




[image: image]






[image: images]




BY MAEVE BINCHY


Fiction


Light a Penny Candle
Echoes
The Lilac Bus
Firefly Summer
Silver Wedding
Circle of Friends
The Copper Beech - Paperback - eBook
The Glass Lake - Paperback - eBook
Evening Class - Paperback - eBook
Tara Road - Paperback - eBook
Scarlet Feather - Paperback - eBook
Quentins - Paperback - eBook
Nights of Rain and Stars - Paperback - eBook
Whitethorn Woods - Paperback - eBook
Heart and Soul - Paperback - eBook
Minding Frankie - Paperback - eBook



Non-fiction


Aches & Pains - Paperback - eBook
The Maeve Binchy Writers Club - Paperback - eBook



Short Stories


Victoria Line, Central Line
Dublin 4
This Year It will Be Different - Paperback - eBook
The Return Journey - Paperback - eBook





Preface


The Maeve Binchy Writers’ Club has been designed to motivate and encourage aspiring writers, as well as to entertain Maeve Binchy fans the world over. The idea first came from a course which ran for twenty weeks at the National College of Ireland, and which aimed to help individuals start and finish a book.


Each week Maeve wrote the students a letter, containing tips and advice on the theme being discussed during the sessions. Then special guest speakers, including some of Ireland’s foremost authors, as well as representatives from publishing houses and writers’ agents, talked about specific areas of writing. Essentially the programme was about the process of writing a book and the business of being a writer, rather than the craft of writing. Thus it allowed participants to transform an idea into a manuscript ready to be shown to a publisher.


This book comprises the original letters written by Maeve to the members of the Writers’ Club, along with contributions from ten of the guest speakers on the programme. It is interspersed with blank pages so that the reader can make their own notes, or even start writing their own short story, poem or novel.


As Maeve says, ‘Everyone is capable of telling a story.’ This book is the perfect place to start for any budding writer.




Introduction


by Maeve Binchy


This book is for you because you once said or even thought that you might like to be a writer. This is your special journal. I’ve got one too, and we must make them work for us. The whole point of this book is to remind you that that is what we do.


We write. We tell stories. We may create poems, do research into some specialist area, come up with thrillers, turn out a comedy. But we write. We don’t just talk about it.


A little while back we held a course in Dublin where over two hundred people turned up every week. They heard from agents, publishers, stage, television and radio producers; they listened to fellow writers and critics and, in the end, they sat down and wrote their own books. Most of them finished their book, and many of them will be published. What really helped the people attending the course was the discovery that they were not alone. They were not the only people sitting staring at a blank screen wondering were they mad to try to do this. They all shared the huge self-doubt which writers know only too well: who’ll want to read my take on things? Hasn’t it all been said and done already?


So we decided to make a writers’ journal, a book of advice but with a few blank pages too. Those are your pages. This is what will make the book complete. You could also have your own, separate, notebook, so that you have plenty of space to write longer pieces.


Remember all those ideas or half-ideas that flashed into the mind and just as suddenly flashed out again? Of course you do. Now they can’t escape. There’s no need to wonder any more if you wrote them down on the back of your cheque book, on the top of an evening newspaper or in the margin of the telephone directory. They will be here in this book.


Suppose you hear a conversation with something marvellous in it, then I advise you to write it down in this journal. A hint is to write nice and small so that you won’t use the book up with big, loping writing.


One of the first things I’m going to write is a phrase I overheard as two people passed by my window the other day, talking about a friend of theirs.


‘Her feet aren’t any use to her … Not as feet, that is.’
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It makes you wonder what on earth they are useful as, and there’s surely some story it can go into along the way.


If you listen well you will have many more and probably better quotes for yourselves. You will look through them and realise that it would be positively criminal to waste them, and will start writing straight away.


Another thing that you might keep in the journal are details of competitions, prizes or awards. Anything at all that would give us a deadline, a time frame, an urgency to get it finished rather than allowing ourselves to drift on, year after year, saying we’ll do it some day. There are some competitions listed at the back of this book, but you can add any you come across, too.


You might also use this book as a place to keep lists of contacts. Suppose someone tells you about a marvellous editor at some publishers; a friendly literary agent; a magazine dying for new writers. Where better to file this information than in your writers’ journal?


If you buy this book, or someone gives it to you as a gift, then that means you must be interested in writing. So let’s not have that interest remain a pious wish. This is a nice little book. We mustn’t waste it. It is not for shopping lists or trying out anagrams for crosswords. The commitment has been made: we now have a writers’ journal in our possession.


