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      To the working writers who choose to stay creative, no matter the season.

      To every writing mentor who has inspired me to keep going.

      To my parents, who always support my dreams, even when they seem impractical and out of reach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It's hell writing and it's hell not writing. The only tolerable state is having just written.” 

        ― Robert Hass

        

      

      

      
        
        “Writing is like breathing, it's possible to learn to do it well, but the point is to do it no matter what.” 

        ― Julia Cameron

        

      

      

      I see a writer as someone who is writing all the time – whether or not they are actually sitting at their desk and putting words down. They write when they save interesting articles from the (digital) newspaper or order a stack of new books (despite their already overflowing bookshelves). They write when they are sitting in a bus or crowded café, eavesdropping on interesting conversations and taking notes in an app on their phone. They write when they say no to invitations from friends to stay home and write and end up spending the entire evening overhauling the outline again (without actually writing a single new word in the manuscript).

      Writing is more than sitting in a café and typing on a laptop. It’s more than bestseller lists and book signings and adoring fans waiting in line for their favorite author’s latest summer release. Most writers struggle with making the time to write, fighting against their own fears and wishing they could write like [insert big name writer here]. Writers are no different than everyone else, except they are more neurotic, read as if it’s a competitive sport, and feel constantly guilty that they aren’t writing ‘enough’, and then spend their writing window stalking successful writers on social media to see what kind of writing software they use or how they arrange their notebooks.

      To me a working writer is someone who writes with dedication, on a semi-regular basis, whether they make their living from writing or not. I have a day job and am only able to write in small pockets of time. During busy periods at work, I might not get much actual writing done for weeks at a time, but I am always thinking of myself as a writer and thinking like a writer. I read books daily, usually during my commute (before the pandemic and era of work from home), sometimes during my lunch break or before bed. I also tried to write daily but found that a harder habit to maintain. Now I try to write as often as I can, but even when I am not putting words down on the page, I am doing research, writing outlines, taking notes on other books I might want to write. I write in my journal about the things I want to write, complain about my book sales and contemplate what might be stopping me from working on my current book. In short, I am a working writer every day, whether or not I produced publishable words that day.

      This book is for working writers.
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      This book is a collection of essays edited from blog posts I wrote over the space of a few years, on creativity and the writing process. During the pandemic, I decided to compile some of the posts into a book, to include as part of a series of books on the writing process.

      After work, I sat in the evenings to curate and edit the posts, trying to choose ones that might speak to a fellow writer. My hope for this book is that it will motivate writers who need inspiration to keep going, to keep coming back to the words, to the writing life. I wanted to reach writers who are managing many responsibilities and are perhaps wrestling with finding the time and inspiration to stay the course, to continue to show up despite the ups and downs of the writer’s life.

      Inexplicably, every blog post I decided to include seemed to have advice that was tailor-made for me. Whatever I was struggling with in my own writing life at the time, I found a mirror in the essays I was editing. I didn’t remember writing those words, but I felt inspired by them. It was comforting to know that I had gone through similar struggles with my writing before and gotten through it then. Therefore, I told myself, I could get through it again.

      I decided not to change the specific details of when and where I wrote the posts – which is why many of the essays reference books that I published a few years ago or writing challenges that I have already overcome. In fact, it gave me comfort to know that I had actually finished the book I was struggling with at the time and written many more after despite my now-busier schedule.
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      In these essays, I explore the challenges of finding time to write, breaking through writer’s block, dealing with deadlocked projects and overcoming the fear of perfectionism, among other topics related to the writing and creative process.

      I believe that a working writer is constantly learning and improving at different aspects of their craft, and as such I love to keep learning from writers of both fiction and non-fiction, via their books, blog posts and podcasts. Some of the essays in the book feature lessons I learned from other writers, as well as from well-regarded experts in the fields of psychology and neuroscience.

      I compiled this book of essays on the writing life with the hope that it will inspire other writers to continue with this life, regardless of whether you’re working on your first book or twentieth. The writing life, while it can bring particular moments of frustration, can also be incredibly fulfilling.

