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      "I wish this book had existed when I was writing my first book. Avoiding the trap of schemes, tricks, and gimmicks, Mukherjee instead shares her insight into the most practical and necessary disciplines a budding author must master: that of how to sit down and start writing, keep at it through the dry moments, and end up with a book in one's hands. New writers will benefit from the personal anecdotes and thorough research that Mukherjee presents; the ideas in this book feel representative of the multiple styles and paths one can take toward a completed book and will help neophytes see the uncharted wilderness ahead of them not as a blockade of unknowable drudgery, but as a reachable destination with well-marked paths available to those who pay attention."

      — J.R. Vikse - Author of The Tranthaean Adventures series

      

      “This book is a hidden gem for people who want to summon the courage to write, whether it's for the first time or not… I like how her book wasn't prescriptive or snobby about writing, and how the style flowed like a memoir while still talking very much to the reader who wants to get started writing… Finally, I'm getting excited about the writing process again thanks to this book.”

      — Aarti Patel, author

      

      “So, you want to be a writer, but you’re not really sure how to get started? Geetanjali Mukherjee’s “The Beginner Writer: How to write - and finish - your first book”, might be what you need to get you started. In her easy to access guide she explores what it means to be a writer, provides relatable examples and easy to follow hints and tips to get you started on your journey… ‘The Beginner Writer: How to write - and finish - your first book’ is a great place for the new writer to start and offers plenty of reminders and refreshers for those further into their craft. A valuable resource.”

      — Sarah Jackson, author and blogger

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect.” – Anaïs Nin

      

      

      
        
        “If there's a book that you want to read, but it hasn't been written yet, then you must write it.” – Toni Morrison

      

      

      
        
        “There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.” – Maya Angelou

      

      

      

      I always wanted to be a published writer.

      Ever since I was a little girl, every time I walked past a bookshop, I would imagine my book in the window. I imagined that I would grow up and have a whole shelf in the store filled with my books.

      And yet, I never really had the courage to write. Other than assignments for school, I never managed to complete a single piece of writing. I had ideas for stories, but beyond a few sentences, I couldn’t put any of them on paper. I didn’t take any writing classes in college, or have any drawers stacked full of secret manuscripts. I could barely complete my papers for school, and I practically bombed any course that relied on a paper for its primary grade. I was as far from a writer as you could find.

      But I wrote, a lot, in my head. I made up elaborate stories and had lots of ideas for non-fiction books. I wanted to write a book more than anything, but I didn’t know how to start.

      It took me years to acknowledge my creative dreams, to admit them even to myself. I was very creative as a child, and then because of difficult family circumstances, I became blocked and frozen with fear. When I was younger, I won creative writing competitions and wrote poems almost daily; but at some point I lost my belief in my ability to string sentences together. I stayed in the orbit of the world of writing, reading writing reference books and collecting magazine submission guidelines. I dreamed of what I would write, but never put pen to paper. I struggled with college writing assignments, and preferred instead to edit the words of others. I stayed away from any profession that would require me to declare my facility with words, and instead developed my expertise as a researcher, citing the words and thoughts of others. I lived a shadow life.

      Even when I finally did write something down, I was not able to finish it or believe that it could be a complete book. I started many novels and short stories and left them half-finished, too intimidated to go on. My notebooks were littered with ideas and half-begun thoughts. I wrote most of an entire memoir across various notebooks and word processor files, and then simply abandoned it.

      Despite all these false starts and seeming failures, my dream to be a published writer stayed strong. One day I had the courage to self-publish a literature study guide that I had written in high school, and then slowly a few other books based on work I had already done before. Still unable to trust that I had much to say, the first completely new book I wrote was advice for students, intertwined with personal stories on a bedrock of solid research. I was still relying on my ability as a researcher, afraid to trust myself to put down my own thoughts and ideas, without the scaffolding of someone else’s legitimacy. But I was hooked. I loved writing and publishing my own work, and one book at a time, I taught myself how to write consistently.

