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To you, reader. For taking the first step in crossing the path between idea and execution.







ONCE UPON A TIME...




Once upon a time, there was a person who wanted to write a book. They called themselves a writer. They stared at the blank page of a notebook every day, but no matter how hard they tried, the words just wouldn’t come out. They tried and they tried and they grew stressed and more stressed, but the more stressed they became, the harder it was to write. 

As time went on, they opened their notebook less and less. Eventually, they didn’t open their notebook at all. It became buried under piles of books and paperwork, long forgotten like last year’s Christmas cards and the dust bunny behind the sofa.

When friends and relatives asked how the writing was going, their good-natured question was greeted with grunts and groans. It was impossible. It wasn’t happening. They’d given up because it had become too hard.

Eventually, friends and relatives stopped asking about their writing. The person could no longer call themselves a writer. They felt like a fraud when talking to other writers in person or online. 

The longer they avoided writing, the easier it was to avoid. Life went on. They always felt like something was missing in their life, but they couldn’t figure out what it was. They’d never be able to.

Until one day, on that person’s death bed, they realised: they’d always wanted to write a book, but they’d never been able to. Relationships or children or laundry or lack of time had always got in the way. Something or other had always held them back. Then, one day, it had stopped them completely.


*



Do any parts of our fairytale feel familiar to you?

It’s stories like this one that I hear everyday from readers of my blog or people I meet in my local writing community. Even people I’ve just met tell me similar stories when they find out I’m a writer. ‘Oh, I could never write this idea. You should write it for me.’ But it doesn’t work like that. It's your idea. You should be the one to write it.

Life is cruel, though. We're often held back by simple things that we overcomplicate. We tell ourselves these lies – these myths – as a get out of jail free card. With that card, it's not really our fault that we don't have the time or the energy to write. It's your day job’s or your children’s or the chore’s. Well, I'm here to call bullshit on all of that. If you want to write badly enough, you'll find a way. Robert Louis Stephenson did, and he suffered with ill health his entire life. Some wonder if the reason he wrote so much was because he knew his life would be cut short by his chronic illnesses. 

I can certainly say that my chronic illnesses are a part of why I do what I do. Who better to write about productivity than someone who's tired and in pain 90% of the time? If I can do it, so can you. 

Of course, what holds me back now isn’t the same as what held me back in the past, or what will try to hold me back in the future. The same is true for you. So, I made this list of all the writing myths I've heard over the years, and I asked my writing friends for ones that they've heard, and those myths turned into this book. We’re going to explore the roots of these myths, why they’re problematic, and what the truth is.

This book is primarily aimed at novelists, but many of the myths ring true for poets and nonfiction writers and even bloggers. 

The biggest hurdles are often the ones we never even realised we had. But now it's time to dive into the rabbit hole, feel the wind against our skin as we fall deeper, and banish these writing myths once and for all. Who knows? Maybe when we reach the bottom you'll realise that our opening tale won't be yours after all.







WRITING IS EASY







ANYONE CAN WRITE A BOOK




This is the biggest, ripest, juiciest red apple on the writing myth tree. And just like the one the queen gives to Snow White, it’s poisoned.

You’ve probably heard some bearded, over-opinionated bloke down the pub say that ‘anyone can write a book’. Similar versions include, ‘writing is easy’ and ‘I had this great idea for a book but haven’t got around to writing it yet.’ But the truth is, not everyone can write a book. And writing certainly isn’t easy. Writing – and finishing – something requires much more than creativity if you want to pull it off. It requires grit. It requires determination. And, to sell lots of books, it requires – gasp! – treating it like a business first and a creative endeavour second.

A lot of people have great ideas for stories. Some start world building for them. They may even begin writing. Those that finish that first draft, though, are in the minority. People that finish editing and go on to create a polished manuscript are even rarer still. The ones that get published, well, we’re in an even smaller minority for reasons we’ll look at later.

Seeing any project through to the end takes real grit. It's easier when you're at work and your boss is breathing down your neck. You'll do anything to get away from her coffee-scented breath. 

When it comes to motivating yourself for your own projects, though, it's a lot more difficult. This is where most people trip up. They think that writing is easy and that anyone can do it, then immediately give up when they discover that it isn't so easy after all.

According to a study done by Mslexia, 24% of women who start writing a novel never finish it. Now, this is a restrictive study because it’s done by a British literature magazine aimed at women writers. However, I have a distinct feeling that if you were to send a survey to all genders worldwide, this number would be much higher.

Believing that writing is easy will get you nowhere. It diminishes the hard work of the literary community and treats writing like a talent, not a skill. We all have natural aptitudes for things. Some people have great senses of taste and smell that make them amazing cooks, for instance. But those with a natural cooking ability still need to practise their skills to get better. They need to adapt to trends in the market. Nobody is asking for prawn cocktails in the twenty-first century, for example.