      I hope that you are able to similarly take away something from the book to add to your own personal process or inspire you in whatever writing challenge you’re currently facing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            WHERE DO YOU GET IDEAS FROM?

          

        

      

    

    
      A lot of interviews with authors and other creative people feature this question – “Where do you get your ideas from?” It seems that many people would like to be more creative, would like to write books and screenplays, but suffer from a paucity of ideas, and feel that maybe there is some secret that successful authors are privy to that others are not.

      There is no secret stash of ideas. And even if there were, it does not matter. Here’s why.

      IDEAS ARE NOT THE MOST IMPORTANT ASPECT OF CREATION

      Most people, me included, feel very excited when they get an idea – the first moments after a flash of inspiration are heady, when you feel on top of the world, you feel brilliant and invincible and like you got a glimpse into the heart of the universe.

      The reality is, however, that getting the idea is the easy part. It is executing it that is hard, that takes tremendous discipline and perseverance and development of skill.  Execution separates doers from wannabes, it separates the professionals from the amateurs. The real exercise of creativity lies in the daily toiling away at a project till it is as good as you can make it, and then sending it out into the world.

      IDEAS LIVE IN THE CONFLUENCE OF DIVERSITY

      Some people say that there are no original ideas, that we are simply reworking the same concepts over and over. I disagree, but it is true that being original can be difficult when it seems everything has been done to death.

      There are two ways around this: firstly, being original comes, like writing coach Julia Cameron says, from being true to yourself, from delving into your own truth. What unique perspective do you have on the world? How do you see the same events, people, situations differently from those around you? How can you make what's familiar and every day to you seem fascinating and alive to someone else? For instance, Amy Tan grew up in a Chinese-American community where the stories of mothers and daughters clashing over cultural values was commonplace, but the rest of the world was fascinated with her portrayal of ordinary women and their stories.

      Secondly, an original idea is often the surprising marriage of two unrelated ideas, something that no one thought to put together, but once they are, you wonder how no one thought of it before. Like ice-cream cake. Or putting technology and the ancient Greeks together, in the Hunger Games trilogy. You are more likely to come up with an interesting and original idea if you regularly dabble in completely different pursuits, hobbies and interests.

      CAPTURING AND ACCESSING IDEAS IS CRUCIAL

      Having the best ideas in the world are of no use if you can’t remember them, or can’t find the piece of paper you scribbled your amazing idea down on. Ideas can come to you anywhere, (I usually get them while walking), and it’s important that you can jot them down and be able to find them again when you need them. There are several ways of capturing your ideas, and you can choose what works for you, as long as you are consistent.

      Some people swear by the pen and paper method, and if you are so inclined, you could invest in a beautifully crafted journal (or a cheap one) and a pen that writes easily, and start jotting all your ideas in it. Just remember to keep it with you at all times.

      For the more technologically minded, with dozens of smartphone apps, you are spoilt for choice with note-taking apps. I won’t date this book by mentioning specific apps, as I am sure by the time you read this, there will be new ones (or our phones have become lenses attached to our glasses or something equally likely). If you really want to know what apps I use, read my blog or message me on social media.

      The important thing isn’t what app you use but that it is something that is easy for you to use, has the features you need and that you will use regularly. If you use a few different places to capture your ideas, just ensure that you take the time every week or so to copy your ideas over to one Master document or folder or notebook.

      Generating ideas is really not that difficult when you realise that it is simply the first of a long series of steps towards that idea becoming a concrete product or being consumed or used in some way. When you take the pressure off, are willing to start small and start simple, and learn to listen for and retain ideas when they present themselves to you, you will soon be inundated with far more ideas that you can find use for.

      Where do you get your ideas from? And more importantly, what do you do next?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            AVOIDING THE RESEARCH TRAP

          

        

      

    

    
      Creating something out of thin air can be nerve-wracking, and one of the ways we try to subconsciously avoid this is by doing what Cal Newport calls “pseudo-work”. While he refers to this in the context of studying for tests, we creative professionals can recognize that this is akin to hiding behind the old excuse – “I need to do some more research”.