      Why am I qualified to tell you how to write? I don’t have an English literature degree (I went to law school and then got a public policy degree), I am not even a bestselling author with legions of screaming fans, but I have been writing regularly for the past few years and I have published nine books, some translated in other languages. More importantly, I was in your shoes not so long ago, desperate to see myself as a writer, longing to be able to finish something and have my name on the cover of a book.

      I remember what it is like to feel like a beginner. I still have doubts. I still stare at the blank page or screen and reach for the chocolates - not knowing if I have anything to say. But now I know what to do next.
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        * * *

      

      When I tell people that I am a writer, I get a variety of responses. Many people look intimidated and slowly sidle away. Others get a wistful look, like they wish they too could write, if only they had the talent. People often tell me about their dream to one day write a book. Usually they say it in a way that conveys that they could never actually do it – “I wish I had the time”, “I wish I could take six months off to write”, or “I don’t have the discipline”. Sometimes they say – “Oh I could never write a book, I am not smart enough”. A few pepper me with questions: “How did you start writing? Did you always know you wanted to write? How long does it take you to write a book?” and so on.

      I realized that most of these responses are variations on a theme - many people want to write and have ideas they would like to express, but are intimidated by the process, by thinking that it is too hard or that they don’t have the requisite talent, or think they don’t have enough time to fit writing into their already packed schedule. If you would like to write a book but don’t know how to start, are bewildered about the specifics or don’t even know if you should contemplate writing, this book is for you.

      I wrote this book to share my insights with others who may be struggling with putting pen to paper. I know what it’s like to want so desperately to have the courage to follow a dream, but not know how to take the first step towards it. I was like a thirsty person in the desert seeing a mirage. Every time I thought I was taking a step closer to the water’s edge, the vision just moved a little further away. I could never quite get there.

      I wrote this book because I still remember what it feels like not to believe in yourself. Not to think that you can do it. That you have what it takes. Or that you can keep going for the length of time it takes to write and edit an entire book. In fact, I still feel that way sometimes, especially about writing fiction. I have written some fiction, even finished an entire novel, but I am still a long way away from being an accomplished novelist or fiction author. I still feel massive amounts of doubt and don’t think I can consistently write fiction. I have stories that I want to write, but I can’t bring myself to put them on the page.

      I also wrote this book to remind myself how to write. I always find that writing about a subject is the best way to really learn it. I found myself needing to keep reminding myself of the lessons I have shared in this book – in fact, much of it helped me to finish writing this one – and having it all in one place is really helpful for me. Therefore, I also hope these lessons help you just as much – and helps you get to the end of your manuscript.
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        * * *

      

      There are many reasons to write a book. If you’re interested in writing a book, and I assume you are since you’re reading this, then you probably already have some good reasons for wanting to pick up a pen (or open your word processor). However, I think it’s helpful to list some of the reasons that I and other authors write, to give you further motivation in case you need it.

      Some people want to write a book for the same reason that others decide to climb a mountain or join an Ironman competition – it is a challenge, and you feel a sense of achievement when you have completed it. Maybe you would like to be able to tell your peers that you wrote a book. Or you want to become a speaker or consultant, and writing a book on your method or ideas will give you added credibility. Writing a book is still seen as a prestigious accomplishment, even though it is easier than ever to write and publish.

      Perhaps you would like to write a book for your grandchildren, telling them what it was like to live through the Vietnam war or the historic era of Obama’s presidency or the global pandemic. Maybe you want to ensure that your family’s favorite recipes are recorded for posterity.

      Whatever the reason, if you have always wanted to write a book, but didn’t think that you could do it, or didn’t know how to go about it, this book will help you get from the blank page to a finished book.

      But first – who should NOT read this book? Your time is valuable and I wouldn’t want you to waste it - so I will tell you upfront what this book will not tell you and who would not benefit from this book.

