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Introduction


The Seed


Every work of fiction grows from something. A thought. An image. A conversation in the supermarket. A fact. Sometimes, simply, the indefinable yearning to write something, even if you have no grasp of what it might be, or where that yearning is coming from.


From this seed, anything might grow – the realization of which can be daunting, and feel contrary to the way in which you perhaps plan and control your work, your life. But if you open yourself up to the unpredictability of what you might create, then it can also be liberating – and one of the most important skills that a writer learns is to embrace and use the potential of the unknown. You would be unlikely to start reading a book if you already knew every little thing about it, and the experiences of reading and writing are not so very far apart. They are entwined, in fact. It is important to remember that.


There are no rules. It is important to remember that, too. Every narrative is as individual as the person writing it. One of the quiet pleasures of writing fiction is that each project spawns its own storytelling rulebook – of language and style, of point of view, of character – which nobody but the author can impose.


There are, nonetheless, certain elements of craft to discover and to practise – to reject, sometimes – but, firstly, to understand.







‘Prose is architecture, not interior decoration.’


— Ernest Hemingway









Chapter One


First steps


Exploration Planning Research Method Form


Extracts of great writing


Lydia Davis: ‘Swimming in Egypt’


Italo Calvino: If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler




First Steps


Exploration


You do not have to comprehend, at the outset, exactly what the thing you are going to write will turn into. So resist the temptation to fit your idea into a specific shape. The impulse to give order to your thoughts, your time, will become important at a later stage, but not yet. Now is the moment to experiment. To play.


Building up material is what, in turn, lets you build a plan.


It is common for beginning writers to approach a writing project in the same way that they are used to approaching a work or school project, striving for efficiency. Meticulous strategizing makes it feel more manageable: it makes it look more under control; it makes you think that you can forecast how long the project will take you. It can also make the whole business seem less indulgent. When your work colleagues, intrigued at your shift to part-time in order to write more, ask you what you did yesterday, it might feel easier to tell them, ‘I drew up a chapter-by-chapter breakdown for a novel’ than to say, ‘I sat thinking for a couple of hours and ended up writing sort of a poem’.


Even though it may feel natural to devise an extensive plan first, which will then initiate the story, fiction writing, for most writers, works the other way round.


So, first of all, play around with the idea.


Keep a notebook, or use your phone to get down any thoughts that come to you when you are not at your desk striving to have thoughts. And make a note of anything – ideas, observations, images, conversations – even if they don’t seem at the time to have much to do with the thing you are writing. They might well have something to do with the thing that you end up writing – or with something else that you write in the future.


Write random lines, passages, fragments, disconnected from any specific place in the text, immediately as they occur to you. (And note that it is once you free yourself from the burden of working to a fixed design that these things are more likely to occur to you.)


Use Post-it notes, a board, the floor ... anything that enables you to move things about and grow ideas in clusters. The eventual product will be linear in the sense that it will be one page followed by another, but your exploration of the idea does not have to be linear, and this method will help you to see associations forming, like a TV crime-evidence wall.


Play with form. Write a poem, draw a picture… Even if you are fairly sure that you are writing a novel, you will make important creative discoveries by crossing the borders between different means of expression.


Do some creative research. The most immobilizing thing you can do is to try and be in control, all the time, of the whole. If writer’s block means anything, it means that. The time to be in control of the whole is at the end of the process, not at the beginning.




First Steps


Planning


A plan, however, will be of use before you begin your first draft. For reassurance, if nothing else. The key is not to be beholden to it. Make multiple plans as you go along, and keep reinventing them throughout the project – they will gain traction as your word count increases.


The plan you draw up at the end of your first draft will have more value than any plan you make before the first draft.


Nevertheless, once you have amassed a horde of material, you may well be able to imagine some kind of vague plot shape, the sketching down of which could take any form you like.


A storyboard, for example, might look like the grid opposite. Or you could go for something looser, more hovering, like a spider diagram or a formative narrative map, such as the one on the following pages. The final two boxes of the storyboard, you will notice, have been left empty, as has the last part of the narrative map. You do not need to know how it ends yet (a line that I’m going to repeat throughout this book). Once you have a number of passages gathered together, and some narrative momentum going, you might then want to have a go at imagining a potential ending.


