In this guide, I’ll show you five straightforward steps you can take to plan your novel. I’ve pared down the steps to the activities that will bring you the most value in writing your book without delaying getting started. How deep you take each step is up to you, but if you spend time on each step, you’ll find that you’ll stay focused on the most important activity of all—WRITING—and not get lost along the way.

      If you’ve already started writing your novel, take a break to read through the five planning steps. This will give you time to reflect on your overall story. If you’ve been floundering, these five steps will get you back on track and energized to continue writing your novel.

      The steps need not take long. You can spend one session to go through all five steps at once, or you can break out the steps into multiple sessions. For example, you may focus on your characters one time and then on your world another time. You can go through the steps alone or with a partner. How you perform the steps is up to you.

      When you write your novel, you’ll come to appreciate the planning process and the clarity it gives you.

      Make “Little Ups” your motto

      Once you go through the five planning steps to ensure you write your book right the first time, you’ll be ready (and excited) to begin writing. Writing is both the easiest and most intimidating part of being a writer. That’s why so many writers start novels but never finish.

      Here’s where the concept of Little Ups comes in. Little Ups are small but very real achievements, and I’ll show you how to use them to keep writing and slam through writer’s block. Each Little Up gives you a sense of accomplishment and brings you one step closer to finishing your novel. For each writing session, you’ll set a Little Up goal. Examples of a Little Up are:

      
        
          	
        Write 100 words
      

      	
        Write one page
      

      	
        Write a complete scene
      

      	
        Finish a chapter
      

      	
        Write for 60 minutes without interruption
      

      	
        Write something six days per week
      

      	
        Read a chapter you’ve written
      

      	
        Post a chapter on Wattpad
      

      

      

      The first Little Up for any new book is to give it a working title. Once you give your book a name, you give it an identity. Every person has a name, and your book is important enough to have one, too. If you haven’t already, give your novel a title and celebrate the Little Up. Introduce your book to the world by writing the title on a piece of paper and then displaying it with pride.

      You’re already one step closer to writing the novel. Worried that the title may need to change once you start writing? That’s fine. You can always change the title later.

      Use Little Ups as milestones to motivate you to stay focused. Writers, as a general lot, tend to be too hard on themselves. Little Ups help you recognize that you are making progress, even when it feels like every word you need is buried deep in a sludge pit. On those days, achieving a Little Up, no matter how small, is a great leap forward.

      Write with the pen, edit with the sword

      If you try to make your first draft a worldwide bestseller, you’ll get frustrated and never finish. There’s a time and place for everything. First, write the story. Get it down on paper (or, on the screen, more likely). Make notes regarding any changes that need made as they come to mind. Maybe you need to look up the year Napoleon marched on Waterloo, or you think you changed your protagonist’s eye color. Jot down the note and move on. Don’t let the “to do’s” get in the way of your momentum. There will be plenty of time to fix things when you have the first draft completed.

      Then, you can improve the story during the editing process. When you self-edit, you cut unnecessary parts, such as the infamous “day in the life” scenes. On my first book, I cut two entire chapters because they didn’t move the story forward. Editing can be a difficult yet fulfilling experience, because it’s all about making your novel the best book it can be.

      I’ve seen a few writers take the changes personally, believing (incorrectly) that the edits are a reflection of the author and not of the story. They’ve grown so attached to their story that they don’t want to cut a single word. I can understand—those words took a lot of time and energy to write. The key to a good edit is to not take edits personally. No story is perfect. It doesn’t matter if you’re J. K. Rowling, Stephen King, or a first-time novelist, everyone’s story needs editing.

      As part of the publishing process, you should work with an editor on your novel. However, there are many things you can do as an author to self-edit and polish your novel that will make working with an editor so much easier. In The Tidy Guide to Self-Editing Your Story, I give you a variety of checks and assessments that you can perform on your novel to make it your personal best.

      Don’t underestimate the noise of life

      Life gets in the way. Whether you’re in school, have a job, or have a family, other priorities will demand your time and energy. The key to writing your novel is to determine where that fits into your life’s priorities and then treat it accordingly. Is writing a novel more important than spending time on social media or gaming? Then, make sure you achieve your Little Ups before you go onto Instagram, Snapchat, or Reddit.

      You may find it helpful to schedule time to write, just like you would a doctor appointment or a lunch date. By setting aside a block of time on your calendar—and holding yourself to it—you will make progress. If you schedule and write ten minutes every morning, that’s over an hour’s worth of writing every week. Make each ten-minute sprint a Little Up, and you start the day with a big positive.
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