      If you are looking for advice on how to get an agent, how to pitch to publishers and write query letters – this is not the book for you. There are plenty of books that do that much better than I can, especially since most of my books have so far been self-published through my own publishing imprint. If you are looking for detailed advice on writing a novel – how to create characters or write dialogue or write lyrically beautiful prose, this book will be massively disappointing since I don’t cover any of that. I also don’t cover marketing and social media strategies or how to build your mailing list.

      What do I cover? The basics of writing a book, whether it is non-fiction or a novel, from getting the initial idea, to writing a first draft all the way to a finished book. I cover how to find time to write, dealing with writer’s block and editing. If you have wanted to write a book for years, but did not know where to start, this book will give you the tools to finally have a completed book that you can hold in your hands.

      I wrote this book because I want to share the things I’ve learned along the way. While in some ways I’m still a beginner, in other ways, I’ve crossed the river. I’m on the other side, holding a lantern. The lantern creates enough illumination that you can see the way. And I’m there to point out the particularly tricky bits, the parts where the water is deeper than it appears, and to point out the rocks that are safe to step on. Follow the light and join me on the other side. I want to show you how to finally finish writing your book. To show you that you can take your dream from “I wish” to “I did”.

      So what are you waiting for? Let’s begin.
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            Where Do You Get Your Ideas?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Everybody walks past a thousand story ideas every day. The good writers are the ones who see five or six of them. Most people don’t see any.” – Orson Scott

      

      

      
        
        “Ideas are like rabbits. You get a couple and learn how to handle them, and pretty soon you have a dozen.” – John Steinbeck

      

      

      
        
        “If you don't have time to read, you don't have the time (or the tools) to write. Simple as that.” – Stephen King

      

      

      Ideas Are Everywhere

      Ideas are in the air, waiting to be captured.

      Invariably if you read an interview with a writer or attend a book signing, someone will ask the question: “Where do you get your ideas?” Children’s author R L Stine said recently that he has been asked some version of this question at every media interview. His answer: “The Idea Store”. I imagine that, much like The Container Store, this is a store with a giant catalogue filled with all kinds of ideas for all kinds of situations, just waiting for you to pick one off a shelf. If only.

      As a creative person, this question has always mystified me because I have always had ideas. Ideas to me are everywhere, they are simply waiting to be acted on. Therefore, I think the question is not simply about where to get ideas, but speaks more deeply to the belief about what constitutes an idea and its importance to the creative process.

      From reading interviews with authors, it seems to me that for many authors, the idea for a book starts out just as a wisp – something small and intangible that just comes into one’s mind as a question – what if? What if I were to write a book about shoes? Maybe shoes in the 18th century? Maybe write about shoes as they have evolved over time?

      This idea is just a vague notion at first, but depending on your unique perspective it could develop in many ways – it could focus on the shoes of the aristocracy or shoes made by  European fashion houses or on traditional shoes in Asia. You could write a novel about a shoemaker or a woman whose shoe-collection is out of control. There are so many ways and directions in which to take this simple germ of an idea.

      Sometimes ideas come more fully formed. The idea for Goldilocks Lives in Leamington, my book of humorous essays, came from my mom, several years ago. At the time I didn’t think I could write that book or even want to, but I filed the idea away. And many years later, it re-surfaced one day when it seemed like the right time to work on it. The final book did not differ much from the initial idea, which was to write stories about my experiences in college in the UK as an international student, particularly focusing on the incongruous situations I often found myself in.

      At other times, the idea is simply a starting point. I wrote a short story for which the inspiration came to me a year or so earlier, while walking into my apartment building. In my mind, I saw a man taking the elevator to his apartment, shoulders slouched, dreading going home, because he had been keeping a secret from his wife and knew that he had to tell her today. All I knew at the time was what the secret was, but I knew nothing else. I had a clear picture of this man, but not his wife or the rest of the story. As I wrote, the details emerged, and in some ways surprised me. Even though the initial idea was only a partial one, by the time I sat down to write it, the rest of the story came to me.

