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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. That’s not you. You’re serious about
this.

Maybe you
already write. In that case, you know there’s a lot to keep in
mind. Character, plot, arcs, plot points, tone, narrators,
narrative, viewpoint, metaphor, themes, language, imagery, genre,
research, fact checking, pacing. Phew.

How do you hit
all those marks AND make a fascinating story? How do you keep track
of what you’re doing over hundreds of pages? And how do you keep
your momentum from start to finish? How do you make it all work
together as a beautiful, coherent organism?

This is
probably why writers are endlessly interested in each other’s
processes.

I’ve been publishing novels for years — first as a
professional ghostwriter and then in my own right. When I started
coaching other writers, I noticed how they make it hard for
themselves, even if they are experienced. So I released
Nail Your Novel: Why Writers Abandon Books &
How You Can Draft, Fix & Finish With Confidence
— to share my method to tackle all the milestones
of writing a novel, from initial inspiration to final polish, in a
sane and systematic manner.

About this
workbook

This is a companion workbook. It enlarges the steps in
Nail Your Novel, asking
specific questions to encourage you to gather and clarify your
thoughts and to work through logistical problems — from story
mechanics to your own resilience and mindset. You’ll get the most
benefit if you read the original book, where the strategies are
discussed in depth, but the workbook will also make sense on its
own.

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

If you’ve got a
novel abandoned in a drawer, you can use this book to resurrect it
— and your enthusiasm, the flame of belief that got you excited in
the first place.

Whether you’re
starting from scratch or revisiting a previous attempt, if you
follow the steps you’ll have a finished, polished novel.

But it all
starts with one decision. The decision that made you pick up this
book. Let’s start with that.

Why this novel?
Why right now? What’s gnawing through your soul? Is it a new year
resolution, an idea you can’t leave alone, a contract to fulfil, a
friend’s achievement that has spurred you to take the plunge, some
other challenge? All of that and more? Something else entirely?
Write that down.

I’m starting
this book now because…


.............................................
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Become a
finisher

 These
are the main reasons why writers start on novels and don’t finish
them. Do any resonate for you? Write down all that
apply.

You ground to a
halt after the first flush of enthusiasm

You kept
changing your mind about what to write

You lost
confidence

You had to
leave it for a while, then couldn’t pick up

You don’t get
much time to write






Explore those
reasons (and any others) more deeply in your notebook.


.............................................






Here’s why
these situations don’t have to derail you.

Most successful
writers spend a long time planning before they write a word of the
actual text. Therefore, they don’t run out of ideas.

If you’ve
planned your novel thoroughly and thoughtfully, you’re not so
likely to have your confidence dented by another book (or
movie).

There will be
minor hiccups — such as unforeseen logistical problems with the
plot. But if you know you can finish the book — and finish it well
— you can ride these out with aplomb.

If other
commitments interrupt your flow, you can pick up the thread by
leaving yourself handover notes (we’ll do that in a later
section).



Make time.
Actually make time

But there’s one
point I didn’t tackle — not having time to write. Here’s where you
have to adopt a new mindset. If you’re fitting writing around an
already busy life, you can’t leave it as a ‘spare time’ activity or
it will get pushed aside. It must be a routine like your gym
sessions or studying for professional exams.

Here are
reasons why you may not have made that commitment yet. Do any
resonate for you? Write down all that apply.

Writing is a
hobby, I’m not like a published author.

I’ve never had
formal training.

I don’t tell
anybody else that I write, so it’s difficult to explain why I need
to set the time aside.

Nobody else in
my family or circle of friends is a writer.

Writing seems
self-indulgent and not very sociable.

My writing is
never going to amount to anything.






Expand on those
reasons and any others in your notebook.


.............................................






If any of these
reasons are stopping you, consider this.

Writing is
mostly self-taught. Even if you take formal courses or go to
writing groups, the vast majority of your learning happens when you
are by yourself, writing. You learn to write by writing.
Period.






Find your
method role models

Think of some
authors you admire. Find out how they learned to write. How much
time did they spend studying and how much was working on their own,
often wrestling with self-doubt? How can you take heart from their
stories and their eventual success? Is there an author you can use
as an inspiration? Discuss that now.


.............................................






What can you do
to make that commitment? How can you allocate regular times for
writing? Be specific — how many hours, which days of the week. Does
this require you to cut down on another activity (hint — would you
swap an hour of TV for an hour on your book)? Would dictating
instead of typing solve a logistical problem? Talk that through
now.


.............................................



Real life
alert! Do you have to accommodate an upcoming event that might
disrupt your routine, such as a holiday or a family celebration?
Can you keep to your usual writing hours or will you temporarily
cut them? How will you do that? Make that plan now.


.............................................






Make the most
of thinking time

Although time
spent typing and scribbling is important, a lot of valuable work
can be done away from the pen or keyboard. This is bonus time, when
an idle brain can be doing tasks that are useful to your book.
Develop this habit — always have one manuscript problem you can
take out with you. Then your next writing session will be
productive.

How many
opportunities for ‘thinking-writing’ can you identify in your daily
life? On the bus, train, tram or Tube? Walking to the station?
Taking exercise? Driving the school run? Performing household
tasks? Write down the natural gaps in your day that you could use
for thinking writing.


.............................................






When block
strikes: reboot your muse

What if you sit
down to write and the muse isn’t with you?

Expert tip:
‘When you can’t create, work.’ Henry Miller

Another expert
tip: ‘I assumed the burden of a profession, which is to write even
when you don’t want to, don’t like what you are writing and aren’t
writing particularly well.’ Agatha Christie

Established
writers have tricks to get them into the writing mood. Here are
examples:

Emergency
rescue library.


Soundtracks.

Improv games
(as described in the companion book).

Can you see any
of these working for you? What already puts you in the mood to
write, especially if you’re not immediately able to take advantage
of it? Which of these triggers will you use to put you in the mood
when you feel stuck or out of writerly puff? Write about it
now.


.............................................






If you have
failed to finish a book before or are worried you will fail again,
how do you feel now about the reasons? What can you do to keep
making progress and to achieve your goal of a finished book?


.............................................
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Befriend your
inner critic

 We all
need our inner critic. It makes us improve what we do. But that
inner critic can also be counterproductive.

How might your
inner critic stop your progress? Write down any situations you
recognise (or dread).

I’m a
perfectionist and I want to get everything right first time.

I hate feeling
like a beginner.

My
perfectionism stops me noticing the good points about my work in
progress and the achievements I have already made.

I like
polishing and rewriting but I find the blank page daunting.

I start with
enthusiasm but run out of interest if I have to rewrite or
refine.






What makes you
discouraged with your work? Explore that now.


.............................................






Here’s
something to bear in mind. You can’t get it all right at once.

Writing a novel
will present you with an unbelievable number of problems to solve,
a thousand options for presenting a scene or drawing a character.
They all require different ways of thinking – logical left brain,
dreamy right brain, and sometimes combinations of the two. This
means you will spend a lot of time noticing problems but leaving
them until later in the creative process. But we will return to
them, piece by piece, when our creative faculties are best prepared
to solve them.

What do you
feel will be your biggest challenges with your inner critic and how
will you tackle them?


.............................................
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