The rougher it is, the less you will feel obligated to fulfil it. Think of it as a prompt more than as an architectural blueprint. It could be that in sketching out a storyboard for what you had pictured as a novel, you realize that in fact you are more interested in writing a short story that is perfectly contained inside one of the boxes.


The narrative idea in the two sketches that follow is a simple one; a more abstract concept may call for a more abstract plan. Be creative. Allow for the possibility of new thoughts about the fiction even as you are laying down a plan.


Storyboard


1. An academically gifted teenager finishes her schooldays with a university place on offer and a bright future predicted for her by everyone.


2. An incidental visit to the doctor reveals that she has an illness, a debilitating one that before long may put her life in danger.


3. Not wanting to accept the truth of her situation, and fearful of letting everybody down, she makes the decision not to tell anybody about it.


4. Her condition worsens. She goes to great lengths to hide it from all around her.


5. She begins university. Another student takes a keen, increasingly menacing, interest in her. An uneasy relationship starts to form between the two.


6. A confrontation between them is followed, a few days later, by a malicious act secretively carried out against the main character.


7.
to be continued....


8.
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These are early-days sketches, yet they could start to give you the confidence that there might be a loose structure to work with. The fact that it is all contained on a sheet of paper is useful, as it precludes any inclination to use the plan as a reference bible. You can put it up on a wall, to glance at, rather than pore over in search of guidance. Furthermore, each of these plot ideas can act as a magnet for some of those loose fragments to pull towards. From here, you might be able to draft a scene or two, connected to any of these plot ideas…


Momentum is the crucial thing. A storyboard, a diagram, a napkin sketch, can help to generate that – even if, years later, you find it in a drawer and are amazed that this, once, had been your idea.




The more material you build up, the more you will see the trace lines between things; the more your crime-wall shuffle will start to resemble a story – and the bigger your heap of paper will become, so now is a good time to organize that heap, into folders, binders, shoeboxes. This kind of thought ordering is beneficial, because it gives clarity to what has already started to form in your subconscious. And it brings new things to light. Even how you subdivide your heap of creative material can help give rise to new ideas. Especially if you are doing it with an eye on another heap of material that you have been building: research.




First Steps


Research


It is tempting to think, ‘Right, I am writing a short story about a trampoline artist, so what I’m going to do first is sit in front of my computer and Google the hell out of trampoline artists.’


However, you need to avoid thinking of factual research as a separate block of work from writing. The exploration of plot, character and language is more creatively engaged when it is stimulated by research, rather than built upon a foundation of research. The instinct to accumulate a knowledge base first, before being inventive, is another symptom of wanting to contain the beast. The more I know, the thought goes, the better I will be able to write about it, because I will have a wealth of accurate detail to call upon – and this is, to an extent, true – but ask yourself this question: What is research?


Research is a creative venture, too.


Think of research as a motor for your imagination. Fact-finding can certainly feed your imagination – as can a number of other actions. But research, viewed more broadly than just knowledge build-up, can take myriad forms, which, crucially, should be done at different times.


The technique of ‘spaced learning’, whereby intense study bursts are punctuated by short intervals of a contrasting activity, has been found to greatly improve students’ ability to absorb information, and you can use a similar mental process as you garner details and background knowledge for the world of your fiction. Be fluid in your research process: rather than burying your head in a book for an afternoon, swap frequently between the different research angles outlined over the next few pages to allow space for new inspiration to embed itself. And make writing part of your spacing activity, too. Move repeatedly between reading and listening and looking and writing. Get all the cogs turning at the same time.


Avoid aimless surfing


Trawling the internet may motivate you for a while, but soon enough you will get lost, and drift further and further from whatever it was that first excited you and prompted you to write. So use the internet sparingly for now (it will become very important at other stages) and try to look at your subject from as many other angles as possible.


Broaden your search


Don’t just look at text. To rely solely upon the written word as a source of material is limiting, because you are in the imaginative slipstream of somebody else’s use of language. So consider other artistic treatments of the subject, too: photography, film, visual and conceptual art, theatre, television, music, dance, graphic novels, architecture… The benefit is that the edges of the subject you think you are researching become blurred, which allows you to learn more and, even more importantly, imagine more.