Writing is no different. We’ve all heard of the tortoise and the hare. In this case, the hare doesn’t just finish last, he gives up altogether because he grows impatient. The tortoise goes on to win because he knows it’s a long-term investment. Hares that don’t practise will quickly fall behind tortoises that do, even if they didn’t start out as talented.

Developing you writing skills is a marathon, not a sprint. In fact, if writing is your lifeblood, it’s a never-ending marathon (sorry not sorry, actually). The never-ending marathon is what I love about writing. There’s always something new to learn whether that’s a new technique, a new style, or a new genre. 

It helps to specialise in one type of writing, but you don’t have to. I adore poetry and miss writing it, but it isn't a priority for me because it's the least lucrative form of writing. 

The more you write a particular genre or medium, the better you'll get at writing it. This rule applies not just to those of us who aren't published, but to writers that are, too. Compare Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects to Gone Girl for an example. While Sharp Objects is good, the plot is complicated and the characters are OK. In Gone Girl, you really get inside the characters’ heads. You understand their motivations. The plot is messed up, but in a good way. The writing is tighter, too. So tight that Amy Dunne’s ‘Cool Girl’ speech was quoted almost verbatim in the film. Why fix what isn't broken?

She only got to that point with practise, though. And no matter which writer you'd like the career of (although you really shouldn't compare yourself to anyone but past you), you'll only get there if you put the work in.

No matter what you write, no one writer’s path is the same. What works for me may well not work for you; what worked for the writers that came before me doesn’t really work for me. That’s why I try to cover as many possibilities as I can when writing about writing. In ever-changing markets, it can be difficult to keep up. It’s also impossible to share writers’ journeys like-for-like because we all start at different points in our lives and we all have different experiences to share. These experiences and starting points affect not only the writing that we produce, but also how we choose to publish, what we choose to publish, and how easily we give up when things don’t go according to plan. And believe me: things won’t go according to plan.







WRITING IS A TALENT, NOT A SKILL




‘Why do you need to study writing? You can either write or you can’t.’

We’ve all had this conversation with someone. It could be a friend, a relative, or someone who’s otherwise meant to be supportive.

Of course, this belief isn’t exclusive to writing. We’re brought up to believe that if we’re not immediately good at something, we’re a failure. And if we suck at something, we should give up and keep going until we find something that we’re actually good at.

This kind of mentality teaches us bad habits and sets poor examples to those around us. Like everything in life, writing is a skill. And like all skills, that means that you improve with practise.

There are some writers that are naturally good. People whose first books are totally incredible. These people are few and far between. And, if those people rest on their laurels and don’t keep practising, those writers who do practise will eventually surpass them.

It’s a bit like a race where one person gets a head start. That person gets so cocky that they stop running, forgetting that they’re even in a race. So eventually all the people that are running surpass them and end up further along.

If writing were a talent, author’s books wouldn't get better with time. But, for the most part, they do. There will always be ones that are less effective or less popular, but the general rule is that the more you write, the better you get. 

Actively studying writing means you'll improve even faster. That means studying the writing of those smarter than you; brushing up on your grammar; doing exercises in textbooks and attending workshops. All of these things add up to get you to see and approach writing differently. 

Workshops have played a vital role in my writing over the years. They've got me to be meaner to my characters and become a better plotter. Talking through my ideas with other writers who know my genre has helped me to figure out what works and what doesn't. Without those conversations, I'd find it much harder to overcome issues in my writing.

It doesn't have to cost a fortune to start improving your writing skills, either: you can even start for free! It doesn't cost anything to join a writing group, you just need to find the right one. You might have to kiss a few frogs, but I promise it's worth it.

It's better to not be in one at all and ask for occasional advice on somewhere like Reddit or Twitter than to be part of a bad critique group – or simply one that's bad for you. The best ones are the ones where everyone is at a similar level, and everyone gives critique in the same way. There's no point workshopping with people at a lower level than you as they'll be less able to help you, but it's also not worth workshopping with people above you as you may struggle with their harsh critique. If you're all around the same level, you can grow together. It’s important that you all have the same growth mindset too: then you can influence each other as you develop your skills. Extra points if you each bring something different to the table. For instance, I have a couple of friends that are amazing at plotting. My strength, meanwhile, lies with dialogue. When my friend asked for feedback on her script and was worried about her character coming across as too aggressive, I helped her with the wording of a couple of sentences. Changing the wording completely changed how her character came across. In return, she helped me with my sea of post-it notes that became the plot for my next series. We arranged them on my dining table, working out what worked best where. A couple of hours of work totally streamlined my writing process.

Books are another obvious way to improve your writing skills. I particularly like The Cambridge Introduction to Creative Writing by David Morley as it covers all forms of writing, allowing you to experiment with different mediums you may not have considered before. My Grammar and I (or Should That Be Me?) by J.A.Wines and Caroline Taggart is my favourite book on grammar as it's a fun read and explains everything clearly. Take Off Your Pants! is my favourite on plotting, as it's simple, easy to understand, and shows an alternative to the three-act structure.