      Don't get me wrong - there is nothing wrong with doing research. I used to be an academic researcher, writing academic-style papers and books, and those were founded on solid research. However, precisely because research is so important in such projects, it is very difficult to know when enough is enough, and to stop doing research and get down to doing the actual writing. Even in non-academic fields, such as fiction writing, writers are sometimes tempted to read ever-more interesting, but irrelevant books on the types of wines served at the table of Swedish kings in the 18th century, when it is not really pertinent to the story at hand. Anything to avoid figuring out how the main characters actually get past the guards and escape in the fight scene in Chapter 8.

      I was facing this problem while writing one of my non-fiction books. It was going very slowly, which was very frustrating at the time. When trying to brainstorm ways to move it along faster and figure out why it was stalling, I mapped out the time that I had spent on it so far. The book was actually an adaptation of my master's thesis, so theoretically I had already done the important research already. Why then was it still taking so long?

      And then it hit me - I had spent a whole month or so working continuously on this project – during which time it should have significantly moved forward and got me far closer to finishing. Except that in that whole time - I did not write a single word. That's right - not one word. I did a lot of research - and I read through it all with highlighters - and I even copied out the relevant quotes. What I didn't do was add even a word of that to my manuscript. I did move paragraphs around - broke it up into chapters, reorganized it and moved the chapters around again. All that took a lot of time and I really thought I was working. Except it was pseudo-work - none of it got me any closer to a finished book.

      I decided that I had to either complete this project or decide to let it go and move on to something else, because I couldn’t keep spinning my wheels. Doggedly not wanting to let go, completion was my only option. And I started to work on adding new writing to the WIP.

      To see how much I was actually getting done, I kept a simple table in a note in Evernote - with the starting and ending words of the day. It soon became a little game with myself - to add more words than the day before - although many days I only progressed a little bit. Sometimes that frustrated me - and I wished it would move much faster. Until I realized - even adding 500 more words that day was more than I had done when I was just doing research and nothing else. At least now I was writing - some of it might be edited out, but it was progress. I wasn’t deluding myself about writing when I wasn’t.

      It’s actually really easy to fall into the research trap without even realizing it. I kept having to ask myself if I really needed to add in any more research to the section I was working on. I know how easy it is to say, “But I must add in this one more fact, and then I must find that other report to corroborate it”, and before I know it, I have lost several hours. At several points during the writing stage, I found myself chasing up obscure journal articles online, one after another, down research rabbit holes. As soon as I realized this - I set a time limit - that I would not spend more than two days on a section at most. Updating the table showing me clearly how much progress I was making (or not), and how many days I was spending on each section, kept me semi-accountable. Which is one of the main benefits of tracking such metrics, something I am learning the hard way.

      Is there a project in which you are unwittingly falling into the research trap?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            FIRST DRAFT IS KING

          

        

      

    

    
      A few years ago, I wrote the script for a musical that was staged by a community organization that I have been volunteering with since I moved to Singapore. This was the first time I had done something like this, and I was nervous and excited in equal parts.

      I actually didn’t write the first draft of the script, someone else wrote a few initial scenes and placeholders for dances and songs that were composed by others. To be perfectly honest, the draft I saw didn’t read too well - it felt very stiff and formal, the dialogue was stilted and the essence of the story, the emotions, weren’t really coming across. I was brought in to make changes as I saw fit, which meant going over the entire script and making changes to everything other than the underlying structure.

      Through this process I learnt so much about my own struggles to complete my writing projects. Although the first draft was quite flawed, having it in place saved us a ton of time. Having something to work on made me approach the work differently, with a lot more confidence and less pressure than I would otherwise have faced. I was able to break down the work in my mind into this set of lines, this scene, this speech. I worked on it a bit at a time, and the combination of reduced pressure from already having a draft and focusing on a few lines at a time helped to completely transform the script.

