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You want to be a writer. It's something you've thought about a lot but still aren't sure how to make happen. What marks the difference between occasional scribbling and the writing life?

"Writers write!" people say, but what the heck does that mean? If it were that easy to shed your aspiring status and emerge tomorrow as an honest to goodness writer, you'd have done that already! One of the most frustrating things about being a creative is how so much advice is generalized to the point of vague hand-waving when all you want is a straight answer on exactly what you need to do to get where you want to be. 

This book is that straight answer. It's a straightforward, step-by-step plan. A simple collection of actionable steps you can start taking right now that will take you on the path to becoming a writer. 

To building a writing life. 

What this isn't is a guide to writing the next bestseller or how to master any particular writing form or genre. It's not about publication or marketing or how to profit from your writing. It's about getting started with building up a regular writing habit and integrating writing into your life so you can achieve your goals. 

In my role as a volunteer with NaNoWriMo, I talk to a lot of first-time writers, and so many of them talk about writing as if it were a flight of stairs. As if they only need to climb a little more and then they'll stand, triumphant, on the landing forevermore. But that magic landing does not exist.

I have never met a writer that only has one story to tell. Perhaps there is a person out there with exactly one thing to write, and then nothing else to say for the rest of their lives but all I have met instead are people bursting with words and worlds and stories, a whole lifetime of them. For them, writing is not a single destination but the journey of a lifetime.

No, a writing life is not a flight of stairs. It's not a fancy bed-and-breakfast you visit once in a while or a warehouse churning out boxes of books. It's a house. A home. Something stable and comfortable where you can live out the rest of your creative life. It's an everyday space: utility enough that you can make your way around in the dark by habit alone but where you can still find the wonder of that perfect morning sun through the kitchen window. A safe place in your head where dreams can flourish and words can flow. 

This book is about building that writing life. And, no, it does not matter what you are writing. Memoir, non-fiction, articles, novels, scripts... you can do whatever you want in the privacy of your own home, after all. Whether you are just looking to write for yourself or have more commercial goals, you still must build space for writing in your life. So let's make that space together. 

I've organized this book into four sections to help you think about building your writing life in the same way as building a house. 

These are:

Secure Your Contractors

Make the Mental Commitment

Break Ground

Start Writing

Build a Solid Foundation

Establish a Regular Writing Habit

Move In

Discover Your Writing Process

Before we start this journey together, a quick introduction. I'm a playwright, fiction and non-fiction author of over three dozen books and plays over several pen names and, though I knew I wanted to be a writer since I was a little kid, I didn't build myself a proper writing life until about a decade ago. I went from being someone overflowing with ideas that only wrote a few pages a year to someone writing regularly and growing a professional writing career despite an overbooked life. 

Which is all to say that I have been where you are, wanting so badly to integrate more writing into my life but with no idea how to get started. So let me save you the years of floundering and failure and wasted time I had to go through until I finally figured it out. Let's build you a writing habit strong enough to withstand whatever life throws at it. 

​
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Secure Your Contractors
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Make the Mental Commitment

​You wouldn't start to build a house unless you knew everyone on the project was completely on board. Contacts in place, everything all agreed upon in black and white, permits filed and approved. If you've ever been part of a big construction project, you know that just one contractor on the wrong page can derail the whole project and turn a dream house into a nightmare. 

When it comes to building your writing life, there's a chorus of voices in your head, and the first step to doing this thing is to get them all committed. That means it's time to get your mental paperwork in order. It may sound silly but, the fact is, if your mental team were already 100% on board with this writing thing, you wouldn't be reading this book you'd be doing it. 

Getting your head around the conceptual part of being a writer is the most important part and the most often overlooked. It’s also not easy. The good news is the fact that you are reading this means you've already cleared the very first hurdle most aspiring writers never even make it past. 

Consider how many people, and you might know a few in your immediate circle of friends and family, dream of writing but have never taken even a single step towards making that fantasy into reality. But you, you're here! And that means you've already taken that all-important first step. 

It's very easy to underestimate what a big deal that is. 

So take a moment to congratulate yourself! You've already made an important mental commitment to becoming a writer, and that’s a big something. 

Now, let's talk about what else you need to do. 