Yours will be different from mine, but they will all be helpful if they are opened, written in, read and heeded.


There are some pieces of my own, deeply wise advice scattered throughout. You may already know that it’s much easier to tell other people what to do than to do it yourself. So I can look back on my days as a schoolteacher and speak with a lofty sense of authority. The most important thing to realise is that everyone is capable of telling a story. It doesn’t matter where we were born or how we grew up.


I was the first writer in my family; all my relations were grocers or lawyers. They read books by other people, but they thought it was a bit fancy to go and write them. Also I was from a quiet suburb in Ireland, which is a small country. Who would want to read my stories? But the imagination has no limits. Wherever you are is interesting if you know where to look. Putting your name at the front of this book is your promise that you are going to take this book, and yourself, seriously. Well, seriously enough to do something about this sneaking belief that you can tell a story as well as the next person.


Study all the advice and suggestions certainly, but don’t forget your own input. It could even turn out that the blank pages, the ones that you write on, might become the best self-help book ever written. After all, this book will be nothing until you fill it with your thoughts, ideas, hopes and plans.


Good luck to us all.


Maeve




Maeve’s Letters


WEEK 1


Getting Started


Writing is a bit like going on a diet; you should either tell everyone or no one. If you tell everyone, then you can never be seen feeding your face in public without appearing weak-willed. So that’s a way of reinforcing your decision, and some people find it helpful. It does mean that you’re somehow obliged to lose the ten kilos you had promised aloud, or indeed finish the book. Or you could go the other route, and tell nobody – just hug your secret to yourself. Get thin by stealth, write the book, then burst on an unsuspecting world with your new shape or finished manuscript. But whichever way you do it you will need discipline, and some kind of plan.


Time doesn’t appear from nowhere. You have to make it, and that means giving up something else. Regularly. Like sleep, for example, or drinking or playing poker, or watching television, or window-shopping or just lounging about with your family. You don’t have to give these things up completely but you do have to release five hours a week. So think now where you are going to find them. In my case I gave up a bit of sleep. I had a full-time job in London, a lot of commuting, a heavy social life, a fair bit of travel, so it seemed a good idea to get up at 5 a.m. three times a week. I hated it. Of course I hated it. Who would like sitting at a dining table half crazed and trying to type, when the rest of the world was sleeping peacefully? Who could enjoy trying to swallow another mug of black coffee in an attempt to open the eyes and focus on what had to be done? In my case what had to be done were ten pages a week, and it took fifty weeks. I could not find those five or six hours at any other time of the day. If I left it to the evening I would be too tired, the weekends held too much temptation, I hadn’t the courage to give up the day job, so the dawn seemed the best choice out of a bad bunch.
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Now you may be a night owl, or you may have Thursdays off, or quiet weekends, so no doubt you will choose something more suitable for your lifestyle. But you will also have a whole different set of excuses to mine. Like you may have children. So you have to work around them. They must sleep some of the time. You may have an unsupportive partner who claims that you are no fun if you are stuck into this book-writing thing. I think you could point out that there are 168 hours in the week, and that you will be great fun for 163 of them. If you want to find those five hours, you will.


A few hints


Keep all your writing things together: computer, laptop, paper, printer, notes, research – whatever. Not everyone is lucky enough to have a study or even a spare room. So what I used to do was keep everything on a trolley under the stairs and drag it out when it was needed. That way I avoided all the time-wasting business of assembling it each early morning.


Mark into your diary each week which hours you will spend on writing and how many pages you expect to get done. If you write that down, you will do pages 34 to 44, then you have no escape and it will stop you sitting there staring at the wall. Accept no interruptions during your five hours: no phone calls, no answering doors, no requests from children to come and play. These are delightful distractions which you will feel that a Good Proper Person should give in to, but you must be ruthless. There are ways round everything, including asking five friends or neighbours or elderly relatives to keep an eye on the children for one hour each.


Finally, listen carefully to all the good advice that follows. And even more important, follow it to the letter!


Good luck!


Maeve
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Maeve’s Letters


WEEK 2


Writers’ Groups


Writing can be very lonely, and you can get great attacks of self-doubt. So in a way it makes sense to bond with a group of like-minded people who have also set out on the same kind of journey. For one thing, it will stop you thinking that you are the only person in the world mad enough to believe that there’s a book in you, and for another, it means you will meet sympathetic people instead of dealing with those who think you are crazy and should be learning belly-dancing or car maintenance instead. Let me give you some of my own personal views on the advantages and dangers of a writers’ group.