      I think those new to the field of writing or those who have not started writing regularly yet are quite nervous about how to get ideas. One question that all successful authors inevitably get asked is “Where do you get your ideas?” Other than tongue-in-cheek responses such as “The Idea Store, of course”, authors invariably all say the same thing – ideas are everywhere. We simply have to notice them.

      I think we also feel like we want to have big ideas – like the ideas for the Harry Potter series or the Hunger Games books. The once-in-a-generation amazing idea that blows people away. Those kinds of ideas probably are not just hanging about in the air waiting to be captured. On the other hand, if you look closely at the biographies of the authors of those books, they had the background knowledge to write what they did. The idea came to them as a mash-up or continuation of their own unique perspectives and interests. For instance, I read in an interview that Suzanne Collins, the author of the Hunger Games trilogy, had grown up reading about Roman gladiators and Greek mythology, and added those layers to the story. Similarly, JK Rowling used her study of classical Latin and Greek to help inform many aspects of the Harry Potter series, not least the names of spells and creatures in the beloved books. While the ideas for both series are arguably exceptional, in both instances they came not quite from thin air, but were influenced by the authors’ pre-existing influences and passions.

      Read Voraciously

      The most foolproof method I have found for getting ideas is simply to read, a lot, and in a wide array of genres. You never know what subject that you usually never look into or do not know a lot about will spark something. I believe that the best source of ideas comes simply from reading more widely. If you read the same things that everyone else reads, you will form the same opinions. And that isn’t very interesting, is it? Someone will want to read your book because it is different from what else is out there, because it has your unique fingerprint. The more you read, particularly in different fields, the more unique your ideas and the expression of those ideas will be.

      Reading within your genre can spark ideas to help with the story or its structure. For instance, if your thriller novel is flagging or reads a bit flat, reading some of the best examples in the genre might give rise to suggestions in your mind – what if the best friend gets kidnapped here? Or what if the main character is nearly killed in chapter 20? Similarly, reading other successful non-fiction books in your genre might help you to see ways to improve your own book – maybe by adding more examples to illustrate the theory, or bolstering the theoretical framework to add gravitas to your advice.

      In general, reading the best examples of the genre you want to write in will elevate your own writing and improve your book tremendously. If you are writing a business book, read a wide variety of business books, both on your topic and in general – to get an idea of the market. There are many different kinds of business books, ranging from huge tomes that can double as doorstops to slim volumes sold at airport bookshops. Some are full of examples while others are stuffed with theory. Some have interviews with successful business founders, while others collate wisdom found from a variety of sources. Only by reading widely within your genre will you be able to figure out exactly what you want to write, for what sort of audience, in what style, and equally importantly, what you want to avoid.

      The same goes for writing a memoir: you should read some of the most popular memoirs as well as some offbeat, non-mainstream ones. The more you read, the better sense you will have of the conventions of the genre, and what tools writers have used to present their story, how they have sustained the interest of the reader and what aspects worked and equally, did not work. As you read, you will get a better feel of what tone and style will work best for your own book.

      Reading other authors does not mean that you copy their style or structure or even their content. The idea is not to plagiarize or steal from others, but to help you get a sense of what speaks to you, and strengthen your own style and voice. If you read only one other book on a subject and copy everything from it, you will be essentially reproducing a poor-quality version of that book. But if you read widely on the subject and around it, you will be drawing on a number of ideas and putting it together in your own unique way, through the lens of your own perspective. That will make your own work richer.

      Reading outside your genre can be incredibly helpful as well, although in other ways. It is often said that creativity comes from two unrelated subjects colliding. You bring in ideas from one field and mash them up with ideas from an unrelated subject. The hit musical Hamilton is about American history but told through the medium of hip hop in a musical format. Those two ideas were never combined in quite that way before. And it resulted in one of the most successful musicals of our time. Exposing yourself to new ideas in different genres and subjects will increase the likelihood that you find a unique and fresh idea.