In this section, you'll claim the title of writer and give yourself permission to write, even if it's badly. You'll make writing a priority in your life, clarify your writing purpose, and solidify your determination tangibly. You'll transform your writing dreams into a writing goal and discover that the magic of writing is in you, not in writing tricks and gimmicks. You'll start building your writing tribe by acting like the professional writer you aren't yet without getting distracted by comparisons and petty jealousy. You'll level up your writing skills and broaden your writing perspective by reading widely and often and, most importantly, truly commit to your goals by taking failure entirely off the table.

Join me, as we machete our way past fears, doubts, hang-ups, and hesitation to the place where your determination lives. Now it's time to get mentally prepared, and that starts when you claim your rightful title as a writer. 
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​Call yourself a writer
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Do you feel comfortable calling yourself a writer? One of the most common mental hang-ups I've seen in beginning writers is this reluctance to call themselves a writer... "yet." There's always some arbitrary benchmark they've set up in their head for when they'll be worthy of the title, something that designates when they are a Real Writer. Often, this benchmark moves as they progress in their career so it’s always just out of their current reach.

But, the thing is, all a writer is is someone who writes. That's it. There's no special certification, approval board or trial by fire. You can call yourself a writer right now, and no one can stop you.

Do you still demur, shying away from using the title? Then you've found the first bit of mental work you've got to do. How are you going to commit to writing if you don't even consider yourself a writer? If you're not even willing to admit it to yourself, how will you defend it to others? How can you justify making room for something in your life that you don't even believe in enough to call by its name?

You are a writer. Write that on a post-it note and put it where you'll see it every day until you believe it. Introduce yourself that way to random strangers. Wear that coat with pride even if it still doesn't quite feel like it fits because the word writer is a magic garment that conforms to fit the wearer as long as you believe.​
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Give yourself permission to write
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Sounds simple, right?

Sometimes it's the hardest thing of all.

There's that pile of laundry, and it's well past time to clean out that fuzzy stuff in the fridge and that birthday party won't plan itself... how can you justify using this time to write when there's all that and more to do?

And even if you get your butt in the chair to write your brain starts up a different list. Your chances of ever getting published are so slim and writing at all is such a silly thing anyway and, really, your story is a mess, and you're not even a very good writer so what's the point? After all, lots of people want to write. Who's to say you're the person who deserves to actually do it? 

Stop.

Do you want to write? Then you have permission to write. It's that simple. 

Your talents, future prospects, and earning potential have nothing to do with it. You have permission to write if you are awful, if you never make a dime, if you write for yourself and never show it to anyone. The state of your house, work Inbox, and the collection of chaos that totals your personal life all have nothing to do with it either. 

It's so easy to play the comparison game, to pit writing against something else in your life and pick a winner (which is seldom writing, it seems). There's always something that feels more important. But if writing is important to you, you have permission to do it.

But you don't need my permission. You need your own.

Can you do that? Can you give yourself permission to write? Can you believe in your right to write enough that you'll carve time out of your day for writing, sacrifice for it, put it above the things that matter to you less? Can you commit to it the way you commit to everything else you've already given yourself permission to make a part of your life?

You can. If this writing thing matters to you, you can and you will. 

It might feel awkward at first. There will be moments when you still find yourself overwhelmed by doubts and fear. There are always moments like that in anything worth doing so you may as well get used to them and carry on, anyway. 

But things will shift once you have that beautiful moment when everything clicks and you realize that, yes, you CAN do this and you WILL. That you need not wait for anyone's permission to make your dreams happen. Or that no one can stop you but you. It's when you take that deep breath and say, wow, OK, I guess this is happening... and you make it happen. 

All because you gave yourself permission.
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Let yourself write poorly
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I have talked to so many would-be writers whose writing dreams stalled before they had begun and all for the same reason: when they started writing, what they wrote was so bad they just couldn't continue. What if they just weren't good enough to be a writer? What if they were doing it wrong? It stopped them in their tracks and arrested any forward progress they were making on their dreams. 

What I tell these writers is the same thing I will say to you: you will write poorly. It is a natural part of the writing life. There is not one of us that vomits forth a perfect bit of writing every time. We refine and revise and rewrite to get to those lovely sentences you see in the finished work, but those words did not start out like that.