Don’t ring-fence your idea


Begin by researching one area of study, but allow yourself to deviate. This is the same principle as discussed under Exploration on page 8 – not boxing off your idea before it has had the chance to grow into something. If, while researching, you happen to discover a subject that animates you, the likelihood is that it could animate your writing, so don’t avoid it simply because you’ve already decided that you know what you are writing about. If a conversation with a woman about forcing rhubarb ends up not going in your trampoline artist story, so what? You don’t need to know all the answers until you’ve finished, remember. The best creative ideas are often the ones you are not looking for.


And if the newly discovered subject has sprung from studying the original subject, it’s probably not going to be too far off the mark anyway. Maybe the trampoline artist likes forcing rhubarb too.


There is a caveat here, of course: to allow yourself this deviating impulse away from the internet. Which brings us to arguably the most valuable kind of research.


People


Speak to as many real human beings as you can about your subject. Ask them questions and let them talk… You will find out things that you did not expect to find out, and as for most writers (at least those who have an interest in characters), real-life people are more likely to inspire you than the internet.


Different types of fiction writing require different types, and amounts, of conversation. So think about what conversations might help your own project. If you are writing about a fishing community in Grimsby in the 1970s, go to Grimsby and speak to people there. Record these conversations, if the interviewee is comfortable with you doing so. When you play back your recording, study the voices – the words, the cadence, the humour – transcribe them, experiment with the words on a page.


Invention


Not all research is based on the real. The fabric of a fictional narrative weaves material that has come from the real world with material that has come from the writer. Let yourself be creative from the get-go. Your fiction will be richer if you create your invented histories, plot lines and character stories while you are still thinking about the factual research you did the day before – and vice versa.


Furthermore, try other art forms. Looking at a book of photographs of 1970s Grimsby is going to be useful for that fishing community novel; so is taking your own photographs, surrounding your workspace with them to glance at while you are writing, triggering the sensory memory of the moment when you took the shot: the smell of fish in tubs, the texture of a hull...


Getting it right


There is a time for meticulously researching what all the different parts of a fishing vessel are called, or the most popular dog names in Australia at the turn of the century, but that time is very rarely during, or before, the first draft. The above types of research can be done in and around your exploration of the fiction idea, but don’t get hung up on exacting detail at the outset because it will impede your creative momentum, and will probably be symptomatic of you shying away from getting on with writing. The time for filler detail is during a later draft, or an edit (see the chapters on Method and Editing). Which is when, finally, the internet really is your friend.


Start writing before you think you know everything.


It is worth pointing out that all of the above (and everything in this book so far) applies, in my eyes, to both novel and short-story writing. Naturally enough, a short story will usually involve less research than a novel – but there may be exceptions. It will always depend on the individual project. A particular kind of abstract, placeless novel, for example, might require less factual research than a short story about a trampoline artist. It may well, however, warrant a greater amount of invention and appetite-whetting research.


The other advantage of not doing all your research as one block at the beginning is that you are more likely to actually begin writing. Don’t wait for the assurance that you are really absolutely profoundly ready to begin the writing bit. Just get writing.




First Steps


Method


As much as we might enjoy hearing apocryphal stories of famous authors’ quirks – that Joyce wrote in bed in a white coat; that Joan Didion sleeps beside her manuscript so that it doesn’t leave her; that Dan Brown hangs upside down in anti-gravity boots – they make no difference to the reader’s enjoyment of that author’s book. The important thing, as an author, is to know what ritual, eccentric or not, works for you.


If this means that you do your best writing when you are naked in the bathtub is for you to discover. As is, crucially, the method by which you develop an idea into a finished piece of writing. Every writer has their own process. I have put down in this chapter some of the main ways in which writers go about creating a piece of fiction. You will notice, however diverse they may at first appear, that there is a lot of crossover, and that most of them involve some kind of milling process.


Nothing comes out perfectly first time.