      Sometimes Ideas Find You 

      In her brilliant book on creativity, Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert writes that ideas are looking for a home just as much as we are looking for them. And sometimes they find us. But in order for that to happen, we have to be open to them. We have to be alert, and willing to listen and willing to be the right vessel to bring that idea to the world.

      I have found that ideas can come to me at the strangest times, just when I am not expecting them. Often they appear when I am out for a walk, or sitting alone in a coffee shop or on public transport. Occasionally I get ideas while I am at work, when I scramble to reach for a pen to jot it down before I forget it. A lot of the times I don’t write my ideas down at all, because they are a vague wisp. Sometimes the same idea keeps coming back over and over, in a slightly different and more fleshed out form. This is usually an indication that it is something I should pursue.

      Famous writers in history have similarly reported having flashes out of nowhere with their idea. J K Rowling imagined the entire Harry Potter series on a train. J R R Tolkein wrote the first sentence of The Hobbit in a flash of inspiration while grading college papers. Stephen King attributes many of his story ideas to dreams: He got the idea for his novel Misery from a vivid dream in which a woman held a writer prisoner and killed him.

      Many writers base characters and stories on people they know and settings that they are intimately familiar with. Mark Twain based Huckleberry Finn on his childhood friend. Director Mira Nair’s film Monsoon Wedding was based on her and the writer Sabrina Dhawan’s experiences growing up in India. I have often had ideas for stories and characters from people I met in passing or observed at a café or even neighbors and friends.

      The best ideas also come from the essence of who you are. I think the kind of ideas that would come to Neil Gaiman would be different than the ones that would come to me. Even if we both heard the same intriguing line of overheard dialogue, or saw the same interesting exchange, we would have different ideas of how to turn that into a story. I think the ideas you come up with are based on your unique worldview - the kind of books you read, the people you meet, the places you have lived and the experiences you have had. If I really think about what the books I have written have in common – it’s me. The ideas I pursued have come from things I have experienced, my interests, stories I have heard from people and books that have particularly influenced me.

      Most of my books stem from my own specific interests and passions. I wrote a book on Albert Speer which was based on research I conducted during my Master’s degree, as was my book on cluster munitions. I wrote a series of books for students because I struggled with my grades in high school for a while, before turning it around and receiving the highest grades in my year.

      Sometimes you may also decide to write a book based on your expertise or knowledge about a particular subject. The genesis of this book came from questions people asked me about being a writer and how they too could write a book.

      Even when the idea is not from my own life, my past and experiences influence what I notice. Recently I sat in a café and looked at three people sitting at a table and started imagining why they were all meeting there. I gave them a story in my head. Many writers do this – observe people in their surroundings, try to eavesdrop or just make up stories for people. But what made me choose this particular group and not any other? The tables at the café were full of people – but I focused on this group for some reason. And that’s why each writer will get unique ideas, because even when they are observing the world, they are doing it with their own particular lens and perspective.

      So if you are looking to get ideas, look no further than yourself. Ideas will come to you from who you are and your own life experience.

      Ideas also tend to be shy and quiet. Sometimes we don’t hear them unless we give them our full attention. Make space in your life for boredom. Make space for quiet contemplation. Go for walks alone (without listening to music or a podcast). Sit in public transport or a restaurant and just look at people, observe the world around you. When you attend an event or even a family gathering, see how people interact. Notice what people are not saying, or when their expressions and their words don’t match up. Ideas can come to you at any moment – you just need to be paying attention.

      Capture Your Ideas and Expand On Them

      Ideas, especially when they come in a flash with no warning, can be seductive. They whisper into your ear and hook you, and you feel privileged as if with a secret that no one else knows. But, ideas need to be acted upon. Rowling worked for several years to turn her flash of inspiration into a well-loved series. Tolkein created a labyrinthine world of characters across The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings books. It takes work to turn an idea into something that people can consume, no matter how amazing the idea might be. In Gilbert’s book she talks about how ideas may leave you, if you don’t engage with it, and go to someone else. Just as we need ideas to create, ideas need us to come to life.