As your budget increases, you can start to look into membership for organisations like the Alliance of Independent Authors (ALLi). These help you to meet writers at every stage of their journey. It's a great way to feel like a part of something and a place where you can talk about your problems with people who've been there. 

As your budget further increases, you can attend courses or writing retreats. Workshops and courses are my favourite as you can ask teachers questions and get an insight into different writing processes. There are ones that you can attend online or in person, so don't let location hold you back. Not everything happens in capital cities (or in my case, London. Except my second book. That does happen in London).

Retreats, meanwhile, are a great place to relax and get some writing done. Many have a wonderful, inspiring atmosphere that can be just what you need to recharge and spend some time with your characters.







CREATIVE WRITING COURSES ARE EASY




I have a Master’s Degree in Creative Writing. I also have a Bachelor’s Degree in Creative Writing. I’ve also got a whole lot of stigma that follows me around.

Even when I was at university, fellow students wrinkled their noses when they found out what I was studying. They assumed it was a doss subject. I was only doing it to pass the time. I didn’t want a proper degree.

In actual fact, I did want a proper degree. It just so happened that I knew that I wanted a career in writing from a very early age, and so I decided to study a subject that would help me to achieve just that. There are other, similar subjects I could’ve studied instead, like English Literature, but as a teenager I hated being told what to read – and I’m not a very fast reader either – which would’ve put me at a disadvantage. There’s also the fact that exams of any kind lead me to have full-on panic attacks and leave the exam with amnesia, having no memory of anything that happened in the room. So the fact that Creative Writing courses generally don’t have any exams worked in my favour.

That didn’t mean the courses were easy, though. They still required a lot of reading, a lot of outside research, and of course, a lot of writing. Much like any subject, actually.

Am I going to sit here and tell you that it’s as difficult as something like Law or Medicine? No. But there were a lot of people in my class that were surprised at how difficult it was. More than a third dropped out before the end of my BA. Some didn’t like the course, some didn’t want to be writers any more. One person picked it out of a hat. (No, really. He actually stuck with it until the end, but failed because he didn’t put the work in.)

You don’t have to go to university to study creative writing, of course. There are hundreds of courses – if not thousands – up and down the country on it every year. I’ve taught some of them myself.

Those courses, just like university ones, still require work. They require you to engage with what you’re given so that you really process what your tutor is telling you. If you don’t do that, you’re wasting your money. I’ve never understood people who pay to attend a course then never show up. What a waste of money!

Writing is one of those things where you really get out of it what you put into it. If you invest in improving your skills, you can and will do so. There are lots of courses out there for beginner writers, but even when you’ve been writing for years there are still courses that you can learn from. I went to a course last year on torturing your characters and it was great fun. I was also surprised to find that I was the only person in a group of about fifteen of us that suggested ways to psychologically torture characters – everyone else was thinking physically. Not sure what that says about me (or the fate of my characters)…

There were people that came to my productivity course last year that had epiphanies from discussions about basic productivity techniques. These were people who’d been writing for years, but thanks to that course, they found even more time to write in their day. Those that were newer to writing, meanwhile, discovered that what was holding them back from writing more wasn’t what they thought it was.

That’s the beauty of great writing workshops. They often have something for everyone if they have the right tutor. If you’ve been writing for long enough, you’ll probably know a lot. But you’ll never know everything. That’s really what I love about writing. The basics of what make a great story never change, but the market is always changing. Reader expectations are changing. What you can get away with – and what you can challenge – is always changing. That’s why studying writing – and continuing to do so, no matter how long you’ve been writing for – is so important. It’s how you stay ahead of the curve and out-write your competitors.





WRITE WHAT YOU KNOW


There isn’t a person out there that hasn’t heard this writing advice. (If you really haven’t, where have you been? How big is your rock? Please can I join you, it looks nice and warm and quiet in there?)

The first time I heard it, I was at junior school. At the time, most of what I wrote was fantasy. But I didn’t know fantasy. So, when tasked with writing what I knew by my teacher, I wrote about something that had recently happened to me – swimming with dolphins. That lesson always stuck with me because I wasn’t keen on the idea of writing what I knew. How could I write what I knew if I was writing about witches and dragons and magical kingdoms? I didn’t know what it was like, and I hadn’t met a dragon or visited a magical kingdom, and I was pretty sure that J.K.Rowling hadn’t actually visited Hogwarts. Perhaps my ten-year-old brain was taking the advice too literally, but then that raises the question: what does writing what you know actually mean?

It’s great to get inspiration from the people and the places around us. We’ve all visited somewhere and written about it later (or, in my case, insisted on going on holiday to Barcelona after deciding to write about it). There’s nothing wrong with using those experiences in our writing. They can help bring places to life for our readers
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