The relative weight I have given to the first method is because it contains many of the basic principles, and, possibly, because it is the way in which I work myself. I should add that I work in the same way for both novels and short stories. But it is not for me to prescribe the most effective process, and you will inevitably consider some of these methods barmy; others may strike a chord, or you might take titbits from all of them. The only way for you to discover your own method is to experiment, and to write – and complete – as much as you can. And to remember, always, that there is no correct way to write but your own.


The refinery method


With a formative idea and a loose plan, embark on a linear first draft. Work from some semblance of a beginning – without stopping to doubt yourself, make improvements, or judge the writing – to an end. The only judgements you should make are instinctive creative ones: Is this character starting to feel more significant than I had envisaged? The storyline seems to have deviated from my plan … but what might happen if I go down this new path? Is the point of view serving the story I want to tell? How does it feel if I change it for a chapter or two?


The point of this rough drafting is to remove the pressure of a polished product.


Rough exploratory drafting is an antidote to the anxiety of the blank page. You are generating momentum, a rhythm to your thoughts and your accumulating scenes, even if the actual text you are producing is – or would be if this was going to be the finished manuscript – a hilarious piece of crap. Overwritten in most places, underwritten in others; a tense change halfway through; plot lines and characters abandoned, or appearing from nowhere. But, by the end of it (which will probably not be the right ending), you will have a very good idea of what works and what doesn’t, because you have learned these things through experimentation.


And this is the point at which to write it again.


The second draft begins on a clean page. Very possibly in a different place to where the first draft began, because it is quite likely that you wrote a scene partway through the first draft that suggested itself to you later as an appropriate opening. The process of redrafting is not one of simply copying out the best bits from the first-draft material (although it will sometimes involve doing that). It is a new piece of writing; one that you are commencing with a deep understanding, now, of your idea, style, characters, plot, and with at least some decent lines and scenes in the bank.


How you make use of the first-draft material is for you to decide: whether you have written a mess of longhand that you now take a highlighter or a number of coloured pens to; whether you refer to it closely, chapter by chapter, or barely refer to it at all; whether you complete two full drafts, or more, or redraft certain areas of it more than others.


Whatever way you go about it, the process does not end here. The redraft does not produce the finished piece of writing, so, still, you should not feel the pressure of it being a finished piece of writing. The final part of this method is the edit (which we will come to on page 124).


If you have not yet thoroughly worked out your method, then this may all feel rather painstaking to you, but it is a question of care. Ask yourself: ‘How much do I care about my writing?’ And consider too, that the more defined your method, the more defined the final product is likely to be.


The jigsaw method


If you are stumped for the point at which to enter the narrative it may be helpful to forego, for now, an adherence to writing it in a linear way, from beginning to end. Instead, if you do have an idea for one or two scenes that feel pertinent, even though you don’t know where exactly they fit, then start with those. The more you write, the better you will understand the project at large. And you may, eventually, understand that the finished narrative will not be linear. It might, for example, be episodic.


So, by writing a big scene that eventually ends up at the core of the narrative, you will be growing your understanding of the fictional world and the characters who inhabit it – and this, in turn, is likely to spawn other ideas, other scenes, character through-lines, plot events. Once you free yourself from the constraint of putting it down in the right order, you may well find that before very long you have gathered enough fragments that you are beginning to get a perception of the whole.


The nugget in the dump method


This is another variation on the first, and a further relinquishing of control. You cannot know for sure, before you have amassed any words, whether this thing you are writing is worthwhile. Which is why it is so tempting to plan it into an impressive shape, to convince yourself that it is. Your first draft is an exploration. During that exploration you might unearth a completely unexpected idea, character, sentence that causes you to think: actually, this is the thing that has legs.


So the first draft of one book might be what instigates the first draft of a different book.


Maybe the idea of discarding a whole draft sounds demoralizing – and so it might be, for a while – but is it as demoralizing as knowing that you have spent years writing something that is not as good, as impassioned, as the idea that you left behind?


The spurt method


Some writers sit at a desk for hours and work without pause until their designated time to punch the clock. I am one of these. Others, like Nick Hornby, write in spurts. A few sentences at a time, then a short break to get up and stretch their limbs before returning to it, refreshed. If you feel that you work best by keeping office hours, keep office hours, but don’t do so just to make your writing feel more legitimate.
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