We talked in the last section about giving yourself permission to write. Part of that is giving yourself permission to write badly. To clomp your way through that delicate idea, to butcher grammar and string cliches together like a garland, and make an absolute mess of the nicely ordered story in your head. You will write badly, and it's only by writing badly, by getting it down no matter how ugly, that you can move forward with your writing goals and get to the next stage. 

Here's the thing about lousy writing: You're an awful judge of it. Most of the time, the writing you thought was the worst of the worst turns out to be just as good as that paragraph that convinced you the Pulitzer was yours. When you look at your writing later, it's never as bad as you thought it was. Time provides precious perspective on our writing. And even if some time off from it proves that it is truly the greatest pile of garbage ever put to the page, you are still better off having written it than not because any progress is better than none.

Get used to writing poorly. Relish in it. Because it means you are a real writer, one who writes even when the words don't flow like magic. And because bad writing means you're still at least making steady progress on your writing goals. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Prioritize writing
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Once you've given yourself permission to write, you'll realize that's not enough. Because it's one thing to say, "Yes, I will write!" and another to do it. You've already got a whole life crammed into 24 hours a day, and there are zillions of things vying for your attention. Writing has a lot of competition. 

If you're going to add this new element into your life, you must commit to it by making it a priority. Take a minute, and list everything important to you ranked, and figure out where writing fits. And, for your own sake, be honest. No one will look at this but you so you don't get any points for listing what you think you should value over what you really do. If your #1 priority is getting to play The Sims twelve hours a week, own that, and then figure out how to work writing around it.

This can be an illuminating exercise but can also be a bit of a killjoy. A lot of us start something new with this idea that our life will just magically make room for it. Time will somehow free up without too much inconvenience to our nice comfortable routine. But that is rarely the reality. 

Adding a new element to your life means cutting something else out, or at least back. It means sacrificing something that also ranks high on your list of priorities. Add in that you probably already feel you never have enough time for the things that matter to you and you'll chafe even more. The happier and more settled you are in the routine you've got now, the more you must fight yourself to change it up. And the lower you placed writing on your list, the harder it will be to get it done. 

If you want to do this thing, you've got to make it a priority. That means sacrificing, turning things down, rethinking what matters to you. Writing is important to you, and now it's time to make your list of priorities reflect that. 

For now, this is a mental thing. It's about shifting how you think about writing and where it fits in your life. In the fourth section, we'll talk about strategies for finding and also making time to write even if you're already pretty well booked.
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Make the commitment real
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I have at least a decade of writing failure behind me. Times I set writing goals and failed catastrophically at even coming close to meeting them. Then, one month, everything changed. 

I'd given myself a deadline to finish the first draft of a book as part of the NaNoWriMo 30 day writing challenge. I had my outline and my daily target word count, but the one thing I didn't have was any way to make sure this was the time I finally achieved my goal. What could I do to ensure this time differed from all the other times I'd failed? How could I show that I really seriously for real meant it this time when I said I would finish this thing on time?

I decided on a simple thing. I would, at the end of each writing day, post the word count for my draft on my office door. It was a symbolic gesture as only I knew it was there, but it made the whole effort feel real in a way it never had before. There was what I had accomplished so far, right there in black and white, posted for anyone to see. 

And something amazing happened. I felt accountable to the little sticky note on the door. Before I realized what was happening, I had written more than I ever had before in only a few days. After all these years of being unable to even come close to meeting my goals, there I was, right on track. 

Then, one day, I went to take down yesterday's word count when I noticed a little shocked face drawn in the corner. To my total surprise, my husband had seen the post-its and been checking out my word count every day. At first, I was very embarrassed because it's silly, right? To post the word count for your draft on your door every day? 

But then knowing he was looking only added power to the gesture. It pushed me to write more and accelerate toward the end of the project. "He thinks that was an impressive word count? Ha! I'll bet I can write twice that tonight!" "Ugh, I don't feel like writing tonight, but I'm not leaving yesterday's note up there unchanged so let me at least get 1,000 words down before bed." I slapped that note up each day with renewed pride in everything I'd accomplished. 

And I did it. After so many years of aimless writing and missed deadlines, I finished an entire book that year for the first time in my life and finished it well before the deadline, a deadline I'd struggled to come even close to for years. I finally got myself a finished draft! But the most important thing I got that month was the understanding that a goal has to feel physical and real before you can achieve it. 
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