There’s a danger that it could become a talking shop. A place where everyone endures everyone else’s work as a kind of payment for having them listen to yours – like golfers waiting patiently through the tales of other people’s chipping and putting until they can tell their own story.


Then there’s the advantage that you can hear the mistakes others make and learn from them. It’s much easier to see the flaws in someone else’s work than in your own. The man who drones on and on giving endless descriptions of the sunset might bring you back sharpish to your own writing and make you examine it more carefully. Or the woman who has a cast of thousands of characters confusing everybody … This could make you rethink a bit, too.


Another danger I see in writers’ groups is that of over-politeness. I know that I would be guilty of it because if a fellow member was reading out the greatest load of rubbish with an eager, delighted face I just could not be sufficiently cruel as to say how bad it was. And then I’d be afraid that others were being similarly over-polite to me. Perhaps your group should have a policy on honesty.


A writers’ group would have the great advantage of keeping you up to scratch like Weight Watchers does, or Alcoholics Anonymous. If you have to turn up with something written every Wednesday, then it’s easier to keep to your schedule than if you only had to deal with yourself. It’s dead easy to make a convincing argument to yourself. We have all done it. ‘You’re tired, Maeve, don’t be so doctrinaire, you don’t need to write every week,’ and so the slippery slope begins. It’s harder to explain to a group that you were tired. They were all tired, but they did their writing.
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Another danger about a writers’ group is that it might make you feel inadequate. Suppose there are one or two confident writers in the group who are very good; it could send you back into your shell. Or worse, you might want to denigrate your own work and imitate them instead. This would be a pity, but I have heard of cases where it has happened. Anxious people compare themselves unfavourably with leading lights. They feel confirmed in their belief that they are no good and quit before it’s really begun. Maybe they were always going to do so, but it’s sad when the very vehicle of mutual support and encouragement which was supposed to help them actually just makes them too scared to really give it a go, and is somehow proof that they are right to opt out.


Despite these few dire warnings, I do believe that writers’ groups can be a great power for good. I have a friend in England who went to a group, and they all hated each other’s novels-in-progress but liked each other. They all gave up on the fiction-writing and wrote a cookery book instead. They got it published, and four more in a series after it, and still meet every week and are firm friends. I suppose, like everything, it’s up to you what you bring to and take from a writers’ group. I hope that a lot of you may go that route and that you will be able to exchange information and constructive criticism. You probably have much more courage about being honest than cowards like myself. I think my problem was that for years I had a neighbour who used to say proudly, ‘I speak as I find.’ The thing was that she invariably found something unpleasant to speak of.


May it be very different for all of you!


Maeve
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Maeve’s Letters


WEEK 3


Telling a Story


They say that when beginning a story you should always try to catch people at some interesting juncture of their lives, like when they have to make a choice or a decision, or when someone has betrayed them, or at the start of love or the end of love. It’s better to come across them at some kind of crisis than in the middle of a long, lazy summer where nothing happens.


The notion of change is important in a story. It would be a dull tale indeed if the hero took no notice of the disintegration of his family, if he was the same unaltered dullard after four hundred pages. The reader would feel fairly short-changed.


I can’t tell you what story to write. Nobody can do that except you. But I can share with you some of the advice I got along the way from wise editors, men and women whose job it is to know what people like and to keep us writers somehow on the rails.


They told me that we must be interested in the hero or heroine – that doesn’t mean making the person into a walking saint or goody-goody, but it does mean giving them a strong and memorable personality. There is no point whatsoever in spending pages and pages describing someone who is a dithering, dull kind of person without purpose, views or motivation. Nobody will finish such a story. We have to care enough about the people to follow them through to the last page. When I first heard this I began to panic a bit and asked humbly what kind of people might be interesting enough to hold the reader’s attention. I wouldn’t be able to create Captain Ahab, the man who pursued Moby Dick, or Rhett Butler who didn’t give a damn. But I was told that writing wasn’t a matter of painting by numbers. They couldn’t just create some formula leaving me to join up the dots. I had to think, and work out the kind of people whose lives and adventures I would be interested in myself. This way I might be on the way to make others interested in them too.


In my case I was interested in people who were told that if they were good they would be happy, and were therefore disappointed when it didn’t always turn out like that. So I worked out that, in a way, people create their own happiness not just by being good, whatever that is, but by seeking opportunities, taking chances, taking charge of their own destiny. It interested me for a start, and then kept me going. It could work for you, too, if you found a theory around which to base a story, but there’s no point in anyone else telling you what to write about. You’ll end up writing their ideas, not your own.
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