      We made several small but important changes – making the dialogue more natural, adding in more strategic interaction between the characters and finding alternatives to work around the design elements. Through this process, I realized the fundamental importance of a completed first draft, no matter how terrible. I had read about the importance of the “shi**y first draft”, but I just assumed that since they are written by great writers, their standards of really terrible would differ from mine, and there was no way I could write really badly and then improve it substantially. I assumed I would have to sort out the knotty design and structural problems, figure out where to add in the really important thematic points and have all my research done BEFORE I worked on the first draft because these were substantive issues. This experience taught me that drafts can be completely transformed just by changing a few things, and the work feels much more doable when layered onto an existing, completed document.

      Hence, lesson learned – first draft is really king, and anything can be achieved ONCE the first draft is in place.

      So what project are you putting off till you have all the elements in place, where you can start right now with a baseline first draft?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            FIRST IMPRESSIONS MATTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Recently I have been reading a bunch of books for review - going through the backlog of books I promised to review as well as reading a few ARCs (advanced reader copies) of books that I would have read anyway, provided by the publisher. And one thing I found with the ARCs was the negative impression most of them made because of relatively minor issues that are easily fixed - poor formatting and typos.

      To be clear, I am not talking about the occasional misplaced comma or an extra page lurking in the manuscript. I mean that for at least two of the books I had difficulty reading even a paragraph because the formatting at least on my copy of the book was terrible. There were no page or chapter breaks, or sentences abruptly had entire line spaces in the middle. It was as if an eight-year old had done the formatting. Actually, it might be insulting to that eight-year old, who might actually have done a better job. Several of the books also had many glaring typos and errors. I stopped keeping track after the 20th typo. While it is likely that many of these mistakes will be corrected before the book goes to print, it is possible that many of them will remain in the manuscript. And since the books in question are by big-name authors, the mistakes will be ignored by readers, and may not affect the fate of the book or the message in any way.

      However, as an indie author, I am acutely aware that there is a glaring double-standard - what Random House or Simon & Schuster can get away with, you or I as an indie cannot. The other day I was on a Facebook group for authors, where one debut author asked why her book wasn’t selling or being read on Kindle Unlimited (an Amazon program that allows readers to read essentially an unlimited number of books every month), despite the price of the book being $0.99. And while I didn’t click through to her book, many others had, and the primary comment was that of a poor impression being made - a less-than stellar cover and too many errors in the sample.

      Quite often authors write to me to request an interview for my blog, and I have had occasion to look at the books and Amazon profiles of many indie authors. Something that always amazes me is the number of times I find glaring errors or terrible grammar in book descriptions. If I can’t get through a 200-word description because of a poor writing style, I won’t exactly be enticed into reading the book. And the flip side happens as well - I have been excited about a book simply from reading the description, sometimes just the first line. I don’t read a lot of YA or young adult novels for instance, but the first sentence of the back cover blurb of the Red Queen series got me hooked - I didn’t need to read more to know I would enjoy the books.

      All of this is to say, that as an indie author, the odds often seem stacked against us. I know that we are all doing our best, having taken on the duties covered traditionally by publishers, and it can seem like a lot. But before railing against Amazon or readers or wondering why your sales are abysmal - take a fresh look at the impression your book is making. You don’t need to spend thousands of dollars getting the best cover or the most credentialed developmental editor; but at the very least make sure your cover fits the expectations of the genre, and that your book is relatively error-free. Invest in a good copy-edit. Get your friends to look over your book description and see whether it pops or is underwhelming.

      Each aspect of getting our work out there is almost a skill in itself. Joanna Penn talks about how she learnt to write good book descriptions by studying those of bestsellers in her genres. There is so much to learn it can be overwhelming. I have lists of things to do that include “re-write book descriptions” and research book categories and keywords. As we keep learning more, we need to revisit our books and apply that knowledge. We can’t get it perfect every time, but there is a sense of satisfaction in knowing that we are taking action and making our books the best they can be.

      None of these are guarantees that you will sell more, but there are enough barriers to discoverability as it is. Don’t make it unnecessarily harder for yourself by letting your book make a poor first impression.
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