      Authors of finished books know what newbie writers do not realize, that ideas aren’t as precious as beginner writers make them out to be. Some of them are afraid that someone will steal their idea, and guard it jealously. Others believe that if only they had the right idea, they would be able to write a bestselling book.

      In fact, I think that the idea is the easiest part of writing. Anyone can write down an idea or think up something cool. But an idea is only as great as its execution. Translating that idea into a book that someone enjoys reading takes hard work, perseverance and developing skill in the craft of writing. It is doable but it takes dedication and effort. That’s the real magic of writing.

      A great idea that no one brought to life is a waste, while an okay idea executed competently can be a pretty good book. Being a writer is not about hitting the jackpot with one perfect idea. Unlike entrepreneurship, where a person with no knowledge of their field can transform it with an inspired idea (like Sara Blakely of Spanx), authors usually get better the more they write.

      What I’ve learned from interviews of published authors and reading writing advice is that published authors don’t wait for inspiration to find them. Instead they proactively seek it out, sometimes through doing research that is relevant to the story and sometimes just by writing down the parts they already know.

      I read somewhere that while we normally think that the flow of ideas is inspiration -> motivation -> action, we can change that around to start with action first and then lead to inspiration and motivation. Often the act of writing yields more inspiration. So if you think you aren’t getting enough ideas and don’t know where to start, sometimes just starting to put words down on the page or screen can get the juices flowing.

      David Baldacci, the best-selling thriller author, said recently in a writing course that as the initial idea for a story comes to him, he writes down everything in a notebook. Perhaps he has a scene or a character. He may have just the first glimpse. But as he fleshes out the idea, elements become sharper, and the story takes shape. Most of the time the story and the premise can change completely – holding on to only a kernel of the original idea. In that way, the idea is simply a starting point, a way in to a story world.

      And I think that this is something that beginner writers do not realize. They ask about ideas because they believe that they need a fully fleshed-out idea before they can start to pursue it. When I am writing non-fiction, I almost never need to know everything about the idea in advance. I can do research and figure out the structure and content as I go. In fact, I started this book with simply a premise – I want to help beginner writers who want to write a book and don’t know how and where to start. That was it. I created a loose outline before starting to write, but I had only a vague idea of what I wanted to say in each section. However, as soon as I started typing, the words inevitably flowed. I thought of examples that I hadn’t planned out or came up with new things I wanted to say.

      The benefit of just starting even if you don’t have a clear plan is something that I only learned recently, when I began to have far less time to write. Earlier, I used to wait for inspiration or decide that I couldn’t write that day because I was out of ideas or not really feeling it. But now I have barely any time to write at all, so if I want to ensure that I make some progress, I have to write even when I have a lot of things on my mind or only a short window to get my writing done. I used to despair initially that I would never be able to write a book in such short bursts of time, but I discovered that all I had to do was to start typing, and that would lead to more ideas and thoughts. Everything I have ever read or thought about on the topic would come into my mind from my subconscious and I could rely on it to fuel the writing.

      I also found that there is some sort of serendipity in the universe that allows you to start getting ideas related to your project once you commit to working on something. I always find that when I am interested in a topic or subject, I start finding information or references to that subject around me. Or I start getting ideas related to it at unexpected times.

      Neuroscience explains this as the function of the reticular activating system (RAS), a bundle of nerves located at the brainstem that filters out information, so that you only hear and see what is important to you. When you decide that a particular subject is interesting or relevant to you, your brain then starts filtering that subject in instead of keeping it out as it did before. Just like you hear your name spoken across the room at a crowded party, your senses are on the alert for anything related to the project you’re working on.

      It is then equally important to capture these ideas in a way that allows you to return to them when you need. And generally when you start opening yourself to being more creative, you find that you get more ideas.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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